Playtest Report: 3 February 2009 


Hi Alfred,

Still catching up on the write-ups. Here's session 6 of Grim Pursuits:

9th Sigmarzeit

The last day of the carnival in Dessau was fairly uneventful for the PCs. Leon set up his stall of quack medicines, knowing that he would be far away by the time his customers realised the cures didn’t work. But it seemed that the folk of Dessau and nearby Loningbruck were distrustful of his remedies, as he made very few sales that day.

Although Lucius didn’t realise it, Giorgio, who was now something of the party’s nemesis, spent the day spreading rumours about Lucius making unwanted advances to Lucrecia Gatti, daughter of the gypsy leader, Salvatore. Giorgio was keen to have Lucius ejected from the group. That evening, the two acrobats, Guido and Vitto found Lucius alone and approached him. They warned him to stay away from Lucrecia. Lucius said “who?!” He didn’t know what they were talking about. They told him that they were very protective of their sister and wouldn’t hesitate to deal harshly with anyone who upset her. Lucius said he’d barely spoken to the woman and that someone must have been spreading malicious rumours about him; he had no interest in Lucrecia whatsoever. “Are you saying my sister’s not good enough for you?!” asked Guido. Lucius had to be very careful not to anger the brothers further and carefully diffuse the situation. His confusion was genuine and he promised to keep away from Lucrecia as he didn’t want any trouble. Guido and Vitto told him he had better keep his word if he wanted to keep his health, then they let him go.

10th Sigmarzeit

The next morning, as the wagons were being packed up for another journey, Lucius found Salvatore and discussed the matter with him. Lucius told the gypsy leader that Guido and Vitto had confronted him the night before and accused him of making unwanted advances towards Lucrecia, which was utter nonsense. Salvatore took a little offence at this, asking “are you saying my sons are lying?” Lucius quickly clarified that he didn’t think they were lying, just that they had been misinformed. “Who would do such a thing? What would be the purpose?” asked Salvatore. Lucius didn’t know and didn’t want to make accusations which could jeopardise his relationship with the gypsies. Salvatore didn’t quite believe him and suggested he stay confined to his wagon as much as possible to keep out of trouble. Lucius agreed that he would do this if Salvatore could investigate the matter with his sons and try to find out where they got their information from.

The wagons set off and the PCs soon noticed that the Raven Knights were following them at a distance. The knights had been taking it in turns to watch the ninth wagon, but had not taken any direct action so far. This was a little disappointing to the PCs, as they had hoped the knights would be the sort to jump in and solve the problem immediately. Instead, they seemed to be biding their time. Perhaps they didn’t realise the severity of the problem.

This part of the journey took them along a path between the Reik and the Habichtwald forest. They passed a few wary travellers headed in the other direction who warned them of the goblins known to live in the Habichtwald, but no such creatures braved an attack on the gypsy caravans. Along the way, the PCs and Johannes talked about their route to Karak Hirn. They were beginning to feel unwelcome amongst the gypsies, since someone clearly didn’t want them tagging along, so they were considering leaving the group shortly. They asked Johannes about the possibilities of traveling cross-country, but he warned against it. Straying from the main paths would be slow and dangerous with bands of goblins known to live in the hills and wild places of Sudenland. Their last encounter with goblins was still fresh in their minds, so they had no wish to deliberately head into such dangers again. Johannes advised they continue with the gypsies until they stopped for the next carnival, which would be at Arget. From there, they could set off south towards Middle Way. The PCs felt there was no need to go as far as Arget and they didn’t want to still be with the gypsies for the next carnival. Instead, they would leave the gypsies at the earlier village of Ballenhof and take the road south from there. As for the ninth caravan and the “vampire” who lived inside, they had already informed the Raven Knights who were capable of dealing with the problem. 

They arrived at the next village, Ellenwangen, that evening and made camp for the night in a field a little distance away from the village itself. The PCs chose not to go into the village, preferring to lie low and not take the chance of finding trouble. They noticed Alessio, Salvatore's brother, head into Ellenwangen shortly after their arrival. This raised a few eyebrows: maybe he was responsible for spreading the rumours about Lucius and causing problems with the watch at their last stop. The PCs were now suspicious of any gypsy leaving the camp without good reason. It wasn't long before the Raven Knights also rode into the village, their route taking them slowly and deliberately past the camp. Some of the gypsies stared and jeered at the passing knights, clearly resentful of their presence.

Eventually, Eponriel's curiosity and thirst for alcohol got the better of him and he headed into Ellenwangen. As he left the camp, he saw Alessio returning with a crate of supplies, which alleviated the PCs' suspicion of him. Eponriel entered the Hanged Man, a large inn and another stop for the Sigmar's Carriage coaching line. Inside, he saw the three knights eating a meal and a few locals. There were double doors leading from the common room marked with the a sign showing a large set of Verenan scales. Eponriel spoke to the innkeeper, who convinced him to try a bottle of The Pilgrim's Medicine, distilled by the Halfling brewer, Elias Greenfingers. Eponriel enjoyed the spirit and asked the innkeeper where the double doors led to. The innkeeper proudly explained that through the doors was the Barony's courtroom where trials were conducted by travelling magistrates or the Baron himself. There were no trials taking place at the moment, but if Eponriel wanted to see why the inn was called the Hanged Man, he should look up the stairway between the common room and the court. Eponriel did so, and saw a noose hanging from a high beam at the top of the stairs.

When he returned to the common room, Elias had come out of the kitchen and asked him if he was enjoying the Pilgrim's Medicine and would he like to buy some freshly baked mince pies. Eponriel said he would and bought two. Seeing he was dressed in gypsy clothes, the squeaky-voiced Halfling enquired whether he was a performer with the carnival. Eponriel lied and said he was one of the acrobats. Elias was very impressed by this and hoped he could see a show this evening. Eponriel informed him that sadly there would be no performances in Ellenwangen, but perhaps they would stop here some time in the future. Perhaps Eponriel could perform some acrobatic tricks here, in exchange for some more mince pies. Eponriel said he was sorry, but he had injured his back and unfortunately couldn't perform for a few more days until it healed. (The truth was he didn't want to reveal his lack of skill.) Elias was sad about this and hoped the carnival would return this way one day. He went back into the kitchen and Eponriel left to head back to camp.

That night the PCs were on watch again, paying particular attention to the ninth caravan. One knight was also watching the caravan, again with little subtlety. Leon's watch was the only eventful one. He spotted a skulking figure heading towards the camp from the direction of Ellenwangen. Rather than alert anyone, such as Mario Prodi, the fire-eater who was on watch with Leon, he chose to hide behind a wagon and watch the figure as it approached. It became apparent that it was Andrea Prodi, Mario's 18-year old son and an escapologist in the carnival. Andrea was carrying a sack which was obviously stuffed full, although Leon could not tell what was inside. He watched as Andrea crept back into his own wagon. Leon waited for him to come out again, but the boy did not reappear. Leon kept this to himself until the morning, when he told the others what he had seen.

11th Sigmarzeit

They discussed this strange development: what was Andrea doing sneaking into the village at night, and what had he brought back to the camp with him? Leon went to see if could get a look inside Andrea's wagon, but other gypsies also used the wagon - it would be almost impossible to get inside unnoticed. Oli suggested Andrea was collecting something nefarious and unpleasant for the old woman in the ninth wagon, perhaps sacrificial victims. He asked Leon how big the sack had been. Leon described it and Oli surmised it could have contained small animals, or perhaps children's body parts! Maybe the vampire had a gruesome appetite.

While eating breakfast, they noticed that Andrea was over at the riverbank alone. Leon and Lucius took the opportunity to sneak up on him and challenge him about his activities. As they approached, Lucius spotted Andrea was scrubbing his hands with a cloth that seemed to have blood on it. When he heard them arrive, he pocketed the rag. Leon didn't beat about the bush, asking Andrea what he was up to. "Just having a wash," was his nervous reply. Lucius quickly grabbed at the rag in Andrea's pocket, but the lanky boy was nimble and sped off back to the camp before the others could stop him. Lucius resolved to challenge Andrea that evening, when they set up camp once more.

They set off early in the morning and were joined by a pedlar and his small cart. The man was friendly and walked with the PCs for a while chatting to them about everything and nothing. He said he was sure the summer was going to be a hot and dry one. The PCs pretended to be part of the gypsy band and told the pedlar where they had been and what they had seen there. This was mostly truthful, they passed on what local news they had heard. The pedlar explained he had been travelling along the Finning Road and Söllweg for the past few days, but had decided it would be safer on the Staig Road due to the number of bounty hunters and unsavoury folk about. Leon pressed him further and he said there were a lot of strangers asking questions near the River Söll, something to do with a murder. This served to reinforce the PCs' wish to remain hidden and keep a low profile, although they would soon be leaving the gypsies and would have to face the problems of the road themselves. After the PCs declined to buy anything from the pedlar, the man headed on up the caravans to see if Salvatore wanted any of his wares.

The PCs looked back at the last caravan, being driven, as usual, by the huge mute, Benito. Behind, they saw the three Raven Knights following in the distance. They had obviously risen early to continue their pursuit. The day's journey was a pleasant one and the favourable weather seemed to have brought more travellers out on the road. They arrived at a coaching inn between Ellenwangen and Ballenhof in the late afternoon.

After their evening meal, Lucius paid close attention to Andrea's movements and waited until he left the camp to relieve himself. Lucius followed him and, seeing they were alone, crept up behind the boy with his dagger drawn. Andrea heard nothing and Lucius slipped the knife next to his throat. The boy was startled but didn't move. Lucius forced him to admit he had hidden a bloody rag earlier that day, but Andrea claimed he had simply cut himself. Lucius wanted to see the wound, and Andrea showed him a small cut on the back of his left hand. The amount of blood on the cloth Lucius had seen that morning could not have come from such a small wound, and Lucius said so. Andrea denied he was lying. Lucius then asked what was in the sack he brought back from Ellenwangen, pressing the dagger closer to the boy's neck. Andrea confessed that he had stolen some silverware from the village. Lucius suggested perhaps there had been a struggle to get the goods, resulting in the blood on Andrea's hands. Andrea admitted that, yes, there had been an accident in Ellenwangen, but he hadn't meant to hurt anyone - a villager put up more resistance than he was expecting. (Unbeknownst to Lucius, this was also a lie, but he accepted it as a suitable explanation. Andrea harboured dark urges to murder and was more than happy to kill the man who awoke and interrupted the burglary. None of the other gypsies knew of this side to Andrea, and he was keen for it to remain a secret.)

Andrea began to bargain for Lucius' silence. He offered Lucius a share of the loot from the burglary - 20GCs once he'd sold the goods on. Lucius would have to wait until Arget to get the money, as Andrea could not sell the silver until then. Lucius accepted the deal and released Andrea. Just in time too, as Sofia Gatti rounded the corner and saw the two of them. When Lucius related all of this to the other PCs, they thought he should have rejected Andrea's offer, since they had no intention of going to Arget. They were still set on leaving the gypsies at Ballenhof to avoid further danger. Oli, in particular, was fearful of spending any longer than they had to in the vicinity of a vampire. Instead, it was suggested they get Andrea to use his expert skills to sneak into the ninth caravan, perhaps through its secret trapdoor. They were undecided as to what he should do once he was inside the wagon. Lucius didn't immediately approach Andrea to change the deal, but decided to think on the matter a little longer.

Later, the PCs overheard Cosimo Alioto talking to Sofia Gatti about the Raven Knights following them. By now, Cosimo was regarded as an unpleasant drunk, but an occasional source of amusement for the PCs. Eponriel thought he would have some fun by supporting Cosimo and advocating direct action against the knights. Sofia, unimpressed, left them plotting amongst themselves. Cosimo said that Salvatore would not condone an open attack on the knights for fear of the damage it would do to his reputation. Instead, he suggested perhaps the PCs could help him deal with the knights subtly. Once they were out of the way, Salvatore would reward them for their actions. Eponriel played along with this and agreed to join Cosimo in a night-time attack on the knights, all the while plying him with more drink. He had no intention of going along with this, but thought it might be amusing to get Cosimo so drunk that he went and confronted the knights by himself.

***

GM's notes: 

Lucius had to be very careful not to cause further offence among the gypsies; Giorgio's rumour-mongering was making the situation tense. He managed to behave himself and not anger the gypsies further.

The main problem that arose this session was the players' decision to leave the gypsies before Arget. Although this might seem sensible, given the danger they are facing staying with the gypsies and necromancer, it doesn't resolve the mystery of the ninth caravan and isn't very heroic. More importantly, it means they'll miss out on all the fun that can go on in Arget. I introduced Andrea Prodi (who had been a minor NPC until now) and his burglary as a hook to get them to Arget. Could they resist the lure of 20GCs to go their own way? Arget is only half a day further on from Ballenhof, after all. By the end of the session, I got the feeling that this lure was not enough, that they would choose to skip the end of this plot thread in favour of safety and keeping their characters alive. Where's the fun in that? More drastic measures would have to be used...

Cheers,

Rich
