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To those who wander the realm of Ryden...

These are not just tales.

They are warnings.

Confessions. Echoes.

Fragments of those who walked into the dark and sometimes—barely—came back.

The Caravan Tales is not a saga of champions or kings. It is a collection of solitary reckonings. Each story, drawn from the vast and treacherous realm of Ryden, reveals a soul caught at the edge of something greater than themselves—a whispering shadow, a buried truth, an unseen hunger. There are no grand armies here. No gods to intervene. Only people. Haunted, flawed, brave in quiet ways.

What binds these tales together is not a single hero, but a shared struggle for identity, for survival, for meaning in the face of monsters that often wear familiar faces—and sometimes, our own.

Victory is not guaranteed. In fact, it is rare.

But what is gained—if anything—is hard-earned: clarity, courage, awareness.

And sometimes... peace, though not without scars.

Read carefully.

These stories do not simply entertain.

They warn.

And if you listen closely, they may whisper something you were not ready to hear.

The path ahead is treacherous.

But if you must walk it—walk with eyes open.

—D.W.H.
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In the medieval world of Ryden, where the sword rules and magic is a rare mystical power, even the mysteries of the unknown can place a deep fear within one’s soul. There has never been a known reason why evil exists—only that it does. Nor has there been a clue to its source. But for those who enter the grounds of a once great war, they may find themselves becoming part of the past... May fortune find their souls peace, where evil is in overabundance... In a valley of lost souls.
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We felt a surge of excitement when we learned my wife was heir to a valuable estate in Alden. The only catch was that we had to appear in person to make the claim. Worse still, Alden lay far to the south of Ryden—and we lived in Vallatta, to the north. We had just ten days to get there. It wasn’t much time.

My name is Arix Keylan. My wife is Filisha. We have three children—Jamison, twelve; Jonathan, ten; and our daughter Haley, just six. Our longtime friend Shanden joined us for the journey, along with my brother-in-law Marcus and his family.

We left our home in Vallatta behind, cared for by my mother, Jeanie. My younger brother, Shanden, joined us. Filisha’s older brother, Marcus, and his family—Cassey, his wife, and their fifteen-year-old son, Jonathan—traveled in a separate carriage. We’d only been on the road a few days, chasing a future we hoped to claim.

Shanden, like my mother, lived with us before the journey. He couldn’t resist an excuse to travel. The two things he values most are exploring the realms—and his pursuit of magic. Yes, I said magic. I’ve always challenged his obsession, but I can’t fault his dedication. For five years, he’s practiced his parlor tricks, convinced he’s a natural—though no one else would say so. Most of the time, his spells fizzle, and while we try to hold back our laughter for his pride’s sake, he never seems to mind. He insists he’s always in control.

Marcus, on the other hand, is much like me—grounded and practical. A former city guard from Vallatta, he and I get along well. Of course, I’m sure my work as a steel forger had nothing to do with that. He always admired the weapons I made, especially my armor—from sturdy chainmail to heavy platemail. I swear, if Filisha hadn’t married me, Marcus might have.

I jest, of course—but it speaks to how strong our family ties are. Marcus joined us because the will named him as a co-heir to the estate. Funny—we never expected their uncle to have amassed such wealth. Filisha and Marcus hardly saw him growing up. To them, Uncle Willard was a foolhardy adventurer, or so their parents always said. But clearly, he’d done well for himself.

Their family’s bloodline was strong—and it showed in Filisha. Her strength of character captivated me from the moment we met—along with her striking beauty. I suppose that’s why their uncle left them the estate. He saw their potential, even as children. The only catch, as I mentioned, was the clause: they had thirty days from his death to claim it. A test, I think—to see if they were strong enough to reach it in time. Otherwise, the estate would pass to his fellow adventurers.

So why did we only have ten days’ notice? Well, the city official in Alden spent the first twenty just tracking them down. At least he knew what city to start with—and luckily, their parents had never moved. Yes, it was unfair by most legal standards, but that’s how their uncle wrote his will. No one ever praised his intellect...
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As I reflected on our journey, the carriage jolted—one side dropped, and the front left wheel buried itself in the ground. The impact hurled me from my seat, tumbling over rocks and dirt. The horses kept pulling, dragging the wagon nearly fifty feet before its undercarriage slammed into a deep-rooted rock. The lead snapped. The horses bolted ahead, vanishing into the distance. Filisha and the others were still inside—hopefully unharmed.

Marcus reacted instantly. He halted his carriage, leapt down, and drew his blade. “Are you alright?!”

I caught my breath. “Yes... I’m fine.”

He cut loose one of his lead horses and climbed onto its bare back. Gripping the reins, he kicked it into a gallop. “Hya!”

Jamison flung the carriage door open. “Father!”

“Jamison,” I called out as I got to my feet. “Is everyone alright?”

“Yes.” His worried face softened with relief. His shaggy brown hair was a mess—he must have been asleep when we crashed. “What happened?”

I crouched beside the carriage and inspected the damage. “Front wheel’s gone,” I muttered. “I had a bad feeling about this thing. We should’ve checked it better before leaving. Now it’s costing us.”

The others emerged to help.

“Arix?” Filisha called as she stepped down from the carriage.

“Yes, dear,” I said quickly, hoping to ease her nerves.

She rushed to me, the others—Cassey and Jonathan included—close behind.

“I’m fine, Filisha... everyone... just a few bruises, I’m sure.”

She wrapped her arms around me, clutching tight. “Thank goodness.” Her grip pressed into my sore muscles, but I let her hold on. She needed this. 

I ran a hand along the splintered frame. “We’ve hit a snag,” I said quietly. “The wagon’s in rough shape. It’ll take some work to repair.” 

She looked to me, her eyes wide and searching. “What do we do?” 

“Hopefully Marcus catches the horses. I’ll assess the damage to the lead.” I grabbed my tools and slid under the carriage.

Marcus soon returned, leading our runaway team. “Do these belong to you?” he grinned.

Filisha folded her arms. “Very thoughtful, Marcus.”

“Hey, it wasn’t easy catching those stallions.” Marcus tried to laugh it off.

“Thank you, Marcus,” I said, cutting in to defuse the tension. “Your quick thinking saved us time—and a lot more trouble.” 

“Ah, see, sister? A little appreciation.” He grinned wider, casting her a wink. Her scowl softened into a reluctant smile.

Marcus hesitated, his voice softer now. “Arix... I know you said you were fine, but how are you really?”

I patted his shoulder. “A little sore, but nothing serious.”

I examined the lead. The locking ring had stripped clean. I stood and turned to the others. “The wheel I can fix. But the lead’s snapped clean through. I’ll need to get a replacement at the blacksmith in Del Rek.”

Filisha’s voice snapped. “We don’t have that kind of time! 

“Fortunately, Del Rek isn’t far.” I looked between them. “But you’re right—we can’t all wait. You and Marcus will have to go on ahead. I’m not needed for the claim, but you are.”

Filisha’s face fell. She shook her head slightly. “Arix, I—”

“Filisha.” I waited for her to meet my eyes. “Go. I’ll take care of the children—and this wagon. Shanden’s with me. What matters is that you reach Alden in time. If you don’t, we lose everything your uncle left you.”

A tear welled in her eye, catching the sunlight. She smiled faintly and nodded. “Alright, I’ll go... but promise me you’ll catch up as soon as you can.”

“As soon as I can, my love.” I pulled her into one last embrace and kissed her.

We parted, and I added, “Grab what you need. We’re losing time.”

She returned to the carriage to pack.

Marcus approached. “You sure about this?”

“We don’t have a choice. You both have to be there. We’ll be fine. Just take care of my wife.”

“You bet.” He smirked. “Try to catch up soon—I don’t know how long I can take her bellyachin’.” 

“We’ll try,” I chuckled. “You’re heading through the valley past Del Rek, right?”

He pulled out his map and spread it flat. “Yeah, it’s the fastest way. With luck, we’ll reach Krellrock by nightfall. From there, we’ll cut through Fort Nave and follow the river to Alden. We should make it in time.” 

“Good. I’ll be glad when this rushed travel is behind us.” I laughed and extended my hand. “Safe journey. May the gods protect you.”

“You too.” He shook my hand, then turned back. “Come on, Cassey—we need room for Filisha.”

Cassey waved as she followed. “Take care, Arix.” 

“Come on, Filisha!” Marcus called. “We’ve got to move!”

After a round of hasty farewells, they departed. I returned to the repairs with Shanden and Jamison. Lifting the wagon and replacing the wheel took effort—but the real challenge was the lead. Thankfully, we had enough rope for a makeshift connection. It wasn’t perfect, but it would get us to Del Rek.
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It took us about three hours to reach Del Rek. It was a fair-sized town, slightly smaller than Ziest by trade standards. We found the local blacksmith, Harraja. He was open to our business and understood our need for a quick repair. I helped where I could, even though his price remained firm. I didn’t mind—we were in a jam. Shanden kept the children busy and fed them at a local tavern as the sun began to set.

As we worked to refasten the new lead, I said, “Truly appreciate you staying late to help us. My wife and her brother had to ride ahead—urgent business in Alden, just days from now.”

Harraja stayed focused beneath the wagon, offering no reply. I assumed he was listening. I kept talking—mostly to fill the silence Filisha had left behind.

I glanced out of the shed. The half-moon had begun to rise, and the stars above looked crystal clear. “I hope they made it to Krellrock all right.”
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Love sparked it. Greed twisted it.
The Valley’s fog sealed them in eternal war.

David W. Hepp
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