Playtest Report: 21 December 2009

Hi Alfred,
 
I’ve been so busy that this is the first chance I’ve had to write up the last couple of sessions for you. Most of what happened is related to the side plot I introduced, which should be resolved tonight, our last session of the year. Then we can get to the final part of Grim Pursuits and onto Conquering Darkness. Hopefully I’ll be able to give the Conquering Darkness draft a thorough read-through over the Christmas holidays and provide you with some feedback. But first, onto the session report:
 
20th Sommerzeit
 
The journey back to Karak Hirn was broken up by an interesting discovery. The group passed through the valley which had previously been blocked by Dwarf soldiers, but this time there was no sign of anyone else around. The canvas cover that had hidden the area from view was gone and the PCs were free to take a closer look. 
 
The valley seemed to have been devastated - vegetation was blackened and stunted, or had been blasted away completely. In the centre, there was a large crater which, on further inspection, showed signs of having been worked by pick-axes. It was hard to tell for certain whether the crater had been formed by something exploding out of the ground, or something falling into it at speed and from a great height. This was undoubtedly what the Dwarfs were working on a few days ago.
 
While Loremaster Zamnil studied the damaged plants, Stromni noticed something at the far side of the valley, near the crater's edge. A hand protruded from the rocks at an awkward angle. Getting closer, the PCs saw the body of a Dwarf lying amongst some boulders at the foot of a sheer cliff face. There was blood about the rocks and it was obvious the Dwarf had died from a crushing blow to his head. Pulling the body out of the rocky pit, they were surprised to discover they recognised the unfortunate Dwarf - it was the one who had asked them to investigate the mysterious explosion in the first place. He had told them his name was Ulfar and said he came from the Grung Ont mine. He looked slightly different now, aside from being dead: his beard was a different colour, worn in a different style, and his face and clothes seemed cleaner and better kept, despite the bloodstains. It was clearly the same Dwarf, but he had made some effort to change his appearance.
 
Leon inspected the body, determining the time of death to have been as recent as a day ago. He carried no weapon, had no pack and had few other belongings with him. The only things about his person were a small purse of money, a key and a long, crumpled up strip of paper with runes written on it. The absence of any travelling equipment puzzled Gustavius, who immediately looked round for signs of where the Dwarf had come from. Stromni and Konrad were more intrigued by the strip of paper, and set about reading its message. This proved harder than expected, as although the runes were in Khazalid, they made no sense in the order presented. They formed a jumble of words and letters, conveying a feeling of something important, but with no coherent meaning. They assumed it was some sort of code, and sat down to attempt to crack it. Loremaster Zamnil had a keen interest in cryptography and was happy to offer his advice. Leon took the key, which was about three inches long and had a wooden keyring attached to it with the symbol of a door. There were no runes or writing of any sort to indicate what this key was for, but the icon led Leon to assume it was a door key.
 
Looking around for clues, Gustavius soon noticed a flapping piece of material at the top of the short cliff next to which the body had been found. Thinking this might help answer the question of where the Dwarf had come from, he suggested Horst climb up the rocks towards it. Gustavius would be unable to make the climb himself, but Horst was willing to give it a go. There were enough hand holds that he could make it up unaided, and refused to use a rope to assist him. At the top, he found a small tent, just next to the tree line. It had been pitched in this spot overlooking the valley and crater. Scuff marks at the edge of the cliff pointed towards the Dwarf having fallen to his death from here. However, there was nothing to indicate whether this had been an accident or something  malicious.
 
Horst cautiously opened the tent with the Sword of St. Oswic drawn. He wondered if he might find a wild animal inside, but thankfully it was free of inhabitants. Instead, he found a pack of travelling and camping equipment, an unfurled bedroll and a hand axe. He wrapped the axe up and put it in the pack, before throwing the whole lot down the cliff for the others to inspect. Another look around the tent revealed nothing further, so he descended. 
 
There was nothing unusual in the pack, just food, warm clothes, a tinderbox and other mundane items. The axe was of good quality, but otherwise not noteworthy. It was then that Leon had a flash of inspiration. Perhaps the coded strip of paper could be wrapped around the axe handle to make sense of the message. They tried this suggestion and were pleased to find the confusion of runes began to become coherent. The axe handle was just the right size to allow the lines of runes to line up and form complete sentences. The decoded message read as follows:
 
"Examined weapon test site. Cannon strong and cunning but suspect explosion might have been stronger due to underground warpstone deposit. Did Barrakson know it was there? Area devastated/contaminated. Saw 2 Dwarf workers collapse. Now they carry their burden to Karak Hirn. Secret vault? Later saw bearded human search site to no avail. I will observe.”
 
The message was not signed, but on the back of the paper strip was the Khazalid rune for the letter U. As they discussed what all this meant, Slef suggested they had better get moving as they had already spent too much time in this area and needed to press on towards Karak Hirn. On the hard trek back, the PCs decided to find out who Barrakson was, and perhaps ask him what was going on.
 
Back at Karak Hirn, they were permitted to accompany Zamnil back to the all of Loremasters, where he sent a messenger to the Merchant Halls. While they were waiting for Bartek to come and collect them (as they were not allowed to go wandering off on their own), Zamnil arranged for a physician to see to their wounds. A few of the PCs had some scrapes and bruises, but Stromni had been more heavily injured in the fights against the Goblins and Lizardmen. Slef bid them farewell, wishing them good luck for the future, but advising them to steer clear of anything involving Dwarf soldiers for their own good.
 
They couldn't enjoy the Loremaster's hospitality for long, as Bartek soon appeared to escort them back across Karak Hirn. Once again they made the trip through the Dwarfhold, realising this could well be the last time they were permitted to do so. They told Bartek everything that had happened over the past few days, seeing no reason to keep secrets from him. Bartek was most interested in the apparent testing of new war machines. This surprised him, since he knew Karak Hirn’s king, Alrik Ranulfsson was a strong traditionalist, and not at all keen on new inventions. Supposedly, he was even reluctant to allow gyrocopters and flame cannons in the Hold. He would be most unlikely to support expensive research into new weapons – perhaps he wasn’t aware this was going on? Safely back in the Merchant Halls, they met up with Elassir and Karelia and there followed a discussion on the rulers of Karak Hirn, and their military policy, during which the PCs learnt that King Alrik had, in the past, tried to reduce the Hold’s reliance on non-gunpowder weapons by taking all the gyrocopters away from the Engineering guild. Maybe the Engineer Guildmaster, Arnek Paliksson, resented this and was allowing secret research to take place without the King’s knowledge.
 
Still, the PCs decided they shouldn’t get too involved in such things when they had the Order of the Sacred Hammer to worry about. They asked Bartek and Elassir if their research had led to anything more being discovered. Elassir told them they had recently learned of an old Sigmarite monastery situated not too far from Karak Hirn, whose founding and abandonment seemed to coincide with the activities of the Order of the Sacred Hammer. The PCs were interested in this new lead, and Elassir said that a few more days of research would be useful to confirm details. By the end of the month, he and Bartek hoped to have something to present the PCs. In the meantime, everyone continued their own research and training.
 
21st Sommerzeit
 
Horst had agreed to teach Gustavius some outdoor skills (namely Silent Move Rural) and they both spent a few days in the hills outside Karak Hirn. It was here they encountered a dishevelled, thin man. He cautiously approached them not far from the bridge to Karak Hirn, with an offer of berries in his outstretched hands. He had a long, unkempt beard and a weathered face, wore no shoes and was wrapped in furs. He spoke to them in Reikspiel, although he was clearly very out of practice with the language. Horst and Gustavius were intrigued by the stranger, but they didn’t accept his offer of berries and kept their distance, partly because of the man’s unpleasant smell.
 
The man told them he knew they had been at the crater ruin, the Dwarfs had taken something from there and were holding it in Karak Hirn. Horst asked what it was, and the stranger described it as a powerful, magical stone which he needed to have. When Horst asked if it was warpstone, the man nodded, saying it was dangerous but that he could destroy it. Gustavius and Horst wanted to know how, but the only explanation they received was that it would involve “tools beyond your understanding”. Gustavius asked the man’s name, and the stranger seemed to think for a time before answering, as if he was trying to remember something. Eventually he said he could be called Coryn, then Horst and Gustavius introduced themselves in turn.
 
Coryn asked them if they would help him get the stone. He couldn’t get inside the Dwarfhold himself, but he assumed that Horst and Gustavius knew the city well and could find the hidden rock. Here, the two PCs had to inform him that they didn’t have access to much of Karak Hirn, certainly not to any secure vaults where the Dwarfs would store such a thing. Coryn said that he was sure they could help, adding that the Dwarfhold was in great danger if the magical stone remained within it. Coryn seemed to get frustrated, as he didn’t have the language skills required to convey the points he wanted to. He insisted that he could help them too, and he offered them a handful of berries once again. Eventually, Horst said he’d see what he could do, more to get the strange fellow to go away than anything else. They’d talk to the others about it and see if anything could be done.
 
Meanwhile, Leon had decided to try to learn more about the Barrakson named in the coded message. Bartek didn’t know of any notable Barraksons in the Hold, so Leon went to the guards on the gates of the Merchant Halls. He remembered that scribes were employed there to record the names and other details of everyone who passed through. He spoke to one such scribe, asking if the Dwarf remembered anyone called Barrakson coming in or going out of the Merchant Halls recently. The scribe sarcastically asked Leon if he knew how many people pass through these gates each day, and whether he really expected anyone to be able to recall their names. Unperturbed, Leon presented the Dwarf with the Officium Arbitrorum warrant and requested access to the written records. The scribe reluctantly took the warrant to his superior, who asked Leon a few questions before granting supervised access to the lists of visitors to the Merchant Halls. Leon pretended that his search for Barrakson was connected to the murder of Father Feodor and was therefore important to the Church of Sigmar. He spent a couple of hours with a scribe going through large books of names and dates, and found a couple of Barraksons listed. Neither appeared suspicious; both came and went within the space of a few days and were no longer present in the Dwarfhold, as far as Leon could tell. He decided this line of investigation was fruitless and he should return to tell the others as much.
 
As he left the small records office near the main entrance to the Merchant Halls, he became aware of a commotion at the gates. The guards were talking to a couple of injured and exhausted travellers trying to get inside the Halls. They were a Dwarf and a Human and Leon overheard that their wagons had been ambushed by beastmen that looked like giant rats. They were urging the gate guards to send word to the mountain patrols to deal with these creatures. The guards were taking the matter seriously and asked lots of questions before sending a runner off into the Dwarfhold to pass on the message.
 
While the guards were busy talking to the injured Dwarf, Leon introduced himself to the other traveller. The man was keen to relate what had happened to his group on the road – he and his Dwarf companion were the only survivors of the surprise attack. They lost their wagon and its cargo, several crates of fine Bretonnian cheese. Leon was appalled at the thought of such tasty delicacies going to waste at the hands of beastmen. The man explained that he had only managed to escape by leaving all his belongings behind him. He had only a few coins to his name as he was due to be paid once the wagon reached Karak Hirn. Leon, feeling unusually charitable, gave the man a Gold Crown to help him on his way.
 
Back at Grunna’s Boarding House that evening, Leon related this story, bringing up the question of the existence of Skaven as a separate race from beastmen. Stromni was slightly more informed on the matter than the others, as the Dwarfs have a long history of struggle against the ratmen. Although he couldn’t prove the link, it was worrying that they had learned of a lump of warpstone being found nearby and increased Skaven activity within a few days. He suggested that the presence of warpstone in the Dwarfhold may have brought these monsters out of their subterranean lairs. Given that they would be leaving Karak Hirn soon, and wouldn’t want to encounter any ratmen on their journey, perhaps they should consider helping the crazy, bearded man who claimed to be able to destroy warpstone. They pondered the matter before retiring for the night.
 
22nd Sommerzeit
 
In the morning, there was a discussion of their other possible lead, the key and keyring with a door symbol. Thrashing out various possibilities with Bartek, Elassir and Karelia, they thought it was worth considering that the key may belong to a room in an inn or boarding house. It was a possibility, but if so, why did the key have no room number marked on it? With no better ideas, the PCs resolved to spend the morning checking each inn to see if they could find out what their keys or keyrings looked like. They didn’t have to search far, as the sign outside the Backdoor Inn had a door symbol which matched the one on the keyring in the PCs’ possession. Once they’d made this discovery, Leon returned to his room to disguise himself as a travelling trader, pleased to get the chance to do some acting. The others sat and ate a meal in the Backdoor Inn, to provide backup for Leon if anything went wrong (always expecting the worst!). Leon, pretending to be newly arrived in Karak Hirn, asked if they had any rooms free for the night. The Dwarf behind the bar said they did, so Leon booked himself in under an assumed name. He was handed a key with a keyring similar to the one they had found on the dead Dwarf, only this one was made from a different wood. The barman provided directions to the room, and Leon went upstairs to find it. On the floor above was a corridor of guest rooms, and each had a door made of a different wood. Leon now understood why there was no room number on the keyring – he simply needed to match the wood to the door.
 
He found the room he had just booked and dropped his pack there. On the way, he passed a door on the opposite side of the corridor whose wood matched that of the dead Dwarf’s keyring. He then went outside to meet Horst, as arranged, and together they went up to the guest rooms. Checking that nobody else was around, they cautiously opened the door and took a look inside. The room was unoccupied, so they slipped in and shut the door behind them. On the floor just by the door was an envelope, having obviously been slid under the door. Leon opened it and found it contained a single piece of paper on which was printed the following:
 
“Funeral Notice
The Ceremony of Entombing for Krudd “Sparewheel” Dimrondsson will take place in the Catacombs of the Shrine to Mórr in the Hall of Shrines on 24th Zhomerzet. The Service will be conducted by Skag Kazransson and members of the Walzrek Clan. All Mourners welcome.”
 
None of the names meant anything to Leon, but Horst spotted something on the back of the notice as Leon was reading it. A hand-written addition which read: 
 
“Mourners wishing to learn more should bring twice their last donation.”
 
Leon pocketed the note and helped Horst search the room. It was tidy and its occupant’s belongings were packed away neatly in the cupboards. Between them, they found a few items of interest. The travelling case contained lots of clothes of differing quality and style, several hats and a pair of glasses with plain lenses. There were some bottles of hair dye, powders and make-up along with a box of smoking paraphernalia. On further inspection, Leon noted that the box not only contained a pipe and pipeweed, but also some small vials of another drug, which he recognised as Elven Hair. He had dealt with this drug himself in his past as a dishonest pharmacist. In fact, it was one of the things that led him to flee Bretonnia!
 
While Leon searched the cupboards and obvious places, Horst was looking for hidden compartments, and he soon found one under a loose floorboard beneath the bed. Inside was a sheaf of papers, a small wooden box and a drawstring bag. He opened the bag, hoping it would contain money or gems, but he was disappointed, not to mention puzzled, to find it held seeds of some kind. The handwritten papers were in Khazalid, so he’d have to pass those to Stromni for translation. He opened the small box to find it lined with cloth and holding half a dozen small metal rings. They were less than an inch long and about half an inch in diameter and each was inscribed with the same single, tiny symbol. Too small to be worn, he didn’t know what they could be for. He closed the box and pocketed it for later inspection.
 
Having thoroughly ransacked the room, Leon and Horst left to meet the others and go through their findings. Stromni, Konrad and Gustavius were eating the heavy Dwarf cuisine served at the Backdoor Inn. Only Stromni was really enjoying it: it was far too spicy for the others. They noticed Leon pass them by as he left the inn, maintaining his cover before returning to his room at Grunna’s boarding house. Horst, sporting a new hat stolen from the room upstairs, came and sat with them while they finished their food. They then joined Leon back at Grunna’s.
 
Between them, they learned a little more about the items they had found in the room at the Backdoor Inn, and its late occupant. They only knew him as Ulfar, although whether that was his real name or not, they couldn’t tell. From the papers he had left behind, Ulfar seemed to be engaged in undercover spying on military activities in Karak Hirn, but there were no clues as to his employers. He had identified a group of engineers and runesmiths who were involved in weapons development and had managed to make contact with an informant within this group. The notes didn’t state definitively who this informer was, but Ulfar had conducted irregular, secret meetings with him, and apparently held him in contempt for some aspects of his behaviour. Accompanying the notes was a rough diagram of the hierarchy of this organisation with a few comments added by Ulfar.
 
(If this diagram looks strangely formatted, see the attached scan instead!)
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This chart solved the mystery of who Barrakson was – a chief engineer reporting to both Guildmaster Paliksson and Warmaster Ranulfsson. It identified the involvement of the military, runesmiths and engineers, in more than one location, although Ulfar had been unable to find out where the other group of engineers were based.
 
Konrad took a look at the small metal rings and determined that they were magical, runic items. The symbol engraved on each of them was unfamiliar to him, but bore some similarity to the common Rune of Return. Such a mark would usually be inscribed on a throwing weapon to give it the power to return to its owner after it had been thrown. Some discussion followed as to what these rings could be used for. The best suggestion was that one could be placed around a rolled up parchment, which would then be magically transported to a pre-determined location. The PCs were keen to try this out by using a ring to send a message, but they had no idea where the message would go, or whether such a test would be dangerous. Since each ring had the same symbol on it, they probably all pointed to the same end location. Perhaps the ring was destroyed in the process of sending a message, which is why several would be needed. (This was an ingenious suggestion I hadn’t expected. It was incorrect, but I rather wished I’d thought of it!)
 
None of the PCs could identify the seeds (all failed their Identify Plant or Herb Lore rolls by huge amounts). Leon even suggested eating one to see if it had any effect. Konrad couldn’t detect anything magical about them, but perhaps they were poisonous or had some other dangerous effect. They took the bag of seeds to Elassir for his opinion. He was able to confirm that the seed was a particular type of corn, quite common and often used as birdfeed, being favoured by pigeons and doves. The presence of bird seed in Ulfar’s room made the PCs think twice about the function of the small rings. Could they be tags for homing pigeons? They took a closer look at the rings and found that squeezing them with some force caused them to pop open, perhaps so they could be fastened around a bird’s leg. Could it be that Ulfar was using birds to relay his messages back to his employers?
 
They spent some time thinking over the various items they had found and piecing the clues together. They needed to work out who Ulfar’s contact was, from the Dwarfs listed on the organisation structure, and how to set up a meeting with him. Ulfar’s notes didn’t help them much here; they knew that the informant was male (which at least excluded Alrika Bridasdottir from the list of suspects) and that they would always meet in the Merchant Halls. They looked at everyone listed on the diagram and considered the likelihood of their involvement. As they did so, Stromni noticed the symbol of Gazul, Lord of the Underearth, marked next to the name Skorri Furgilsnev. As Gazul is the Dwarf Ancestor God of the dead, he made a connection to the funeral notice that had been specifically delivered to Ulfar’s room. He suggested that Skorri Furgilsnev would be at the funeral of Krudd Dimrondsson the day after tomorrow, perhaps as a mourner, or maybe even in the capacity of a priest of Gazul. The notice may have been delivered to indicate another meeting with Ulfar. The scribbled note on the back of the notice suggested that Skorri would want payment for any information he gave. Stromni was unsure what “twice their last donation” meant in monetary terms, but Leon thought that payment might be in illegal drugs, given the vials of Elven Hair he found in Ulfar’s smoking kit. This would account for the disgust Ulfar showed in his journal for his informant’s lifestyle.
 
Gustavius and Horst were both interested to learn more about this drug, so Leon explained its sedative and mild hallucinatory effects. He also warned them of its dangers, which include insanity and hair loss in addition to its addictive properties. Undeterred, both demanded that Leon share some Elven Hair with them. Leon refused, saying its effects were too unpredictable and only a fool would take it. Nevertheless, Gustavius and Horst both wanted to try it out, and eventually cajoled Leon into giving them a dose each. Not wanting them to hurt themselves or get into trouble, Leon measured out only half a dose each, hoping that their own imaginations would fill in the gaps. They both left the Merchant Halls shortly afterwards, ostensibly to continue their rural environment training, but with the plan of taking the drug once they were in a secluded spot.
 
While the others planned how best to contact Skorri Furgilsnev, Horst and Gustavius were taking Elven Hair on a mountain top. The small amount Leon had supplied them had almost no effect on Horst – he began to feel a little drowsy, but nothing approaching the exciting sensations he had been hoping for. Gustavius, on the other hand, had a strong over-reaction to the drug (he failed his Toughness test with a roll of 00!). The world around him began to swirl, he became disorientated and started to babble incoherently. He was sure his boots meant him harm, so removed them hastily and tried to squash them. When they began to talk back to him, in the voice of the Gods of Chaos, he set them alight with his tinderbox. Meanwhile, Horst had drifted off into a pleasant sleep. When he awoke, half an hour later, Gustavius was nowhere to be seen. The only trace of him that remained was his charred boots. Horst searched the area for any sign of where his friend had gone, but to no avail. He began to fear the worst: that Gustavius had simply exploded, leaving only his boots behind. He had heard of such things happening by magic, perhaps the Elven Hair had a magical effect they had not foreseen.
 
Horst continued his search, but his hope was dwindling. After a while, he began to call out for Coryn in case the strange, wild man knew where Gustavius was or could help look for him. Coryn didn’t answer his call either, and eventually Horst was forced to return to Karak Hirn before it got too dark. Brandishing Gustavius’ burnt boots, he explained to the others that their colleague had mysteriously exploded. Nobody believed this, but they were worried about what had really happened to him. Still, it was now too late to conduct a search for him. They would have to try in the morning, and hope Gustavius wasn’t in too much danger.
 
***
This all happened a while ago, so I hope I haven’t forgotten anything. There was quite a bit of handout-deciphering involved, and I must say the Khazalid dictionary in Dwarfs: Stone and Steel was pretty handy! My players were up to the task of solving the puzzle and only needed occasional prompting. Next report should have the conclusion of this subplot and then we’re back on to the main adventure again. I think the group are itching to get back on the trail of the Order of the Sacred Hammer.
 
Merry Christmas,
Rich
