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These adventure tales are told at the whim of the Daughter of Deceit and are in the order she wishes to tell them.
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A New Job
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V and I walked across the damp cobblestone streets of Rekx in the early morning light, the smell of smoke and offal hanging in the air. The bluffs to the east drew my eye. They showed no indication of the death trap they held. I felt down my side and across the punctures left by the poison thorns that pierced my armour, the skin beneath still itching from the poison. We joined the morning traffic away from the ports to the north of the city, where the caravan yards sat at the base of the switchback leading up to the Northern Pass. 

We had met with Caravan Master Hardin Ironhorde last night in in the wine shop. It wasn’t the best job, and I had to take work at sword fighters’ rate, but it got us out of the city today. Uncomfortable questions waited for us here if we stayed.

The caravan yard bustled with labourers. Cool winds brought the smell of the sea, the city, and the coming of winter. We wound through the warehouses to yard four, where I presented myself to an older man with salt and pepper hair and a worn face who had clearly seen the sun of the Orgrean deserts. 

“You Areana?” he peeked to the side. “And Vreana.” 

I smiled and nodded. “Yes. I am Areana.”

“I’m Vreana.” She gave him a smile that was wide and lovely. 

“I am Kelin, the caravan's head guard." He stood taller and made his countenance stern. "Master Ironhorde told me he talked to you yesterday. We are happy to have two experienced campaigners. Welcome aboard.” He smiled wanly. “Availability has been quite diminished.”

I nodded, with a small smile.

V continued her promising smile as she nodded.

“No sass, no trouble, no fighting in the company, and keep your eyes open.” He gave both of us long hard looks with old eyes. “We leave before the sun hits ring three of the octomid. 

I turned to look at the temple of Ra in the center of the city. The sunlight that shone through the teeth of the eastern bluffs landed on the top of level two. I looked back at Kelin.

"Put your sword arms to work helping load the wagons.”

I gave him a salute. “Yes, sir.” 

V also saluted, a hand still on her sheathed dagger. “Of course, sir.” She drew out the last syllable with a sultry voice. 

I pivoted on my heel and headed to the warehouse to see what work the dwarf yelling orders at bearers had. V followed me to the warehouse with a swagger.

Master Ironhorde put us to work hauling barrels of olives, oil, and avocados onto the third of seven carts. We did our best to help, but I kept having to remind myself that the barrels were supposed to heavy. 

Meanwhile, Master Ironhorde went from cart to cart. double checking his manifest and yelling for labourers at the warehouse to get certain items on the carts. 

After a little load balancing, we were off. With a head's worth of shadow left on the third level of the octomid, we headed up the north trail to the cliff gate and into the northern high valleys. The oxen took the heavy loads up the switchbacks with a clack of their hooves and steady grunts of effort. Most of us walked beside the carts, which gave us a breathtaking view of the city, its central octomid, the harbour, the turquoise bay, and the Sapphire Sea beyond. The tip of Mount Hector was visible only as a small jut of rock on the horizon, marking the point on the south side of the Sapphire Sea that divided the coastal jungles of Firolon and the deserts of Orgrean.

I looked away from the cliffs on the east side of the bay with a deep, steadying breath as we headed into the North-Cliff Gate and the Horned Pass. The pass was flanked by carved stone pillars where archers, protected by the arrow loops, watched us go by. Master Ironhorde waved at the guard captain in the Gryphon-Nest Tower as we headed into the stone pass.

The water-eroded cliffs led to the carved passage to the coast built by the dwarves of the third age and the Gryphon-Nest Stronghold. All this was done long before the plague wars wrecked the south bailey and created the bay in which Rekx, a city of the fifth age, now stood. Through another pair of pillars, we looked out over the valley of Star-Lake.  We spent the afternoon descending the switchback at the southern end of the lake before it trailed into the mountain. 

We left the pass behind and descended into the treed river valley, where I was greeted by the smell of maple, the sounds of birds, and a warmer wind across my face. 

The caravan turned towards the river and the small town of Lakes-End. More and more, small cottages gave way to a burgeoning town of mills and raft yards. The caravan pulled around to a large inn with a huge yard and corral.

The proprietor of the Cart and Barrel Inn, a portly man in his later years, met us at the gate. A small army of labourers helped us position the carts, tended to the sweaty, smelly oxen, and got everyone down to the inlet to get the dust off. 

The drovers stayed with the oxen to ensure they got the right care. I went with the rest down to the cove. I waded in up to my knees, and cleaned all the dust and grime off my leather armour. 

"What did that?" The calm, interested voice came from a leather-clad caravan guard who pointed at my armour.

I ran a hand full of water over my shoulders and down the across the small holes in the armour down my left side. "The thorn punctures or..." I ran another a hand down across the curl in the right side of the armoured skirt banding "...the deadfall trap?"

She raised the side of her mouth. "A chunk of log hit you in the thigh and only dented your armour?" She ran a wet hand through her short-cropped hair and shook it out.

"I rolled with most of it." I shrugged and splashed a last handful of water on the few bits of armour that were still dirty. 

I quickly surveyed the fourteen guards and thirty caravanners washing up in the cove. The five Red-Axes on the far side of the lagoon were all well-built fighters with matching red hair and square chins.

I left the water and checked all my equipment. 

A woman in dirt brown and leaf green clothes dried her armour, grabbed her black wood bow, and approached on soft feet. "I’m Ysira."

I nodded my head and put on my sword belt. "Areana."

She smiled. "Let’s get some chow."

"Sounds like a plan." 

We started to walk up the path toward the inn. I nodded my head in the direction of the Red-Axes.

Ysira shrugged. "Five Red-Axes for a supply run within the empire seems like a bit much. Apparently they are headed to Trelgos, so they gave Master Ironhorde a discount."

We continued up to the main hall and got in line to grab trenchers of hearty chowder with a mugs of stout ale.

I walked past a table full of hardened caravanners whose eyes followed me with inquisitive looks. I gave them a silent nod and strolled along to the next long table, where I took a seat across from a stiff-backed bald monk. He examined me with assessing eyes.

I nodded and put down my trencher and ale to eat. 

V, as always, had gone off to find sustenance elsewhere in town. 

Ysira lay her black wood bow across the table, placed her food down, and sat on the bench beside me. She gave the monk a nod and me a smile.

The monk ate their chowder in square, timed strokes. “Which campaign?” They got the words out after swallowing a mouthful of chowder and before another spoonful went into their mouth. 

“The Jungles of Firolon." Ysira nodded and lifted her chin to return the question.

“Seven years in Orgrean. Bringing civilization. And the peace of Ra. To the barbarians of the desert,” he uttered between spoonfuls, pulling the spoon straight out of their mouth and straight down to the bowl.

I smiled politely. Their clothes, manners, and posture all showed they served the pantheon of the Sun and Stars. 

They tilted their head to me in between strokes of the spoon and raised a questioning eyebrow.

“Served with the navy in the Northern seas.” I stopped my spoon and grimaced. “Didn't see naught but ice for quite some time.”

Ysira chuffed. “That would explain why you’re so pale. You definitely need more sun." 

The monk's eyes smiled. A couple of the nearby caravanners snuffed. 

I pointed at myself, my ever-so-slightly limestone green hue contrasted by the deep tans or darker of the others in the room who had clearly spent many years in the jungle or desert. Even with my magic suppressed to hide the slight blue glow, my skin took on a slight green pallor and would not tan. “Me—pale? I never would have noticed.”

The room erupted in laughter. 

I smiled all around at the people filing the room. A man with piercing eyes and the countenance of a sword fighter kept his face neutral. I received a few nods, then people returned to their clusters of conversation and we finished our flavourful chowder. 

“Consecrator Tailon, of the Order of the Beating Sun,” the monk uttered, their sun-baked face stern.

I nodded. "Areana."

Tailon started in on war stories. Several others listened in, making a few comments. Many here had been in the fighting in the Orgrean Desert.

We had an early morning, so the group finished dinner and moved the tables and benches to the walls. Most of us unfurled our bed rolls and prepared to sleep. A few ducked out to enjoy the amenities of the town and were back before moonrise.
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Along the Lake of Stars
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Kelin woke us all before the light of dawn, and we reset the tables for a second helping of fish chowder. As the light started to peek over the mountains, we left the small supply town of Lakes-End behind us.

We walked beside the wagons through the coniferous forests, taking short turns riding on the wagons along the worn road up the west side of the Lake of Stars. The Red-Axes kept up the rear, while Kelin took up the front with Master Ironhorde.  

The vistas up the mountain valley and down along the clear mountain lake and cool breeze made the hard trek more enjoyable. 

We passed a string of small fishing villages, lumber camps, and farms. That brought us to a near-circular inlet with a town that strode the narrow channel between it and the lake. The inlet bristled with sectioning poles and nets to create many separate breeding pools. 

We crossed though the center of town over the narrow channel and pulled into a near identical caravan inn. "Imperial plan number four," Ysira cracked as we pulled in. She did a quick security check, then ensured the oxen were tended to.

A tall, slender man with a broad blade and dagger on his hips approached, accompanied by a light-skinned woman with dark eyes who leaned toward him to make her claim clear. Her eyes scanned me then V up and down, a cross look writ on her face. 

I gave a firm salute. "I did not catch your name yesterday." 

"I’m Deric, and this is Eland." Deric eyed my sword. "Good to see two more close combat fighters, even if you’re from the navy." The corner of his mouth curled up and he canted his head. "If I heard right."

I bowed my head and tapped my sword. "We all served where it was deemed necessary."

Meanwhile, V and Eland exchanged barbed looks.

Ysira nodded her head nearby. "We served the Empire." Her words were echoed by many others.

One of the older caravanners nearby slapped one of the younger men on the back. "Patric here served a short time in a cozy forest war."

Patric took a deep, sighing breath. "It is not my or Jouin's fault that five seasons after we got to the disputed Border Region a negated segment fell out." He nodded to the slightly taller figure beside him, who was similarly armed and armoured.

"They sent us home two seasons later." Jouin shook their head.

There were a lot of shaking heads and rueful looks among the fighters.

The group gave the two a lot of play full ribbing. We were heading into terrain that most matched their experience. 

We all did stretches, and cool down exercise in the shallows of the inlet by the inn. Kelin came to check on everyone to make sure that there were no major problems. Once a cohort sergeant, always a cohort sergeant.

To the side, the Red-Axes performed group shield turtle exercises. I
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