Playtest Report: 29 July 2009 

Hi Alfred,
 
Here’s what happened last session. It involved quite a lot of exposition and note taking by the players! 
 
33rd Sigmarzeit (continued)
 
Having agreed to work for Arbitrator Karelia Meitner of the Church of Sigmar, the PCs left the Inn of the Mountain Traveller and went back to the Black Crevasse. They hoped that the barkeep would have returned by now, and they could finally meet Brother Barthelm after all this time. Karelia accompanied them, interested in meeting this mysterious character herself. The inn was busier than on their previous visit, and the Dwarf behind the bar was a new face to them. Leon approached him, ordered a drink and asked if he was Brother Barthelm. The Dwarf denied it, saying his name was Bartek. Leon groaned and asked if he was the barkeep, because Gustavus of St. Ewald had sent him. In a low voice, Bartek asked him for proof. Leon replied that he’d met the old monk and been told to come here. That wasn’t enough to convince the Dwarf, so Leon dug deep into his pocket and presented Bartek with the ring of the Ordo Scriptoris, silver with an inscribed anvil and quill. Satisfied, Bartek told Leon to meet him in three hours time at the back door of the tavern.
 
With some time to kill, Karelia suggested she show the others around the Merchant Halls of Karak Hirn, pointing out places of interest as she did so. First, they visited Grunna’s Boarding House to arrange for lodgings for the PCs. Karelia introduced them to Berta Gluck, the woman who ran the establishment on behalf of one of the Dwarf clans of the Brewer craftguild. Berta showed them to a two-room flat, instructed them of the breakfast arrangements and pointed out the amenities, including running water. The PCs found this very impressive, as they were not used to having taps providing ready access to water inside a building. Berta proudly explained the system of pipes and conduits built by Dwarf engineers to provide the hold with water.
 
After depositing some of their belongings in their flat, they continued on their tour of the halls. Karelia took them past the Cavern, an up-market tavern noted for its musicians and entertainers. They didn’t stop here, instead continuing on to the Golden Nugget. This was a large Tilean-owned gambling hall, and sounded quite lively inside. Gustavius made a note to return here later and try his luck. He also needed to make the customary offering to Ranald, something he had been unable to do while trekking through the mountains to get here.
 
Next, Karelia pointed out the Backdoor Inn, the restaurant of choice if they wanted to sample traditional Dwarf cuisine. Judging by the unusual smells emanating from the building, the PCs were not sure they did. A little further on was a set of large double doors, made of stone and guarded by ten Dwarf Iron Breakers. They watched as three Dwarfs approached the guards and spoke to them in Khazalid. The Iron Breakers stood aside and opened the doors to allow the three past. The PCs strained their eyes trying to see what lay beyond these doors, but they could only make out a long, dark corridor. Karelia explained that it led to the rest of the Dwarfhold and that only Karak Hirn residents could pass through unescorted. Anyone else had to be guarded and have a very good reason for needing to visit any other part of the Dwarfhold.
 
Moving on, they came to the Hall of Shrines, where Karelia suggested the PCs might like to pray or pay their respects to whichever deity they worshipped. Inside this large hall were a number of shrines dedicated to all openly-worshipped gods of the Empire and Tilea. There were no shrines to any of the proscribed deities or Ranald (Gustavius checked). All the shrines seemed to be the same size, so that none was more dominant than any other. The central shrine was to Mórr and featured a portal at the entrance to a set of steps leading to catacombs below. All the PCs made their observances at one or other of the shrines, apart from Leon who remained a defiantly godless Bretonnian.
 
Karelia took them into the impressive Emissary Hall, where the various embassies were located. It contained small mansions for the ambassadors from the Empire, Tilea, the Border Princes and other Dwarfholds. Since they clearly weren’t visiting ambassadors or part of their entourage, it wasn’t too long before they were moved on by a Dwarf watch patrol, concerned that anyone hanging around here might be up to no good.
 
They had almost completed a circuit of the Merchant Halls, but before returning to the Black Crevasse, Karelia though Leon might be interested in Bardin’s Winery. Bardin was a well-regarded supplier of quality wines; most of the taverns in the halls served his mulled wine but it was also possible to buy barrels and bottles directly from him. Leon made a note to return here another day. It had been a while since he’d tasted the sort of wine he was used to in his homeland.
 
Stromni and Leon went back to the Black Crevasse with Karelia to have a few more drinks. Gustavius, Horst and Konrad were in the mood for a more exciting evening and headed to the Golden Nugget to try their luck at games of chance. After passing the two large, Tilean bouncers, they bought some rather expensive drinks and sat down to play cards with two men already in the casino. They were a couple of off-duty caravan guards, Knud and Dieter, and their game of choice was Spinoletti. (Rules for this game were taken from the Bergsburg project website.) The group played several rounds, with Konrad using his Supernumerate skills to count cards (luckily nobody noticed). It didn't help him much, since Gustavius was counteracting with his Palm Object skill whenever it was his turn to deal! The two mercenaries were soon out of money, but Gustavius took pity on them and bought them drinks to keep things amicable. After an hour or so of gambling, Gustavius had made a tidy profit in the name of Ranald, Konrad was down a few Crowns, and Horst was convinced that card games were not his strongpoint.
 
They rejoined their companions at the Black Crevasse as it was closing for the night. Taking the alley that led round the back of the tavern, they saw Bartek's silhouette in the darkness. Runic lanterns had been lit in the main streets of the Merchant Halls, but this alleyway was unlit. Bartek motioned them towards an adjacent building, opening the door to let them in. He welcomed them to his home, and the PCs saw a foyer and hall beyond the doorway. Bartek showed them into the drawing room and left them there while he fetched some refreshments. There were eight chairs and a low table in the centre of the room, with smaller tables in each corner. The PCs were a little wary of what would happen next, unsure whether they could trust this secretive Dwarf. Their worries abated when Bartek returned with a pint of ale for each of them and a tray of Bretonnian pastries. Leon was particularly pleased with this last touch.
 
Bartek then smiled and introduced himself as Brother Barthelm, honorary member of the Ordo Scriptoris and keeper of their works within Karak Hirn, He began by asking the PCs to tell him of their meeting with Brother Gustavus and their journey to Karak Hirn. Between them, they related all they knew, telling the truth as they felt they had no reason to withhold information now. Bartek asked how Gustavus was doing these days, commenting that it was really time he paid the old monk a visit. He was also interested in the well-being of Professor Lessing, and was upset to discover the scholar had been found dead. The PCs were surprised to hear that Bartek knew Lessing, so the Dwarf explained how the Verenan had visited Karak Hirn three years ago, spending two months studying here. They researched and shared information on early Sigmarite history, along with Elassir, another local scholar.
 
After hearing what the PCs had to say, Bartek explained more about the Ordo Scriptoris, for their information and also for the benefit of Karelia, who he believed may have been misinformed about the group's origins and motives. The Order was formed a long time ago in the time of Empress Otillia. At that time, the Sigmarite Order of the Anvil felt it necessary to protect the ancient knowledge they held from falling into the hands of Ulrican extremists. The Ordo Scriptoris was formed to bring together all relevant texts and store them securely in the Sigmarite temples of Altdorf and Nuln, as well as the monastery of Tannbruck, the headquarters of the Order. Members of the Ordo Scriptoris would travel the land collecting forgotten records, retrieving scrolls and books, and compiling new texts, They became experts in matters relating to the history of the Church, enabling the libraries of Sigmar to thrive - something which would prove extremely useful in combating the Chaos incursion during the time of Magnus the Pious.
 
So useful was the knowledge provided by the Ordo Scriptoris that Magnus the Pious granted them a special status within the Church and the Empire. Unfortunately, Church leaders disagreed with this turn of events, believing the Order had become too powerful. They began to seek ways to discredit the Order and soon discovered that one of its former members had gone on to become a Chaos sorcerer and enemy of the Empire during the Incursion of Chaos. This, coupled with the Order's cordial relationship with a necromancer, who provided them with information from time to time, saw the Ordo Scriptoris excommunicated and outlawed. The Church sent witch hunters against the Order's members, burning them as heretics and destroying their books. However, the Order had foreseen this outcome and had taken measures to protect their knowledge, moving a great many books to secret locations throughout the Empire. Individual members also scattered and went undercover, and so the Order remains hidden to this day.
 
Leon wanted to know how Bartek became involved with this group, and so the Dwarf explained how Brother Gustavus had recruited him around 30 years ago to look after several old tomes the monk had in his possession. Leon then asked what Bartek could tell them about the Eighth Theogonist. Bartek gladly discussed what he knew about the early Sigmarite Church. During those times, the Church was not as unified as today, and comprised many fragmented factions, each with their own view on who the official Grand Theogonist was at any one time. One of the unofficial Theogonists, Wulfric, was considered the seventh in line by his followers, and ruled during a time of increasing strife. Although originally described as a gentle, scholarly man, his disposition apparently changed upon acquiring power. He began working to transform the Church into an aggressive, war-like religion, attempting to subjugate those who dared question Sigmar's divinity, to the point of risking the fragile unity of the Empire.
 
To avoid a costly conflict, a council of several powerful Lectors deposed Wulfric and expunged the records of his madness. Instead, they elected one of their own number to become Eadrik I, the official seventh Grand Theogonist. Bartek related how apparently Wulfric and his followers retreated to Übersreik to prepare for a war, but that Wulfric suddenly died, which put an end to his followers' plans. Some chronicles speculate assassination, but there is no evidence either way. Wulfric's body disappeared, as did any mention of him and his followers in the official history books.
 
It wasn't until a few hundred years later, in the fourth century, that the Church was made aware of a sect still worshipping Wulfric as the "Perfect Theogonist". They called themselves the Order of the Sacred Hammer, and they believed that Sigmar had saved Wulfric and spirited him away to a safe place. Their heretical doctrine included a prophecy that a true eighth Theogonist would come at the appointed time "with fire and sword" to return the Church and the Empire to its original purity. Moreover, they preached that all official Theogonists following Wulfric were false teachers of the Sigmarite faith. Needless to say, the Church branded the Order heretics and outlawed them.
 
So began a long struggle to root out and destroy the Order of the Sacred Hammer, culminating in the battle of Faith's Cauldron in 515 Imperial Calendar. The Emperor Sigismund led the Imperial army against the Sacred Hammer's forces and defeated them. Bartek didn't know where this battle took place, but believed it to be somewhere near Übersreik, in Southern Reikland.
 
Nothing more was heard of the Order for almost 1500 years, until the witch hunter Gottfried von Mauchen discovered evidence of their existence near Eppiswald. The PCs could confirm this, having visited the ruined places of worship themselves when they were on the trail of Professor Lessing. They also told Bartek of the strange apparitions they had witnessed when camping in that area. Von Mauchen destroyed all traces of the Order he found, but upon reporting to his superiors, it appeared that nothing more was done. Bartek believed that the Order of the Sacred Hammer had infiltrated the Church more deeply than von Mauchen had realised. He also suspected the Order of having a hand in turning the Church against the Ordo Scriptoris.
 
This was all very interesting, and lots of it was eye-opening news to Karelia, but it was all ancient history. The PCs wanted to know more about this prophecy: what would happen, when and how could it be stopped. They were also keen to find out how they could put an end to the ambushes the Sacred Hammer had plagued them with over the past few weeks. Bartek told them of a letter he had received from Brother Gustavus, informing him of a tower in the Wilden Hills where a small group of Sigmarites had taken residence. Gustavus had no luck in discovering more from the Church in Pfeildorf - they simply didn't respond to him. However, the monk received an anonymous letter some time later informing him that the tower's inhabitants were members of the Order of the Sacred Hammer. The PCs made a note to find out more about this tower, and possibly visit it in the near future to tackle their enemy directly.
 
Piecing together what information they currently had about the Sacred Hammer prophecy involved going over all they had learnt since their journey began in Eppiswald. Leon recalled the bas relief he had seen inside the ruined temple at Dergenhof, which showed a priestly figure in a stone circle, with several robed figures bowing towards him. Asking Bartek if he had any thoughts on this, the Dwarf furrowed his brow for a moment and asked if there were any accompanying inscriptions. Leon had made a note of the words on the altar in the same building: "Blessed be the Eighth Theogonist who shall return amid a circle of stone in the hour of need." Bartek hypothesised that over their long existence, the Order could have incorporated some of the Old Faith beliefs into their worship, which could involve stone circles and ley lines. Given that some cults within the Old Faith strongly believed in reincarnation, the painting could represent something along those lines, the triumphant coming of a true Eighth Theogonist, in the Orders' eyes. The PCs were unsure what to make of the prophecy - did it mean that Wulfric himself would return, or would the Eighth Theogonist be another individual? After all, Wulfric was the seventh Theogonist, so how could he also be the eighth? Perhaps in a reincarnated form, he could be considered a new person altogether and so could conceivably be the Eighth Theogonist of prophecy. It was a little confusing, and Bartek was unable to clarify further, since his sources of information were also unclear on this point.
 
They chatted a while longer, before Bartek noticed the time and said that he really ought to be going to bed. He had work the next day, after all. Bartek suggested the PCs think on what they had learnt and meet him tomorrow with any questions. They arranged to meet again at midnight behind the Black Crevasse. Thanking Bartek, they left and returned to their rooms at the boarding house. Given the dangerous situations of recent weeks, some of the PCs doubted whether they would see Bartek alive again! Konrad contemplated placing a guard at Bartek's door to make sure the Dwarf was safe, or at least using a Magic Alarm on the doorway to warn him if anything suspicious happened. Karelia pointed out that Bartek had lived safely in Karak Hirn for many years without incident so far, but Leon reminded her that many people they had talked to regarding these matters had wound up the worse for it. In the end, they trusted that the Dwarf could take care of himself, and so retired for the evening.
 
***
 
 
Cheers,
Rich
