Hi all!

A couple of weeks ago I've had my PCs encounter a band of Kharakhan Giants.  I felt kinda uncomfortable about picturing them as the blundering idiots (INT -4, DEX -lots & lots) they appear in Tal 3rd, so I sat down and put a little work to them.

MARC DON'T READ THIS!

As a base, I used the info on Kharakhans (esp. the Kharakhan Taler archetype) in Cyc. Tal. Wilderlands. I strongly suggest that anyone who wants to include Kharakhans in their campaign check out the Cyc. first, it's good stuff, all in all.

Weelll. The story goes as follows: My PCs (a Zandir Swordsmage, a Sindaran Mesa Scout, a Kang Tracker (with his soul firmly in the claws of the reincarnated Mordante), a Cymrilian Witch-Thief (Rogue Magician)),  together with an ageing Sarista and a renegade Arimite Revenant (Hi there, Eed!) are on a lengthy quest for the base of Solimorrion's Star (yes, it's broken). 

In the Lyceum Arcanum, the Sindaran came across a side-note piece of information about a previous questor for the base who suggested that the Kharakhan Giants might know about its whereabouts and launched an expedition to the Wastes, never to be heard of again. Libraries being what they are (sources of valid information, heheheheeee), the group decided to follow the tracks of Disantale (the researcher) and made off for the

Wilderlands. Some of them (especially the Sindaran and the Cymrilian) had their doubts about asking stupid, uncouth giants about a thing as delicate as this, but since Cymril was becoming kinda hot for them they were glad to be away as soon as possible. 

After weeks of travel, spiced with altercations with Aamanian pilgrim knights who (correctly) believe the group to be in the service to a very evil (to Aamanians) entity they couldn't quite put a finger on (Mordante) and a tortured half-bane assassin who's trailing them, they reached the Sad Plains. Ardjun (the Arimite) told them that the Plains are haunted by ghosts, which they didn't believe because they know Arimites to be superstitious. But then, in their first night in the Sad Plains, the wailing started. Perhaps it was only the wind in the grass, but it seemed to cry in almost-human voices, in words they could hear but not quite understand, but almost. (The watch awakened Ardjun, almost getting skewered in the process, and told him about the voices but only got a

"To you I told these lands be haunted. Let me sleep now." for an answer.)  Nobody slept well that night; they all had strange and disturbing dreams about fire and being choked to death.

The next night they experienced the same; their dreams and lack of sleep combined to a general feeling of being worn-out and depressed.

On the third evening, while they were looking for a suitable campsite, they didn't hear the wind-voices in the grass, but instead a weird, almost subsonic, rhythmic drone that was entrancing and calming. A short while (1/2 h) later they saw the ruins of a village, and next to them a large campfire with several vaguely humanoid figures engaged in a dance.

The group decided that they didn't want to approach the campsite by dark (they know my taste in nightly encounters) but set up their own camp (without a fire; they didn't want to be noticed) only half an hour away.  The music continued through the night, and they all slept well the entire night, undisturbed by dreams.

The next morning they approached the camp next to the ruins, slowly becoming aware of the size of its inhabitants. Before they reached it, they saw a huge humanoid mounted on an ogriphant coming at them from the camp. The creature was 12 feet tall, brown-skinned, long-limbed, muscular, with a swept-back brow, large, deep-set eyes and a protruding jaw. A thick, black mane fell halfway down its back. It was clad in skins and furs, carried a 15 foot spear and had a huge, single-bladed battle-axe slung across its back. It rode the ogriphant without tack or harness and spoke to itself in a deep, rumbling voice interrupted by laughter.

At a good twenty paces from the characters the Giant brought his mount to a halt. "Good hunting, dwarfs. I am Kolnar the Taler. What is your purpose in these lands?" 

After recovering, the Sindaran spoke: "We have been looking for the Giants of Kharakhan. Am I correct if I assume that we have found them? Oh, err, I am called Mirak, and these are Si'Elia of Cymril, Ardjun of Shattra and Tarak from the Quan Empire." (The Sarista and the Zandir had stayed behind to meet the half-bane and reason with him. They'd had talk before, it was not as ridiculous an idea as it seems...)

"You are. This is the band of Surka Duskfire. Follow me." He turned his ogriphant around and started for the camp, humming and chuckling to himself. When they reached the camp, they saw that most of the Giants they'd seen the night before were out hunting. Kolnar sat down with the dwarfs to have talk.

..........

On Kharakhan Giants

Kharakhans call themselves The Wanderers at the End of Time. They believe in something they call "purpose," a long-term goal that everybody has.  Purpose is not something that can be chosen, it is something inextricably locked with someone's fate. Knowing one's purpose means knowing one's own standing in the world, what should be done and what shouldn't. They are sad that many of the short-lived dwarfs (Kharakhans live looong lives) are apparently ignorant of their purposes and indulge themselves in senseless squabbles and lead meaningless lives.

In case of the Kharakhans, the purpose is/was the battling of the Drakken.  They are at the End of Time because they have fulfilled their goal millennia ago. But they also know that the Drakken have retreated and believe that they will return someday. Sometimes they say they are "between time," but only rarely and only to people they trust. In expectation of the eventual return of their enemy, they keep alive the memory of the old times by story-dances and hone their skills as warriors by various contests (see Cyc Tal Wilderlands) and on the hunt. A long time ago, The Kharakhans had fortress-cities in the north (the Kharakhan Ruins).  But with the Great Disaster (I call it Interregnum because of the temporary dominance of the Wildmen), the climate of the Wilderlands changed and the once arable soil of Kharakhan couldn't sustain the people anymore. So they became wanderers, continuously on the move in small groups named after heroes of the past (such as Surka Duskfire) in order to find enough food without exhausting the resources of an area.  The ruins of the ancient cities, however, still have great meaning in Kharakhan culture.

Ambition, such as found in other races, is foreign to Kharakhans.  Occasionally, a Kharakhan wanders the dwarf-lands to learn about the ways of dwarfs and the lore of the land (Kharakhans don't expect the Drakken to return to the Kharakhan wastes so they can battle them there), but they tend to avoid cities (too packed, and the doorways are too small) and usually return after fifty years or so.

Kharakhans get along quite well with the other residents of the Wilderlands. Their immense size and battle prowess allows even a single giant to face a great number of smaller opponents. The charge of an ogriphant-mounted war party or a Kharakhan war wagon is next to unstoppable. Other peoples of the Wilderlands, such as Za, know about this and treat Kharakhans accordingly.  

Kharakhan Culture
Kharakhans laugh when others sing, so outsiders may be surprised by a Kharakhans' sudden outbursts of laughter. Kharakhan musical instruments are drums (huge drums, played with sticks others would call quarterstaves) and Tolrun (a Tolrun is a 15 ft didgeridoo). Kharakhans are tone-deaf, but they have a very well developed feeling for rhythm, and their music has an entrancing quality. Instead of song, they use occasional wordless shouting and humming, and the meaning that is normally conveyed by lyrics is conveyed by story-dances, a complex and quite abstract form of expression.

While wandering, Kharakhans use something they call travel-songs. It is a form of meditation that counters exhaustion of man and beast and allows for easier and longer marches. Travel-singing has no melody, it consist of long orations in the ancient language of Kharakhan, mixed with the usual chuckling, humming and laughing. A Kharakhan hunting party moves with astonishing speed, sometimes covering more than a hundred miles in a 24 hour march. 

Kharakhans and Rahastrans
For Kharakhans, Rahastrans are a special people. Rahastrans are very aware of their fate (purpose) and the Kharakhans aid them in their travels through the Wilderlands whenever they can. 

Perhaps an early Rahastran helped the giants to find their purpose in ancient times, and maybe it was the Rahastrans who told them that the Drakken will return someday. 

[In my campaign, the Rahastran Council of Twenty (Rahastrans who represent the cards of the Zodar deck) was meeting in the ruins of the village next to the Kharakhan camp to decide if they should add a 21st card to the Zodar (and a 21st member to their Council) deck to represent the eighth moon that has recently appeared in the sky of Talislanta (the moon is a representation of Narishna, who has recently been freed from his exile in an artificial Quaranian hell. Hi Eed! Yes, my Tal is quite different =%*)] 

.......

In the evening, the hunting party returned to the camp, lugging an enormous land dragon between their ogriphants. While some went to prepare the dragon for roasting, others made a fire and heated water in a huge kettle. A third group was engaged in Kharakan games, such as wrestling, (the PCs stayed a good distance away from a Kharakan wrestling match) rock-tossing, running, spear-throwing and stick-fighting (stick???) When the water was boiling, a giant added fistfuls of yellow-green, yard-long grass and let it simmer for some hours. After a while, the characters were approached by Kolnar. 

"You are invited to join us in the Dance tonight. We would be honored if you could dance your Story for us." The PCs were quite perplexed. How the heck should they get the hang of Kharakan story-dancing? They ruminated on this for a while and decided to mime the events of their past as well as they could. When the food was ready, they were all given a slab of land-dragon meat and a bowl (a big one, of course), of the herbal brew. 

After the meal, five giants picked up their instruments. Two were playing giant-sized drums with their hands and a beater, the other three had long wooden pipes called Tolrun, decorated with strange runes and pictograms.

Whether it was the brew or the music or both, the adventurers couldn't tell, but after only half an hour of listening, they found themselves caught in the music. They began to dance around the fire, with all the giants sitting in a circle and watching. They danced the possession of Tsiskader, their hunt through Silvanus, the appearing of the Eighth

Moon, the encounter with the Imrians and the sea battle with Elorian the wizard. They danced the return to Zanth, their meeting with Zorastin the Xambrian, the journey through Arim and the tale of murder in the trading post. They danced their arrival in Cymril and their learning that Narishna and Mordante had both returned and were bitter enemies. They danced the nocturnal fight with Mordante's allies in the woodlands of Cymril, and maybe Si'Elia and Tarak danced their oath of fealty to Mordante. They danced meeting with Uial the Half-Bane and the caravan journey along the Wilderlands road where they were beset by Beastmen and Za. They danced their being cursed by Aamanians, their escape from the caravan, their partaking in a Danalek water ritual and their journey to Maruk. They danced their fight with the Aamanians and their rescue by Ardjun.  They danced the Sadness of the Plains, their first listening to Kharakan music and much, much more. 

And all the while, their bodies seemed to dissolve, the music became part of theirs, and they hardly noticed that the other Kharakhans had joined the Tale. And when finally the suns rose and the music subsided, they went to sleep like they had never slept before. 

Well, I guess that's enough for now,

happy gaming, 

Ratboy.     

Tim Bloemeke                                                                     "There is no substitute for good

Schreinerstrasse 17                                                                manners, except fast reflexes" 

10247 Berlin, Germany                                                                        - variously attributed

49-30-4263680

Drohem (11-03-2010): This article by Tim Bloemeke was posted to the archived Talislanta Central website.
