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This game, and everything original about it, is © 2007 by Mark A 

Robertson (aka Marcus Andrews).  Feel free to use this manuscript 

for your own use, and if you actually manage to make money on it, 

let me know, so I can feel some warm fuzzies (and demand my 

(small) cut). 

 

If you want to print this PDF, I recommend that you start printing 

on the title page, going through page 29 of the regular text, printing 

two pages per sheet.  (IE print pages 2-36, and the last page will 

have just one page on the left and it will be blank on the right).  

Then fold them in half down the middle so the text is on the 

outside.  This makes it look an awful lot like an unbound double-

sided book, except the pages are double-thick.  You can put one 

row of staples on the left side, and it will hold together very nicely. 

 

After that, you can print the last five pages (pages 27-41) at full 

size on standard business card stock, and you have a complete set 

of rules and cards to play with.
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Introduction: The Desert Rose 

 
Is the Desert an inter-dimensional nexus?  A world on the edge of 

dreams?  A twisted, magical version of the Arabian Nights?  You 

have no idea.  But to obtain your heart's desire, you must find the 

Desert Rose. 

 

The City of the Desert Rose 

 

Once the jewel of civilization in a hundreds realities, the city of the 

Desert Rose still maintains its connection to many worlds. 

 

It was the city of legend – Atlantis, Shangri-La, Utopia, and 

Xanadu all at once.  Many people saw it as their destiny to visit 

Desert Rose, and at least one religious tradition required its 

adherents to make a pilgrimage to the city at least once in their 

lifetime. 

 

Soon, the city gained fame as a trade center, with an annual festival 

that allowed anyone to buy, sell, or trade anything imaginable.  

With the festival came increased crime, where thieves robbed 

pilgrims, travelers, and locals alike. 

 

The prophets of the Desert Rose grew worried at the corruption 

that followed their pilgrimage festival.  Following the audacious 

robbery of the shrine in broad daylight, the great prophets joined in 

an effort to protect the only remaining treasure – the Desert Rose 

itself.  Sacred and powerful beyond belief, the Desert Rose would 

serve as the focus for their ritual.  They used powerful magic to 

bind the fate of the city and its inhabitants into the Rose. 

 

Now, the city exists for only three days each year, during the great 

pilgrimage festival.  So long as the Rose remains safe, the city will 

endure for eternity. 
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The Hermit 

 

The ritual was not perfect, however; strangers and visitors 

continually find their way to the shrine – uncertain of how or why 

they are there, but unable to leave.  An ancient hermit meets each 

of these strangers to the city, warning that they must escape before 

the festival ends – otherwise, they will remain in the city forever.  

To return home, they must somehow gain possession the Desert 

Rose and escape the city before the festival week is over. 

 

The Festival of the Rose 

 

The pilgrimage festival was once the highlight of Desert Rose life 

– now, it is all that is left of the city. 

 

The festival begins with two preliminary events to celebrate the 

beginning of the Pilgrimage of the Rose.  The first is the 

Pilgrimage Procession, a miles-long parade where the Desert Rose 

enters the city with much fanfare.  At the conclusion of the parade, 

Al-Hassan, the only remaining Prophet, invites the guidance of the 

Supreme Ones and asks their protection on the City, the Followers, 

and the Desert Rose.  Al-Hassan then takes the Desert Rose itself 

into the Shrine of the Rose, where it remains on display during the 

Festival of the Rose. 

 

The procession begins at the outer gate of the city and winds 

through the main plazas of the city before arriving at the Shrine of 

the Rose.  At the head of the procession is the Desert Rose, 

guarded by fifty elite guards.  Immediately following the Rose in 

the procession is the chair of Al-Hassan himself, carried by six 

servants. 

 

The second preliminary event is the Masquerade, often called the 

Rose Ball, where nobles and commoners join in celebration.  
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While the masquerade feast and the dancing afterward are the 

highlights of the occasion, merchants and nobles often take 

advantage of the occasion to negotiate exclusive deals and broker 

marriages between families.  To be seen doing this is considered a 

great faux pas, but many feel that there is an advantage in securing 

an exclusive deal before the festival the next day. 

 

On the third day, the great festival begins.  Market stalls, street 

performers, and contests of all kinds grace the streets of the city, 

and rose petals rain from the sky.  The Prophet Al-Hassan sends 

the guards out of the Shrine and performs the renewal ritual to 

ensure that the city will endure forever.  The crowded streets are 

both a blessing and a curse to any who seek to steal the Rose, for 

while they provide cover for anyone fleeing the guards, the crowds 

gladly lynch any thieves or criminals they catch. 

 

In this environment, each of you must gain exclusive possession of 

the Desert Rose, both to secure your escape and for your own, 

hidden purposes. 

 

What is this game like? 

 

The system is part card game, part shared-gm RPG and mostly 

freeform, with auction-style conflict resolution.  More important 

than what you can do are your Drives, your reasons for behaving 

the way you do. 

 

What will Desert Rose do? 

Hopefully, tell an entertaining and somewhat competitive story. 

 

It won’t give you any kind of simulation of reality.  It won’t tell 

you how many D6 damage a bastard sword will do.  It might not 

be the kind of game you like, or the kind of RPG.  That being said, 

almost anything is worth trying at least once. 
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Instructions for Play 
 

Components: 

 

This game needs: 

• These Rules 

• Two to six players 

• One character sheet for each player 

• Four Different Colors of Tokens, representing four 

inconsistent character Drives of Peace, Control, Empathy, 

and Hedonism.  You will need at least 20 of each.  (I use 

Poker Chips in white, red, blue, and green.) 

• One set of Desert Rose cards, including: 

o Six Motive cards, 

o Twelve Act III payout cards (including the Desert Rose 

card), and 

o Thirty-two payout cards. 

 

 

Summary of Play: 

 

There are two basic story-lines for The Desert Rose.  In one, your 

characters are all outsiders brought into the city and trapped there, 

and the only way home is to get the Rose.  In the other, you have 

much closer ties to the city and the Rose, and more extensive 

desires for it.  Either works well for a one-shot or short campaign, 

though they don’t really work well for an extended game; you can 

also mix and match the plots as desired. 

 

In either story, your character’s goal is to escape the city with the 

Desert Rose during the festival.  To succeed, you must build your 

resources by entering into conflicts with your rivals for the 

possession of the Rose. 
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Gameplay consists of four Acts, similar to the acts in a play.  Each 

Act takes place over the backdrop of one of the major events of the 

Festival of the Rose – the Pilgrimage Procession, the Masquerade, 

and the Festival. 

 

Prior to the beginning of Act I: the Pilgrimage Procession, each of 

you met the Hermit, who told you the story of the Rose and what is 

at stake.  Additionally, many of you already knew about the Rose 

and had an ulterior motive for entering the city to take it. 

 

During the procession, you have your first opportunity to build up 

your resources by entering into conflicts with each other.  These 

conflicts can be of any type – physical, mental, social, or artistic, to 

name a few possibilities – and represent your maneuverings around 

each other as you discover that others want the Desert Rose just as 

you do.  The only limitation on conflicts is that you are not allowed 

to kill or permanently incapacitate each other during Act I or Act 

II, just because it makes a pretty dull story if the major characters 

are dead before they have a chance to do anything.  (Feel free to do 

whatever permanent mental, social, or even physical harm you like 

to the other characters in the setting, though.) 

 

Act II: Masquerade gives you the opportunity to enter into bargains 

and vie for social power in the city to give yourself the power base 

to escape with the Rose.  You can also conspire with your rivals to 

make your survival and escape more likely – but be aware that 

each rival plans to double-cross you, just as you must double-cross 

them to get what you want. 

 

During Act II you should also develop the background for your 

character’s Motive, with secret conspiratorial meetings or pining 

for lost loves or anything in between.  To put it bluntly, if your 

fellow players do not have at least a good idea of your character’s 

Motive at the end of Act II, you haven’t done enough to develop 

your character. 
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Act III: Festival of the Rose is the beginning of the end for you.  

For the first time, the Rose is weakly guarded, and you have a 

chance to steal it.  Of course, someone else may steal it first, so be 

prepared for any eventuality. 

 

Once one of you gains possession of the Rose in Act III, the stage 

is set for your escape in Act IV: the Desert Rose.  This plays out as 

an extended conflict, where each of you describe your actions to 

claim the Rose from your rivals and how you will counter each 

rival’s efforts to keep it from you. 

 

Once one of you has escaped with the Rose, each player has the 

option of giving his or her character a Denouement or Epilogue 

scene, showing what happens to him or her after the final fight for 

the Rose.  Describe whatever you like, as long as it shows what 

you want the other players to see in your character. 
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Universal Rules: 
 

These rules are a  good way to guide freeform play, and help to 

determine when there is a conflict. 

 

Principle of Narrative Truth: Once you say something happens, it 

happens.  This applies to anything in the narrative fiction.  The 

only exceptions to this are: 

 

The Coup de Gras rule:  You can’t narrate the end of a conflict 

until you win the conflict.  You can’t narrate anything permanent 

happening to another player’s character unless they lose a conflict 

to you, and it is Act III or IV. 

 

Genre rule: You can’t narrate anything that is grossly out of genre.  

If anyone thinks you are making things up that do not fit the 

setting, you need to explain the logic behind it.  If you think 

someone else has described something that makes no sense, ask 

them to clarify (or even better, give them a suggestion for how it 

works).  Do not use this rule to “win,” however; while your 

characters may be ruthless, manipulative snakes, your fellow 

players are your friends and just want a cool story. 

 

If you think that someone’s character is getting too much with too 

little effort, either argue about why it doesn’t work or narrate your 

character into the scene and start a conflict with them. 

 

Communication: The other rules require that everyone understand 

the limits of the genre in question.  If there are questions or 

concerns, discuss them.  You’ll all be happier that you did. 
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Set-up 

 

First, you need to talk to each other about what style of game you 

want to play.  Seriously, this step is more important than any other; 

nothing kills a game faster than having a lunatic goblin named 

Fumbles try to get along with Lord Althain, elven socialite and 

food taster.  The Desert Rose probably works just fine with any 

type of character, and while the setting encourages some silliness, 

you can “play it straight” just as well, as long as everyone agrees to 

it.  For that matter, a skilled role-player can take Fumbles the 

goblin and make him a tragic figure, even if he has comedic 

moments.  Just be sure everyone is on the same page about play 

style before you start to play, and stick to it during play. 

 

 

Give each player a Character Sheet to fill out: 

 

Name and Origin: 

 

This is exactly what it sounds like.  Give your character a name, 

and write a few words to describe their general background.  It’s 

that easy. 

 

Mark, Luke, and Shelly are making characters for a Desert Rose 

game. 

 

Mark has always liked the “everyman” style of story, where a 

person from mundane circumstances must face strange or even 

supernatural challenges.  He considers doing something about as 

boring and mundane as possible, but decides that being a law 

student would be too much like real life; instead, he decides he will 

play a used car salesman.  Noticing that the grammar check on his 

laptop dislikes the term “salesman,” he instead creates a “used 

car salesperson,” a woman named Constance Miller. 
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Shelly recently began Lois McMaster Bujold’s Vorkosigan series, 

and decides that she would like to play an armsman to a noble 

family from a feudalistic sci-fi world – a bit socially backward 

because of his villager upbringing, but with passing familiarity 

with a variety of technologies.  She calls him Tad Griffon, and 

writes “Armsman to a stellar noble” as Tad’s Origin. 

 

Luke decides that there are too many characters from “outside” 

the Desert, and decides to create a “native” Bedouin scout.  He 

names him Al-Qubar and imagines cool swords and Fakir magical 

abilities. 

 

Drives: 

 

Everyone has certain primary motivations, the things that drive 

them to act a certain way in any given situation.  In Desert Rose, 

these are the character’s Drives. 

 

A character’s drives are their strongest internal motivators.  

Whenever someone acts, they do so out of a desire for maintaining 

or encouraging Peace, Control of a situation for a feeling of 

personal power, Empathy or intimacy with others, or personal 

pleasure or reputation – Hedonism.  When your character acts to 

resolve a conflict, you must use more Tokens of the appropriate 

Drive that fits the action your character is taking than of any other 

Drive. 

 

Primary and Secondary Drives: 

 

While any character can act with any of these Drives, each 

character tends toward one the majority of the time – their Primary 

Drive – and toward another for much of the remainder of the time 

– their Secondary Drive.  They will need to decide their character’s 

Primary and Secondary Drives: each player’s primary and 

secondary drives must differ from each other, and no two players 
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can have both the same primary and secondary drive.  If there are 

four or fewer players, no two players can have the same primary 

drive. 

 

Shelly’s character, Tad, has Empathy as his Primary Drive and 

Control as his Secondary Drive.  Mark’s character, Constance, 

cannot also have Empathy as her Primary Drive and Control as 

her Secondary Drive; Mark must choose a different Primary Drive, 

Secondary Drive, or make both Drives completely different.  If 

there are fewer than four players, Mark cannot choose Empathy 

for Constance’s Primary Drive, though he could still use Control 

for her Secondary Drive.  He chooses Control as Contance’s 

Primary Drive instead, though, and then chooses Hedonism as 

Constance’s Secondary Drive. 

 

Luke thinks that Al-Qubar would be great as a pure Hedonist, and 

curses the game designer who won’t let him have both the Primary 

and Secondary Drives be Hedonism.  After grumbling at Mark for 

a while, Luke gives Al-Qubar Hedonism as his Primary Drive and 

(just to be contrary) Peace as his Secondary Drive (interpreting 

“Peace” as “wants to be free to do his own thing”). 

 

Motive: 

 

Next, determine your character’s Motive for seeking the Rose.  

There are several conflicting reasons a person might seek the 

Desert Rose.  Pick a Motive card to decide what your character 

wants the Rose. 

 

Many of the Motives are deliberately vague, and it is up to you to 

fill in the details of your character’s reasons for wanting the Rose.  

The only limitation: your character has to want the Rose 

exclusively, and will not share it with anyone else here who seeks 

the Rose. 
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The Motives are as follows: 

Love: Someone you love asked you to bring the Rose to them.  But 

once you give it to them, what happens to you – and to them? 

 

Loyalty: You work for someone – or owe a debt to someone – and 

he or she promises great rewards once you deliver the Rose. 

 

Protect the Rose: You represent an ancient order of guardians who 

once protected the Rose, and you seek to recover the Rose for your 

Order. You would gladly sacrifice your life to protect it. 

 

Destroy the Rose: The Rose is a supernatural artifact that corrupts 

those around it, and you must destroy it before more destruction 

comes upon mankind. 

 

Supernatural Powers: The Rose has supernatural powers, and those 

powers are the only thing that can give you what you most 

desperately need. 

 

Rivalry: One of the other characters is a lifelong rival, and you 

know that they seek the Rose.  Whatever their reason for wanting 

the Rose, you must reach it first and take it for yourself. 

 

If your character wants to get the Rose for someone else, who does 

he or she want it for, and why do they want it?  Are they a 

political, religious, or scientific organization, a private collector, a 

leader, a friend, an ally, a family member, or a lover?  What have 

they promised your character if he or she gets it for them? 

 

You are responsible to show how your character’s Motive 

influences his or her actions.  While you should never simply 

announce your character’s Motive to the other players, if they 

don’t know what your character’s Motive is by the time you reach 

the end of Act II, you haven’t done a good enough job of role-

playing it. 
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Collect your Tokens: 

 

Get five Tokens for your Primary Drive, three Tokens for your 

Secondary Drive, and one Token for each of the other Drives.  You 

will use Tokens when you act to resolve conflicts between 

characters.  Your Tokens can also indicate your stamina and ability 

to endure the harsh climate of The Desert. 

 

Determine who will frame the first Scene: 

 

You can decide this in any arbitrary manner, or at random.  

Suggestions include: length of hair (longest or shortest), size of 

nose (largest or smallest), number of pieces of jewelry each person 

is wearing, age, obnoxiousness, the number of times the player has 

played a character just like this one, alphabetically by player or 

character name, in reverse order of when their birthday takes place 

during the year, or by whoever volunteers first.  In the event of a 

dispute, flip a coin or have a fistfight to decide. 
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Drives 
 

The four Drives are Peace, Control, Empathy, and Hedonism.  

When you use Tokens, you must narrate your character acting in 

harmony with at least one of these Drives – whichever you have 

used the most of.  (If there are multiple types of Tokens you have 

used the most of, choose at least one of the Drives for your 

character to follow. 

 

Each character has both a Primary and Secondary Drive.  They 

motivate the character in nearly everything he or she does.  While 

characters may act according to other drives, even drives they lack, 

most of the time they will behave consistent with either the 

Primary or Secondary Drive. 

 

Briefly, the Drives motivate characters as follows: 

 

Peace: 

Far from a desire for pacifism, the Peace Drive is a motivation 

against drastic change.  When someone works for Peace, he or she 

tries to take the lazy way out.  This can be anything from 

subterfuge, to stealth, to seeming to go along with a plan only to 

choose not to act at a critical time. 

 

Sometimes a Peace-driven character can seem like a pushover, but 

more accurately they can be shy; but this is not always the case, as 

a Peace-driven character can be the most stubborn of all when 

someone tries to get them to do something extreme or outlandish.  

(Peace can be a difficult drive to describe, because your character 

must seem passive while actively participating in the scene.) 

 

Control: 

This character seeks to wield power.  He or she will often argue for 

the sake of argument, and likes to be in charge, but is strongly 

motivated toward accomplishment.  He takes responsibility, and 
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expects others to respect his authority.  The Control-driven 

character doesn’t like to lose, and hates to back down, even when 

continuing can only make things worse – for himself and everyone 

else.  (Advice for playing the Control Drive: Life is short; don’t be 

a prick.  Your character honestly believes he wants people to go 

along with him or her because he/she knows what is best, not 

because they like to treat other people like they’re worthless.  If 

you really want to play it like that, you’ll face the consequences.) 

 

Empathy: 

Empathy-driven characters care about others, and feel that loyalty 

and integrity toward others are more important than themselves.  

They are often perfectionists, and would rather do something well 

than quickly. 

 

Hedonism: 

Hedonists enjoy experiencing life for its own sake, and are 

generally enthusiastic and positive.  They tend to be very likable 

and spontaneous, but like to be the center of attention.  (Note: 

These characters are not Malkavians or Kender, and should not be 

played as obnoxious, silly, or irritating; they want attention, but 

don’t necessarily want to be jerks about it.  Control-driven 

characters are more willing to offend, or more accurately care less 

about other’s opinions.) 

 

For a side-by-side comparison of these characters, consider the 

following chart: 
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Summary of Drives: 

 

Drive: Peace Control Empathy Hedonism 

Feel good 

Look 

(technically) 

good 

Be morally 

good 

Look 

(socially) 

good 

Independence Rightness Understanding Notice 

Respect Respect Appreciation Praise 

Tolerance 

Approval 

from a 

select few 

Acceptance 
Approval 

from all 

Kindness Productivity Perfection Happiness 

Freedom Leadership Autonomy Freedom 

Contentment Challenge Security Play 

Desires 

Restrain fears Bury fears Reveal fears 
Conceal 

fears 

 

(These drives were largely adapted from the Hartman Personality 

Tests.  For more information, see 

http://www.thecolorcode.com/about.html.) 
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Tokens 
 

To play The Desert Rose, you need four different types of Tokens.  

Each type of Token corresponds to a Drive.  While it would 

probably be easier to arbitrarily assign a color of Token to each 

Drive, I have no idea of what colors or types of Tokens you will 

have available, so I refer to them as Control Tokens, Empathy 

Tokens, Peace Tokens and Hedonism Tokens. 

 

At the beginning of Acts II, III, and IV, collect three Tokens for 

your Primary Drive and one Token for your Secondary Drive from 

the unused Token pile.  If your character died during Act III, you 

can still participate in the Conflict by trading your Tokens during 

Act IV. 

 

During a Conflict, you can give one or more Tokens to another 

player participating in the Conflict.  To do this, you need to have 

your character interact with the other player’s character in a way 

that reflects the Drive of at least one of the Tokens you are giving 

to the other player.  Note that because only one player can have the 

highest Bid in a Conflict, if two players want to collaborate in a 

conflict one needs to transfer Tokens to the other (while following 

the Token’s Drive), and if that player wins the Conflict, he or she 

can decide whether to transfer Tokens back (once again acting with 

the Token’s Drive).  There is no way to force a player to transfer 

Tokens directly to another player at any time, however. 

 

At the beginning of each Conflict, each participating player must 

put a number of Tokens into the pot equal to the minimum stakes; 

this represents the detrimental impact of The Desert on its 

inhabitants.  This becomes the base amount for the “prize” granted 

to the player who wins the Conflict.  If a player cannot match the 

minimum stakes, his or her character cannot participate in the 

Conflict.  The minimum stakes in a conflict are determined by 

what Act in the story the game has reached. 
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Conflicts 
 

Characters and stories are most interesting when they involve some 

form of conflict.  In The Desert Rose, each Scene contains a 

potential Conflict.  If you are framing a scene, you need to decide 

what the Conflict will be.  If you do not have at least one player 

opposing you, you do not have a Conflict, and you cannot gain 

Tokens without a Conflict. 

 

To have a Conflict, you must first decide what is at stake.  The 

Stakes of a Conflict are the possible outcomes that can result.  

First, declare what the situation is that you think will create a 

Conflict.  Say what your character will get out of the situation if 

nobody stops him or her.  If no player objects, your character will 

continue to get what he or she wants until there is a conflict or the 

group decides to end your scene. 

 

Suggested Conflicts: 
When a person is: 

• Immoral 

• Irrational/fanatical 

• Overreaching 

• Hiding something 

• Violent 

• Desperate 

• Jealous 

• Irresponsible 

Mix and match as desired. 

 

Once another player decides to have his character oppose yours, 

that player and any other participating players should declare their 

stakes – what their character will get or do if they win the Conflict.  

Only one player can win any Conflict. 
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There are limitations to what stakes can be during the early acts.  

During Act I, no character can suffer permanent injury (including 

death) as the result of a conflict.  During Act II, no character can 

suffer death as the result of a conflict.  During Act III and Act IV, 

any character can suffer any harm from conflict, including death, 

dismemberment, or eternally losing their soul, depending on the 

stakes set by the players.  If there is any dispute as to what 

constitutes “permanent injury,” it is resolved according to the Veto 

rule. 

 

Once players agree to a Conflict, each player who wants his or her 

character participate in the conflict must pay an Ante, the amount 

of which depends on which Act you are in.  (In Act III, the scene 

framer can always participate, but if the framer does not have 

enough Tokens to meet the Ante, he or she must Ante all 

remaining Tokens.)  This Ante goes into the center of the play 

area, and cards equal to the Tokens anted are placed next to the 

combined Antes.  (One card for Act I, two for Act II, three for Act 

III.  Additionally, in Act III add a card from the Act III deck.)  You 

are not required to describe your characters actions to make an 

ante, though it is encouraged.  The player who wins the conflict 

will receive the combined Antes and any cards at stake. 

 

A Conflict consists of a series of Bids by the participants, starting 

with the participant to the scene framer’s left and going clockwise.  

To participate in a conflict, a player Bids any number or type of 

Tokens and describes what his or her character is doing to achieve 

the Stakes.  When bidding, the player should determine which 

Tokens he or she Bid the most of; the actions the player describes 

must be consistent with the Drive of that type of Token.  Each 

player may continue to Bid as long as he or she has Tokens to use, 

but must describe appropriate character actions each time he or she 

makes a Bid.  Whoever Bids the highest number of Tokens wins 

the Conflict.  Instead of continuing to Bid, a player may instead 

drop out of the Conflict at any time. 
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Once all the players but one have dropped out of the Conflict, the 

remaining player wins the Conflict and narrates the outcome, up to 

the outcome in their stakes.  The winning player does not need to 

completely fulfill their stakes.  That player also receives the 

combined Antes paid by the players in the Conflict; the player also 

receives any payout cards next to those Antes.  If he or she 

chooses, that player can immediately distribute any or all of these 

winnings to other participants in the Conflict, and can exchange 

cards for their equivalent token value at this time or any other.  All 

bids, whether by the person who won the Conflict or by some other 

participant, go into the unused Token pile. 
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Desert Rose Cards 
 

The Desert Rose cards keep the game uncertain. 

 

When you receive a card or cards as the prize for winning a 

Conflict, take it into your hand of cards.  You can play with your 

hand to yourself or reveal it to anyone else, as desired.  If it lists 

Token types, you can  

 

Payout Cards: 

 

Many of the cards list only a number and a Drive.  You can 

exchange these cards at any time for the corresponding number of 

Tokens that match that Drive, and can use them in Bids as if they 

were regular Tokens (though you must reveal them when you do 

so).  Some cards are matched to the Primary or Secondary Drives 

of the player who wins the card.  If the card does not specify that a 

Drive applies to the Tokens, you can choose what Drive you will 

use. 

 

Example Payout card: 

 

Two Peace Tokens, One Empathy Token 

 

With this card, if you win the conflict, you can cash the card in for 

the equivalent value at any time, or just use it as part of a bid in a 

conflict.  You keep your cards to yourself, so nobody knows 

exactly what resources a successful player has. 

 

Act III Cards: 

 

During Act III, you also use a different set of cards – the “Act III” 

cards – in addition to payout cards.  Set aside “The Desert Rose” 

and randomly choose enough other cards so that there will be one 

card for each player.  As long as the Desert Rose is not revealed, 
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each player must take a turn framing a scene in Act III.  Cards 

from the “Act III” set are used as additional prizes for winning 

conflicts, along with the raised antes of Act III and the usual 

payout cards.  Players can use these cards as part of later bids 

(either in Act III or during Act IV) and actually change the value 

of different Tokens in everyone’s bids – the player’s own and 

everyone else’s.  In addition, the Desert Rose is an Act III payout 

card, and when it is drawn it starts Act IV. 

 

Example cards from the “Act III” set of payout cards: 

 

Act III Card 

Play this card face-up as part of a bid.  At the end of 

this Conflict, Control Tokens count as if their value is 

doubled.  If another card is played in this Conflict that 

also modifies the value of Control Tokens, use the more 

recently played card. 

 

With this card, you can start by bidding half as much as anyone 

else, mainly in Control Tokens, and suddenly have about as much 

as the rest do.  If you get this in your hand during Act III, you 

suddenly have strong incentive to make trades that will get you 

more Control Tokens, and to bid heavily on any pot with lots of 

Control Tokens in it. 

 

Act III Card 

The Desert Rose 

You have obtained the legendary Desert Rose!  Now all 

you need to do is escape from the city without losing it, 

and you’ll finally have everything you want! 

The game immediately moves into Act IV.  Put this 

card in the center, face-up, as the only Ante for this 

scene.  Frame the next scene starting where your 

character obtained the Rose, with all surviving 

characters just arriving as you obtain it. 
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Once this payout card comes out, the endgame phase really begins, 

and (hopefully) the pace will pick up.  Bargaining has a different 

meaning, where a losing player can decide who to support as the 

overall winner, or who to double-cross.  With a little creativity and 

the right cards, the losing player can come back to win it all. 

 

 

Note for Six Players: 

If there are six players, you should take four randomly selected Act 

III cards (other than The Desert Rose) and mix them into the 

regular payout cards at the beginning of Act III.  This ensures that 

there will be enough regular payout cards for all the Conflicts in 

the game. 

 

 

The Cards: 

The cards at the end of this PDF file are designed to be printed on 

standard business card stock for ease of use. 
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Scenes 
 

During every act, each player has the option of framing a scene 

and declaring a conflict.  (Scene framing is not optional during Act 

III as long as that Act continues.)  If you decide to frame a scene 

when it is your turn, describe the situation and circumstances, 

including where the scene takes place, what non-player characters 

are present, and what the surroundings are like.  Your character 

must participate in a scene that you frame, though other players 

can decide whether their characters will participate at any time. 

 

When you frame a scene, pay attention to the ideas of your fellow 

players. 

 

The purpose of a scene is to provide an interesting conflict for the 

characters to resolve.  Without a conflict, there is no scene. 

 

 

Scene Framing: 

 

The conflict should be decided at the beginning of the scene.  

While a scene may last an extended time, it is a sequence of events 

focused around a conflict or several related conflicts.  Define 

potential conflicts clearly. 

 

 

Declare Actions: 

 

Players decide how they will interact with the scene.  The player 

framing the scene initiates a Conflict, and other players decide how 

they will react.  Once Conflicts are established, players negotiate to 

determine precisely what is at stake.  Everyone must be aware of 

what their character will achieve if they succeed at the Conflict and 

what is at risk if they fail. 
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The Conflict: 

 

Play through the Bidding process to determine who will win the 

Conflict.  Once the winner is determined, the winner explains the 

outcome of the conflict, up to what he or she set as the maximum 

stakes in the conflict. 

 

If there are no additional actions or events in the scene, the scene is 

over and the next player frames the next scene. 
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Acts 
 

The Desert Rose works out something like a play.  It divides into a 

series of Acts, each of which corresponds with a major event in the 

Pilgrimage social set.  As you proceed through the game, the 

tension and the stakes will increase, and the game’s structure 

reflects this. 

 

During every act, each player has the opportunity to frame a scene 

and create a conflict.  Additionally, the first three acts have an ante 

that each player must meet for his or her character to participate in 

any given conflict.  Each player must participate in at least one 

Conflict during each act. 

 

The acts are as follows: 

Act I: The Pilgrimage Procession 
The world-renowned Pilgrimage Procession begins the 

Week of Pilgrimage, and everyone who is anyone will be 

watching it from the noble quarters outside the Sultan’s 

palace.  This provides a great opportunity to gather 

information about the Desert Rose, as nobody can hear a 

private conversation over the roar of the crowds.  Ante: 

One Token.  One payout card per conflict. 

 

Act II: Masquerade 
The festival Masquerade is the party event of the year, 

where wealthy merchants and nobles meet to feast, drink, 

and dance.  What happens behind the scenes at 

Masquerade is more important than what happens in the 

open; this is where you can make high-end business deals, 

broker marriages and ally families, create political 

alliances, and gain a wealth of information about anything 

you want.  Ante: Two Tokens.  Two payout cards per 

conflict. 
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Act III: Festival 
This event draws visitors from around the world, and is 

the only place where commoners can rub shoulders with 

royalty – and you have your first chance to get the Rose.  

Can you find it before your rivals do?  Ante: Three 

Tokens.  Three payout cards plus one Act III card per 

conflict. 

 

Act IV: The Desert Rose 
Either you have found the Desert Rose and must get out of 

the city before your rivals catch you, or you know who has 

it and are coming after them.  This is the climactic scene, 

where the fate of the Rose is decided.  Ante: No Ante, and 

only one card at stake in the conflict – The Desert Rose. 

 

Denouement/epilogue 
Each of you will have an opportunity to describe what 

happens to your characters after the fate of the Rose is 

decided.  No conflicts here, just narrate something that 

shows what happened to your character because of his or 

her quest for the Rose.  Ante: No Ante or Conflicts. 
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The Auction System (Redux) 
 

Summary of the Auction System: 

 

1. Each player starts the game with 10 Tokens.  The remaining 

resource chips are placed in the “unused Token pile.” 

2. The game consists of a series of scenes, framed one at a time 

by each player in a clockwise direction.  The player framing 

the scene declares the general scene and the object of 

conflict.  Then each player can decide why his or her 

character wants the object of conflict, and describes his or her 

character’s actions in the scene accordingly. 

3. At the start of each conflict, each participant contributes an 

ante to the central pool.  The amount they must ante is 

determined by what Act the game is in.  At the same time, 

they should say how they are involved.  If a player cannot 

contribute enough chips, that player cannot participate in the 

conflict, unless that player is framing the scene during Act 

III. 

4. Take a number of cards from the payout deck equal to the 

Act number and place them face-down in the center of the 

table.  Place the ante next to the cards; this is the central pool, 

or the conflict’s payout.  If the scene is taking place during 

Act III, add a face-down Act III card as well.  Act IV is a 

special case; the ante consists only of the Desert Rose card, 

face-up in the middle. 

5. Players may then bid for the central pool, the conflict’s 

payout.  Any player may bid any number of his or her 

Tokens, but must raise the amount of each bid in front of her 

or him on the table.  Bids cannot be lower than one.  To raise 

a previous bid one must place the additional number of 

Tokens, corresponding to the increased bid, on the table.  

Each time a player raises the Bid, the player must describe 

his or her character’s actions to obtain the object of the 

conflict. 
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6. All bids are forfeit, and returned to the unused Token pile. 

7. The entire amount in the pool is paid to the player making the 

highest bid, who narrates the outcome of the conflict, and can 

narrate any outcome up to and including their claimed stakes.  

That player can divide the pool between participants in the 

Conflict as desired.  Additionally, that player takes the 

payout cards, which he or she can also divide as desired. 

8. Any deals and side-payments between players are allowed; 

however, no such deal is enforceable. 

9. Bids can only be made by individual players, and the pool 

can only be paid out to an individual player. 

10. No bid may be withdrawn once made. 

11. At the end of each conflict round, once the payout is 

made, play resumes at step 2, with the next player framing a 

scene and describing a conflict. 

 

 

Notes and Bidding Strategy: 

 

The “auction” system used in this game can be confusing.  First, be 

aware that if you make a bid, you will not get it back, even if you 

win.  Neither will your opponents.  This means that if you have a 

conflict, you can win it by bidding one Token and having no 

counter-bids – this is, of course, the best way to get a good-sized 

payoff.  Unfortunately, your opponents have already given up their 

antes, and only need to bid one more Token to stay ahead of you.  

This can quickly devolve into a bottomless pit of bid and counter-

bid, with no one getting ahead. 

 

Worse, even when you have reached the amount you expect to get 

from the antes plus the payout, you still have just as much to lose 

by raising as you did at the beginning.  Constantly bidding against 

your opponents is a good way to knock yourself out of the game. 
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To resolve this, you need to negotiate a settlement with the other 

players.  There are several ways to do this.  First, the other 

participants cared enough about the conflict to risk their ante and 

any additional bids to participate.  You can promise to reduce your 

stakes to something less harmful, or if your stakes do not directly 

conflict with the other player’s, you can promise to include their 

stakes with yours.  For that matter, promise to give them back their 

ante, plus a side payment for their trouble. 

 

The danger of this, of course, is that you cannot enforce these 

promises, and only one player wins each conflict.  Your opponent 

can promise all they want, but at the end of the day, only one of 

you can win the Rose, and whoever wins the conflict can decide 

how much, if any, he or she will give to anyone else.  It becomes a 

question of who can be trusted, and how long they will wait before 

they betray you.  And the best way to get lots of tokens at once is 

to betray someone during Act III, just before you claim the Rose 

and try to escape. 

 

A strategy that sometimes works against a player with lots of 

Tokens is to team up with some or all of the other players.  By 

combining your resources, you can demolish them in a bidding 

war.  But remember that you may be knocking down one traitor 

only to put another in his place, and leaving you with fewer 

Tokens to fight back. 

 

If all else fails, try being honest.  It sets your friends up for future 

betrayals, and confuses the hell out of your enemies. 



Zero Tokens Zero Tokens 

One Peace Token Two Peace Tokens 

One Peace Token Two Control Tokens 

One Hedonism Token Two Hedonism Tokens 

One Empathy Token Two Empathy Tokens 



Three Control Tokens Three Empathy Tokens 

Three Peace Tokens Three Hedonism Tokens 

One Peace Token, One Empathy 

Token, One Hedonism Token 

One Control Token, One Peace 

Token, One Hedonism Token 

One Control Token, One Peace 

Token, One Empathy Token 

One Control Token, One Empathy 

Token, One Hedonism Token 

Four Tokens of your choice 

One Peace Token, One Empathy 

Token, One Hedonism Token, One 

Control Token 



Two Peace Tokens, One Control 

Token 

Two Peace Tokens, One Empathy 

Token 

Two Control Tokens, One Peace 

Token 

Two Peace Tokens, One Hedonism 

Token 

Two Control Tokens, One 

Hedonism Token 

Two Control Tokens, One Empathy 

Token 

Two Empathy Tokens, One 

Hedonism Token 

Two Empathy Tokens, One Peace 

Token 

Two Empathy Tokens, One Control 

Token 

Two Hedonism Tokens, One 

Control Token 



 

Two Hedonism Tokens, One 

Empathy Token 

Two Hedonism Tokens, One Peace 

Token 

Act III Card  

Play this card face-up as part of a bid.  At the 

end of this Conflict, Peace Tokens count as if 

their value is doubled.  If another card is played 

in this Conflict that also modifies the value of 

Peace Tokens, use the more recently played 

card. 

Act III Card  

Play this card face-up as part of a bid.  At the 

end of this Conflict, Control Tokens count as if 

their value is doubled.  If another card is played 

in this Conflict that also modifies the value of 

Control Tokens, use the more recently played 

card. 

Act III Card  

Play this card face-up as part of a bid.  At the 

end of this Conflict, Empathy Tokens count as if 

their value is doubled.  If another card is played 

in this Conflict that also modifies the value of 

Empathy Tokens, use the more recently played 

card. 

Act III Card  

Play this card face-up as part of a bid.  At the 

end of this Conflict, Hedonism Tokens count as 

if their value is doubled.  If another card is 

played in this Conflict that also modifies the 

value of Hedonism Tokens, use the more 

recently played card. 

Act III Card  

Play this card face-up as part of a bid.  For this 

Conflict, Peace Tokens count as Zero.  If 

another card is played in this Conflict that also 

modifies the value of Peace Tokens, use the more 

recently played card. 

Act III Card  

Play this card face-up as part of a bid.  For this 

Conflict, Control Tokens count as Zero.  If 

another card is played in this Conflict that also 

modifies the value of Control Tokens, use the 

more recently played card. 

Act III Card  

Play this card face-up as part of a bid.  For this 

Conflict, Empathy Tokens count as Zero.  If 

another card is played in this Conflict that also 

modifies the value of Empathy Tokens, use the 

more recently played card. 

Act III Card  

Play this card face-up as part of a bid.  For this 

Conflict, Hedonism Tokens count as Zero.  If 

another card is played in this Conflict that also 

modifies the value of Hedonism Tokens, use the 

more recently played card. 



 

Act III Card  

Play this card face-up as part of a bid.  At the 

end of this Conflict, any player who Bid at least 

one of each type of Token can count each 

complete set as worth two extra Tokens.  These 

extra counted Tokens have no corresponding 

Drive. 

Act III Card  

Play this card face-up as part of a bid.  At the 

end of this Conflict, any player who Bid only one 

type of Token can count each Token as worth an 

extra Token.  These extra counted Tokens have 

no corresponding Drive. 

Act III Card  

The Desert Rose 
You have obtained the legendary Desert Rose!  Now all 

you need to do is escape from the city without losing it, 

and you’ll finally have everything you want! 

The game immediately moves into Act IV.  Put this card in 

the center, face-up, as the only Ante for this scene.  Frame 

the next scene starting where your character obtained the 

Rose, with all surviving characters just arriving as you 

obtain it. 

Act III Card  

Play this card face-up as part of a bid.  At the 

end of this Conflict, any player who Bid only one 

of a type of Token can count each single Token 

type as worth two extra Tokens.  These extra 

counted Tokens have no corresponding Drive. 

Motive: Love  

Someone you love asked you to bring the 

Rose to them.  But once you give it to 

them, what happens to you – and to 

them? 

Motive: Loyalty 

You work for someone – or owe a debt to 

someone – and he or she promises great 

rewards once you deliver the Rose. 

Motive: Protect the Rose 

You represent an ancient order of 

guardians who once protected the Rose, 

and you seek to recover the Rose for your 

Order.  You would gladly sacrifice your 

life to protect it. 

Motive: Destroy the Rose 

The Rose is a supernatural artifact that 

corrupts those around it, and you must 

destroy it before more destruction comes 

upon mankind. 

Motive: Rivalry 

One of the other characters is a lifelong 

rival, and you know that they seek the 

Rose.  Whatever their reason for wanting 

the Rose, you must reach it first and take 

it for yourself. 

Motive: Supernatural Powers 

The Rose has supernatural powers, and 

those powers are the only thing that can 

give you what you most desperately need. 

 


