Introduction
Outlaws of The Water Margin is a game about China. It is a game about adventure, the battle against injustice, the actions of heroes. It takes place during the Song Dynasty, in the early years of the 12th century, a time of transition and upheaval. A succession of corrupt administrators had bled the farmers dry, extorting money for personal gain. The Emperor was sealed behind an impenetrable fence of eunuchs and bureaucrats, and spent his days in the pursuit of hedonism—he was not even aware that his subjects suffered. In such days, even honest folk were driven to rebellion. Thus the outlaws of Liangshan Po came together: heroes all, disgusted by the corruption and betrayal of the nation.

The story is an old Chinese folk tale, based on fact. It was first set down on paper, so they say, by Shi Nai’an during the Ming Dynasty, after the Han Chinese had wrested control of their nation back from the Mongols. The legends on which it was based had spread during the occupation.

In many ways it is the Chinese equivalent of Robin Hood—a popular story of the common peoples’ struggle against oppressors. The difference is that rather than a band of Merry Men, only a few of whom we learn about, in the Water Margin there are 108 heroes, all named and described, and said to be the spirits reborn of other, earlier heroes. In this game, you can become one of the heroes. If you survive with your honour intact and many fine deeds to your name, then it will appear on the Heavenly Tablet which lists all 108 of the reborn heroes. When all are finally brought together, a sign from the sky leads the outlaws to the tablet, showing that their cause is just, for Heaven is with them.

The game is designed to capture the excitement of the Chinese original, the novels of Jin Yong, the Water Margin television series, and the films set in similar periods such as A Chinese Ghost Story. These represent the modern expression of a traditional Chinese form of popular fiction: full of energy, action, magic and life. Outlaws brings you flashing swordplay, prodigious leaps, crafty sorcerers and cunning con-men—all washed down with plenty of rice wine. Drama is more important than following the rules. Creating a good story is more important than winning.
If you don’t know how to roleplay, don’t worry, it gets explained in the next chapter.

The Rule Systems

This game has rather simple rules, in order to make it faster and easier to play. Most of the game is conducted through conversation between the players, and to explain how this works, I use the term assertions. I explain these below. Here let me just say that what distinguishes roleplaying games from the ‘Let’s Pretend’ games we played as kids is that we use rules to handle disagreements easily. We do this because rolling a pair of dice doesn’t interrupt a story as much as an argument between players—in fact rolling the dice can provide excitement and interest in its own right.

Assertions

The pages of rules in roleplaying books make it appear that the game is played by following rules—like a board game, in fact. This isn’t true. You actually play roleplaying games by talking. You pretend to be a character in a story—in this game that means you are a character in China—and you describe what your character does and says. Other players also describe what their characters do and say, and that’s what makes the story. I call these descriptions of what characters do or say assertions.
There’s a problem here, though. How do you decide the result of what you say your character does? And what happens if two players’ assertions contradict each other? Roleplaying games solve this problem in two ways.

The first way is to have a set of rules. Instead of the story being forgotten as two players argue between themselves, we consult the rules and the descriptions of the characters we made before we started to play, and roll the dice. This way we can decide fairly quickly which assertion describes what actually happens. Many players think that they have to use the rules all the time, for everything that their character does. But you don’t. You only need to use the rules when there’s a problem, when something is at stake; when an assertion on its own isn’t enough to show what happens.

The second way that roleplaying games solve the problem is to have a referee. A referee in a roleplaying game has a number of jobs, which makes it difficult, but also a lot of fun. One of the jobs of the referee is to decide when the rules should be used. Actually, it’s often obvious, and players can just go ahead and use the rules. At other times, though, a referee might challenge a player’s assertion, and say that the rules will have to be used to see if it works.

Another job the referee has is to act as all the other people in the world! Yes: while most players get to act only one or perhaps two characters, the referee is everyone else! That’s why the referee’s job is difficult but interesting. Other jobs the referee has to do will be described later.
Rolling the dice

Using the rules usually means that some dice are rolled. This game uses ordinary six-sided dice. For almost all rolls, two dice are rolled at the same time.

Typically, the rules are used when a character tries to do something difficult (for example, jump off the roof of a building and land without getting hurt). Before rolling the dice, you need to know how good the character is at trying to do whatever it is he is trying to do. This is expressed in a number, which you get from the description of the character prepared before the story starts. This number is called the chance. You also need to know what’s at stake: what’s likely to happen if the character succeeds, and what happens if he fails. 
The basic rule works like this: roll the two dice, and add them together. If the number rolled is more than the chance, the character has failed. If it’s less than or equal to the chance the character has succeeded.

Simple, huh? 

There’s a bit more to it than this, but all of that comes later.
Character descriptions
In order to make the rule system described above work, we need to have some way of getting the chances of characters doing different things. This means that we need to have characters described, and with numbers as well as words. In this game, all descriptions of characters are called traits. The traits that are used to produce chances are combinations of words and a number: for example Magistrate 6, Strong +2.
Traits do more than just provide numbers for the rule system. They give a description of your character that helps you imagine him as a real person. You can add sentences of explanation to traits to build up an even richer picture of the character.

Structure of these rules

It’s always hard to decide what order to write rules in. On the one hand, you need to know something about the kinds of characters you’ll be playing before you can grasp the basic mechanics of the game; on the other hand you need to know something about how the game works before you can really develop a character. And of course, there’s the background and source material to be dealt with.

Personally I find reading roleplaying games a very tedious and depressing experience. I hope that these rules don’t have the same effect on you. I certainly don’t want to bore you with long chunks of ‘mood fiction’ or extended examples, so if I err on the side of brevity, please forgive me. And if what you’re reading is confusing because it relies on something from later on: sorry. I juggled things many times, but came to the conclusion that it was unavoidable. As Confucius said: The man who spends all day juggling the chicken and the egg, trying to decide which came first, ends up hungry.

A note on gender

China was a sexist society. However in this book I have made an effort to avoid unnecessary sexism. I am aided in this by the fact that the invidious practice of footbinding had only just started in the Song Dynasty. It can therefore be more or less ignored without compromising historical accuracy—though it can be used as part of a plot if you like.
In the game, I use female pronouns to indicate players or the referee. Male pronouns are used to indicate characters in cases when those characters could be either male or female. This doesn’t imply anything about the actual sexes of these persons, it’s just a useful way of making an important distinction.

The rivers and lakes
This game includes a fair amount of detail about the background, specifically Song Dynasty China (at the start of the 12th century). This was an interesting time in Chinese history, as the nation was undergoing rapid changes, in the social, economic and technological realms. But you may not want to get too hung up on the history, and you may choose to skip much of this background. There is a way you can do so while remaining true to many of the Chinese sources on which the game is based: concentrate on the ‘alternative society’ of the rivers and lakes. This is the world of heroes, martial artists, outlaws and the like. It has its own code of honour, its own organisations, but while these run parallel to those of society at large, they do differ from them. So in effect, you can make the rivers and lakes operate however you want it to.

For myself, I think the most interesting option is to follow many wu xia writers and to use the rivers and lakes in counterpoint to mainstream society: the one both parallels and contrasts with the other. Interactions between the two offer possibilities for sundry dilemmas more interesting than the usual ‘beat the bad guys’ of many roleplaying sessions (though there are plenty of bad guys in the rivers of lakes, if that’s what you want).

Concentrating on the rivers and lakes does allow the game to take place in a smaller, simpler society than the full complexity of Song Dynasty China.
