Playtest Report: 26 June 2009 

Hi Alfred,
 
Yet more from our Grim Pursuits game:
 
32nd Sigmarzeit
 
It was the middle of the night, in a ferocious thunderstorm and the PCs had just defeated a marauding troll. They were about to return to their shelter when two shapes stomped through the rain towards them.
 
As the short figures approached the dim firelight, it became clear they were Dwarfs. The PCs relaxed a little, until they saw that these two were shirtless and heavily scarred, carrying massive two-handed axes and with dyed hair spiked up into points: Trollslayers. The two Dwarfs looked at the pieces of burnt, dismembered troll on the ground and roared in anger. “How dare you cheat us of the opportunity to fight a troll!” one of them yelled. “We’ve been hunting this thing for days, after that Orc warband proved little match for us.” They were furious.
 
Stromni apologised, explaining that it wasn’t a very dangerous troll, being fairly easy to defeat even for a group such as themselves. He tried to convince the trollslayers that it wouldn’t have made a worthy opponent, but between him and Leon talking over each other, the Dwarfs got angrier. They began shouting abuse at the PCs, and their temperament wasn’t improved by Horst asking them why they both had their hair dyed and spiked in such a strange fashion. One of the Dwarfs readied his axe as if to attack, but some fast-talking from Stromni persuaded the other trollslayer to intervene. “Leave it, Randel, it’s not worth it” the first trollslayer said. Randel vented his frustration on a tree trunk instead.
 
Leon told the Dwarfs that there were rumours of more trolls in the mountains, and said they’d spotted a cave a few miles down the road that looked like the ideal spot for a troll lair. Perhaps the trollslayers should look there? Grumpily, the two marched off in that direction, muttering under their breath about the interfering manlings. They must have found something of interest because they did not return to bother the PCs again.
 
33rd Sigmarzeit
 
The PCs continued along the hard-packed path that formed Icy Wind Pass. Around midday they came to an intersection high in the mountains. A stone marker indicated that this was Blackwood Pass, leading back into the southern Empire. The other side of the stone showed Karak Hirn as being only ten miles further on. Ahead of them, in the distance, they saw a small, heavily-laden caravan making its way towards the Dwarfhold. They soon caught up with it, but found that the Dwarfs driving and guarding it were not interested in stopping for a chat. The guards levelled their crossbows at the PCs as they approached, suspecting this strange-looking group to be bandits. Stromni and Leon tried to be friendly and reassure the Dwarfs that they meant no trouble. Horst was offended at having a crossbow pointed at him and drew his blunderbuss in retaliation. This only served to attract more crossbows in his direction. The wagon’s driver firmly asked Horst to put his weapon away and leave them be, explaining they had been ambushed twice already and were taking no chances. Since they were travelling the same way, the best Stromni could negotiate was for the caravan to let them pass. The wary Dwarfs kept a careful eye on the PCs as they overtook and continued on their way.
 
Stromni spotted two watchtowers on a flat-topped mountain in the distance and it wasn’t long before they realised they were approaching Karak Hirn. Icy Wind Pass ended at two huge pillars with a long bridge spanning a deep gorge beyond. This was Dradrin Zorn, the Quarter Mile Bridge. A cold wind rushed towards them as they stood on the exposed mountainside, admiring the engineering skill that had gone into the bridge. It was made of stone, wide enough for two wagons to pass each other and with thick 12 foot high walls on either side. Gustavius pointed out the arrow slits in the walls which suggested they contained passageways from which Dwarf guards could fire crossbows in the event of an attack. Stromni took a closer look and determined that part of the bridge looked like it could be hinged downwards, probably to tip invaders into the ravine below. He was unable to identify the mechanism for operating this trap.
 
They made their way across the bridge, glad that its walls provided some shelter from the buffeting wind. Ahead of them, they saw four Dwarf sentries conducting an inspection of a cart wishing to enter the Dwarfhold. Beyond that, there were two massive bronze and iron doors, standing open. The PCs could hear the sounds of Karak Hirn’s Merchant Halls drifting out of the huge doorway. They waited their turn in the queue.
 
Once the cart had passed into the Dwarfhold, the sentries turned their attention towards the PCs. The Dwarfs were very thorough in their questioning, asking each person in turn their name, place of birth, occupation, reason for visiting Karak Hirn and the names and deeds of any notable ancestors. Konrad stepped forward first, showing the sentries the writ of passage they had received upon entering Dwarf lands. He answered their questions truthfully, explaining he was a scholar from Altdorf and presenting his wizards’ licence. He mentioned his father, nobleman Heinrich von Elbringer, and one of the Dwarfs duly made note of the information. When asked his reasons for travelling to the Dwarfhold, he replied that he was studying the history of the cult of Sigmar, and that monks from the Abbey at Eppiswald had recommended he come to Karak Hirn to further his research. This part wasn’t quite true: Konrad had never been to Eppiswald, and was relying on the information Leon had given him to support his story.
 
Leon introduced himself as Doctor Leon Desaille, a physician from Gisoreux, Bretonnia. He was at the Dwarfhold for the same reasons as Konrad, a study of Sigmarite history. In terms of notable predecessors, he admitted that his father, Jacques, was a simple boatman, but went on to tell some tall tales about his more distant relatives. For example, how his great-great-grandfather Louis had slain five-hundred Orcs at the Battle of Baguette. This was all nonsense, but the Dwarf scribe wrote down what he was told.
 
Erik and Anna, the two mercenaries who had accompanied the PCs along Icy Wind Pass, answered the Dwarfs’ questions but explained that they would be looking for more work guarding merchant caravans, and would likely not be staying in the hold for long.
 
Stromni spent a long time regaling the sentries with details of his ancestors’ achievements, including their contribution towards various feats of engineering in Middenheim. He explained that he was an engineer, as his father, Grori, had been before him, although he was currently pursuing an interest in archaeology. It was for this reason that he was in the region and travelling with the other PCs whose aims were similar to his.
 
Gustavius claimed to be Stromni’s assistant from Altdorf. His father had been a woodsman and he didn’t know of any members of his family who had done anything remarkable or remotely interesting. He tried to come across as a dull and boring character, thereby hoping the Dwarfs would consider him unlikely to be a troublemaker and grant him access to Karak Hirn.
 
When it was Horst’s turn to answer the sentries’ questions, he eagerly did so. He gave his name as Horst van Reikhardt, from Marienburg (the Dwarfs didn’t notice that he didn’t have any trace of an accent). When asked his occupation, he replied “adventurer”! A sentry wrote it down, with obvious disapproval. Horst said his father had been Herzog, a night soil collector. When asked to speak of any of his ancestors’ distinguished deeds, Horst thought about the question for a minute. Then he declared that his grandfather had once punched a Graf and had become the talk of the town for several months. Of course, he lost both his hands as punishment, but nonetheless it was a notable achievement.
 
The sentries discussed Horst’s responses among themselves, clearly unimpressed. They continued by asking him why he had come to the Dwarfhold, and Horst said he was employed to guard Doctor Desaille. Leon spoke in his favour, in the hope that this would sway the Dwarfs’ decision to let Horst in. After some deliberation amongst themselves, the Dwarfs said that all the PCs could pass into the Merchant Halls of the Dwarfholds, provided they submit to a search of their persons. They all agreed, having nothing to hide, except perhaps the heretical Ordo Scriptoris ring, which Leon had well-concealed about him. The Dwarfs conducted their search quickly and courteously and afterwards were content to let the PCs in. They advised the visitors to find lodgings immediately so they could store their bows, shields and larger weapons, as these items were not allowed to be carried or used in the hold.
 
Leon asked where they could find the Black Crevasse tavern, and one of the sentries provided directions. He said they could find rooms there, but might prefer Gunna’s Boarding House for a longer stay. Leon thanked the Dwarf and the PCs headed into the Merchant Halls. 
 
The large double doors opened into a huge cavern, 80 feet wide, 600 feet long and with a vaulted ceiling 40 feet above the floor. The granite pillars supporting the roof were carved with scenes of mountain life, featuring Dwarf and Human figures. It wasn’t as dark inside as they had expected, as there were several angled shafts cut into the cavern by the ceiling and near the entrance which allowed light from outside to illuminate the interior. Quartz mirrors bounced the light around the halls to further brighten the cavern.
 
The Merchant Halls were busy and noisy with people from across the Old World conducting business in all the languages the PCs’ recognised and many more they didn’t. There were many Dwarfs and Humans, but they didn’t see any Elves. A few Halflings were spotted, including a young Halfling boy running down the street away from them. The Human PCs weren’t sure what to expect of a Dwarfhold, but they were suitably impressed. Rather than being divided into smaller chambers carved out of the rock as they had expected, buildings within the hall were arranged in much the same way as any Imperial city. They were stone-built, four-walled structures separated by streets. Most buildings had a flat roof which was put to good use by the occupants for storage or additional living space.
 
Upon entering the hold, Erik and Anna said their goodbyes and wished the PCs good luck for the future. They were going to book themselves into an inn and begin looking for employment. The five PCs headed for the nearby stables and caravanserai to see if Horst’s pony could be safely looked after during their stay in the hold. The area was guarded by a number of veteran Dwarfs, but the animals were being tended by Humans. Horst made arrangements for one night’s stabling initially, not sure how long they’d be spending in Karak Hirn. They then made their way to the Black Crevasse tavern, following the directions they’d been given.
 
The tavern wasn’t too busy and Leon went up to the bar to order drinks. The man behind the bar was a Human – there were a lot more Humans living and working in the Dwarfhold than the PCs had expected. After ordering drinks, Leon whispered that Gustavus of Saint Ewald had sent them to meet Brother Barthelm. The barman looked puzzled and asked Leon to repeat what he had just said. Leon did so, but it didn’t help the barman. He gave a quizzical look, saying he didn’t know either of the people Leon was talking about. Was Leon sure he was in the right place? Leon groaned, and then thought of asking whether this man was the barkeep. Frederick (for that was his name) replied that he wasn’t, he was just looking after the bar while Bartek the barkeep was away. Bartek was expected back within the hour.
 
Leon turned to tell the others they should wait or return in an hour, when he noticed they had intercepted a woman walking towards him. To his surprise, he recognised her as Karelia Meitner, the Verenan investigator who had helped them in Pfeildorf. He hadn’t seen her since they’d fled the town and he wondered how she’d managed to find him here. “Good to see you again,” Leon said, happy to find someone he recognised who apparently wasn’t trying to kill him. “I’m glad you made it,” replied Karelia, “can I speak to you in private?” Leon agreed and introduced Karelia to the others. Karelia asked what had happened to Oli, Lucius, Heinrich and Eponriel since Pfeildorf. Leon said it was a long story and he would explain when they were somewhere less public. Karelia suggested the Inn of the Mountain Traveller, which had private booths in the common room. Leon had just bought drinks for everyone, so they drank them as quickly as they could before leaving the Black Crevasse. Meanwhile, Karelia told them how she was beginning to despair of them making it to Karak Hirn and was thinking of leaving within the week if they hadn’t arrived.
 
Karelia led them to the other inn, where she picked a suitable booth and ushered them in. It had a wooden door for added privacy and Karelia closed this once they had been served food and drink. She then produced a silver medallion from beneath her mail shirt. Its design was that of a torch superimposed over a book, and she told the PCs this meant she was a member of the Officium Arbitrorum, the internal investigative body within the cult of Sigmar. There were a few worried looks among the PCs, who wondered what the implications of this revelation were. Did this mean Karelia considered them heretics and murderers too?
 
Karelia relieved the tension by explaining further. She apologised for having pretended to be a Verenan working for the PCs’ erstwhile employer, Aldebrand Mössbauer. This was a lie used to further her investigation. She also clarified that she did not think the PCs were guilty of the crimes they had been accused of and in fact would like to offer them employment within the Church of Sigmar as her agents. The PCs wanted to know more about her involvement, so she explained.
 
She told them more about the Officium Arbitrorum. While the Inquisition deals with heresy, demonology and Chaos-worshippers, the Officium Arbitrorum is more concerned with internal policing, investigating crimes within the Church. Aldebrand Mössbauer’s attempts to locate Professor Lessing caught the attention of the Officium Arbitrorum and Karelia was assigned to follow Aldebrand and report on his progress. Arriving in Pfeildorf, Karelia was invited to meet His Eminence, the Sigmarite Lector of Sudenland, a meeting which never transpired. Karelia realised this meeting was a ruse designed to stop her from following Aldebrand as he left the town, but by that point she was too late. She realised someone was aware of her involvement, so went to great lengths to disguise her travels down the Söll in pursuit of Aldebrand.
 
Karelia admitted to deceiving the PCs in Meissen, when she first met them, in order to learn what she could of Aldebrand’s investigation. When they parted company in Pfeildorf, she believed the PCs’ involvement in this matter would soon come to an end, but realised she was wrong in thinking this when she happened across them being followed by two assassins. Now appreciating that the PCs were more involved than she had previously thought, she could not let the killers complete their task, so intervened to help the PCs.
 
After she and the PCs went their separate ways once more, the next she heard of them was when they were declared to be murderers guilty of killing the Sigmarite Father Feodor. Using her position within the Church of Sigmar, she managed to view the priest’s body, despite the Church’s decree that his corpse was not to be seen except for high ranking members of the Mourners’ Guild. The Cult of Mórr agreed to keep her visit a secret. Karelia could easily tell that Father Feodor had been murdered by foul sorcery and she was quite convinced that the PCs could have had nothing to do with it, despite the appearance of wanted posters bearing their names. In fact, she thought the move to pin the crime on the PCs was so quick as to raise suspicion.
 
She went on to explain how she had continued her investigation in Pfeildorf for another couple of weeks and reached a number of dead ends. Her conclusion was that any connection between the Church of Sigmar in Pfeildorf and the group behind the killings had been severed. She decided to follow up on Professor Lessing’s lead to Karak Hirn in the hope that the PCs would also be heading there. Leon asked her why she was so sure she would be able to meet up with them here, when they had considered Lessing’s lead to Übersreik a possibility too. Karelia answered that Übersreik seemed to be a vague lead, whereas the Professor had remarked that his “sojourn to Karak Hirn proved… illuminating” and that he had learned more about the Order of the Sacred Hammer there. She assumed the PCs would think the same and head to the Dwarfhold, and it was lucky that they did.
 
After telling her half of the story, Karelia was very interested to hear what Leon had been up to since they last met, and what happened to the others from Pfeildorf. Leon told her all about their escape from the town and their travels with the gypsy caravan and Johannes Krönert. Karelia didn’t know this man and asked for more information on him, and whether the PCs felt they could trust him. Leon said he felt they could – he had plenty of opportunities to betray them, but never did. He glossed over the details of the fight against the Sigmarite witch hunter, telling Karelia that’s where Oli and Heinrich died and Eponriel was left seriously injured. He told her all about the ambushes by madmen who seemed to belong to the Order of the Sacred Hammer, and by bandits who killed Lucius.
 
Karelia was sympathetic, but also interested in who else they had shared their secrets with. Leon mentioned Erik and Anna, saying they were still somewhere in Karak Hirn. After this, Karelia put forward her terms of employment. She would like to hire them to help her investigate and would pay for their lodging and dinner while in the Dwarfhold. Once they left Karak Hirn, she would pay 1GC per day. She also offered an advance retainer of 10 GCs. The PCs were quite happy to accept these terms, since they would likely be conducting investigations anyway, so they might as well get paid for doing so. Karelia also pointed out the advantages of working for the Church of Sigmar: they would be able to clear their names from any involvement in Father Feodor’s murder or other minor misdemeanours.
 
Karelia produced a contract for the PCs to sign, which they read carefully and then agreed to. It read:
 
“We, the undersigned, have agreed to the terms presented by Arbitrator Meitner, Officium Arbitrorum of the Church of Sigmar.
 
We have agreed to become agents of the Church under Arbitrator Meitner’s supervision until she releases us from her service or we resign the commission.  The terms of our service are as follows:
 
•           Accommodations and dinner for the duration of our stay in Karak Hirn.
•           Lodging and dinner whenever such is available when travelling.
•           1GC each for each day’s effort upon our departure from the Dwarfhold.
•           All information and evidence gathered from our investigations will be fully disclosed to Arbitrator Meitner.
 
We acknowledge that we have received an advance of 10 GCs each from Arbitrator Meitner as a retainer and can expect to collect any balance of the earned commissions whenever the Arbitrator chooses.
 
Finally, we acknowledge that we have sworn an oath to put forward our best effort on behalf of Arbitrator Meitner and the Church of Sigmar.”
 
She also provided them with a warrant to assist them in any difficult situations that might require it. She did point out that possession of the warrant could be dangerous in the case that enemies of the Church of Sigmar discovered the PCs carried it. The warrant read:
 
“This warrant declares that those whose names appear below have been authorised by the Officium Arbitrorum attached to the Church of Sigmar in Nuln to act as our agents in the investigation of the parties responsible for the death of Father Feodor and other crimes committed against the Church and the servants of Sigmar.
 
 We, the undersigned, have agreed to the terms presented by Karelia Meitner, Arbitrator of Sigmar.”
 
The PCs concluded their conversation with Karelia and noted that enough time had passed for the barkeep of the Black Crevasse to have returned. They finished their drinks and left for the other tavern with Karelia.
 
***
The players were glad to finally arrive at Karak Hirn after many sessions of travelling. They weren’t quite sure what to expect, and hoped that it hadn’t been a waste of time. They also hoped that the information they received didn’t simply send them off on another long journey elsewhere. I think they’d prefer to stay in one place for some time first.
 
They trust Karelia to some extent, although they are wary of their employer betraying them (my players have played through the Paths of the Damned adventures for WFRP2, where seemingly everyone who hires you goes on to betray you!). Back in Pfeildorf, they trusted her enough to tell her everything they had learnt up until that point, but now they’re not so sure. Simon was not convinced that Karelia would have made the long journey to the Dwarfhold on the off chance that she could meet up with the PCs there. This made him suspicious of her. How did she know they would definitely be going there? My players did tell her of Professor Lessing’s leads to Karak Hirn, but other players may keep this information secret from her. Does she have some other way of finding out about this lead if the players remained tight-lipped throughout their previous meetings with her?
 
Cheers,
Rich
