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Aboud the Adventure

Bitter Song of the Black Mangroves is an Old School
Essentials adventure set in a mythical delta loosely
based on Southeast Asian fantasy. The adventure’s
background takes inspiration from Centaur Games’
Kala Mandala setting, although it can easily be adapt-
ed to other rural fantasy settings. A GURPS version
can also be found on www.1shotadventures.com.

In this adventure, a haunting song drifts from the man-
groves beyond a village, carried on warm winds and
black waters. Those who hear it become obsessed,
drawn to their doom deep into the swamp. Fisher-
men abandon their boats, children wander off at night,
and families wake to find loved ones gone. None who
follow the song into the mangroves have returned.
To save the village, the PCs must venture into the for-
est, uncover the source of the song, and break the curse
before it spreads to other innocent settlements.

Bitter Song of the Black Mangroves is suitable for
three-to-six 1st or 2nd level characters. The end of the
adventure includes several pregenerated characters so
groups can get started right away.

Characters introduced for the first time in the adven-
ture are noted in ALL-CAPS. Suggested ability rolls are
in SMALL-CAPs. Sections marked with a map are
side-quests and adventure hooks, and not important to
the overall plot of the adventure. Sections marked with
a person [&] are opportunities for specific PCs, notably
the pregenerated characters from the end of this adven-
ture.

Adventure Background

Centuries ago, deep within the mangroves of the Thou-
sandfold Delta, stood a small village of the Glass An-
cestors, a beautiful and mysterious people whose frag-
ile bones were said to be made of glass.

One of their daughters fell in love with a gentle Bear-
folk fisher from a neighboring village. They pledged
to marry, but his parents refused to bless the union.
Though they admired the woman’s beauty, they be-
lieved one so delicate could never stand beside their
son.

On the day of the wedding, the bride waited beneath
a stone shrine in the mangroves where the two villages
were to meet. But no wedding procession ever came.

The Land Where Rivers szﬁml the Sea

The Thousandfold Delta, is a place that cartogra-
phers eventually abandon. Every year the monsoons
arrive, and every year the rivers change their minds.
Islands drift, channels vanish, villages wake to find
themselves facing a different horizon, and old king-
doms quietly slide into the mangroves. The folk who
live here do not speak of roads, only currents. They
navigate by the songs of herons, by floating shrines
tangled in banyan roots, and by the stories exchanged
at river markets that appear for a week or two before
dissolving back into the mist.

Great water buffalo carry entire libraries on their
backs. Monkeys serve as temple bell-ringers. Some
villages are built atop the shells of sleeping turtles
so vast that no one remembers they are alive. In the
delta, every bend in the river promises a wonder, a
bargain, or a mistake.

Yet all the waterways eventually lead toward the
Dreaming Estuary, where the River Sleeper stirs be-
neath the mud. Some say it is a serpent. Some say
it is a god. The wisest insist it is simply a river that
has begun to dream. Its dreams leak into the world
like floodwaters. Fish emerge from the depths reciting
poetry they have never learned. Ghosts arrive at their
own funerals carrying gifts. Mangrove trees uproot
themselves to wander beneath the moonlight, seek-
ing forgotten lovers from centuries ago. Entire islands
sometimes disappear for a season and return carry-
ing unfamiliar stars. The people of the delta do not
fear these things. For they know that the world is not
meant to remain still. Rivers wander. Islands drift.
Even the gods, given enough rain, may lose their way.

Only her beloved arrived, ashamed and alone. He
apologized, confessed he would not defy his family,
and quietly sent the bride away.

Heartbroken and furious, the bride fled wailing
through the forest. It was said a hundred villagers
heard her sorrow. Sadly, grief claimed her before she
reached her village and her people buried her in her
bridal robes, offering prayers and fragrant frangipani
flowers that the river spirits would carry her safely
into the next life.

But the spirits did not hear. The bride’s sorrow and
anger settled over the village like a cursed monsoon.
Within a few years, the settlement was abandoned,
and the Glass Ancestors slowly faded into legend.
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Centuries later, the ruins drew the attention of the am-
bitious and cruel Captain Lembusura. Hoping to un-
cover forgotten treasure that he believed was under its
stones, the pirate instead unearthed the jilted bride’s
glass skull. Believing it to be a powerful relic, he car-
ried it back to his camp, where he soon discovered it
could emit a terrible and haunting Bitter Song. Many
of those who heard its mournful melody would fall un-
der its spell and be enchanted to wander through the
mangroves toward the skull, their minds clouded by
confusion and nightmares.

With his “Skull of Lamentations,” Captain Lembusura
unknowingly twisted the very currents of the river-
lands, filling the waterways with its terrible song. But
he did not care. He only knew the skull brought him
more prisoners every night... and that was only the be-
ginnings of its power.

Yet the greater danger remained unseen. The theft re-
awakened the bride’s restless spirit, and with each pass-
ing night her anger grows. Unless the skull is returned
or destroyed, she will soon rise to reclaim it herself.

Ten days before the adventure begins, the Bitter Song
drifts into Tambuk Laut, a humble fishing village
perched on stilts above the brackish tides. One by one,
its villagers vanish into the mangroves, following the
melody toward a fate from which none have returned.

Adventure Summary

The PCs are all travelers bound for Tambuk Laut — mer-
chants, explorers, fisherfolk, or perhaps careless adven-
turers who paddled up the wrong river at nightfall and
awoke a hundred miles from home. Such things are
known to happen in the Thousandfold Delta...

Whatever brought them here, the PCs’ boat has been
badly damaged and cannot leave Tambuk Laut until
extensive repairs are completed.

In the village the PCs learn that several of its people
have vanished after hearing a haunting song coming
from the mangroves. Fear and indecision have para-
lyzed the people of Tambuk Laut, and they seem un-
willing to venture into the forest to find the source of
the Bitter Song.

After earning the superstitious villagers’ trust, the PCs
secure a new boat and are asked to follow the song
into the mist-shrouded mangroves, discover its source,
and find the fate of those who have disappeared.

The PCs’ journey on the river is dangerous, but they
will no doubt find hints that something beyond spirits
is at work here. Soon, they find clear signs that pirates
have established a hidden base beyond the mangroves.

Tracking the pirates to their camp, they find the vil-
lagers who disappeared, caged and in bad shape. To
rescue them, they must confront Captain Lembusura,
the pirate leader who possesses the Skull of Lamenta-
tions, and will use it to chase off any would-be heroes
who want to seize it from him.

To save Tambuk Laut, the PCs must defeat the pirates,
recover the Skull of Lamentations, and find a way to
stop its song, which might involve destroying it or per-
forming a ritual to silence it. But if they do not act
quickly, the vengeful spirit of the bride will appear,
and menace all those who live. If the PCs fail to stop
her, her melody will drift forever downriver, spreading
its curse throughout the countless waterways of the
Thousandfold Delta.




Part One

Entering the Village

The small river village of Tambuk Laut is home to
about 200 villagers. Most of its residents are fishers,
crab catchers, or harvesters of mangrove fruit and me-
dicinal herbs. They are a hardy, tight-knit community,
deeply superstitious and wary of outsiders. The villag-
ers are a mix of humans and riverfolk.

The houses in the village are simple wooden huts raised
on stilts, connected by narrow, rickety walkways. Each
hut has woven palm leaf walls and thatched roofs. Its
platforms tremble slightly with each step, creating a
constant creaking sound beneath one’s feet. Beneath
its walkways, dark, brackish water shifts with the tide,
and mangrove roots form a tangled web beneath the
surface.

The PCs enter the village in early evening, when the vil-
lage is illuminated by oil lanterns, and the croaking of
frogs grows louder as the sky darkens. The air is thick
and humid and smells of salt and herbs.

Unfortunately, the boat that the PCs traveled in on
suffered hull damage during their journey. It will take
many days of repairs to be able to safely venture back
out into the delta.

Most of the PCs will recall that Tambuk Laut is too
remote to attract more than the occasional trader, but
if it was famous for one thing, it would be its Moon-
root Crab Paste, a pungent spread made from man-
grove crabs, fermented fish, salt, and the fruit of the
silver moonroot mangroves, which only grow in the
handful of tidal channels nearby. The paste is aged in
sealed clay jars and develops a rich flavor that is si-
multaneously salty, sweet, smoky, and slightly floral.
Locals spread it on flatbread, stir it into soups, or use
a small spoonful to flavor entire meals. Connoisseurs
claim that a single jar can transform a bland pot of rice
into a feast.
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The village seldom receives frequent visitors, so as the
PCs enter, they will get curious or even dumbfounded
looks by the residents.

The children of the village, however, are often braver
than the adults, and soon the PCs will be accompanied
by a handful of young boys and girls who wish to hear
their stories. The group is led by a talkative twelve-
year-old girl, WULAN AYU, who welcomes the PCs
and wonders if they are hungry.

“We don’t often see folk like you, but now it’s twice
in a week with Ratu Singa here too. Although he
smiles with crooked teeth and mumbles in his sleep,
so we’ll be glad when he leaves.

“You look hungry. Nolai has clay pots full of fresh
moonroot crab paste, although she doesn’t make flat-
bread and only uses rice which my mom says is the
wrong way to make it.

“Oh, and before you find somewhere to stay, Elder
Wira might want to look at your teeth. He did the
same thing to Ratu Singa. Don’t worry, though. He
only pokes around a little.”

On Ratu Singa...
[13 .

He grew up here, but he is gone more than he stays
now. He’s been back for a month or so, says he’s a
big trader and is rich now, but my mom says all his
money must be invisible, because nobody’s ever seen
it.”

Wulan Ayu will also volunteer that Ratu Singa can ar-
range a place for the PCs to stay.



On Nola...

“She knows where to get the big fat mangrove crabs.
She is as brave as her brother, though her brother
went into the swamp and hasn’t been back for over a
week... 'm not supposed to know about it.”

On Nolai’s brother ...

“Laka was a builder and stronger carpenter... I don’t
know what happened... but people here say it wasn’t
right and he shouldn’t have left. I am sure he could
have fixed your boat up!”

On Eider Wire...

“He’s the oldest in the village and if he thinks you are
sick he will sprinkle ash on your head and poke your
mouth with twigs. We like him.”

Wulan Ayu is quite talkative and will also share as
much information as she has about the village and its
inhabitants. Her mother has not told her about the dis-
appearances, and so will not be able to share any sto-
ries of unusual events.

At some point during this encounter, observant PCs
may spot an older man with wild gray hair observ-
ing the PCs from the shadows of another walkway.
This is TOBA, a shy fisherman troubled by the recent
disappearances and the growing number of dead fish
washing up along the riverbanks.

If noticed, he refuses to speak and quickly retreats to
his sampan rowboat and pushes off into the darkness
towards his islet home. He’ll return in the morning,
but will only talk to the PCs if he hears another, older
villager has befriended them and trusts them.

On the shacdowy mean...

“That’s just old superstitious Toba. He skulks around
whenever strangers visit Tambuk Laut. His hut stands
on a tiny island out among the trees, just five minutes
by sampan.”

The PCs are free to explore the village, where they will
discover more about the tragedy that has befallen its
people.



The Rain Blossom Trading House

This market platform is where the charismatic mer-
chant RATU SINGA sells the wares he has obtained
from elsewhere in the delta. It’s a modest, open-air es-
tablishment under a faded canvas roof. There are only
a few dozen items on display; colorful cloth hanging
from ropes, clay jars of salt, dried exotic fish, and me-
dicinal herbs of dubious quality. A locked chest in the
corner holds the most valuable items, such as metal
tools, fine needles, and imported lanterns.

Ratu Singa can usually be found here selling his goods.
He is delighted to discover visitors to the village, hop-
ing to fill his pockets with their silver coins.

“Ah, welcome, welcome! Please take a look. The
Rain Blossom Trading House is the finest merchant
platform in a hundred channels. Even a turtle-prince
from the Jade Isles once bought a fishing hook from
me. I’ll give you a price so good you’ll think I’ve gone
mad.”

Ratu Singa is a flamboyant, greedy, and pushy entre-
preneur. There’s nothing he won’t try to sell the PCs.

On a place to stay...

“I can rent you an empty fisher’s hut for a just a few
silver coins. Rough around the edges, but far better
than sleeping in the heat. By noon you’ll wonder how
you ever lived without that breeze. East bank, near
the fishing platform.”

He’ll also offer to guide the PCs should they ever want
to leave the village.

On the village...

“I know the mangroves better than my own face.
I know of a secret pearl garden, and another cove
where the seven river princesses come to smooth the
wrinkles from their cheeks. For a small price, I’ll
show you the way.”

On Nolaj or her brother...

“Poor Nolai. Beautiful as a moon lotus, sad as the
low tide. Her brother Laka was a good friend of mine,
but he disappeared from the village a week ago. For
days I led a search party to find him, but alas, I could
not. I gave Nolai a gift of white orchids, but she did
not seem to like them as much as I hoped she would.”

Ratu Singa is exaggerating; while he took his boat out
for a few hours to look for Laka, he did not “lead a
search party.”

On the disappearances...

“It is a strange thing. The villagers say that a song
comes from the mangroves at night, one that draws
people away. Maybe its a ghost. Maybe its an excuse
for the poor fishing here. Whatever the cause, nine
villagers are gone. If the number reaches ten, you’ll
find me selling cloth and spices in some other village.”

He advises them to talk to Elder Wira if they wish to
know more.

Nolat and the Eishing Platform

While there are many fishing platforms in the village,
this is the most popular. The fisherwoman Nolai can
be found here, fishing during the day or repairing her
nets in the evening.

Nolai is friends with an elderly rat-folk villager, PAK
MINO. She often has conversations with him here
while she does her repair work and he crafts fine reed
flutes, often only to discard them when they do not
meet his satisfaction.

On the disappearances...

“Nine of our own have wandered into the mangroves,
never to be seen again. My older brother Laka was
among them. We woke up last week, hearing a song
that can only be described as a song that sounded like
a wedding chant sung beneath the water. While I was
fearful and kept my mind, my brother’s eyes became
distant and he ventured out into the swamp without
a word. I tried to stop him, but he pushed me into the
water. When I returned to the shore, he was gone.”



On searching for the villagers...

“For two days I searched the swamp, but found no
trace. Ratu Singa took his boat out too, but did not
search long before he became afraid and returned.
Elder Wira seems paralyzed with indecision. If there
was another search, I would go with them.”

On Fishing...

“It’s been harder and harder to catch fish this season.
Dead fish wash ashore near the crab traps. Our vil-
lage healer Darsa thinks she can brew an elixir that
will clean the water, but I am skeptical that such a
thing is possible.”

Nolai is brave but is too smart to venture out into the
mangroves alone. If the PCs make a good impression,
she will accompany them into the forest. Her friend
Pak Mino believes this idea is foolish.

On the village’s misfortunes...

“The village has lost its way, our roots are weak, and
our children are unruly. Our best people are being
lured away to a better village, I am sure of it. Look
how the River Guardian has fallen in the water, and
no one has the resolve to restore it. And how we
haven’t made a sacrifice of flowers to the old stone
altar in years.”

On the River Guardian...

“It was carved a century ago out of an ancient hard-
wood trunk, stern faced and tusked to scare off the
evil spirits. It fell under a walkway during a storm
many years ago, and the village seems to not care.”

Any villager knows the location of the fallen totem, but
it will be difficult to see at night.

On the altar...

“An hour by sampan from here stands an old stone
altar where we once held weddings, festivals, and
springtime celebrations. Then the monsoon rains
came, turning the ground to mud and swallowing the
pathways. Rather than repair the place, Elder Wira
forbade anyone from visiting it.”

Most villagers know the location of the altar, but will
not take the PCs there because of the supposed dangers.

Nolar

Brave Fisherwoman

8 [11]
1 (4 hp)
90’ (30°)

Armor Class
Hit Dice
Movement

Morale 8
Alignment Lawful

THACO 19 [+0]
Attacks Javelin (1d6)
Saving ThrowsD12 W13 P14 B15 S16

Notes: Nolai is a brave local fisher-woman, and
she and her now-missing brother Laka are much
loved but the villagers. She’s also known to be an
excellent crab cook. She wears a warm cloth cap,
even in the summer, and usually carries fishhooks
and line in a small bag. When in the wilderness,
she carries a javelin.

the Eallen Guardian

A great, 12-foot long carving of a river spirit once
greeted visitors to Tambuk Laut, not too far from the
mangrove thicket. The carving fell into the water after
a storm, and now lies half submerged in the mud, at
an angle. Intricate carvings of fish, herons, and croco-
diles can still be seen on its back, now overgrown with
algae.

The villagers have tried to drag the massive trunk from
the water, but failed each time. They do not have the
knowledge or the resolve to restore their River Guard-
1an.

The PCs may be able to help, but it won’t be easy. The
waterlogged trunk weighs over 5,000 lbs. A plan that
is just people trying to haul the log out will automati-
cally fail.

Recovering it requires rallying the village, first clear-
ing the surrounding mud with poles and baskets, then
using ropes, pulleys, boats, and water buffalo to haul



it free. This effort will take most of a day! Inventing a
good plan usually requires an appropriate ENGINEER-
ING roll.

With a good plan, there is a base 25% chance that
the trunk is pulled from the water and stood up once
again. Knowledge and skill rolls will improve the odds.
For example, a successful activity (and maybe an abil-
ity roll) in these areas might increase the roll by +5%
each:

e Strength — Strong carpenters can oversee the build-
ing of strong a-frames to lift the trunk.

e Dexterity — Skilled boat pilots coordinates the fleet
to help lift the trunk.

e Intelligence — better secures the ropes and pulleys.

e Wisdom — Animal handlers can motivate the buf-
faloes to pull hard.

e Constitution — Swims out to measure the best tides.

e Charisma — Leaders better coordinate the team.

Restoring the River Guardian will win the PCs much
glory among the villagers. Morale will lift consider-
ably, and even the Elder Wira will be more open to
suggestions on how to stop the disappearances.

Additionally, the feat earns the thanks and respect of

Pak Mino. He gifts them a delicate reed flute that seems

to play a wistful melody even with no musical skill of

its user. The flute’s song helps soothe restless spirits and
animals, and anyone within hearing range receives +2
on saves to resist any sound-based magic.

Darsa and the Crab Traps

South of the village are abundant crab colonies. Lately,
however, the shores have seen dead fish washing ashore
here. The crabs eat the dead fish and their natural
sweetness has been replaced with bitterness.

The shy village healer DARSA is often here, brewing
elixirs in clay pots that line the shore.

On her pots...

“Each pot has its own variation, but most contain
crushed mangrove bark, river ginger, bitter lotus root,
charcoal, and the petals of the rare white saltflower,
which Ratu Singa has found for me. I am hoping this
purifies the water and restores the crab colonies.”

Event - The Bitter song 1s Heard

The PCs arrive to the village at nightfall, and have
several hours to explore, talk to some NPCs, and dis-
cover that disappearances have been happening.

In the early hours before dawn, the PCs hear the.
song for themselves. It drifts from the mangroves — a
haunting woman’s voice, soft and sorrowful, rising
and falling with the tide. PCs may recall echoes of a
wedding song or the love ballads once sung during
the old Lantern Festivals.

Either way, PCs must make a SAVE vs. SPELLS or be
drawn under the spell, and mindlessly walk into the
mangroves. With them is one of the NPCs they have
befriended, such as Nolai or Wulan Ayu.

Unless bound or forcibly held, the subject wanders
towards the area where Toba saw a “ghost-woman”.
The recent rains have made this area dangerous, and
anyone entering this area must make a SAVE vs. Pa-
RALYSIS to avoid its thick muds. Failure indicates
that they sink into it! Every round, the victim must
make a STR roll. Folks under the song’s spell auto-
matically fail! A success lets the PCs wade to safety.
A failure costs 1 HP.

Someone trying to rescue a victim from the mud must
first find a tool, perhaps some rope, or a branch or
vine. Then, they can also make a Str roll to pull their
friend free. Additional rescuers add +2.

Once they have escaped the mud, subjects under the
spell automatically snap out of it, although they will
be subject to nightmares for the next 1d6 days.

Clerics who succeed a Wis roll finds that her concoc-
tions are effective, although could benefit from the ad-
dition of powdered river pearls. She will be impressed
by anyone who offers her this knowledge.

Otherwise, Darsa is hesitant to speak to villagers be-
yond ordinary topics. However, if the PCs are accom-
panied by someone she trusts, like Nolai or even Ratu
Singa, she will open up more.



On the disappearances...

“I cannot say, but it scares me. My grandmother
taught me that spirits are real, and she once said our
Tambuk Laut has had issues with evil songs in the
past. But it could also be a great crocodile, who lures
good men into the swamp to devour them and gain
their knowledge. Or worse.”

If the PCs have earned Darsa’s trust, she will supply
them with a package of healing supplies. This includes
clean bandages which are treated with medicine herbs
from rare black mangrove trees (+1 hp / day due to to
natural healing). There is also a brackish-green elixir of
her own making, which restores 1d8 hp and gives +2 to
any roll to resist diseases for 24 hours. The elixir, how-
ever, tastes like rotten seaweed and old copper coins
and requires a SAVE vs. Porson to fully gulp down. If
this roll is failed, the elixir is only half as effective.

Toba and His Islet

Grumpy old Toba lives in a ramshackle hut on a small
islet located about 5 minutes away from the village.
The PCs will need a canoe to get there, though one is
easy to borrow from a villager with good roleplaying.

Toba is unwilling to talk to strangers unless either Dar-
sa, Nolai, or Elder Wira vouch for them. Without that,
he’ll refuse to speak and eventually paddle away in his
sampan.

On the disappearances...

“Strong, that song is. Into the muddy mangroves it
drew even me. Strange black ripples upon the water I
saw, and a ghost-woman all in white walking where
no path lay. A root I tied myself to with my grapple,
for wrong in my heart the feeling sat. Free myself I
tried all night long, but when the dawn at least came
creeping, my mind came back to me.”

Toba will tell the PCs the location that he saw the
ghost-woman (see Toba’s Sighting, p. 13), but he re-
fuses to accompany them to that spot. Only if he is very
impressed will Toba will lend the PCs his grapple.

On Elcer Wira or the villagers...

“The elders sit, and the elders talk. Much wisdom
they claim, but little action follows. Elder Wira
speaks as though this is merely another flood season
come and gone. Only Nolai walks the channels and
searches among the roots for her brother. Brave she
is, but brave folk the mangroves often eat first.”

On the mangroves or leaving the village...

“Into a sampan I would not climb today. These wa-
ters, ’'ve known them for decades, and wrong they
feel. Strange, the tides have become. Dead fish wash
upon the banks, and the crabs feast upon them and
carry sickness back to us. The dark ripples I saw
upon the water speak of something stirring below,
and good it is not...”

On a good reaction (or if he is asked directly about
them), Toba will warn the PCs of pirates in the man-
groves:

On pirates or other helpful advice...

“Among the mangroves, pirates hide. One I saw
perched in a tree like a heron, though a much uglier
one. Bright clothes he wore, and an old sword rested
in his hand. When our eyes met, a wicked sign he
flashed at me. Trouble he promised, that much was
clear. So away I paddled. I told Elder Wira, but share
the warning with the village, he would not.”

Elder Wira and the Gathering House

Elder Wira is a frail man who has led the village for
decades. He is superstitious, and has become overly
cautious in his waning years. Making any decision is
difficult for him. Unfortunately, he is widely respected
as the leader in the village, and no one is bold enough
to challenge his thinking.

Elder Wira lives in a small hut just outside the Gather-
ing House, the largest structure in Tambuk Laut. If the
PCs approach, he will emerge and politely engage with
them, although he will seem distant.



“Welcome to Tambuk Laut, one of the thousand vil-
lages in the delta, and one that is not so significant I
think you will find. But we are kind here, our crab
paste is excellent, and our mangrove fruit the sweet-
est. If you need a place to stay, you will find empty
fisher’s huts on the east bank which you may rent
from Ratu Singa at the Rain Blossom Trading Post.”

On the disappearances...

“It is a concerning village matter, but one I am han-
dling, thank you. I expect to see the missing return
to the village in a few days, with a good story or two
to share with us. If you wish to look for them your-
selves, the villagers would appreciate it, but I assure
you it’s not needed.”

Although Elder Wira seems unconcerned, he is quite
a frightened and over his head, which empathetic PCs
will discern.

On the song...

“Our mangrove forest is home to many spirits, and
most mean no ill-will. Centuries ago a jilted bride fled
from the altar in embarrassment and died the man-
groves. It’s possible that the bride is calling to new
suitors, but such a spirit has no way to really harm
the living.”

PCs with magical capabilities remember that that a
Pontianak is a vengeful spirit, typically described as
having pale skin, flowing hair, and a pearl-white gown.
They are said to emit the scent of frangipani flowers
followed by the stench of a rotting corpse. They are
dangerous when angered.

On his plen...

“The river spirit has protected this village for de-
cades. While it’s true that we have lost some of our
people, there is nothing we can do. The river spirit
will either guide them back, or lead them to another
fate, perhaps at another village. What we need now
is thoughtful patience.”

‘Villaqc Rumors

If the PCs talk to the villagers of Tambuk Laut, they
will find that most villagers think the Bitter Song
comes from an angry ghost. But on a good reaction
or better, they’ll get an additional rumor or two:

1. “Old Toba saw strange pirates are gathering in the
forest. They are scaring our men away with hopes of
raiding our village.” (Somewhat True)

2. “If you hear the Bitter Song three times, you’ll be
lost forever.” (False)

3. “Pak Mino says that the river spirit is angry be-
cause we stopped making offerings at the old altar in
the mangroves.” (False)

4. “There are men that lurk in the swamp who wor-
ship a strange sea god. It is their evil magic that is
luring our villagers away.” (False)

5. It is the song of a Pontianak Bride Ghost that we
hear at night. She sings to lure our men away to mar-
ry them in the place of the lover who jilted her years
ago.” (Somewhat True)

6. “Elder Wira is under the sway of the spell. That is
why he does nothing, even when we ask him to find
the source of the song.” (False)

On the mangroves or leaving the village...

“If you venture into the mangroves, beware the black
mud, for the rains this season have been heavy. Old
Toba claimed to have seen pirates in the mangroves,
too, but in my experience pirates are best dealt with
by giving them your coin and walking away.”

On a place to stay or Fining their boat...

“You’re welcome to stay until your boat is mended.
There are a few empty fisher huts along the walkway.
Nolai will show you one. We don’t charge travelers
for a roof over their heads... so don’t let Ratu Singa
convince you otherwise. He’d try to sell rain back to
the monsoon.”



If the PCs have esperienced the song themselves...

“I heard about your experience in the dark. It’s a
dreadful and terrible thing. I would understand if
you decided to leave the village once the next river-
boat arrives. I ask that you do not share your story
too far and frighten the villagers. They cannot handle
more such stories as the one you might tell.”

On the River Guardian...

“It fell into the mud a decade ago when a strong mon-
soon hit the village. We tried raising it, but I feared
too much that someone might drown in the effort, so
I told the village to leave it be.”

If the PCs have raised the River Guardian, Elder Wira
will truly be thankful, for he thought such a thing was
not possible. If the PCs go to leave the village, he will
hand them a pouch of white Sungkara Ashes, which
he says if sprinkled into a circle might help keep evil
spirits at bay. There is enough ash for a single 15’ ra-
dius circle. Spirits and other evil supernatural creatures
will hesitate to cross the circle (typically taking 2d6
rounds).

On the altar in the mangroves...

“In my youth, it was a beautiful place. Flowering
trees shaded the old stone altar, and the air was filled
with music and laughter during our festivals. But the
tides shifted, the waters rose, and the paths disap-
peared beneath the mud. For the safety of the village,
I asked that no one go there anymore.”

It will soon become obvious to the PCs that Elder Wira
does not have a real plan to deal with the disappear-
ances, and seems content to let life in the village go on.
However, if intimidated or pushed hard, it is likely the
elder finally breaks down and admits the truth of what
he knows.

IF intimidated, interrogated, or broken cown...
“The song frightens me. The pirates frighten me.
Most of all, it is the things we do not understand
that frighten me. My grandfather taught that every
river carries two currents... the one upon the sur-
face, and the one beneath. The song, the pirates, the
disappearances... these are only the surface current.
What moves beneath them, that is what I fear. Long
ago, a curse emptied village after village until an el-
der walked alone into the swamp with nothing but
a stick and his courage. Each night I ask if [ am that
man. Each night the answer comes back as clear as a
temple bell. I am not.”

Once broken, the elder retreats to his hut and is not
seen again for days.

A Cry for Hel

After the PCs meet with Elder Wira, they will be ap-
proached by a handful of scared villagers, curious as
to what happened during their meeting with the elder.

If the PCs have not made many allies yet in town, the
villagers will summon the courage to ask general ques-
tions about whether the elder communicated a plan to
either stop the disappearances or rescue the missing
villagers. If the PCs are honest and tell them that Elder
Wira seems to have no plan, they will mumble in dis-
appointment and wander off deflated.

If the PCs have made some allies in town, for exam-
ple, earning the trust of Toba or Nolai, or even re-
paired the River Guardian, the villagers desperation
is clear. They plead with the PCs to take matters into
their own hands, venture into the mangroves, and dis-
cover the fate of the missing townsfolk. While most of
the villagers are too nervous to go themselves, they’ll
promise supplies of medicine, food, and tools to aid in
the adventure.
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Leaving the Village

| amfz’ pVve:

The Stone Eestival Altar

Eventually the PCs will head out into the mangrove
swamp to discover the source of the Bitter Song and
the villagers® disappearances. They’ll likely have one of
two destinations in mind: the old stone altar and the
area where Toba heard the song and saw the ghost-
woman. This second area is not too far beyond where
the PCs heard the song and might have gotten caught
in the mud.

Venturing into the mangroves requires a boat of some
kind. While the villagers will lend the PCs some of their
small sampans, they will only hold two people and can
easily be overturned if the weather turns bad. The bet-
ter option is to rent Ratu Singa’s bigger boat, which
easily holds eight people, has a cover, and is more sta-
ble. Even though the village is desperate, Ratu Singa
will charge for its use. He will definitely not let the PCs
take the boat without him as its captain.

Traversing the Channels
4

The waterways of Kala Mandala twist and wander like
dreams. While a rough map of the mangrove forest can
be found on p. 13, it captures only a single moment
in time. Within hours, channels shift, hidden passages
appear, and familiar routes drift elsewhere as if guided
by the whims of the river spirits. Skilled sailors will still
reach their destination, but the journey rarely unfolds
as expected, and the delta’s waterways always have a
surprise or two waiting among the roots and mist.

If the PCs are traveling on Ratu Singa’s larger boat,
they will not experience any wilderness hazards. How-
ever, if they are traveling on foot or on a small sampan
boat, their leader must make a Wis roll every 12 hours.
A failure inflicts 1d2 damage from insect bites, minor
accidents, heat exhaustion, or something similar.

The altar lies about one hour from the village, al-
though if they do not have a guide, there is a 25%
chance they’ll get lost and get into trouble (see Addi-
tional Encounters, p. 15).

The path to the altar is muddy and dangerous. PCs
must make a SAVE vs. PARALYSIS to avoid the deep,
sticky mud. If they fail, they get stuck for a time and
are covered in horrible black mud that smells like old
fish oil. Worse, unless the subject bathes, the flies of
the mangroves will be attracted to them (see p. 15).

Ratu Simfa
Flamboyant Capteain
9 [10]

1 (2 hp)
90’ (307)

Armor Class
Hit Dice
Movement

Morale 5
Alignment Neutral

THACO 19 [+0]
Attacks Sling (1d4)
Saving ThrowsD14 W15 P16 B17 S18

Notes: Ratu Singa is a talkative merchant who
always has something else to sell. But he has a
good heart and does in fact care for his village.

Ratu Singa’s boat is a large, covered sampan, big
enough to hold half dozen or so passengers plus
several crates of trade goods. He carries a sling
on the boat to fend off the monkeys he is afraid
will rob him.
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The altar is carved from weather-worn gray stone
carved with images of river spirits and lotus blossoms,
but its surface is cracked by centuries of rain. Moss and
vines cling to its edges. The clearing smells faintly of
frangipani flowers.

A great and proud tiger, PADUKA BELANG, lives in
the area near the altar. A few minutes after the PCs ar-
rive, he leaps atop the altar to assess the PCs.

“Lost, are you? Good. The jungle prefers those who
arrive by accident. Once there was laughter here.
Once there were weddings and drums. The river car-
ried those sounds away long ago. And three nights
ago, the ghosts followed after them.

“But my hunger still remains. Stringy pirates make
such poor meals. So, run where you will through
the mangroves! Cross the bridges and leap the
roots. The river teaches many lessons, and one
of them is this: no creature stumbles at the begin-
ning of the journey. The stumble comes at the end.
And I have all the time in the world to wait for it.”

The tiger licks his razor-sharp claws, and then leaps
in the middle of the PCs, testing to see which of them
runs first.

The tiger attacks, but he is too smart to be outnum-
bered. If the PCs stand their ground (which will be
muddy and slipper in this area), he will only fight for 3
rounds before leaping into the trees and disappearing,
promising that he will return soon. He’ll also flee if he
takes more than 5 hp of damage.

Investigating the altar finds that it is quite old and has
not been disturbed in some time. There is no sign of
any ghosts.

Toba’s Si?hvﬁnq

If the PCs return to the site where Toba tied himself to
a tree after seeing a pale ghostly woman, they’ll find
an unusual site — the tree where Toba tied himself is
burned from the inside out.

PCs with magical backgrounds will identify the
warped tree as a supernatural sign of ill omen. Lo-



cal superstition holds that touching it invites bad luck,
and only powerful magic could have twisted it into this

black shape.

Anyone touching the tree must make a SAVE vs. Por-
sON or get terrible chills and a fever for 24 hours. Dur-
ing this time, they suffer -1 to all rolls. This condition
can be treated by magic or a skilled healer who spends
an hour gathering some appropriate healing medicines.

Investigating the area finds tracks in the soil that lead
a hundred yards away to the riverbank. There, the PCs
find a small, colorful sampan boat hidden behind tall
grass and mangrove roots. The make of the boat is un-
usual and does not match the wood used by the local
villages.

In the boat is a sack filled with bananas, fishing gear,
and several spiny bulan duri, or moonthorn fruits.
About the size of a melon, these pale blue fruits are
covered in soft thorn-like protrusions and smell faintly
of honey and rain-soaked flowers. Locals (such as Ratu
Singa or Nolai), or anyone making an AREA KNOWL-
EDGE roll, recall that bulan duri are seasonal delicacies
and grow only in a grove deep within the mangroves,
several hours west of the village (see Grove below).

GM'’s Note: This boat belongs to one of Captain Lem-
busura’s pirates, who was told to capture some of the
men who fell under the spell of the Skull of Lamen-
tations. Unfortunately, the pirate fell into the water,
washed down river, and was eaten by the great tiger,
Paduka Belang.

Bulan Durt Groves

The rare blue bulan duri, or moonthorn fruit, grow
in the tall bushes here, scattered among the crum-
bling ruins of an ancient riverside shrine. Old stones
and broken carvings peek through the undergrowth,
and knowledgeable PCs can deduce that this forgot-
ten place was sacred centuries before the mangroves
claimed it.

Exploring the groves reveals several sets of tracks in
the dirt. Examination finds that the tracks belong to at
least a dozen men and were made in the last two weeks.
Some lead to the tall moonthorn bushes, while others
continue deeper into the ruins, ending at a man-sized
pit. In it is a dirty, white bridal dress, scattered bones
made of glass (but not skull), and a broken shovel. It’s
clear that something was dug up here.

The Bitter Svmf 1s Heard fhf&in

While out in the mangroves, the PCs will hear the
song more frequently. It usually begins at dusk, al-
though pieces of it can sometimes be heard during.
the day.

Like before, the song drifts from the mangroves,
although this time PCs can tell that it is emanating
from the north, in the hills that lie a day or two travel
from the village.

PCs who hear the song must make a SAVE vs. SPELLS
roll or be drawn under the spell. They will leap from
their boat and swim to the nearest islet to begin walk-
ing towards the source of the song.

The mangrove islets are dangerous, and GMs should
consider adding encounters with giant fiddler crabs
or mangrove monkeys, clever little things that will
pickpocket valuables off of unwary travelers (see p.
17). »

If a PC under the sway of the song takes damage,
GMs should allow another save to break the spell.
However, anyone who has been caught by the spell
will suffer nightmares for 1d6 days.

The PCs may recall legends of the Glass Ancestors, a
mysterious and beautiful people whose fragile bones
were said to be made of glass

Also, in the fruit trees above, there are a few loud mon-
keys (p. 17), one of which is carrying a small shiny
object. If the PCs can recover it from the monkey, usu-
ally with food, trickery, or another smart plan, they
find that it is a bronze betel nut box carved with Cap-
tain Lembusura’s name (see Handout A). The inside is
empty and smells of spices.

GM'’s Note: Centuries ago, these ruins were the village
of the jilted bride. Fleeing the wedding, she returned
here and died of grief. For years, her resting place was
undisturbed. But then Captain Lembusura arrived
after hearing old tales of treasure buried beneath the
ruins. Instead of gold, he unearthed the bride’s skull.
During his expedition, however, a clever mangrove
monkey stole one of his prized possessions.



River Eneounders

It is a two day journey northward towards the hills,
where Captain Lembusura and his pirates reside. Along
the way, the PCs will have one or two river encounters,
although GMs can place these in any order, or between
visits to the other locations in the mangroves.

Eiddler Crab 1sland

Ahead in the mangroves, the PCs hear a shout for help.
Rounding a bend, they see an exhausted man on an
island, surrounded by dog-sized fiddler crabs who claw
and peck at him. The man bats at them feebly with a
thin staff. If a villager from Tambuk Laut is with the
PCs, they will recognize him as MUSA, a respected Fer-
ret-badger crabber and walkway cook, who also disap-
peared one night.

Musa is weak and his defenses are failing. He does not
see the PCs approaching, but calls out to the his attack-
ers:

“I have lived as a crabber for decades, my end will
not come in the same way!”

The crabs will continue to attack the man until the
PCs intervene. If the PCs defeat the crabs, they will
notice that, oddly, one of their shells is hand-painted
with blues and reds. GM’s Note: This crab was painted
by the pirates who were training them, but this crab
didn’t take well to his training and wandered back to
the mangroves.

If rescued, the exhausted crabber explains his location:

On his cireumstances...

“The song lured me into the mangroves, and for days
I wandered north, unable to resist the pull. But then
I sank into some deep mud, and for days more I was
stuck and unable to move. Soon, my senses returned
and I was able to pull myself free. But I was lost,
never having wandered this far from the village, and
these cursed ong cang do found me and decided to
make a meal of me!”

As thanks, Musa offers to prepare a meal out of one of
the crabs.

E Additional Enepunders.

To extend the adventure, GMs can improvise addi-
tional encounters as the PCs travel the river:

Strangling Roots !
As the PCs pass under hanging vines, they animate
to life and try to grab and strangle travelers. PCs
must make a DEX roll to duck under the vines, or else
they will be grappled and lifted into the air. Escaping
the vine requires a STR roll. Each turn, the vine will
squeeze and pull at its victim for 1d3 damage. Vines
have 4 hit points if they are hacked at.

Buzzing Flies 4

A cloud of insects covers the boat, biting and sting-
ing those inside. This does 1 point of damage to PCs,
targeting the least-armored body part. Worse, bitten
PCs must make a SAVE vs. Po1son or suffer horrible
itching for 24 hours (-2 to rolls, although one turn of
scratching will alleviate the itching for a turn); this
also prevents a night of sleep! A healer can concoct
an antidote.

Shacdow of the Glass Ancestors

Far away in the dense mangroves, one of the PCs sees
a tall and skinny man (easily half again as tall as a
normal man) with a glass-like head. The man locks
eyes with one of the PCs and then points to the north.
Suddenly, the body of the man vanishes and the glass
head falls to the ground and rolls into the water.
Searching the water only finds a single rotted sandal.

On the other villagers...

“Laka was with me for a while, but he kept wan-
dering when I got stuck. On my second night in the
mud, I heard the song again, and glimpsed a woman
in white in the distance. But she was gone in the blink
of an eye.”

On the pirates...

“I know they are in the area, I heard them shouting
to each other in the distance one day. But I haven’t
seen them with my own eyes.”

Musa will accompany the PCs, but he is wounded,
tired, and prefers to stay in the boat.



The Baskmi and Glittering Croendile

A massive crotodile with glitterfng, chromatic scales
basks in the sun on a nearby shore. The crocodile is
as large as Ratu Singa’s boat, and can easily swallow
a man whole. It stares at the PCs with contemplative,
difficult to read eyes.

The awesome crocodile is the grandson of a river god.
He has fed recently, and is curious who travels up the
river towards the Bitter Song’s origin. He is mysterious
and speaks in a very slow, old tongue that is difficult
to understand. PCs must focus to fully comprehend his
words.

The crocodile asks the PCs their names, the name of
their village, and their destination. He likes to collect
information about the residents of the mangroves, and
always has more questions than he has answers.

On the song...

“The song irritates me, as it is older than even I am.
You do not understand its words like I do. But it is
calling for the ancient mothers under the ground,
which lures men and angers spirits.”

On pirates...

“I almost devoured one a week ago, but cannot re-
member why I decided not to. They are loud and
looking to replace their crew, if I understand such
things.”

If the PCs have been polite and respectful, he may say
more:

On the secrets of the mangroves...

“The ruins of the Glass Ancestors, where the bulan
duri fruit glow under the moon, were disturbed by
the pirate leader, and they still sail up and down the
river looking for treasures that they should not seek.”

Soon, the crocodile grows bored slips under the water
back to his home in men’s dreams. Observant PCs who
will spot a single glittering tooth left behind. PCs with
magical abilities may recall such things are good luck
charms. Indeed, it grants the PC carrying it the PC a +6
bonus to AC for the next attack against them. How-
ever, once used, the scale turns gray and loses its magic.

The Proud T rjez’ Returns

If the PCs encoufitered the great tiger, Paduka Belang,
at the stone altar and drove him off, the proud beast
takes offense. He begins stalking the PCs, waiting for
the perfect opportunity to ambush and devour them.

If a PC is keeping watch, have them make a PEr-
CeEPTION (VisiON) roll opposed by Paduka Belang’s
Stealth-16. The tiger moves through the trees and
overhanging branches, seeking to leap directly onto
the PCs’ boat.

“Ah, you did not expect to see me again, did you?
But as they say along the Seven Thousand Channels,
hungry tigers always return. A tiger who misses one
meal simply waits for the next.”

The tiger then grapples the nearest victim and attempts
to throw him in the water. Then he springs on to the
next victim, intending to grapple him and carry him
off to be eaten.

However, like before, Paduka Belang is clever and too
smart to be outnumbered and beaten to the death. If
he drops below 8 HP, he will leap into the water and
swim away.

“Go then. Celebrate your victory, boast of it in the
villages, and tell everyone how you chased away the
great Paduka Belang. I hope the pirates capture you,
rob you, and throw you into the river. It would spare
me the effort of hunting you again!”

If the PCs have encountered the great river crocodile,
this might make for a good moment for him to sud-
denly appear under the tiger and devour him in one

gulp!




Strange Denizens of the Mana

an Cang Do
Giant Fiddler (rabs

Armor Class
Hit Dice

Movement 90’ (30°)
Burrow 30’ (10°)
Morale 8

Alignment Neutral

THACO 18 [+1]

Attacks Claw (1d6)* or pincer (1d4)
Saving Throws D12 W13 P14 B15 S16

MR 30

Big Claw: Save vs. Paralysis or be unable to move!

Notes: These crabs can often be found scavenging dead
fish near their nests. They are territorial and commu-
nicate by waving their claws in elaborate displays that
villagers jokingly refer to as “crab arguments.” Fish-
ermen claim these crabs can hold a grudge for years.

Mangrove Mvnket(
Too-clever Filehers

Armor Class
Hit Dice

7 [12]
1-1 (3 hp)

Movement 120’ (40°)
Climb 120’ (40%)
Morale 6
Alignment Neutral

THACO 20 [-1]

Attacks Bite (1d3) or throw nuts (1d2)
Saving Throws D12 W13 P14 B15 S16

XP 5

Notes: Annoying and clever, mangrove monkeys
leap atop strangers, grab loose gear, and dash off
into the trees laughing.

Paduka Belanq
The Prou¢ Tiger

Armor Class
Hit Dice

6 [13]
6 (22 hp)

Movement 150’ (50°)
Morale 7
Alignment  Neutral

THACO 15 [+4]

Attacks 2x Claw (1d4), Bite (1d6)
Saving Throws D10 W11 P12 B13 S14
XP 7S

Notes: Proud and boastful, Paduka Belang only
picks fights he knows he can win. He is prone
to leaping in the middle of villagers and hoping
they all flee... so he can track down and hunt the
weakest one.

Lost Embo
Pirate Lookout

Armor Class
Hit Dice

7 [12]
1 (5 hp)

Movement 90° (30°)
Morale 7
Alignment Chaotic

THACO 19 [+0]

Attacks Machete (1d6)

Saving Throws D12 W13 P14 B15 S16
XP 10

Gear: In addition to his machete, he keeps a hunt-
ing horn nearby.

Notes: Lost Embo just wants to nap in the sun,
fish, and admire his fine machete, which he in-
herited after his grandmother died.




Part Three

"he Prrate Campz

the Grassy Hills

In the afternoon of the second day of traveling north,
the PCs will find the mangrove forest thinning. Two
large and grassy hills are in front of them, separating
the mangrove river from a river-that-might-also-be-a-
sea.

As the PCs pass in this direction, they’ll see smoke ris-
ing from behind the hills. Observant PCs who are on
watch will also spot a man lazily lounging on a large
rock. He’s wearing bright sailing clothes and has both
a cutlass and a horn strapped to his side.

This lazy pirate, LOST EMBO, is a lookout for Cap-
tain Lembusura. He is charged with keeping watch for

more villagers who have come under the influence of

the Bitter Song, as well as any other dangers that might
emerge from the mangroves. He is tired and a poor
lookout, so it’s unlikely that he’ll spot the PCs until
they leave their boat and head towards the hills. It like-
ly that the PCs can surprise or ambush him.

If the PCs subdue Lost Embo, he will do everything
he can to preserve his life while not betraying Captain
Lembusura:

On the pirates...

“Our ship foundered in the mud in the river-that-
might-also-be-a-sea, and we’ve been stuck for weeks.
Some of us traveled into the mangroves to find food
and supplies while we find a way out of our predic-
ament. I will admit, everyone is a little sun-addled
these days, though.”

If asked more about the pirates, he goes on to say that
they have grown frustrated about their predicament,
but are still loyal to their captain.

On his captain...

“Captain Lembusura is a great and brave man,
scourge to a thousand villages. I would not anger him
if I were you, for he has trained fiddler crabs to pinch
his enemies apart.”

On the villagers...

“Yes, several of them have wandered our way and we
have taken them prisoner. Captain Lembusura will
either put them to work freeing our ship or ransom
them back to their village in exchange for spices and
tools.”

On the song...

“I have heard it at night come from the heart of
our camp. Captain Lembusura tells us that the song
brings us good luck, but I have not yet seen that for
myself.”

On the ruins or the stone altar...

“Captain Lembusura took us on several trips deep
into the forest, for he had heard the marshes are
home to old ruins that might contain treasure. My
friends said they spent days digging and only found
a small trinket.”

He doesn’t know about the Skull of Lamentations, as
Captain Lembusura has kept it hidden from most of
the pirates.

If he’s asked to lead the PCs towards the pirate camp,
he’ll agree, as he believes that the captain and dozen or
so pirates could easily overwhelm any travelers.



The Camp Among the Ruins

The pirates have made their camp over the grassy hills
and on the edge of the river-that-might-be-a-sea. It is
about a mile from where Lost Embo keeps watch.

The pirate camp occupies the middle of a ruined com-
plex, now little more than a handful of crumbling stone
walls. Haphazard shelters of cut branches and colorful
old sails provide shade for the pirates. A hundred yards
away, the pirates’ small sloop lies half-embedded in the
muddy riverbank, listing slightly.

Observers can spot a small sacred altar in the ruins; it
is being used by the pirates to hold clay pots, rope, and
nails. The swirling patterns on the altar are reminiscent
of the stone altar in the mangroves.

A dozen pirates wander through the camp. Some lounge
atop the old stonework staring into the sky, others tend
a large bonfire as if confused by its presence, and a few
struggle to raise a larger tent amid much shouting and
little progress. In the center of the camp stands a crude
cage of wood and rope. Inside are ten exhausted villag-
ers, pale from days in the mangroves and troubled by
nightmares from the Bitter Song.

Oddly roaming the camp are two giant fiddler crabs,
their shells painted with swirling red and gold patterns.
They are the pirates’ new pets, though the creatures
seem more interested in stealing food and starting ar-
guments with one another. There is no sign of CAP-
TAIN LEMBUSURA, who is resting in his tent.

Any commotion will cause Captain Lembusura to
emerge from his tent and order visitors captured and
imprisoned in the cage. A direct attack into the camp
will be difficult, given the number of pirates.

The PCs will have to have a good plan to free the pris-
oners. Some options might include:

Causinl Unrest

The pirates are mostly loyal to Captain Lembusura,
although a few believe he has no plan to actually es-
cape the river, and are wondering what to do if that’s
the case. These pirates are also disappointed that the
captain has not yet ransomed off the prisoners. This
contingent is led by a strong man named RED TAGAR.
He is good friends with Lost Embo, and is the easiest
to negotiate with. With good roleplaying, he might be
convinced to let the villagers free in exchange for refuge

Capv}ain Lembusura
Uillainous Pirate

6 [13]
4 (18 hp)

Armor Class
Hit Dice

Movement 90’ (30°)
Morale 10
Alignment Chaotic

THACO 16 [+3]

Attacks Sword (1d8+2)
Saving Throws D8 W9 P10 B10 S12
XP 128

Gear: Captain Lembusura carries a master’s broad-
sword and several throwing knives (1d4 damage).
He wears hardened leather armor.

River Piate
Uillainous Raiders

Armor Class
Hit Dice

8 [13]
1 (5 hp)

Movement 90’ (30°)
Morale 7
Alignment Chaotic

THACO 19 [+0]

Attacks Hatchet (1d6)

Saving Throws D12 W13 P14 B15 S16
XP 10

Gear: Most of the pirates carry hatchets and
small knives. Two have short bows within reach
and are quite good with them (THACO 18 [+1],
1d6 damage).




in the Tambuk Laut. Or, he might be able to convince
some of his men to stay out of any potential future fight
with the pirates, but only if the PCs promise to avoid
killing them.

Stealth

The pirates have been having bad dreams thanks to the
Skull of Lamentations, and so they are restless at night.
This means half the pirates are awake at any given
time, but they are also drowsy. Stealthy PCs might be
able to sneak into the camp and free the prisoners from
the cage, sawing the ropes with a sharp knife. While
most of the prisoners are too weak to fight alongside
the PCs, there is one strong man who will stand with
them — Laka the Builder, brother of Nolai.

Distracton with the Shi‘h

The pirates plan on freeing their ship from the mud,
but they have not yet figured out how to do this. Some
think it’s just a matter of waiting for the right tide, oth-
ers think that once they get enough prisoners, they’ll be
able to use ropes to free the vessel. If the PCs interfere
with the pirate’s ship in some way (i.e., catching it on
fire), the pirates frantically rush to save their ship, with
only one or two left behind to protect the prisoners.

20

Note that if the PCs search the ship, they’ll find that
it’s been mostly gutted of useful supplies. A quick
search will dig up some simple, cheap weapons (like
shortswords, knives, or bows). A careful search finds
something more valuable, like a fine pirate’s hat, a bag
of small blue gemstones, or a heavy crossbow hidden
in the rafters.

ﬂ'ickery

The PCs might pretend to be dazed villagers, lured by
the Bitter Song to the pirate camp. In this event, the
pirates will be delighted, disarm the PCs, and push
them into the large (and now cramped) cage. Escaping
the cage requires a small character squeezing through
the bars, sawing through the ropes with some knife or
other sharp object, or making an OPEN Doors roll
to break the bars! GMs may allow skilled climbers to
first reach a weaker part of the cage in its top, provid-
ing a bonus to the next roll in the escape attempt.

Parla

Captain Lembusura loves to negotiate, but only when
he knows he can win. PCs who strike a good bargain
might get him to agree to free the prisoners in exchange
for freeing his ship from the mud, which is an impos-
sible task without a hundred more men, a storm that



brings floods, or direct help from the god crocodile.
The best the PCs can do with great roleplaying is get-
ting him to agree to free a couple of villagers in ex-
change for food or supplies. However, as soon as the
PCs leave, he’ll use the Skull of Lamentations to lure
them back again and imprison them.

Caltain lembusura and the Bride

Captain Lembusura has no intention of surrendering
the skull. He believes he has only begun to uncover its
secrets, and he is not entirely wrong. Each night, he
uses the relic to lure more victims into his cages with
its song. He also claims the skull whispers to him in
his sleep, teaching him the lost wisdom of the Glass
Ancestors, the legendary river-kings who supposedly
ruled the waterways before the monsoons reshaped the
world. Lembusura believes these visions are making
him wiser, stronger, and destined for greatness.

Eventually, the situation may devolve into a battle with
the pirates. If the PCs attempt to take the skull, Lembu-
sura orders his pirates to kill them without hesitation.
Drawing his curved parang, he boasts that the spirits
of the old river-kings guide his hand and eagerly dem-
onstrates how little mercy he intends to show. Whether
his pirates join him against the PCs will depend on how
the PCs have handled the pirates up until now.

[&] GM’s Note: Captain Lembusura’s sword is the
sword that the pregenerated character Niran has been
looking for!

Once engaged in combat, Lembusura uses the skull to
protect himself. Pulling it from his coat, he is suddenly
surrounded by a ghostly white light that protects him
(treat as a DR 6 force field) while he clutches it!

While Captain Lembusura is a challenging opponent,
the real danger is that his use of the skull has a dread-
ful cost. 1d4 rounds after he activates its protection,
an Echo of a Lamentation appears nearby. The Echo is
the vengeful incarnation of the Pontianak bride whose
skull was stolen from her grave. She hates all mortals,
especially men. However, because Lembusura possess-
es her skull, she cannot harm him until he releases it.

The key to defeating both the captain and the Echo
is destroying the Skull of Lamentations. To do so, the
PCs must first seize the skull from the captain and then
cleanse it through an appropriate ritual.

2

Echo of Lamentation
Pontianak Spirit

2[17]
3 (14 hp)

Armor Class
Hit Dice

120’ (40%)
12
Chaotic

Movement
Morale
Alignment

THACO 17 [+2]

Attacks Shriek or touch (see below)
Saving Throws D10 W11 P12 B13 S14
P 75

Immunity. Immune to non-magical attacks.

Weaknesses. Cannot cross a circle of blessed salt. Suffers 1d4
damage per second while within 5 of a holy ritual site. She
hates the sound of blessed reed flutes, and suffers -2 to all
rolls while hearing one.

Shriek of Lament. All those within range must SAVE vs.
PARALYSIS or be mentally stunned. She cannot do this while
a reed flute is playing.

Soul-draining Touch. 1d6 damage. Victims will take another

1d4 damage 5 rounds after the initial attack (but only if the
spirit is still alive).

However, anyone who takes hold of the skull imme-
diately hears the Bitter Song rattle terribly in their
mind. The eerie melody clouds their senses and com-
pels them to preserve the artifact rather than destroy
it. The bearer must make a SAVE vs. SPELLS to resist
the song’s influence. Failure leaves them stunned as the
skull’s song overwhelms their thoughts.

Once the spell is resisted, the PC can try to destroy it.
There are many ways to do this, including:

e If the PCs bring the skull to the ruined altar, a spo-
ken prayer causes thin cracks to spread across its
surface. Each round the prayer is spoken, chanted,
or sung, there is a 25% chance the skull shatters.
Add +5% for each additional person joining the
prayer.

If the PCs received the white Sungkara ashes from
Elder Wira, sprinkling them over the skull causes
the glass to slowly crack and splinter. The skull
shatters 2d4 rounds later.



e If the PCs received the blessed reed flute from Pak
Mino, this can also destroy the skull. Each round
the reed is played, there is a 25% chance the skull
shatters (35% if the PC is a skilled musician!).

e The tooth of the God Crocodile carries potent
magic. A single scratch from the tooth is enough to
doom the artifact. Once marked, the skull starts to
vibrate. It shatters 1d6 turns later.

e The skull can also be destroyed through brute force,
though it is remarkably resilient. Treat it as having
16 hp, taking half damage from blades and pierc-
ing weapons. If placed upon the altar, its protection
weakens to 10 hp.

Clever players may come up with more ways to destroy

the skull!

Once the skull shatters, the Echo of Lamentation wails,
cries, and then collapses into a pile of pure white, gauzy
robes. Superstitious folk say such remnants are blessed
garments for future brides. More importantly, the Bit-
ter Song is no more.

Finale

With the villainous captain defeated, the skull de-
stroyed, and the song ended, there is great rejoicing
among the villagers, and likely many of the surviving
pirates. A count of the prisoners finds that all of the
missing villagers are accounted for. Indeed, there are
a few more souls from other nearby villages, that are
delighted to invite the PCs to their own homes to cel-
ebrate, and perhaps help with some other troublesome,
local villains.

For completing the adventure, the PCs should receive
typical experience points. They should receive an addi-
tional 50 XP character points for destroying the skull,
and another 50 XP for good roleplaying. If the PCs
successfully rescued all of the villagers, they will have
likely earned a good reputation as well. And if they em-
barrassed the proud tiger, Paduka Belang, they might
have earned themselves a very powerful enemy!

2

Adventure Notes

This adventure was written by Jason Woollard and de-
veloped by J.C. Connors. The pregenerated PCs’ por-
trait art was illustrated by Darkwings on Fiverr.

Some of the pregenerated characters in this adventure
use classes from BX Options: Class Builder by Erin
D. Smale.

For VTT assets for this adventure or more free one
shot adventures, please visit 1shotadventures.com. If
you enjoyed this adventure, or ran it for a group, all
the authors ask is that you give a shout out and let
me know how it went. Post a note on Ishotadven-
tures.com or give a shoutout to @1shotjc.bsky.social
on Bluesky.

Munkan’s Rala Mandala

Bitter Song of the Black Mangroves takes inspiration
from the wonderful and dreamy Kala Mandala setting
written and illustrated by Munkao and published by
by Centaur Games. If you’re looking for an imagina-
tive setting that will surprise your players, check it out!

dDiselaimer and License

The material presented here is an original creation, in-
tended for use with the Old School Essentials RPG, by
Necrotic Gnome. Old-School Essentials is a trademark
of Necrotic Gnome. The trademark and Old-School
Essentials logo are used with permission of Necrotic
Gnome, under license.

The original material in this adventure is covered by
the CC BY-NC 4.0 Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International license. This license
requires that reusers give credit to the creator. It allows
reusers to distribute, remix, adapt, and build upon the
material in any medium or format, for noncommercial
purposes only.

Illg ate Lo

Original OSE version



https://heycentaur.com

Handputs

Handout A - Betel Nut Box found at the ruins of the Glass Ancestors. It was stolen by a mischievous monkey
while the pirates were digging up the bride’s gravesite.
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