Wardens

A Game of Terrible Perfection

Ingredients Used

System Constraints

Characters are composed of a core that is augmented by templates that can be swapped. 

Game requires making sketches as a mechanic for task resolution. 

Players control character advancement 

Resolution system must involve a bidding mechanic with a risk of loss. 

Genre Blender

Modern Occult

Mythos

Sentai Team

Miscellanea

Game allows for inheritance between characters

Game is both class-based and point-buy
There Was A Time

The world isn't perfect. Everything in it, if you look hard enough, has some flaw, some failing, something that keeps it short of the ideal of what it could be. The world wasn't always like this—at least, that's what some of the older Wardens will tell you. They'll say that there was a time when Perfection wasn't an ideal reserved for another world. They'll tell you there was a time when a work of art could be flawless, when people who knew what they were doing never made mistakes, when a perfect day could have a perfect ending. Some will even tell you that this time wasn't all that long ago, but the world's forgotten the way it used to be, and history has changed with the memories.

Some of the other old Wardens will tell you that this is the way things have always been, ever since the beginning. They'll tell you that the world has never been a utopia, that it's never even been capable of being a utopia. They'll tell you that Perfection has never been more than an ideal, that it's always been just out of reach. Some of them will even tell you that this is the way things should be, that the world needs its flaws, and can't survive without them.

The truth of the matter is, nobody knows which story is true. Nobody knows if the world was ever different, or if it ever can be. One thing we can all agree on, though, is that it's getting worse. The world is falling apart at the seams, rotting at the core—pick your analogy. You know it's true, too, or you wouldn't be here. You wouldn't be holding that Totem, and I wouldn't be telling you all this. You wouldn't be a Warden if you couldn't handle the truth, and the truth is, it's your job to hold the world together. You can't save it; better and braver men and women than you have tried and failed, and died in the process if they were the lucky ones.

You can afford to be scared. You can't afford to act scared. This is your life now. Everything else, your family, your job—that's all background, secondary concerns. You can't worry about them and fight Perfection at the same time; it doesn't work that way. The world is your charge, and you're the only thing keeping it alive for one more day.

Maybe you can handle that, maybe you can't—and you'd better decide which one it is pretty quick, because getting out isn't always going to be an option for you. If you're smart, maybe you'll live to be an old Warden like me. If you're lucky, maybe you'll die before that happens. If you're stupid, you'll never get old or lucky.

So make up your minds, kids. This might just be your last chance at a normal life. Any takers?

...No. I didn't think so.

Welcome, Wardens, to the first day of the rest of your life.

The World of Wardens

Wardens is a game of Terrible Perfection, of the seductive lure of power and the horror of flawlessness, and the setting is the world as we know it today. The difference, and the key behind the themes and fiction of Wardens, is the reason for some of our natural laws. In our world, nothing is ever perfect. Every action has a chance of failure, every system has flaws, every rule has exceptions. There are no absolutes. There is no such thing as perfection.

In the world of Wardens, there is a universal reason for this. Overlaid on top of our world, in a parallel dimension just out of reach to most, is a world called Perfection. It’s a world that looks a lot like our own, at least around the edges, with the difference that it has no flaws. A building in Perfection has all of its walls perfectly parallel, all of its bricks identical, every line, edge and curve a work of geometrical exactitude. Perfection is eternally and evenly lit, with no fog to obscure the horizon. It is a world that lives up to its name: flawless, untarnished—and completely lifeless.
The reason for all this is that Perfection is where our world’s highest potential goes—the possibility of perfection, of exactness, is steadily drawn away into that other world. Life, this beautiful, unpredictable mess, is too chaotic. Whatever standard Perfection judges by, it seems to feel that life has no possibility of perfection, and so nothing living has a counterpart in Perfection.

Your characters, a Pact of Wardens, are exceptions to that. You are your own counterparts, able to enter and leave Perfection on the backs of Totems, idealized and beautifully imperfect representations of our world. Your reasons for doing so are your own—some view it philosophically, a way of seeing what the world would be like under ideal circumstances, while others feel it is their duty to explore an uncharted world. All too many, however, do it for the power that Perfection gives them.
Entering Perfection, and wielding Totems in that world, gives a Warden the ability to use magic, and that would be enough of a lure on its own—but the more time one spends in Perfection, the more she becomes like that unblemished place. A Warden’s body and mind grows sharper, clearer, less bound by the rules of the world that the Blind take for granted. They become closer to perfection than a human ever could otherwise.

Naturally, this comes at a price. Maybe Perfection exists because the real world can’t handle flawlessness, or maybe it’s that humans have been conditioned to accept imperfection as a fact of life. Whatever the reason, the more time a Warden spends in Perfection, and the more they change because of it, the more their life starts to fall apart. Their personalities start to change, they become ever more obsessed with spending time in Perfection, and the world itself seems to fall apart around them.
Those who refuse to set aside Perfection, who continue stepping in long after they should have stepped down, become the worst enemies a Warden can know: Scars. They are the most dangerous creatures in Perfection, perfect killing machines who can change themselves to match any opponent. What’s worse, they seem dead-set on attacking anyone who enters Perfection and turning them into Scars like themselves, and cross-talk between Wardens in different places and at different times has led to the theory that they seem to be cooperating with one another.
Like so many things in the world of Wardens, possible reasons for this are varied and conflicting. Some say that the Scars can communicate over a distance. Some say that they retain enough of their Warden selves to form something like a Pact. Many think that the Scars answer to whatever higher power created Perfection in the first place. The truth is up to you to discover.

Like the Wardens, you are a soldier of fortune, looking into Perfection for your own reasons. Whatever reasons those may be: good hunting, and stay with your Pact.
Character Creation

Step One: Choose Caste

Your Caste, or Color, is one of the most defining things about a Warden. Different Castes attract different personality types, and for those familiar with Wardens, it can affect how they see you. Perhaps more importantly, your Caste helps to determine the limitations and scopes of your various supernatural abilities.

Step Two: Choose Theme

Each Warden has a theme, a particular aspect of reality that they hold close to them. A Warden's theme is also usually a good indicator of the type of person she is, and what she considers to be important. Just as importantly, every Totem in a Warden's posession must fit within her theme.

Step Three: Build Initial Totems

Totems are the focuses through which a Warden channels her magic. Each Warden begins play with at least one Totem, though more may be acquired either at character creation or during play. When a Warden enters Perfection, the Totem transforms into a weapon, a suit of armor, or some other tool to aid them, and each Totem can channel one type of magic.

Step Four: Assign Attribute Points
Characters have twenty points with which to purchase ranks in their supernatural Attributes: Shaping and Magic. In addition, they can spend points to add Aspects to their initial Totem or Totems.
Step Five: Spend Perfection Points (Optional)

If a player so chooses, she can add up to ten points to her initial total by adding that same number of points to her Perfection Track.

Castes

Red Wardens are natural-born leaders, pillars of personal force. They don't just wear their Totems—they lead them into Perfection in a passionate charge. They know their Totems better than anyone, and reality wraps itself around them like a cloak.

Benefit: Reality erupts from them like fire. They get one free re-roll when Blasting an enemy.

Drawback: They are too tied to reality to control Perfection as well as others. They can't re-roll Shaping, either initial Shaping or Spells.

Green Wardens are explorers, adventurers, delvers into the unknown. They go into Perfection on a quest to find meaning, whether scientific or philosophical. They understand Perfection better than most, and use this intuition to their advantage.
Benefit: They understand how Perfection is formed. They get one free re-roll when Shaping, be it initial Shaping or a Shaping Spell.

Drawback: They are too fascinated by Perfection to effectively defend against it. They can’t re-roll Defense Spells.

Blue Wardens are cool-headed guardians, watchers on the walls. They go into Perfection to learn how to defend reality from it.
Benefit: Reality: They know when to duck. They get one free re-roll when casting a Defense Spell.
Drawback: They are less hot-headed than other Wardens. They can’t re-roll when using a Totem for a stunt.

Pink Wardens are negotiators, supporters who believe in the power of trust. They go into Perfection either to make peace with it, or to help their friends.
Benefit: They are helpful by nature. They get one free re-roll when assisting an ally in a Ritual or Spell.

Drawback: They are peaceful by nature. They can’t re-roll Blasting spells.

Yellow Wardens are artists, inventors, masters of a craft. They go into Perfection to become inspired by it, or to reshape it as they see fit.
Benefit: They are highly artistic. They get one free re-roll when casting a Summoning Spell.
Drawback: They understand the imagined better than the real. They can’t re-roll when improving a Totem.
Black Wardens are those who have set aside their Totems, to save themselves from Perfection before it consumed them entirely. This Caste is not available at creation, but can be chosen once a Warden reaches a certain level of Perfection.
Benefit: They can see into Perfection without entering it, and can no longer gain Perfection. They can assist in and perform Rituals at no risk, and add their Magic score in automatic successes to any Ritual they assist in. They can still Shape Scars, though they can’t assist in the battle.
Drawback: They cannot use Totems or enter Perfection, and are therefore unable to use Spells. They can never improve their supernatural Attributes.
White Wardens are those who have set aside reality, choosing to stay in Perfection permanently. Some want to fight the Scars on their own ground; some want to save themselves but don’t want to leave their perfect realm. This Caste is only available once a Warden reaches a certain level of Perfection.


Benefit: They can see into our world without leaving Perfection, and can no longer gain Perfection. Thus, they can automatically succeed at any Spell.


Drawback: They cannot leave Perfection, and their Attributes and Totems are frozen, unable to improve or recover if damaged. They cannot assist in or perform Rituals, as they are always performed in our world.

Totems
Totems are the focus of a Warden’s power, and along with her Caste go a long way towards defining how she interacts with Perfection. When a Warden character is first created, she has already inherited at least one Totem from a Warden who preceded her. A starting character five Aspects to divide among her starting Totems, and can buy more with her starting points on a one-for-one basis. Creating a new Totem, or adding Aspects to an existing one, is a Magic Ritual; the number of successes bid is the number of Aspects the Totem will contain. In either case, whether the Totem is acquired at creation or during play, the design process follows the same series of steps.
Pick Aspects from your Theme: Each Warden has a single Theme that all of her Totems follow, and the Aspects added to her Totems must fit within that Theme. For instance, a Red Warden of Vehicles might have Cars, Wheels, Trains, Bicycles and Tanks attached to her starting Totem, whereas a Green Warden of Cities might have Streetlights, Nightclubs and Manhole Covers on one of hers. There will naturally be some overlap between Themes; it is entirely possible for more than one Warden to have effectively identical Totems. Between players in the same Pact, however, this should be discouraged, as it can lead to characters feeling too similar.

Decide what forms the Totem takes: In our world, a Totem can look like anything related to its Theme. A Totem built around Passageways might be a ring of keys; a Totem of Weapons might be a bullet. A Totem’s appearance has no mechanical effect, but see the Common Sense rule, below. In Perfection, a Totem transforms into an artifact useful to the Warden who bears it. It might be a suit of armor, or a weapon, or a motorcycle. A Totem’s artifact form has more mechanical significance; they are more potent than any mundane counterpart. Instead of using the Common Sense rule as one does in our world, a Warden may attempt stunts related to the artifact’s form, rolling with the number of Aspects in the Totem and bidding a number of successes the GM decides is appropriate for the stunt. Failure knocks off a number of your Totem’s Aspects equal to your bid, though you don’t gain any Perfection since it is not, strictly, a magical action. Lastly, in both Perfection and our world, the Common Sense rule should be used to determine how many Totems a character can carry or wield at any one time. A Totem must be mobile, but it need not be portable; a car can be a Totem just as easily as a ring can.

Decide what Spell the Totem contains: Magic is a Warden’s best ally in Perfection, and each Totem contains one Spell. GMs and players are encouraged to come up with new Spells, but some basic types which are mechanically tied to the system are outlined below.

Blasting: The most basic weapon in a Warden’s arsenal when fighting a Scar. Each success allows the Warden to cross off one of a Scar’s Aspects.
Defense: One of the most important spells a Warden can know. Each success reduces any incoming damage by one.
Shaping: Casting a Shaping Spell is nearly identical to the Shaping at the beginning of combat with a Scar, with a few exceptions. First, any sketching done must utilize the Totem’s Aspects. Second, the GM doesn’t gain any sketching time if the Spell fails. Third, the amount of sketching time that a character can use during a single combat cannot exceed the amount allowed by his Shaping score. The pre-combat Shaping does not count towards this time.
Summoning: This is similar to Shaping in that each success grants the player ten seconds of sketch time, and that the sketch time used counts towards the maximum amount outlined above. It is different in that instead of affecting a Scar directly, it summons an item appropriate to the Totem’s Aspects, and can be used out of combat. Unlike Totem artifacts, anything created this way follows the Common Sense rule.
Gameplay Glossary
Common Sense Rule: Any actions undertaken in our world should be adjudicated using common sense. There are no skills or attributes that relate to mundane actions, apart from the Perfect Actions and Traits outlined in the Perfection Track chapter.

Two Worlds: How a Warden enters Perfection is a personal choice. Some say a “power phrase,” some have to walk through a door backwards, some close their eyes and whistle a song. Their personal method of entering Perfection should never change, although they can leave Perfection at any time reflexively, except during combat with a Scar. In this latter case, they must succeed at either a Magic roll, or use a Spell designed for the purpose, with a difficulty decided by the GM.
Dice Rolls: When undertaking a supernatural action, such as Shaping, a Ritual, a Spell or a Totem stunt, a player rolls a number of six-sided dice equal to either her Attribute rank (for initial Shaping and Magic Rituals), or the number of Aspects in her Totem (for Spells and stunts) as appropriate. She may bid any number of successes up to the number of dice she will be rolling. A roll of four or higher is a success. If she fails the roll, she will take a number of consequences equal to the number of successes she bid: in the case of a Spell, she gains Perfection. In the case of a Totem stunt, she loses Aspects from her Totem. In the case of Shaping, the GM gains extra sketching time.

To elude such consequences, a player can gain one Perfection to re-roll any failed dice and add the successes to her initial total. She can do this as many times as she pleases, so long as her Perfection track is not full. A Warden’s Caste allows her one re-roll per action that does not cost Perfection, as outlined in the Caste section.

Any number of characters may assist with any dice roll, though the maximum bid is limited to the assisted character’s Attribute or Aspects, as appropriate. The assisting players add in the same Attribute or Aspects, and take note that to assist in a Spell, all contributed dice must be from a Totem containing the same type of Spell. Any player may re-roll their dice as normal, and if the roll fails, all contributing players suffer the same consequences.

Scars and Shaping: When a Pact encounters a Scar, the GM announces that she will spend a certain amount of time sketching the enemy out. At this time, any players who wish to do so may roll their Shaping Attribute. For each success, the GM loses ten seconds of sketch time, which the Shaping player gains. If the roll fails, the GM gains ten seconds of extra sketch time for each success the player bid. Once the Shaping is done, the GM examines the sketch and determines which Aspects the Scar has. This list may be modified by a Shaping Spell, and Aspects are crossed off by Blasting Spells. Once they are all gone, the Scar is defeated and fades away.
A Scar is a deadly evolution of a Warden, and has potent supernatural abilities. They are essentially treated as having one Totem with all of the listed Aspects, and can cast any Spell appropriate to those Aspects.

Combat: Once the Scar is shaped, the Pact and the Scar take turns acting. A Warden can only cast one Spell or assist one ally per exchange, so for instance a Warden who has already Blasted a Scar cannot use a Defense Spell during the Scar’s turn. She can perform one stunt per turn in addition to this, however, so she could Blast the Scar, and then use a Totemic suit of armor to defend against an incoming attack.
When a Scar Blasts a Warden, it knocks off a number of Aspects from one of her Totems equal to the damage dealt, as well as giving the Warden that same amount of Perfection. Scars are limited to the same “one Spell and one stunt per turn” limitation as Wardens are. When all of a Warden’s Totems’ Aspects have been knocked off, she is forced back to our world, and takes double Perfection from the last attack.

Rituals: Crafting Totems, or improving one’s supernatural Attributes, is a Ritual that takes an amount of hours equal to the number of Aspects the Totem will contain when the Ritual is done, or the new level of the Attribute. In the case of crafting Totems, the player rolls his Magic Attribute. In the case of improving Magic or Shaping, she rolls the appropriate Attribute. The target number is the new level of the Totem or Attribute, so in the case of improving Attributes other Wardens must assist. Failure gives the Warden Perfection equal to the successes bid.
Wardens may improve their own Attribute or Totem at the same time as they are assisting another Warden, provided they are all improving the same trait. This takes an amount of time equal to the highest aimed-for trait, in hours. If any Warden fails, they all fail.
Repairing a Totem: Repairing a Totem to restore Aspects that have been knocked off is a Shaping Ritual. The target number is equal to the amount of Aspects the Totem will have once it is repaired, and it takes that amount of time in hours. If the Totem currently has any Aspects that are not knocked off, they may be added to the Warden’s Shaping score as bonus dice. Failure gives the Warden Perfection equal to the successes bid.

Death, and Passing the Torch: So long as a Warden has thirty-four Perfection or less, she may give up her station completely by passing her Totems on to a mundane and elevating her to the status of Warden. In this case, the player should roll up a new character, with the modification that her free initial Totems is replaced by the inherited Totems, and she may not spend Perfection points to improve them.

A character may die in our world due to the Common Sense rule. In this case, only her strongest Totem remains; the others lose their magical powers and become mundane objects. Otherwise, the player may roll up a new character as outlined above.

When a Warden reaches One Hundred Perfection, she is no longer a playable character, and none of  her Totems may be passed on. The specific way by which this happens should be decided among the players and the GM, but usually the character becomes a Scar.
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Perfection Track Terms
Chaos: Beyond a certain point, a Warden starts to drain potential from our world just as Perfection does. At Perfection Fifty-Five, in addition to causing the Warden to gain Perfection, any possibility of failure that their Perfect Actions or Traits would normally have become shifted onto the nearest possible target that is not directly competing against her. A Perfect Driver avoiding a crash causes a nearby mundane to wreck. A Warden with a Perfect Immune System fights off a deadly infection, and someone nearby dies from it. At Perfection Eighty-Five, any time the character succeeds at any non-magical action, Perfect or mundane, the same rule applies.

Dependence: Power is addictive, and Perfection is Power; eventually, Wardens become unable to go without entering Perfection. At Perfection Thirty-Five, the Warden must spend one hour a week in Perfection. At Perfection Sixty, it becomes one hour per day. At Perfection Ninety-Five, it becomes six hours per day.
Disconnection: Spending time in Perfection has caused the Warden to lose touch with our world. Pick one thing that could be considered a Totem Aspect, though it can’t be one attached to any of the Warden’s Totems. From now on, the Warden cannot use anything associated that Aspect. A Warden disconnected from Cars, for example, can no longer drive them, or even start one up, though she could still use trucks or vans normally.
Perfect Actions: Interacting with Perfection has granted the Warden the ability to perform some single, mundane task or job without the possibility of failure. If it is possible to do something with a mundane action, then the Perfect version of that Action will succeed automatically. For example, Perfect Marksmanship means that a Warden can hit any target, and Perfect Politician means she can win any election. Use of a Perfect Action gains the character one Perfection.
Perfect Traits: Some physical aspect of the Warden becomes as flawless as Perfection itself, and nothing can blemish it. Perfect Beauty, for instance, turns any personal feature attractive, whereas Perfect Healing would allow her to recover from any wound or disease without scarring or lasting side effects, so long as there is a possibility of recovery. When a Perfect Trait would otherwise be compromised, the character gains one Perfection.
Quirks: The sameness of Perfection has caused something that the Warden once did to become a persistent personality trait. They shouldn’t cause the character any serious problems, but should still be roleplayed.
Transcendence: Moving back and forth between our world and Perfection has trained the Warden to ignore other boundaries. The player picks one type of boundary as appropriate to the Transcendence level, and from then on her character ignores that boundary. Social boundaries can include things such as Law, Privacy, and Decency. Physical Transcendence allows the character to walk through any solid object. Conceptual Transcendence overcomes boundaries that are essentially ideas, laws of the universe, such as Time or Distance.
First and Final Choice: Up to a point, a Warden has the choice to give up magic, to get away from Perfection before it eats them alive. At Perfection Thirty-Four, she has her First Choice: up to this range, she can set aside her Totems as outlined in the Gameplay chapter, and return to a mundane life. From Perfection Thirty-Five to Fifty-Nine, she can make her Final Choice, and become either a White Warden or a Black Warden. This is a Ritual that takes an amount of time equal to her Magic score for becoming a Black Warden, or her Shaping score for becoming a White Warden. The Ritual has no possibility of failure, and others cannot assist, though they may provide moral support.
