
The Five from Alaghôn

Or

The Glorious Tales of Faerûn

Our tale begins in Alaghôn, the capital of the Realm of Turmish, on the coast of the Sea of Fallen Stars.

Within its confines at any one time are more than 80,000 inhabitants of most races.  Big cities are well stocked with humans, but one may also find elves, dwarves, half-elves, and halflings.  Alaghôn is a bustling city where one may easily melt with the crowd.  Or, with courage and cunning, they may rise to eminence.

It was early April, and the harsh winter was finally subsiding.  In the distance, far to the northwest, could be discerned the gleaming, snow-covered caps of mountains.  Around Alaghôn, the frost was loosening its grip on the soil.  The roads were becoming passable, and traffic resumed between the towns and cities.

In this city on the continent of Faerûn, five adventurers bound their fate together, only vaguely aware of the trials that awaited them.

*  *  *

The Adventurer’s Guild of Alaghôn

A human, an elf, and a halfling made their way to the Adventurer’s Guild on that April morning.  Caltror Albeon, bastard sword strapped to his back, was an imposing human.  He sat stiffly in his chair eating porridge.  An elf with gray complexion and deep gray eyes sat next to him: Euaemon.  He was used to long lingering stares from passers-by.  Then there was Meric.  As he ate, the halfling glanced around the Guild’s meeting room and tavern, eyeing the valuable collection of swords and armor decorating the dark wooden walls.

The door to the Guild Hall opened.  Those inside turned to see a paladin stride towards the bar.  Meric strained to hear Jaselett, the tavern keeper, speak with the newcomer.

“I have been expecting you, St. Johan,” said Jaselett.  “Thank you for coming.  My friend Verrek is in need of your help.”

“What service can I offer you and your friend?”  The tall paladin bore regally his immense frame.

Jaselett sighed.  He hoped that his request would not be beneath his noble friend.  “Verrek needs hearty creatures to escort some cargo to Poissôn, 100 miles to the north.”

St. Johan’s gaze remain locked on the keeper as he paused a moment.  “The cargo must be valuable.  I will need help.”

Jaselett smiled.  “Of course, my friend.  These gentlemen, at the table before you, are eager for adventure and remuneration.  They are worthy, I assure you.”

The paladin turned to regard the group, and they introduced themselves in turn.

The door opened again.  An elf stood in the doorway.  It paused, for effect, attempting to look taller than his five-foot three-inch body.  On his first step, he tripped on the doorstop.

Jaselett and the group supping porridge laughed and sniggered.  St. Johan, though amused, let only a thin smile cross his face.

“Need some help?” bellowed Meric.

“Be cautious, my brother,” said Euaemon, when he had controlled his fit of laughter.

The new elf straightened his robe, closed the door, and came up beside St. Johan, addressing the tavern keeper.

“Sir, my master, Ijucian, has suggested that I undertake adventures for the purpose of improving my skills as a wizard.  Can you suggest any employment?”

The light still gleamed in Jaselett’s eyes, but his smile had ebbed.  “Ah, Ijucian.  A good wizard and a fair one.  Yes, lad, I believe I can help you.”  He turned to St. Johan and the group.  “Might this apprentice wizard join your party?”

Meric, returning to his porridge, jibbed, “I hope you can fight better than you can walk.”

Caltror snorted.

Euaemon, eyeing his companions, decided to stick up for his kinsman.  “Don’t worry about these rogues, friend.  They are merely jealous of our superior powers of magic.  I am Euaemon.  This is Meric,” – he gestured to his right – “and this is Caltror.”  Again, an elegant hand movement, this time toward the large human.  “And this,” he said, nodding to the paladin, “is St. Johan.”

St. Johan offered his hand, and the elf shook it.

“I am Uthacalthing,” said the wizard.  “I’m pleased to meet you.”  

The paladin nodded to the elf and released his grip (much to Uthacalthing’s pleasure!).  He turned to Jaselett.  “If you recommend them, then I will accept their help.  Now, what is it that we take to Poissôn?”

Jaselett picked up a glass from the counter in front of him and washed it with a towel.  “I’ll leave explanation of the details to Verrek,” he said.  “You may find him at the mortuary, just a few blocks away.”

  *  *  *

Verrek

The sun crested the roofline as the band of adventurers left the Guild Hall.  They saw what appeared to be a hearse parked in the street outside the mortuary.  Two huge draft horses stood ready to pull it.  One of them whinnied as they peered in: nothing.  Caltror remained behind as the others entered the smartly appointed edifice.

Inside, an ornate casket sat raised off of the floor.  A man of sixty, wearing polished armor emblazoned with the symbol of Lathander, the paladins’ god, laid inside.  His head was covered by a thick helm, and he grasped the hilt of a long sword.  Meric noted a peculiar bronze-silver dagger on the dead man’s belt.  

A tall human, adorned with fine furs, boots, and a large bastard sword, stood alongside the casket.  He ignored the new visitors.

St. Johan removed his helm and unsheathed his sword.  He bent his left leg to kneel and holding it in his right hand, he planted the tip of the sword in the floor.  He closed his eyes, his chin resting against chest armor.  Only faint sounds from outside penetrated the room.

A man swept aside a deep red velvet curtain from an entryway.  Some of the group knew of Verrek as a mostly honorable man.  Yet there were stories about him and his business practices.  Perhaps nothing could be proved, only suspected….

“Ah, gentleman,” he said.  “Thank you for coming.  I am Verrek.”  He shook hands with St. Johan, who had risen to his full height, replacing his sword, and Euaemon, who had offered his hand.  He nodded at Meric and Uthacalthing.  They stood behind, toward the near end of the casket.  The other, fur-bearing human retreated to the opposite wall and maintained his silence.

“We understand you have valuable cargo that must be taken north,” said St. Johan, his palm resting on the butt of his sword.

“Yes, my dear paladin.  It must be delivered safely to Poissôn within three days.”

Meric was growing antsy with all of the formality.  “What is it?” he interjected.

Verrek looked at the halfling and smiled slightly.  “Normally I might say that it was none of your business.  However, there seems to be no harm in it, I trust.”  Now he smiled more warmly and removed a list from his pocket.

“Your cargo is three kegs of ale, two flasks of special elven wine, and some other items.”

Meric nearly laughed.  Euaemon suppressed a smile.

“Seems a bit much for five of us to guard such a cargo,” said Meric, partly to Verrek and partly to the group.  “What’s in it for us?”

Verrek fingered a stringed purse on his belt but did not open it.  “You shall each be paid one hundred gold pieces for your troubles.”

The group members, except the ever stoic St. Johan, eyed each other and gestured happily.  This would be a profitable trip for only three days work.

“Let’s hope you shall not find any,” he continued.  “But, as you no doubt know, the way north can be treacherous to travelers, and,” he paused, lowering his voice slightly, “this man had a few enemies.”

 “What if there are, shall we say, unforeseen difficulties?” asked Euaemon.

Verrek the businessman appreciated the insinuation.  “If there are – difficulties – then inform your hosts when you arrive and they will pay you a reasonable sum in addition to your wages.”

Euaemon nodded solemnly to Verrek in an expression of gratitude.

“Who shall be our contacts?” asked St. Johan.

“Ah, yes.  I almost forgot.”  Verrek was leading them back out into the street.  Meric’s eyes made a final appraisal of the casket and the body within and followed the group.  “Please take the cargo to Gendrew and Andolyn.  They live in a cottage on the north edge.  Ask for them when you reach Poissôn.  You should be able to get directions from almost anyone.”

Emerging again from the mortuary, they squinted at the light from the low sun.  It was about nine in the morning, and a chill remained in the air.

“Pardon my curiosity, sir,” said Euaemon, ever inquisitive, “but why must these supplies be hastened north?”

The group stopped halfway between the door and the hearse.  Caltror ambled over to join them.

“It is for the burial celebration for the man inside,” Verrek replied.  “Gendrew is a great chef, and these supplies will supplement the feast.  No doubt Andolyn will have some special magic planned for the occasion, as well.”

Uthacalthing’s ears perked up.  A fellow magic user, he thought, as he pondered the opportunity to improve his own craft.

“Now, you’ll find the supplies and wagon at the stables,” said Verrek.  He pointed down the street.  “May Lathander follow you in your journey.”  He shook hands with St. Johan and Euaemon and left them in the street.

  *  *  *

The Cargo

The stable master eyed Euaemon suspiciously.  He spared only brief glances at the others as he spoke with St. Johan.

“The cargo will be loaded presently,” the man said.

Two stout horses were hitched to a flat-bed wagon.  “This is Star,” said a boy, rubbing the large muzzle of the nearest horse.  Turning to look over his shoulder, he said, “That one’s Groveling.”

The boy peppered Meric with questions and boasts about one day being an adventurer.  Meric, anxious to get on the trail, answered him briefly, if at all.

“May we have an invoice for these supplies,” inquired Euaemon.  He enjoyed heaping a little extra discomfort upon humans like this stable master.

The man handed him a slip of paper, nodded at St. Johan, and stalked back inside to tend his brood.  

Caltror climbed to the front and took the reins from the stable boy.  Euaemon took the seat next to him, and the rest sat with the cargo.

Within minutes they were on the road out of Alaghôn.

  *  *  *

Tales of Lizard Folk

The northern road was in decent shape despite the winter just passed.  Only a few small bands of travelers moved south, passing them with only a few brief words exchanged.  There were no warnings of hazards on the way to Poissôn.  

Around dinnertime, they saw two men standing new the road outside of Valloran’s Valor, a small village.  They watched the five adventurers, the horses and cart, come closer.  Broad smiles lit their faces.

The mayor of the village appeared overjoyed.  “Thank Lathander, you have come!”

St. Johan, the primary object of the mens’ gazes, jumped off the wagon, Euaemon quickly at his side.  Caltror gazed down from his perch in the driver’s seat.  Meric and Uthacalthing ventured up to the front railing of the wagon behind Caltror.

“I’m afraid you must be mistaken, sir,” said St. Johan, removing his helm.  “We are charged for Poissôn.”

The eyes of the two men flattened in disbelief. 

“But you are a paladin, a follower of Lathander, no?” gasped the mayor.

It was now St. Johan’s turn to look puzzled.  “Yes, but….”  A long pause.  “You must have me confused with someone else.”

The men were crestfallen.  He told them, in a pleading voice, of the refugees from Morningstar Hollows that had descended upon the village.  Their own, it seemed, had been overrun by lizard folk.  Some of the Hollows’ residents had been killed, or simply driven off of their lands.  The major had expected help to rid the area of the menace and return the refugees to their homes.

“I’m afraid that we must finish our present duties,” St. Johan said, answering the major’s request.  “But I, at least, will return within 5 days hence to aid you.”

Dejected, but buoyed with some hope, they thanked St. Johan and blessed the band of adventurers.  

The Five supped in the village, but decided to move on, there being some daylight still left.  They stopped at a small inn by the road a few hours later.  They were tired from their 50-mile journey that day.

The night was uneventful.

  *  *  *

Attacked by Bandits, and Discovery of a Den

The road proceeded in a generally straight line across a scrubby plain.  Some hearty vegetation, looking dry and withered, had survived the winter.  Dense bushes of mostly leafless stalks and trunks filled much of the surrounding space on either side of the road.

The little band was moving well after an early start.

Then….

A shriek came from the front.  An orc was charging the horses, and another came from the left.

The horses lurched to the right, and Caltror had difficulty controlling them.  

Uthacalthing stood up immediately on hearing the battle cry and fired a magic missile at the orc threatening the horses.  Euaemon strung his bow and shot.  A human appeared further off to their left.

Within seconds the battle was over.  Euaemon and Meric had killed the orcs, and a long bowshot from the elf felled the human.  They searched his remains and found a pouch of magic components.  Uthacalthing scanned the area for magical auras but found none.

Tracks led to the west away from the dead human.  Euaemon and Meric followed them and discovered a hideout.  A quick reconnaissance revealed more than the two could handle alone: many more orcs camped inside.  And the approach to the cave was treacherous.  There was no cover for at least one hundred feet leading to the mouth, giving the orcs a noticeable advantage against any who approached.  They sped quickly back to the wagon, having been gone almost an hour already.

“We should wipe them out,” hissed Meric, after they’d told their story to the others.

“Yes, we should,” said St. Johan, “but we should complete our appointed task first.  We can come back.”

The band pondered the situation but reluctantly agreed with the paladin.  Better to finish their duties and receive their gold than to delay their rendezvous in Poissôn.  

They moved on.

  *  *  *

The Cottage

The Hatchery was a nondescript inn.  It stood squarely on the eastern side of Poissôn.  The smell of fish permeated the air, and any observer could clearly see docks, fishing boats, and teeming warehouses on the waters edge below.  A 50-foot sheer drop greeted the curious.

A lighthouse stood 300 yards out in the water, casting its still faint light on the surroundings.  It was not yet dark.

St. Johan inquired of the innkeeper, who seemed disapproving.

Yes, Gendrew and Andolyn.  They live in a cottage a little way north of town.
He offered them supper and beds, but the band opted to continue to their final destination.  Perhaps they could complete their quest in two days, rather than three.

Their path took them through a great stand of maple trees, and they recognized the old warehouse the innkeeper had mentioned.

The stone cottage sat comfortably among the large trees.  A small chimney was visible in the middle of the roof, and another toward the far end.  The immensity of the chimney indicated a correspondingly large fireplace, probably in the kitchen.  A wisp of smoke issued from it.

Faint moonlight illuminated the area, but the cottage looked unoccupied.  The windows were boarded up by smart looking shutters.  The horses drank from the trough, but except for their lapping, only a few forest sounds could be heard.

No one emerged to meet them.

The adventurers dismounted the wagon.  Caltror saw to the horses while the rest stalked toward the cottage.

“Shall we knock?” asked Euaemon.

St. Johan lifted his armor-clad arm.  Knock, knock, knock.
Nothing.

He pounded the door again, more forcefully.

No response.

They looked at each other, stupefied.  Surely, they were expected!
“Let’s try the door,” said Meric, readying his lock-picking tools.

He did not need them.  The door opened as St. Johan twisted the small knob.  They entered a sitting room with a chair, reading table, and lamp sitting to their left.  An unlit fireplace stood in the wall opposite them.  A hallway opened to their left, several paces in, and another room opened in the far wall.

A book lay open on the reading table.  Uthacalthing, always curious about books, bent to look at the text.  He did not recognize the inscribed symbols.

A wondrous book, he mused.

Just then, the book leapt from the table and slammed on his fingers. 

Uthacalthing’s hand ached from the stylus, and he winced at the flood of images in his mind.  It had happened so fast!  Ijucian had taught him much about magic, and even a little about life.  But he had been unprepared for an attack by enchanted objects.  He chided himself for letting his guard down.

He had assumed – ah, he knew what that meant! – that the cottage’s occupants were merely absent.

But that hadn’t been the case, at least not with respect to Gendrew, who had been….  Well, best to write down what he could remember.

  *  *  *

Enchanted Things

A startled cry issued from Uthacalthing.  The book hurt his hand, and he jumped back involuntarily.

The poker from the fireplace arced through the air towards St. Johan, a few steps behind Uthacalthing.  It missed, landed with a metallic thud on the floor, and attempted to right itself.

Then, incomprehensibly, the drawstring from a nearby curtain flung itself toward Uthacalthing, wrapping itself around his neck.  The book attacked again, this time snapping at the elf’s face, missing by inches.

Meric and Euaemon scrambled out the door, unsure how to handle the strange phenomenon.  St. Johan avoided the possessed poker and backtracked outside, as well.

As the drawstring loosened to change its grip, Uthacalthing ripped it from around his neck, all the while dodging the snapping book.  He dove for his fellows, and someone shut the door.

They panted in terror and exasperation.

“What the deuce is going on?!” exclaimed Meric.

The enchanted objects did not pursue them.  Perhaps they could not open the door, or had merely been programmed to guard the interior.  Either way, the threat had ebbed.

Meric and Euaemon edged close to the door to listen carefully.  Nothing.  They decided to move quietly around the house, listening for signs of movement within.

Clearly, something was afoot inside.  Faint sounds could be heard, perhaps from the basement.  What ever the case, they new that things were amiss.

“We must get inside,” said Euaemon.

The others agreed, but were loathe to face the enchanted objects in the sitting room.  This time, though, they were ready.  Opening the door, weapons drawn, they faced down the book and the drawstring and the poker.  They began looking around.  From down the hallway they heard muffled noises.  The door to the adjoining room was closed.

Euaemon stood with bow drawn as Meric, the halfling, opened the door.  They saw a man, presumably Gendrew, bound and gagged on the bed to their left.  He laid perpendicular to them, his feet pointed almost perfectly to the flying creature above and to the right of the door.

It fluttered and avoided their swats.  Uthacalthing moved toward Gendrew, trying to cut the bonds on his hands.  Unfortunately, no one thought to close the door, and the outnumbered creature raced down the hallway and out the front of the cottage.  Euaemon and Meric followed it outside, but lost sight as it quickly flew over the trees to the west.

“Gruumsh’s blood!” cursed Euaemon.

Meric replaced his knife with a sharp crack of hilt and scabbard.  They went back inside.

St. Johan and Uthacalthing freed Gendrew.  

“What was that thing?” they asked.

“I don’t know,” said the man.  “Right now we have other problems.  My golem has gone berserk.”

  *  *  *

Trial by Fire; The Calzone Golem

Uthacalthing put down his stylus and rubbed his eyes.  Andolyn joined him in the front room, sitting on a wooden chair near the sculpted archway to the kitchen.

She had gone to look for supplies, but would say nothing more.  She was more curious about the strange events that had transpired in her absence.

He related the battle with the fire in the kitchen, and of the steaming calzone golem that had noisily trudged up the stairs from the basement.  

Uthacalthing shuddered to recall the leaping flame.  For a moment, singed by the intense heat, he had laid dying on the floor.  Later he learned that St. Johan had ‘laid on hands’ and healed him enough to fight the frightful food. They had, with difficulty, defeated the flame and Gendrew’s mad familiar.  But Euaemon, who had also fallen for a brief time from the hot spray of the golem, had been quite unhappy with the group’s combat tactics.  They had not encircled the golem effectively to take advantage of distraction.

“As with all things, young one,” said Andolyn, “you must learn from your experiences.”

Uthacalthing nodded.  He knew he had much thinking to do before they set off again.

  *  *  *

Aftermath

Euaemon helped Andolyn retrieve mops, pizza cutters, and pie scoops to deal with the remains of the golem.  “You said, good Lady, that you had a suspicion about the beast that was here, that poisoned your husband and tore up so many books.  What was it?  Why did it flee rather than fight?  Was it a tool of some sinister fiend, lurking in the nearby woods?”

“A dirty denizen of the plane of chaos,” Andolyn replied disdainfully, “an imp of no real power.  I might possibly know of its master but must do some of my own investigating first.  I am sorry that it attacked you, although I am happy for your timing.  Its master must have known that I was briefly gone…."  Her voiced trailed off.  Euaemon watched her eyes twist upwards to the ceiling.  Are we being watched? he thought.

“It should be none of your concern.”  She said flatly.  “I shall handle this imp and its master in due time.  Come now, let us begin cleaning up.”

Andolyn directed their clean-up efforts.  She asked Euaemon to help her remove the cheesy grime from the stove top, obviously wishing to return it to order first.  As they started to scrub the crusty pastry and condiments from the oven racks, she leaned to the elf and whispered, "I shall never forget your help here and your offer.  In the future, I may take you up on it as I may have need."

  *  *  *

New Skills

Finally, the kitchen resembled its former self.  They had eaten their foe and scrapped its former innards from the floor, walls, and kitchen appliance.  Now the smell of burned cheese and tomato sauce, hanging in the air, was vaguely nauseating.

The slumped in chairs and sofas in the sitting room.  Uthacalthing sat on the floor.

Euaemon looked disheveled but alert.  “Verrek and Jaselett, our employers, stated that you and Gendrew could aid us, after delivery of the cargo, if by some chance our outstanding faith and skills may falter in the face of meeting adversity on the road,” Euaemon said.

“Such as good Euaemon's singing,” someone added.  Andolyn's lip quivered with amusement as she watched the self-absorbed elf blink rapidly.

“Yes,” he quickly said.  “Anyway, we may wish to root out at least one of the groups of bandits on the road--for we discovered a hide out!  Alas, there was at least 100 feet of broken ground forming the slope to the cave, without cover of any kind.  That would make an assault perilous.  Do you, Andolyn, have any suggestions, advice, or magic to aid us?” the elf asked.  

Andolyn turned thoughtfully to the elf.  “I believe the bandits shall be thick on the roads this new season,” she replied.  “It was a particularly harsh winter in the mountains and its inhabitants may again attempt to reclaim land that we humans have now settled.”  She paused a moment, deep in thought.  “100 feet you say?  Wait a moment.”

She left the room and disappeared down the stairs to the basement.  A few minutes later, she returned, a dusty scroll in hand.

“This is a spell that creates a sphere of fog 30 feet in radius and 20 feet high.  It can be cast from up to 130 feet away but will only last fifteen seconds at most and perhaps six seconds at worst, should the winds of Akadi not favor you.  Whether by distraction or to provide cover, I think this should aid you in your assault.”

She handed the scroll to Uthacalthing, who sat near her chair.  “I believe my new pupil would be the best at attempting this spell.”

“Attempting?” said the elf, raising his eyebrows.

“Yes, this spell is slightly beyond your present training but not beyond your ability.  You show great promise.  Your senior wizard has prepared you with a strong foundation for learning.  It is of no greater risk then crossbow bolts over 100 feet of open ground.”

Caltror and St. Johan saw to the horses and the wagon.  One by one, they fell asleep.

  *  *  *

A Busy Day

They had successfully delivered the cargo and happily accepted their payment.  St. Johan spent much of the day in Poissôn, tending to his ever-present duties on behalf of Lathander.  Euaemon and Meric busied themselves with feats and tests in the surrounding forest, and Caltror dozed in a clearing, resting his sore arms.

Andolyn was a gracious teacher, allowing Uthacalthing to learn two new spells: ‘burning hands’ and ‘sleep.’  He spent most of the day copying them into his spellbook and inquiring about the strange new symbols inscribed on the scrolls.  The knowledge traced fresh pathways in his mind.

When he had finally finished, he opened yet another book from Andolyn.  She might have seemed a simple magic user, but she knew something about combat.  Uthacalthing knew he had to learn these things, too, or die ignominiously in this harsh world.
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