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TO THE SO“TI;\OF ROK“,GAN LIE THE
Shadowlands, a blighted realm born of a fallen
god’s hatred and torment. For a thousand years, its
denizens have assailed the Emerald Empire.

At the heart of the Shadowlands lies the Festering
Pit, a rift between the Mortal Realm and the Realm of
Torment. From this fissure, corruption seeps into the
land, twisting the very earth, air, water, and spirits.
When it first opened, all nearby living things were
destroyed or twisted into foul, unnatural forms. In the
centuries since, demons and monstrosities have spewed
forth from the pit to wreak misery and destruction.

Mortals who dare step foot in this forsaken domain
must guard against the spiritual sickness known as the
Shadowlands Taint, which can poison even the noblest -
hero’s body, mind, and soul. Those who fall here are
doomed to rise again, their corpses puppeted by evil
spirits and vengeful ghosts.

Many have ventured beyond the vast Kaiu Wall that
protects Rokugan from the Shadowlands, but few have
returned. Those who do are never the same...
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YASI.IKI TAKA,S SMILE HAD RARELY FELT MORE
strained. He worked on maintaining it as he followed the

servant through one of the courtyards of the Imperial
. Palace. A wind blew across the space, the first true breath
of fall. It shook the branches of the cherry tree in the
center of the courtyard and tempted Taka to cinch his
robe a little more tightly. He was in formal garb today,
which went against his grain so strongly as to be almost
painful. But needs must. He had never cowidered himself
~a diplomat, but he did know how to convince people of
things they needed to be convinced about. Usually, the
result of that convincing would be a profit for him. ;

Today, the stakes were higher. So, he wore the elaborate
robe of gray-blue with the dark blue silhouetted crest of
the Crab Clan pronﬁnently displayed.

On the other side of the courtyard, the servant took
him into one of the outer buildings of the palace. They
walked down a narrow corridor, past rice paper walls
adorned with soothing depictions of temple gardens and
mountain rivers. The imagery gave him no comfort. Even

s0, he worked on maintaining his pleasant demeanor so it

would be ready when the meeting began. There was no fun




in the task ahead, and he found that terribly depressing.

He aln'mst always found ways to enjoy himself. Yes, the
duty of the Crab Clan to protect the Wall and hold off
the threats from the Shadowlands was the most serious
. imaginable, but that didn’t mean that all the ways of
supportmg that endeavor had to be grim too. Even S0, his
lips kept trymg to pull into a scowl. i
He started to tell himself that he was fortunate that his
request for a hearing had been accepted at all, and that he
would be presenting his petition within the walls of the
Imperial Palace. Too many messages from the Wall to the
Throne had been met with the silence of indifference. At
least now he would be able to present his case. A new case.
No. He stopped the unduly optimistic train of thought.
False hope served no purpose. He had lived too many
years, and seen too imuch, to pretend otherwise. He must
be realistic about the nature of this meeting, and act as
best he could to accomplish his goal.
The servant slid the door aside, and ushered Taka into
the small meeting room. An autumn arrangement of
bush clover and pink nadeshiko adorned an alcove on the

right. Above it, a calligraphy scroll hung on the wall. Taka

glanced at the poem.-




The caress of wind,

the whispering of warmth’s end,
a call to reflect.

Words he hoped his audience would heed.

He wished he did not feel the touch of a much colder
wind in his soul. One crossing a great distance to reach
him. One rotting with smiles.

A committee of three awaited Taka, sitting before
a low table. ‘They wore the green-andrgold robes of

_the Imperial families. They rose when he entered and
exchanged bows. :

“Welcome, Yasuki Taka,” the older woman in the
middle said. “I am Otomo Meiko.”

Her tone told Taka everything he needed to know
about her, her-.politénqss a thin sheen over impatience to
be done with the task at hand. Taka took in her cold gaze,
her features weathered by time into a mask of perpetual
skepticism, and he saw a bureaucrat equally bored with
existence and duty. Meiko, Taka thought, did not believe
life had any surprises left for her. He suspected it never

had any to begin with.

Meiko introduced the other two as Seppun Fubatsu_




and Miya Jiyuna. Fubatsu was considerably older than
Meiko, possibly older than Taka. He did not look bored so

much as like someone who had never found a particular

interest in anything at all. Taka suspected that explained
. how he came tobeina subordlnate position to his junior.
He s1mply did not care enough to do other than the
minimum requlred of him. i

Jiyuna, the youngest of the three, appeared to be
capable of curiosity. The way she kept glancing at Meiko,
though, as. if for cues to the correct response, signified

_complete submission to the other woman’s will.

On the journey to the Imperial Court, Taka had hoped
against hope that he might be granted an audience with
the Imperial Regent. Instead, he faced the subcommittee
of the unmterested

I'll wake them up Thats something I know how to do.
That would almost be entertaining, if the means at his
disposal weren’t so dark.

The trio sat down again behind the table. Taka rested
his knees on the tatami mat before them. “I thank you for
the opportunity of this hearing.”

“It is our understanding that you have come to testify
to the dangers of the Shadowlands,” Meiko said, with




the expression of a woman who has heard it all before a

dozen times, and would spare herself a thirteenth, if the
choice were up to her. ’
“Ibelieve it is to the benefit of the court to be reminded
. of these dangers, yes.”
Meiko did not conceal her 51gh but at least she did not
roll her eyes. “So the Crab Clan always says.” i
“A truth does not become less true with repetition.”
Meiko made a noncommittal shrug. “You have brought
evidence to support a greater concern?”
~ “I have.” Taka pulled out the book that had traveled
with him. It was small and light, yet it weighed heavily
upon him since his first reading of its contents. He did
not like its texture, as if the interior pain had seeped
out of the pages and onto the cover. “This journal was
discovered during a foray into the Shadowlands,” he
said, softly. “It would perhaps be of interest to the court
to hear a chronicle of that cursed region not written by
one of the Crab Clan.”
At a nod from Meiko, Fubatsu put out his hand and
Taka gave him the journal. Fubatsu looked through the
first few pages, flipping with a casual impatience. “The

chronicler is Eihi. I see no clan name.”




“There is none; but we know she is not from the Crab.”

Meii<0 took the journal from Fubatsu. She examined
its battered, stained cover, then glanced to her colleague,
who shrugged more expressively than she had.

“Very well,” she said, returnlng the journal to Taka. “We
will listen to the journal’s testlmony You may proceed.”

Taka thanked her. The book seemed to radiate cold in
his hands. He opened it to the specific passage he had
chosen as his starting point, skipping over sections. He
couldn’t have the committee thinking of this work as

_something as banal as a journal. These bureaucrats need
a jolt, or they won't listen. Let’s give them something they’ll
actually remember. ‘

He began to read.







“This is a dead land. A widdered land.”

Gosula described it so, and ke was right. 2e five had
not leth the 2dall far behind us. 2de crested a lill whose
briflle 4aass cracked like boues aud looked out upo our
first vista of Hhe Shadowlands. A plain dreeted us, 4eay
and mourngul and hoslile.

Gosuta had whispered the words. J do voHhiule Nagiko,
Jchids or Rekai heard him. 5¥AMAM5 al lis shoulder, J
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“Iis,” J/o‘greeé. “Onte can seq how Hus place would
adtect the impressionable.”
Gosuda cocked Wis head. ‘Am I fo be included n that

rouf?" ;
“Should you be?” ;i
e [au?lwé. 2Je knew each ofher wall'amough that we l
could bauter up to the 5@[?5 of msult without either %akimg f
e other esrlously Gosula was éllglmler and shodler than l
3, bud nove the weaker for hat. 2le have been commades |
since childhood and it as oue. |
“20e are smlromg J sald, o lowger teshmg This was
wotthe place for i.
YThe olhsrs hurned fo listen. Ichids led our cxpwlhllom,
bul he nodded {or me to continue. |
“é’rrouggr than the dagfwr s land would seek to inshl
inus,” J finished.
“b0 we are,” Gosula adreed. “So we are.” il
Bul ke was rlghl, loo, that Hhe land had been muedered. :
Iu s death, thwas more dangerous than alive. Hwas au ||
umqvu&’r corpse, ro’rhmg forever, eaber lo spread its Yaiut ;;
fo all who passed withiu s boundaries. No balauce could ||
ever be restored o the Shadowlands. Yhey were defined ||
by the very essence ot its abseuce.
e descended to the plain and begau our crossing, g
Ju the Joom of Hhe Shadowlands, we could wot see kow ;
e S
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tar it ax\tavxé;:e(, wor what watted at ffs end. 2Je could see
wo korizou, ouly a thickening of darkuess akead.

2Je marched for vhat seemed to be hours ’rhrough i

Hie wnchanging corpse of the land. Nothing moved over
s broken {ragman’rg ot sloue. A wind blew, s direchion
uncestain, but Here were no §rasses dor ito shir.

“%o mp‘g, " Rekai commented. She was Hhe oumgegl ?1’-
our axFadlhom. An able warrior, but her lack 04?‘? experieuce
showed in her ’ramdamcﬂ loward unchecked enlwmsiasm or
doom.

“Yruly,” said. Jchido. “It leads oue lo wonder i the
Ceab Clan have perhaps been moce successiul Hhan they
Hhemselves Hhink.”

3 was Ylad to have Jclids in command. Thouglt his
hair had turned an iron fray, ade had not slowzed his
reflexes, and we ueeded lis wisdom intus place. J hoped
Jchide's speculation, ’rhough omlﬂ hald-serious, proved
correch. Hwould be a blessed dleooverﬂ, ’r[,tough a Ar&arn

urney, i we tound uotiug at all oun our travels.

“2dhal waits tor us is Widden,” said Nagiko, “and Hhe
danders will be more than Fkﬂslw\l. Remember that.”

Nadiko was almost as old as Ichids. She was the most
somber m_«&mber of our FAA”. She did not believe we should
have come here bud towd us becanse she will A[woﬂg stand

173 Jchids, their wacrior bond as giromgas mine and Gosula’s.
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- Yhe emphiness cevealed tself fo pe alie as we reached
the end of the plam. Yhe land became broken, buckled
as It a malled, spiked fist had punched upward. Jadged
rock formations reared up like spliters of boue Hurougl
Hhe tlesk of the ground. They slanted in every dicechion,
some. Hhin and sharp as spines, some curving like
claws, and others hoishug around themselves, reachin

up in 540»15 agouy. Shadows pooled like blood ot Hheir

bases.




Lo tlesed Wue toctured domain, and Hhe %loom ot the

Shadowlands Fmsgad in closer, 5o close thal J bagau lo

breallie 1. 3 swear Hhe heudh of Hhese words. I could feel |

brayuess enler my lumgs. J lnffed to 5xp.el i, bud that
omlﬂ made me lake deeper brealhs. I cenbred myseld,
{ound my stolc core, and mgulmled my brm’rhms. 2
became aware of Hhe others éolmg the same.

Yheu the shadows suarled.

Yhe dackuess transtormed do a horde of debased
korrors rushing toward us. Goblins, their sliu the 4reen of
col, their {aws agape and Aroolmg, rushed oul of Saps

¢

behaeen the formations to our left and right. sy flesh - ||

recolled atthe sight of them. They atacked will a feroctly

and braxenness never seen in mountain soblins. In Hheir
claws, Heir leelh, and their ethr[c was Hhe menace ot Hhe

Yaiut. A siugle soratch or bite, it it drew blood, would spell ||

doom. e goblmg gfrmd out and sucrounded us within
moments. W&D wielded broken brauches and boues as
clubs. They sabbled and spat, as if the cot of Hhe land
soudlt o find ts languade theoudh their voices.

Ferhaps Hhey souglt o confuse us as they circled us.
It s0, ey failed. T&&P should have altacked directly.
Because they did uot, they left hemselves open to our
respouse.

3 luned iuto the encmy, my katana flashing. 3 stuck
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as tlowing waler, even as the enemy became a stream of
bodies before me. J sliced mbo axFosaé bellies. 2dhen
an arm aimed a club at we, I aud o thal arm. 2dhere
faws smawed at my armor, J stabbed into the Hiroat.
J moved in and oud, my alack continuous as a river’s
currend, never gioﬂamg or pausing, s flow A\dtﬂéhﬂg lo
the allack of each foe.

Gosula'’s arrows saul inlo ideous Hlesh on either side
ot me, and 1‘05&1‘[&& we brole he goblm clrcle.

Yhe mousters lost Hheir crude organlzmllon. Subual
voices shricked u frushation and fury. They tried
lo surround me, bud Gosula aud I held them at baﬂ,
and now Jchids, Nagll(o, and Rekai cud Hhem down. y
companions had broken through the Ap i lhe cirele and
looped back, sliciug fhrough the 4oblius from beliud. Yhe
creatures surrounded us, but uow we had them 1%9195@{.
T[wn pauicked, lashing out in every direchion, nuring
themselves i fheir frenxy. :

Yhey were fast and vumerous. But Hhey had uo
dlgolfllma. Tkan tell betore our counleratack, their blood
mixiug darldy with the shadows of Hhe stoues.

The last of Hhe suarls ended in a urdle, and stleuce
rekurned o our cormer of Hhe Shadowlands. The breexe
became 's\lromse»r, a sott Wiss of auder blowmg Fas’r us
and iuggmg at our sleeves and hair as we stood among
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our oamags 2 vatted, weapousiready, for a renewed
allack. 2dhen none came, we moved ou.

“2de have learned a lesson,” said Ichide. “2de are
uot alone, and we do not pass unobserved.”

“The foul things of Hhis place have learued a l&geom
as vell,” said Nagilo. “They will uot find us easy prey.”

An winsually ophimistic pronouncement from her. 3115
mrhtn made it worth recording.

2Je moved ou, bud uot for very much lom_é)ar Yhe 3loom
deepened will the coming Mlgh\l and we have now made
camp. Alrsad? J can no lomger see the 2dall behind us.
2de Woush’r here were woods where His tortured plaiu
ends. As we twisled our way Hhroudh the rock formalions,

we gllmFged what mlgk’r be a forest indhe dislance, iho‘ugh

it was hard to divine the frudh of the dark mass.

3 have taken tirst watch and took the opportunity fo
lmgm s record. I think—

3, sulo?fwé my wrl’rmg becanse I 4houglml som’rkmg
moved. However, i was fust shadows deifhug i fhe
flickering of our fice. I almost sounded the alarm before
J realized here was uothing there. Ouce my walch ends, 3
will meditate. J clearly ueed fo draw upon the steadiness
Hhat will come from le’r prachice. J muglr not look for
éamgcre wlhere noue exist. ‘Tha real damgars will be more

Hhan emougk
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T am o&v;’feree(. J am wa’rol«fu; bud not fumpiug at

iltusions. t

J do not like the shadows, ’rkougk. J lenow ’rlwy are
cansed by Hhe fire, bt atlhe corner of my eyes, they seem
too violewd, and out ot duptlun with the tlames. 2lhen I
loolc-at Hem Alreo’rln, Hhere 15 notlu ug wroug with them, bud
the viclence at the edses of my percephion coutuues.

The wight is loug. I will be dlad for dawn, wheu the
shadows will wo longer move.

i
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