Playtest Report: 3 June 2009 

Alfred,
 
I’ve been away on holiday in Finland and also having fun at TimCon, so I didn’t get the chance to write until now. Here’s what happened in the fateful session that almost ended up with a total party kill:
 
24th Sigmarzeit
 
The PCs spent a quiet night at the Gallant Knight inn in Hornfurt. They tried to subtly ascertain whether they were still being followed this far from Pfeildorf by asking the bar staff about any regional trouble. Arnold, the barkeep mentioned that something strange must be going on, as lots of bounty hunters had been seen in Hornfurt over the past few weeks. However, he told them many of them had now left, which was a relief to the PCs. They relaxed a little, but unfortunately failed to spot the man in the bar watching them.
 
This was Reinwald Durben, a member of the Order of the Sacred Hammer, and he left the inn after positively identifying Leon and Lucius. Reinwald returned to meet his accomplice and inform him that their targets had been sighted. Together, they headed south to set up an ambush for the unwary PCs. They didn’t know who the other three characters travelling with Leon and Lucius were, since those three weren’t in Pfeildorf for the events that took place there. However, they assumed guilt by association; these three new heretics would have to be destroyed as well.
 
25th Sigmarzeit
 
Leaving Hornfurt, the PCs walked south, along the east bank of the river Hornberg. It was a pleasant day and there were a few other travellers on the road and river. After lunch, they crossed the remote Ichen Brook, and their peaceful journey was rudely disturbed by a pair of arrows flying through the air towards them. The PCs ran towards whatever cover they could find – a few scrubby bushes on the far side of the ford.  Horst, riding on his trusty pony Griff, bravely galloped towards the hidden assailants. The bowmen were hidden behind rocks at the top of a slope, giving them the advantage of higher ground. They continued firing at Horst in the hopes of knocking him off his mount, but their shots were wild. 
 
An arrow had struck Stromni in the shoulder as he fled for cover. He hid behind his shield as best he could while scrabbling for his crossbow. Gustavius also readied his bow upon reaching the bushes. Lucius, seeing that Horst’s charge had drawn away some of the bowfire, drew his sword and weaved his way up the hill towards the ambushers. Meanwhile, Leon, with no missile weapons and an intense devotion to self-preservation, kept on running.
 
Horst was an expert rider and steered Griff to and fro making it harder for the bowmen to hit him. He pulled his trusty blunderbuss from its straps on his back and removed its waterproof cover. Rounding the crest of the hill, he fired at the two men, resulting in a deafening bang and a thick cloud of black smoke. He leapt off Griff and drew his sword while the smoke cleared. Lucius was not far behind. When they could both see again, they noticed one ambusher lying prone on the ground, while the other had his sword out ready to engage the PCs. He had a bleeding gash across his face from the pellets Horst had fired. Between them, Horst and Lucius easily bested the wounded man, but he fought fanatically, giving no quarter. Horst had to stun him to give Lucius the opportunity to tie him up for questioning. The other ambusher had died from his gunshot wounds.
 
Since the bowfire had stopped, Stromni, Gustavius and Leon had tentatively made their way up the hill to see what was going on. Lucius was questioning a tied-up attacker, while Horst was calming down his startled pony. Griff was not really trained for combat, but was somewhat used to the loud noises Horst’s blunderbuss made. Their captive was saying little – he claimed not to fear death because he knew that Sigmar would welcome him. He was also convinced that the PCs would not succeed on their journey. Stripping him of his equipment, Lucius spotted a tattoo on his shoulder of a hammer on an ascending twin-tailed comet - a recurring symbol they now associated with the Order of the Sacred Hammer.
 
After getting all they could from the man, which they felt was next to nothing, Leon  slit his throat messily with his scalpel. They dragged the two bodies into a copse of trees away from the river and left them there. Leon performed a little battlefield surgery on the wounded before they continued their journey. Leon and Lucius were concerned that they still hadn’t escaped their enemies, even this far from Pfeildorf. For their part, Horst, Gustavius and Stromni were worried about what they had got themselves involved with.
 
The ambush had delayed them and they arrived at Kroppenleben as it was getting dark. The first they saw of the village was a tall stockade, giving the impression of a last outpost of civilisation before the wilderness. They could see the Black Mountains towering in the distance beyond.
 
The gate guard inspected them before allowing them inside. They then had to provide their names and business to a scribe, who recorded the information in his ledger. The guard advised them that carrying weapons inside the village was permitted, but they were not to be used except in defence of the village. Looking around the settlement, the PCs saw it was a fairly busy and raucous place. As a frontier village, it attracted scouts, trappers, traders, men-at-arms looking for employment and the like. Being so close to the Dwarf realms, there were a fair number of Dwarfs around too.
 
The PCs booked themselves into the large inn at the centre of Kroppenleben, the Hart and the Fox. Lucius commented that there were a lot of inns named after foxes in this part of the world. Horst stabled Griff while the others went inside. The large common room was busy with patrons eating, drinking, relating news and gossip and conducting business deals. Musicians were playing in one corner and the other side of the room was given over to small booths for private meetings. The PCs ordered food and drink and found themselves a table. They discussed the journey ahead and thought it sensible to see if they could accompany other travellers to Karak Hirn, ideally getting paid for doing so. They might as well make some money along the way.
 
As luck would have it, there was a trader looking for guards to travel with him to the Dwarf Hold. He was a podgy, middle-aged man with glasses and Leon dealt with the negotiations. The man introduced himself as Ewald Salm, saying he had a cartload of woollen clothing to transport to Karak Hirn. Unfortunately, Ewald explained, he had recently lost quite a bit of money at cards, so he didn’t have very much to pay the PCs for their services. He could offer 8 shillings a day each and rations to feed them along the way. The PCs were a bit disgruntled at the low rate of pay, but since they were travelling that way anyway, they accepted. Ewald said he was looking for six guards, but there were only five in the PCs’ group. To make up the numbers, he would also hire Berthold Röhm, a mercenary he had spoken to earlier that evening about the work. The players were instantly suspicious that this sixth man was being forced upon their group for nefarious purposes, but their characters accepted the arrangement without complaint.
 
26th Sigmarzeit
 
The day’s journey through the foothills of the Black Mountains was quiet but hard-going. Gustavius tried to jump in the back of Ewald’s cart, but there wasn’t much room and Ewald complained that he was paying them as guards, not layabouts! Other than that incident, Ewald seemed a nice enough fellow, unlike Berthold. He was a grumpy, humourless man who was uninterested in conversing with the PCs. He said he was just there for the money and kept himself to himself.
 
At the end of the day, they arrived at the fortified Inn of the Mountain Panther, their last stop before entering the Black Mountains proper. Ewald asked them not to overindulge themselves, since they had a hard day’s travel tomorrow. The inn complex included stables and a brothel, and Berthold headed for the latter building after buying ale from the bar. (He was actually meeting his bandit accomplice to plan an ambush for tomorrow, but the PCs remained unaware of this. They didn’t spot any of the clues that something might be afoot – although they still had out-of-character suspicions about his intentions.)
 
The inn was much more expensive than others they’d visited, presumably because provisions had to be imported from a distance. Horst, Gustavius and Leon took the opportunity to visit the brothel. Apparently six girls and one lad worked there, but all the girls were currently engaged upon the PCs arrival. Madame Theda, who ran the place, asked them to wait in the reception room, where a couple of burly Tilean bodyguards watched over them menacingly. While waiting, young Horst decided he didn’t like the idea of spending time with a girl who had so recently been with another man, so he returned to the inn. Gustavius and Leon laughed at him, asking what did he expect? Stromni and Lucius remained in the inn with Ewald. As a dwarf, the brothel was of no interest to Stromni, while Lucius did not want to cheat on his wife, even though she was currently many miles away.
 
27th Sigmarzeit
 
Ewald woke the PCs and Berthold early in the morning so they could get started on their trek into the mountains. The going was slow, and all uphill. Ewald drove the cart, with Horst riding in front. Stromni and Lucius walked alongside the cart on the left, Gustavius and Leon were to the right, leaving Berthold to bring up the rear. This was an ideal position for the bandit to attack from when the ambush was sprung. In the afternoon, the group began to ascend a winding track up the side of a mountain, as storm clouds gathered in the distance. High above the river Hornberg, in the middle of five switchbacks, the bandit ambush began.
 
A flurry of arrows rained down upon the group, hitting Stromni, Leon and Berthold (his colleagues weren’t too particular about aiming well!). Horst spurred his horse onwards to meet the attackers, with Lucius following his lead by scrambling up the slope, hugging the mountain to take advantage of what little cover it offered. Leon, Gustavius and Stromni ducked behind the cart to ready their missile weapons, while Ewald drove the cart onwards. He was trying to get to the next hairpin bend, rather than stay sat directly beneath the bandits. Berthold drew his sword and took a swing at Leon, but the wound from the stray arrow was causing him problems and he missed wildly. Now Leon knew Berthold was a traitor, but none of the others had seen this attack. Gustavius and Stromni had their bow and crossbow out by now and Leon shouted for them to shoot Berthold. At this, Berthold fled back down the road to find cover of his own, and to make it easier for the bandits above to continue their missile onslaught. The PCs with missile weapons used them against the bandits hiding behind rocks above them.
 
Horst charged into combat, firing his blunderbuss as he approached (Trick Riding is a useful skill for him to have). This time, the weapon was not quite as effective. Three of the five bandits were injured slightly by the blast, but all readied their swords to meet his charge. Two other bandits continued firing their bows at the cowering targets below. The bowfire was quite effective, causing minor wounds to Leon and Gustavius and with one lucky shot almost skewering Stromni. He fell unconscious down the scree slope behind him (losing a Fate Point in the process). Leon picked up the Dwarf’s crossbow and tried a few shots, but with his poor eyesight, he was not very helpful.
 
Up above, Horst was engaged in a bitter struggle with the bandit leader, a fearsome looking man with flame-red hair and a ruddy complexion (“Red” Knut). Things were looking bad as Horst was outnumbered and missile support from his friends was almost non-existent. Lucius arrived to even the odds somewhat, and their fortunes improved when Horst managed to gouge out “Red” Knut’s right eye from his position in the saddle. It was to no avail, as soon after one of the bandits stabbed Lucius fatally in the stomach, disembowelling him at the side of the road. (Lucius had no more Fate Points left to spend, so we said goodbye to another PC.) The bandits then outmanoeuvred a shocked Horst, disarming him of the enchanted sword he wielded and striking a stunning blow to his head. He lost a Fate Point and his pony galloped off up the road, taking him out of the combat.
 
“Red” Knut rose from the ground clutching his face and trying to staunch the blood from his ruined eye. He gave the order to kill the rest of the group. Leon and Gustavius, seeing what had happened to their friends, both decided to flee. They thought they had no chance on foot, so they cut the reins of Ewald’s horse, despite his protestations. Gustavius pushed Leon out of the way and jumped on the horse, spurring it on back down the hill. Ewald couldn’t believe this treachery! He swore at both of them, cursing them for their cowardice. Leon thought his only chance of escape was on Ewald’s horse, so he picked up Stromni’s crossbow and shot at the fleeing Gustavius. The bolt struck the horse, slowing it and allowing Leon to catch up and jump onto its back. The now wounded horse struggled down the hill, but Berthold was waiting for them. He slashed at Leon as they passed, which would have been another killing blow if not for another Fate Point being spent.
 
Meanwhile, the bandits had descended and caught up with Ewald. The trader put up a brave fight, killing one of his assailants before falling himself. Before he died, he rued hiring these cowards and traitors as his men-at-arms. Gustavius tried to spur the horse on faster, but it was overloaded and injured. It collapsed a little way down the road, allowing Berthold the chance to catch up. Being slow on his feet and unable to escape, Gustavius fired a couple of shots from his bow, but Berthold bore down upon him nonetheless and knocked him out cold. (Another Fate Point to avoid death.)
 
So the fight ended with one PC dead along with their employer, four Fate Points lost, and their equipment robbed by bandits. We closed the session there, with the players wondering where to go from here, and why the ambushes in this adventure had to be so effective!
 
***
 
The ambush at Ichen Brook could have gone a lot worse for them – they only sustained minor injuries and managed to dispatch the two enemies fairly easily. I think the players were a little annoyed with another ambush so soon after that one, especially when the attackers used similar tactics of high ground and missile fire. The second time, things went pretty badly. They felt that their attackers were too strong (with their 2 Attacks, Dodge Blow and Strike Mighty Blow), but realised that having two non-combatants among their number didn’t help their chances either.
 
They were also annoyed with Berthold joining them, believing him to be an obvious traitor. They thought Ewald wanting six guards was a spurious reason to bring in the treacherous NPC. I explained that the text of the adventure has Berthold hired to make the numbers up to six, and it just so happened that there were five PCs. If there had been six PCs, there would have been no need for Berthold to join them. On the other hand, if there had been six PCs, they’d have been better placed to handle the bandits, so perhaps being fewer in number they did not deserve the added danger of having a traitor in their midst.
 
I think they were unlucky to miss the clues that pointed to Berthold’s true intentions. Of course, as players they were very suspicious of him (“Why has the GM forced this NPC upon us?!”), but they roleplayed well so their characters had no idea what he was going to do. In hindsight, I would have made the telltale signs at the Inn of the Mountain Panther a little more obvious. None of the players stated they were specifically watching Berthold for suspicious behaviour, because they felt they had no reason to do so (other than general paranoia, I suppose), so they missed him contacting his accomplice in the inn and the brothel.
 
Next time, the introduction of a new PC and the problem of retrieving their stolen equipment, including the important enchanted Sword of St. Oswic.
 
Cheers,
Rich
