Playtest Report: 21 January 2010

Hi Alfred,
 
Wrapping up the side-plot took us a bit longer than I’d expected, but we got back on track this week. Here’s the next session report.
 
 
23rd Sommerzeit
 
Gustavius awoke to find himself in a dark cave. His throat was dry and his body ached. The effects of the Elven Hair had worn off and he was left with a throbbing headache and strange, disjointed memories of the night before. Prominent amongst them was a vivid image of a giant lizard, but he didn’t know whether to trust what he was remembering. He picked himself up and left the cave, wondering how far he had wandered in his stupor. Luckily, he recognised some of the terrain and realised he wasn’t too far from the Dwarfhold. His feet were bruised and bloody, as for some reason he had lost his boots. Making his way back to the Quarter Mile Bridge, he considered himself lucky to have avoided any real danger over the past night.
 
Meanwhile, the other PCs had risen early to form a search party. As they crossed the bridge out of Karak Hirn, they spotted Gustavius’ bedraggled figure shambling towards them. They were glad to see him, and Horst explained how he thought Gustavius had exploded, since his only remaining trace was a pair of smoking boots. They questioned Gustavius about where he had been and what had happened to him, but he was unable to give them the full story, since his memories were haphazard and fuzzy.
 
Back inside the Dwarfhold, Gustavius received medical attention from Leon before going out to buy some new footwear. The others continued discussing what to do, if anything, about the secret weapons testing project they had inadvertently discovered. The notes of a late Dwarf spy had revealed a contact within the project team who may be willing to pass on information for a price. From reading these notes, the PCs were convinced that this Dwarf, Skorri Furgilsnev, would demand drugs in exchange for talking to them and that he would be found at a funeral taking place the next day. Although they had concerns over the wisdom of pursuing this matter (they didn’t want to make enemies within Karak Hirn if they could avoid it), they couldn’t allow warpstone to be kept within the Dwarfhold. They visited Bartek and Elassir to ask their advice.
 
Bartek was able to tell them a little more about the two names at the top of the hierarchy they had found among the spy’s papers. Warmaster Ghunnar Ranulfsson, the younger brother of the king, was in charge of the Karak Hirn’s defences. It was rumoured that he strongly disagreed with diplomatic talks with the Elves; perhaps instead he would go behind the king’s back to support the development of new weapons to strengthen the Dwarfhold. Moreover, as they had been told before, Engineer Guildmaster Paliksson resented the king’s decision to give the guild’s gyrocopters to the Brotherhood of Memory. Could it be that he too had not informed the king fully of what this project was doing? It was food for thought.
 
The PCs encouraged Elassir and Bartek to continue with their research into the Order of the Sacred Hammer, as they were keen to resume investigating that group.
 
24th Sommerzeit
 
The PCs made their way to the Hall of Shrines to see if they could attend that morning’s funeral and meet Skorri Furgilsnev. They were among a large number of mourners heading to the Shrine of Mórr; whoever the deceased was must have been popular. A priest of Mórr greeted them and directed them down a flight of steps to the catacomb entrance where the service was to be held. Although they didn’t know what Skorri looked like, the spy’s notes had the symbol of Gazul drawn next to his name and Stromni thought that meant he would be assisting with the ceremony. They gathered in an underground chamber, which was not quite large enough to hold all the mourners who wished to attend this funeral. It soon became stiflingly hot, but the PCs noticed a robed Dwarf who was sweating more than most and was watching the crowd anxiously as if looking for someone in particular. They had no doubts that this was Skorri. He had sunken eyes and greasy hair and beard, and Leon suspected him of heavy drug use.
 
The service began, conducted by Skag Kazransson, and Skorri’s role seemed to involve wafting incense and passing things to the priest of Gazul. The PCs learned all about the life and deeds of Krudd “Sparewheel” Dimrondsson, who had been a carpenter of the Walzrek clan, working in the stables and caravansary of the Merchant Halls. He was well thought of and fondly remembered in stories told by friends and relatives throughout the service. It was a long and uncomfortable affair for the PCs, who stood sweltering in the damp chamber listening to mundane tales about a Dwarf they’d never met. 
 
Eventually, the service concluded and they were free to approach Skorri. A few other mourners had approached him too, so they waited their turn, giving the room a chance to clear. One of the Dwarfs he was talking to loudly greeted him by name, which confirmed they had found the right person. Leon approached alone, expressing his thanks for a good service, then quietly telling Skorri that Ulfar had sent him and he had a donation to make. Skorri subtly guided Leon to a dark passageway off the main chamber, which presumably led to the tombs. Once they were some distance away from the main chamber, Skorri dropped all pretence of politeness and piety and demanded to know where Ulfar was. Leon told him that Ulfar couldn’t make it this time, but that he had sent representatives instead. He reassured Skorri that he could be trusted and handed over a vial of Elven Hair as proof. Skorri sampled the drug and sighed contentedly, before declaring that he wanted it for ceremonial use only, as part of the ritual worship of Gazul. He began explaining Gazul’s connection with dreams, but Leon cut him short saying he didn’t care what the drugs were for, he just wanted information.
 
Skorri was more than happy to talk, as it became apparent that he was very worried by what was happening in the weapons project. “Barrakson’s gone mad! It all went crazy since they came back from the last test.” He explained how the experimental cannon had been much more effective than they’d hoped, but that an underground deposit of warpstone at the test site had caused unexpected side effects, resulting in the deaths of several soldiers. Barrakson had ordered the stone be brought back to Karak Hirn, ostensibly to keep it safe, but Skorri strongly suspected the Chief Engineer intended to conduct further experiments with it. “He’ll stop at nothing to create the perfect weapon!”, Skorri claimed. Leon asked if his superiors knew about this and Skorri doubted they’d been fully informed of what was going on. Through his paranoid ranting, there was one thing he seemed happy about: the warpstone would be leaving Karak Hirn…
 
Stromni and Horst, concerned for Leon’s safety alone with a drug-abusing Dwarf in the dark catacombs, crept down the passage after him. They overheard the conversation and approached to hear more of the details. This startled Skorri, who demanded to know who these strangers were. Leon calmed him down and explained that they were also associates of Ulfar and were working together. Skorri insisted on taking the rest of the Elven Hair before continuing. He told them that the warpstone was to be taken to a secret laboratory hidden in the depths of a disused mine about a day’s journey south of Karak Hirn. There, in a secure environment, Barrakson and his team would continue their depraved work. Skorri knew that this was due to take place the next day: a guarded wagon would take the cargo along an old track next to the river Katrak. Although Horst asked, Skorri said he was not privy to the exact details of the move, such as number of guards, time of departure and so on.
 
Skorri had said enough, and told them he had to leave. He escorted them out of the catacombs, under the pretence that he’d been giving them a guided tour of the notable nearby tombs. Back in the Merchant Halls, the PCs met up with Karelia to tell her what they had learned. She cautioned against taking all they had heard at face value and between them they talked about what they should do next. Their first decision was to try and contact Warmaster Ranulfsson or Guildmaster Paliksson and explain what they had discovered. Leon was convinced that the two senior Dwarfs were not aware of Barrakson’s plans for the warpstone, and perhaps didn’t even know that warpstone was present in Karak Hirn. The PCs asked Bartek how they could set up a meeting with either Dwarf, and he suggested sending a message with their request and awaiting a response. They promptly did so, but expected they would have to wait a few days for an answer, if one came at all. They were careful not to reveal what they knew in the message, instead stressing that they had an important matter to discuss, but not precisely what it was.
 
Horst and Gustavius were keen to contact Coryn, the mysterious wild man who had claimed the ability to destroy warpstone. Leon and Stromni were still sceptical and warned against trusting this stranger too much, but Horst argued that he was a druid, a man in touch with the Earth, and their best chance of nullifying the dangerous rock. They concocted a plan to ambush the wagon on its way to the disused mine, thereby seizing the warpstone to deliver to Coryn. Horst and Gustavius left the Dwarfhold in search of the so-called druid, hoping he would be able to help them carry out the attack. Stromni was apprehensive about attacking soldiers of Karak Hirn – he wanted no part in the attack itself, but was interested to see whether Coryn could do what he claimed. He would accompany the ambushers to observe what happened and even convinced Karelia that she should do the same. She wanted no part of activity that could endanger their position in the Dwarfhold, but Stromni assured her that they would merely watch proceedings from afar. Secretly, the others were glad to have Karelia along, trusting that she would help them out if they needed it.
 
Seeking further assistance for their attack, they explained the story to Isabella Gatti. Her illusions would come in handy and she still owed a debt of gratitude to the PCs for saving her life. She quickly agreed to accompany them, seeing the destruction of chaos rock as a noble cause to support. 
 
Meanwhile, outside Karak Hirn, Horst and Gustavius didn’t have to search for long to find Coryn. He was overjoyed to hear that the warpstone was being taken out of the Dwarfhold and agreed that the only course of action would be to forcibly take it from the Dwarfs. He could aid the ambush with what he called “help from the earth”. Horst arranged to meet him later that day and follow the Katrak river looking for a suitable spot to wait for Barrakson’s wagon. Some hours later, Horst, Gustavius, Stromni, Konrad, Karelia and Isabella left the Dwarfhold to meet Coryn. Leon remained in the Dwarfhold – he had volunteered to follow the wagon as it made its way from Karak Hirn, although actually he had no intention of doing so. He would rather remain safe in the Merchant Halls!
 
Meeting Coryn for the first time, Karelia and Stromni were unconvinced of the stranger’s ability to deal with the warpstone. Karelia confided that he did have a magical aura about him, but how powerful he was she couldn’t say for certain. Coryn seemed uncomfortable around so many people and said little on their journey. Along the way, they looked for particularly good ambush sites. Their experience of having been ambushed so many times themselves meant they were able to identify such a place fairly easily. They chose a point where both sides of the track had a steep rocky slope. They could hide behind boulders on higher ground, giving them a good vantage point without making them visible from the road. Horst, a self-styled professional highwayman, was in his element. After setting up camp at the appointed place, the PCs created the perfect ambush environment. Stromni engineered a rockfall which could be triggered by removing a large metal pin on each side of the track. This was designed to block the wagon’s forward progress. Horst would then ride from the back, on Griff, his trusty horse, and intimidate the Dwarfs with his blunderbuss and arquebus. Konrad, Isabella and Coryn would assist the ambush with non-lethal magic, while Gustavius would use his bow sparingly. Hopefully, the Dwarfs would surrender under threat of missile fire from all sides.
 
Stromni and Karelia opted out of taking part in the ambush itself, preferring to secretly watch proceedings. The group organised a watch for the night, partly in case any wild creatures approached and partly because they still didn’t fully trust Coryn.
 
Back in the Merchant Halls, Leon found himself alone in a tavern. He had time to think about events of the past few days and began to realise the importance of contacting Warmaster Ranulfsson or Guildmaster Paliksson. They needed to be told what Barrakson had been doing so they could stop it happening again. Unfortunately, he had no way of getting into the rest of the Dwarfhold. Even if he could sneak past the guards stood in front of the huge gates from the Merchant Halls, he would easily be spotted as an intruder – on his last (accompanied) visit he had seen no other humans in that part of Karak Hirn. He would stand out like a sore thumb. He decided that he had to get word to Loremaster Zamnil. He had parted on friendly terms with the old Dwarf and believed that Zamnil represented his best chance of getting in touch with the relevant rulers of Karak Hirn. Leon hired a messenger to quickly take a note to the Loremaster requesting his help in obtaining an urgent audience with either Ghunnar Ranulfsson or Arnek Paliksson. He needed to speak to one of the two senior Dwarfs before the wagon of warpstone left the Dwarfhold. He stayed up late awaiting a response, but none came.
 
***
GM’s notes: the players were glad not to be on the wrong side of an ambush for once and had fun planning how theirs would work. They got the chance to see a Dwarf funeral at close hand, and Leon spent time pondering how to contact someone in Karak Hirn when he wasn’t allowed beyond the Merchant Halls. I thought it would be reasonable to have a messenger service available to carry letters between the Halls, especially given that few outsiders were allowed into Karak Hirn proper.
 
More soon(ish)!
 
Cheers,
Rich
