Playtest Report: 16 February 2009 

Alfred,
 
Here’s the write-up for the final session of Grim Pursuits – Act One:
 
13th Sigmarzeit
 
At the end of the last session, the PCs had agreed to work for the witch hunter, Konrad von Mackensen and assist him and his two Raven Knights in tracking down Maria-Luisa, the old gypsy witch. They had booked a room in The Mallard, a riverside inn in Arget. While four of them slept, the fifth kept watch in case Maria-Luisa or her bodyguard, Benito came looking for them. They were woken on Oli’s pre-dawn watch by Frank, one of the Raven Knights. They got ready to leave and quietly headed downstairs. Reinhardt, the other knight, had woken the innkeeper and instructed her to prepare breakfast for them. Leon took the opportunity to haggle with the woman over lunch and rations. She wasn’t in the best of moods, having been woken so early, but sold them three days’ worth of rations each.
 
Leaving the inn, the knights collected their horses from the stables and rode with the PCs to the edge of the Marschwald. Passing the gypsy encampment, they saw no signs of life other than a single man on watch. It was Giorgio and he scowled at them as they walked by. Eponriel pointed him out to the knights, saying he suspected Giorgio was in league with Maria-Luisa. (Yet more trouble for the hapless animal trainer.) Konrad said he would investigate further after they had dealt with the necromancer, Seyss-Inquart. He hoped Maria-Luisa would lead them straight to her colleague.
 
They stood at the edge of the Marschwald and Konrad asked the PCs to take them to the point where the old woman entered the forest. Oli said they had no idea – they didn’t see the woman leave and none of them were expert trackers. If that’s who the knights thought they were hiring, they were mistaken. Konrad did not look impressed. Eponriel thought he would give it a go, seeing as his Elven vision was better in the dim light. It wasn’t too difficult to find the footprints of a large man and a small woman. They entered the forest, following the impressions in the damp ground.
 
The going was slow, as the knights brought their horses with them. The group proceeded in grim silence, Leon notching trees with a dagger as he passed, in the hope that this would help him find his way out again. The forest became denser as they continued; the canopy above them became thicker, reducing the light that filtered down from above. It took a while for their eyes to adjust to the gloom; meanwhile they had to carefully pick their way across increasingly marshier terrain and around pools of water.
 
After a while, they came across a patch of hard, rocky ground, where they lost the tracks they had been following. The PCs split up and searched the area to find out which way to go from here. Luckily, Heinrich spotted some tracks a little distance away which continued onwards, further into the Marschwald. They trekked on, through low-lying mist, carefully stepping over precarious undergrowth and the tree roots that occasionally broke through the earth. This place was dark, damp and spooky. They could hear strange noises coming from unidentified creatures lurking in the distance, but felt a little safer being with the knights.
 
In a few hours, they came to a small pool where the tracks ended. Despite a thorough search of the area, no further tracks could be found. Konrad suggested they split up to cover more ground. Leon agreed, hoping to leave the knights and return to Arget once they were out of sight. The knights thought one group should head left, the other right. Lucius volunteered to take the other PCs left, with the knights riding off in the other direction. Konrad said he would signal via whistling if they found signs of the old woman having passed that way and the PCs should do the same. Of course, this would only work while they were still within hearing distance of each other.
 
The PCs saw no signs of tracks in the direction they had chosen, but shortly after pushing their way through brambles and dense foliage, they spotted a wooden structure through the trees ahead. Oli and Lucius went on ahead, circling the building stealthily. It was a single-room wooden hut on stilts, built near a stream. A balcony at the back had animal pelts hanging from it, drying in what little sunlight filtered through the gaps in the canopy. Lucius checked where the door and windows were; Oli noticed smoke rising gently from the chimney: the place was inhabited. They returned to inform the others of their discoveries.
 
They all decided to creep up closer to the hut. As they approached, Leon and Eponriel made a bold move and ascended the ladder to knock on the door. It was opened by a woman with a heavily weathered face. She appeared to be in her 40s and was surprised to see them. She made no aggressive moves, though, and introduced herself as Gisela Bader, a trapper. The PCs weren’t expecting people to be living out in the Marschwald, but Gisela explained she had lived here for fifteen years, making her living off the marsh. Occasionally, she would trade furs with pedlars at the forest’s edge.
 
Eponriel made up a lie to tell Gisela and said they were looking for Leon’s mother and their friend, Benito, who they had lost somewhere in the forest. He claimed they were trying to take a shortcut, avoiding Ballenhof, but had become separated. Gisela commented that this was no place to bring an old woman. “I know; she’ll never let me hear the end of it!”, Leon replied. They talked a little more about the forest and negotiated with Gisela for her services as a guide. Gisela was willing to help, but had no need for money out here. Instead, she wanted three days’ worth of rations and some of Leon’s Bretonnian wine. They agreed to these terms and the PCs described where they had lost the old woman and Benito, talking about the point where they split up from the knights. They asked Gisela to take them there. She mentioned that Siggi’s hut was near there and perhaps the PCs’ companions had found him. She explained that Siggi was another local trapper, a good man who would have taken them in and looked after them.
 
Heading back, Gisela warned them of the dangers of the Giant Marschwald Trapper Spider. Some were at least ten feet across. Its hunting method involved hiding high up in the canopy and leaping silently onto its prey from above, whereupon it used its venomous bite to paralyse its victims. Oli thought the venom was excessive, given that it was already ten feet across! Gisela gave them a tip should they ever encounter such a creature: they fear fire, so a flaming brand could be a useful weapon.
 
On the way, Oli asked Eponriel why they were lying to Gisela. Eponriel explained it was just out of habit. Perhaps it was a mistake under the circumstances, but they’d started now. Gisela noticed that the PCs seemed unsure of their story. She was suspicious, but kept quiet. 
 
When they arrived back at the pool, Gisela mentioned the hoofprints and suggested they were not alone. Eponriel told her those were from the knights who were following them. Gisela looked baffled and shook her head. Oli then admitted the truth and told her the story of the necromancer in the Marschwald and the Raven Knights’ pursuit. He explained that they weren’t sure whether to tell her this because they didn’t want to scare her. Gisela was silent for a while before deciding they were now being truthful. She was worried about evil wizards hiding in the forest, but agreed to continue helping the PCs. 
 
They asked Gisela if she knew where the old woman might be heading. Were there any old battlegrounds in the Marschwald? Gisela said the only place of note was an old shrine to Taal, which trappers used as a place of worship on special occasions. Dead woodland folk were buried there. The focal point was an old stone monolith, perhaps set there by Druidic Priests in days of yore. The PCs all agreed that would be Maria-Luisa’s destination, but they should find the knights first by following their trail. They didn’t want a face-off with a necromancer without Raven Knight support. Gisela led them, easily tracking the riders.
 
Along the way, Gisela suddenly stopped. The others copied her, staying well back. Gisela slowly and quietly returned to them and instructed them to head off to the left. She pointed out what appeared to be a large mound of mud in a shallow pool up ahead. The PCs were confused until she told them it was a cunningly camouflaged Giant Shadow Beetle, another forest predator. Gratefully, the PCs skirted off to the left as Gisela explained the massive insect’s hunting techniques. It looked like the hoofprints headed directly towards the beetle’s pool. The PCs hoped the knights had passed that way before the creature arrived.
 
Gisela pointed out that their diversion would take them near to Siggi’s hut, and perhaps they could check there to warn the trapper of the unwanted visitors in the forest. Siggi’s hut was similar to Gisela’s, but there was no sign of life. Gisela climbed the ladder to knock on the door, but found it open instead. Siggi was not inside. Meanwhile Heinrich saw a huge rat apparently gnawing on something floating in the marsh. After asking Gisela, Oli shot it with his bow, wounding the creature. It bounded off into the reeds, revealing what it had been feasting on: Siggi, with his throat slit and no hands. Gisela screamed in horror. Oli asked her if Siggi usually had hands, but this reduced her to tears. Pulling herself together, she said the necromancer had to be stopped. Siggi was a good man and the PCs must avenge his death! She could take them to the shrine to Taal, it was only an hour or so away from here. Lucius asked if she had any other friends nearby. Gisela said there was another trapper who lived on the far side of the shrine. She hoped the necromancer had not yet made it there…
 
With Gisela’s guidance, they arrived at the site safely. When they were within 50 yards, Gisela warned them they were near and they stopped to listen and survey the terrain. There was a large, shallow pool covered with a thin mist, from the centre of which rose an island. The Taal menhir was situated on this outcrop. They couldn’t see much from a distance, but Eponriel heard two figures splashing through the water, followed by a cold voice greeting Maria-Luisa. They had to get closer to find out what was going on. 
 
Lucius crept around to the right, asking Gisela to accompany him and point out where she thought the knights might emerge from, based on their previous tracks. Oli went clockwise around the water and readied his bow. Eponriel climbed a tree to get a better view of what took place in the clearing. Heinrich and Leon hid behind the same tree Eponriel was climbing. Everyone was sufficiently silent that the gypsies and necromancer had no idea they were being watched at this point.
 
Lucius walked a little way into the forest, hoping to meet the knights before they arrived on the scene. Oli and Eponriel watched the island. They saw Maria-Luisa, Benito and another man greet each other. Chillingly, Oli recognised the third man from his vivid dream of several days ago. Maria-Luisa called the man Adolf. They watched as she reached into a bag and showed him the severed hands within. She handed the bag over to him and Adolf looked pleased. Maria-Luisa then handed a book over to Adolf, who leafed through it with a grin. Meanwhile, Benito paced around the edge of the island on guard.
 
The PCs waited, watching. Maria-Luisa and Adolf talked in low voices and then appeared to conclude their business. Eponriel descended his tree and everyone else waited to see what would happen next. The three figures on the island packed their things up and looked as if they were going their separate ways. The PCs let them – they weren’t going to risk an attack on a necromancer without the support of the Raven Knights. Luckily, at that moment, the knights burst out of the forest, charging over to the island from the far side of the clearing!
 
Maria-Luisa and Adolf scattered in different directions – Adolf to the right, towards Lucius; Maria-Luisa to the left, towards Oli. Benito charged towards the knight to give the necromancer and witch time to get away. Frank and Reinhardt seemed to have trouble getting up the bank of the island and were unable to get any good hits on Benito. Konrad scored a wounded hit, but seemed more interested in chasing down Adolf Seyss-Inquart and turned off to follow him. Eponriel ran to help out from behind, splashing his way across the pool. Benito stabbed Frank in the shoulder before being disembowelled moments later by Reinhardt. Eponriel arrived seconds too late.
 
Leon had run away when he thought the necromancer was running towards him, but he returned when he realised everyone was engaged and he was fairly safe. He shouted for Gisela, claiming he would protect her. 
 
Lucius charged towards Adolf, hitting him in the side. This was not enough to distract the wizard, who defiantly chanted mystical words and waved his arms around. Somehow, he also managed to avoid Lucius’ subsequent blows and his magic produced a bubbling and churning in the marsh water around Lucius’ feet. Two dead men rose from the bog, each with thick leathery skin, bloated and dripping with slime and swamp water. Before they could shamble into combat, Konrad rode across from the island and sliced off a few of Adolf’s fingers. Lucius took the opportunity to stab the necromancer in the shoulder, killing him instantly. Adolf fell backwards into the marsh, leaving only his foul stench behind him. The two zombies also collapsed into the water, their controller gone.
 
Meanwhile, Oli had taken a shot with his bow at Maria-Luisa, missing wildly. He charged towards her as she waded through the brackish water. He dived at her, but she stepped aside at the last second: she was surprisingly spry. While Oli was getting back up from the water, Maria-Luisa muttered some arcane words, to Oli’s dismay. He arose to find himself surrounded by a thick, confusing mist. He could see nothing, so made his way slowly in the direction he had come from, hoping he would find the bank soon. He heard the old woman splashing around, but couldn’t tell where she was. Those sounds stopped after a short while and when the mist cleared, there was no sign of Maria-Luisa.
 
The PCs regrouped and started searching for Maria-Luisa’s tracks. They even went as far as to check any reeds emerging from the water, in case the old gypsy woman was hiding below the surface, breathing through a grass tube. Their search was to no avail, she had apparently vanished. The Raven Knights headed off into the forest in the direction they’d seen her run, but the Oli scoffed at this idea, thinking there was no way the knights would be able to find her – she could easily have doubled back and gone in any direction. Leon noticed that Gisela had also disappeared during the battle.
 
Lucius pulled Adolf’s body out of the swamp and rifled through the bags and belongings. He found a few severed hands, some spell ingredients and a book, now a little soggy. He couldn’t read, so he put it back in its bag. Eponriel looked at the menhir. It appeared to be made of a plain, dark stone, which had become pitted and scarred over time. There were no inscriptions or sigils in the stone. After a short while, the Raven Knights returned, empty handed. They had been unable to find any sign of Maria-Luisa. The three dragged the bodies onto the island, then threw the books and spell ingredients onto the pile. Reinhardt produced some dry wood from his saddlebags and they set fire to the bodies and items. Lucius asked Konrad what the severed hands were for, and the witch hunter explained they would probably be used to create a deadly spell known as the Hand of Dust. It was safest for them to be destroyed. Leon took a look at the title of the book, smouldering on the pile: ‘De Immortalitate, Morte, et Arcanis Diversis Nehekarae’. He told the others, out of Konrad’s earshot, and they tried to work out what it could mean.
 
The witch hunter thanked them and paid them the remaining 4GCs they were owed for their work. He said they had done a good job here today, in the name of Mórr. They were free to go, and the PCs discussed the possibility of continuing through the Marschwald to the Ballenhof-Steingart road on the far side. But without Gisela’s help, they would be more likely to get lost or stray into danger, so they chose to stay with the knights and travel back to Arget.
 
The journey back out of the Marschwald was uneventful and quiet. None of the PCs had been injured (or at least no more than they were already – Heinrich’s broken arm had almost healed, but not quite), but Frank’s shoulder wound was obviously giving him difficulties in the saddle. He seemed to bear up stoically. The PCs left the knights at Arget, where they saw the gypsy carnival continuing. Lucius wanted to go and collect the 20GCs of blackmail money from Andrea, the burglar among the gypsies, but Oli persuaded everyone to head straight for Ballenhof and stay out of trouble. There was still enough day left to make the short journey to the next village, so they walked off in that direction, ending their association with the gypsies and the caravan of necromancy. But what had happened to Maria-Luisa?
 
***
GM’s notes:
 
The players were glad to finally resolve the mystery of the ninth caravan, although there was no way they would have followed the old woman into the Marschwald without the knights to back them up. Even then, they were too scared to attack the necromancer on their own. They would have been well rewarded (in terms of EPs and a Fate Point) if they’d defeated the bad guys by themselves, but I gave them long enough to decide to attack before bringing in the cavalry. They held back too long – if the knights hadn’t been there, the necromancer would have escaped. I think their early defeats have made them very cautious around combat situations.
 
There was a little disappointment that there wasn’t more mystery to uncover about Maria-Luisa. One player felt there was little they could do but watch the caravan and wait for something to happen. I pointed out their missed opportunity to search the caravan when the old woman left it to perform the ritual in the graveyard. The ninth caravan had become foremost in their minds each session, perhaps it assumed a greater importance than it should have. I think this may have been to do with the way I ran their journey and time with the gypsies. If I had skipped through the days and events faster, then the quick resolution in the Marschwald may not have come as a surprise. But I enjoyed playing the gypsies and giving some colour to the carnival and I don’t think the journey would come across as realistic if played too fast.
 
Overall, I think they forgave me for fudging things a bit so they’d get the chance to deal with Adolf, Maria-Luisa and Benito. I didn’t want to have to nudge them along with the lure of money or complete training, but I wanted to give the scenario a full run-through, which meant not missing out on the end of this plot. There would have been no problem if the characters were brave and noble sorts, but they’re cowardly and self-interested, which is usually more interesting, but can occasionally spoil a plot!
 
Here are the EPs they’ve gained for Grim Pursuits – Act One:
 
· Participating as entertainers in the carnival:          5 (Awarded for generally helping out at the carnival) 

· Avoiding trouble with the gypsies:                        5 (They didn’t make too much of a nuisance of themselves) 

· Successfully spying on the ninth wagon:              5 

· Leading Leonhard to Salvatore:                            5 

· Overhearing the Baron’s message:                      5 

· Paying Patrizia to divine their future:                    10 

· Fending off the bounty hunters:                           5 

· Observing the ninth wagon when Maria-Luisa departs to the graveyard:       5 

· Following Maria Luisa and Benito:                                   5 

· Watching the summoning and hearing the questioning of the ghost:                       10 

· PCs succeed in convincing Salvatore not to expel them from the band:       10 

· PCs successfully spy on the Raven Knights:        5 

· PCs give information to Raven Knights:                5 

· PCs follow Maria-Luisa/Benito into the woods:      5 

· PCs hire Gisela Bader to guide them:                  10 

· PCs deal with Benito:                                         5 

· PCs deal with Adolf Seyss-Inquart:                      25 

· 8 sessions comprising mostly roleplaying with some combat in sessions 3 and 8:   220 

 
TOTAL: 355 EPs each
 
Next, Act Two…
 
Cheers,
Rich
