Playtest Report: 9 May 2008 


Alfred,
 
We started the Rising Shadow on Monday night, so I thought I should let you know how it went.
 
We took some time at the beginning of the session to work out how the PCs would get together, and whether any of them knew each other beforehand. Here’s a quick reminder of the characters:
 
Heinrich – Border Princes Mercenary 
Heironymus – Bounty Hunter from Altdorf
Oli –Thief (Burglar) from Meissen
Leon – Bretonnian Pharmacist
Lucius – Tilean Thief (Window Fisher)
 
Heinrich and Heironymus had worked together before and had travelled south looking for employment. Oli and Lucius also knew each other from past “work”. Leon had been put in touch with Lucius as someone who may have useful contacts for him.
 
Heinrich and Heironymus entered the King Toad inn first and ordered some lunch. They soon noticed a smartly-dressed man watching them. Once he realised he had been spotted, Aldebrand Mossbauer approached them and presented his proposal for them to discover the whereabouts of Professor Friedeman Lessing. The two characters had some experience of bounty hunting, which they exaggerated to impress their new employer. They agreed to Herr Mossbauer’s terms, but Heironymus wanted to clarify whether they were to bring Lessing back alive or dead. Given that the Professor had been missing for two years, I assumed Mossbauer would think the chances of finding him alive would be slim. However, he was keen to make it clear that Lessing wasn’t a wanted man in the eyes of the cult of Verena, just that they were wondering what had happened to him. 
 
After the contracts were signed, Mossbauer turned his attentions to three newcomers who he thought he could hire to assist his first two employees. Oli had been working in Eppiswald the last few days as a temporary labourer (in reality, using the opportunity to assess the inn for burglary potential). He was having lunch in the inn when an old acquaintance of his, Lucius, entered with a Bretonnian he’d never met before (Leon). As they were talking, Mossbauer approached and offered them 1GC a day for what sounded like easy work, with little danger. Lucius and Leon were both looking for new opportunities and Oli decided the pay was good enough to put thoughts of burglary from his mind for the time being. They agreed terms with Mossbauer and made their marks on the contract. Oli ripped the page clumsily, as he was unused to writing. He was also unable to spell his name when Mossbauer asked, so the Verenan had to make his best guess. Leon sarcastically pointed out that the contract said they had 14 days to investigate, but that Mossbauer had said they would have two weeks (an Old World week being 8 days long). Mossbauer apologised and said he would see to having the cult’s standard documents amended… Leon was interested in keeping the warrant himself, as he believed it would somewhat legitimise his activities selling drugs.
 
Mossbauer introduced the two groups and they got to know each other a little better on the way up to the abbey. They were unsure of where to start their investigation, but thought that asking at the abbey would be as good a place as any. After waiting at the gates to be admitted, they were taken to see Captain Weill. Somewhat in awe of this powerful military man, all the characters were remarkably polite and forthcoming! Despite being sceptical of their abilities, Weill was pleased with their honesty and told them what he could remember about Professor Lessing’s visit to Eppiswald. This was the first the characters had heard of the forbidden parts of the forest and they were intrigued to learn more. Weill suggested they should speak to the archivist, Emile Furtwangler.
 
Upon entering Furtwangler’s cluttered office, a couple of the characters had the misfortune of knocking over some piles of manuscripts. Furtwangler was upset, but they apologised and helped him sort the mess out, so he wasn’t angry with them for too long. He went on to tell them what he knew about Professor Lessing’s visit, including that it was something to do with the Wizards’ War of over 500 years ago. Everyone was interested in this bit of history and listened to what Furtwangler had to tell them about it. In fact, they wanted to know more about it than I was able to tell them as GM! They also particularly inquired about the forbidden forest, incredulous that nobody had dared enter for so long. They couldn’t quite believe that Gottfried von Mauchen’s edict was still enforced. They made a note of the abandoned settlement of Dergenhof and resolved to find that place as they were sure the Professor would have headed there. As the meeting concluded, the characters agreed to report back to Furtwangler on their return.
 
I don’t think some of the players realised that a trek out into the forest would take quite so much time. They were hoping they’d be able to reach Dergenhof, explore what they found there and return to Eppiswald all in the same day. The distances don’t look that great on the Players’ Map (although, of course, they don’t know exactly where Dergenhof can be found) – but they didn’t realise the terrain would be so heavy-going. They later learned from Eppiswald residents what they were getting themselves into.
 
Back at the King Toad, the characters took the time to collect more information about the forbidden forest, learning the local rumours and tall tales. They were rather cynical when they heard the story of Scarlet Martin. “So all a criminal has to do to escape capture in these parts is to run beyond Woodcutters’ Track and give out a piercing scream and the law will assume they’d suffered a fate worse than death?!” But as news spread of their intention to travel into the haunted woods, they noticed that the villagers began to shun their company and talk about them under their breaths. The characters began to think that there must be some grain of truth to the stories, wondered if they would be safe and whether 1GC a day was enough.
 
Heironymus was visited in the night by a mysterious woman carrying a warning for him to beware what lurks in the woods. In the morning, the others put this down to his anxiety over what they were about to do. After breakfast, and from talking to the staff at the inn, they concluded that they would need to make better preparations for their journey. They bought torches, blankets, shields and rations and four of them went to pray for a blessing at the local shrine to Taal-Rhya. Leon, being a Bretonnian, chose not to join in this worship of a strange foreign god, but spoke to priestess Renata Bauer who gave him Rhya’s blessing nevertheless.
 
After meeting Captain Weill again on Woodcutters’ Track, they set foot into the forbidden forest. They half expected something horrible to happen to them immediately, and were surprised when there was no apparent peril. Ensuring they kept the river Jagen to their left, they trekked onwards, Heironymus going ahead to cut a path through the undergrowth. None of the characters were particularly familiar with woodland travel, so the sights and sounds of the deep forest caused much alarm. They were startled by a wild boar and all prepared for battle as it ran off. They were making slow progress and some of them considered returning to Eppiswald after lunch, but then they came across a section of old road which encouraged them that they were on the right track.
 
As night fell, they collected firewood (none of them fell into the old well, nor did they spot it) and lit a fire. They decided on a watch pattern: Leon, Heinrich, Heironymus, Lucius, Oli. Leon’s watch saw him quaking in fear at the sound of owls, and other forest beasts, but was otherwise uneventful. It was shortly into Heironymus’s watch that the temperature dropped and a strange mist descended near the camp. Upon spying robed figures in the mist, Heironymus woke the others. The ensuing scene taking place in front of them almost caused panic among the characters. Oli, Lucius and Leon ended up with an insanity point. Everyone was terrified and found it difficult to sleep afterwards! They assumed they were seeing ghosts recreating the events of the Wizards’ War where von Mauchen slew a ring of cultists. Nobody recognised the device on the breastplate of the attacking riders.
 
The next morning, they took time to search the area where they had seen the robed figures the night before. This led them to the ruined temple of Sigmar, which they quickly entered. Leon stayed in the doorway, fearful of what lay inside. Searching the altar revealed an inscription reading “Blessed be the Eighth Theogonist who shall return amid a circle of stone in the hour of need.” Certain that this was a clue to something, Heinrich made a note of the exact wording. None of them had any guesses as to what the significance of the 8th Theogonist could be. Lucius and Leon, being Tilean and Bretonnian, didn’t know much about the role of a Theogonist anyway, so the others explained.
 
Lucius then found some debris which had been moved to one side to reveal a stairway leading downwards. Eager to get to the bottom of the mysteries of this temple, Heinrich and Heironymus rushed downwards, Oli behind them lighting their way. In their haste, the first two tumbled headlong down the stone stairs, injuring themselves in the process. The other three followed more cautiously. Leon wanted to help his wounded colleagues, but it was too dark and cramped in the stairway so it would have to wait until later. I think they were expecting some hideous monster to be lurking down here, so they’d need to patch up their primary fighters to be effective in the combat. As it was, they found a cobweb-filled room containing a corpse of what they assumed was one of Professor Lessing’s labourers, along with a satchel. The diary entry on a scrap of paper inside seemed to point them south-east, following the Professor’s route. The characters also spotted carvings on the wall of the room depicting a priestly figure surrounded by worshippers, but couldn’t guess as to what this meant.
 
That was where we left things at the end of the session. The characters are apprehensive of what will happen next, but hopeful that the ghosts they have already seen amount to the full extent of horror in the forbidden forest. Little do they know! The session ran very smoothly, and I’m impressed that you seem to have predicted most of the questions my players asked and provided information for the options they can choose. Jake (playing Heiroymus) was amazed by the detail of the food and drink available in the King Toad and bought the most expensive beer because the name sounded good! The only area where I felt I was being vaguer than I would have liked was when my players were asking Furtwangler about the Wizards’ War. They wanted to go into this in more depth than I had anticipated, so perhaps I was a little under-prepared in fielding their questions. 
 
I hope you find this write-up useful. We’re meeting again on Monday 12th May. I’m hoping to get the Rising Shadow completed in the next session, because I’m away on holiday for a few weeks after that.
 
Cheers,
Rich
