Playtest Report: 20 January 2009 


Hi Alfred,
 
Here’s Part 4 of our Grim Pursuits game:
 
After their successful ambush of the bounty hunters who had been pursuing them, the PCs felt a little more confident. They returned to the gypsy wagon train as it made its way towards Staig. The town was still a full day’s travel away, so they would have to spend the night camped near the road. The gypsies had planned to stop near the Tired Coachman, a secure inn and one of the stops for the Sigmar’s Carriage coaching line. The PCs decided to stay hidden in their wagon, or close to the camp, for the rest of the evening. They had not become complacent after defeating the bounty hunters. They agreed this was a sensible choice after seeing a number of roadwardens around the inn. 
 
During the evening, two of these men wandered around the gypsy camp, checking on the travellers and making sure they weren’t up to any mischief. The roadwardens had obviously been drinking and the PCs remained concealed throughout their visit, watching them from a distance: they didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks. Eponriel even managed to resist the lure of alcohol from the nearby inn. Leon awoke from his herb-induced sleep relieved that none of the others had played any tricks on him while he was unconscious. (They had considered playing some pranks on the Bretonnian, but Johannes Krönert was watching over him and probably wouldn’t approve.)
 
They had a quiet night and set off early the next morning on the road to Staig. It was the 1st of Sigmarzeit and the weather was improving. Along the way, Heinrich thought he’d go and talk to Giorgio to see how he was faring after his public shaming at the hands of Isabella. Heinrich felt a little guilty about victimising the man, especially since they had discovered he had nothing to do with the bounty hunters discovering their whereabouts. Interrogating the bounty hunters had revealed they had no connection with Giorgio – the PCs’ suspicions of him were entirely baseless. Nevertheless, the others had become quite keen on rumour-mongering and had got it into their heads that the Tilean was up to something. Giorgio was in no mood to chat with Heinrich; he snapped at him grumpily and continued driving his wagon.
 
The wagons arrived in Staig in the late afternoon. As they approached, Johannes told the PCs a little of the history of the area. It had been the site of a bloody battle several hundred years ago when an Orc warband led by Gorbad Ironclaw rampaged through what was then Sölland. The village was destroyed and the Sölland Runefang stolen from the defeated Elector leading the Imperial army. Lucius rolled his eyes and announced he was not going to take any part in an attempt to retrieve the Runefang from an Orc horde! Johannes reiterated that these events took place hundreds of years ago, to the relief of the PCs.
 
They stopped near the river bank, a little way from the village itself. As they alighted from their wagon, Johannes pointed out the Abbey of Ælaric the Wanderer in the distance. The PCs vowed to steer clear of this place, remembering what had happened last time they visited an abbey. They helped the gypsies set up camp and prepare for the carnival the next day. The plan was to stay here for two days and perform for the locals, although as the village was only small there would be no elaborate illusion shows this time. The PCs ate and drank with the gypsies and noticed Giorgio seemed to be in a better mood. He was talking to young Lucrecia Gatti in an animated fashion. Perhaps he had forgotten about Isabella already?
 
After another uneventful night, everyone rose early in anticipation of the villagers’ arrival. Heinrich realised that the first day of summer was now only two weeks away. This was an important day for him, as that was when the healer had told him he could remove the sling from his left arm. The injury was healing well, especially as Heinrich was resting as much as possible along the way, but he wanted to follow the healer’s advice as much as possible.
 
Eponriel began the day by practicing some acrobat tricks as some of the locals made their way down to the carnival. He thought he could impress them with some stunts, but it ended up going wrong and he barrelled into a man carrying a pint of ale. The tankard went flying, spilling its contents over Eponriel. The man would have been furious had Eponriel not been an Elf, seldom seen in these parts. As it was, the villager seemed unnerved and so accepted Eponriel’s profuse apologies and the offer to buy him another drink. The food and drink stall had not yet been set up, so Eponriel headed into Staig to buy drinks from the Merry Monk inn.
 
As he entered, he noticed a coach emblazoned with the Sigmar’s Carriage logo parked outside. A stableboy was tethering horses to it. Eponriel eyed the coach suspiciously: the PCs were becoming paranoid of anything remotely Sigmarite after their bad experiences with the God’s followers. Inside the Merry Monk, Eponriel saw the coachman finishing off his breakfast, with a shiny blunderbuss on the table next to him. The only other patrons were three well-dressed men who Eponriel took to be merchants and probably the coachman’s passengers. Ignoring why he was in here, Eponriel went over to talk to the men in the hope of learning something useful (he wasn’t sure what). The men weren’t interested in speaking to a strange Elf dressed in gypsy clothes and told him in no uncertain terms to go away and leave them alone. Their coachman backed them up by waving his blunderbuss in the Elf’s direction. Eponriel took the hint and went over to the bar. The barman was clearly uncomfortable about having him in his establishment, although it wasn’t clear whether this was because he was an Elf or because he was apparently a gypsy. Eponriel bought two pints of the inn’s signature pilsner and exchanged a few awkward words with the barman before leaving. He briefly considered sabotaging the rude merchants’ coach out of spite, but thought better of it and returned to the carnival.
 
The thought of drinking both pints weighed heavy on his mind, but after some deliberation he realised it would only get him into more trouble if he didn’t return with a replacement drink for the offended villager. He found the man wandering around the carnival and gave him one of the pints. The PCs spent the rest of the day training, helping out at the carnival and watching some of the entertainment on offer. The night was quite eventful.
 
Shortly after midnight, Oli was awoken by a terrifying dream. In it, he could hear the sound of eerie, faraway singing, compelling him to follow. He could feel something heavy pressing down upon him – it appeared to be wooden planks, which he tore through with this hands. He slowly made his way upwards as if burrowing out of the ground. When he finally broke the surface, he saw his companions digging around him in the same way. Their faces were gaunt and their eye sockets empty. The singing, or perhaps chanting, was calling them all to rise and ready their weapons. Stood in front of them in a forest clearing were an old gypsy woman and a thin, bald man with a hooked nose. Oli awoke in a sweat, with a terrible feeling of foreboding. None of the other PCs sleeping nearby noticed his distress and he chose not to mention it to them until the morning. He knew this dream was connected to the vampire that he was sure was resting in the ninth caravan. In his opinion, the sooner they left the gypsies, the better.
 
Around the same time, on Lucius’ watch, Eponriel noticed something strange. He was specifically watching the ninth caravan, from a concealed position beneath his own wagon. Meanwhile, the others continued their usual watch routines. At the time, Lucius was patrolling the perimeter of the camp and was unaware of the following events. From his hiding place, Eponriel saw the door to the ninth wagon open and Benito get to his feet. The guard extended his hand to help an old gypsy woman descend the stairs from the wagon. She proceeded towards the river, with Benito following cautiously, looking around for any prying eyes. Eponriel let them go for a time before following them, his night vision enabling him to keep his distance.
 
The gypsy woman made her way towards a small riverside graveyard, surrounded by a low stone wall. Benito waited at the entrance to the grounds while the woman went inside. Eponriel wanted to see what she was doing in there, but didn’t want to make himself known to Benito. He continued down to the banks of the Reik and slowly lowered himself into the cold water. Having grown up in Marienburg, he was a strong swimmer and the low temperature did not unduly affect him. He quietly drifted downriver until he reached the back of the graveyard, where he secured himself against a clump of reeds to watch what happened next.
 
The old woman had knelt down on one of the graves, pulled something out from her skirt and grabbed a handful of dirt. She began to mutter under her breath and a mist slowly appeared before her. It took the form of a young girl, bloated like a drowned corpse. Eponriel gulped, but maintained his composure (and his grip on the reeds). The gypsy woman spoke to the apparition: “Has Adolf Seyss-Inquart been received by the God of the Dark Realm of the Restless?” “He has not,” the girl replied, before asking “are you bringing the gifts you promised in Nuln?” The old woman answered, “yes, I have the offerings with me on this journey. Did Seyss-Inquart safely make his escape from Nuln?” “Yes,” nodded the girl. Then the woman waved her hand saying, “Go, for I give you over to the Dread Lord for his pleasure!” The spirit screamed in horror as it was torn into strands as if by unseen claws. Eponriel flinched, but again remained steadfast. With that, the old woman stood up, left the graveyard and returned to her wagon.
 
Eponriel waited a while before heading back himself. He arrived dripping wet, much to Lucius’ confusion, but wouldn’t say where he’d been. Instead, he resumed his position beneath their wagon to watch the old woman’s caravan for further developments. Lucius was mystified, but put it down to strange Elf behaviour. There was no further sign of activity from the ninth wagon that night.
 
The next morning, over breakfast, Eponriel told the PCs and Johannes what he had seen. They were fairly convinced the old woman was a witch, necromancer or vampire, and possibly all three at once. She was clearly very dangerous and opinion was divided over whether to stop her or ignore her completely. Johannes had a bad feeling about the whole thing and was sure something unpleasant was going to happen. He preferred not to take any direct action against the woman for fear of jeopardising his relationship with Salvatore, and he suggested the PCs consider this too. They decided to keep close tabs on the wagon, as secretly as possible, but not to approach it.
 
Out of earshot of Eponriel, the others confided in Johannes that the Elf may have had too much to drink last night and invented the whole thing. Was there any way of confirming the story? Johannes said he had the ability to locate any practitioners of magic in the area by concentrating for a minute, which might be of some assistance, although there was no way of telling what sort of magic the old woman had used. The PCs also suggested he accompany them to the riverside graveyard to look for any evidence left behind. Johannes agreed and said he could conduct a short tour to teach them some local history and provide cover for looking around the graveyard.
 
Inside their wagon, Johannes went into a short trance to locate the magic users travelling with them. He announced that there were four, not including himself. The PCs counted Isabella the illusionist, Patrizia the fortune teller, the old woman/vampire/necromancer/whatever she was plus one other they couldn’t identify. This puzzled them, so they devised a triangulation method to pinpoint the exact caravans each magic user resided in! Johannes agreed to help them with this, but only after nightfall, so as not to raise suspicion among the gypsies.
 
They then took a short tour of the area around the camp site, with Johannes pointing out the few remaining ruins of the old village. Their walk took them past the riverside graveyard and they went inside to look for any evidence of foul play. After a quick search around, directed by Eponriel, they noticed nothing more than footprints in the ground. They could belong to a small gypsy woman, but there was nothing to conclusively confirm Eponriel’s story. Johannes noted that these graves were mostly unmarked – the resting places of unidentified bodies. There was a dangerous possibility that some of the graves had not been properly sanctified by a priest of Morr. Such unprotected corpses would be much easier for a necromancer to reanimate.
 
The PCs returned to their wagon and Leon went to find Isabella, mistress of illusion. He knew she was magically skilled and they had got on fairly well previously. Now he wanted to gauge her reaction to the suggestion that there was a necromancer travelling with them. He wondered whether that sort of activity was condoned by gypsies, or at least something they would turn a blind eye to. He hoped Isabella would be appalled and help him root out the evil witch. She seemed a little hesitant to speak to him, perhaps as a result of the situation with Giorgio. Leon told her of his concerns about the occupants of the ninth caravan, how he had noticed their strange behaviour and was worried that dark magic was taking place inside the wagon. Isabella said he was probably imagining things – the woman inside that wagon was old and terminally ill, certainly not capable of dark magic. 
 
Leon asked if Isabella had the ability to detect other magic users. If so, she could determine for herself whether the woman had any evil powers. Isabella admitted she was not able to do that, and in any case it wouldn’t be possible to discern the type of arcane knowledge or a person’s intentions as to its use. But if she was a necromancer, Leon continued, what would the gypsies do about it? Isabella thought this was nonsense, but humoured him and said it would depend on the circumstances; the Strigany are very protective of their own and distrustful of the accusations of outsiders. If any punishment were to be meted out, it should be the gypsies themselves who would administer it. Interference in these matters by non-gypsies would be a terrible insult. Leon thanked Isabella for her time and returned to his wagon.
 
He was fairly convinced that the gypsies didn’t know of the old woman’s powers, or at least Isabella had no idea of them. He was less convinced that the gypsies would provide assistance in dealing with a necromancer, even if the PCs provided proof.
 
The rest of the day was spent assisting with the carnival and watching some of the performances. After a quiet night, with no unusual nocturnal wanderings, the gypsies packed up and headed on to their next destination. This was to be Dessau, two days away, where the carnival would remain for four days.
 
Cheers,
Rich
