Playtest Report: 16 June 2009 

Hi Alfred,
 
More from our Grim Pursuits game:
 
27th Sigmarzeit (continued)
 
Horst regained consciousness. He found himself in unfamiliar mountainous terrain, sat propped up against a rock and surrounded by well-armed Dwarfs. One of them had lifted a canteen of water to his lips. He saw his pony, Griff, grazing nearby, but there was no sign of any of his travelling companions.
 
The Dwarf introduced himself as Lannek, captain of a patrol charged with keeping the Dwarf borders free from bandits and other dangers. Horst related what he could remember of the ambush and agreed to lead the Dwarfs to the area in which it had taken place. Lannek said that with the expert trackers among his patrol, the bandits would not be able to escape. Once Horst had recovered enough of his strength, they set off back down the mountain.
 
It wasn’t long before they came to the ambush site. Three bodies lay by the side of the road and Horst identified them as Lucius, Ewald the merchant and a third man who had been one of the attackers. The other men were long gone, along with Ewald’s horse and cart. One of Lannek’s trackers soon found the trail the bandits had taken cross-country, into the mountains. They followed this course as Lannek explained the harsh treatment the outlaws could expect when they were located. A little while later, a Dwarf scouting ahead returned to the main group and notified Lannek that he had spotted a man waiting at the entrance of a narrow fissure, as if guarding the way. Lannek’s group doubled back and took a route up the mountainside, bringing them to a point overlooking the bandit encampment. The fissure led to a wider space, like a roofless cavern, in which the bandits had set up some tarpaulins and tents. They had a fire lit and seemed to be toasting their success with some merriment. Horst also noticed some captives tied up nearby, along with Ewald’s horse and cart.
 
Lannek assessed the situation and announced they would make a direct attack. Horst volunteered his services and Lannek agreed to let him participate. They returned to the lower path and began the assault. The lone bandit guard was easily dispatched by the skilful Dwarfs, without giving him the chance to raise an alarm. The Dwarfs then quickly and quietly made their way down the fissure and emerged into the bandit camp, letting loose a hail of crossbow fire as they did so. The bandits, caught by surprise, stood no chance. As the bandit leader, “Red” Knut, rose to his feet, Horst ran forward and fired his trusty blunderbuss. Knut was riddled with shot and staggered backwards, collapsing into the fire. He thrashed in the embers for a few seconds before lying still.
 
The dwarfs set about untying the captives and tending to their wounds. The bandits had taken six people prisoner, perhaps to sell into slavery, and they were all in various states of injury. Horst was relieved to see that Leon, Stromni and Gustavius were here, but there were also three other travellers they had not seen before.
 
Horst looked around the camp, going through the loot the bandits had accrued, searching for his stolen sword. Much to his relief, he found it. The enchanted weapon had served him well over the past week and he felt much more confident wielding it. The other PCs collected their equipment as the Dwarfs piled the bodies onto the cart. Lannek told them he would take the bodies along with the cart and its contents back into human lands. He advised them to stay here for the night, then leave in the morning, as the Dwarfs would return and dismantle the encampment so no one else would be tempted to use it as a base for banditry. The PCs thanked the Dwarfs as they left.
 
They found the bandits had a reasonable supply of food and cooked an evening meal. The other three travellers introduced themselves as Anna, Erik and Konrad. Anna and Erik were among the guards hired to protect a merchant on his journey through the Black Mountains, but “Red” Knut’s ambush had overwhelmed them, leaving the merchant and two other guards dead. Now they were without an employer and at something of a loose end.
 
The third man was Konrad von Elbringer, a wizard and scholar from Altdorf. He was a portly, blond man in middle age who had been accompanying Anna and Erik’s group to Karak Hirn, travelling with them for safety reasons. He had interesting news for Leon, as he claimed to be an acquaintance of Johannes Krönert, the man who had recently helped the PCs escape from Pfeildorf. While travelling around Sudenland, Konrad had met his old colleague somewhere along the Reik a few weeks ago. Johannes had explained the PCs’ plight and suggested to Konrad that they might be in need of assistance from someone of magical ability, although he himself was unable to help. If Konrad was interested, he should head to Karak Hirn to meet up with the PCs. Being of an adventurous bent, Konrad thought this was a good idea and set off in search of the people matching the descriptions Johannes had given him.
 
(Konrad is Tim’s new character, replacing Lucius who died last session. It was an inconvenient time to recruit new PCs into the party and have existing characters trust them with the secrets they had discovered. Connecting Konrad to Johannes allowed us a bit more continuity, even if it was a little tenuous.)
 
The others agreed to Konrad joining them, and they discussed what information they had, and what they would do when they reached Karak Hirn. Anna and Erik said they would like to accompany the PCs on the journey, and then look for further employment at the Dwarfhold. They organised a watch rota for the night, incorporating all of them, and went to sleep.
 
28th Sigmarzeit
 
The group packed their things and left the encampment before the Dwarfs returned. They made sure to stock up on rations and other provisions for their mountain trek. Stromni had a basic map of the region, whereas Anna and Erik had travelled this way once before, so they felt fairly safe that they wouldn’t get lost. As it turned out, once they rejoined the main pass, it was fairly obvious which way they should go.
 
An hour into the day’s journey, they came across a stoutly built Dwarf fortress high on the mountainside marking the official border of the Dwarf kingdom. A stone wall descended to a tower on the opposite side of a ford. As they crossed the shallow river, two Dwarfs emerged from the tower, aiming crossbows at them. Anna told the others not to be alarmed, as this was standard practice. Upon crossing the ford, the PCs were asked to present themselves to a scribe inside the tower who would issue them with a writ of passage to enter the Dwarf kingdom. The scribe sat with a large book open in front of him, writing on the thin copper sheets in a mix of runes and Reikspiel. He asked everyone in turn their name, place of origin and business, writing their answers in his book. He then copied the same information along with a brief description of each person onto a piece of paper, which he rolled up and handed to Leon. This was the writ of passage they would need to present upon request to any Dwarf officials or patrols they may meet. They were then permitted to continue along their way.
 
After another hour, they arrived at a junction marked with a gibbet containing a corpse. A sign hung around the cadaver’s neck, upon which was written “The price of banditry” in Reikspiel and Khazalid. A large flat stone indicated that the left fork was the Hidden Vale Pass, while the right one led to Icy Wind Pass. The PCs turned right and followed the path downhill, pleased that the going was now a little easier. However, it wasn’t long before the narrow path wound its way back up the side of another mountain.
 
They trekked onwards, meeting no other travellers, until it began to get dark. This came earlier than they had expected, as the sun had dropped behind the mountains. Erik advised they had better stop at the next shelter. The Dwarfs had built three-sided stone constructions at regular intervals along the pass to provide travellers with somewhere to rest. Arrow slits in the back and sides made the building defensible and a wooden beam across the open side had pegs for hanging blankets or tarpaulins across the opening. It was big enough to hold all the PCs and Horst’s pony fairly easily, so they set up camp for the night, and posted guards on watch.
 
29th Sigmarzeit
 
The next day, the PCs crossed the River Hornberg and followed the pass as it ascended once more. By late morning, they spotted a small Dwarf town a little way off the trail. Leon was against stopping at the settlement, instead wanting to press on and make it to Karak Hirn. He changed his mind when Stromni pointed out that they were still several days’ journey away from the Dwarfhold. Anna also mentioned the value of getting some good food and drink and possible information about the road ahead.
 
A sign indicated this town was Khazid Nauk and as they approached they saw it was a farming community, with Humans working the terraced fields and tending goats. The town itself was inside a stone wall and protected further by a watch tower. Leon presented their writ of passage to the Dwarf on the gate and they were allowed inside. Horst stabled his pony and they all headed into the Drunken Giant inn. Inside the large, clean common room were a few travellers and a number of local farmers. They ordered lunch and drinks and Leon asked the Dwarf barman if he knew what the current conditions were on the road to Karak Hirn. The barman recommended they speak to either of the two groups in the inn who had recently come from that direction, pointing them out to Leon.
 
Horst was interested in why the inn was called the Drunken Giant and asked the barman. When he found out that giants were occasionally spotted in the area, Horst became very interested and asked more questions. He asked when was the last time a giant came to town and wondered how much ale it would take to get a giant drunk. The barman was less keen on the idea of a giant turning up and tried to tell Horst the grim reality of dealing with such a creature, but Horst was lost in reverie. 
 
Leon went over to a well-dressed man with some bored-looking men-at-arms sat nearby. He was a minor noble from the Wissenburg area, and he seemed to be in no hurry to leave Khazid Nauk. He had been enjoying the drink and hospitality of the Drunken Giant inn and was reluctant to move on so soon. He had little current information about the road ahead, since he had been in town for a few days already.
 
Meanwhile, Gustavius went to talk to a pedlar called Hals who was transporting tools and provisions along the road. He was a friendly and knowledgeable man and they exchanged information about their respective roads travelled. Hals said the way was clear, but that there were rumours of a troll marauding somewhere in the nearby mountains. There might also be some crazed Trollslayers hunting the beast, which the PCs should be wary of. Overhearing this news, Horst was excited at the prospect of seeing a troll and came over for more information. One of Hals’ guards, Grannek, a grizzled Dwarf veteran, advised that the best tactic was to avoid the troll entirely. If that wasn’t possible, the PCs should remember to use fire against the creature, to prevent it from healing itself, and to avoid its acidic bile. Grannek went on to warn them against striking the troll in its stomach, since wounds in that area can result in strong acids being sprayed over anyone in combat with it. Distracted by his own thoughts of troll slaying, Horst was only half listening and was sure Grannek had said “strike the troll in its stomach”. He thanked the Dwarf for the sound advice and made a mental note of the correct combat manoeuvres. Grannek wished them good hunting.
 
After lunch, they continued on their way through the dull, rocky landscape, slogging uphill against cold, biting winds. The wind signalled the arrival of evening rainclouds, thunder and lightning. The PCs hurried on to find the next Dwarf-built shelter to take refuge in.
 
30th - 32nd Sigmarzeit
 
Their journey was much the same for the next three days. They encountered few other travellers on the road, and no real dangers. Every evening brought more heavy rain and thunderstorms and the PCs learnt to find shelter as soon as the skies darkened.
 
On the evening of the 32nd Sigmarzeit, the storms arrived earlier than expected. The PCs opted to push on to the next shelter, a few miles away, rather than searching for a cave or overhanging rocks to shelter under. They all got soaked and Gustavius, Konrad and Erik came down with bad colds as a result. Drying out their clothes in the shelter, they continued their usual watch rota.
 
Darkness fell and Gustavius and Erik were on watch. They could hear heavy rain outside the shelter, punctuated by rumbling thunder and the occasional lightning strike. They had lit a fire at the edge of the shelter to provide some light and Gustavius had partially opened the tarpaulin cover at the front of the building to let the smoke escape. Looking at a puddle at the edge of the shelter, he noticed something unusual: there were occasional ripples in the water, as though something heavy was hitting the ground. He pulled the tarpaulin back and looked outside. It was pitch black outside, but thanks to a flash of lightning he caught a brief glimpse of a hulking, brutish creature lumbering towards him, carrying a massive club. The troll had found them!
 
Erik and Gustavius shouted alarms and woke the others. Everyone grabbed their weapons as the beast approached. Unfortunately, as it stomped into view, it was so terrifying that half the group could do nothing but cower in fear. Erik, Horst and Stromni remained resolute enough to fight the creature. Horst wished he could use his blunderbuss here, but it was still rather damp from the rain earlier in the day and would need more time to dry out. So he charged in wielding the Sword of St. Oswic, nicking the troll in its leg. Erik managed to wound it in one of its arms while Stromni missed altogether. The troll swung its huge club high over its head and brought it crashing down. The stupid beast hadn’t realised there was a roof between it and its prey and the club connected violently with the top of the building (Fumbled WS roll). It stood confused for a few seconds, which gave its three opponents time to react.
 
Horst, misremembering Grannek’s advice on fighting trolls, repeatedly aimed for its stomach, but fortunately for the PCs he was unable to land a hit. Erik was similarly unsuccessful, which left it to Stromni to swing his axe upwards into the trolls face as it peered down at them. His blow struck with such force that it almost sliced the creature’s head in two. It slumped over dead, much to Stromni’s surprise. They had defeated it, but the PCs knew from legends and folklore that trolls can regrow damaged body parts, so they hurriedly went about chopping it up into smaller pieces and burning them.
 
This task took several minutes and as they were completing it, two short figures appeared in the distance, silhouetted by lightning. The PCs couldn’t make out any details, but whatever they were, the figures were stomping loudly towards the shelter…
 
***
I took your advice and allowed the players to retrieve all their equipment, including the magic Sword of Sts. Oswic. I think they were glad to salvage something from the encounter, and to see the bandits get their comeuppance.
 
Konrad is Tim’s new character and the first magic user PC in the campaign. It will be interesting to see how much this helps them. He is the youngest son of a minor noble, from rural Altdorf, apprenticed off to a wizard from an early age and never expected to inherit anything worthwhile. Rather bitter about this, he preferred to take to the road and see the world. Based on Tim’s rolls for Konrad’s appearance, we decided the character looked somewhat like actor Philip Seymour Hoffman.
 
To make Konrad’s capture and rescue more realistic, I added in a couple of mercenaries, Erik and Anna. They could also serve to soak up damage if necessary, improving the group’s chances in a fight. I don’t think they’ll remain with the group beyond Karak Hirn, unless the PCs decide to hire them, which they might do if they decide they trust the pair and can afford the wages. In the end, they had a bit of luck against the troll: me rolling 66 for its first attack. It was a bad enough fumble for it to lose all its other attacks, which was just the opportunity the PCs needed to finish the monster off. 
 
I think the players are quite enjoying having their characters travel into occupied Dwarf lands, which is a bit different and something that hasn’t really been written about in WFRP adventures so far. They’re looking forward to finding out what a real working Dwarfhold is like. (They have played through the Doomstones campaign, but all the Dwarfholds there are ruined and disused.)
 
Cheers,
Rich
