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1. Entering the Evermire...

Rhyal was sitting in a wagon. She wriggled her nose. The stench awoke her from her meditation. She opened her eyes to see Ender snoring away. She sensed and knew where she was now. She peered out the canvas covering to see the dark mountains of Grund Moor. It would be the last known feature she'd see as they passed through to the Evermire swamplands.
The Grund Moor mountains rose steadily up into the mist. On the western side, outside the Evermire, they were granite, sharp grays and blues, rising up to great foreboding peaks. The mountain range ran north to the vast grassland spread of the Umber Wilds and south to the Coast of the Dark Seas. And on the eastern side of the Grund Moor, facing in to the Evemire, they looked like vast shadowy walls, dark and misty. They disappeared up into the pale misty skies.
Even with her noble elven eyes, where the night and stars were as clear as day, the mist that rose from the vast tract of land known as the Evermire clouded her vision. She realized, as she bobbed along in the wagon, that the land was just as gray and moribund as the dark misty sky.
The land before her narrowed to a winding road amongst the mire. It was raised, like an earthen snake, above the land. This place was filled with giant puddles and spidery water ways. Littered throughout were plots and tufts of plant life struggling to claw their way up to what little sunlight that came through. That light was shrouded and bland, breaking up and giving the realm a constant aura of a dimly lit room. She surmised this was how it was day or night. It was the Evermire.
The wagon suddenly stopped. The dwarf driver shifted, sounding as heavy and gritty as ever. He clambered down, lifting the canvas, and stepped into the wagon from the driver side.
"Hullo my lithe elven passenger!" he bellowed. "Can you wake up your slave boy!?"
"He's not my slave," Rhyal replied, her young voice trembled in defiance.
"Raised by elves, was he?" Jurgeon the dwarf trader added. "By your family?"
"He was adopted after losing his family to orcs," Rhyal remarked. She tugged Ender who was already awake and peering at Jurgeon.
"Oh, sad tale indeed."
"Are we here then, my master?" Ender said, winking at Rhyal. She glared back.
Jurgeon nodded glumly. "We've just arrived through the vast vale between the world you know from Telehistine and beyond to the mighty vast wretched lands of the Evermire. You say you can fight. As such, I prefer my guards to be alert and armed!"
Ender stretched and yawned. He looked at his adopted older sister, then pulled the canvas away to see the vast dark lands before them. "The Evermire! The greatest swamp ever! The home away from home!"
"And the greatest legends and myths, avoided by all but the most intrepid," Rhyal said with a smirk.
"The call to heroics!" Jurgeon said, hearing their claims as he climbed back up to his seat. He whipped the two thick-boned oxen along. "'Tis not the place heroes go! Not the Evermire!"
Rhyal easily got up and sat atop the small bench where Jurgeon sat. He was a thick rotund dwarf. He wore work leathers and drab trousers. He was obviously not much of a fighter, but still bore a broad knife as a weapon. It may look like a hardy weapon but Rhyal knew any able bodied fighter such as Ender could bypass its hefty blade.
"Why are you alone dwarf?" Rhyal asked. "Dwarves don't travel alone."
"Are you a criminal then?" Ender asked calmly, putting on his belts and boots, rolling about on the crates and barrels in the back of the wagon.
"Elves don't travel alone either," he said, eyeing her. "And not with manfolk."
Rhyal sat more solid in the seat.
"And what's with the reds and yellows, you some sort of flame caster?"
"I am!" Rhyal said. She flicked and a small flame appeared on her finger.
"Thought so!" Jurgeon suddenly pulled out a thick squat pipe. He adroitly packed it with smokeleaf as he held the reins to the oxen around his thick set forearms. "Great thing about the Evermire, one’s smokeleaf won't dry out!" He smiled as he motioned for her to bring her finger to his pipe. He got it going quite well.
Rhyal flicked the flame out.
"So, a lonely elf wizard and a man boy, your slave, running away, are we? For the Evermire is the best place to go, if you're running away from someone, especially someone of riches and import, someone who prefers the luxuries of Telehistine or the elven realm on the west coast!"
"Not even close!" Rhyal sighed.
"We seek to help others!" Ender said, in tight leathers, brandishing his short blades and bow with a flourish.
Jurgeon tried hard to twist around with his smoky pipe and thick taught reins to see Ender. "Hmm... a thief, are we? Perfect for the mucky moors all around you!" He shared a goofy smile with Rhyal.
"Not a thief!" Ender said, leaping from the wagon. He hurried along, even at a fast walk, was faster than the lumbering oxen. He was anxious to peer at, smell, and read the foul land.
"Ooohhh...." Jurgeon looked odd at Ender who was darting about along the road and muddy puddles.
"At home, he was never comfortable with the elves, even though we raised him as best we could. Our families were noble. We had him do... lesser chores. His true love was the one place we elves preferred not go."
"Lemme guess!" Jurgeon easily puffed with a knowing glum look. "A swamp!"
Rhyal smiled as Ender seemed so delighted hopping about, examining closely the muddy road, the trail of wagon tracks, and the land around.
"One elf -- a half-elf," Rhyal recalled.
"Of course, they're always half..." Jurgeon interjected quickly.
"He resided there on the edge of our realm, and taught young Ender much lore about the marshlands," Rhyal continued, bobbing slowly with the lumbering oxen.
"And you my dear elf friend, what is your sad story, if I may pry on this long slow journey to Hinterland?"
Rhyal took a while to respond, thinking outwardly of what to say as she looked from dwarf to Ender. Jurgeon was patient as he puffed his pipe. There was plenty of muddy, misty road ahead before they would arrive at their destination.
"My family is of noble birth," she finally began.
Ender suddenly leapt up, holding onto the side of the wagon. "Goblins," he declared.
Jurgeon and Rhyal looked at him.
"Goblins from the Grund Moor," Ender looked back from whence they came, still able to see the vast dark outlines of the mountain range.
"Coming into the Evermire?" Jurgeon responded.
"Why not?" Ender asked.
"Well, why not indeed, now that more of us Westerners are coming in. Suppose they got wind of us carting in supplies and trade!" Jurgeon said. "My last trip, the land felt dead and safe, not like any life was here. Figured youngsters like you was just to keep me company!"
"Are they gone?" Rhyal asked.
"I think they went off the trail here," Ender said, pointing to tracks that led off into the misty mire. Though the land was filled with dark water, there were plenty of mounds and dry patches leading out from the ancient road.
"Off the trail here?" Jurgeon repeated.
Ender looked at a large paw print, pointing it out to the others. They saw as water slowly filled the spots.
"Ooh... how close?" Jurgeon asked softly.
"Probably watching us now," Ender said, looking out in the mist. "And they have a wolf. A rider on a wolf. They hide well out there."
"Will they attack?" Rhyal shifted in her seat,
"When it gets darker," Ender said. He looked at the gray shrouded land. "Will it get darker?"
"It's still day," Rhyal answered.
"Hard to tell in the Evermire. What light that can get through, gets trapped in this misty dread," Jurgeon spat, shifting to waken up his old stiff body.
"How far to the fortress?" Rhyal asked.
"Three days with my slow oxen. It isn't far into the swamp. The Duke wanted something close to the border, to be able to fortify and supply easily."
"Can you drop one of the barrels? Leave it and we go?" Rhyal asked.
Ender gave her a disappointed look.
"What? And why did I hire you then?" Jurgeon asked.
"Keep you company," Rhyal replied.
"Protect my goods!" Jurgeon responded.
"We were bound to fight some time sister," Ender said, dropping from the wagon and crouching to sense the land around him.
Rhyal tapped Jurgeon's shoulder. "Keep going, slow and steady."
"Alright captain!" Jurgeon said with a gruff smile.
Rhyal got up from her seat, hopped into the wagon and easily walked through, picking up her quarterstaff and dropping out the back side. Ender was still kneeling, peering off into the mist.
She came up to him. He stood up, not as tall as her tall elven figure but not short either.
She wore soft leathers and elven threads the hue of fire and warmth. Already the Evermire, even on a noble elf, began to dirty and tarnish her noble attire.
"They are following us. They know this road. Once we camp, they will attack," Ender said. "Let us kill some goblins!"
"We shall await them there!"
Rhyal sat in front of the fire meditating. Jurgeon snored loudly next to her. The wagon blocked much of their view westward, giving the goblins ample cover to sneak up on them in the darker shades of night. It was still a misty moribund gray, only slightly darker, as the shadows of night seeped closer. Instead of seeing rot and filth for miles out, the gray shadows shortened that vision to a few hundred paces.
Even in the dark of night, the light seemed trapped, bouncing around and giving off a hue of a shadow world. That was the Evermire.
A lanky goblin sat atop a wolf. He kept it back, and would only unleash it if necessary. He waited till the other goblins quickly killed the few there. Better to risk his own goblin-ilk than his precious wolf mount he surmised.
Several goblins scampered quickly to the wagon. They were the size of small children, but had the gait of feisty strong monkeys. Four crept along, two on each side, heading around the wagon. Two had to clear the oxen who only snorted when the small creatures approached. They hesitated but saw the oxen's disinterest.
One sniffed the oxen, knowing these were going to make a grand meal. They quickly scampered under the oxen and came out the other side.
A sword immediately pierced one, dropping it. The other still eyeing the oxen didn't even react as it was struck down. The other two came out the back end of the wagon, only to get blasted by a sudden flash of fire. One dropped immediately with a scalding burnt head. The other reeled in shock, burned but not dead. It screeched in pain as it leapt into the muddy waters. It did not know how to swim.
There were half a dozen goblins around the goblin rider on the wolf. "That's the signal!" he snapped, motioning them all on.
The goblins hurried along. They ran along the driest of the muddy road and through the mist, excited for a successful raid. A bolt of fire suddenly blasted on one and it lit up in flame. It stood but a short while staring at the rest then toppled over dead. Several thought to take it back and eat it.
Another fell with an arrow in it.
"Gah! Under attack!"
"Attack!"
"Gah!"
Two fled, two attacked.
"Get goin dat way!" the wolf rider yelled. He charged forward. They were going to get something out of this long trek following a lone helpless wagon.
The two fleeing turned to follow behind the wolf rider. The goblins charged at Ender as he leapt back into the wagon. They came about as another flash of fire blasted near them, but did not engulf either in flames.
They saw an elf, a tall pointy eared elf, flailing fire at them. The goblin charged with its crude blade swinging wildly. The elf dodged as the goblin swung. He swore he hit her but the blade glanced off. Her skin shined something like glass upon her shape.
The other tried climbing into the wagon, only to meet a blade, then another as it dropped dead.
The wolf rider squawked in anger, gritting its sharp beady teeth. The wolf growled as it leapt over the dead goblins.
The dwarf charged forward swinging his thick dagger. "Gragh!"
The wolf bit upon Jurgeon's flailing arm. It bit into thick leather shaking the dwarf. But Jurgeon responded with a strike into the wolf. The goblin swung crazily at the dwarf but missed, being shook by its mount.
 Ender leapt from the wagon, striking down upon the wolf rider. He sliced it causing it to fall off the wolf. This made the wolf lose its courage and release its hold on Jurgeon.
The remaining goblins suddenly seemed to disperse. Ender saw them splashing and rolling in the mucky mire. The wolf was wounded which probably enraged it. It bit at the dwarf again, ripping his clothes as Jurgeon struck out again. This time, the blade ended the wolf's life. "Haaggh!" the dwarf spat in tired anger.
Ender took out his bow.
Rhyal blasted the lone goblin rushing off along the road. It fell, engulfed in fiery flame.
Ender aimed at the goblin trying to slosh its way through the muddy mire. He easily felled it.
They looked about. All the goblins were dead and the Evermire's silent murky hum returned. There were just a few sad flames crackling goblin flesh along the road.
Jurgeon yanked the wolf up, latching it to the wagon. "Just let me see if I can get this skin. Its not worth a lot, but here in the Evermire, oh yeah."
Ender and Rhyal looked at each other. Both were frazzled, peering to see that neither was wounded. Ender shook out his nerves. Rhyal's eyes widened, realizing what they had just done.
"Heroes," she lipped to him.
He nodded.




2. Entering the Hinterland Fortress

They were still traveling slowly along the mound of road that rose above the swampland. It wasn't much higher but had a distinct lift to it. Ender walked along peering at the wagon wheel tracks, reading the trails. He noticed exposed spots of stone blocks throughout. This must have been a real road once, crafted by a great empire long ago.
It was the next day, or so it seemed. The land was as gray and misty as ever, but they could see the road winding a good distance away, even if in a marshland mist.
Rhyal sat with Jurgeon who looked stiff and achy. "Are you alright?"
"Oh, haven't had to fight in many long years," Jurgeon replied, rubbing his arm.
"You're leather greaves served you well," Rhyal noticed.
He looked at his leather greaves. "Good dwarven bands. Made for smithing. Then again, all of our bands are made for smithing," he said, giving her a curled brow.
She nodded with a faint smile.
"Orcs!" Ender suddenly hollered, following a track of muddy prints that led off the road and into the mire.
Jurgeon stopped. "Orcs? Oh stone! Lot tougher than rascally goblins."
"I don't understand. It seems like there are grave threats on this road. Why hire only us two? You claimed yourself, we are novices?" Rhyal asked, standing up to peer after Ender.
"There weren’t grave threats before!" Jurgeon retorted, looking to and fro while thinking. "And you are free! The fortress was only situated a season ago. Ruined walls and a foundation was all it was before. The Duke and his loyal followers took it from some orcs who'd gone primal, leaderless. This land has been dead and isolated for ages."
Both peered as Ender found a broken axe handle, lifting it and showing them.
"It appears now that westerners are using this ancient road, evil has sensed it, and comes for the hunt," Jurgeon surmised. "I shudder to think it's any of my fellow traders trying to make a living, supplying this remote outpost."
Ender returned. "They've been gone a day, out that way."
"Many ruins out in the mire, many places for them to hide," Jurgeon sighed.
"Is that their path, that trail that leads off into the mist?" Rhyal asked, peering in the distance.
"Be easy to follow them to their hide out, find whatever they took," Ender added.
"No, not this wagon," Jurgeon replied, slapping the oxen to keep going.
Ender nodded. "A wagon and several riders were taken."
"Killed," Jurgeon shuddered. "All their supplies taken. What a loss. Let us get to the Hinterland. There you can seek whomever the lost goods were intended for, get a bounty, and come back to hunt them down -- if you wish."
Rhyal looked at Jurgeon. She knew he was an old dwarf and not good at fighting, especially another fight so soon. She sat back down as she knew their path was to the Hinterland Fortress. Ender nodded and walked alongside the wagon, peering off into the Evermire mist.
It wasn't much of a fortress, or perhaps it was? Rhyal peered at it as her head bobbed, as she sat quietly next to Jurgeon. He was deep in some dwarven thought.
Ender sat up from a nap, atop some sack of grains or oats. They peered at the ancient walls. They were vine ridden and foul looking, yet the stone looked strong. All wooden battlements were long rotted away, leaving many stains built up over the years. There were evident signs of orc fixtures atop the walls and exposed towers. Many had piled up vines and fetid bramble, giving them some sort of additional cover behind the ancient stone.
Men were clearing that off, but it looked like only two tired men were doing it, slowly laboriously on the many towers and walls that spanned the sizeable area. It was a steep rising rock island, perfect for a fortress amidst a sea of swamplands.
The lower end had two entrances, one for the road, the other to the docks and another road. The front area housed smaller shacks and tents. The steep slope rose up to larger buildings and an interior wall that separated the keep and noble structures far up on the rear cliff side. Everything had a feel of unfinished construction or newly built atop old rocks and ruins.
There were plenty of rot and soil built up around it but the rock was showing, giving it a solid feel. Rhyal noted a network of shoddy docks and tents camped out to one side. A plethora of dinghies, rafts, and barges were parked or in various forms of being built or repaired.
Rhyal saw amongst them, since he was quite unique, a very short and feisty gnome. She heard him screaming at the boatmasters and boatswains. Not that there were many there, just a handful. One larger craft seemed like an actual trade vessel, a small schooner of some kind. It was definitely not sea worth, for its body was more bloated and low, its sails minor. It had a row of holes for rowers.
"That's a large water vessel," Rhyal said, hoping to spark Jurgeon to speak more.
He looked up. "Uh, yeah, a few traders are trying a waterborne route into the Evermire swamp, from an old sea port to the south. The mountains are high and rugged there, but a path, they have found. We'll see if it can be maintained."
"Why's that?" Rhyal asked. Ender peered on, most curious.
"Oh, you know why the Duke came, don't yah?" Jurgeon sighed.             
"Of course we do, the minstrels told the tale of lost treasures and riches and glory to be had," Ender spoke.
"Paid for by the Duke himself!" Jurgeon said. "It appears he caught you two in his snare for fame and fortune!"
"We don't seek either. I wasn't inclined to come here. I am an elf who seeks knowledge and lore," Rhyal sighed. "But Ender has grown up in the marshes that border the elven realm, so I thought..."
"Rhyal heard the verses on ancient magics lost in the ruins and legends of the Evermire! And now, as the waters sink and the land rises, those arcane relics are waiting to be discovered!" Ender interjected.
"Bah hah!" Jurgeon could not help himself, laughing at the two young ones. "Idealists? Adventurers! Saviors! Take your poison!" He coughed a bit, laughing too hard as Rhyal and Ender gave each other and the ornery dwarf a look.
They came to the gate of the fortress, and oddly, the few guards and traders there barely gave them a look.
"Well my frosty young friends, this is where we depart," Jurgeon said. "I must deliver my goods and thank you for your services, protecting me from some feisty goblins! And keeping me company!"
Rhyal and Ender slowly got off the wagon as Jurgeon jumped off, ready to lead his wagon of goods somewhere.
They stared blankly at the grounds within the fortress. Jurgeon sighed a bit realizing they were most definitely at a loss.
"See these buildings before me, to my right?"
They nodded blankly as a group of muddy ruffian looking men stomped by. They wore tough leathers, had various shoddy weapons, and carried sacks. They gave Rhyal a very ungentlemanly scowl and Ender a plain old mean scowl. Jurgeon stepped between to casually keep them apart.
"As I was saying, these buildings over here are the Merchants of Trade. I go there to sell my goods, and get a new order in. I will stay a night, getting some poor ale and a poor but decent bed in the inn just beyond the Merchants."
"What's that big building beyond?"
Jurgeon looked and saw what Ender was pointing at. It was a compound of three solid looking and most recently built buildings with iron bars enclosing the area. "That, my youngster, is the Merchants & Banking firm. They are quite different than the brigands who run the Trade buildings. Don't go there! They won't let you in anyway."
Rhyal and Ender nodded like two confused children. Both then peered to their left where a lot of shacks, tents, and wagons were parked. Though there were plenty of sellers and shop keepers, there seemed to be very few buyers. All had the same scallywag look as the few ruffians who walked about.
"That is Craftsman Row. They're having a tough time waiting for youngsters like you, or those brigands, to come be successful in some small way and buy their goods."
"What are they selling?" Ender asked, curious. "Especially here in such a far away place?"
"Anything they can really: cooked foods, provisions for travel, healing ointments. Whatever you need to help successfully find the arcane relics you so desire!" Jurgeon replied with a wry smile.
Rhyal and Ender were intrigued and wanted to go explore the shops.
"Oh, and there is a blacksmith, tanner, other skilled craftsmen here, all financed or paid off by the Duke and his investors. Yuh pretty much have to bribe skilled tradesmen to come here! What a venture!" Jurgeon said, as Rhyal and Ender anxiously hurried away.             
Jurgeon wanted to wave but stopped, feeling a bit annoyed.
Rhyal turned, "We hope to see you again very soon!"
Jurgeon thought a moment, smiling. "Why yes, yes indeed! Till then!" He waved as they waved and went off. "Yes indeed, I hope very much so," he said, turning to his task. He eyed the Merchants of Trade sign, a rotting wood post with their name scrawled on it. He scowled. "Time to get chipped off."
Rhyal and Ender rushed over to the Craftsmen Row. It was only a dozen shacks, wagons and tents, plopped in the lower part of the rock mound, against the eastern wall of the fortress. They could see further west the land rising, to larger buildings being built and another inner wall to the Duke's keep. It was obvious that that side was where the leaders and royalty resided.
Though Rhyal came from a noble house of elves and she had good coin, she knew that meant nothing here. She was not naive in such matters.
"I think we should see what supplies they have and go seek out those orcs!" Ender said.
"Just the two of us? Attacking orcs?" Rhyal replied, stopping him. "We're going to need help!"
"Help? From them?" Ender answered, glancing surreptitiously to a group of ruffian looking men. They were obviously some kind of mercenaries or probably brigands seeing if this place would provide them profit through pirating ways. They had rusty chains, rough worn weapons and looked like they may just as well be orcs or half orcs by their unkempt demeanor. The ruffians eyed Rhyal and Ender. Several were rough handling a poor merchant selling small wood cages with birds in them. They did not look nice.
"Oh oh," Rhyal sighed as they saw the group meandering toward them. It wasn't like there were many others to bother. Rhyal looked at her fine tunic and cloak, having somewhat the color of a blazing fire. Ender was in well made leather and bore two fine short swords. He was quite skilled with his blades, trained well by the elves. But Rhyal did not want to test him out on some ruffians. She then glanced around to see if there were any town guards. It did not look like any were present. "Where are the guards?"
"Guards?" Ender asked, keeping an eye on the ruffians as they came closer. Many of them started to fix their gazes on the two.
"Where have you been!" a raspy voice yelled up at them.
Rhyal and Ender still gazed at the ruffians coming but saw that they all stopped and peered down. It took Rhyal and Ender a moment to realize the change in demeanor of the men.
"I've been looking for you all this time! The Merchants have signed the deal and expect us to be on our way!" the voice called out, making sure everyone heard.
Rhyal and Ender looked down to see the rascally looking gnome looking up at them. He had seen better days in his patchy clothes and worn gloves. He winked.




3. Fifty-fifty

The ruffians heard the word 'merchant' and backed away. Rhyal noted that the gnome came closer, looking as spiffy as he could in his rag tag merchant garb. Perhaps it was once purple, weeks or months ago, but now it was unkempt and squalid looking.
"The Merchants want to meet us for the job. Come on!" the gnome said.
Ender knelt down, giving the gnome a childish smile. The gnome eyed him with a scowl and walked off quickly.
Ender looked up to Rhyal as she passed him and followed the gnome. They cleared the Craftsmen Row and headed along the muddy path to the Inn & Tavern. It did not yet have a name it seemed. It just had a musty sign with 'Inn & Tavern' scrawled on it with red paint.
The gnome had curly ginger hair, a pronounced nose and cheeks like any gnome. He was quite small, like a small child, but walked with a strong gait. He wore a cap and cloak, both trite and dirty.              
The Evermire was indeed a swamp, but it was more cold and dank, than warm and rancid. It was more a bog, a mire, than a jungle swamp or sunny marsh. The mist in the air gave a slight chill to the bones.
Ender caught up to Rhyal. "Why are you following him?"
Rhyal whispered aside to him,"He freed us from the brigands."
"And where's he leading us?"
"To the Merchants, I hope," Rhyal said.
Both passed a small shack set up before the Inn & Tavern. Its purpose, they hadn't a clue. The gnome seemed to disappear.
They looked to the entry way to the inn, an alcove in enclosing buildings. But they only saw manfolk entering or leaving.
"Pssst!" the gnome's voice rose up.
Both were not use to such dimensions of height, or lack there of. They turned to see him standing behind the shack, waiting for them. He rubbed his little hands together.
"Saw you come in with that dwarf trader, Jurgeon," the gnome said. "I'm Ligo, by the way, trader, agent, manager extraordinaire!" He bowed in his tiny form.
He looked up to see them both staring at him, like he was a child, with their soft polite smiles. He rolled his eyes. "Follow me!"
He hurried along into the Inn & Tavern. They followed, glancing about much too curiously.
It was a large plain lodge, still minimally furnished and much of the wood, at least above, had a fresh look to it. The floor and chairs were definitely riddled with many dried layers of mire mud, something the innkeeper certainly gave up trying to clear away seasons ago.
The benches and tables were crude, quickly built. A lone skull of a long-snouted kroko-drake hung on the wall. It wasn't cleaned very well nor hung with any expertise. Like much of the Hinterland Fortress, the Inn & Tavern was not yet fully established.
Ligo the gnome sauntered to a bench, quickly rolling himself up and onto it. He sat hunched on his knees.
Rhyal looked for Jurgeon. It was early in the day, she felt with her elven senses. It was not yet night here. The gray of night was, well, darker in tone, and the gray of day was still in full swing.
They had a fire going, slow, flickering at one end. The fireplace was partial stone, lots of dried clay and mud that then spanned out to the wood. Everything in there gave off a musty damp feel. There were quite a few workers or task men in there.
Two tables had adventurer types, including some dwarves ready to seek out lost relics. They looked quite able, experienced, with great armour and weapons. Rhyal knew, as an elf, they were quite disinterested in them. She was even surprised Jurgeon took them on as 'escorts' for his small wagon of trade. These however looked venerable and capable.
The dwarves caught the sight of Ligo and ignored him as he waved a quick wave hoping they'd notice. He hid his gesture by sniffing a snuff.
Another table was filled with ruffians like the men they saw outside. It appeared there was going to be a mix of these types, fleeing towns and cities that may have caught wind of their criminal endeavors. And these ones didn't look too bright. Perhaps coming out here to a remote fortress, searching in the bog for treasures, fending off foul creatures and goblins was the perfect fit?
Rhyal sat carefully near Ligo, trying to sit as lightly as possible, to avoid rubbing the dried, caked mud from the chair upon herself. She then realized her wardrobe was quite mud-ridden already.
Ender plopped down across from them, putting on an act Rhyal had not seen before. He acted tough. He eyed her to play along.
"So my new friends," Ligo started, waving for service. The inn keeper was busy.
Behind the gnome, Rhyal waved a known coin from Telehistine. The innkeeper noticed immediately and went over.
"Well, finally I get some respect around here!" Ligo said, then saw as Rhyal handed the innkeeper the precious coin. His tiny gnome eyes bulged from under his cap and thick ginger hair.
"Whatever Ligo the Trader wishes," Rhyal said.
"Ligo?" the innkeeper asked. He was a portly man, with black greasy hair and a few skin lesions. He was the perfectly rejected kind from any regular settlement.
"Oh yes, my dear Brunswick the innkeeper!"
Brunswick the innkeeper nodded.
"Ales for all of us. The good kind!" Ligo realized, pointing his idea finger up.
"Halfling size for the three?" the innkeeper wondered, sizing them up.
"Manfolk size for us all will do just fine! Off with you then!" Ligo said a bit loudly.
Brunswick's brows raised as he looked to Rhyal the Elf. "Kindly elf friend." He raised the Telehistine coin, flipped it into his waist pouch, and turned to get their order.
The gnome nodded with a pouty look, quite happy. Ender peered at him, anxious to ask, but wanting Rhyal to start.
She was unsure of exactly what to ask. All three sat glancing politely at each other.
"Well!" Ligo suddenly blurted. "I'm Ligo, the Crusty Gnome Trader!" he said. Then he realized something, "No wait... not crusty! Just Ligo the Gnome Trader! Yes that's it. I'm a trader, but more importantly, a handler, a manager, and by the looks of it, you two need guidance as it were, here in the Evermire."
Ender and Rhyal gave each other a look.
The dwarves suddenly burst out guffawing. They were in their own ale drinking circle, talking in their own tongue of old times and events, of exploits and histories. The three looked but the dwarves were definitely not laughing at nor concerned with them.
"As I was saying, oh thank you!" Ligo quipped.
The innkeeper brought three mugs of fine ale. "Your coin will pay for the evening drinks."
Rhyal nodded.
Ligo looked up. "What? All of them?"
The innkeeper was off already.
Rhyal sniffed hers. Ender drank a good draught. The gnome slurped over and over, carefully, for the mug was quite large. He stared open eyed as he slurped.
"As I was saying, you two need a manager, someone to handle your affairs while you are here! And that someone happens to be little ole me!" Ligo said, slurping some more.
"How so?" Ender asked.
"Simple, you're looking for jobs. I know where to get them!"
"You have a job for us then?" Rhyal asked. "You said the Merchants."
"Well, no, not yet! Didn't know I was looking for one. I said that because the bandits around here only respect one thing, Merchants! That's were all coin, trade, barter, and salvage goes through. Hence... always say, business of the Merchants or hired by the Merchants! But don't use it too often! Especially if you aren't working for the Merchants! But we don't need them! There's a lot to be had out here in the mire, the ever expansive uh... Evermire!" he said. "Plus, all these mercenaries and adventurers come here, and guess what, not very many return from the mire!"
Ender’s and Rhyal's brows raised on that one.
"That's right!" Ligo noticed their look. "That's right, they take on these dangerous legendary demon this or fallen wizard that lore, then POOF... never to return! Stupid, right? Well, I can see by your youth and lack of experience that such heroic tasks are not in your cards! What you, we, need... are tasks at hand, tasks that do not require long journeys deep into the dreadful mire, but tasks around here, for starters... I know... I've seen a few tasks fall far short of their glory. As in, well, dead."
Rhyal looked at Ligo's attire and lack of wealth. "Were you part of these failed tasks then?"
Ligo nodded no quickly, setting his mug down. He looked a little woozy from the manfolk mugsize portion of ale. His mug was half empty. "Yes, " he finally said. "A few, some, just all my investment on a few greedy warriors who thought they could handle anything. They even had a zippy zap... like you!" Ligo twiddled his fingers, obviously miming a spell caster.
He seemed suddenly forlorn, hugging his large mug. "And now, here I am, broke and destitute, losing everything to anxious adventurers who didn't heed the warnings!"
"I tracked some orcs off the trail coming in. They had attacked and taken a wagon of supplies," Ender said, wanting to get down to business.
Ligo awoke from his self-deprecation. He blinked a moment. He sort of sat up. "What's that? Attacked on the road?"
"We were also attacked by goblins two days out," Rhyal added.
"Attacked? Now? Oh oh oh... perfect, its close, by the road, can retreat. Wagons you said?" Ligo thought out loud, seeming to count something on his fingers.
"A supply wagon, taken by orcs. The drivers killed," Ender said.
"Supply wagon. What kind of supplies?" Ligo asked.
"Small things were littered on the ground: nails, wood, an axe, probably from one of the traders."
"Merchants of the Trade! Raw materials are quite valuable way out here. Any disruption, delays and such, in the supplies is very costly. Chances are, they'll be forming their own team to go and find this stuff. But you said you tracked some orcs? Can you track them?"
"As long as the tracks are still there. But the path they took seemed limited," Ender said.
"Limited? Right you are! In the mire, the waters are receding but still there is plenty out there, and the paths throughout are limited... yes... yes..." Ligo spoke excitedly but carefully. He looked up at Ender and Rhyal. "Fifty-fifty, we split everything!"
"Fifty? Half?" Ender retorted.
"You want half of what?" Rhyal asked.
"Of everything! Whatever you find, whatever loot or salvage and, and, AND whatever we trade back, sell back to the Merchants!" Ligo was definitely in his element now. "See, if we get that loot first, and bring it back here, we have rights of salvage, and can sell it to the Merchants! And it just happens that they know me and I know them. And as a trader, I have rights to salvage. If you find it, why they'd just claim you stole it!"
"Doesn't sound fair," Ender blurted.
"Fair? Oh, this is Hinterland Fortress, run by the Duke and his precious investors! They make the rules, fair or not. And with so few of us out here, they're dictating the trading deals and salvage rules!" Ligo said. "Course, they change them based on their own merchants and bankers decisions, but what choice is there my friends? This is the frontier, the Evermire, and luck of the coin they are looking and looking, seeking for all that is coming forth from the depths of this lost land of many kingdoms! The waters are receding, so whatever great wars they once had here, with even greater kingdoms, is now coming forth. And the Duke and his investors from Telehistine and from far away rich lands want whatever is found. Those few lords and ladies are seeking all we can find! And they are buying!"
Ender and Rhyal heard the tales from the traveling minstrels and knew the calling, wanting adventurers out here to find and explore the lost ruins. And here they were, with a gnome trader convincing them to work with him.
"What exactly will you be doing?" Rhyal asked.
"Oh me," the gnome pouted, spurting a bit of ale. "I'll get the deals done, use my connections in the trade offices to get us better coin, and find the right job, for the right price, for you two to accomplish."
Ender and Rhyal looked at each other and shrugged.
"Let's try him out," Ender said.
"Like a fine coat! Of course! So, let us eat, drink, and be merry! Do we have a deal then?" He put out his small hand.
They weren't sure how to shake it, for it seemed like a small child's, only knobbier. Rhyal tried a polite shake but the gnome grabbed her long fingers, squeezing them and shaking vigorously. He then grabbed Ender thumb and shook it quite vigorously too.
"Fantastic! Fantastic! I feel a fine partnership is upon us all!"




4. First Outing

The next morning, Ender and Rhyal came out of their decent rooms in the inn. She got them a room together. They grew up like a big sister with a little brother. She found his wayward human ways of interest and followed him on his marshland explorations. She saw that the noble elven's secluded ways were limiting. She wanted to use her learned skills beyond the halls of elven sanctuaries.
They came out in the early morning din and were unsure of Ligo's situation. The night before when Rhyal was getting their place, he gave them drunken goodbyes and sauntered off.
Many of the ruffians slept in the inn itself, in the lodge with the fire now just a warm pile of white ash. The dwarves got rooms downstairs, taking the dungeon like dwellings where the innkeeper stored some provisions. He seemed to trust the dwarves. It was surely dank and musty down there. This lone rock fortress in the bog was an odd island in a sea of mud and mire.
Ender and Rhyal came out early, walking quietly past all the snoring sleepers. They went out onto the fortress grounds. They saw only a few dwarves and men opening up the two trade buildings. To their left was the more common Merchants of the Trade and to their right was the compound, called Merchants & Banking. It had a fine sign and those notable iron bars enclosing its walkways. It appeared there was a fancy courtyard within the building’s compound. But that was not for Ender and Rhyal just now.
"Where is Ligo?" Ender wondered, stretching and yawning.
Rhyal motioned for him to follow as they headed to Craftsman Row. It was just a few muddy steps down a slope. People were setup in the tents, wagons, and shacks. She could smell their cooking. She wasn't sure what she'd eat. The food smelled of manfolk, crude, meaty, and any vegetable was of the dirty root variety.              
It seemed every shack was a cooking venue aside from whatever other wares it sold. The sellers each shared in each others cooking. She saw what appeared to be a few guards strolling about and keeping an eye on the few ruffians awaking or strolling in from wherever they had nestled for the night. Eating time was probably the only time the guards thought best to guard the area, Rhyal figured.
Ender was eating a frog on a stick. He crunched it greedily. Rhyal did not see him buy it, but saw the stall that cooked various little critters on sticks over a small cauldron.
Ligo suddenly appeared from nowhere slapping himself warm. Ender handed Ligo his second stick of burnt frog. He took it readily and crunched on the bony meal.
Ender had coin from Rhyal. He could spend it as he wished. Rhyal took out some elven wafers, eating just a nibble. It would fortify her for the day. She wondered what she'd do when she ran out. Her stomach curled as she saw them begin eating turtle stew out of a small turtle shell. Ender was quite generous at this point. Rhyal wondered if that would be taken out of the fifty-fifty split.
She noticed others were stewing krokodills, tentacles from something, a beak from something else? Ruffians brought in foul things from the waters nearby and were given coin for them. They were eating the foul beasts from the marsh and a few rare root vegetables that were brought in from trade. She was quite sure there was no farming occurring here.
Rhyal saw a woman baking bread and pulling out the first of the morning's batch. The price on the board was 10 gold pieces! That was shocking. As Ender and Ligo ate their crunchy critters, she went over.
She was going to ask, but then smelled the aroma herself. The bread had some healing properties to it. It wasn't like a healing potion, nor as expensive, but she could sense that the woman's rare ingredients were quite unique and definitely not from around the mire.
The lady saw the noble rich demeanor of Rhyal and nodded. She handed her a small piece. "Try it."             
Rhyal knew it was wonderfully made and took the sample. It was warm and delicious, full of rich healing herbs and nuts. "I'll take two loaves."
"Of course," the baker replied, handing her two loaves. She gave her two Telehistine coins.
"What are you doing? That's impossibly priced?" Ender asked, stepping up and wiping his mouth. "We don't have many coins left!"
"We'll need healing," she replied.
Ender thought about it and nodded.
She saw other sellers. One was selling swamp goats and little carts they could pull, handy for treasure loaders. Another had birds in small cages. She wondered about them.
Ligo noticed, "If you go into ruins, caves, or around bubbling things, the birds will plop over dead if it's not safe, if it's poisonous. They are more sensitive and die much faster than we would."
"A warning, how clever and sad," Rhyal said, looking at the simple canaries.
"I've got finely crafted belts with handy pockets!" a leather craftsman spoke to them, seeing Rhyal and Ender's smartly garb. "Pull out vials very quickly!"
Ender looked interested, but Rhyal tugged him along. "The prices here are exorbitant!"
"Like healing bread," Ender replied.
They saw a few other things: camping gear, some for hiding in the swamp, ointments and healing salves. Another had a peculiar leafy plant, good for keeping away the midges and biters. And at the end, impressively so, was a man who built ballistas and sizable bolts. Apparently these were quite handy with the swamp beasts.
"We shall stick to road and land," Rhyal said, knowing her coin was limited.
"I can find those very plants in the swamp," Ender said, pointing at the dark leafed plants being sold to repel nasty biters.
She realized they could use many of these offerings. The sellers certainly knew what was needed in the Evermire swamp, but their coin would not go far if they purchased every handy tool.
They had to focus on their task and save their coin for food and healing. The road that led west to Telehistine and its regional townships needed to be open and safe. That was their focus now.
"Ligo, let us hunt orcs," she finally said as the men sipped the last of their stew.
Ligo looked up and saw Ender's anxious look. "Oh yes, yes, let us."
They walked along the road out of Hinterland Fortress. Guardsmen and boatswains peered after them. It was odd to see anyone leave by the road, on foot, with no wagonload of trade.
"Where's Ligo off to then?" Rhyal noted as Ligo hurried down to the ratty docks. The boats were swamp derivatives, barges and dinghies. A few squalid looking owners had their abodes in them. Tents and shoddy shacks were built all around the docks and boats and against the cliffside rocks.
There was a limit of wood and lumber. Several boats were landward. They were either completely ruined or scavenged to repair the other boats.
Ender and Rhyal realized Ligo had a small tent between some old barrels. He was certainly small enough. And there it was, a little lair with a covering, some candles, and an unsightly sleeping area. Ender clenched his jaw. Rhyal pondered why she hadn't smelled an acrid foulness from him? She realized, even her elven senses were dulled by the constant foul odor of the mire.
Ligo came rushing back, carrying a small empty sack, a small knife, and a small crossbow.
"You're not fighting, are you?" Ender asked as the little feller approached, breathing hard and a little excited.
"Me? No! Just in case," he showed his weapons, holding them clumsily. "I'm your agent, manager, and you have to protect me!"
Rhyal gave Ender a look, then both turned to head out, ignoring the stares of the wall guards and boatswains.
They walked only a few hours when they saw wagons coming their way. A stocky warhorse with wide muddy hooves trotted toward them, upon it was a venerable knight or mercenary in full plate armour. He came close enough to spot them.
"Hoh!" Ligo called out, raising his small hand.
The knight paused on his horse and looked relieved. The wagons continued forward. It was several of them with much needed materials for the fortress. There was lumber, barrels of ale and grains, several anvils, and crates, probably full of tools. It looked like important materials.
Upon each wagon rode a hackbuteer with their gunpowder flintlocks. Another mercenary with a greatsword and crossbow was with them also.
"Are you an elven wizard then?" the old knight asked, looking at Rhyal.
"I suppose I am," she replied.
"Hmm, not many casters have come to this far away dismal post. And by the look of your attire, a merchant?"
"Noble, she is a noble elf from..." Ender spat quickly but trailed off.
The knight glanced to and fro, keeping a polite yet grim look. "No disrespect," he finally said, giving a curt salute. He lifted just a bit and his warhorse continued on.
Ender counted the men, the weapons, and the wagons.
"Should have asked them if they were attacked by those orcs?" Ligo wondered.
"They weren't," Ender said. "They're all relaxed. That's a good sign."
"Good sign?"
"Surely the orcs saw the wagons and the guards, and knew these few men were too much for them," Ender replied.
"Oh, so they aren't that strong," Ligo said.
"Yes, probably, but they'll surely attack us," Ender answered.
"Oh?"
"Let us go," Rhyal said, walking past the last wagon and on away from them.
Ligo peered at all the goods being transported, as if he were counting their possible profit margins. He was reluctant to continue but knew he hadn't much else to do in this dismal land.
That night they found a spot on the road to rest. Ender wanted to get closest to the water, so they would only have to watch one side.
"Ahh, don't know if that's a good idea. We don’t know what's in these waters," Ligo offered.
"No, I do not," Ender realized.
"Oh, grabbers they are! There are sickly creatures that lurk near the shores, and anything nearby, swoop!" Ligo motioned with a grab. "Stick out their tentacles and pull you right in to their chomping beaks!"
"Would a fire keep them away?" Rhyal asked, flicking a flame on her hand.
"If you can burn anything in this soaking swamp!" Ligo huffed, keeping closer to the middle of the road.
"Well then, suppose we'll rest right here and wait for the orc ambush," Ender said, sitting down on the driest spot. It was still wet underneath but at least there was a semblance of cracked mud to sit on.
"Ambush?" Ligo repeated, looking about. The land was spread far and wide and was fairly open. Even the bramble and tufts of mire grass would only hide small things. Yet the mist, especially at night, limited the view, bringing everything in just a bit closer.
The terrain was also difficult to traverse, especially quietly. There were stretches of dark waters and puddles everywhere. Though plenty of moorland bushes and squat-rotted trees dotted the landscape to reveal footholds, it made any march a meandering affair.
It wasn't easy for anything to sneak up on them unless it could lurk in the dark waters or slither easily from puddle to mud. But steps of orcs or goblins would surely give them away.
Ender pulled out a leather wrapping for a dry layer he could lay on. He loosened his leathers and placed his weapons close. Rhyal sat with her legs crossed, arms folded, and her eyes closed. Ligo wasn't sure if she were asleep or doing some ritual. He waved at her. He waved again. She glanced at him.
He flinched. "Sorry, wasn't sure if you were sleeping or not."
"I am meditating," she said.
"Oh, is that awake or asleep?" Ligo asked. "Never did understand that about you fey folk."
"Both," Rhyal replied. "Let Ender sleep for now. I will wake him if anything is amiss."
"What about me? I am tired," Ligo yawned his little mouth between a ginger mustache and a little crusty beard.
"Sleep," Rhyal said, finally looking down.
Ligo immediately began snoring. It was a tight little snippy snore.
Rhyal sensed the land around her. She wanted to see the stars. They helped her meditate in the night. But all she saw was the grey swirling mist. And that mist refracted in the never ending puddles all around them. She became more irritated than meditative. She began to sense the sounds of lazy bugs, of creatures swirling in the waters. She heard something fighting something else a distance away, something splashing and waning in strength, struggling, then drowning and being pulled under. She sensed beetles digging into the mud and frogs squishing into the muck. The night was as active as the day, for both seemed to meld into an ongoing dreary curse.
But all of these creatures were more silent than the ones from the border marshlands near her elven home. There, they were full of life and noise. Here, it was if they were all hiding, cold and morose.
The darkness did come in, as if the light captured in the day finally lessened and succumbed to the night. And there was still a hazy grayness cut deeper now by the dark of night. She became somewhat delirious in her senses. Her elven senses were not expecting this. They wanted stars and horizons and green trees.
But as a learned caster, she knew she must overcome her homeward sensibility and accept this foreign and dangerous world. She then saw it, a lone star break through the dreary mist, far above. It shown just a moment and gave her a focusing strength.
"They are coming," she said before she realized it. She then heard the pitter-patter sounds of scraping feet in the dry mud patches. A few moments later, there were cautionary steps taken through puddles. The feet were as silent as they could be, but not the rusted armor and clanking arms. The orcs grunted beneath their breath, snorting and sniffing.
She tapped Ender who was already buckling his belt and weapons. Ligo continued to snore peacefully.
"Four," Rhyal whispered. "Two heavy set, two lighter."
Ender saw where she peered. It was easy enough to see a decent trail of land to traverse that lead up to the road. It was not near them but up a ways.
Ender motioned to the bramble down by the water. He'd hide there as they came for her. He'd flank them.
Rhyal, in her rich attire, waved a sheen of protection upon herself, a magical armour. She then pictured something as she looked down at Ender's sleeping spot. She twirled what was in her mind down onto the spot and a phantom of Ender appeared. She then leaned to one side, laying down.




5. Orcs & Things

Ender scooted quietly down into the bramble. He was near the dark murky water. He remembered Ligo’s warning and quickly surveyed the darkness before him. He then saw, refracted upon the dark grey tones of the night, ripples. He knew something was coming for him. Whatever was in the water, slunk through, keeping close to outlying branches and muddy shores.
Ender realized, if he moved from the bramble covering now, the orcs would see him.
The orcs rambled along. Their scout pointed out the silhouette of fools on the manfolk roadway. "Sees! I saws it! Dere day'are," the scout sniffled.
A bigger orc snorted, seeing the folk sleeping up there, "Goods goods. We gets, we gets."
"Not so big as da wagons with manys, not so big," the scout hissed.
"Shudyup!" the bigger growled as they hurried along, keeping a good pace along the mounds of mud. They didn't want to stay too long in any one spot through the mire. They knew standing near the water only drew grabbers and worse.
The smaller orcs with bows and curved blades hurried along the mud mounds, hopping and skipping, finding the path for the two bulkier ones that had axes and javelins. All wore reptile and critter hides, tied in crude tribal ways.
They also had some manfolk pieces, chain mail or plates sewn in. Their helms were ill-fitted human pieces. They hoped to get more with this ambush.
"Shh-shhh-shhrr..." the scout motioned as they quietly stepped upon the road. The two got their bows notched as they were now fully exposed. The bigger ones came up catching a quick breath, then crouched and hustled along the road ready to strike. They didn't think they'd surprise the manfolk but it appeared the two were still lying asleep. They also appeared to have a smaller pet next to them that was snoring very loudly. The orcs licked their lips as they hurried along the muddy dry road.
A manfolk suddenly leapt from the bramble to one side. He didn't attack but ran back at an angle.
An orc let loose an arrow, missing the thin man.
A sleeper suddenly jumped up. They immediately recognized an elf when they saw one, and it was probably a lady elf since all elves were lady like!
This one splayed her hands at them, yelling "Thunder!"
They saw a sudden burst of mud and earth ruptured between the larger orcs. Both flew off tumbling into the dark murky water to each side. One fell face down and lay still. The other tumbled in the shallows splashing with flailing arms.
The scouts were unsure now. They fired off wild shots and fled back from whence they came.
Ender avoided the tentacles that reached out from the dark waters. He waved two blades around but didn't want to deal with the creature. He saw as the tentacles slunk away and it swam toward the flailing orc that was thrown in. Its tentacles wrapped around the orc that began squealing like a pig before it was taken under.
Rhyal could hear a distinct crunching sound. She cringed a bit.
Ligo sat up. "What?"
"Nothing Ligo, just some orcs," Rhyal said.
Ligo shrugged and went right back to snoring.
Ender peered into the mist, along the muddy route the scouts fled. "We can follow them."
"Easy enough in this wetland," Rhyal said.
Ender rushed down to the dead orc lying face down in the muddy water. He wanted to check it for coin or worth. He found a small pouch and opened it. A few coins were there. He took them. He then saw small tentacles reaching for it. He pushed the orc further into the water.
"Orcs?" Ligo spouted, sitting up.
"Four," Rhyal replied, packing her roll up. "Two ran off."
"Four? And you let two get away?"
"So we can find their hideout," Ender replied.
"Oh, oh, okay, well, what are we waiting for!" Ligo snorted.
Rhyal and Ender nodded. They turned off the road and headed along the muddy route. Ender sensed beasts in the water watching them. He was becoming acclimated to this mire and its creatures. He lived in one near Rhyal's elven home. It was more a marsh, peaceful with fey creatures. It did have plenty of nasty creatures to contend with too, though there was much more sun, many more bugs, and way more plant life.
But still, the ways of water swirling around land was what Ender liked. He sensed the grabbers in the water and pulled Ligo closer. "Careful Ligo. Stay close to me."
 Ligo saw his look, then the dark murky water around them. "Oh, yes, of course!"
They came to a large mound of mud and rocks. Up a path of solid earth was a series of rock ruins that was once a wall and look-out tower of some kind.
"Perfect hide out. It's near the road but far enough away, perfect for collecting loot," Ligo said rubbing his small stubby hands.
They spotted a wagon, a small one, but a manfolk wagon nonetheless. Smaller orcs were atop the rocks, several with crude bows. Several more were camped in the rocks. They sounded like larger ones as they were arguing in deep gutteral tones.
"They come here, we fight dem here I says!"
"We go, kill, vengeance!" another shouted.
"No no, fight in rocks! Away from man road!"
They had a fire and seemed to be dancing or arguing around it. Their shadows flashed across the warmly lit ruins.
Rhyal and Ender could sense and see them much further away than their orc eyes could spot them back.
"I'll sneak up, shoot the archers," Ender said.
"I'll blast any who come out of the ruins," Rhyal added.
"And I'll hide here," Ligo said, sneaking up the slope of dried earth a ways from the water.
Along the path were bramble drying wracks and many bones and shells of swamp critters. The orcs kept busy hunting the local fauna.
Ender easily got closer, there was plenty of cover. The orc archers were more distracted by the other orcs arguing than keeping a look out.
He fired his bow at the closest one. It hit causing it to squawk. The other turned. It saw Ender but he was already firing again. He hit the injured one as it tried to fire one off. It fell down into the pit where the other orcs argued. The other archer fired at Ender hitting the rock he was behind.
"Gaarrgghh! They be here!" an orc yelled.
Another archer came from another rock, hopping over. Ender fired at the second orc missing it. He then backed away to another rock, to be a safe distance away from any flanking charges. The mound of earth, the tower ruins and wall were on, wasn't that large.
Rhyal remained down by the edge, hiding amidst animal drying wracks. She waited till she saw several orcs charge out with axes and sharpened throwing sticks.
She splayed her hands again and bellowed, "Thunder!"
Again the earth in front of the pack of orcs ruptured and the orcs were blasted back and against rocks. Several slammed hard against the ruins falling dead. One rolled away as the blast took out his orc kin. Another was able to get up and throw his javelin at Rhyal. It missed terribly.
Ender came around the back, quickly pulling out his swords. An orc just got there with a bow from hiding behind the rocks. Ender quickly dispensed with it. Another saw him and charged. Ender wasn't ready for it!
The orc swung hard with its natural strength. Its crude axe cut into Ender's leather armour, cutting skin and making a gash.
Rhyal blasted a bolt of fire upon a stumbling orc nearby, finishing it with an intense burn. She was still hindered from advancing as two orcs fired their arrows at her. One arrow hit her but it bounced off her enchanted protection, though it gave her a pain. The arrow twirled into the swampy waters.
Ender stumbled back and swung one blade across the orc. It took a bad wound but was still able to swing again. This one scraped along Ender's blade, cutting his arm. Ender wasn't necessarily skilled at swinging two swords at once, but held them so he tried. He thought he could do it but had not yet understood the lightning skill needed to use two effectively.
Still, he swung back, stabbing the orc. It crumbled under his stab. He struck it again for good measure. He had a bad wound and called upon the Lord of Light, seeking a blessing of mending. His gash sealed somewhat, keeping him from bleeding out. He gasped a bit, breathing steadily from there and gaining some sense of strength back.
Rhyal fired another bolt of flame, blasting an orc archer. It dropped but sauntered off somewhere amidst the ruins. The other fired an arrow, hitting Rhyal. It pierced her arm. She cringed. Thankfully, it didn't go in far due to her protections and fell out as she lurched back.
Ender saw an archer creeping amidst the ruins. It was smoking slightly, obviously from Rhyal's flame. He quickly notched his bow and fired. The orc dropped dead unaware of him. Another yelped, seeing Ender, and firing at him. He had cover in the ruins.
Ender quickly flung his bow as he hurried over to attack the archer. He wasn't sure if there were any other orcs. His charge was risky. And low and behold a large orc lumbered forth. It was hiding within the stone encampment.
Ender had time to react, and decided he wasn't taking them both on. He hurried back as the orc boss and his archer minion made chase.
"Rhyal, get ready! I'm leading them to you!" Ender said in elvish.
Rhyal stood in the open, posed with hands ready to fling a fire spell.
Ender saw her and immediately rushed to one side. The tough orc lumbered forth seeing Rhyal posed. He charged, swinging his mighty axe upon her. She stood frozen and brave. He growled as he swung. His axe hit her, but hit nothing as the axe flew through and threw him off. She faded as an illusion before his blinking eyes.
Ender ran around a ruin and behind the remaining archer and stabbed him from the back. Ender cut him several times until the yelping orc died.
The tough orc stared confused. Rhyal appeared from behind a rock and blasted him with a fire bolt. The orc shrugged off the singing burn and charged at the real Rhyal.
She had no choice but to flee as the orc swung his mighty crude axe. It cut into her noble robes, barely missing her flesh. If the blade would have met her, it would have sunk in terribly. She felt exhausted as she twirled back in delirious panic.
Ender charged from behind, sliced his blade into the big orc's back. It felt that slash and stumbled around, growling angrily. This gave Rhyal a chance to fire another flame into its face. It growled, blinking and snorting. It flung its weapon wildly at Ender. He dodged, encouraging Rhyal again.
She thrust again, burning the orcs flesh. It couldn't bare the incredible pain of burns again and fainted dead.
Both collapsed exhausted with many strains and wounds. Both kept an eye out. Were they're any more orcs? It didn't seem so.




6. Loot & Stories

"Whooh hooh!" Ligo yelped rushing up, squishing his tiny boots along the mud. He used a dead orc as dry land to stand on. "Lo and behold! Our first victory!" He raised a tiny fist.
Rhyal and Ender breathed great sighs of relief. She was on her knees wincing from pain. Ender was just frazzled after the toughest fight of his life. He twirled his blades, getting a feel for them. He envisioned what he just did, recalling the fights and how he could have swung faster, using more of his body, and ignoring the fear that stilted his movements. It gave him a sense of confidence.
"First, let's make sure there aren't any other orcs around!" Ligo said. "Oh, they're devious but cowardly. There might be a goblin or two in there as well. You alright?"
Ender nodded he was, looking at the cut in his leathers. "A good gash, but I have blessings to heal."             
"Ah, one of those holy warriors, hey?" Ligo bemused.
"Something like that," Ender replied. He went to Rhyal to heal her wound.
"No, save it," Rhyal said, knowing Ender's blessings were very limited. She pulled out the healing bread and ate a portion of that. She could sense it giving her strength immediately and knew it would heal her minor abrasions and soreness with a short rest. She had never had such a physical exertion.
Granted, they both had practiced combat fighting, his with his blades and hers with the quarterstaff. She used the wood alleviate any enchanted corruptions with steel. But the exertion during practice versus the terrifying strain of fighting for one's life was quite different.
She thought about her casting. She did well, casting her spells immediately and against real foes. She could not cast her most powerful spell of a thunderous blast again until she meditated. She could still and easily fling fire. She liked the way flames danced and felt comfortable around the heat. She knew she wanted to enhance her control of the fire element as her main power.
"Gobbies could be hiding in there," Ligo said, tiptoeing on top of a dead orc and trying to peer up and around the ruins. He glanced at them, hoping they'd go have a look-see. He gave a quaint smile.
"I'll go look," Ender said.
Ligo nodded, "I'll watch the elf fer yah."
"I'll get up high," Rhyal said. She climbed up a ruin to get a better look. She stayed low though.
Ender crept along. He was very adept at slinking about, especially in this kind of terrain. He seemed almost hidden even to Rhyal's elvish eyes. Ender learned the best from his mentor in the marsh.
An orc suddenly appeared, running off into the bog, splashing most prodigiously. It sounded like a roar of water as it flailed in a panic to get away. An arrow and a bolt of flame hit it. It fell in the murky water and sank slowly. Soon enough, swamp creatures rippled around it and had their fill.
"Yeegh," Ligo said. "Well, must be clear now!" He rubbed his hands and sauntered up to the wagon. He easily climbed in while Rhyal kept a look out.
Ender continued looking around, creeping along through the ruins. Rhyal liked that Ligo was making a lot of noise. If anything was left, greedy and angry, they'd rush to Ligo.
Ender waved a clear signal and crept further. Finally, he gave the okay and came back. Rhyal dropped down. Both looked at Ligo, who was opening boxes and crates.
"Oh yeah! Radishes! Taters! Kurats!" Ligo poked his head up with a nice orange kurat in his mouth. It was quite large and he looked like a rabbit with the crunchy root. "These will get us a pretty coin! And looky here! Nails, hammers, canvas! Important stuff! Cheap in the western markets, but oh so valuable out here! It's like these investors and merchants out here have much more to spend you know!"
"Didn't the merchants already buy this? So they'll be expecting us to return it?" Rhyal figured.
"Mmmm... maybe, but we can always argue the point! Salvage is salvage!" Ligo said. "Look, if we sale it or return it, we'll get some coin! And... make our mark on the merchant list of hirees!" Ligo tapped his tiny hat-topped head. "See, see... as your manager, I'm thinking. I've got all the options figured out!"
Ender and Rhyal shrugged with quaint smiles. Rhyal looked at the dead orcs, then at Ender. "You've got your wish Ender, vengeance for your family, lost long ago to vile creatures such as these."
Ender looked down, remembering something he nearly forgot, as if it were a sad dream long ago.
"Is that why you're here?" Ligo asked, closing the lids and packing things back in. He realized the orcs had unloaded some of the food items and tools. "Vengeance on orcs?"
Rhyal felt a bit foolish that she revealed Ender's past or pain. Ender seemed unfazed and emotionless.
"Didn't have to travel this far to find orcs to kill," Ligo said rightly. He continued sauntering back and forth. He was quite strong when carrying crates of loot back to the wagon.
"Rhyal wanted to see the world," Ender responded with a coy smile.
Rhyal chortled. "Hah! Telehistine would have been that world! You're the one who heard of these swamp tales and fixated on the quest! You and your swamp skills!"
"Oh, and you didn't hear the Bard singing the tales of lost wizards and ancient magics!" Ender retorted.
"Oh, the legends you've heard!" Ligo suddenly froze, dropping a crate and standing atop it. "The lost kingdoms from ages ago, were vile and powerful, all in this rich valley of gold and silver! Each was as powerful as the next! Ancient wizards and sorcerers were all vying for powers and arcane magics! They became evil and murderous they say, enslaving the races, cursing them, becoming vile abominations themselves! This land, so corrupt, even dark gods came down to wage war! And then, the Father of Light answered them all, lowering the land and letting the sea rush in, everything crashing in a great earthquake and the sea of seas flooding far and wide in an instant of utter destruction!"
Ender and Rhyal listened as Ligo orated.
"That legend? Bahhh! What a bunch of malarky!" Ligo stepped down, picked up the crate and set it in the wagon.             
Ender and Rhyal seemed in a foreboding dream, slowly blinking out of it.
"Hmm..." Ligo pondered, looking about. "There are no beasts to pull the wagon!"
He paced atop the wagon, peering about, then looked down into the campsite and pointed frantic. "They ate the poor oxen! They ate them!"
Ender rushed toward the center encampment. He had passed through and ignored all the gruesome stuff, only looking for live orcs or goblins. Indeed, the bones and carcass of oxen were there, much of it cooked, much of it on drying wracks, and much burnt in the fire.
"Poor creatures," Ligo sighed. "Now how we gonna get this back?"
"Can't pull," Ender spouted.
"Of course we can't! Pfft!" Ligo retorted.
"The market sold some goats and carts?" Rhyal remembered.
"Too small," Ligo replied, but thought a moment. "Suppose with four goats, we could make it back, only a day there, a day back. Doubt anything will find or care about these in this dreary swamp. Beasts won't bother it, though they'll come for the dead orcs and scattered critter bones."
"Should we toss them into the waters," Ender figured.
"Yes! Should," Ligo said.
"We should rest here in the camp," Rhyal suggested.
"After we toss the meaty things!" Ligo said, picking up small bones and tossing them out into the bog.
After awhile, they had cleared it as best they could. They used what was left of the bones and branches the orcs collected for their camp furnishings and made a decent fire. It was big enough to keep the critters away. But most of them were busy with the dead things they had thrown into the shallow waters.
Ligo looked at the bags of coins and trinkets they found. "Fifty-fifty split," he mumbled as he spent a good portion of his rest splitting up it up on a crusty hide.
Rhyal and Ender were disinterested. Rhyal meditated and Ender found a good spot atop the ruins to sleep and renew his strength. He felt the warmth of the fire rise up near him. He smelled the smoke and so he turned away from it to breathe the murky air of the mire.
Aside from the foul creatures feeding on the corpses and carcasses, they encountered no more threats. Rested, they ate some of the oxen that wasn't too foul, and added a few cooked roots.
While the others were still asleep, Rhyal 'awakened' from her meditation. She opened her small journal of enchantments and spells. She had written elven symbols and hand gestures. She looked at the one that symbolized waves blasting outward, but then turned it and pondered the next. It was a scrawl of flame symbols, larger than the thrown fire she was ready and able to use. It showed flames bursting forth from hands. She studied that one, feeling it invigorate her wizardly prowess.
In the morning, Ender woke early. He swung his swords around, recounting how he fought and how he should have used his two blades correctly. He felt the swing and balance, the return and thrust. He knew he had panicked and forgot in the flurry of fighting what to do. He practiced again the footwork, torso twist, and follow through. He remembered not just the moves, but how he felt and thought during the most strenuous struggles. He would do better next time.
"It's still a good find of coin I'd say," Ligo said. "The orcs must have gotten the bags from the poor drivers and traders of this wagon or possibly others. Just a hundred coins split evenly."
"We'll come back with goats. Can they haul that wagon then?" Rhyal asked.
Ligo looked at the wagon one last time. "We'll definitely need four. Should have enough coin if we split it. Their goats should be good. They're even more used to this land than the oxen."
Ender covered the wagon as best he could, with bramble and mud. Ligo and Rhyal looked around one last time for anything else. They found a few dirty coins, at least it made Ligo cheery.
They hiked out of there and back to Hinterland Fortress with a bit more coin and some renewed sense of their skills.




7. Chase

As they were returning to the main travel road, Ender stopped them. He and Rhyal both saw a wolf with a goblin rider, sniffing about. Ligo was chatting up a storm but luckily it was far enough away that the wolf did not seem to notice. Rhyal bent down and grabbed Ligo, who immediately knew to be quiet.
Ender waved them down as he advanced to a moorland shrub and crouched there. The wolf most definitely sniffed out the path they had taken off the road to the orc encampment. There wasn't any other way than their path. The goblin let the wolf sniff along, encouraging it forth.
Ender pulled out his bow and notched an arrow. He then saw, looming in the mist beyond, silhouettes of orcs and goblins. It was definitely more goblins, six or eight hobbling along, with several larger orcs. It was a large enough group to overtake Ender and Rhyal.
Ender scurried back as Rhyal scooted back with Ligo. "Go back. We have to find another way quickly."
They hurried back to the encampment and ruins. Ender looked to and fro but did not see any other way through the swampy waters. There were many grabber beasts lurking in the depths surrounding the small isle. They had seen a flurry of grabbers the night they hurled out the dead orcs and carcasses that littered the ruins.
"What you all doing?" Ligo fretted. "Remember, I'm not a fighter. I'm a trader! I'm a trades gnome!"
Rhyal looked down at the path. "If they are coming from there, I can take out many of them with my flames!"
Ender looked. "Perhaps we can litter the path with wood! Intensify the burning."
"And barricade it!" the gnome added, seeing the drying racks. "So, so, so they can't cross over!"
"Hurry!" Rhyal said, rushing down. They quickly carried what branches and sticks the orcs had strewn about, thrusting them into the narrow mud path that lead to the rise of the ruins. Ligo pulled the rickety drying racks over, stacking a few to create a blockage of sorts that would stop them.
Soon enough they heard the pitter-patter lurch of paws and the sniff and growl of a mongrel wolf. In the mist, it began barking a distance away.
"Ooh whooh! My Dahrk smells it!" the goblin rider hollered. Several others answered from afar, yelping and hooting as they rushed forth.             
Rhyal, Ender and Ligo focused, throwing more flammables down and piling up a decent mound near the 'entrance' to their defensive mound.
The wolf finally growled in a decisive manner. "Oh yep! Oh yep! Found we some manfolk!" the goblin howled.
The other goblins and orcs responded with growls of their own.
"I'll take out any scouts. Don't burn them till there's enough," Ender whispered down to Rhyal.
"Of course," Rhyal replied.
Rhyal remained close, hiding within the ruins, quarterstaff ready. Ender hurried back far enough to draw them in. He took an orc look-out spot. His bow was ready and he made himself visible. Ligo hid holding a small crossbow.
The wolf leaped and bounded excitedly as it got near. Ender could see it come through the boggy mist as the goblin urged it forward. It barked and growled knowing Ender and Rhyal were near. "Looky there!" the goblin said, pointing his blade up at Ender.
Ender quickly fired, but missed both of them.
"Hah!" the goblin cajoled. He hurried back tugging his wolf fiercely.
Ender tried again, firing into the mist. He missed again. "Misty critter!"
Rhyal stayed hidden and ready with her hands free, a small flame cupped in her hand and ready. She was close to the bramble and drying wrack barrier, behind the ruins of the stone wall.
A large orc came up with a battle axe. It had chain armour, a manfolk helm, and well made armbands. It looked quite tough and observant. It eyed the thrown bramble and paused. Ender gritted teeth and posed with bow and arrow, trying to draw it closer. He could take a shot but it was a distance away.
The orc raised his battle axe. "Kill!!!"
Suddenly, a rush of goblins and three large orcs charged along the mud path.
"Not as smart as I thought," Ender jeered.
He saw the wolf and goblin rider race ahead. "First kill!" the rider screamed.
Ender focused. "Father of Light! Mark this foul creature! Focus!" he then fired. The arrow shot into the wolf's head. It crumpled under, throwing the goblin into the muck and mire. The goblin got stuck head first, never to rise again.
The other goblins and orcs caught up, leaping over the dead wolf and onto the thrown wood.
"Fire!" he roared.
Rhyal stepped up and blew flames from her hands. The fiery of it blasted the goblins and orcs just before her. Many goblins fell to either side, black and crispy. The orcs were a bit further back and covered themselves with their greaves, taking some burns but not overwhelmed by them.
Ender fired an arrow, hitting one and dropping it. Ligo fired his small crossbow. It too hit its mark wounding one. Two orcs still stood but they did not wish to cross the burning dead and the inflamed barrier.
They turned to flee. Rhyal, feeling victorious, gladly hurled a bolt of fire on one. It singed it greatly as it flopped away squealing like a pig. Ender fired, killing the other with a shot in the back.
Ender rushed forward. "Best we kill it before it calls others!"
Rhyal agreed as they rushed around the waning flames and hurried along the path. It wasn't hard to make chase or to hear it splashing and breathing in exhaustion.
They then heard it scream in utter fear. There on the path in front of them, a krokodrake had waited in ambush. It was upon the path and caught the orc by a leg. It easily ripped back and forth, turning the screaming orc into a rag doll.
The orc finally lay quite still as the krokodrake crawled back into the murky waters, pulling the orc with it.
"Yikes!" Ligo said, catching up to them. "Guess we won't be scavenging coin from that one, ehy? Heh heh!"




8. Repose and Requests

Back at Hinterland Fortress, Ligo walked past the meager docks and boatswains, letting his large pouch of coin flop back and forth upon his tiny thigh.
Rhyal and Ender noticed, and knowing tales of the big city, weren't keen on showing off their wealth.
Ender shrugged to Rhyal. "Perhaps everyone knows each other here, and having coin stolen from thieves would get around pretty fast?"
Rhyal pondered in agreement. "Thieves thrive in anonymity. None of that here."
Both couldn't help but giggle a little, seeing Ligo saunter through, weighted by the bag. The mud ridden boatswains and dock workers peered curious after the little ragged gnome.
"Come my fellow adventurers! We must acquire some goats!" Ligo said, waving them on.
The guards at the gate let them pass.
"No entry fee, no taxes," Rhyal remarked. "They’re definitely desperate for more treasure hunters and businesses here."
Ender nodded. "Let us benefit from this while we can. I must get my swords sharpened."
"Good idea, and your leathers sewn," Rhyal added.
Ender agreed. "Now that I have some coin." He danced his eyebrows. "I'll head to the blacksmith I saw past the market."
"Meet us back at the inn then?"
"Alright," Ender replied, eager with his sack of coins.
Rhyal looked down at Ligo. "Can you acquire the goats?"
"Of course, but you'll split the costs with me! Fifty-fifty!" he snapped.
"Of course, Ligo -- my Agent," Rhyal said, bowing just a bit and handing him a small stack of five Telehistine coins.
Ligo's eyes widened.
"Will this cover our share?" Rhyal asked. "And a bonus for you!"
"Oh? For me?" Ligo gulped in surprise, making sure the few craftsman at Craftsman Row noticed.
"Get the goats. I wish to seek out any casters in this small enclave."
Ligo took the coin, then stopped. "No, Rhyal, wait."
She stopped and looked happily down at him.
"I wouldn't do that if I were you," Ligo said pensive, biting the coins out of nervousness and looking about. "Wouldn't do that."
"Do?"
"Seek out the wizards, at the..." he waved her closer, down to him.
She bent down.
"There is a Wizard's Hall here. Dastardly are they," Ligo's face twitched. "They're up the hill, where all the investors and marque holders are."
Rhyal peered beyond the market, up the slope to the interior wall and the larger abodes. They had not gone there. There were definitely guardsmen and knights guarding the walls and towers in that area, though not a lot.
She realized there indeed was a church and monastery attachment. The large ministry-like building she presumed was the Wizard's Hall. There were several other choice buildings, probably with skilled crafters or smiths. Beyond that, at the top of the fortress mound was the keep and royal estates.
Ligo stepped in closer. "They have their own ways. They are seeking out relics and legends, lore of the Evermire. And they don't much like others crossing their path." He peered at her with a face of warning.
She pondered all he said. "Ligo, a caster, a wizard, needs lore and knowledge." She easily crouched to talk to him. "I only have a few spells in my repertoire, only a few I was allowed to copy and learn. But I feel I will soon be ready for more. I will need access to any lore grand wizards are willing to provide me."
"Yes, yes, wizards and lore, I've heard of such things," Ligo fussed. "But they won't treat you kindly! Not yet!" Ligo gave her a sad look.
"I expect as much as a lowly flame caster such as myself," Rhyal said, looking about at the slow dreary day of crafters with very few buyers. There were at least some new traders in, selling their wares to the crafters.
"Harsher than that, they'll take you, from me, from Ender! They'll take you and force you on a dangerous journey far into the Evermire!" Ligo said, his lip quivering, as if remembering something.
Rhyal looked closely. "Have you dealt with them before?"
Ligo gave her a sudden downward look and nodded yes. "Turned me into a toad, they did."
"A toad?" Rhyal gasped and giggled.
"Not funny!" Ligo huffed. "Not at the time!"
"And why did they turn YOU into a toad, Ligo?"
"I, I, entered the Wizard's Hall grounds."
"Entered?"
"Snuck!"
"Snuck?"
"Ah, their gates aren't very secure! See how trim I am!" Ligo turned to the side.
Rhyal thought it was his small stature more than his claim of being fit. "And... why?"
"They sent us, well, a caster and some ruffians, out on a dangerous mission!"
Rhyal was listening intently now.
"I had found and hired the ruffians. Bunch of brigands from the outskirts of Telehistine. Doable! And none returned, not even their caster!"
"Not returned?"
"Dead! For sure in this cursed swamp. And I put up the coin for them. It broke me!" Ligo cringed with anger. "The wizards, at the Wizard's Hall, are seeking things, not the trinkets and coins scattered around the border regions. This fortress was just an outlier back when this land was rich with many kings. The ruins around here are just stone farms or look out towers. But go further into the Evermire, further in and you'll be up against who knows what! In there, the kings and sorcerers of old hid all kinds of things. Or so they say... And I don't want you being led off into some dangerous evil quest is all!"
Rhyal stood up and looked down at Ligo. "Fine."
"Fine?"
"Fine."
"Fine, you're not going?"
"Yep."
"Oh? Good, yes?"
"For now, but how will I -- a mage and firecaster - learn the arcane knowledge of wizardly powers unless I study the greater wizards' works and writings?" Rhyal asked, crossing her arms.
Ligo thought hard, trying to figure something out. "We'll figure something out." He nodded for her to follow him.
Ender entered the smithing stable. It wasn't hard to find. A dwarf was there, hammering away at iron fixings for wagons. Ender noticed a few swords and axes, and several shields. There were plenty of armour hung on the walls. It was an impressive setup in a small shack and stable or den for some goats. It appeared he shared parts of this with the cartwright and goatkeeper.
Just to his left, outside was the end of the Craftsman Row. There were goats and carts there. Ender figured the dwarven smith worked closely with the cartwright. He'd probably see Ligo there soon enough purchasing the goats.
The dwarf stopped his hammering and looked up at Ender. He nodded and waited.
Ender realized he better say something as the dwarf looked busy. "I just came to get my swords sharpened. I have coin."
The dwarf liked Ender. He was all business. "Let me take a look."
Ender unbuckled and handed the dwarf his short swords and scabbards.
"I can sharpen them for you. I'm Gurek the blacksmith!"
"I'm Ender."
"You with an elf then? In red robes?"
"Why yes?"
"Jurgeon the trader spoke well of you," Gurek said. "He brought me some trade, some wood and coal." Gurek nodded to a pile of fresh wood and sacks of coal. "Can always use more wood and coal."
Ender nodded. "Oh yes, we came in with him."
"Indeed," Gurek said, getting his stone wheel set up. "I will make these swords very, very sharp Ender. Remember that. The way I sharpen, the first few cuts will be very effective indeed! And last awhile as well!" Gurek winked. "Give me an hour."
"Oh, can you also repair my armour?" Ender asked, showing his leather armour's cut.
"Oh, that's a nice one!" Gurek said. "I'm proud of you Ender. You are really getting into the thick of it then. That an orc's crude axe?"
"Yes it is!"
"Himley, the old troll hunter next door, big fella, he is a master with leather. The Duke himself called for him! By the looks of your fighting style, I'd spend a pretty coin at his place."
Ender nodded grateful, tapping his scabbards that Gurek set aside. "I'll be back!"
"I know!" Gurek chortled as he began sharpening Ender's blades.
Ender rushed into the shack next door. It was indeed a tanner's shop. It had many leather rolls and hides. There were beast skulls hung on the walls. It wasn't a large space at all, but whomever the tanner was, he filled it up like it was his hoard. And it was definitely a hoard of leathery goods.
Suddenly, a big furry man sat up from behind a work table. He was sleeping or something, but sat right up and stretched as he stood. Ender glanced about trying to soak in all the abundance of leathery stuff. Mixed within it all were masterly crafted bracers, gloves, scabbards, belts, and armour pieces.
Ender wasn't sure what to say or ask. Were some for sale or just sitting there unfinished?
Himly was a big burly man with a thick black beard and frazzled hair. He wore a fur like a vest and had his bare muscular arms showing. His mane, as it were, had plenty of gray so he was definitely past his heyday of once being some grand warrior.
Ender thought he heard of 'troll hunters' before but they were in a far away northern region and known to relish their private mountainous lands. They say there were dwarves amongst them as well, but this troll hunter had no dwarf blood in him. He was easily a head taller and wider than Ender.
Ender noticed the old troll hunter walked with a limp. It was probably a big part of why he was now here in this remote fortress making leather works.
"Got any business here boy?"
Ender blinked.
Himley eyed him, already seeing the issue. He stomped through his stacked store and grabbed at Ender's cut armour.
"Hmph!" Himley looked impressed. "Took an orc's axe and lived to tell the tale boy! Impressive!"
Ender looked down. "Oh yes, Gurek the Smith told me to come here."
"Ah yes, take it off then. Sans the blades I see."
"Uh, oh yes, Gurek..."
"Is sharpening them," Himley replied. "Elvish leather. Very nice quality! Very rare my eyes have laid upon elvish leather! Take me some fine work to match that. Delicate work!"
Ender wasn't sure if he was impressed or making fun of him. As he took it off, Himley enjoyed examining the craftsmanship of his elven leather. Ender noticed a pair of bracers that looked magnificent and large.
"How much for those?" Ender asked.
"250 gold," Himley replied.
"250!? For leather bracers?"
"Apparently you've never heard of my skill then?" Himley replied politely, which is odd since he most definitely looked like a brute of a man.
"I've never heard of leather bracers costing 250 gold pieces," Ender gulped.
"Hah hah! Welcome to the real world Ender boy! A world where every masterful work needed to give you that advantage in strength or skill, will also cost you a pretty stack of coin! My work, honed for years in the remote Crag Mountains, mastered for fighting brutal trolls and boar beasts, will give you blessings and strengths you've never known!" Himley gave Ender a good look. He realized he was even smaller than he was in the leather armour.
"Did the elves starve you then? To get you in this armour?"
"What? No?" Ender looked at his diminutive girth. "I'm just, well I was raised by elves, after my family was killed."
"Ah, one of those, huh? Lost everything, saved by elves, adopted and trained by the best then?" he chimed.
"Something like that," Ender nodded.
Both stood for a long uncomfortable moment.
"Can you fix it?" Ender finally asked.
"Oh yes, oh yes, fine fine, easy, softy leather like this. Won't be as pretty as the tiny fingers that sewed this together. Mine are not so delicate. But I will fix it right up for you!"
Ender nodded.
"You have leather armour for sale then?"
"When you come back with coin, greater coins, we can talk."
"Oh okay," Ender pouted. He only had tens of coins, not hundreds.
"I have the best leather armour, well, definitely around these parts! I'm probably the only tanner around! Once the Duke persuaded me to come, he hadn't thought about others. He figured he needed more armour and weapon smiths of steel, you know. He's trying to build an army I'd say! Conquer the Evermire!"
"An army? Out here?
"Exactly! Be hard to maneuver! Even for us troll hunters!"
"Can't have an army out here?"
"Oh, that I agree. So for now, mercenaries, hunters, and small teams are searching out the ruins and legends of the lost kingdoms in the Evermire swamps! Fascinating!"
"Is that oil you have there?" Ender asked, noticing the cruddy pail with oily leather straps hanging from it.
Himley looked. "Oh yeah, to soften the leather when I work with it."             
"Could I buy some of that oil from you?"
"Oh, no! No telling when I'll get some next. We’ve been getting fewer and fewer wagons lately."
"My purpose is to open up that road again. We could use some oil for that end. Willing to pay gold for a leather sack of it. A small sack," Ender offered.
Ender entered the Inn & Tavern. He saw Ligo sitting with a fine meal and ale. Ligo had what appeared to be a new purple cloak on. Ender came over.
Ligo immediately perked up, swamp meat in his mouth. "Rhyal is in her room! I knew that'd be the first thing you asked!"
Ender sat.
"Get yourself a fine meal and ale, my fine tracker! We leave early in the morning!" Ligo said, chewing and drinking, laughing greedily at his fortune.
"I see you've bought some new attire? Not many gnomes here. How'd they have such attire for you?" Ender asked, waving the innkeeper for the same order as Ligo's. Of course, that was all they were serving anyway.
"It's my own clothes! I sold it to the Merchants of the Trade just to feed myself. You don't know Ender. Its tough out here. When I saw you two, I knew you were different! The only other adventurers coming out here are low life criminals and vagabonds with a rusty sword. No one heroic wants to venture out this far, isolated on a rock in the middle of the most dreary land. And remember this, the Merchants of the Trade and worse, the Merchants & Banking get all the treasures! We get a smidgeon of coin for our troubles! It's a business venture! And corrupt at that!"
"Then why did you come?" Ender asked, as the innkeeper plopped a plate of some sort of cooked swamp meat, in gravy, with some sort of cooked root, and, of course, a thick ale.
Ligo chewed rapidly for awhile. Innkeeper Brunswick brought more crusty bread. Ligo tore a piece to soak up the salty brown gravy, pondering. "I've not been that great a business gnome. Tried my luck in Telehistine. Gnomes aren't really given the same treatment as manfolk, especially in Telehistine with those corrupt merchants. At least these ones here are risking something out here. All carry a sword here as no telling what may happen. Anyone who comes out here has had a run of bad luck, and that would definitely be me." He sighed and continued eating.
Ender looked down at him. Ender was somewhat like an elf, eating modestly. But in the Evermire, Ender was getting an appetite. No telling when the next cooked or over-cooked slop of a meal would come. He began eating greedily like Ligo. Both shared a smile.
"Why did you and Rhyal the elf come then, if you don't mind me asking?"
"Nothing special really. I'm from the manfolk and wanted to leave the elven cloister. After the dragon wars in the West, the elves have hid away in their forest kingdoms. Many of the great lords were lost. They have remained hidden from the world for the most part. I wanted to leave to see the world."
"Were they disappointed since they saved you, raised you?"
"No, Rhyal's father found me a bit pesky I'd say," Ender thought about it.
Ligo let out a guffaw.
Ender was going to get emotional but couldn't help feel the lightened and joyful mood in Ligo. "Yes, I suppose I was, am. Since manfolk tend to have shorter lives, we want to do more, quicker. I wanted to fight for good, for families against evil orcs. And I heard of Telehistine..."
"All roads lead to Telehistine!" Ligo hummed out the saying everyone seemed to know.
Ender nodded. "Rhyal is a young elf. She never experienced their great war. She, I think, was always challenged by me, to do things, to hurry up, instead of hide away." Ender thought about it, feeling he was speaking more than he had in a long time. There was something about Ligo, diminutive and cheery, and their modest success that brought out Ender's reflection.
"Good, good, I saw it in you! I talked to Jurgeon the dwarf about you as well!" Ligo said, chewing and wiping and drinking. "He of course didn't want me to hire you! Or partner with you! Hah! Everyone here knows I've lost ruffians and coin. So I'm just being honest with you! But from now on, I'm not listening to the upper management if you know what I mean! No more risks from them! They're all up there hiding away in those recently built mansions! Spent all their coin and labor, hundreds of wagons and laborers, soldiers and everything, to make their comfy abodes! And what do they have to show for it? All their servants, soldiers, and workers left! They hated this place. I remember the day, nearly two score wagons, hundreds of manfolks, all left!"
Ender stared wide eyed.
"And now, the few left here are hanging on to their investment, straddled between the lost venture and the dark foreboding Evermire!"
Ender stared as if seeing the Evermire before him, and a myriad leagues of danger and despair.
Ligo snapped his fingers. "Right, so finish your meal and get some rest in a real bed. I know I will. And early tomorrow, we go get that wagon of trade!"




9. Dire Trade

Rhyal and Ender waited outside the Hinterland Fortress. It was another dreary morning in the Evermire swamp. The fortress was situated atop a rock foundation, like a mound extending out of the dark sea all around. Its hewn walls extended up further with the modest stone walls.
It wasn't like it needed vast defenses, having the swamp all around it. There were two gated entrances on the east side. The tallest part where the Duke's keep and noble buildings were was on the west side, facing the way back to Telehistine and the West.
The road wound about the bog to enter on the eastside. Perhaps it was a good defense, requiring anyone who wanted to get to the gates to rush along the west and southern cliffs and walls. The northeast gate led to the rickety and rotted docks. Some of them were just a few rocks with boards nestled amongst them, whatever worked out here in this foul remote land.
The settlement upon the rock had quite a sharp slope up. The mound was still able to collect and keep much of the muddy terrain just as the lands below it.
Rhyal and Ender peered at the few water vessels. They were simple barges and dinghies. It looked like they were using them mostly to fish and hunt swamp creatures.
"It appears they hunt food more than treasure," Ender discerned.
Rhyal agreed. "They aren't getting the deliveries they expected. And now with the road becoming more dangerous, there will be even less."
"Right-oh!" Ligo came, plopping along with four leashed goats.
"Bah-ah-ah-ah-ahhhhh!"
Rhyal was taken back. Elves didn't deal much with manfolk beasts, especially strange ugly ones.
"Oh, come on now!" Ligo noticed. "It's our ticket to riches! These little beasts will haul anything!"
Ender bent down to pet them. They immediately began chewing on his soft elven leathers. He gently then forcefully nudged them away.
"Oh and hah hah! I've talked to the Merchants of Trade, those rascals. It appears they are desperate for that wagon, desperate for any wagon! They are desperate for trinkets and trade! Others have gone out and not returned. It appears the road is becoming more and more dangerous!"
"There must be more orcs out there. Perhaps there is a war party, spread across the road, looking to ambush us," Rhyal said.
"And remember, the Duke conquered this rock, defeating an orc clan. No doubt their scattered remnants are wanting to return," Ligo figured.
As it was getting darker, they decided to camp out on the road. They traveled a full day and then some. It wasn't too difficult to see as night came as the mist seemed to let light in, then keep it. But it was only in that gray misty way. At night though, the shadows did get darker and seeing details for footing and steps became trickier.
The goats were dragging as well. They found a dry spot, on a high part of the road, away from swamp grabbers or small krokodills. Rhyal sat calmly, away from the pesky goats. Ligo tied them together on some bramble which they immediately began to chew on.
Ender laid down comfortably next to Rhyal. Ligo then set up some small sticks and a string all around them. He tied some trinkets to the string. Ender noticed, Rhyal surely noticed but stayed in her meditative state.
Ligo winked. "Bought it at the market. Warn us of any creepy crawlers trying to get in." He winked. The trinkets were little pieces of tin, easily clanking if something pushed or tugged against the string. "Everything in this swamp slithers or crawls along."
Ender was impressed. He went to sleep. In the middle of the night, a small krokodill tried to sneak up but the warning system worked. Rhyal used a torch and her own flame to frighten it away. The goats bleated in appreciation.
The next morning they headed out. Ligo rolled up his warning system and got the goats ready as they continued to chew on the bramble. They were swamp goats, moorland types, with wide hooves and a slow yet strong gait. Thankfully, they could eat anything in a swamp for sustenance.
As he trotted along, Ender found the pathway back to the ruins. It wasn't far in from where they had slept. He stopped and peered along the pathway.
"Tracks, fresh ones," he said aloud.
"From us?" Ligo asked.
"Oh no, more orcs, last night headed to the ruins," Ender said.
"More orcs? Surely this road is now officially dangerous!" Ligo responded.
"How many?" Rhyal asked.
"Five, six, orcs only, no goblins," Ender said.
"Orcs only, pretty tough. Not sure we should risk it," Ligo fretted. "I do want that wagon. We must... but orcs are orcs."
"If we could draw them out, down this path," Ender figured. "Use the flame again, burning them on the path, they'd have to flee back or into the water." Ender showed his leather flask of oil. "And we can get them stuck in a fire once again."
"Oh, I like your thinking tracker!" Ligo responded.
"Fire is my calling," Rhyal said, showing a small flame.
Ender snuck along the path to the mound of ruins. It wasn't hard to see the orcs. They had a fire going and were going through the wagon of supplies. They were tossing the vegetables about and examining the tools. It appeared they were packing up what they thought useful and planning on returning down the path.
Ender thought to wait, but then realized, he didn't want them to travel back with the supplies. If they ambushed them with the supplies, the supplies could get burned or ruined. He was going to lure them for a chase. He was confident he could make it back to Rhyal. His movement in the swamp terrain was as good as any orc or better. Rhyal wasn't bad either but she was hidden and ready by the largest bramble they could find.
Ligo took the goats back aways, worried about the grabbers and krokodills. Rhyal made him a torch to repel anything.
Ender fired his bow, hitting an orc. It yelped in pain. The other orcs growled in surprise and turned to spot Ender. He stood up letting them know he was there. He prepared another arrow. An orc came rushing out of the covered area in tattered black robes, wielding a staff with a small rat or snake skull on it.
Ender was surprised by the look of it as it swirled its staff. He fired his bow at it but missed. The foul orc was some sort of a shaman. It fired a black shadowy spider-like mist at him. It ripped through him and made him shudder in pain.
Ender reeled knowing he could not sustain much more pain than that. He fled awkwardly back as the orcs growled and tossed their sacks and packs of salvage.
Ender saw another black tendril orb blast near him. He felt the tinges of pain from that one and knew he was in grave trouble. Could Rhyal even resist such painful dark magic? He had no choice but to flee. He did his best scampering lightly yet quickly across the path and mud.
The orcs chased after him. It was easy to tell where they were since they growled and barked in their blood lust. Ender knew where the oil was placed and stepped upon the bramble laid over it.
Rhyal saw him and could tell by his odd crouch he was in pain. She knew something magical must have happened. She could sense it. She then saw the first few orcs charging forth. One threw a javelin very close to Ender. It could have done him in. This challenge was beyond them.
Ender jumped past her, leaping behind and skidding into the mud. The orcs were very fast as they traversed upon the bramble trap.
Rhyal leapt up and sprayed them with the burst of her fires. It lit up the area and the orcs. Three of them were consumed and the oil caught. A wall of flame burst and the orcs were consumed. A fourth reared back in fright. Rhyal then saw the shaman orc, a smaller bent over orc in a few tattered robes wielding a staff.
It howled in rage and touched one of the remaining orcs, screeching some dark words to it. She then saw the orc suddenly grow in stature, in size. It looked bigger and braver than before.
It came splashing through the murky water, brandishing a crude war axe.
Ender healed his own state of painful shock. He was now ready with swords in hand. He felt the weight and motion and knew to use both swords and not hesitate. This beast of an orc was enchanted with size and strength.
"Grrahh!" Ender roared with courage.
Rhyal saw the shaman prepare another spell, but she was ready and blasted it with a bolt of fire. The shaman reeled in pain, rolling away to put it out. It still managed to cast a dark webbing blast at Rhyal. Though it hit her, her magical armour absorbed the black magic.
Ender met the giant orc at the path, not letting it get out of the water. It swung frantically but was not balanced. Ender had the advantage and slashed to and fro. The orc was badly wounded but still swung again wildly. Ender continued to block it from gaining a foothold on the path.
Another orc was trying to cross in the rear. It hurriedly followed the other orc in the water. Rhyal quickly imagined a krokodill's head coming from the water. The orc saw it and yelped as it retreated.
Ender managed to swing again then pierce, skewering the enlarged orc. Its eyes rolled back as it shrunk back to normal size and fell back into the water.
Rhyal saw the orc flee and the shaman with him. Where did they think they were going? Trapped at the ruins! She fired more fire at the shaman, blasting it from behind. She felt a surge of power in her flaming element. She wasn't sure why but after never having been in such dire situations, it was as if the magic within her was awakening. In these split second decisions under duress, she felt a surge of power unleash.
Ender looked at Rhyal than at the floating krokodill head. "Is that you?'
Rhyal nodded, flicking her fingers. The illusion dissipated.
Ender sighed relief and hurried through the water, near the flames on the path, but not too close. He made it across and peered in the distance, readying his bow.
"Don't go without me!" she warned. She carefully went to his side near the water. "Ender, sense any creatures?"
Just then, tentacles came out to grab the dead orc. There were several dead orcs, some still smoldering.
"Yes," he quipped, nodding to the grabbers.
"Funny." She quickly sloshed through the water to Ender's side.
The swamp beasts were delighted once again to eat orc. There seemed to be more of them, including several bog krokodills. One looked like it was large enough to attack them, a krokodrake. But with easy prey right there, the jaws clamped down and it receded into the dark water.
"Let's go," Ender said, hurrying along. "Only two left."
"Careful, could be more. Are you hurt?" Rhyal whispered after him.
"Was hurt, healed now. That shaman has some evil incantations!"
"I'll burn him! I caught him a couple of times. He should be weak now," she replied.
They hurried along.
The orc and shaman were hiding in the only place they could, where the previous orcs once had sleeping quarters and a small fire for burning their meals.
Ender came about to spot them. He fired his bow, missing. He kept to the ruins for cover. The shaman fired a bolt of the foul dark tendrils but it blasted the rocks before him.
Then Rhyal came out of other side, familiar with the ruins, and burned them with her hands. They screamed in a flurry of flames and died.
"That's an orc shaman, ehy?" Ligo leered at the burnt pile of dead bones. "Shamans means more orcs, a bigger lair, a raiding part, a war boss somewhere," he surmised.
"This isn't all of them?" Ender asked.
"Oh no," Ligo said. "Got's to be a bigger party probably all scouring out along the road, seeing who can get the best loot for their chief or leader. A raiding party will have more. But maybe we've whittled them down a bit, ehy?"
Rhyal and Ender gulped, looking down at their victory, yet fearing that their tactics and strategies may not always continue to be successful.
Ligo saw their concern. "Look, we get these supplies packed up, take them back, see if we can get some more help or packs of oil like you used there, okay? I'm sure the Merchants will see our success and they'll help us with our next venture. Okay?"
Ligo stared up at Ender and Rhyal who seemed exhausted and their nerves strained. Ligo rubbed his chin. He quickly looked amidst the supplies in the sacks and packs, plopping them back in the wagon.
"Looky here! If these aren't potions and I'd say of healing magics?"
Ender and Rhyal blinked out of their morose state.
Ligo handed each one. "Take it. You too. You've earned these, not fifty-fifty! Bonus! For the incredible fighting. You've defeated six orcs! That's quite impressive! Before you know it, others will want to work for us!"
Ender and Rhyal took them and put them in their sacks for later use.
Rhyal tore some of the healer's bread, giving Ender a portion and taking a smaller portion for herself. She then climbed up atop a ruin. "I need to meditate this filth and muck away." She sat on the driest rock she could. It was smooth on top and easy to sit on.
Ender looked up then back.
"Can you help me pack it up?" asked Ligo.
Ender nodded okay. They packed the wagon and had the goats tied safely within the ruins. They kept torches going to keep the hungry swamp beasts away. The critters hated the torches. Ender ate the bread. Ligo found some meat on a drying rack, some sort of jerky. He sniffed it, shrugged, warmed it over the torch and ate it. Not bad.
"Best we go as soon as you rest," Ligo told him.
Ender looked up at Rhyal. "I'm fine. We’ll go as soon as she's ready."             
She suddenly opened her eyes and looked down at them. "I'm ready. Let's get back with our victorious treasure."
"That's the spirit!" Ligo expressed, getting the goats.




10. Merchants of the Trade

Back at Hinterland Fortress, it seemed almost a victory parade, with an elven woman in red and orange attire, a young tracker, and the ole feisty gnome coming in with a wagon of lost bounty.
A boatswain came up to Ligo. "What you gots there then? We heard orcs are about."
"That's right boatman, we fought off orcs and got back these supplies!" Ligo responded, ushering the goats on. They moved at the same reliable pace.
"Good news then since everyone's worried about the recent rise of attacks. Things are gonna get expensive around here if we need soldiering on the road."
"Well... maybe leave that to us, ehy?" Ligo huffed a laugh.
The lanky gaunt boatswain looked at the elf and young tracker, unsure they really had handled some orcs.
"We're off to the Merchants with this load. Who knows, maybe we can hire a boat soon," Ligo said.
"Ohy, that'd be great. Get us some real business!" the boatswain replied. "I'll let the others know."
"Don't get too excited!" Ligo warned as the boatswain hobbled off, waving alright. "Ehhh..." Ligo shook his head.
They got to the gate. The guardsman gave them a slight affirming grin and let them in. They came to the Merchants of the Trade. There were a few small huts that were the sleeping quarters. The largest was their trading post.
Jurgeon came out in a foul mood. He saw Ligo and the two. "Ahh, my two friends, my guardian spirits!" He ignored Ligo and went to pat Rhyal and Ender.
"Well hullo Jurgeon," Ligo shouted up.
Jurgeon still tried to ignore Ligo as Rhyal and Ender returned the pats and smiles.
"How are you Jurgeon?" Rhyal asked.
"Oh, waiting to deliver. But not much is happening, and the roads are worse I hear!"
"Hello Jurgeon!" Ligo leaped in.
"What Ligo?" Jurgeon finally replied.
Ligo looked up to Jurgeon, then to Ender and Rhyal, then back. "They're with me, you know?"
Jurgeon looked slowly back up to Ender and Rhyal. "With Ligo?"
"He's our manager," Rhyal replied.
Jurgeon looked dour, then down at Ligo who returned his look with a pouty smile.
Jurgeon changed his demeanor. "Well, may Ligo's trading skills be better than mine! The Merchants within are as tightfisted as a stone guardian! I can't get a trade deal or delivery to get me out of here!"
Ligo motioned to his goats and the wagon. "Could it be because few wagons are getting through?"
Jurgeon then looked upon the wagon. "Is that the lost wagon we espied on our way in then? The supplies?"
"Tis!" Ligo responded quickly.
"Well, then Ligo, I hope your skills of barter and returns are marked with success!" Jurgeon said. "And get me returning with something and able to afford your escort services!" He bowed.
"Well, that's more like it," Ligo sneered.
"Don't be rude," Rhyal said to Ligo. "Jurgeon is our friend."
"Is he then?" Ligo huffed.
"I am Ligo, I am," Jurgeon said calmly.
There was a stare off.
"Ligo?" Rhyal finally prompted. "Can you begin the trade then? Or shall I?"
"Yes, yes, very well!" Ligo skipped into the trading hovel.
"Dag rabbit! What a rip off! How cruel and greedy a stock of grimy worms! The Merchants of Trade ought to be burnt down and thrown into the swamp!" Ligo spat as he came back out of the offices.
Ender was caring for the goats and watching the wagon. Men came out, taking the boxes and supplies away. They all looked like ruffians and brigands who, too lazy to venture out, were hired by the Merchants as their lowly guards and henchman.
Jurgeon was long gone at this point, but around somewhere.
Rhyal was off strolling about Craftsman Row. She could see Ligo stomping in the mud as the henchman carried off the supplies they fought so hard to save.
She returned. "Ligo? What happened?"
Ligo looked quite red and distraught, ready to kill something. "They claim salvage rights! Since it was their order! And there is no legal claim! The Duke nor the marque holders have offered bounty on lost deliveries! How cruel and unusual! How very despicable!"
Ender leapt off the wagon seat, ready to attack the henchmen as they carted off the last of the boxes. Rhyal gave him a look so he shrugged with frustration.
"They gave us 10 gold coin for our troubles!" Ligo said, showing her the coin and handing five over.
"You keep it Ligo," she said. She went in to the Merchants of the Trade office. Ligo and Ender stared after her.
There was a guard at the door. Seeing the oddity of a flamboyantly dressed elven caster seemed like the kind of clientele the Merchants would be interested in, so he let her in without a word.
The office was a mere wooden room. On her side was a sparse open area surrounded by a wall with windows, all with iron bars. Did she walk into a prison cell? She looked at the windows and saw a mix of dwarves and men, all fat and weak looking. Behind them were shelves of trinkets and items, yet most of the shelves looked empty.
"Who let the elf in with her staff!?" someone growled.
Rhyal saw standing behind the dwarves and ruffians an old gruff looking half-orc. He was in a leather smock of some kind. What he could be working on, Rhyal had no idea. But he looked like he was in charge.
"Are you in charge?" she asked, slightly tilting her staff his way.
He flinched slightly but knew he had plenty of cover behind the barred up windows.              
She came up to the window. "This is my quarterstaff. I do not cast spells from it. To cast enchantments, I only need my hand," Rhyal said as she flicked her fingers through the window.
A dwarf ducked. Men flinched. The half-orc was not amused.
He came up to the window. "Have you got something to trade in then?"
"No," she said.
"Then..."
"You took everything," she interrupted.
The half-orc made a scowl and bowed quickly. "That's what we do'ere."
"Of course you do," Rhyal responded. "We just saved your delivery."
"So you're with Ligo, the grimy little rot grub?"
Rhyal winced her eyes at the half-orc, with his fat cheeks and stubby tusks. "What is your name then?"
"I'm Orgro, owner of this establishment, given warden by the Duke himself!" Orgro pounded his chest. "I run this business and pick and choose who I do business with!"
"And I am Rhyal, fire wizard. I burn any orc, shaman, or foul creature that gets in my way," she said, then flicked a flame in her hand. She then glanced about the wooden room.
Orgro's eyes narrowed. Several half-orcs and very ugly men stepped closer to him, looking as mean and tough as him. They wore thick banded leathers and had swords and clubs. It looked like a few trades went sour and these brigands knew what to do. Rhyal saw the wooden doors they came out of on either side of the room.
"There's more orcs on the road Orgro. More deliveries will be lost. I am quite sure even though orc blood runs through your veins, you despise them as much as we do."
Orgro snarled, "My duty is to the Duke! And not to any elf witch! I hold the foul darkness at bay! I bring in the supplies and control the barter! Not you elf!"
"Then why didn't you get the salvage?"
"Because pointy ear, we didn't know it was missing yet. Why don't you go to the church or better yet to your wizard friends and search out their legends and myths? Leave the supply road to the West to me!"
Rhyal's eye twitched, her lips thinned. She turned and left, knowing she too had failed.
She walked past Ligo and Ender.
"Where you going?"
"To get a drink!"
Ender and Ligo shared a look and a shrug and followed her to the inn.




11. Bargains

Rhyal was awake when the boots clomped up the stairs to their room. Ender was still asleep. She was flicking her flame, watching it dance around her hand. She knew she wasn't resistant to flame but she could look at it, discern it, before full manifestation. She wanted to understand it, sense its properties, or just play with her enchanted flame. It seemed like a little faerie fire on her hand.
It kept her thoughts away from their dwindling coin and the distance. They were so far away from home. Could they even afford to go home? Surely, the next elven vessel that came to Telehistine would know her father's house and let her and Ender on as passengers. To be paid in full by her father of course. They still had choices, even if their coin should run out.
But the boots clomping awoke her from her trance. She sensed them coming to their room. She tugged at Ender.
"Wake up," she whispered. It was enough.
Ender immediately rolled up and got his boots on. He stared at the door as he buckled his belts, swords ready.
The boots stopped at their door. Someone was snorting, like an orc. Keys came out. She heard them clank.
She reawakened the flame in her hand and was ready. She'd burn down the whole inn if she had to. She glanced to their window. They could make their escape that way.
Both sensed the growl ease to a sigh.
Knock, knock.
Ender and Rhyal nearly fell over with their ready stances.
"Hullo?" a gruff voiced called out.
"Who is it?" Rhyal asked.
"Uh, you're there. It's Orgro. Merchants of Barter & Trade. We need to talk."
They entered the holding area between the Merchant of Barter & Trade and their quarters. Wagons and shacks were there, all with many intricate locks. They had a small stable with goats and oxen, the rugged kind. A few dwarves and ruffians worked there, in their aprons and bearing clubs or rustic swords.
Orgro most certainly had a kinder gentler demeanor. "What we have here is a dire situation."
Ligo came floating in, sort of. He stared angry eyed. A ruffian carried him in, tied up and his mouth gagged.
"Oh no," Orgro moaned.
The ruffian put Ligo down, who screamed in his gag.
"Untie him now!" Rhyal called out.
"Yes, yes." Orgro immediately did it himself.
"What is the meaning of this!" Ligo screamed whence he was ungagged.
Orgro skillfully undid the binds. "My apologies!" He looked at the ruffian. "Silas! I asked you to retrieve him!"             
Silas replied stoically. "I did." He was an old looking ruffian, with scars and an odd gait that surely meant an old battle wound. Ender noticed he was a tad better armoured and armed than the younger ruffians.
"He tied and gagged me!" Ligo shot.
"You were uncooperative," Silas replied.
"Uncooperative?!" Ligo shot back.
"Okay, okay, I did not mean for you to gnome-nap him! Just to bring him along. My apologies!" Orgro growled.
"Apologies?! I oughtta!!!" Ligo's face was as red as a little drunken gnome's.
"I have an offer!" Orgro had to burst over Ligo's fury. "I have an offer! We've lost a delivery!"
Ligo still stared angrily at Silas and Orgro.
"You've lost a delivery?" Rhyal repeated.
Orgro bowed. "We are in need of you services, seeing how you retrieved one of our wagons."
"Fighting orcs, we did," Ender added.
"Of course," Orgro nodded.
"Get your own darn ruffians and thugrats to do it!" Ligo shook his fist at Orgro.
"You have plenty of men here," Rhyal waved to the henchmen about.
Orgro looked at his hirees, not too impressively. "My workers are needed here. I had escorts. They were with the wagons. Only one survived to tell the tale." He motioned to a half-orc, wounded, sitting at a bench.
"Rugrah," Orgro motioned.
Rugrah got up, holding his arm. It was bandaged but looked dirty and bled through. He had several other roughed up wounds and scratches.
"Tell them what you know," Orgro said.
"Orcs, big dog, bugbear, attack us. We kill some, but too many. Take wagons," Rugrah snarled.
"Bugbear, orcs?" Ligo repeated. "It appears they finally joined together."
Orgro looked at Ligo. "After the Duke defeated the orcs, where else they gonna go? Bugbears have a stockade six days journey into the mire."
"You want us to besiege the stockade?! Of bugbears?! Are you as mad I figured?!" Ligo yelped.
Orgro waved his meaty hands. "Now, now, calm down. Speed! Speed. We want you to go, now! Catch them. Wagons are slow so they are only a day or two away. Must hurry!? No time to argue."
"How many orcs? Dogs? Bugbears?" Rhyal asked Rugrah.
He realized an elf was talking to him. "Uh, uh, this many orcs." He raised his two hands, showing all his fingers. "One bugbear, one big dog."
"Wait a minute, you want us to retrieve the wagons from a raiding party of orcs, for what? Ten gold coins?" Ligo snorted.
"We don't have much gold," Orgro gulped.
"Bah hah hah! Of course not!" Ligo slapped his little hand, turning to usher Rhyal and Ender out.
Orgro's tough half-orc shoulders slumped.
Rhyal noticed. "How important are these wagons to you?"
Orgro looked up. "If I don't get, I go out of business."
"Good!" Ligo spat, waving his friends to go.
"Let's do it," Ender said.
"What?! No!!! Come on!" Ligo huffed. "You didn't even haggle!"
"What do you offer?" Rhyal asked.
"Seriously? He said they have no gold! Let us go get our own!" Ligo answered.
Orgro replied, "I've got some wizard's scrolls. You can have them! And healing potions, a couple. Very pricey! I've got oil."
"Oil to burn!" Ender said.
"No, no, oil for swords, makes them very sharp," Orgro said. "Oil of Sharpness, they are. Two of them. Valuable."
"Pit-i-ful!" Ligo sang out.
Orgro most definitely looked like he was on the bad end of a deal, a pitiful offering.
"Some magic dust, sprinkle it on, protects one for a short while. I can offer that," Orgro added. "Plus some provisions."
"We'll take it," Rhyal said.
"Whaht!?" Ligo screeched.
Orgro went to shake her hand. Rhyal was not familiar with such motions and did not respond. Ligo suddenly leapt up and smacked Orgro's hand away.
"No, no! I make the deals for us!" Ligo yelled, dropping back down, nearly frothing.
"Ligo, we should help them," Rhyal said.
Ligo turned to Orgro, "First, that half-orc must come with us!"
"He's quite injured," Orgro offered.
"You heal him with one of those expensive healing potions and not one offered to us!"
Orgro looked at the wounded half-orc and nodded reluctantly.
Rhyal and Ender shared a smug look.
"Second, you must fire that scoundrel!" Ligo pointed to Silas. "For handling me in such an unlawful way!"
Silas' eyes widened as he stood there confused.
Orgro took a deep sigh and then nodded. "You're fired."
"Good!" Ligo said.
Silas shrugged, ready to turn.
"Silas! You're hired!" Ligo suddenly said. "We'll be needing veteran combatants like yourself!"
Rhyal gave out a chuckle.
Silas wasn't sure if he was fired or hired but felt amused by Ligo nonetheless.
Orgro wanted to argue the point but was interrupted. He looked down to see Ligo shaking his finger.
"It's a deal!" Ligo said. "Now go off and get us our provisions and magical enhancements! Go on!"
Orgro slumped and hurried into the trade offices to retrieve the offerings.
Ligo rubbed his hands. "Rugrah!"
Rugrah looked up from his wounds.
"Can you lead us to the wagons, the fastest way, or are you too scared and wounded to go?"
"Fix me. If you all can fight, I go. Revenge," he said.
"Good!" Ligo said.
"And you!" Ligo pointed at Silas. "Show me that move you did to catch me and bind me. That was amazing!"




12. Raiding Orcs

After Rugrah took his potion, much to the disdain of Orgro, they packed to go. Ligo made sure they got what was promised.
"Two healing potions, this dust of, uh, uh, fortitude, a roll of scrolls, and two oils of sharpness. Very good!" Ligo gave Rhyal the scrolls and one healing. He then gave Ender one healing, the dust of fortitude or protections, and the two oils of sharpness. "Ere'ya go. And remember, comes out of your fifty-fifty split!"
"Things we can use in the fight?" Rhyal commented.
"Errr... alrigh! I'll give you a discount!" Ligo waved her off.
"What about them?" Ender asked, motioning to Rugrah and Silas.
Ligo looked at them with a plum look. "Silas will be guarding me, in the rear. Rugrah is one of those," Ligo motioned to Orgro the half-orc. "So he can provide for him."
"He's not my kin!" Orgro responded.
"He's half-orc just like you! You're all cousins!" Ligo responded.
"And you're just a diminutive dwarf!" Orgro growled.
"Why I oughta!" Ligo raised his fists, ready to attack. He pranced around waving his fists. "Don't hold me back!"
Everyone looked at each other. No one was holding him back. He continued about with his fists.
Orgro wasn't sure what to do. Silas realized something, then quickly grabbed Ligo and carried him out.
"Don't hold me back!" Ligo continued.
"Alright," Rhyal said, stepping to block Ligo's exit. "We shall be on our way."
Orgro nodded.
In the mire, the party marched through the mist. Ender was ahead of the rest. Ligo was on the small cart with the four goats. Silas marched beside it. Rugrah walked in the rear. Rhyal was in front, keeping a keen eye on Ender for any hand signals.
Ender easily followed the wagon wheel tracks heading southeast into the mire. It traversed up along dry mounds and down through murky waters.
Ender knelt and examined a large dig of earth and many laid branches.
The rest caught up shortly.
"Is it a trap? An ambush?!" Ligo called out from the cart, standing up to the height of everyone else.
"Ney, the wagons got stuck here in the mud," Ender said.
A swirl of water nearby gurgled up some bones. They were orc bones.
"Eww..." Ligo realized.
"Attacked by grabbers no doubt," Ender noticed. "They have been slowed greatly, having to push the wagons through the mire."
"Perfect!" Ligo shouted back.
"Shhhh!" Rhyal responded.
Ender continued on.
They trudged for awhile through the mounds taken by the wagons. It was obvious the raiding party of orcs chose the highest, most solid ground. Occasionally, the large paws of the warg that accompanied the orcs was seen.
"Ohhh, big fella," Ligo noticed. Silas examined it closer, nodding concern.
Rugrah growled slightly, feeling where his wounds once were.
"Hey half-orc, how'd you survive the attack? They let you go?" Ligo asked facetiously.
"No, I run away. Manfolk surrender. All killed," Rugrah replied.
Ligo thought a moment about that. Rhyal listened.
Silas added, "Orcs hate half-orcs twice as much as manfolk. They kill them in far worse ways than men. Rugrah knew surrendering was a death sentence."
Ligo shivered, a chill ran up his short, squat yet quite nimble spine.
"Run. Big kroko jump out. Got orc. I hide. More orcs come, think I dead. Hurt bad but I run away. Rugrah no surrender!" Rugrah said. He rubbed where his major wound was. It had healed with the potion, but Rugrah still acted as if it were there. He was not used to being healed magically.
"We are not far," Ender said, coming back to them. "They are very slow. Best we camp here tonight, then catch up with them in the morrow."
They found a decent mound to camp on and started a small fire. Ligo had a pot and was making a small stew. "I should charge the lot of you, you know." He glared but kept cooking. "Wish we had some meat!"
Just then, they heard splashing and saw Rugrah at the edge of the water. He pulled in a small grabber and was stabbing it to death. It was like a small turtle looking thing, with a soft shell and a beak. Out of its sides were many long curling tentacles, some with talons to grab with. This one was small enough that Rugrah quickly killed it. He looked back at the party as he chewed on a tentacle.
"Meat," Ligo muttered.
Soon enough, many tentacles were on the cue, over the fire, singing and roasting. Silas and Ender set up the warning strings that Ligo provided.
Ligo slapped Rugrah's anxious paws. "Not yet! Roast and stew. Don't worry! Patience."
Rugrah shrugged and slowly turned the spit.
Rhyal sat aside, having her own small candle atop a rotted log. She opened the scroll case very carefully. She wanted to keep everything dry. She realized the earth was too wet. She stood up, taking her candle, and went to the cart. Ligo noticed what she was doing.
She placed the scrolls out on the cart. It was practically empty except for Ligo's belongings. Two were empty scrolls but with magician marks. She realized she could copy and enchant two of her spells in there, to cast later. This was very helpful. She did not have the powers of a wizard to cast spell after spell. It was exhausting and draining. These could store two that she could unravel and cast when she chose. It would only take her an hour for each, enough time in the night after she meditated.
Then she sensed a third scroll in the case. It was stuck within, smaller, folded and had rough edges. She sensed its mild dweomer. She opened it and saw it was an actual spell. Her eyes widened. What a find! Hidden in a plain scroll case. She recognized the papers as being torn out from a small spell book, not unlike her own.
How it came to be, she did not know. She examined the symbols and hand gestures. It was an illusion spell. She recognized the flowing symbols, like an elf wrote it in a florid arrangement. And the ink washes reminded her of the essence of manipulation. It was to make one change in form to appear as something else. It wasn't powerful, changing all manner of self, but something close, and in this world, that was enough. She saw the possibilities. She could change into an orc! Something of the same build, something she had seen enough to be. Plus she knew orc.
She had much work and studying to do, and began.
The next day, they packed up. Ender was awake and watching. Ligo directed Rugrah and Silas to pack the gear and warning contraption. It was just the string on spikes with metal clankers.
"How far are they?" Ligo asked.
Ender re-examined the tracks ahead, just to remind himself and for the joy of it. "We will catch up to them by nightfall, if not sooner. Surely they will get stuck again."
"Just be careful!" Ligo said. "I won't be too close to save you. I'm staying back you know. And don't forget to use your enchanted things."
Rhyal rolled up her scrolls, figuring out where to keep them. She went up to Ender. "I have prepared a new enchantment. I can appear as an orc or similar."
"Sounds risky."
"Scout them out for you, cause a distraction, something," Rhyal figured.
Ender nodded, "Let us keep it in mind." Ender stopped and peered at the others. "We should tell them, so they do not attack you if you are in disguise."
"Hm, no," Rhyal thought. "Let us surprise them with my little charm."
Ender stared at her a moment, a snigger suddenly shot out of him. He moved on to hide his expression.
Silas peered at them as they went, unsure. He pulled out a small stone and sharpened his blades as they begun to march.
The orcs were not hard to find. They were arguing over how to lay the bramble under the wheels. The first wagon was stuck in the water. Several orcs were guarding them on the perimeter from the denizens of the swamp. These orcs had spears and thrust them at any swirl they perceived. They looked busy.
There were a few orcs tearing bramble from nearby growths and slogging back, tossing the branches down. A couple more were sticking them around the wheels. A bugbear held onto the reigns of the oxen, pulling them when the orcs howled out. The bugbear was bigger and had thick tufts of fur. Much of its skin was exposed, worn of its fur from chaffing belts and armour or from its maligned skin.
The warg trotted around with its tough yet sinewy looking orc rider. That orc yelled, "Hurry it up fools! Puts your backs into it!"
The bramble collectors and the wagon pushers responded with howls. The ones behind the loaded wagon were bigger. They pushed with great strength.
Ender watched them from a distance. Behind him, an orc came out, pulling Rugrah along.
The orc on the warg spotted them first. He barked and pointed, turning his big wolf toward the new arrivals. The other orcs dealing with the wagon turned to see, but were exhausted.
Rugrah stumbled along. The orc waved victory as he pushed Rugrah. But then, Rugrah grabbed the weapon from the orc's hand and beat him and stumbled away.
The orc rider howled in fury and raced his warg across the mounds and splashing ponds. He raced past the orc even as his own warg growled at the strange orc. But he did not care for his anger was to get to Rugrah, who stumbled along.
Hidden behind bramble, Ender fired his arrow at the warg. The strange orc turned and blasted the warg and rider with flames. Rugrah turned ready to be attacked.
The warg wretched in pain. The rider fell off, full of burnt skin and cringed in death throes.
Rugrah saw his chance and swung at the warg, giving it a big gash. It snarled, but was soon blasted by a fire bolt which ended it in a smoldering furry heap.
The other orcs by the wagon all snarled and growled in anger, hurrying to their weapons. The bugbear seethed with anger and slunk around the mounds.
Ender knew it was there but lost sight of it. There was plenty of mist, mounds, and bramble about to hide its approach. He knew he had to listen for water and mud steps.
Rhyal re-appeared from her orc disguise. She hurried back to the safety of numbers. Silas came up to Ender, ready with his sword and shield. "Good show," he said, seeing the dead warg and rider.
Rugrah waited for Rhyal then came back with her. Rugrah and Silas guarded the pathway, ready for them to attack.
Ligo hurried forth, "Don't forget this!" He tossed Rugrah a small shield. He hobbled back behind Ender and Rhyal. "And don't forget your potions!"
Ender nodded and was about to put oil on his blades, but saw how sharp they already were. He remembered the smith telling him, he had sharpened them so much, the first few cuts would be deadly indeed. Instead, he alighted himself of the dust.
It twinkled down upon him, forming all around. He felt it seem to seal him in something magical. He wasn't sure what, but knew he wanted to stand upfront and fight.
The orcs came, charging along. Two had bows and fired them. Ender returned fire behind the shield wall of Silas and Rugrah.
Rhyal fired her flames at them. Both fell from arrows and flame soon enough.
It did not deter the other orcs. A big one with a battle axe came lumbering through the mud, charging straight at Rugrah. Another with a polearm came to strike Silas. Two more were right behind them, but would have difficulty attacking unless they stepped into the murky waters. One did, thrashing in the water to get around. Ender fired at him up close. The orc fell with an arrow in him.
Rugrah took the hit of the battle axe. His shield helped but he wasn't used to it and the blade still came through. He growled in pain and pushed the blade out from outright killing him. Silas deftly blocked the orc with the polearm and swung his sword in return, cutting the orc badly but not killing it.
Another with a sword leaped in. It got crowded and the two orcs bumped each other. Silas took advantage and felled the polearm one.
The bigger orc with the axe swung again at Rugrah and the half-orc went down with a gaping wound.
"No!" Ligo yelped. He rustled in his cart to get his crossbow. "Poor fellow!"
Rhyal rushed up and put her hand forth, blasting the large orc and several behind it with flames. One leapt away, into the water, as three got burned badly.
Ender took advantage of it, tossing his bow and rushing in to slice them up. Indeed his blades cut deep, instantly killing two of the burnt orcs.
There were still five orcs to deal with, all stomping forward. One was a big one, pushing the others on. It had a large battle axe that looked well made.
Ender remembered: where was the bugbear? He had no time to look. Silas bested another orc after it hit his shield. He was a careful fighter, a veteran who didn't swing wild or take chances.
Rhyal fired another bolt of flames, striking an orc in the rear. Poor Rugrah lay still below them. He looked quite dead.
Rhyal then saw the bugbear. It could not get in close without revealing itself, but hid behind bramble and chucked one of its javelins at Silas. It missed. Silas was unaware as he defended against two orcs, one with sword and shield, the other with a long polearm.
Ender struck well, dropping another orc. But the big one was now upon him. It swung its giant axe at him. Ender's aura of defense sparked as dust fluttered outward.
Rhyal stepped to the side, careful in the muck. She fired a bolt at the bugbear. It growled, revealing itself and angry it was exposed. It chucked its javelin at Rhyal. She dodged it. It pulled out a large stone club and lumbered forward.
Ligo tried firing his crossbow into the fray but the melee was getting tight. He didn't want to risk hitting his own in the back.
Silas took a hit by the large polearm. It came slamming down across his helm and shoulder. The damage was minimal against his armour but he surely felt his arm weaken. He managed to puncture back, wounding the orc. Still it was difficult, the orc with the sword slashed in, causing him to be cautious.
Ender sliced the large orc, dealing grave wounds. He felt his swords were crisp and sharp. The big orc look dismayed as it swung wildly against him.
Rhyal pulled out a scroll. She had her engulfing flame spell written on it. She knew she had to use it. The fighting was too much for them. They were being worn down.
She stepped between Ender and Silas and read out the words as they disappeared and the element of fire unleashed. She aimed the spray at the big orc and the bugbear coming up from behind. The big orc fell in the blast, burnt and still bleeding from Ender's wounds. The bugbear ducked, but still got singed.
The other orcs felt the heat but were unscathed. They growled in anger at their fallen brethren. Silas took advantage and hacked furiously into one, killing it. Ender pushed forward, attacking the bugbear as it swung its heavy club. Ender's magical dust, once again, blasted out in a flurry, causing the strike to bounce off. Ender cut the bugbear up enough that it wanted to flee.
Ender found an opportunity to slash at its back. It was tough enough that it kept going. Rhyal finally shot it with fire and it fell dead.
This was enough defeat for the last orc such that he tried turning to flee but was cut down by Silas.
Ligo's lone bolt fired off at its back. He missed. He smiled coy, but no one noticed. They were too exhausted and exasperated.
"We are victorious," Rhyal sighed, looking past them, to see if there were anymore. "Victorious!" she repeated.
"Yes!" Ligo leapt off the cart and hurried over.
"Are you hurt?" she asked Ender.
He nodded, "A bit, but nothing I can't heal."
Silas wiped off his sword and limped a bit more than usual. He had no cuts but was surely filled with contusions and bruises under his armour. He definitely needed rest.
"Careful!" Rhyal warned. She crouched down to Rugrah.
Ender came to feel for a heartbeat. "It's too late. He's gone."
"He fought admirably, played his role well," Silas said calmly, searching the orcs for coins and checking their weapons. None looked valuable or of note. He stood up. "We can't bury him here?"
"We'll put him in the wagon if we can," Rhyal offered.
"I doubt he has any kin here, in the Evermire," Ender realized.
"Or any kin at all?" Ligo figured.
"We'll take him to Orgro. Let him..." It was all Rhyal could think to say. All looked sad, but knew this was the land of the Evermire.
"He was brave," Silas finally said.
All nodded.
"I'll tend to him," Silas added.
Everyone nodded and began searching the dead.
The large orc had a nice battle axe, nothing any of them used. It was man made but affixed with orc wrappings and had the rusted unkept look. Ender also noticed a vial amongst the big one's trappings. He sniffed it. "A healing potion!" Ender took that and picked up the battleaxe. He put it in the cart.
Ligo rushed through the mud to the wagons. "Whooh hooh!"
"Oh oh oh!" Ligo clapped and rubbed his hands. He saw the tired oxen stuck in the mud. "We gotta get these out!"
"Should we rest?" Rhyal proffered.
"Not here!" Silas said. "This path leads to a bugbear stockade! Bugbears could be coming. We wouldn't want to meet any more of them today!"
"Let us get those wagons turned about quickly and drawn back to Hinterland," Ender said.




13. Pay Off

It was an arduous task. Ender healed himself and Silas. This gave them fortitude to help get the one wagon clear. The other had not yet traversed the dire mud. So Rhyal merely turned the oxen around. The trail back was decently dry except the one area closer to Hinterland. The orcs had laid down bramble to cover the sinking mud. If careful, they should be able to run the wagons across it.
Everyone looked tired and worn, laboring to get the wagon free from the muck. They returned to Rugrah's body and saw that the grabbers and krokodills had already come. They had pulled the orc bodies and Rugrah's into the swamp. It was a rampage of swamp beasts scavenging the dead.
"Oh," Rhyal gasped.
For one of the krokos was drake in size, massive. It cared not for the living when the dead was to be had.
"Well, he is certainly buried now," Silas sighed.
They quickly led the wagons through. The beasts were too busy fighting each other for the dead.
They made it back to Hinterland Fortress. They came out of the mist and the tower guard rang a bell. Orgro and the merchants were the first to rush out the gate. He waved in utter joy at seeing the two wagons and oxen. He pulled his hair like some crazed mongrel.
"Hmph! Look at that crazed mongrel!" Ligo spat, standing atop a wagon, holding the reins to the first one. Silas managed the second. Rhyal guided the cart with the four goats. Ender walked with her.
Rhyal gave the goats to Ender and walked up to Ligo's wagon. "Ligo, I want you to give him his wagons and supplies."
"What? Rhyal, this is our big pay off!"
"No Ligo, they have no coin. They need these to keep their business going. Let them have this. Let them build up trade. They will call for us again. We have enough coin to stick around until they do."
"That is ridiculous. They have coin. I know it!"
"Do as I say, or I will look for work elsewhere," Rhyal said firmly and turned back to Ender.
Ligo gritted his teeth and scowled as he stared at Orgro. His face turned red. Orgro jumped up and down, tears actually poured from his half-orc visage. He ran toward them as they arrived on the dry land of the mound.
The other merchants rushed forth as well. Orgro opened his coin purse, shivering in joy and pulling out a few gold coins. "Take it."
Ligo adroitly stepped off the wagon. He took one gold coin from Orgro and flipped it to Silas. He then turned back to Orgro. "Take your wagons. We'll be resting in the inn until needed."
Ligo walked off.
Orgro and his merchant men and dwarves stared after Ligo for a moment. Silas marched past them. He took another coin, then followed Ligo.
Rhyal and Ender walked by with the cart and goats. They nodded and passed.
Orgro smacked his merchants and henchmen who hurriedly got the wagons.
Ligo sat in the tavern, drinking an ale. Silas sat next to him with his own. Ender and Rhyal came down from upstairs, looking clean and rested.
Rhyal sat, less adventuress looking and more casual. She was oddly beautiful, with red flowing hair, strong elven features. Her eyes were amber or red it seemed, or it may have been the lighting, or her internal fiery enchantments. Ligo wasn't sure. She wore a simple yet elegant robe.
Ender got an ale. He lifted it slightly to Silas who returned the salute. Both drank heartily.
The tavern was filled with workers, carpenters and masons. They were still fixing and repairing the fortress. The soldiers and guards were there laughing and singing. Several groups of brigands came in. All looked like they must have just arrived and were still annoyed at the place and the caked mud everywhere. They peered at Rhyal and her elven beauty. She ignored them.
They attended to their own need for ale and food. They'd be adventuring in the Evermire soon enough. And by the looks of them, they'd probably fall.
Ender shared a look with Rhyal, then Ligo.
A cleric of some sort, in drab garbs entered. He was short and stocky. He peered around and saw the fiery look of Rhyal. He sighed relief and came over.
Rhyal noticed but kept her eyes on Ligo who glared back at her.
"Excuse the intrusion, but Orgro told me of your success in the Evermire. Our church is seeking your service."
Fin
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