Playtest Report: 25 July 2008 


Alfred,
 
A couple of sessions worth here, so it’s a bit long.
 
***
 

After their conversation with Brother Gustavus, the PCs quietly returned to their dormitory. They postponed their plans to break out of the abbey, instead preferring to wait and see if Captain Weill would let them go the next day. In the morning, they were awoken by one of Weill’s guards, who instructed them to collect their things and meet the Captain at the gates as soon as possible. There, Weill thanked them for their patience and truthfulness, gave them a few silver coins each as a token of the abbot’s gratitude for their cooperation, and then sent them on their way. The gates of the abbey closed behind them and the PCs were left to their own devices.
 
They made their way down to Eppiswald, discussing how they were going to make ends meet for the next few days while they waited for a boat to take them to Pfeildorf. Heinrich and Heironymus went through their repertoire of bawdy songs, trying to find ones suitable for public consumption, so they could do a little busking; Lucius suggested he perform some flamboyant Tilean dances; Leon thought of offering his services as a physician; and Oli could work as a labourer.
 
Back in the King Toad, they learned from one of the landlady’s daughters that the Spring festival of Mitterfruhl was to be celebrated the next day: an ideal opportunity for them to try their luck as entertainers. They booked themselves into the common room for the next few nights and discussed possible jobs with the landlady. Frau Böhme offered them free breakfast and lunch for three days in exchange for them setting up the ale booth for the festival. Leon didn’t want to get his hands dirty in this way, and sought out Renata Bauer, the herbalist and priestess of Rhya, to see if he could be any use, or at least learn something during his stay.
 
Heinrich oversaw the construction of the booth, thinking the work not too dissimilar from erecting palisades, something he’d had experience of in the Border Princes. They built a sturdy structure in good time and in the evening tried out their various skills by busking in the inn. As luck would have it, their songs and dances were accompanied by a travelling troubadour and his lute. Heironymous and Heinrich’s turns went down well and the hat passed round returned with several shillings in it for each of them. Sadly, this part of the world was not quite ready for Lucius’s imaginative dancing, and Hilda Böhme dragged him out of the bar room before the locals could throw overripe fruit.
 
The next morning brought the Mitterfruhl festivities and after breakfast everyone made their way onto the village green. There were many stalls laid out selling food, drink, local crafts and other goods. But the PCs weren’t too interested in those, they wanted to participate in the various challenges that had been arranged. The first of these was a spear throwing contest, and four of the PCs paid their entrance fee to give it a go. Members of the local militia were required to enter as part of their training, but didn’t have to pay the fee, so Oli contemplated becoming a militiaman to save money. He was sensibly dissuaded by his companions. Leon declined the game as his aim was not what it used to be since he lost an eye (BS 16). Since distance and accuracy were both important, I decided that BS and S tests would be required to see how well they performed. All the players rolled pretty badly – Heironymous even fumbled his first attempt and dropped the spear at his feet, to the amusement of the watching crowd. He was allowed another go, since he hadn’t had a proper throw. The contest was easily won by one of Captain Weill’s men, much better practiced than any other local.
 
It was at this point that the abbot arrived into town, surrounded by monks, to officially open the proceedings. The PCs were relieved to see he didn’t have a pumpkin for a head after all. He was joined by Renata Bauer, the priestess of Rhya, to lead the prayers and give blessings. They wondered why a Sigmarite would have anything to do with a festival of Taal/Rhya, but a local woman explained that it was the abbot’s responsibility as the highest-ranking local cult leader to oversee events on this important day. The PCs began to suspect his intentions weren’t entirely related to religion when it was discovered that he would be judging the pretty young girls entering the Spring Queen contest.
 
After the prayers had been said, it was time for another competition – a 12-foot tight-rope walk. The rope was only a foot or so off the ground, so entrants were in little danger if they fell. It cost a couple of pennies to enter and the prize was a kiss from a maiden. This was Lucius’s excuse not to participate – he didn’t want to get into trouble if his wife found out. Oli, Heironymous and Heinrich tested their skill and balance, but all three fell before the end. Heironymous thought he could have made it if only they were allowed to use a pole to steady themselves. Leon had left the group to look for some wine.
 
Next up was the pie-eating contest. Oli and Lucius took part, for the chance to win a small, carved wooden pie. I think they considered it a chance to get a cheap lunch. To see how many pies they could shove down their throats in the three minutes allowed, we used a combination of T and WP tests. Oli managed a good number of pies in the first couple of minutes, but then he gagged at the thought of eating any more. Lucius was more resolute and although he was eating more slowly than Oli, he swallowed relentlessly for the full three minutes. His name and number of pies eaten were noted down and he was asked to return later that day to find out if he was victorious, or whether his record had been beaten.
 
Meanwhile, a strange game had started up on the green, between two teams of local lads. It resembled snotball, but instead of a bound snotling, they were using a leather ball. They called it ‘football’ and the PCs wondered whether it might be heretical in some way… Their thoughts were interrupted by the noise of three horsemen riding into the green. Heironymous feared this was the pumpkin-headed guardian returning for them, but the riders were human. This was not necessarily a good thing – a silence descended upon the festivities as the crowd realised a witch hunter had arrived. Dressed in black with a wide-brimmed hat, he was flanked by two assistants and they grimly surveyed the scene before approaching the abbot. Heinrich began to think the worst – he assumed the witch hunter must be here for them, to find out what they had discovered in the forest. He felt the Ordo Scriptoris ring in his pocket, given to him by Brother Gustavus, and considered fleeing Eppiswald immediately. The others almost agreed, but thought that course of action would draw even more unwanted attention on themselves. Resolving to stay put for the time being, Heinrich tried to think of a suitable hiding place in which to store the ring. 
 
Heironymous overheard the witch hunter’s name as he introduced himself to the abbot: Klaus Werner. Then they saw that the witch hunter intended to lodge in the King Toad, right where they were staying. The PCs had only paid for beds in the common room, so were spared the indignity of Werner commandeering their rooms. Other guests were not so lucky and Hilda Böhme had to contend with a couple of vociferously complaining merchants for the afternoon.
 
Heinrich made his way to the King Toad’s privy, prized up one of the floorboards and, wrapping the ring in a piece of cloth, tucked it into the hiding place and secured its wooden covering. He missed the announcement of the winner of the Spring Queen contest. Karoline Lang, a young girl from the nearby village of Rabenden, was crowned by the abbot. The witch hunter’s two companions returned from the inn and the PCs deliberately avoided them. As the sun began to set, priestess Bauer led a procession of locals up to the hills outside of town. Seeing that they were taking barrels of strong wine with them, Oli, Lucius and Heinrich decided to accompany them for a few drinks. Blessings of Taal, Rhya and Deanosus were invoked and the rest of the evening was lost in a drunken blur.
 
The next morning, Heinrich and Oli awoke with terrible hangovers. Lucius seemed mostly unaffected, but still couldn’t remember much of the events of the previous night. Heinrich spent most of the morning visiting the privy, partly to check that the ring was still in its hiding place, but mostly to vomit. After breakfast, they saw the witch hunter’s men setting up the common room to form a court. As word of this spread, the customers of the inn changed: those who wanted to avoid the attentions of a witch hunter sensibly left to conduct business elsewhere, while the more inquisitive citizens of Eppiswald arrived to find out what Werner was here for. The PCs began to dread what would happen next, suspecting that some fabricated charges would be levelled against them. But they remained to watch the proceedings, preferring to face whatever was coming to them sooner rather than later.
 
Klaus Werner and his assistant, Rolf, entered the room and sat behind a long table, Rolf taking on the role of scribe. Werner’s other assistant, Dieter, arrived soon after, with Agnetha Cranach in tow. The PCs were a little shocked at seeing the old woman in this situation, but also relieved that it wasn’t them about to be charged by a witch hunter. Werner announced that Cranach was suspected of witchcraft, blasphemy and corruption, all of which she vehemently denied.  Then evidence was heard from a nervous young man from Todtmoos, Edgar Lang. He alleged that Cranach had cursed him for stealing flowers from her garden and later offered to sell him a love potion to change the mind of the local girl who had rejected him. It was clear to all present that his account of events was not the whole truth, and that his accusations arose from spite and envy. Cranach gave her side of the story and then Werner opened the floor up to testimony from any who would defend the old woman. Heinrich, Heironymous and Lucius all spoke up to defend Cranach – each had their name, background and place of birth recorded in Rolf’s ledger. They explained how her healing skills had helped them in their time of need, that they had been inside her cottage and seen nothing suspicious and that they considered her to be a good woman. After these testimonies, Werner seemed to be considering his judgment when Priestess Bauer rushed in to vouch for Cranach as a devout follower of the gods. Eventually, Werner instructed Cranach that she was free to go. Rolf and Dieter were sent to show Herr Lang what it meant to waste a witch hunter’s time…
 
It was clear that the proceedings were now over and the inn began to empty. Werner helped this along by ordering everyone out of the room except for Heinrich. As the room cleared, Heinrich filled with fear – what did the witch hunter want with him? Had he found the ring? Had he heard of their conversation with Brother Gustavus? Heinrich carefully sat down. Werner asked for an account of the PCs’ journey through the forest, which Heinrich dutifully gave. He didn’t mention anything about the 8th Theogonist, although this was less an informed decision and more because he didn’t consider it important enough to remember. Heinrich was raised an Ulrican in the Border Princes, and the details of the cult of Sigmar are of little relevance to him. But he knew well enough not to mention the Ordo Scriptoris ring or their discussion with Brother Gustavus, just in case the witch hunter decided to use this information against them. Having learned a little more, but nothing particularly incriminating, Werner thanked Heinrich for his time and left the room.
 
The other PCs immediately wanted to know what Heinrich had told Werner, and he assured them that he hadn’t given away any of their secrets. They were very relieved when, the next morning, the witch hunter left Eppiswald. Heinrich felt it was now safe to retrieve the heretical ring from its hiding place in the privy.
 
With a few days still to go before their boat to Pfeildorf was due, three of the PCs chose to look for paid work around the town. Heironymous found temporary employment on a farm, Lucius assisted the town’s carpenter and Heinrich worked at the docks. It didn’t bring in much money, but it kept them from being bored. Oli and Leon felt that, as they were already employed by the cult of Verena (for good money, too), they didn’t need to find any other work. So, they had a few leisurely days and passed their time playing cards in the King Toad. The landlady was becoming keen for them to move on, as she thought these layabouts were having a bad influence on her children.
 
The PCs had a shock a couple of days later when the monks arrived in town to collect taxes. Even though the fee was only a shilling, they argued that as they weren’t residents of Eppiswald, and in fact had a boat arriving any day to take them to Pfeildorf, they should be exempt from tax. These excuses didn’t impress the monks, who insisted on receiving payment. After some cocky backchat from Lucius, the monks suggested they take the matter up with Captain Weill. The PCs took this as a threat and reluctantly handed over their taxes, but this encounter had soured their relationship with the monks even more than being locked up in the abbey.
 
Down by the river, Heinrich had the opportunity to see most of the traffic coming in and out of Eppiswald, including a delivery of letters from one of the monks to a boatman heading downriver. He was the first to spot their boat arrive, the Cold Water, and he took a few minutes away from stacking crates to speak to the captain, Josef Datz. Josef asked that they meet him at his boat at dawn the next morning, with all their belongings. He briefly explained his itinerary, which involved a few stops along the way for trading opportunities. Heinrich went and explained the plans to the rest of the group and they spent an uneventful final evening in Eppiswald.
 
On the morning of their departure, they got up early, ate a light breakfast and carried their belongings down to the docks. There they were met by Captain Datz, who introduced them to his two teenage sons, Edgar and Jacob, who would be helping him out along the way. He offered them the choice of sleeping in the hold or on deck, but there were no beds available. As they were about to set sale, a monk ran towards their boat waving a stack of letters. This was Brother Simon and he hoped the PCs would take the letters to their destinations at the temples of Sigmar in Meissen, Geschburg and Pfeildorf. After the tax collecting incident, Lucius and Oli were reluctant to do the monks any favours, but Heinrich agreed to take the letters. Afterwards, Lucius concocted a plan to melt the wax seals on the letters and reseal them using the Ordo Scriptoris ring as a signet, with the intention of getting the monks into trouble with other branches of the cult of Sigmar! This would also have the added bonus of the PCs being able to read the correspondence within, in case any of it mentioned them. Whether Lucius actually meant to put this plan into practice was unclear – it could have been just his idea of a joke.
 
The boat made its way slowly downriver. Captain Datz explained that the PCs would be expected to help out in the event of a bandit or pirate ambush, but that they needn’t assist with the sailing. He talked a bit about the stretch of river they would be travelling over, and of his home town of Meissen. Coincidentally, this is where Oli is from, although he and Captain Datz had never met or heard of each other before. They discussed last year’s war in the north and how it had affected people, even this far south. Heironymus had a little more relevant information to share, as he was living in Altdorf when the war took place.
 
They still had some rations remaining from their trip into the forest, so they ate these throughout the journey, supplemented by fresh fruit and vegetables from small villages along the way. The first day was uneventful and they arrived at Rohrhof in the early evening. Here, the river was overlooked by three towers – one on each side, with the third on an island in the middle of the Söll. A heavy chain was strung between the towers and Captain Datz was required to pay a toll in order to have the chain lowered to allow them past. The PCs commented that the toll of one shilling per foot of the boat’s length seemed extraordinarily expensive compared to the single shilling in tax each of them had to pay a few days before. They were happy it was the Captain paying and not them. They pulled up at the docks on the east bank and headed for the Inn of the Three Towers.
 
There seemed to be an unusual number of roadwardens drinking inside, which could either mean that the roads were heavily patrolled, or barely at all if the roadwardens spent their time drinking here instead. Heironymous took the opportunity to talk to some of them about the river ahead and how safe it was likely to be. He learnt that goblins had been spotted in the hills to the east, and had been known to attack boats if they were feeling particularly bold. There was also talk of a number of mercenary bands turning to banditry instead of returning to their homes after the war in the north. The PCs heeded these warnings and set a watch for the night as they slept aboard the Cold Water.
 
They were not disturbed and set off again early in the morning. Lunch involved a stop at the riverside Inn of the Twisted Eel and Captain Datz told them a strange tale about the inn’s owner disappearing suddenly. As a result of this story, the PCs were on their guard, but the inn was actually fairly plain and dull; the Captain’s anecdote being the most interesting thing about the place.
 
Their peaceful journey was disturbed later that afternoon when they were sailing through a section of the Söll bordered by thick forest. Ahead of them, on the bank, they spotted a man waving and calling out to them. Getting closer, he appeared to be a roadwarden in a state of disarray. He shouted that his companions were engaged in a skirmish with goblins a little way into the forest and they needed assistance to deal with them. It wasn’t far, and if they were quick the PCs may be able to save the day! This tied in with the account of goblins in the area that Heironymous had heard the night before, but Oli was suspicious and told Captain Datz not to stop. Here the party were split – two wanted to stop and offer their help, two wanted to ignore this obvious trap and Heinrich wasn’t sure either way. The captain was happy with whatever decision the PCs could come up with (i.e. the GM wasn’t going to make their decision for them!). After some more pleading from the roadwarden on the shore, they decided that he sounded a bit too desperate - suspiciously so - and firmly told him no. With that, the man disappeared into the forest. This seemed to convince more of the PCs that he was telling the truth, so they moored the boat and disembarked to look for him.
 
Heironymous easily found a trail leading into the woods and, readying his crossbow, he went in after the roadwarden, followed by Heinrich. They hadn’t gone far when five men appeared from behind the trees with bows aimed right at them. They were all dressed as roadwardens, although rather scruffily, and the one with a large beard addressed them. He ordered them to drop any valuables where they stood and leave, in which case they would not be harmed. Heironymous responded by shooting the man in his shoulder. The bolt merely grazed him but he gave a cry and the five retaliated with bowfire. More by chance than judgment, four of the five shots hit Heinrich, who was stood beside Heironymous. This knocked him off his feet and into the river (losing a Fate Point to survive). Seeing this, the other PCs fled back onto the boat. 
 
The bearded man gave them one more chance to hand over their money, and the PCs agreed, after a short discussion. But they had a trick of their own planned, and when one of the “roadwardens” came closer to collect their plunder, the PCs charged into combat. More bowfire followed and a raucous melee in which it became clear that the PCs were outclassed - the bandits seemed to be reasonably skilled fighters. Oli was shot in the groin and taken out of the fight (another lost Fate Point). Heironymous killed one of the bandits with a powerful blow to the neck, almost beheading him, but then he himself took a nasty hit to his left hand, losing a finger in the process. Leon cowered half below deck, firing mostly ineffectual potshots with Heironymous’ crossbow when he could. Lucius kept one of the bandits tied up in a drawn-out fight. Both Captain Datz and his son Edgar were seriously injured in the struggle and eventually the PCs were forced to surrender. The bandits gathered them up and tied them to the masts of the Cold Water while rummaging through their belongings…
 
 
Cheers,
Rich
