TALES OF CHAR'SAVON

Chapter 1.1

The desert caravans had not shown up at White Rock for over six months.  No one knew what had happened to the Gnomes and many feared the worst.  Since dealing with the Gnomes had been a very lucrative trade, many of the trading merchants were offering large sums of money to investigate the problem.  The Blue Sword Merchant League was one and they posted flyers advertising their need for assistance.  The flyer read:

Gnome caravans missing.  Individuals needed to discover cause.  Pay is between 15  and 250 Gold Pieces per individual depending upon skills and will not be collected until completion of the investigation.  Bonuses for extra work are possible.  Please inquire at the Black Seaweed Inn.

Needless to say, the crowd at the Black Seaweed Inn was NOT standing room only.  Those hardy, or foolish, or desperate enough now stood in a line at the entrance to the inn.  At the beginning of the line was a rectangular bar table being used as an impromptu desk by a large burly man in his late forties.  He had on a white shirt, beige canvas pants and a black vest with a patch on the upper left shoulder bearing the insignia of a blue sword with wings.  He seemed to be arguing with a stick thin man in his early fifties with a long beard.

“Dang it, Belgrin, if I’ve told you once I’ve told you a hundred times we aren’t going to pay your full price as an elephant trainer, cause we don’t HAVE any elephants.  Now if you want to try and train our mules I can pay you 20 gold pieces.  Hell, If you can get our mules to walk forward instead of always lookin’ for a bush to eat, I’ll raise it to 30!  You also may certainly NOT get an advance on your pay.  The poster says ‘upon completion of the investigation’.  Now, are you going to sign on, or are you just wasting my time?”

Belgrin snorted a reply, “You, sir, simply have no regard for true talent.  Why, I’ve trained some the best elephants this world has ever seen.  I work for ten times the pittance you are currently offering me! It is an insult to work for such low wages, much less on the horrible beasts you expect me to deal with.”  With a large sigh, he continued in a mournful way,  ”Why the world treats me so badly when I have such potential, I will never know.”  Belgrin then quickly signed his name onto a ledger book and stormed off to sulk at the bar.

The Burly man seemed to shake his head at Belgrin’s antics and scribbled a few notes next to the older man’s name in the ledger.  He looked up at the others as they inched one more foot forward and the next in line made his way to the table.  He also noticed a few leaving their place in line for the bar.  With a snort he shook his head.  He knew why.  Once they realized they’d be crossing the desert, they had lost their nerve. Bringing his attention back to the one in front of him he cleared his throat.

“Good evening.  My name is Barkumalanthus Hargraven, but most folks call me ‘Bark’.  I assume you are here about the poster.  The Blue Sword Merchant League is setting up a caravan to go to the Gnome Citadel in the middle of the Ansharr desert.  As you probably already know, the regular Gnome caravans haven’t been making it.  So people are needed to find out what went wrong.  This is not intended as a military campaign.  It’s just to find out where the problem is.  If the problem gets solved, then there will be a bonus as well, but if it’s too dangerous, then all you need to do is make it back here with as much information as you can.  Now, that doesn’t sound to tough does it?  The caravan will provide for your food and water while traveling, though carrying extra never hurts.  You’ll be sleeping under the stars, so I’d recommend bringing a blanket or tent to keep the critters off and the cold out. You’ll be walking the whole way, so a good pair of shoes and a light load is helpful.  Riding on one of the wagons is possible, but 50 gold pieces will be deducted from your pay, assuming you are worth more than that. The pay depends upon your contribution to the caravan…” Bark made a sideways glance towards the bar, “… and how useful your skills are. I’ll need your full name and specialty?”

“My name is Hoofmouth Tungblat, my friends call me Fred, and occasionally worse.  I am, as you can undoubtedly see, a human, and although I am an almost world-renowned thespian by trade, I seek employment to defray some niggling debts that I have acquired, err… along with 3 wives. I am multi-lingual and speak 4 of the main languages used in this region, that is Gnome, Common, Dwarven, and Orc, and a smattering of dialects within these.

“Although I am not terribly good with larger arms, I am very good with smaller arms due to my extensive training at the Lower Armpit Chef School.

“I am an astounding chef of almost world renown and can make mystery meat out of most known proteins! I am also pretty good at alchemy if needed.

“I am very light on my feet and can usually make it into my bedchamber late at night without waking too many of my wives.  I am very good with horses, especially fast ones, but I understand from the previous applicant that you need elephant handlers and I do not get on well with elephants. They tend to step on you first and then ask questions.

“I have traveled extensively, although usually in great haste, and have been to Ansharr several times. I am sure I can find it again if given a chance. Uhmm - you do have maps I hope?

“I know that pay will be dispensed upon our anticipated return but I was wondering if I can get an advance to leave with my lovely, delicate, little flowers before I leave them to take on this noble adventure? Maybe 50 or 60 gold pieces, your honor?”

"Hoofmouth is it?" quoted Bark as he scribbled something down in his ledger.  He leaned around the table to yell at Belgrin, "Looks like you have your twin going on the journey with you," and grined at the loud snort coming from the bar.  "No money up front!  I said completion and I mean completion!  You may even want to spend some of your own money on extra supplies…," Bark looked Hoofmouth up and down "...especially since you don't look too suited for desert walking.  The first stop on the journey is at the Eagle Claw Tower.  You may want to listen to old Schlavig and stock up on a few things.  After we leave the tower, it's all desert.  The tower is where we will pick up the camels and trade out the mules.  NO elephants. Anyone who can translate Gnomish is well needed on this journey so between cooking the evening meals and translating, you can earn full pay.  Riding on the wagon won't be possible for the first few days.  The wagons will be too loaded down to carry you and still make a decent pace.  After eating and drinking for a few days, there should be enough capacity to carry you.  If you want anything sooner, you need to buy your own animal to carry you and it's own food and water as well.  Meet back here at sunrise tomorrow morning.  We will leave shortly after."

Before ‘Fred’ had the chance to leave, Bark spoke up again, "As a matter of fact, I DO have a map.  Since you have been to the city before, I guess you are the best suited to carry it. Here it is...."  Bark reached inside his vest and pulled out a rolled up well-worn piece of leather tied at the middle and handed it to Fred.  Fred opened it up, and saw a map indicating the route taken to the Gnome Citadel.  "Best to learn it now, before you are in the desert, trying to make heads or tails of it.  It is actually Schlavig's map, so I'm afraid that any details about it would need to be asked to mister Gundapoor himself.  We'll head to the tower first, so save any questions and ask him once we get there.”
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As Bark looked for the next applicant to make a move, his eyes almost popped out as he thought he saw a walking shield!  However, as the shield reached the 'desk', it was set aside and a dwarf stood in front of him.  Having heard the man's name earlier, the dwarf gruffly (although to him it was his normal voice) said, "Krak Ironfist.  Shielder, specialized in cracking skulls!  The handaxe, crossbow, and trident are my weapons, but you'll find I can use just about anything to knock some heads about!"

Krak stared at Bark, the hard eyes, accentuated by red bushy eyebrows, piercing the man.  However, for those familiar with dwarves, it was evident that this one was still young, not yet reached his prime.

Krak stood there, slightly over four feet, just about as tall as he was wide, red beard nicely trimmed.  He was wearing full splint armor and his head was covered by a open-faced helmet.  He carried a body shield covered in etched dwarven runes, a one-handed trident, a hand-axe carefully sheathed, and a strange crossbow slung across his back.  The crossbow was made for sling bullets, not bolts.  The body shield appeared to have the lower third as a separate piece, hinged to the rest.  An oddity, to say the least.

"Glad to hear the enthusiasm! Guards are always needed and due to their tendency to die off, get full pay.  I'll suspect you will be needing riding space on the caravan. The caravan is packed to move quickly and your legs may have a bit of difficulty keeping up. It will cost you 50gold and it doesn't come on the first day in the desert.  You can ride on a mule until we get to the tower, but after the tower you will need to jog to keep up for the first day or two.  Haven't met a dwarf who couldn't handle several days of a force march, so I suspect you'll do just fine.  After that, there will be space on a wagon for you to ride.  We're carrying very little trade cargo.  Mostly food and water to get us through the desert.  We've got a little bit of cargo to trade so we can buy food and water for the trip back.   Mostly we are going to see what went wrong, but that doesn't create a slack for your job.  There are quite a few things in the desert that will have you earn your pay before you ever get to the Gnome Citadel."

"Aye, I can keep up!" the dwarf barked back.  "If'n I can store me pack and extra gear on a wagon, I can definitely keep up!  How long do we have before we move out?"

"We leave shortly after sunrise tomorrow," nodded Bark at the dwarf. "We'll see what we can do about the storage."

With something that sounded like 'Grumph', Krak nodded at Bark and turned to leave.  As he headed out, he glanced at a shroud-wrapped person standing in line.  The glance was a casual one to any observer, but to Krak, it was an assessment.  However, to the elf, his glance was much harder and penetrating, his red beard and bushy eyebrows hiding much of any expression that might have been there.  Krak then moved on out and into the street, muttering something in dwarven.

As the dwarf stomped off Bark wrote the name in the ledger.

The human behind the dwarf couldn't help but overhear the conversation between the stout fellow and the gentleman conducting the interviews. With his meditation over, he smiled a little smile behind his robes, thinking that this would undoubtedly be an interesting adventure.  Then, approaching the man called Bark he bowed his head then lifted it back in order to watch Bark's eyes.  ‘You can always learn a lot about a person by watching their eyes.’

When Bark looked up again, he thought he’d have to look at the ceiling before addressing the next applicant.  He was over six feet tall and had the stature of a human. He was covered completely in robes, had a pack and a bow with two sets of quivers.

“May your life always have a continual flow of water.  My name is Fata Morgana and I might be of service to you and your group.  I have a number of skills including the knowledge of healing and handling animals.  I can use a bow and have a little knowledge of the desert.”

"I see that you wear desert robes already.  I suspect you have much more knowledge of the desert than you say.  Healing is always a priority as well.  You will definitely get full pay.  Hum… Is your healing magical in nature or mundane, or both?  The reason I ask is that carrying water on this trip will require an astounding amount of effort and money that is difficult to justify for such a small endeavor.  I will have to add an additional two wagons to carry nothing but water if the caravan is to make it across the Ansharr desert.  If you by chance have the ability to create the water needed, or even guarantee the finding of water along the way, I would be willing to give a bonus above and beyond the initial payment.  Schlavig helped me estimate the needs and the caravan will need about 8 gallons per day.  The camels need another 8 gallons, but Schlavig assures me that they can go for a solid week without water if need be and still be fine.  I was hoping that a natural source of water could be found within that time frame to satisfy the needs of the camels. You might even be able to help old Belgrin with the camels." Bark scribbled down another name in his ledger."

Fata’s experience with the desert corroborated what Bark said.  He knew that the water requirements for a half dozen people for 25 days could be well over 200 gallons.  And that didn't include the beasts pulling the wagons, which would easily double the need. It was obvious to Fata that whoever was advising Bark knew what they are talking about.

Fata thought quietly for a second and then replied, "Yes, I have the ability to heal by mundane methods and also magically. There is no way I can guarantee finding water but I can create about eight gallons of water a day if needed.  The problem is that if I have to create water, then I will have less ability for healing magically or anything else magical wise. May I inquire as to what the bonus would be?”

Bark leaned in closer, "Actually, I will split the savings with you.  It will cost me 200 gold for the four camels that will pull the wagons.  The two extra wagons will have to do nothing but pull water.  I will add 100 gold as a bonus for maintaining the water needs of the party. The camels can go for a week without water, so you will have that much time to find them something to drink.  The caravan will also be carrying 30 extra gallons of water just in case your magical healing is needed.  You seem to be the type who has traveled the desert before, I'm confident that you can find water within a week's time.  Otherwise it could be a long walk.  Are we agreed?”

"Agreed.", replied Fata. "Is there a map for where we are going and somebody to talk to about possible things we need to look out for while we are on the journey?"

“Oh good!  Glad we have that resolved.  Fred has Schlavig's map.  He has evidently been to the citadel before, but requested a map anyway.  Schlavig wrote the map, so any questions should be reserved for him.  You won't be responsible for guiding the group, Fred has that duty.  Just show back up here tomorrow shortly after sunrise.  We will be heading to the tower."
"Thank you, I will see you early in the morning then," replied Fata.

A dark haired elf then stepped up to the table in front of Bark.  He wore a full suit of weather beaten leather armor and had a small buckler on his left arm.  He carried an excellently crafted composite long bow of wood and bone that appeared much used but kept in pristine condition.  On his back he carried more arrows than anyone should rightly need.  The pommel of a dagger could be seen protruding from his right boot.

“My name is Korindal Iyanael and if it’s not obvious… I am an archer.  I can do a bit of hunting, tracking, and riding, as well as make and repair the tools of my trade.  I also have a knack for catching trouble before the trouble catches me and sending it on its way.  I overheard you say that there’ll be no advance pay for this job.  Don’t want to pay dead men if you don’t have to is that it?”  Korindal looked seriously at Bark for a moment then laughed.  “Sign me up.  I’ll be back to collect.”

Bark seemed obviously disquieted at Korindal's comment. "It is a pleasure to meet you Korindal Iyanael.  My name is Barkumalanthus Hargraven of the Blue Sword Merchant League.  I am glad to see an elf taking an interest in Blue Sword affairs.  No, I don't mean to imply that this mission will result in dead men," smiled Bark nervously. "My intention was to prevent certain types of individuals from taking the money and running… so to speak.  I meant no disrespect, sir.  I'm sure you will have no difficulty in collecting.  The caravan leaves out tomorrow shortly after sunrise.  Be back here at that time."

“I believe I understood your intention and I only spoke in jest, but it can be difficult to know the heart of another…” Korindal smiled.  “As you say, trust given too easily in your business could get quite expensive I suppose.  I look forward to my time in the employ of the Blue Sword.” Korindal nodded and walked away.

A flagrant and wholly unpleasant odor accompanied the gray-robed and hooded figure that next approached Bark.  This was not a comely man.  His long hair and beard might have once been blond, but weeks (maybe months) of accumulated filth and body oil had matted his hair into a sickly greenish brown.  What was revealed of his face was pockmarked with years of neglected personal hygiene and suggest badly proportioned features.  Despite the oversized robes and an obviously thin frame, he moved quickly and seemed quite lithe.

Orlorin stood before Bark and reached deep within his robed buttocks and attempted to destroy, or at least dislodge, some of the parasites that have nested there.  Satisfied, he took down his hood and gave Bark a winning smile, his green eyes sparkling.

"My name is Orlorin Daerelius. I've come to offer my services aboard the caravan.  There are many sharp stones and bones in the desert that will tear apart a traveler's shoe, as an accomplished cobbler I can tend to these matters.  I can also help protect the caravan with my magics, and dagger, if it comes to that."

Bark wrinkled his nose at the odor, but seemed to compose himself quickly as practiced grace overcame instinct.  With a quick glance at his boots Bark remarked, "Well Orlorin, I hope your magics extend beyond that of shoe repair.  If so, you can expect full pay. If not, well I can at least give you a riding boot to repair.  Meet back here at sunrise tomorrow.  We will be leaving shortly afterwards." Bark made a note in his ledger and looked around for the next applicant.

Oddly enough, that was it.  Had this Orlorin fellow scared off the rest?  Would this Orlorin scare off those that had just signed on?  He hoped not.  Only the morning would tell.

***** * * * *****

