Playtest Report: 26 July 2010 - C
Hi Alfred,

 

Session reports are like buses. You wait ages for one and then three come along at once. Here’s part 3:

 
5th Vorgeheim
 

After an uneventful day of sailing down the busy River Söll, the boat pulled into Eppiswald. This was where the whole business with the Sacred Hammer had begun, although Leon was now the only survivor of that original group. As the boat docked, they noticed a number of vessels at the quayside carrying flags with a hammer and twin-tailed comet design. Several armoured men-at-arms were supervising the loading of one of the boats with crates. Each man wore a white armband with a scarlet heart on it. A few monks stood nearby chanting hymns quietly and Leon recognised one of them as Brother Eberhardt, a monk who had seen to their accommodation in the Abbey of St. Ewald.

 

After disembarking, the PCs went over to the monks and asked them what was going on here. Brother Eberhardt informed them that officials from the Church of Sigmar in Nuln arrived a couple of days ago with a warrant signed by Lector von Mauchen of Pfeildorf. They were investigating the abbey under the leadership of Inquisitor Leopold von Rundstedt. Konrad asked what they were looking for, and Brother Eberhardt said that he wasn’t certain, but that there was talk of heresy. At this, Leon was glad to be wearing his Kislevite disguise. Karelia said she would take the opportunity to scout out the village, warning them to watch out for agents of the Sacred Hammer. She was also wary that another arbitrator might be investigating her activities.

 

They headed to the Inn of King Toad to book rooms and order meals, but they found it surprisingly busy. The common room was full of lawyers, scribes and other scholarly-looking types. There were more armband-wearing men-at-arms inside alongside a few disgruntled-looking locals. The staff looked overworked and from talking to the innkeeper, Hilda, the PCs learned that the Inquisitor had confiscated the entire top floor of the inn for his entourage to use. She complained that he was a cold, humourless man who always dined alone in his room. She seemed relieved to have some other guests who were not part of the Inquisitor’s retinue.

 

While they were eating, they noticed a haughty-looking man enter the inn with books under his arm. He was accompanied by a templar in plate armour and the pair headed straight for the table next to the fireplace. A couple of farmhands were sat there and the templar demanded they “make way for Baron von Bildhofen”. The terrified lads quickly vacated the seats and left the inn, while the Baron sat down and motioned for a barmaid. He ordered her to bring him the finest choice of meats and cheese and a bottle of their best wine before dismissing her with a wave of the hand. The templar stood to one side but remained to guard the Baron. Von Bildhofen yawned and began browsing through one of the books.

 

Gustavius struck up a conversation with a local and discovered that this nobleman was one of the Inquisitors aides. He had managed to make a poor impression among the townsfolk in the short time he had been in Eppiswald. The PCs agreed that there were too many important and powerful people in town at the moment, and they had better keep to themselves and arouse no suspicion. They certainly had no intention of speaking to the Inquisitor about anything they knew, either regarding the abbey or matters of Sigmarite heresy.

 

No rooms were available, so the group spent the night in the common room before departing early the next day.

 

6th – 9th Vorgeheim
 

Continuing their journey down river, the PCs called at a number of villages along the way. In Trulben and Rohrhof, they heard about the Inquisitor making his way to Eppiswald to investigate charges of heresy. The PCs were happy to confirm that this was true.

 

In Geschburg, there was talk of ghosts being heard near the Salmhügel, steep, rocky hills west of the River Söll. Travellers should beware when passing this way and should keep to the east bank of the river.

 

In Wittenhausen they found wanted posters bearing the likenesses of Leon, Oli, Heinrich, Eponriel and Lucius. Their alleged crime was the heinous murder of a priest in Pfeildorf, by means of foul sorcery. Being the last survivor of that group, only Leon was concerned and he made sure his disguise was secure. Further enquiry revealed the belief that the murderers in question had fled south to the mountains, presumably hoping to make their way to the lawless lands of the Border Princes. 

 

They arrived in Meissen on the 9th Vorgeheim and there the boat ended its journey. They would have to arrange alternative transport for the rest of the journey, but first they had business in town.

 

Horst had family here he wanted to visit and both he and Gustavius had connections with ‘Big Hair’ Marx, a local crime lord. They hoped he would have some work for them which could coincide with their journey north. A smuggling job would suit them fine and they could do with the extra money. They entered the bustling town and booked rooms at the Stoat and Frog. The town had a large Sigmarite temple and consequently a strong Sigmarite presence, so Karelia thought it best to stay in the inn and avoid being spotted. Isabella, on the other hand, wanted to take a look around town.

 

Horst went to visit his grandparent’s house to inform them of his uncle Oli’s death. However, when he got there, he found the place boarded up and deserted. A neighbour, Frau Glut, heard his knocking and came down to see what he wanted. When she recognised him, she burst into tears and it took her some time to calm down. Once she was finally capable of speaking, she invited Horst in for tea and to tell him the horrible story of what had happened to his grandparents. Frau Glut related how she had heard sudden screaming in the night, a noise which still haunts her in her nightmares. Attackers had raided the house next door, torturing, killing and mutilating the poor elderly couple. The watch, as usual, had taken their time to respond to a call from this poor part of town and when they arrived the perpetrators had long gone. Horst wanted to know who had done this, but Frau Glut had only heard rumours about masked men in black. They had tried to torch the house, but the quick actions of neighbours had put out the fire before it did much real damage. Horst was sad and angry and announced his intention to find these men and make them pay. He was pretty sure it was something to do with the group at Hess Tower, so this only made him more determined to get there and deal with them.

 

Frau Glut had a spare key for the back door which she gave to Horst so he could have a look around. Inside the house, the place was still a mess. There were bloodstains on the floor of one room and Horst found a small Sigmarite medallion of a deep red colour, this due to being covered in dried blood. He found no clues as to the identity of the attackers, and decided he would visit ‘Big Hair’ to find out what he knew of the attack.

 

Returning to the inn, he told the others of his terrible loss and offered the house as somewhere they could stay for the night if they wanted. He and Gustavius then went to see ‘Big Hair’. The boss was surprised to see them, thinking they were dead as he hadn’t heard from them in so long. Gustavius and Horst had expected their earlier travelling companion, Max Backer, to have returned to Meissen with Eponriel and told their boss what had happened. However, ‘Big Hair’ had heard nothing of either Max or Eponriel. Horst told him of Oli’s death months before and how he was now trying to track down the people who had framed his uncle. ‘Big Hair’ smirked that this was very noble. Unfortunately, the boss had no further information about the people who had killed Horst’s grandparents. They had arrived in the dead of night, conducted their brutal murders with no apparent motive and fled the town immediately, killing a gate guard to make good their escape. They were certainly professionals, but particularly cruel and violent ones. ‘Big Hair’ speculated that the Dark Gods might have been involved somehow. The whole business was extremely nasty, even for someone in his line of work. He offered Horst his condolences.

 

Gustavius asked if there was any work available escorting packages up north at the moment. ‘Big Hair’ said no, that was all in hand for the time being. Horst and Gustavius wished him well in his business endeavours and said they might be back in town later in the year once the current situation had been dealt with. The two returned to the others and discussed the night’s developments.

 

10th Vorgeheim
 

In the morning, the group set off on foot, having been unable to arrange a boat travelling down river from Meissen. First they took the ferry across the river, then they joined the Söllweg as it wended its way northward along the riverbank. Horst was angry and brooding most of the day. The others couldn’t do much to cheer him up. They reached Sexau by the evening and stayed there overnight.

 

11th Vorgeheim
 

An uneventful day of travelling near the river was interrupted by signs of an impending storm. As they were travelling along the opposite bank from Black Willow Marsh, the wind picked up and rain began lashing down. The weather looked like it would only get worse, when the PCs spotted a fortified farmstead in the distance. Picking up speed, the party headed for this group of buildings and saw herdsmen driving their animals into the stockade. They shouted to the shepherds asking for shelter from the storm, but the farmers rushed inside, wary of bandits. The PCs continued approaching and Leon called out in a friendly manner assuring the shepherds that they meant no harm. Eventually, the gates were opened and the group were allowed inside.

 

The compound was formed of a main farmhouse with a number of barns and outhouses. The PCs were invited into the farmhouse where they could dry off and share a meal with the people who lived here. The place was home to an extended family of farmers and their employees and they were introduced to each of them. The people here were friendly and welcoming once it became clear that the PCs were just travellers rather than robbers. They ate and drank and entertained each other with songs, stories and Isabella’s sleight of hand tricks while the storm raged outside. It grew late and the head of the family, Uli, said they were welcome to sleep in the barn but there was nowhere else for them to stay. The PCs were happy with this, so Uli showed them the way. A thick fog had descended by this time and they might not have been able to find the barn by themselves. Uli warned that the mist was a sign of ill fortune and he checked that the gate was securely barred before returning to the farmhouse.

 

Fearing the sorts of things dark, stormy nights bring, the PCs wisely set a watch. The temperature dropped further and the PCs used the hay in the barn for warmth. In the early hours of the morning, Stromni became aware of a noise at the gate. The livestock penned nearby grew restless and suddenly Stromni heard the sound of splintering wood. Someone was smashing through the palisade. He quickly awoke the others as the noise of axes and blunt objects became clearer. Horst went to calm Griff down while everyone readied their weapons. With a loud crack, the wooden defences gave way and the sounds of heavy, slapping feet could be made out. Several figures were running into the farmstead.

 

Animals were squealing in terror, the farmers were shouting and there were other, strange noises the PCs couldn’t place. Running out of the barn, Horst grabbed a lantern and headed in the direction of the main farmhouse, intent on defending his hosts. Leon stuck close by him for protection. They could see barely a few feet in front of them thanks to the fog, but they could sense things moving all around. Karelia, Isabella, Konrad and Stromni all charged out too, and quickly lost each other in the mist. Still in the barn, Gustavius climbed into the hayloft and peered out of a gap in the wall. He couldn’t see much of what was going on, but he spotted a large, hunched figure with leathery brown skin. It was definitely not human.

 

Reaching the farmhouse, Horst saw Uli in combat with something sinewy and large. It was hard to make out exactly what it was in the poor visibility, but Horst was certain he’d never seen anything like this before. He didn’t have time to take in the scene before a mace was being swung at his head by another of the creatures which had darted in from the side. This monster had a single, large milky eye in the centre of its pointed head. The Sword of St. Oswic swung a few clean blows and soon the creature’s arm had been lopped off. It fell, dying to the ground. Horst was emboldened by how easy the beast had been to kill, so he charged in to help the struggling farmers. In a rare moment of bravery, Leon too joined in the fight. Still in disguise as the Kislevite Boris Karakov, he couldn’t risk ruining his cover by being cowardly here. If he was caught out by the farmers, who knows who they might tell? He took a few opportune stabs at monsters that other people were fighting and actually succeeded in bringing one down.

 

Similar skirmishes were happening all around the farmstead, with Konrad having some success with his Steal Mind spell. Suddenly Horst heard the anguished whinnying of Griff, back in the barn. He’d momentarily forgotten about the pony and now rushed back over to defend him. Gustavius, up in the hay loft, had spotted one of the larger creatures creeping inside the barn. Perhaps it had smelt Griff, because it seemed to be headed straight for the pony. Gustavius was unarmed and looked around desperately for something to defend himself with. He spotted a pitchfork nearby, grabbed it and threw it at the creature. It was a brave effort, but sadly the shot fell short. Ignoring him, the beast grabbed hold of Griff and dragged him out of the barn. Gustavius started shouting for Horst to warn him, but by the time Horst arrived, there was no sign of Griff or the creature.

 

Horst sped off towards the wooden wall, hoping to find the hole the creatures had made to get in here. Reaching the edge of the farm, he made his way around hoping to find his pony. He could hear many fearful animal noises, and everything was so chaotic it was hard to identify where Griff was. As luck would have it, he came upon the thieving monster as it was trying to push Griff through the hole in the palisade. The pony was refusing to go and kept kicking out at the beast. This distraction gave Horst the opportunity he needed to charge in and behead the foul thing. He grabbed Griff and pulled him back inside the compound.

 

Eventually, after a few of the creatures had been dispatched, the fighting died down and the remaining things retreated back the way they had come. The PCs and farmers regrouped and counted their losses. Several sheep had been stolen and there was no sign of Stromni, Isabella or Uli’s son, Wulf. Uli explained that their attackers were some kind of swamp demon – they came across infrequently from Black Willow Marsh on raids to steal farm animals. There was no time for further talk, as the missing needed to be found. After a brief search, Wulf was discovered in a chicken coop, injured but alive. Stromni turned up shortly afterwards, but there was no sign of Isabella. A more thorough search didn’t reveal her location either. Horst led a small group out of the farmstead and down towards the river, following the clearly visible tracks the creatures had left behind. At the riverbank there were signs of small boats having been grounded there, but no boats were there now. There was no sign of Isabella down here.

 

Back in the farm, the decision was made to wait for first light when it would be obvious whether Isabella was lying injured or dead within the compound, or whether she was missing. Uli gravely announced that she would be better off dead than taken by the swamp demons…

 

***

GM’s notes:

 

The Eppiswald encounters would have had more relevance if more of the original party had survived to this point. As it was, only Leon was around and there was no inclination to talk to the Inquisitor. The players joked about taking another trip into the Eppiswald forest, from which nobody ever returns, just to surprise the townsfolk again. But they never seriously thought about taking on the pumpkin-headed Eldritch guardian again, even though they could probably have defeated it for good this time.

 

The chilling revelation in Meissen worked well, getting Horst worked up and set on revenge.

 

I used the Fimir encounter because I like using the old school monsters as surprise enemies and also because I thought it would make a good opportunity to take Isabella out of the picture. I think she’s outlived her usefulness to the campaign and she’s just another NPC tagging along to keep track of. I like the character, so I may leave things ambiguous in case she needs to return later, but for now we can do without her!

 

Cheers,

Rich

