Playtest Report: 9 July 2008 


Onto ‘The Gathering Darkness’. One of my players was asking how your group fared in the first scenario. Did they deal with the goblins effectively and how did they escape the Guardian? After all the trouble and injuries the goblins and Guardian caused my group, they assumed your players’ characters must have been super-tough warrior types to be able to survive these encounters. Anyway, here’s the write-up for the last couple of sessions:
 
The PCs were standing in the middle of Schaller Brook facing down the pumpkin-headed rider when it occurred to them to just try shooting it in case that drove it away. One good crossbow shot later and the thing had vanished. They cautiously approached the fallen tree it had been standing on, just in case the rider was still there, but invisible. Lucius was the first across, running and safely vaulting the tree. Heinrich didn’t feel quite as nimble and carefully climbed over, all the time thinking something bad was about to happen. But nothing did – they were safe for the time being. They made their way down the brook until it became too fast-flowing for comfort, then they took to picking their way slowly along the bank. This took a few hours, which was enough time for the creature to reform and return to plague them once more.
 
This time they were ready for it, and when it approached they scattered so that it wouldn’t be able to get them all by throwing its pumpkin head. Oli and Leon had prepared some logs for buoyancy and jumped into the river. Then, coordinated shots from Heinrich and Heironymus quickly despatched the Guardian. They managed to make it across Woodcutter’s Track before the rider returned. However, they were unsure whether they were truly safe. They theorised that Woodcutter’s Track might mark the boundary of the creature’s territory, hence the rumours of the haunted wood beyond this path, but they couldn’t be sure of this. They were relieved to reach the village of Todtmoos and its relative hospitality. They told the tale of their journey to the incredulous farmers they passed, placing emphasis on the pumpkin-headed rider that may be following them. There was some speculation over whether the rider was somehow connected to the story of Scarlet Martin who had vanished into the forest years before.
 
Most of the PCs were heavily wounded, and grateful for the ministrations of Agnetha Cranach. Leon spent a while watching her work, hoping to learn something about herbs from her. Although the crone was nosy and intruded into their business, they were happy to talk to her and discussed the creature that had pursued them out of the forest. Cranach suggested it might have been of daemonic origin. They paid her generously and she helped them persuade a local farmer to let them spend the night in a barn. 
 
The next morning they set off back towards Eppiswald. They had lunch in Kluftern, with drinks provided by the village headman. He thoroughly interrogated them to make sure no danger would come of their passing through his village. Back in Eppiswald, a few locals they had spoken to before came out to hear their stories. They headed for the King Toad inn, but were intercepted by Captain Weill and taken up to the abbey. The captain seemed keen for them to relate everything they had discovered to the abbey’s archivist while it was still fresh in their minds. They met Brother Gregor who installed them in their cells in the dormitory and they were also introduced to young Brother Eberhardt. The PCs were cooperative and did as the captain and monks told them. (Some of my players are veterans of the Doomstones campaign and fondly reminisced about Dieter, the awe-struck young monk appointed to assist them during Death Rock.)
 
Later that evening, they went to their appointment with Brother Emile and Captain Weill. They had not planned in advance what they were going to reveal about their journey, which led to an interesting conversation in the archivist’s office. First, Oli offered a brief summary of their expedition, which went something like: “ghosts, ghosts, ruins, goblins, ruins, ghost, ruins, ghost…” Then Leon went into more detail. As the discussion went on, the rest of the PCs realised that Leon wasn’t telling Brother Emile the whole truth, and was leaving out some important details. The rest of them assumed Leon must have a good reason for this, so played along. Although, it took Heinrich a little time to catch up and he gave away more than Leon would have liked at first.
 
In Leon’s account, rather than describing the ghostly hooded figures outside Dergenhof, he talked about seeing marshlights in the mist. Leon said the ruined building’s purpose was unidentifiable, even though they knew it was a Sigmarite temple, but that they had found the body of one of Doktor Lessing’s labourers inside. They didn’t mention the bas-relief, or anything to do with the 8th Theogonist (I think the players don’t consider the bas-relief important; they haven’t mentioned it since they saw it). A note found on the labourer’s body had given them a clue as to where the Doktor had gone next, but sadly the note had been destroyed when they ran through the Schaller Brook to safety (another lie). They talked about the goblins and the pumpkin-headed rider – after all, they had told most of the population of Todtmoos and Kluftern about that so they could hardly keep it a secret now – but they didn’t mention the stone circle. Doktor Lessing’s body was another point of discussion, but they claimed to have found nothing but a ruined journal and the silver ring, which they produced to show Brother Emile. When the archivist said he trusted they gave the Doktor a suitable burial, they quickly lied once again, although embarrassed this time (they had done nothing with Lessing’s body but leave it where they found it).
 
Brother Emile made a few notes as they talked. He noticed the inaccuracies between Leon and Heinrich’s descriptions of the ghosts at Dergenhof but decided to ask them about it another time. What the players had forgotten (because we played the session a few weeks ago) was that when they had left the forest the first time, they had asked Captain Weill what the 8th Theogonist could mean. He had told them he would discuss the matter with Brother Emile ready for their return. Now that they had omitted to mention this detail, Weill and Emile became a little suspicious. This gave Weill good reason to have the PCs movement’s restricted to within the abbey. He wasn’t sure if he could trust them.
 
Since the PCs had not told Brother Emile any of the juicy bits of information, he didn’t really have much to add himself. There was some discussion over the powers of the Guardian: Emile surmised it was a summoned daemon and that outside help would be required in dealing with it. Heironymus tried to bait Captain Weill into going out and fighting the creature by saying something like “I’m sure with your combat experience, Captain, you would be able to take down the monster single-handedly!” Brother Emile cut short that potential conflict by reminding everyone of the Guardian’s apparently magical nature and the likely need for additional magic in order to get rid of it once and for all. He asked the PCs if they wouldn’t mind carrying a message from the abbot to the Lector in Pfeildorf requesting aid in this matter, and the PCs agreed.
 
After that, the PCs returned to their dormitories. The other four wanted to know what Leon was playing at, not telling the archivist what they knew. Leon explained how he didn’t trust the monks and saw no reason to get himself in trouble by saying too much. He convinced the others that what they had learned in the forest was very dangerous and that some people might want them “taken care of” rather than risk them telling anyone else. Quite perceptive of him, I thought and he will soon be able to say “I told you so!” There was some discussion over whether the archivist could be trusted (possibly) and whether Weill could be (definitely not). Generally, the PCs were in agreement with Leon.
 
Heironymus wanted to know more about the history of the abbey, to see whether it could have been built around the same time that Dergenhof was destroyed. I think he suspected that remnants of the corrupt cult in Dergenhof could have relocated to the abbey – this was his reason for not trusting the archivist. Brother Emile was more than happy to talk about the abbey’s founding, but, as GM, I couldn’t find the information at the time! I had to have Emile say he would get back to Heironymus with further information. Did you write a background for the abbey and abbot? It may be in the text, but I couldn’t find it while frantically flicking through last night to answer Jake’s questions! I’ll have a look in more detail to see if what he wants to know is in there.
 
The next day, the PCs who were still injured rested and recuperated. Leon, who was uninjured, tried to gain access to the library and archives so he could investigate the upside-down comet symbol they’d seen on the Guardian’s breastplate, and possible references to the 8th Theogonist. He asked Brother Eberhardt, saying he was interested in the history of the region and also local herbs. Brother Eberhardt said he would have to ask the abbot for permission to allow Leon into the library. Later he returned saying he was sorry but the monks working in the library should not be disturbed and instead would Leon like to read these two books he had brought? Leon didn’t press the issue and returned to his dormitory with the books.
 
Eberhardt gave the PCs Brother Gustavus’ note inviting them to visit him at 11pm that day. This only made them more distrustful of what was going on in the abbey. Their suspicions were further raised when Oli, Heinrich and Lucius decided to head out into town to pass the time. The guard on the gate would not let them out and Captain Weill was unavailable to discuss the matter with them. Oli demanded that the captain come and speak to them in their dormitory as soon as possible. The captain did this, but by that time Oli was out visiting Brother Emile once more. 
 
The second meeting with the archivist was a little more productive. Brother Emile pointed out that Leon and Heinrich’s stories of the Dergenhof ghosts didn’t quite match. Feeling as though their lies had been caught, the PCs admitted that, yes the ghosts did have more humanoid forms than they had previously “remembered” and described the scene in more detail. Emile was very interested and speculated that this could have been a re-enactment of the templars destroying the corrupt cultists. The PCs agreed. Then Emile reminded them that they had mentioned an 8th Theogonist the first time they came back from the forest. Again, the PCs pretended to have forgotten all about that (in truth, the players actually had forgotten). So they explained that the note they found with Doktor Lessing’s labourer also mentioned the 8th Theogonist. Brother Emile told them what he knew about the 7th and 8th Theogonists and the events around that time. The PCs wanted to know exactly what the doctrinal disputes were, but Emile told them he would have to research the matter further (again, another bit of information I couldn’t find at the time – is this explained further somewhere?). So both the PCs and Brother Emile learnt something, but still the PCs are not being completely truthful.
 
They then wanted to know why they were being held prisoner in the abbey. Brother Emile said it was the abbot’s decision and that the monks needed to learn all they could from the PCs. He also believed that Captain Weill was worried that they may have been affected by their journey through the haunted forest and wanted to make sure that it was safe to let them return to Eppiswald. The PCs then asked to see the abbot and Emile referred them to Brother Tobias, the abbot’s secretary. But he told them that the abbot was very busy and would probably not have time for them. This only made the PCs more determined. They began speculating that perhaps the abbot was behind all the sinister goings on in the forest, perhaps he knew what they had discovered and was keeping them trapped here. Perhaps he had some evil master plan of his own. Why didn’t he want them to leave? Why had they never seen him? Why did everyone keep saying he was busy? What was he doing? Does he have a pumpkin for a head?! Lucius, in particular, resolved that he would meet the abbot somehow. I can’t keep the abbot out of the way forever, but he’s not really described in the scenario, although they may get the chance to meet him at the Festival of the Spring Queen. Have you thought about adding details for him, or a brief description? I can make something up, it’s not really a problem, but he seems like an NPC that players will hear about and may want to meet.
 
They passed the day wandering around the abbey pretending to look at the architecture and see what the monks did during the day, but really they were checking the walls for escape routes. Oli considered the latrine block to be easiest to climb on top of and from there the wall could be scaled. This had the advantage of being hidden from view of any guards at the gate as the latrines were behind the dormitory. He planned to make a run for it later that night.
 
Leon went to the herb garden and pestered the monk at work there until he was shooed away. He was trying to identify some herbs that could be made into sleeping draughts, thinking they might be useful in helping them escape the abbey. This was tricky, since he doesn’t have Herb Lore, but was going from the information he had found in the book of herbs Brother Emile had given him.
 
They also caught up with Captain Weill. Lucius indignantly asked what right he had to keep them locked up. Captain Weill explained he had every right: they were clearly under his jurisdiction now and there was nothing they could do about it. If the abbot wanted them kept within the abbey, then here they would stay. Heironymus asked if Weill would petition the abbot for their release. Suspecting the PCs might become a nuisance if they thought they were going to be kept indefinitely, he suggested they could possibly be allowed to leave tomorrow. This seemed to appease the PCs for the time being.
 
Later that evening, at the appointed time, the PCs left their rooms to meet Brother Gustavus in the tower. For some reason, they decided to trust the blind old man and told him the full story, even after he warned them that if they told anyone else he would deny the conversation. Perhaps they thought he couldn’t be a threat, or perhaps they were tired of lying. Whatever the reason, Gustavus found out about everything they knew. He then told them about the dream he’d had, which worried the PCs, and they eagerly listened to his advice as to how they could find out more information. A couple of them weren’t sure they should bother investigating any further, since it’s nothing to do with the job they’re being paid for, but it piqued their interest anyway. They accepted the Ordo Scriptorius ring in case they had need of the information Brother Barthelm at Karak Hirn could provide. They asked Gustavus about the symbol on pumpkin head’s breastplate, the inverted twin-tailed comet. I decided that he wouldn’t know what that signified, but the PCs are interested in researching it. Is there any more information they could find out about it? Where could this be found?
 
This meeting concluded our last session. Next time I might have a breakout attempt to deal with…
 
Cheers,
Rich
