Kharmic Vengeance

A One-Round Low/Mid-Rank Adventure for Heroes of Rokugan (Champions of the Sapphire Throne)

By Rob Hobart 

and John Piernicky

In the lands of the Soshi, a minor daimyo has died of a mysterious illness.  Rumors of plague and fear are spreading like wildfire, but there may be something even more sinister at work. 

Adventure Summary and Background

A year ago, a fire destroyed five trees in the legendary Traitor’s Grove, freeing the souls of five traitors condemned to the grove by the Scorpion Clan.  Those souls immediately sought out and possessed the bodies of their descendents.  One of the escaped souls was captured almost immediately (as depicted in the adventure “Bayushi Lineage”), but the other four escaped.  One of them, the spirit of a Soshi shugenja-ko who succumbed to the temptations of maho, has begun a plot to wreak vengeance on her family and Clan.

Soshi Sakiko, once known as the “Black Orchid,” was a master of both magic and poison, a prized student of the Soshi daimyo before she fell to the temptations of maho.  Now she occupies the body of Soshi Rinako, one of her descendents.  To make her vengeance even more delicious, the family members who uncovered her treachery were granted the status of a vassal family, the Kobura, dedicated to the Kuroiban (Black Watch) and the task of sniffing out maho within the Scorpion Clan.  Sakiko/Rinako finds it all too delicious that her vengeance will start by destroying the very Kobura family which was created by her original defeat.  

“Soshi Rinako” has created a new species of orchids, infused with a deadly curse.  The flowers’ pollen not only poisons the victim, inflicting symptoms similar to a plague, but also attracts the attention of gaki – the malign hungry dead – who soon slay the accursed victim.  Even worse, their own spirits are then transformed into gaki as well, spreading death and fear even faster.    

Having created these flowers, and gathered a small group of loyal followers, Sakiko has begun her plan of vengeance, using one of her cursed flowers in an ikebana arrangement to murder the daimyo of the Kobura family.  She intends to destroy his daughter at the funeral, thereby terminating the direct family line.  With that accomplished, her vengeance will expand to the rest of the Scorpion Clan, as she returns to Kyuden Bayushi to spread her cursed flowers far and wide.  

The PCs will become involved in this plot when they are stranded in Shiro no Soshi by an unfortunate combination of spring floods and the unnatural plague which she has unleashed, and end up attending the funeral of Soshi Sugito, the daimyo of the Kobura family.  

Player’s Introduction: Arrival at Shiro no Soshi

The scenario begins with the PCs arriving at Shiro no Soshi.  It is very early spring, just after the end of winter, and the PCs are traveling up the River of Gold (Kawa no Kin) for reasons of their own.  If they have played any of the “Twenty Goblin Winter” modules, they are likely using the river to travel north to the Seikitsu Pass and return to their own lands.  Otherwise, they may be guarding trade ships on the River of Gold, or simply returning from duties elsewhere.  Regardless, the weather is wet and rainy, and the River of Gold is unusually high and tumultuous.  When the PCs’ riverboat finally approaches Shiro no Soshi, near the headwaters of the Kawa no Kin, the river-level is rising rapidly, spilling over its banks in some areas, and the muddy water is starting to be cluttered with logs, wreckage, and other evidence of flooding.  The boat captain curses and has his rowers redouble their efforts, striving to reach the docks of the Soshi city, dimly visible through the rain, before the raging river sweeps them away downstream. 

As the ship approaches the docks, the PCs see several figures waving at them, as though trying to warn them off.  The ship captain ignores them, however, and hurries to get his vessel secured.  He is just in time, as the water level rises another two feet within the next few minutes.  The crew swears and scrambles to tie up their ship more firmly as the hull booms from occasional logs and other flotsam swept along in the churning waters.  

A Scorpion samurai with a scowling wooden mempo (mask) covering his face comes aboard and looks around with hands on his hips.  “You may wish you had chosen to brave that flood,” he says, gesturing at the raging river.  “Our city is afflicted with plague, and no travelers are allowed in or out.  Now that you’re here – despite our warnings – you’ll have to stay.”  

Bayushi Kiju

The samurai is Bayushi Kiju, a gunso (sergeant) in command of the Scorpion troops who patrol the city’s docks.  He is a normal samurai, without any sinister Scorpion schemes up his kimono sleeves, and is rather tired and harried after two weeks of dealing with a burgeoning plague.  

Kiju will debate with himself for a bit and finally decide to take the PCs up to the Soshi Palace and let the daimyo decide what to do with them.  “If you would come with me, samurai-samas,” he says with a polite bow, and leads them off the docks and into the city.  

If the PCs ask Bayushi Kiju for more information on the plague, he will discuss is readily enough – now that the PCs are inside the city with him, he sees no reason to conceal anything.

· The plague started about two months ago, shortly after the New Years’ Festival.  

· The victims turn a blotchy blue-black color, and become intensely fevered.  Many of them become delirious, seeing visions and hallucinations.    

· Kiju has heard from some of the Soshi shugenja that this plague is unlike anything they have seen before, and they suspect some manner of curse. 

· As far as Kiju knows, there is no evidence of Taint involved in the plague, and he will be somewhat irritated if a PC suggests the idea.  “This is the seat of the Soshi family, samurai-samas.  I’m sure our lords would know if the Taint had invaded our city.”

· Nobody knows exactly how many have died from the plague, although Kiju guesses it is probably several hundred by now.  “The eta are having a hard time dealing with the bodies, I’m afraid.”  As far as he knows, however, no one in the actual castle has died. 

Part One: Guests of the Soshi

The streets of the Soshi capital are disturbingly empty for a city of over 4,000 people.  Over half the businesses you pass are closed, and people hurry along the roads with their heads bowed, as though afraid to meet anyone’s eyes.  You do pass a few tea-houses and noodle shops that are open, with customers hunching around the tables and staring out uneasily as you pass by.  There are also a few street vendors and laborers at work, thougb nothing like the numbers you would expect in a place this size.  You pass a vinegar salesman pushing his two-wheeled cart, a knife-sharpener spinning his wheel while a couple of peasant woman wait for him to finish, a skinny young woman selling flowers from a basket, and a team of laborers sweeping the streets clear.  The one thriving area you see in the city turns out to be none other than the eta quarter, where hinin are hard at work hauling in corpses and refuse for burning.  

The PCs can roll Raw Perception at TN 15 to notice direct signs of the plague – fly-buzzed bodies lying in alleyways, waiting for the eta to pick them up, and houses whose doors have been marked with paper seals reading, “Disease.”  

At the end of a fifteen-minute walk, the PCs arrive at the gates of Shiro no Soshi itself.  

The castle is a cluster of tall, narrow spires, framed by the jagged peaks of the Seikitsu Mountains behind.  A single path approaches the gates, snaking between two stone outcroppings.  Bayushi Kiju leads you up to the gates and speaks briefly with the two bushi who stand guard there.  One of them hurries inside and, after about fifteen minutes, returns and bows to you.  “Please, come inside, samas.”  

The PCs are taken up to a waiting room where servants offer them tea and rice candy.  After an hour, they are led in to an audience with the Soshi daimyo.

Soshi Akaname is a slim, elegant man with pale skin and a narrow, pursed mouth.  He wears an elaborately decorative mask which covers the upper two-thirds of his face.  His wife, Hiromu, sits demurely to one side, her hands folded in her lap.  Akaname gestures languidly with his fan as he welcomes the PCs to his home and apologizes for the unfortunate circumstances of their arrival.  “These times have been difficult for us, and in order to ensure that this disease cannot endanger the rest of the Empire, we must forbid any departures from the city.  We apologize profusely for this, and I trust being our guest for a short time will not overly inconvenience you.”  He will carefully avoid mentioning how long this might be, since he does not know.   “We will provide you with housing in the castle, of course, in compensation for this imposition.  Thankfully, the castle has been almost untroubled by the disease that ravages the rest of the city.  Almost but not entirely, alas, for we too have been touched with tragedy.”  His wife raises her sleeve in a stylized gesture of mourning, and he shakes his dead sadly.  “Kobura Sugita, the daimyo of one of our smaller vassal families, perished yesterday.  His funeral will be this evening, if you would like to attend.  Sadly, with the threat of plague we cannot afford to wait the customary four days.”    

This polite offer is really unrefusable, under the circumstances, although PCs who do not realize it can roll Intelligence/Etiquette at TN 10 to avoid a serious mis-step.  A PC who refuses the invitation will be expelled from the castle, and cannot rejoin the adventure until the other PCs are ready to leave the city. 

Soshi Akaname will chat politely with the PCs for as long as they wish, and as a true Scorpion he will not hesitate to fish for information.  He is only a moderately skilled shugenja, but is quite skilled at the ways of court and can be extraordinarily charming when he wishes.  If the PCs discuss current events, Akaname will happily gossip, and will ask them about the most recent events at the Twenty Goblin Winter (or wherever else the PCs have been most recently).  In return, he will share the following mundane gossip:

· The spring rains have been quite heavy, a welcome change from the previous year’s drought.

· There are some unfortunate rumors from the ruins of Beiden Pass.  Engineers have been sent into the pass to survey it for the planned re-opening, but several of them have apparently failed to return.  Akaname will refuse to speculate on a possible cause, but will listen with interest to any PC theories (bandits, other Clans interfering, etc).  

· If any of the PCs are Crab, Akaname will make a point of mentioning that the Scorpion have been helping the Hare Clan to found its own shugenja school.  “The Phoenix were helping as well, but last autumn the Crab demanded that they cease.  It seems they claim the right to control the affairs of their weaker neighbors.”  If any Crab PCs try to defend their Clan’s policies, Akaname smiles innocently as he taps his pouting lips with his fan.  “Ah, Crab-kun, I must bow to your superior wisdom.  Although I do my best to keep up with the affairs of court, I was not present when the Emperor proclaimed the Hare to be vassals of the Crab.  Do please enlighten me as to the Son of Heaven’s words.”  This public verbal smack-down costs the PC 2 points of Glory.

Once the PCs are finished conversing, Akaname dismisses them in a polite and painless fashion, apologizing that he cannot spend more time with his honored guests.  He gestures to a silent, waiting servant, who leads the PCs to their quarters.

Inside the Castle

The PCs are assigned to guest rooms in an upper level of one of the castle’s outer towers.  Each PC is given their own room, a clean and pleasant chamber with elegant furnishings and a narrow window offering a fine view of the Seikitsu Mountains.  

Since the funeral of Kobura Sugita is not until this evening, the PCs will have the rest of the day to relax, explore, or seek information.  If the PCs ask around in the castle about the plague, they can learn the same information as Bayushi Kiju told them.  

· If the PCs ask about Soshi (Kobura) Sugita, they can learn that he was a man in his late thirties, and has one child and heir, a daughter named Keilani.  The Kobura vassal family is extremely small, no more than a few dozen samurai, all of whom are blood relatives of the daimyo.   

If they decide to leave the castle to visit the city, the guards will try to discourage them with warnings about the plague, but will not actually stop them.  “You are our guests, of course, samurai-samas.  We would not wish to restrict your movements more than circumstances demand.”

If the PCs do go back out into the city, they can visit the merchants’ shops if there is anything they wish to acquire (such as a gift or funeral offering).  Despite the plague, about half the shops in the city are still open, and (as the PCs may have already noticed) there are a fair variety of street vendors active even in these dark times.

If the PCs wish to pursue more specific or detailed investigations out in the city, refer to Part Four: Investigations, below.    

Who are the Kobura? 

Shoshi Akaname will not share any further information on Kobura Sugita or his family, and the information the PCs can learn from other Scorpion is listed above.  If the PCs want more specific or detailed information on the Kobura family, they can roll Intelligence/Lore: History, Lore: Scorpion, or Lore: Maho at TN 20.  This ascertains the following: 

· The Kobura are a very small, obscure vassal family of the Soshi.  They were founded about two centuries ago, and are known both as shugenja and as skilled artisans with expertise in dance, painting, and ikebana (although their skill in the latter does not match the famed Hanagensai family).  

· If the roll was made with Lore: Scorpion or Lore: Maho, the PCs will also know that the family was founded by Soshi Kobura, who uncovered a maho-tsukai within his own bloodline’s ranks who was plotting to murder the Clan Champion.  The Kobura are strongly active in the Kuroiban, the Scorpion “Black Watch” who hunt maho.  The name of the traitor has been erased, although a PC who makes TN 30 or better with Lore: Scorpion will know it was a woman.

A Note on Shiro no Soshi: Communing With the Kami

It should be noted that the Scorpion do not appreciate strange shugenja snooping in their castles.  Consequently, they regularly cast Banish inside Shiro no Soshi, purging the spirits.  PCs who attempt to learn information by questioning the spirits with the spell Commune will have to do so within a couple of hours of the event they are investigating – otherwise, the spirits have been purged and no information is available.   

Part Two: The Funeral

The funeral is held that evening, the family shrine of the Kobura family.  This consists of a small interior hall near the bottom of one of Shiro no Soshi’s lesser towers.  A small garden on a balcony is located adjacent to the hall.  

When the PCs arrive at the shrine entrance there is a considerable line of Scorpion samurai winding out of the hall entrance, waiting to pay their respects and make funeral offerings.  A young Scorpion shugenja-ko stands outside the entrance to the hall, bowing and welcoming each visitor here in the name of the Kobura family.  She is a slim and attractive young woman in her teens, and wears a simple but elegant black mask that frames her face without concealing any of her good looks.  This is Soshi (Kobura) Rinako, the young woman possessed by the vengeful spirit of Soshi Sakiko.   

· If any guest is not obviously carrying a funeral offering, “Rinako” offers them a small ikebana arrangement of red and black flowers from a table at her side.  The PCs will notice a couple of the guests ahead of them accepting such offerings, apparently deciding an ikebana is more appropriate than whatever they brought.

· “Rinako” will not introduce herself, instead simply welcoming guests in the name of the Kobura family and offering her ikebana.  It is thus possible that a PC might mistake her for Soshi (Kobura) Keilani, the heir to the family.  If this happens, “Rinako” blushes and bows low, apologizing for the misunderstanding and begging their forgiveness.  “I am merely a servant and kinswoman of our lady Keilani-sama.  I am called Rinako, samurai-sama.  Please, forgive me for inducing such a misunderstanding.  Will you accept this ikebana as an apology?”  

“Rinako” is a skilled deceiver (Acting 7k4 and Deceit 8k4+4), and the PCs are highly unlikely to see through her.  Her maho allows her to cloak her Taint, so a Death Priest or Witch-Hunter will not be able to sense the presence of Taint in the area.  A Witch-Hunter who interviews her for psychological signs of Taint can still make the roll to detect it, but at a +5 TN penalty due to her skill in deception.  (A Witch-Hunter’s testimony will not be considered acceptable in Scorpion lands.)   A PC with the specific ability to sense possession can roll Raw Awareness at TN 30 to sense the malignant spirit hiding within Rinako.

The ikebana are quite beautiful, and are done entirely in the Scorpion colors of red and black.  A black lotus flower is the centerpiece of each one, and the flowers are fresh enough to emit a pleasant odor.  Any PC who rolls Perception/Artisan: Ikebana at TN 20 can tell that these ikebana were created by someone with considerable skill.  The same roll can also tell that the symbolism of the arrangement is appropriate to a spirit of mourning.  However, a PC who makes TN 35 or higher senses an underlying disharmony and anger in the person who created the ikebana. 

Within the Kobura Family Shrine

Inside the chamber, members of the Kobura family stand in two lines on either side of a shrine to the family ancestors.  They are dressed in white kimono to symbolize their mourning, although their masks and other accoutrements are still in traditional Scorpion colors.  Guests place offerings at the base of the shrine and then offer their respects to the surviving family members.  

The funeral pyre itself is visible in the garden outside an archway: a careful pile of wood, surmounted by a bier with the white cloth-covered corpse of Soshi (Kobura) Sugita.  Two shugenja stand at the side of the pyre, murmuring prayers, while eta wait nearby, tending the torches which will ignite the pyre when the time is right. A scent of decay wafts from the bier, though thankfully the assorted ikebana and smoldering incense sticks in the shrine suppress most of the odor.   Attentive servants lurk in the background, making sure the incense stays fresh.

If the PCs did not think to acquire a funeral offering, either beforehand or the door, allow them an Intelligence/Etiquette roll at TN 10 to realize they need one to avoid committing a minor breach of etiquette.  “Rinako” will still be available outside the door for a short time after the PCs arrive, if anyone needs to slip back outside and pick up an ikebana arrangement.

· The GM should keep careful track of which PCs pick up an ikebana from “Rinako.”  These PCs are in danger of being afflicted by the curse.

The family shrine is a small cabinet containing plaques with the names of the Kobura ancestors, going back to the family founder, Soshi Kobura.  Sacred incense sticks burn beneath the plaque with the name of Kobura Sugita, and the offerings are arranged on a step below.  Any PCs who make offerings will notice several of the black-and-red ikebana here.   

Soshi (Kobura) Keilani is at the head of the Kobura family line, right next to the shrine.  She will gravely accept the condolences and offerings of each guest.  She is a young woman of barely twenty, quite attractive, with a lithe athletic build – at the moment, however, this is somewhat weakened by her pale complexion and the redness in her eyes which speaks of weeping (like a true samurai, of course, she does not allow herself to show any grief in public).  Her hair is drawn up in a tight braid that sprouts from the top of her head and ends just above her hips. Her face is concealed from the nose down beneath a sheer mask of scarlet silk, the upper edge decorated with dangling semi-precious stones.  

· Keilani will clearly be a little surprised to see non-Scorpion guests at the funeral, and will politely ask the PCs how they came to be at her father’s funeral.  She is completely polite and does not pry inappropriately, of course.  She will express sympathy for the plight of PCs who are marooned in her city.  If the PCs watch her after this conversation, they can roll Perception/Investigation at TN 20 to catch her occasionally looking at them with an appraising expression.

Aside from the PCs, all the guests at the funeral are Scorpions.  They circle around the room in small groups, speaking in whispers, and avoid speaking with the PCs, although the party should be constantly aware of eyes on them.  The family daimyo, Soshi Akaname, and his wife make a brief appearance just before the conclusion of the funeral, sweeping in to present their gifts and offer condolences.  

The Funeral Rites

Once all the guests have offered gifts and paid their respects, the Kobura family files out and takes positions to either side of the funeral pyre, while the shugenja speak a final prayer, asking that Kobura Sugita’s spirit be able to ascend to Yomi.  Once the prayers are finished, the eta bring out the torches and set fire to the wood.  Flames and smoke swiftly rise, consuming the white-shrouded corpse, and sending a pillar of smike up into the evening air.  At this point, the guests (including the PCs) depart – only the actual family will remain to conduct the final part of the funeral rites, in which they retrieve the bones from the ashes of the deceased.

During this final part of the funeral, the PCs will definitely notice that the smell of decay from the body is quite strong.   A PC with an exceptionally weak stomach may actually be overcome by the foul stench – any PC who cannot make TN 5 with a Raw Willpower roll will be forced to flee the scene rather than become publicly ill, losing 1 point of Glory from public embarrassment.  (One or two of the Scorpion guests suffer this humiliation, retreating with fans shielding green faces.)  Any PC who rolls Intelligence/Anatomy at TN 20 will realize that the body must be decomposing with unusual, perhaps unnatural, speed.

Soshi (Kobura) “Rinako” will be present for the funeral rites, and plays the part of a proper member of the Kobura family, grave and serious as the family says farewell to its lord.  If the PCs check outside the shrine for more ikebana, they are gone – “Rinako” will say, if asked, that she sent the remainder away with a servant once it was time for the funeral to begin.   

A Request From a New Daimyo   

As the PCs leave the funeral, a servant will approach them and bows low.  “My lady commanded this be delivered to you, samurai-samas,” he says, and hands them a folded note on pale gray paper.

The note says simply, “Meet me in the castle gardens at dawn.”  There is no signature, and the servant will not identify the sender beyond “my lady,” but the PCs should be able to deduce that the message is probably from Kobura Keilani.  

Part Three: A Grieving Daughter 

Presumably, the PCs will not refuse the invitation to meet with Kobura Keilani.  She will await them in the gardens the next morning.

The gardens of Shiro no Soshi are small and modest, tucked into a niche between three of the castle’s tall towers.   Although their size is unimpressive compared to the huge, sprawling gardens found in mightier castles like Kyuden Bayushi or Kyuden Doji, the quality of work here is as impressive as any you have seen.  The cherry trees are just beginning to bloom, scattering pale petals across paths of elegantly random paving stones, smooth-raked white sand, precisely trimmed shrubs, and the blooms of spring flowers.  Walking slowly between the trees is a pale young woman in the colors of the Scorpion, her lower face shrouded in a mask of sheer red silk, a white ribbon of mourning tied around one arm.  She bows politely as you approach, and you recognize her as Soshi Keilani, the heir to the Kobura family.

PCs who roll Perception/Medicine at TN 20 will notice that Keilani’s complexion has grown more pale and wan since the night before, and a few beads of sweat are visible on her forehead.  She walks and moves slowly and carefully, and sometimes pauses as though fighting off a wave of dizziness.  

Despite her obvious ill health, Keilani will be polite and soft-spoken.  She re-introduces herself, inquires after the PCs’ health, asks if there is any way in which she can make their stay at Shiro no Soshi more pleasant, and so forth.  She will change the subject if anyone asks questions about her own health.  Once the correct pleasantries are out of the way, she will begin to discuss why she invited the PCs here:

“You attended the funeral of my honored father, Kobura Sugita-sama.  Although I am told he died of the same symptoms as other victims of this plague, I suspect something more may have been involved.  The healers told me that his body was corrupting with unnatural speed – as you may have noticed at the funeral.”  She bows low.  “I must apologize for that, for it is not proper that mourners should have to endure such unpleasantness.”  

Keilani suspects that this rapid decomposition, and indeed the plague itself, may be the result of either poison or some form of maho.  However, she knows that no-one visited her father except for Scorpions – Soshi healers and members of their own small family – and no-one else in the castle has fallen ill except for her father and now, herself.  Therefore, she suspects a traitor, and wishes to enlist the PCs, as outsiders, to investigate.  She cannot take direct action herself, since she is still in her official period of mourning and will not be confirmed as daimyo of the Kobura family until after that time ends.   

Assuming the PCs are willing to help her, Keilani will share all the information she has, and will answer their questions to the best of her ability.    

· If the PCs ask if she has any specific suspects, she shakes her head.  “I do not know, and this troubles me greatly.  We are a family which deals with the enemies of the Empire, particularly those who practice forbidden magic.  My father sometimes must make difficult decisions, and has made many enemies in his life.  However, I do not know of any particular investigations he was pursuing when he fell ill.”

· If the PCs ask why she suspects poison or maho behind the plague, she frowns in thought.  “It is possible I may be imagining things… but this plague seems too specific, too perfect, to be merely the result of natural disease or angry spirits.  One of the healers who treated my father suspected poison as well, for the same reasons… perhaps you might speak with him.”  She identifies the healer as Soshi Toshiro.

· If the PCs again draw attention to her health, Keilani will nod slowly.  “Yes, I have fallen ill, and I fear it may be the same disease as that which afflicted my father.  This entire plague may actually be an attack on our family, for no others within the castle have been afflicted.  I do not know how long I may have – some have died in as little as a day.  All the more reason to learn who may be responsible, in case they may hold the secret to a cure.”  

· If the PCs ask for details about her father’s illness, she will describe it to the best of her recollection.  “He suffered from a high fever, and soon became too weak to leave his futon.  The healers tried to soothe him with the power of the Kami, but it had little effect, and their medicines also failed to ease his suffering.  Within a couple of days he was all but insensible, and when he did speak, he complained of seeing evil spirits in his room at night.  The healers said the fever was driving him mad, for they could find no signs of Taint… but I wonder.  Our family habitually purges the spirits from the castle each day, so it is possible that some supernatural influence could have been at work without being detected.  At the end, his skin became blue-black, much like the other victims I have heard about, and he when he died, he clawed at his throat until he drew blood.”  If the PCs specifically ask, she did not actually see her father claw at his own throat – he was found dead in the morning, with his hands clenched at his bloody neck.  

· If a PC asks to test her for Taint, she will be mildly insulted.  However, if the PCs couch the question in the most polite manner possible, draw attention to her father’s enmity to the users of maho, and roll Awareness/Etiquette (Sincerity) at TN 20, she will reluctantly agree.  A test will show that she is not Tainted.  However, a Moto Death-Priest who checks her for curses will sense that she is, indeed, under some sort of malign magical influence.

Once the PCs finish asking questions, Keilani will ask to retire to her quarters in the northwest tower of Shiro no Soshi.  She asks the PCs to visit her this evening with anything they might learn, and issues them an invitation for dinner to provide cover for their visit.  She will also give them a letter of introduction to the healer, Soshi Toshiro, to help ease the path of their investigation.  

Some PCs may wish to investigate her father’s quarters in the castle, perhaps hoping to find clues which the healers missed.  She will grant them permission to do this, if they wish.

Part Four: Investigations

There are a number of investigative paths which the PCs can follow in order to learn more about the plague in general, and the death of Kobura Sugita in particular.  The following sections summarize the results of the most likely routes of investigation.

Asking Around the City

PCs who wish to ask around for more information about the plague can do so readily enough by rolling Awareness/Courtier (Gossip) at TN 20.  They can learn the following information:

· If the PCs ask for more information on timing, they can learn that the first cases of the plague were indeed reported about two months ago, right after the New Year’s festival.  Initially there were only a few scattered cases, but after a few weeks the numbers swelled dramatically.

· If the PCs ask for more information about the disease, they can learn that at first it took time to kill, sometimes as much as a week, but the more recent cases often strike very quickly, killing within 24 hours.  Those who fall ill suffer from intense fevers, nausea, and weakness, and the skin turns blue-black as death approaches.  Victims in the late stages of the disease often complains of seeing demons or evil spirits, and their breath sometimes becomes foul. 

· Rumor has it that a few victims have recovered, but no-one can point to a specific survivor, and all agree that the vast majority who fall sick from the disease go on to die of it.

· The Soshi family shugenja have been trying to treat the disease, but it seems to be resistant to the normal blessings such as Hands of Jurojin.  Many have begun praying to the Fortunes instead, trying to learn what has brought their wrath.   

The Eta District and the Corpses

Some of the PCs may be curious (or morbid) enough to wish to learn more about the corpses of the dead.  This will require visiting the eta district, since by the time the PCs complete their interview with the Soshi daimyo, the eta have cleaned up the bodies from the night before.

The eta district is an unsettling sight.  The crematorium is hard at work, smoke boiling up as the eta labor to burn the bodies of the dead, but several wagons full of corpses are lined up outside – the dead are accumulating faster than the eta can deal with them, and the reek from them is dense and vile.  PCs in this area must roll Raw Willpower at TN 15 to avoid becoming sick, vomiting and losing 1 point of Glory.  The eta themselves, however, shrug off the stench and seem to be free of the disease.  They are laboring as hard as they can to deal with the bodies.   

If the PCs speak with the eta, they will be as respectful and submissive as eta can be, although it will be clear that they are very busy and tired.  They can share the following information:

· The eta do not have any extra information on the symptoms, since they are only called in after death.  From what they have heard, the victims seem to be afflicted with some kind of intense fever, accompanied by weakness, vomiting, and blue-black blotching of the skin.  This blotching is very noticeable after death, making plague victims easy to tell apart from other deaths.  The eta note that the lips and mouth of the dead often turn completely black.  From what they have heard, the disease often strikes very quickly, often reducing healthy folk to death in a single day.  

· The victims have all been those dwelling in the city, both samurai and commoners.  Soshi (Kobura) Sugita was the first victim reported within the castle.

· The bodies of the dead decompose with unusual speed.  Combined with the large numbers of deaths, this has made things very difficult for the eta, and they worry that the continuing pile-up of bodies will soon outrun them completely and poison the city with the stench and corruption.   

If a PC actually examines the bodies in person, the plague victims will be easy to identify – their swollen, rotting skin is covered in disgusting blue-black splotches.  Many of them have the skin of their necks and faces torn open, as though by their own fingernails, and the eta will confirm that this is a common symptom. If a PC has the nerve to examine the dead bodies closely, the following additional clues are possible:

· A roll of Raw Perception at TN 20 (or simply looking, if the eta already mentioned it) will notice that the lips and mouths of the victims turn completely black.

· A PC who specifically examines the inside of the mouth or nose on one of these victims (an act which will probably require the help of an eta) can roll Perception/Medicine at TN 25 or Perception/Investigation (Notice) at TN 20 to notice a strange blue-black dust or pollen in both locations.   

· A PC who examines the throat/face wounds and rolls Perception/Medicine (Wound Treatment) at TN 25 will deduce that these wounds were not, in fact, self-inflicted.  The scratches are the wrong shape to have been caused by human fingernails.  

· Actually identifying the source of the wounds will only be possible for a PC with at least 4 ranks in the skills of Lore: Ghosts or Lore: Gaki-do, or 6 ranks in Lore: Spirit Realms.  Such a PC may make a roll at TN 30 with the relevant skill to suspect that the scratches and gouges were made by gaki (hungry dead).

· The dead bodies are not Tainted and will not burn if touched with jade.  However, a Moto Death-Priest can sense an ongoing curse effect on the bodies.  A PC with the ability to sense spirits and ghosts will sense skeletal, malign spirits hovering around these bodies.  Likewise, a shugenja PC who interrogates the local kami can ascertain that “bad hungry spirits” are lurking around the bodies.  A PC with at least 3 ranks in the skills of Lore: Ghosts or Lore: Gaki-do, or 4 ranks in Lore: Spirit Realms, can roll at TN 20 to recognize this as a description of gaki (hungry dead).

Kobura Sugita’s Quarters

If the PCs visit the personal chambers of Shoshi (Kobura) Sugita, they find a pleasant and unremarkable private room in the top level of one of Shiro no Soshi’s outer towers.  A futon is rolled up against one wall, and in another corner is a writing desk with the usual supplies – writing kit, blank paper, etc.  A small, beautiful ikebana of black and red dried flowers sits on one corner of the desk.  A closet holds an assortment of clean, carefully-folded clothing in Scorpion colors.   

The room has a single shuttered window which, if opened, looks out in a fine view of the city below and beyond, the Kawa no Kin (River of Gold) and the Plains of Thunder.  In the distance the PCs can even make out the dark line of the Shinomen Forest on the horizon.  There is no evidence of any access to the room through the window.  

As Keilani warned, there is no information to be gained here from speaking with the spirits, since the castle’s Kami are Banished every day.  Likewise, there are no clues in the clothing or the writing desk.  However, there are two clues here if the PCs know where to look:

· The futon has been cleaned and laundered.  However, a PC who examines it closely can roll Perception/Investigation (Notice) at TN 25 to detect traces of a blue-black pollen or powder roughly where Sugita’s head would have rested.

· If a PC examines the ikebana closely, a roll of Perception/Investigation (Notice) at TN 20 will detect the same strange blue-black pollen in the two dried black orchid blossoms which form its centerpiece.  

If the PCs ask where this ikebana came from, both the servants and Kobura Keilani (if the PCs ask her) will say it was a gift from Soshi (Kobura) Rinako, given a week ago.  She is a talented shugenja-ko and ikebana artist, and is considered one of the family’s most promising younger members.

Soshi Toshiro, the Healer

If the PCs go to visit the healer who suspected that Kobura Sugita had been poisoned, they will find his quarters in one of the upper levels of an outer tower in Shiro no Soshi.  Keilani’s letter will persuade the old servant at the door to grant them admission, though he is clearly reluctant to disturb his master. 

The room inside appears to be more like an apothecary’s shop than a samurai’s quarters.  Your senses are assaulted with all manner of odors.  Shelves and tables on all sides are covered with bottles and jars of exotic substances, untidy piles of scrolls, and other random objects.  On the far side of the room, a skinny young shugenja sits at a writing desk, scribbling something on a sheet of paper and then lifting a jar to sniff at its contents.  When the servant murmurs to him, he drops the bottle, whose dark brown contents spill across the table, blurring away his writing.  With a cry of dismay he snatches up a heavy cloth and tries to blot up the liquid before his notes are completely destroyed.  

Soshi Toshiro is a skilled shugenja and healer, but his passion is researching obscure peasant remedies, and his chamber is packed with the results of this often unprofitable work.  He does occasionally discover folk-remedies which are genuinely useful.  Perhaps more importantly from the standpoint of his lord, he also sometimes finds interesting new poisons – something which does not interest him in the slightest, but which he nevertheless dutifully reports to his superiors.  Toshiro is a friendly young man and a bit of a myopic scholar, easily distracted by his peculiar interests, but is nevertheless all Scorpion, and will not readily share secrets with outsiders.  

Once the PCs explain their business and show him their letter, Toshiro quickly finishes mopping up the spilled liquid (“a peasant cure for headaches, supposedly, but like many of their little potions it seems to have no real effect whatsoever”), seats himself in the room’s one clear area, and orders his servant to make tea.  “How can I help you, samurai-samas?  Keilani-sama’s family has suffered a great tragedy, and anything I can do to serve them, I will be honored to do.”  Depending on what questions the PCs ask, he can provide the following information:

· He has not dealt with any other victims of the plague – his duties as a healer are confined to this castle – but he has spoken with other members of the Soshi family who have been ministering to the sick in the city, and is confident that Kobura Sugita died of the same disease.  “The symptoms are quite distinctive.”  

· If the PCs mention his suspicion of poisoning, he nods.  “This disease behaves most oddly.  None of my blessings could do more than briefly alleviate its effects, even the prayers to Jurojin which cure most sicknesses easily.  Nor did any of my healing draughts have any effect.  I cannot help but feel that this illness behaves more like a subtle poison than a sickness, especially in the way it turns the mouth black and causes similar visions in every victim.  Some poisons are known to do that.”

· If the PCs ask, he did test Sugita for all the poisons and hallucinogenic drugs known to him.  “I found no sign of any poison familiar to my medical studies.”  Nevertheless, he remains uneasy about the nature of the plague.  “I cannot help but wonder – perhaps this is some new poison, one we have never encountered, and our Clan’s enemies are somehow spreading it here?”  

· If the PCs ask whether he reported his suspicions to anyone else, he shrugs slightly before answering.  “Our family has many shugenja investigating this plague.  If they have not found proof of some sort of poison, my own personal suspicions are hardly worth their attention.”

If any PC shows Toshiro the special blue-black pollen from the victims, the flowers, and/or ikebana, he will be highly intrigued and looks it over closely, murmuring to himself.  Given the chance to examine it for a time, he can provide the PCs with the information that it is a subtle toxin and that some kind of Air magic is bound into it (although he lacks the knowledge to realize it is elemental maho).  He will be quite pleased to discover that his theory was correct, and will quickly share his information with the rest of the Soshi family to help them contain the plague.

The Flower-Sellers

If any PC remembers the flower-seller, they can find her again (or another girl – there are still two working in the city).  She sells her flowers for one copper zeni apiece.  The GM should keep track of any PC who bought a flower, since they too will be exposed to the poisons of Soshi Sakiko.

In the unlikely event that a PC is actually suspicious enough to investigate one of these flowers, they can roll Perception/Investigation (Notice) at TN 25 to discover a strange blue-black pollen within the flower’s petals.  Magical investigation of the flower will not be able to learn anything from before the morning when the flower-seller left her home – Sakiko casts Banish on the flowers before sending them out.  (Of course, the fact that someone is magically concealing the source of the flowers should be a clue in itself.)  However, casting Sense (Air) or Commune (Air) can determine that a powerful magical effect has been bound into the flower.

If the PCs actually follow or interrogate the flower-sellers, they can do see easily enough – these are simple commoner girls, and lack weapon skills or other special capabilities.  (They are Sakiko’s least-effective apprentices, which is why she has left them here while she continues her quest for vengeance.)  They will try to plead ignorance, claiming they are merely innocent flower-sellers.  Their Deceit (Lying) roll is 4k2+2.

· If the PCs press them for the source of their flowers, they will initially claim they simply picked them from their gardens.  Of course, they don’t actually have gardens, and will tell contradictory stories on where these “gardens” are.  

· If the PCs push the issue, the girls will quickly break down and admit they got the flowers from “O-hime-sama,” who they describe as a beautiful and powerful shugenja-ko who visits them from the city.  “She tells us she will soon be lord of this place, and then all of us will be as rich and powerful as samurai!”  This woman gives them the flowers each morning – although she does not appear the morning after the funeral.

· If the PCs ask for more details about the mysterious “O-hime-sama,” they can ascertain she is a Scorpion, and that she had other followers.  “Girls like us, but she told them more about her plans, I think.”  If it is the day after the funeral, they add, “Come to think of it, we haven’t seen them today.” 

· The girls realize that the flowers spread the plague, but “O-hime-sama” has promised them that the flowers have a special power, and only “bad people” will die.  They are naïve and brainwashed enough to believe this.  

· If the PCs ask how many girls follow “O-hime-sama,” they can learn she has five total followers, all of them young commoner girls without husbands.

· If the PCs question the girls on when the “O-hime-sama” began recruiting them, they can roll Intelligence/Investigation at TN 20 to deduce that the mysterious Scorpion woman began her recruitment efforts early last summer.  Exceptionally clever PCs may wonder when this was in relation to the fire at Traitor’s Grove in the module “Bayushi Lineage” – the answer is that it was less than two months later.

· If the PCs specifically try to find out how “O-hime-sama” convinced the girls to follow her, how she will become lord of the city, or any other concrete aspect of her behavior, the girls become confused, unable to provide a clear answer.  A roll of Intelligence/Lore: Shugenja at TN 20 will deduce that they have been magically influenced, and a shugenja who examines the girls closely and rolls Awareness/Spellcraft at TN 25 will sense the residual effect of an Air spell of some sort.

· Clever or paranoid PCs may try to see if the description of “O-hime-sama” matches Kobura Keilani, or even bring one of the girls to see Keilani.  Of course, Keilani is not “O-hime-sama.”  A PC who tries to describe “Kobura Rinako” in enough detail to make a correct identification will need to roll Raw Intelligence at TN 25 to recall her features precisely, and Raw Awareness at TN 25 to describe her accurately enough.  (Alternatively, an artistic PC who remembers her features exactly could draw/paint her with a roll of Awareness/Artisan: Painting at TN 20.)  If either effort is successful, the girls confirm that this does indeed match their mistress. 

Attempting to magically track down the mysterious “O-hime-sama” will not be fruitful, since Sakiko casts Banish each time she meets with her girls.  However, the PCs can determine that the meetings take place in a neighborhood with several samurai residences.  If the PCs later seek out the house of Soshi (Kobura) Rinako, it is in the same neighborhood.    

The Pollen

If the PCs retrieve some of the black pollen from any of the flowers, the futon, or the ikebana, they will likely attempt to investigate and analyze it.

As mentioned earlier, casting Sense (Air) or Commune (Air) on the pollen in the flowers/ikebana can determine that a powerful magical effect has been bound into it.  The exact nature of the effect is difficult to determine, but a PC who has at least three ranks in the skill of Lore: Maho, and who makes at least three raises on a Commune (Air) spell, can determine that the spell is actually a very subtle form of elemental maho.  A PC with the Maho emphasis of Spellcraft can also determine this with a roll of Perception/Spellcraft (Maho) at TN 35. 

A PC who investigates the pollen to learn about its ingredients or physical properties can roll Intelligence/Medicine (the Antidotes or Herbalism emphases will both work) at TN 25 to deduce that it is a strange and subtle toxin, quite unlike anything they have seen before.  

Part Five: Return Meeting with Keilani 

Regardless of how much progress the PCs make with their investigation, they will be expected to have dinner with Shoshi (Kobura) Keilani that evening.  A servant will meet them at the door to the Kobura daimyo’s quarters (which the PCs may already have visited once if they investigated her father’s room) and leads them into a small chamber with an open window in one wall, allowing the spring breeze to drift through.  The PCs seat themselves at a low table and wait for their hostess, who appears after a short wait:

Soshi Keilani looks significantly worse than when you met with her this morning.  Her face is chalk-white and dotted with beads of sweat, and she fans herself weakly, trying to ease her fever.  More alarmingly, bruises and scratch-marks are visible on her jaws and throat.  Nevertheless, her dark eyes are clear and lucid as she bows and thanks you for coming.

Doubtless the PCs will ask what has happened to her.  Keilani explains in a slightly hoarse voice: “I was feeling so feverish and weak this afternoon that I lay down to sleep for a while.  I had a strange and terrible dream, that my father had come into my room and tried to attack me, clawing at my throat.  When I woke, I was wounded as you see.”  She frowns and fans herself harder.  “The spirit in my dream – it had my father’s face, but there was something… insect-like about it, almost.”  Any PC who hears this story can roll Intelligence/Lore: Ghosts or Lore: Spirit Realms at TN 20, or Lore: Shadowlands at TN 30, to recognize the attacker as a gaki (hungry ghost), which implies that her father’s spirit has been transformed into a gaki.  This is especially unusual because normally a soul must be judged by Emma-O and sent on to Gaki-do before returning to the mortal realm as a gaki – the immediate appearance of her father suggests that his soul never left the mortal realm at all, but was immediately transformed into one of the hungry dead.

Obviously, the attack on Keilani is an important clue.  Her wounds match those found on the throats of other plague victims, if the PCs investigated them.  Furthermore, she has not yet Banished the spirits from her room today.  If a shugenja PC Communes with the spirits in her room, they will confirm that she was attacked by a “hungry evil spirit.”  

If the PCs have realized the connection to flowers and ikebana, they may think to ask what she did with the red-and-black ikebana which were given as funeral offerings.  They are still in her quarters, and the PCs can roll Perception/Investigation (Notice) at TN 20 to find the same strange blue-black pollen.  

Helping Keilani 

If the PCs have figured out the connection between the pollen/flowers and the plague, and explain this to Keilani, she will look deeply relieved.  “If this is the case, it may be possible to contain or reverse the effects of this cursed poison.  Suitable prayers might be effective, or purgatives to remove the toxin.”  She will immediately send word to the rest of the Soshi family, to assist their struggle against the plague in the city.  More importantly, she will begin a regimen of prayers and purifications to try to protect herself from the curse.

Dealing With Rinako 

It is likely that the PCs may have enough evidence to go after Soshi (Kobura) Rinako at this point.  If not, they may well figure it out after speaking with Keilani. 

Either way, if they share their suspicions, Keilani will nod and agree that there is clearly a connection between Rinako and the plague.  She asks the PCs to pursue the investigation with vigor and to question and, if necessary, arrest Rinako.  As the daimyo of the Kobura family (albeit not yet officially installed), she has more than enough authority to have the PCs do this.  Of course, PCs who are Emerald or Jade Magistrates will also have jurisdiction to do so if they suspect maho. 

Part Six: Seeking Soshi Rinako 

The PCs should eventually figure out that “Soshi Rinako” is the source of the flowers and, hence, of the plague.  If they seek her out, they can easily learn (by asking a few questions) that she lives in a private residence in the city, close to Shiro no Soshi.

Soshi Rinako’s residence is a typical samurai dwelling – a modest single-story house of wood and paper construction, with a tile roof of Scorpion red.  There is a small interior garden, and the usual furnishings of a samurai woman.  At present, there is only one person in the house – Rinako’s maidservant Miyu.  She is an anxious, easily-flustered, slightly dim teenager.  The presence of strange samurai will fluster and alarm her, and while she will not obstruct them, she will also not volunteer help – the PCs will have to specifically ask her questions in order to gain information.

If the PCs question Miyu, they can learn the following (if they ask the right questions):

· Rinako left the house the evening after her daimyo’s funeral.  She did not say specifically where she was going, but packed enough clothing and possessions for a long trip.  She took her ikebana and her herbal materials with her.

· If the PCs ask for more information about “herbal materials,” Miyu explains that “Rinako-sama” started doing lots of work with herbs and special perfumes last year.  She does not know much about it, and Rinako-sama did not tell her.

· If the PCs ask about Rinako’s family, they can learn that her mother and father both died last fall – her mother of a heart attack, and her father of a fever.  Miyu is too young and naïve to suspect foul play in these deaths, but PCs will doubtless find significance in the timing.   

· Any PCs who roll Awareness/Investigation at TN 15 while speaking with Miyu can tell she is frightened and nervous whenever the topic of Rinako comes up.  If they specifically question her about this, she will reluctantly confess: “Rinako-sama used to be a kind, sweet lady.  But last spring she suddenly changed, became cold and frightening.  And after her parents died, she told me to call her ‘Sakiko’ when we were in private, and beat me if I forgot.”   

· Miyu knows that Rinako was meeting with girls who were flower-sellers, and providing them with flowers to sell.  She saw two of those girls waiting in the street when Rinako left the night of the funeral.

If the PCs search the house, they can find the following clues:

· The garden contains many flowers of the same red and black colors as the funeral ikebana (and those sold by the flower-girls).  However, a roll of Perception/Investigation at TN 20 ascertains that these flowers do not have any of the mysterious pollen on them.

· One of the rooms in the house contains several ikebana, as well as a variety of herbal supplies – crushed and ground herbs, flowers, etc.  Miyu can confirm that this is the room where “Rinako” did her “herbal work,” and there are obvious empty slots on the shelves and tables.  If the PCs search this area and roll Perception/Investigation at TN 25, they can find some of the sinister blue-black pollen smeared on the table and floor.

· If the PCs search the house’s bedchamber, they can roll Perception/Investigation at TN 25 to locate a series of scratches in the wall.  Examined closely, these appear to be a stylized picture of an orchid, and several kanji, all scratched clumsily into the wood with fingernails.  A roll of Intelligence/Calligraphy at TN 20 deciphers the following words: “Vengeance,” “Traitors,” “Sakiko,” “Black Orchid,” “Kobura,” “Death,” and “Kyuden Bayushi.”  

As usual, it will not be possible to learn anything magically – “Rinako” cast Banish before she left.

Tracking Rinako

There is no obvious way to track Rinako from her home.  However, asking around the city for a few hours, and rolling Awareness/Courtier (Gossip) at TN 20, can ascertain that she is nowhere to be found. 

Smart PCs will think of checking at the city gates.  Questioning the guards there will ascertain that a “Lady Soshi Rinako” left the city on the evening after the funeral of Kobura Sugita, accompanied by three maidservants.  The guards claim she had travel papers from the Soshi daimyo, authorizing her to travel to Kyuden Bayushi.  However, a PC who rolls Awareness/Investigation (Interrogation) at TN 25 will sense an unsettling vagueness and uncertainty in the guards’ responses.  They were in fact magically influenced, and a roll of Intelligence/Lore: Shugenja at TN 20 will deduce this.  As before, a shugenja who examines the guards closely and rolls Awareness/Spellcraft at TN 25 will sense the residual effect of an Air spell of some sort.

Who is “Sakiko”?

If the PCs learned the names “Sakiko” or “Black Orchid” at some point during their investigation, they may try to unearth their significance.

· If they tell Soshi (Kobura) Keilani about the name, she will look very alarmed.  “Samurai-samas… our family, the Kobura, was founded when we discovered and exposed a maho-tsukai who plotted to kill our Clan Champion.  The name of that tsukai was Soshi Sakiko, but she called herself the Black Orchid.”

· If the PCs do not think of telling Keilani, they can learn the same information for themselves by rolling Intelligence/Lore: History at TN 40, Lore: Maho at TN 35, or Lore: Scorpion at TN 35.

Getting Permission to Travel

Once the PCs realize that “Rinako” has traveled to Kyuden Bayushi, they may wish to go in pursuit of her – especially if any of them are Emerald or Jade Magistrates.  If they report back to Keilani, she will also urge them to do so.

Keilani has enough pull to arrange for the PCs to get travel authorizations which override the quarantine on the city.  She will also inform them that one of her family’s vassals, Kobura Honzo, resides in the town outside Kyuden Bayushi, and may be able to assist them.  She will present them with a letter for Honzo, requesting that he aid the PCs in any way possible.

If the PCs do not seek Keilani’s help, they will have a harder time getting out of the city – the guards will not be willing to override the quarantine purely on the demand of a PC, even an Imperial Magistrate PC.  A Magistrate PC or Soshi family PC who presses the issue and rolls Awareness/Lore: Law at TN 20 can force the guards to back down.  Otherwise, the PCs will have to get permission from Soshi Akaname.

Akaname will not be very happy to learn that the PCs have been conducting an investigation in his lands without his permission.  The PCs will have to role-play an effective way of smoothing matters over, and roll Awareness/Etiquette (Sincerity) at TN 25, to win him over.  With a success, however, he will reluctantly grant them permission to leave the city for Kyuden Bayushi.

Part Seven: Kyuden Bayushi

The trip to Kyuden Bayushi will be uneventful, and takes about five days.  During the journey, the PCs will be able to ascertain fairly easily that they are on the right path – several inns and teahouses along the route remember a young Scorpion noblewoman traveling in the company of three maidservants (a woman traveling without a bushi for escort is rather unusual, and hence memorable).  

As you crest a hill, you see in the distance the gleaming towers of Kyuden Bayushi atop a high plateau.  Banners in the red and black of the Scorpion Clan wave from the walls of the castle, and several Scorpion guards can be seen patrolling the road that ascends the plateau.  A small forest clings to one side of the plateau’s lower slope, but aside from that, the sides are rocky and bare.  At the base of the plateau is a medium-sized village, probably home to 2,000 or more people.  Above, the ancient central stronghold of the Scorpion Clan gleams in the late-afternoon light of the Sun.  

When the PCs reach the town, a polite Scorpion samurai will check their travel papers.  If the PCs ask, he can confirm that a woman named Soshi Rinako arrived the day before, accompanied by three maidservants.  It was unusual for such a woman to travel without a yojimbo, but her travel papers were in proper order.  (As before, the guard has been magically influenced.)

Help from Kobura Honzo

If the PCs got Keilani’s support, they may have a letter for Soshi (Kobura) Honzo, a samurai of the Kobura family.  Honzo is primarily a spy and information-merchant – he has other, more covert, duties to the Kobura family as well, but those are not relevant to this scenario.

Honzo is a lean, tall man in early middle age, and lives in a modest samurai dwelling on the edge of the town, with only a single aged manservant.  He will be polite and non-committal until the PCs present him with Keilani’s letter.  At that point he bows low and asks how he can assist the PCs.

Once the PCs explain their mission, Honzo will offer to try to track down “Soshi Rinako.”  He can immediately confirm that she is not at the town’s Inn (the Inn of the Golden Mask), since he keeps track of everyone who stay there.  If the PCs give him a few hours and return that evening, he will have located “Rinako” in a private merchant’s residence on the edge of the town.  

· If the PCs are a low-capability party (e.g. all Rank 1, or lacking combat-capable bushi or combat shugenja), Honzo will offer to accompany them to deal with Rinako.  “Our family serves the Soshi by hunting traitors and maho-tsukai within the ranks of the Scorpion Clan.  It would be my honor to assist you in dealing with this woman.”  If the PCs agree, Honzo will change into a “ninja-type” outfit of dark clothing and arms himself with a wakizashi and kusari-gama.

Searching for Rinako

If the PCs decide to look for Rinako on their own, or if they fail to seek Honzo’s assistance, they have several options:

· The town’s Inn, the Golden Mask, does not have any record of a “Soshi Rinako” or any woman resembling her.  The innkeeper, a middle-aged man named Buso, is very apologetic that he cannot help the PCs.  

· If the PCs explore the town looking for red/black flowers resembling the ones they saw before, after a couple of hours’ effort they can roll Perception/Commerce at TN 20 or Perception/Investigation at TN 30 to find a merchant stall selling flowers along with vegetables.  The merchant will say he bought the flowers from a young woman who was selling them from a basket.  

· If the PCs search the town for young women selling flowers, they will need to spend a couple of hours searching and roll Perception/Hunting or Perception/Investigation at TN 25 to locate a young woman with a basket of the familiar red-and-black flowers.  The PCs can trail her back to her mistress’ house by rolling Intelligence/Stealth at TN 20, or simply confront and question her. 

· If a PC asks around the town in search of a young Soshi woman, they can roll Awareness/Courtier (Gossip) at TN 30 (TN 25 for a Scorpion PC) to catch some rumors about a young woman staying in a house at the edge of the town.  The same information can also be found with a roll of Awareness/Underworld at TN 25. 

If the PCs confront a flower-girl and question her, she will be thoroughly uncooperative.  These girls are truly brainwashed and fanatical, and will not willingly assist anyone who is an enemy of “O-hime-sama.”  

· A clever PC may be able to trick the girl into thinking they are friends of Rinako -- this will require good role-play and a roll of Awareness/Deceit (Lying) at TN 25.  

· A ruthless PC who can role-play a truly blood-curdling threat may be able to break down the girl’s resistance by rolling Willpower/Deceit (Intimidation) at TN 25. 

· Alternatively, magistrate PCs can bring the flower-girl in to the local magistrate’s office to be tortured.  Some PCs may also have eta servants who could serve as torturers.  A truly ruthless and dishonorable PC could even torture the girl personally (although this will entail a significant impact of Honor and Infamy).  

Once the PCs either follow one of the girls or convince her to talk, they can learn that “Soshi Rinako” is staying in a small house on the edge of the town.  The house belongs to a local merchant – the girl claims the merchant is a “loyal servant of O-hime-sama.”  (In fact, Sakiko has mentally dominated him.)  

Part Eight: Confrontation

Once the PCs have located Rinako/Sakiko, either with Honzo’s assistance or on their own, they can easily locate the merchant’s house on the outer edge of the village.  

The house is a modest structure of wood and paper, with a low-pitched roof of gray tile, tucked in next to a couple of trees and surrounded by open ground.  The nearest other house is about a hundred yards away, and anyone approaching along the path or through the fields will be easily visible from inside.  

Smart PCs will come under cover of darkness, or use magic or disguise to cloak their approach.  If they approach openly, Sakiko will cast all of her defensive/enhancement magics and will be fully prepared for action.  

Regardless of whether they take Sakiko by surprise or not, if the PCs behave like normal visitors, she will try to bluff.  The magically-dominated merchant, Jukei, will meet the PCs at the door.  He is a plump man in his late twenties, with a nervous smile and a scruffy goatee beard.  Jukei will attempt to claim complete innocence, professing no knowledge of any samurai woman staying in the house, and claiming the flower-girls are his own maidservants.  The PCs can see through his lies by rolling Perception/Investigation (Interrogation) at TN 25.  They can tell he is being controlled in some way by rolling Awareness/Investigation (Interrogation) at TN 30, or a shugenja rolling Awareness/Spellcraft at TN 25.

Battle with Sakiko

Once the PCs invade the house – either without warning, or after ignoring the merchant’s deceptions – Sakiko will fight to the best of her ability.  Although she is skilled at deception, she is also a crazed and murderous maho-tsukai, and once she is cornered her true lunatic nature will reveal itself.  She takes sadistic pleasure in controlling and torturing others, and will laugh horribly at any PC who falls under the sway of her magic.  

At least two of Sakiko’s girls will be present as well, along with the merchant Jukei.  The third maidservant will be out in the city during the day (and may have been captured by the PCs), but at night she will be present unless the PCs caught her.    

· If Sakiko had full warning that the PCs were coming, she will already have cast Reversal of Fortunes, Armor of Earth, and Obsidian Armor (maho) on herself.  If she did not have warning, but her merchant flunky was able to delay the PCs at the door, she will have cast only Obsidian Armor.  If the PCs catch her by complete surprise, she will have no protective spells ready.

· On the first round, Sakiko will cast Unholy Domination on a male bushi PC, attempting to cloud his mind and make him follow her commands.  (See the description of the spell in Appendix #2.)  If successful, she will order the PC to attack his companions.

· On subsequent rounds, Sakiko will use her spells to the best of her ability.  She enjoys inflicting pain and if the fight is going her way, she will choose her most agonizing spells rather than her deadliest ones.

The maidservants and the merchant Jukei will attempt to protect their “O-hime-sama” by throwing themselves in front of her, taking blows meant for her.  Since this is done with complete lack of self-preservation, they will not need to make a skill roll – they simply take the damage from one PC’s attack each round, until they are dead (the maids have Earth 2, and Jukei has Earth 3).   

Unless the PCs clearly give her an opportunity to escape, Sakiko will fight to the death.  She will not hesitate to use her maidservants, or even a Dominated PC, as “blood batteries” to power her maho.

Flight?

If Sakiko is somehow warned that the PCs have found her – for example, if they visit the house but allow Jukei’s lies to persuade them to leave, or they question one of her maidservants but allow the girl to leave  – she will gather her flowers and supplies and flee the area, hoping to lie low for a time and then resume her plans.  She will Banish the spirits from Jukei’s house to prevent any possibility of being followed.  The PCs will have to content themselves with 

Aftermath of Battle     

If Sakiko is killed, any surviving minions will immediately collapse on her body, crying and hugging “O-hime-sama.”  The PCs will be free to deal with them as they see fit – most likely by handing them over to the local magistrate, although Imperial Magistrate PCs may render sentence on their own authority.

If the PCs search the house, they will find a large assortment of flowers and ikebana, many of them dosed with the sinister blue-black pollen.  There is also an extensive collection of herbal concoctions and poisons, including over a dozen small pottery bottles containing more of the pollen.  The PCs will also find an assortment of scrolls which can be identified as maho with a roll of Intelligence: Lore (Maho) or Spellcraft (Maho) at TN 20.  

If the PCs search the body of “Soshi Rinako,” they will find she has carved the name “Sakiko” and a stylized picture of an orchid into the skin of her stomach, probably with a knife or fingernail.  An Intelligence/Medicine roll at TN 15 suggests she has re-cut the name and picture repeatedly in order to keep the scars fresh.   

A PC who succumbed to Unholy Domination may well feel deeply shamed by the experience.  The suggested Honor loss for a PC who was controlled by the maho-tsukai is 1 point plus a number of points equal to the PC’s current Honor Rank.  A truly shamed PC may wish to commit seppuku to atone for such weakness – players who take this route should be rewarded with extra Kharma for their next character, in an amount equal to (5 x Insight Rank).  

Conclusion

In order to prevent any further spread of the “plague,” the PCs will have to either capture or kill Soshi Sakiko (in the body of Soshi Rinako).  If they capture her, subsequent torture and interrogation will reveal her true identity as a malignant ancestral spirit.  She can also reveal the true nature of the plague.  

Even if the PCs do not capture Sakiko alive, recovering the evidence from the merchant’s house or her residence back in Shiro no Soshi will be sufficient to warn the authorities of the true nature of the plague, allowing them to quickly bring the problem under control.

If the PCs warned Keilani of the true nature of the “plague” before leaving Shiro no Soshi, she will be able to keep the curse under control through a mixture of physical and spiritual treatments, and will survive the adventure.  All the PCs gain her as a 3-point Ally (1 point Influence, 2 points Devotion).  If they failed to get this information to her before leaving Shiro no Soshi, she dies of the plague, leaving the Kobura family without an heir.   

No Cure?

If the PCs completely fail to solve the adventure – that is, if they never make the connection to Soshi Rinako, and never learn the true nature of the plague – Soshi (Kobura) Keilani will die, leaving the Kobura family without an heir.  The plague gradually dies out in Shiro no Soshi as the girls run out of cursed flowers, and after about four weeks the PCs are allowed to leave.  They later learn that another, even worse outbreak of the disease took place in Kyuden Bayushi while they were trapped in Shiro no Soshi.  The source of these catastrophes remains a mystery.  

Cursed PCs

If any of the PCs took one of the cursed ikebana from Sakiko at the funeral, or purchased one of the cursed flowers from the flower-seller girls, that PC is threatened by the plague.  

If Sakiko has been defeated, the curse is less powerful. At the end of the adventure, have any vulnerable PCs roll Willpower/Meditation at TN 20 to shake off the curse.  If they fail, give them the “Curse of the Black Orchid” cert.     

If the PCs failed to defeat Sakiko (she escaped, or they never found her), there is no chance of resisting the curse.  All exposed PCs automatically get the “Curse of the Black Orchid” cert.  

Rewards for Completing the Adventure 

At the end of the scenario, any PCs with Shadowlands Taint must make a Simple Earth roll with a TN of 5 + (5 x Taint Rank).  If the roll is failed, the PC acquires one additional point of Taint.  

Experience Points 

Playing through the adventure: 

1 XP

Good role-playing: 


+1 XP

PCs discover the source of the plague:
+1 XP

PCs defeat Sakiko:


+1 XP

Total Possible Experience: 

4 XP

Other Awards/Penalties

Scorpion PCs who helped to successfully destroy Sakiko and stop the plague earn +1 point of Glory.

PCs who succumb to the curse carried in Sakiko’s flowers (as outlined above in the “Conclusion” section) gain the cert for the “Curse of the Black Orchid.”

If Soshi (Kobura) Keilani survived the adventure, all the PCs gain her as a 3-point Ally (1 point Influence, 2 points Devotion).   
Appendix #1: NPCs
Soshi (Kobura) Honzo, Agent of the Kobura Family

	FIRE 3
	  AIR 3

	
	Reflexes 4

	EARTH 3
	WATER 3 

	
	

	VOID 3


TN to be Hit: 30


School/Rank: Shosuro Shinobi 3



Rank One: Roll and keep dice equal to School Rank on Stealth rolls.  Move normally while in Full Defense.  Always in Full Defense unless declared otherwise.


Rank Two: Raises on Stealth rolls and attacks on unaware opponents are not limited by Void/skill rank.  Gets two Free Raises when using skill with which he has Great Potential.  May add twice his Fire Ring to TN to be Hit when not wearing armor.


Rank Three: On his action, may increase his TN to be Hit by any number up to his Fire x 5.  All of his own rolls except for Stealth, Defense, and Athletics suffer an equivalent penalty.  Using the Stealth skill for Sneaking does not interfere with his movement.

Honor/Status/Glory: 1.5/0.5/1.0

Skills: Acting 3, Athletics 3, Deceit (Lying) 4, Chain Weapons 4, Defense 4, Etiquette 2, Investigation 5, Kenjutsu 5, Knives 3, Lore: Heraldry 2, Ninjutsu 3, Stealth (Sneaking) 6, Underworld 3.

Mastery Abilities: Add Defense skill to TN to be Hit, Free Raise and ignores 5 points of Wound penalties when attacking with Kenjutsu skill.

Advantages/Disadvantages: Quick/Social Disadvantage (vassal family).
Equipment: Kimono, “ninja” outfit, sandals, wakizashi, knife, kusari-gama, traveling pack, 2 koku. 

Soshi Sakiko, the Black Orchid, possessing the body of Soshi (Kobura) Rinako

	FIRE 3
	  AIR 4

	Intelligence 4


	

	EARTH 5
	WATER 3 

	
	Perception 4

	VOID 4


[+1 Wounds per Rank due to Shadowlands Powers]

Shadowlands Taint Rank: 3.6

TN to be Hit: 29

School/Rank: Soshi Shugenja 3

Technique: Gains a Free Raise when casting Secrets on the Wind, Reflective Pool, or Essence of Air.  Gains a Free Raise on Stealth rolls for Casting with subtlety.  Affinity to Air, Deficiency to Fire.

Skills: Acting 3, Artisan (Ikebana) 4, Calligraphy 3, Courtier 4, Deceit (Lying, Seduction) 4, Defense 4, Etiquette (Sincerity) 4, Investigation 3, Kenjutsu 1, Knives (Tanto) 5, Lore (Maho) 5, Lore (Shugenja) 3, Meditation 3, Poison 6, Spellcraft 6, Stealth (Spellcasting) 4, Theology 3. 

Mastery Abilities: Adds Defense skill Rank to TN to be Hit unless immobile/unaware.  Adds 5 to TN of social rolls made against her.  Free Raise with Deceit, Knives, Lore: Maho, Spellcraft, and Poison.  Subtract Knives skill Rank from Wound penalties when fighting with Knives.

Spells: Sense, Commune, Summon, Counterspell, Banish, (Air 1) By the Light of the Moon, Cloak of Night, (Air 2) Benten’s Touch, Echoes of a Breeze, Whispering Winds, (Air 3) Essence of Air, (Earth 1) Earth’s Stagnation, Force of Will, (Earth 2) Armor of Earth, Grasp of Earth, (Water 1) Reversal of Fortunes, Path to Inner Peace, (Maho) Drain Soul, Fear, No Pure Breaths (innate), Obsidian Armor, Pain, Unholy Domination (innate).

Advantages/Disadvantages: Allies (her maids, merchant), Dangerous Beauty/Driven (vengeance), Shadowlands Taint. 

Equipment: Kimono, sandals, tanto, scroll satchel. 

Shadowlands Powers: Beside the Darkness (can metabolize and conceal Taint by meditating), Blessing of the Dark One (+1 Wounds per Rank), Master of Blood (reduce the Wounds needed to cast maho by Taint rank, but increases TN to cast non-maho spells by 10), Unholy Beauty (all symptoms of Taint are mental). 

Appendix #2: Maho Spells

Maho spells are cast by rolling dice equal to the caster’s (Ring + Lore: Maho), and keeping dice equal to the caster’s Ring.  The TN to cast the spell is equal to (10 + 5 x Mastery Rank) and the caster must spill Wounds in blood (their own or another’s) equal to twice the spell’s Mastery level.  The caster gains a number of points of Taint equal to the difference between the TN and the actual roll. 

Casting time is equal to the spell’s Mastery level in rounds.  This can be reduced with Raises, just like normal magic.   

Casters may take Free Raises for each additional amount of blood (equal to twice the Mastery level) which they spill.  

Drain Soul (Mastery Rank 1)

Element: Maho, Earth

Duration: 5 minutes

Area of Effect: 1 target

Range: 10’

The target’s Stamina is reduced by one for the duration of the spell.  Multiple castings are cumulative, but Stamina cannot be reduced below Rank One.

The caster can Raise once to add an additional target.

Fear (Mastery Rank 2)

Element: Maho, Air

Duration: One month


Area of Effect: 1 target

Range: 10’

The target becomes absolutely terrified of something of the caster’s choosing.  The chosen object has a Fear rating of 4 for the victim.  The caster cannot choose something vital to life (such as air or skin), but anything else is fair game.

No Pure Breaths (Mastery Rank 4)

Element: Maho, Air

Duration: Instantaneous

Area of Effect: 1 target

Range: 100’

The air in the target’s lungs becomes instantly corrupted and explodes violently out of the nose and mouth, ravaging the body.  The victim takes damage dice equal to the caster’s Taint Rank.  Due to the awful pain and damage which this inflicts, the victim is at a +10 TN penalty to all physical actions until magically healed with a spell such as Path to Inner Peace or Regrow the Wound.   

The caster may Raise once to add an additional unkept damage die, and may Raise twice to add an additional target.

Obsidian Armor (Mastery Rank 3)

Element: Maho, Earth

Duration: 10 rounds

Area of Effect: 1 target

Range: Touch

This spell summons a powerful aura of corruption which surrounds the target.  This aura absorbs and negates the first anti-Taint spell (such as Jade Strike) which hits the target.  The absorption ends the effect of Obsidian Armor, so it is a one-use effect.

Pain (Mastery Rank 2)

Element: Maho, Earth

Duration: 1 round

Area of Effect: 1 target

Range: 15’

The target is afflicted with debilitating pain, collapsing to the ground and unable to do anything but writhe in agony for the duration of the spell.  The victim must roll Simple Willpower at TN 15 to avoid crying out, causing a loss of 1 point each of Honor and Glory.  

The caster may take Raises to affect additional targets (one target per Raise) or to extend the duration of the spell (by one round per Raise). 

Unholy Domination (Mastery Rank 4)

Element: Maho, Air

Duration: One hour

Area of Effect: 1 target

Range: 25’

This fearsome spell allows the caster to invade, seduce, and pervert the victim’s mind, manipulating his/her perceptions, beliefs, and actions.  It requires the caster to not only successfully cast the spell but also to win a Contested Roll of Awareness/Deceit (Seduction) against the victim’s Willpower/Etiquette.  If the roll succeeds, the victim will believe and do what the caster says for the duration of the spell (or until the caster dies, whichever comes first).  If the spell is cast against a target of the opposite gender, Advantages which would assist with seduction (such as Dangerous Beauty) will apply to the roll.

Initially the victim will be somewhat resistant to control, and can make a Raw Willpower roll at TN 20 to refuse commands that go against his/her nature, but repeated castings on the same victim will enhance the control until no such resistance is possible.    
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