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1. The Church
 
 
 
 
                A cleric of some sort, in drab garbs, entered the tavern. 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 the Tradesmen told me of your success in the Evermire. Our church is seeking your service."
                
                Rhyal, Ender, and Ligo traversed the road up to the Church. It was a rustic yet sizable stone housing. It had scaffolding with workers cleaning and clearing it of the filth and sacrilege from the previous inhabitants. 
                "We are still clearing out the orc infestations, their filth and rot that is," the cleric said as they neared. He tried a smile but no one noticed.
                The slope ran up past a wall that separated this level from the lower markets and merchants. It wasn't a full enclosing wall, for that type was further up where the Duke resided in the keep. This wall extended out, ending in small towers on either side. It was easy enough to walk the muddy incline up between the towers.
                No one was in the towers. The occupation of the fortress was sparse at best. The few guardsmen that usually walked the walls were elsewhere. It was more a remote outpost feel than a building of a city or fortress. Supplies were limited and so was man power.
                The Church was the large central building on this upper level of the fortress foundation. To the right were several quarters and craftsmen. A sign above one stone building toward the rear had a depiction of a helmet and armour. Ender noticed it. 
                Ligo whispered, "Probably a high end armourer for the few lords and counts that are rumored to be here."
                To the left, buildings ran up and nestled around the wall and tower. There were more quarters and crafters there. A fletcher could be seen working in a finely built wooden home. 
                Wood, of that type, was difficult to come by in these parts. It must have some sort of protective coating from the graying caused by the elements, for it shown a fresh brown with some greenery.
                Ender peeked in for a better look and swore there was an elf within. He tried motioning to Rhyal but she remained stately, following the cleric to the Church. 
                She did glance beyond and to the left, seeing a building not unlike a university of sorts, something academic. It was square with many high windows. She recognized it as some sort of wizard's hall. And before that, closer, was a small quaint hovel with several chimneys and pungent smells coming from it.
                The cleric noticed her disdain. "That, my dear sirs and lady, is the apothecary. A fine learned woman I must say, but eccentric. However, she can craft fine healing herbs and ointments. Follow me please."
                "I've heard of her. She's with the Church, serves them. No doubt they'll send us to get a few potions from her for payment, with no sight of coin anywhere else," Ligo mumbled to Rhyal and Ender as the cleric sped up to open the large wooden doors. 
                They entered the large sanctuary or worship hall of the empty church. The pews were long gone. It was just an empty vaulted hall. A young cleric was sweeping the dried dust from mud tracks laid down by whomever walked through.
                The cleric ushered them in passing the young cleric. They all nodded politely as he stared down at the floor they tread upon. 
                "Brother," the cleric nodded to him and hurried to the rear. The young cleric looked up and stared in awe at Rhyal. Opposite their austere appearance, she looked like some fiery demon.
                "Right through here where there is less of a draft, more cozy as it were!" the cleric called out, opening a creaking door.
                Within was a small room, cozy with candles and an odd looking lantern that burned oil creating a warm and glowing aura. 
                "Is that a gnome contraption?" Ligo noticed.
                The cleric eyed blankly then realized he meant the warming contraption. "Why yes, that is. It's perfect for the Evermire. With such a lack of coal and wood out here, the oil burns slower and last longer. Yes, it is crafted by gnomes."
                "Interesting," Ligo said, then missed a heartbeat as he was surprised to see an old cleric sitting at a desk nearby. 
                Rhyal and Ender entered and noticed the old man. At first glance, he seemed like a revenant as he was old and wrinkly.
                He nodded and peered at them. He looked to be in charge.
                "Brother Ibolde, these are the ones who brought the wagons in. Fighting a large party of orcs, I believe," the cleric said, motioning them to sit at a quaint wooden table in the center of the stone room.
                The ceilings were low. Rhyal felt her red hair just touch the hardened gray wood that separated this floor from above. She sat on a bench with Ender and Ligo. They peered at the older cleric.
                "Hello, I am Ibolde the Cleric. Thank you Brother Misole. Thank you," he said to the cleric who brought them. Misole sat in the corner, covering his hands within his robe.
                Ibolde stood. He was very short and bent over. He paced a bit. Was he praying or meditating or just thinking? He then gave a quaint smile and looked to the desk he had been sitting at. 
                "We have ancient maps," he said. It was a humble study desk, with shelves and drawers filled with papers and small tomes. Next to it was a book shelf with more scrolls and tomes.
                Ligo, Ender, and Rhyal nodded politely, glancing at each other.
                "Brother Misole!" Ibolde suddenly turned to him.                 Misole seemed to wake from his calm stoic demeanor, "Yes?"
                "Tuft grass tea?"
                "Of course!" Misole suddenly stood and went on his way to do Ibolde's bidding.
                Ibolde turned back to them. "Fortunately for us, orcs and evil things did not find the hidden alcove where my ancient brothers hid their writings and historical documents!" He leaned over tapping at a few ancient scrolls on his desk. 
                Ligo became interested. He politely stepped closer. "May I have a look?"
                "Best not," Ibolde said. "I've heard of your failed endeavor with the wizards!" 
                Ligo sneered a bit, sitting back down.
                Ibolde did not return the sneer. "Best you let us offer a mission. One you should be able to accomplish. No need to seek out fame and fortune, to then be lost in the mire forever more."
                Ligo crossed his arms and jutted his chin out. Misole rushed in with a clay pot of steaming tea and small clay cups. He set them down, pouring the burnt-smelling tea.
                Ligo took his and sipped.
                Ender sniffed it and sipped. He gagged just a bit.
                Rhyal could already tell it was merely burnt swamp grass, flavored to be smokey, then boiled in water. She waved it away.
                Misole sipped it, showing a refreshed look.
                "The pickings are very scarce indeed," Ibolde said. "Of adventurers, treasure hunters, mercenaries. Even the Fighter's Guild across the way is concerned. Only the servants of the lords, the taskmasters and the marque holders are present. A few knights, a lord's ignoble son, some fallen royalty, a count of infamy, we are but a few derelicts out here hanging by a threadbare clothe!" 
                He turned to peer at them all. "Where are you from, milady? A noble elf no doubt?"
                "From the far west, a noble family amongst the elves," Rhyal answered.
                "Do not tell your name or house here, not here in Hinterland. The ignoble counts and lords here will seek them out, whether for good or not, in claims to you, so I entreat you to keep it secret."
                Rhyal gave him a disconcerted look.
                "The venture, the investment to establish this forward fortress in the Evermire is not looking financially viable. Less is happening not more... The Duke rides out on his griffon, seeking more investors, more Writs and Marques from the Queen of Telehistine and surrounding fiefs. But it is looking more and more like a lost venture. Desperate are the times."
                "I don't get it!" Ligo pounded the table with his tiny fist. "Nothing is even happening! It isn't like this place is under siege!"
                "Oh, but it is, by the Evermire! And the one lone road here is difficult at best, and from what I hear, becoming treacherous. Goblins and orcs? And what has anyone to show for it? Fighting to recover wagon supplies? Spoiled grains and rusting metals?"
                "It's only been, what, several seasons since the Duke retook this rock for the kingdom?" Ligo recalled.
                "And every supply wagon was triple the cost, every worker quadruple the cost, and many have left after completing their tasks. The buildings are built but the defenders have fled! And now the news that the road is threatened, it seems all we can lure here are ruffians who are hiding from the law. Not a very good investment at all," Ibolde sighed, pacing and preaching.
                "Do you want us to leave then?" Rhyal replied.
                Ligo gulped, glaring at her. Ender figured she summed it up pretty good.
                "Hah, oh dear Father of Light, I pray not," he said kindly. "I pray for your success whether for the Church or on your own endeavor out across this evil cursed, ancient land."
                He came closer leaning on the table. "You see, the Evermire is receding, the waters are draining, slowly, year after year, and the ruins of old are rising. The evil powers that once ruled this vast land are awakening. It seems only the Duke, of all the kingdoms of the West, is concerned!"
                "That still doesn't sound like a sales pitch," Ligo mumbled.
                Ibolde glanced at their courage. He saw it in Ender and Rhyal, not so much in Ligo. "Hinterland was a fortress occupied long ago by those of the Light. It was a fortress meant to guard the passage to the West. We have reclaimed it, quite boldly, by the brave Duke! And we have found the lost papers of our ancient brothers!" 
                Ligo glanced from Ibolde's brazen look to that of Ender and Rhyal who seemed curious.
                "We know of a monastery, forsaken in the hills nearby, lost in time, surrounded by the mire."
                "Oh, this sounds dangerous," Ligo offered.
                "It is!" Ibolde answered. "But it is not far. It is not far into the Evermire. It is close, once held by good brothers, a hidden cloister, not known to evils."
                "So nothing ancient and powerful resides there then?" Ligo moaned.
                "For your sake, I hope to the Father of Light there is not. There should be not. But a relic of ours is there!"
                "Ah! Just a relic, ehy?"
                "Does he speak for all of you?" Ibolde asked.
                "Yes," Rhyal replied. 
                Ligo nodded a thanks, and shrugged he was ready to do business.
                Ibolde went to the desk and grabbed a small map. He brought it forth, rolling it out on the table. Misole put the clay cups on the edges to hold it down. 
                Ibolde ran his finger across the ancient parchment. The soft flow of his finger was heard on the old texture as he slid it from the Hinterland Fortress, back up the road, and then up a hillside. 
                "Here, it is west from here, closer to safety than even we are. It is a monastery built long ago by our brothers, a sanctuary away from the hustle and bustle of this fortress. It is on the slope of the Grund Moor mountain range. It may not have even succumbed to the dark mire."
                Ligo's eyes rolled.
                "If our notes are correct, a holy symbol was there that we want for the Church, to bless this place and give us strength."
                "You want us to retrieve it?"
                "Yes."
                "For potions of healing then?" Ligo presumed.
                Ibolde looked at him. "For payment? That and a hundred gold."
                "DONE!" Ligo screeched.
                Ibolde nearly had a heart attack. Misole reached for him to hold him up.
                Ender and Rhyal awoke from their silence. 
                "Heh heh heh! One hundred gold!" Ligo giggled.
                "Paid upon completion!"
                "Half now! We need supplies!" Ligo spat.
                "Of course," Ibolde responded.
                "Oh and salvage rights! Anything else is ours!"
                "Of course," Ibolde answered. "We require only the relic."
 
 
 
2. Tasks and Travails
 
 
                
                There was a faint knock. A door opened and outside stood a tall elf in brazen red hair. She had it tied back in a modest ponytail, but plenty of strands fell out, like fire falling from a gem.
                "Well hello my precious elf," the old lady within said. Wafts of dewy steam emanated from the small hovel. 
                It was the apothecary's home. The place was very small indeed. The rear half was stone with the fireplace and cooking pots. To one side was her humble bedding and reading books. 
                "Come in!" the old lady said. "And what is your pretty name?"
                "I am Rhyal. I have come by the request of Ibolde the Cleric," Rhyal said. "He said a nun by the name of Zanneh can give us healing aid. I presume you are Zanneh?"
                "Indeed, I am. And to be of service to the Church, Father of Light be willing, I can provide you with healing brews."
                Rhyal noticed the place was very humble and simple. There was one large table in the middle with mixing bowls, mortar and pestles. Many kinds of plants and powders were stored around. She felt a delight for it did not have the insidious look of a witch's hovel, with critter parts or dark seeping things. Everything had a bright color, full of life. The room was simple enough, square, with a small door in the rear, perhaps for a private latrine or storage area. Rhyal didn't bother to know. 
                The main area was lined with potted plants, herbs, and flowers. Even a few bees buzzed around. That was odd. She indeed had a small beehive with just a few bees, and a spigot that dripped honey into a small cup. 
                She smiled up at Rhyal, for she was indeed old and bent over, just as Ibolde. "Are you a wizardly kind then?"
                Rhyal smiled back. "Indeed, I am."
                "Most beautiful too! And of the fire elements it would seem," she giggled.
                "Yes, thank you. Of fire I feel I have found my calling," Rhyal replied. She noticed the fires in the small space: the fireplace with a few pots bubbling and an oil burner warming a steel decanter. Rhyal couldn't help but notice how joyful and serene the nun looked. 
                Zanneh put on a spectacle and pulled out some vials. She then went about extracting the healing liquids for Rhyal. "I can provide two healing potions, fresh. The rest are promised to the Fighter's Guild and to the Duke. Best I can do for you."
                "Thank you Zanneh. Two will be fine. We indeed have some already and my human brother is capable of healing."
                "Oh, is he a cleric then? Of the clothe? A human did you say?"
                "No, he is a tracker and huntsman. He was educated by a border ranger, who once served the Church in the Western Kingdoms long ago."
                "Interesting," the nun said, pausing a moment as her healing brew poured into a vial. She corked it and started the second. "These are powerful! Will heal almost instantly any grave wound, as long as it isn't fatal!"
                "Yes, of course, thank you." Rhyal took the potions. She turned to leave. The nun seemed at peace, looking up at her. She paused and turned back. "Zanneh? Would you have any requests as we journey out to the Grund Moor? Is there anything along the way that we could perchance find or acquire for you?"
                Zanneh the Healer reacted surprised and thoughtful. "Oh, well, I did recently acquire something, a bit dark," she grimaced. She pulled out a dark limp leathery thing.
                Rhyal was intrigued.
                "An animal hide with scrawled secrets of a witch! It was found nearby in a cave by some ruffians. They traded it for some healing. Sadly, I have not seen them in awhile." Zanneh cringed. "I'm not one to make such concoctions, but it could come in handy methinks. Like to try things out. Hope I don't turn all evil, yah know? Hee hee. But the mire is not my hearth or home. I'm from Telehistine and the warm fields of man. I figure these witches of the swamp know their land, their ingredients, what is available and what concoctions can be brewed."
                Rhyal was surprised but listened.
                "Well, if you ever come across more of these writings, I could perhaps decipher the symbols," she said, feeling a tad devilish. "Just a thought."
                "Witch's writings? I hope we do not come across a foul witch," Rhyal responded.
                "I know. I know, bad stuff," Zanneh replied. "But the Duke himself has implored the Church to aid, to push, to seek out and to strengthen the resolve of any who go out there. Be careful! Hags, witches, who knows what's out there! I'll be praying for you!" 
                "Oh, thank you, I think," Rhyal said. 
 
                At Craftsmen Row, Ligo bought some food provisions. "Ooh many coin for moldy bread and smelly goat cheese! Even the sausage is lacking salts! Looks like we'll have to hunt some swamp beast if we want our fill of meat!"
                "Fine by me," Ender replied. 
                "There's always the goats’ milk," Silas proffered.
                "You keep those goats alive," Ligo answered.
                "I just worry for Rhyal. What can a fine elf partake of in the dark mire?" Ender wondered.
                Ligo and Silas stopped and wondered about that. Ligo shrugged unsure.
                "I think I should sell off two of the goats. But right you are Silas about the milk!" Ligo added. "I do love m'milk!"
                "Just need to graze them and be on the alert for watery beasts," Silas sighed.
                "Up the Grund Moor slopes, should be plenty!" Ligo remembered.
                "Aye that," Silas replied. "And some mountain beasts too."
                Ender noticed a seller selling something interesting. He looked like a vagabond in a tent, yet he was making coverings that looked like the swamp itself. He painted them with darkened paints, no doubt using mixtures of local plants and debris. He brushed them on with a stick with his own cut off hair.
                "What's that then? Dirtying it all up?" Ligo said, seeing Ender's interest. "Pffah!"
                "It's to hide in, yes?" Ender noted, looking at the lowly crafter's work.
                The man looked poor and dirty, as if he most certainly did not belong on Craftsmen Row. He was crafting camp coverings and tents that looked like the bramble and mud all around.
                "To hide from roving eyes, especially those of the goblin sort," he sniffled, as he was sewing on bramble to a canvas. 
                "Is it mystical? Wizardry like?" a ruffian asked, that had come up next to Ender. 
                Ender noticed something familiar about the man. He wore an elven cloak and had an elven short sword of fine quality. Ender had seen these before, back home. But the man was not an elf.
                "How come you by elven wares?" Ender asked curious.
                The ruffian, hooded in the cloak, shot Ender a look, "Mind your own business boy."
                Ligo sensed the danger, as more of the man's fellow scallywags came forward. "Now, now, we aren't delving into other men's business, are we Ender?"
                Ender saw the other tough lot coming closer. They certainly looked like rogues and warriors. He nodded no. "My apologies. It is just very fine elven attire."
                "Hmph, it is indeed. Killed an elf for them!" the ruffian chortled. All of his men laughed with him.
                "Of course," Ligo said, trying to get Ender to step away. "May it serve you well."
                "Oh, it will little gnome. I saw it on the elf and loved it so. He was a minstrel; told us of this land and its demise."
                "A minstrel?" Ligo gulped. He gave Ender a look and nodded a quick no.
                "Yeah, and if you have anything I love, I may just take it as well," the brigand said. 
                Ender turned to face him, hands on his swords. The brigand and his cohorts looked mighty dangerous. 
                Ender winced seeing they were gravely outmatched.
                Ligo yelled up. "Now, now, we don't need any fuss here. There's plenty of treasures to be had in the legendary swamps yonder."
                The bandits pulled their weapons. There were several rogues and warriors. They could easily take out Ligo, Ender and Silas. 
                Silas pulled his sword. Ligo leapt away. Ender pulled his weapons willing to go down with a fight.
                "Please sirs, I'm just trying to sell my coverings."
                "Shat up!" bellowed the brigand.
                "Halt your bickerings!" Orgro shouted, coming in with a few of his men. 
                The brigand and his men backed a way just a bit, unsure who was fighting who.
                Ligo rushed over to Orgro, "They started it!"
                Orgro kicked Ligo away. Ligo rolled. Silas went to help him. Orgro gave Silas a warning look.
                "There will be no fighting and killing of the hired help! Not here! Not upon each other! Not unless I say!" Orgro shouted. His voice was reasonably loud, after all he was an old half-orc. He came with a dwarf warrior, another half-orc scoundrel and several manfolk ruffians, ready to fight. 
                It wasn't that he had the upper hand in men versus the brigand leader, but the fight would be too costly either way. And if Ender and Silas joined in, the brigand wasn't keen on the cost. 
                He took the smarter route and lowered his elven shortsword. His men followed suit.
                "These men are under my charge," Orgro motioned to Ender and Silas. "Killing them will bring down the full might of the Merchants’ Trade & Barter. Try making a profit out here then?"
                The brigand shrugged. "We were only having some fun."
                Orgro turned to Ligo who was in pain. "Sorry, didn't mean to kick yah -- hard. I've got a task for yee."
                "For us?" Ligo coughed, getting up, showing anger. He saw the brigand leader and his devilish look. "Why don't you hire them?"
                Orgro looked slowly to the brigands who actually looked intrigued.
                "I'm hurt, can't go anywhere for awhile," Ligo said, holding in his side. Silas showed anger as if he wanted to fight but kept his cool.
                "Yeah, hire us," the brigand said.
                Orgro gave it some thought, peering at Ligo and Ender, then at the brigands. "We're sending our wagons back for more supplies. We could use an escort. There's pay involved. Plus anything you fight along the way, their stuff is yours to keep."
                The brigand looked to his men. "We get provisions?"
                Orgro nodded. "Sure."
                "And these!" the brigand pulled up one of the coverings that appeared as the swamp.
                Orgro winced. "What dirty foul bedding is that?"
                The seller looked up at the small gathering. "I'm just a crafter selling something I thought of. It's made to look like the Evermire swamp. It will hide you from eyes, at a distance. Goblin eyes aren't that good far away. But it won't cover smell or sound. That's your own doing."
                "I'll take a covering then," Ender offered. He turned to look at the cart and goats that Silas was caretaker of. "I want it to give those a covering."
                The crafter looked up, seeing the cart and goats. "I can't guarantee it will cover goats. They bleat." 
                "They'll surely eat the covering," Ligo added.
                "We can cover the cart then, and use it as our tents?" Ender asked.
                "That's why I make them," the sewer said, smiling with rotted teeth. "To hide you and you," he nodded to the brigand.
                "See merchant, give us some cover, enough for me and my men," the brigand leader said.
                "Fine, but that's it!" Orgro waved angrily. "Follow me."
                Ender motioned to Ligo for some coin. They purchased a few coverings. 
                "I suppose being hidden while camping is a worthy purchase," Ligo huffed.
                Something changed in Craftsmen Row, with them and Orgro buying the concealed bedding. The other crafters awoke to the possibility of selling their wares after all. What was once a dreary empty row of lowly crafters, now turned into a hopeful peddling endeavor.
                Ender asked Ligo after the others had left. "Why did you offer the task to those ruffians? Now those men will be Orgro's hirees and not us."
                Ligo peered after them as they left with Orgro. "Best to get them off on some lowly job with the traders. Otherwise, my dear friend, they would have followed us on our quest and ambushed us in the night."
                                
 
 
3. On the Road
 
 
 
                "Like I always say, gotta watch your back!" Ligo said, as they began their journey out of Hinterland Fortress. "Especially around here, with those scallywags ahead of us."
                "So you made sure they left with Orgro's wagons so they wouldn't follow us," Ender noted.
                "Yes my boy, you learn quick," Ligo winked with a sneer.
                Ender smiled back.
                "Just keep an eye out for us! Make sure they don't think of tracking back to attack us whilst they escort the wagons," Ligo said. 
                Ender nodded and went up ahead.
                Rhyal peered down at Ligo, "But they left way before us. Surely they won't return this way anytime soon?"
                "Oh, just let the boy have some fun," Ligo replied.
                Rhyal giggled softly.
                Silas took up the rear, leading the goats and cart. It was lightly packed with the concealing covers, the battleaxe they acquired from the orc, if they needed it, and provisions. 
                "Too bad I wasn't at Craftsmen Row to help against those brigands," Rhyal said.
                Ligo thought about it, "Wouldn't have ended well for either party. With such limited fighting men and elves out here, don't think the Duke or nobles would look too kindly on it, no matter who was at fault."
                "You said he killed a minstrel, an elven minstrel?"
                "Murdered," Ligo replied, looking up at Rhyal. "I have no doubt. That would surely have gotten them arrested and executed out here. Those minstrels are hired by the Duke to recruit mercenaries from the western fiefdoms!"
                "So why didn't you report it then?"
                "Perhaps I shall, but it would have been a fight to arrest them, a bloody one at that. Best to let them go for awhile, and on our return I'll report it to Orgro. Let him have that burden."
                They camped on the driest part of the road. Ender setup the concealing covers. Rhyal easily got a small fire going to warm their meals and their bones. Ender didn't want them to be seen by the campfire, so he had her light it under the coverings. Rhyal made sure not to burst the grimy blanket in flames.
                Rhyal then practiced her flame control. She held the fire and kept it from flickering against the covering and catching fire. She even intensified the flame to warm it up inside. She smiled at her new sense of control. 
                Ender was outside and peered at their coverings. Even the goats were tired and slept well. Their campsite was well concealed and the faint glow of fire could not be seen from far.
                However, Ender noted that that was not the case for the wagon train ahead of them. He could see their fire from quite a distance. He peered at the distant light through the dark mist. They bought the same coverings and yet made a blazing fire? 
                The land was mostly flat with endless bramble mounds rising from the watery darkness. The road was the only feature rising above it all as it snaked through the land. The stone underneath kept it solid, a mysterious and ancient engineering feat. 
                Ender then saw flickers of light from the campfire far away. He was not sure why or what was happening. The flickers continued for some time. Then the fire seemed to get larger and brighter. He wanted to watch it longer but thought it best if he got some rest and let Silas take a turn. He felt quite confident they were hidden.
                The next morning while the darkness faded as the murk of the morning filled their realm, they got up. There wasn't much to pack whence they left, just the coverings and a few cooking utensils that weren’t being used. Ligo prepared food to cook as Rhyal sat with her flame. It was odd to see her sit so calmly and watch the evocation of flame as Ligo cooked over it. 
                Silas made sure the goats grazed. They were all female, more docile as small beasts of burden and good for their milk. He had to keep a good eye on the murky waters and not let any grabbers sneak up to take them. It was easy enough in the stagnant water to see the ripples that might result in a goat being pulled away.
                "Ender, can you get that one?"
                Ender had his bow out and shot arrows at a grabber that was feistier than others or maybe just hungrier. It was a small fight. Ender shot arrows as Silas hacked tentacles with his sword. Rhyal was going to come to their aid but they quickly dispensed with the foul beast.
                Still, it was a worthy meaty kill. Ligo rushed up to cut off parts of it. "We have food for lunch!" he said with glee.
                Ender felt the hunting trait in him. His arrows stuck deep within the creature. It's body was like that of a soft shell turtle, but with no head, just a large ravenous beak. Out of its sides came many tentacles, some to swim, some to lurk, and longer ones to grasp. At the end of those were spindly hooks, even touching them could cause a laceration. 
                In these parts, most were quite small. Ligo had heard of ones that could overturn a boat further in the mire.
                After they ate and finished packing, they headed down the road. Ligo looked at his small map, a copy from Ibolde the Cleric. "Okay, we take this dry path through the swamps there," he pointed on the map. "We should find a rise of land to the Grund Moor."
                "I'd like to go ahead just a bit, to where I saw their fire last night," Ender said.
                "It's just their camp," Ligo uttered.
                "I want to go check it out," Ender replied. "It's not far."
                "Don't be long. Suppose I can cook our morning kill for lunch" Ligo answered.
                "I'll go with you," Rhyal offered.
                "Okay, I won't cook the beast," Ligo realized. He felt he could not tell them no.
                Ligo and Silas stayed back to graze the goats a bit more and drink some milk.
                Ender and Rhyal went up ahead. It was easy enough to see the wagon tracks and marching of men, fresh ones over many older ones.
                "They had a fire last night that could be seen far and wide," Ender said.
                "Yes, I saw it. Think orcs may have attacked them?"
                "Could be. I remember seeing the fire flicker a lot. I wonder if men or orcs passed to and fro to cause it?" Ender figured.
                "A battle may have taken place. Let us see," Rhyal said, increasing her pace.
                They came to the campsite and it was a devastation.                 "This is beyond orcs!" Ender said, readying his bow and keeping distance.
                Rhyal crouched next to him, behind some marshland bramble.
                There upon the road, the wagons were destroyed. The closest was on its side and battered. The other was smoldering from fire. Several bodies lay dead near them. The oxen, the two visible, were dead. Much of their carcasses were already eaten and being scavenged by grabbers and small krokodills.
                "What a loss for Orgro," Rhyal sighed.
                "Stay here. I'm going to look about," Ender said.
                "Brother, I am an elf. My eyes and hearing are keen. I will come too," Rhyal replied.
                "Just be careful."
                "Always."
                Both snuck from either side, heading up. Ender immediately saw the tracks he was looking for. Both met against the upturned and broken wagon. 
                "Ogres."
                She nodded back, furtive.
                "They're not here now," Ender said, peering about. "But be careful."
                She nodded again. "Ogres are not subtle. Goblins or bugbears can be, if they're still here."
                "Doubt it. They'd be gathering everything as loot," Ender said, nodding to a dead ruffian nearby. A grabber was slowly lurching toward it to feast.
                "So where are the ogres?" Rhyal asked.
                Ender looked about. Aside from dead ruffians, dead drivers, and dead oxen, there wasn't much else to take. The wagons were empty, being driven back to the western fiefdom to get more supplies.
                "The drivers of Orgro must have had coin?" Ender wondered. He saw it. It was missed by the ogres, laying near a dead driver that was crushed under the wagon. He was the best clothed driver. Ender picked up the coin bag. It was full of coins. "Ligo will be pleased."
                Rhyal noted, "I see only two of the oxen. The ogres must have eaten these two and took the other two for feasting later."
                "So only two ogres?" Ender wondered. He looked at the tracks. "Two... maybe three at most."
                "Three ogres would have been enough to defeat these men," Rhyal saw. "But where are they now?"
                Ender followed the tracks. It was easy enough, as he faced up and answered, "The Grund Moor."
                Rhyal looked at the dead men. "I do not see the elven cloak amongst the dead."
                Ender turned back, peering at the nearly dozen dead. "Nor I."
                Rhyal cast her armour spell. Ender quickly spread an oil upon one of his blades, giving it a sheen of sharpness.
                Rhyal carefully peered about the mist and mire. There was still the smoldering fire and the constant ripple and crunching of feasting swamp beasts. 
                Suddenly, a blur of movement rushed behind her. She turned too late as blades struck at her back. The blades pierced into her, going through her enchanted protections. She toppled forward in great pain, knowing blood was trickling out. 
                "Hah! I am the murderer of elves!" the brigand scowled. His cloak looked the color of the mire, but now that he was attacking he was plain to see. He then turned to see Ender rush forward dropping his bow and pulling out his blades.
                "Come on boy!" the brigand chuckled. I am a master at the blade and of killing!
                Ender swung. But the brigand may have been boldly true for he slashed at Ender first, slicing a grave wound upon his arm. 
                Ender bravely swung back, cutting once into the brigand. Both looked pained from their wounds.
                Rhyal, swooning, flung her quarterstaff up for protection, deflecting anything as she went around the wagon. She hurriedly took a healing potion. The pain from the piercing wounds was grave enough that another hit would surely have killed her. She felt the wounds suddenly seal, giving her hope.
                "Give me the coin bag and I may let you live!" the brigand snarled. The offer was accompanied by a stab that stuck into Ender. 
                He cringed knowing he was in the fight of his life. He let his primal desire to hunt mark the brigand as a prey. He felt a focus, even as he was in his last moments to live and swung back. This time, both his strikes hit. 
                The brigand felt both blades pierce him. One in particular slipped in with ease, wounding him severely. Before he could decide what to do, the elf stepped forward from behind the wagon. 
                She splayed out her hand to him and burst his face with fire. His face burned black, crisping his eyelids shut. He dropped dead. 
                                
                They returned to Ligo and Silas who were waiting.
                Ender looked different. He seemed to meld away into the mire, even as he walked up.
                Ligo and Silas stared odd at his new elven cloak. Ender raised a coin bag. Ligo immediately knew what it was. Ender tossed it to him. "Three hundred coin. Orgro's."
                Ligo caught it. It was heavy enough. "Oh oh oh," he opened it and began counting. "Three hundred indeed!"
                "Should we give it back to Orgro?" Rhyal asked.
                "No," responded the three others.
                "Fifty-fifty!" Ligo said. "But first, we pay Silas."
                "You pay Silas from your share," Rhyal responded.
                "What? He serves us all," Ligo responded.
                "You hired him. He's your guard," Ender said. He pulled out his shiny new elven short sword. It was grand indeed.
                Ligo sneered.
                "Three hundred... of which... a hundred and fifty coin for you Ligo! Have you ever had that much coin?" Rhyal persuaded.
                "Of course!" Ligo huffed.
                "Recently? Here in the Evermire?" she continued.
                Ligo tried not to think about it.
                "With the potential for more and more through us?" she sang.
                Ligo softened, "Fine, fine, he's my hire."
                "And he will always guard and protect you," Ender added.
                "Of course, of course," Ligo replied, splitting the coin. "Wait a minute! We split everything!" 
                Rhyal and Ender looked at each other confused.
                Ligo pointed to the elven short sword. "That's a fine elven blade and cloak."
                Rhyal and Ender sighed a bit, looking glum. "Will you take all the coin then?"
                "You think an elven cloak and blade, enchanted, are only worth three hundred coin then?" Ligo responded, giving them a haughty look.
                "You can't use them, not like Ender!" Rhyal cried out.
                "And we fought the brigand for them, not you," Ender added.
                "We have a deal! Fifty-fifty!" Ligo said, crossing his arms. Silas stepped closer, behind Ligo.
                Rhyal thought quickly. "Take all the coin and Ender keeps the elven cloak and blade. Our mission is not yet done."
                Ligo pointed his finger as he thought and pondered. "Fine, it isn't over yet." He hid the coin bag somehow in his small cloak. 
                "There are two maybe three ogres up toward the Grund Moor," Ender finally said, taking some food to eat.
                "What? Ogres attacked Orgro's wagon?" Ligo shuddered. "You fought them?"
                "No, we came after it was all done," Rhyal replied.
                "We didn't see the brigand leader, the one with the elven cloak and sword at first," Ender said.
                "He nearly killed me!" Rhyal gasped, hugging herself, remembering the lethal wound.
                "I didn't see him with this cloak on," Ender sighed.
                "Nor I," Rhyal said. "It is a very fine elven cloak."
                "That it is! Can't wait to see what I get in lieu of it," Ligo said contemptuously.
                "We risked ourselves in the fight! I nearly died! There should be compensation for that alone," Rhyal spat back.
                "We made a deal, fifty-fifty," Ligo hissed.
                "Let us just wait," Ender spoke, feeling comforted by the cooked meat. "We have ogres to deal with."
                
 
4. The Slopes of the Grund Moor
 
 
 
                
                "What if we don't deal with the ogres? Can't we just avoid them?" Ligo wondered as they traversed up the slopes of the Grund Moor. "Go around?"
                Ender tracking them, seeing the big, heavy prints of the ogres, said, "What's interesting about these is that there are so few tracks. They are new to the area. There is no foot path that they have worn out or used before."
                "So they're new to the Grund Moor? And to the Evermire?" Rhyal asked.
                "Yes," Ender said, studying the tracks some more. "They are not far." He pointed up to a grove of mangled dark trees and steep cliffs. 
                "I say we avoid them," Ligo said. "Ogres are tough, big, fat, always hungry."
                "They are probably sleeping after a big oxen meal and after the fight with Orgro's team. They could have their own treasure," Ender pondered.
                Ligo thought about it. "Best to rid them now. What if they come across our path later, when we're laden with a relic, tired and wounded?"
                Ender and Rhyal nodded. 
                Silas shrugged. "Gonna be a tough fight, asleep or not."
                "With my new cloak and sword, I feel my fight is better. Plus, I will sneak about first, see what's what," Ender said.
                "We'll wait here," Ligo added.
                Ender and Rhyal climbed up following the ogre tracks. The land still had a mist though much of it was now rising above the main land. There were still plenty of puddles and murky parts, but it was more like gullies and gulches. It all sloped upward, the mud becoming more like moist soil, covered with a dried layer of caked dirt. Ugly, gnarly dark trees rose amidst the bramble. Rocks jutted out making the terrain look hardier.
                It was easy enough for Ender to move from tree to rock, keeping cover. Rhyal stayed back. She attuned her sight to that of Ender as he seemed to become the shade of the rocks and trees. 
                She let him search ahead while she kept a distance, but stayed within range to come to his aid.
                Ender returned back soon enough. She knew he had found them.
                Ender scooted in with her behind a rock. "They sleep in a gully, covered by a tree. I heard their snoring first, and easily snuck up. There are three of them. One looks badly wounded and the others have wounds too. They definitely had a fight with Orgro's men."
                "Best we attack them before they get a full rest," Rhyal said.
                "After a fight and a big meal of oxen, I bet they're very weak!" Ender added.
                "Makes perfect sense," Rhyal replied. "You said they were under a tree?" 
                "Yes."
                Rhyal checked a tree nearby. She picked a small branch. She made a small flame to see if it would light. It did not light very well nor burn readily. "Flame and foil! Was hoping to light the tree over them. But it looks difficult."
                "I still have a flask of oil for burning," Ender realized.
                "Well then," Rhyal replied.
                Ender snuck up to the rear of the tree that hung over the snoring ogres. Below, there was a smoldering pile of coals where the ogres had cooked their ox carcasses. It appeared they planned on sitting there a day or two more, feasting on the rotting meat. 
                Ender opened his last oil of sharpness, putting it on his elven blade. It glistened ready for battle. He then uncorked the other flask of plain oil and poured it about the tree, drenching branches in the dripping goo. He realized his mistake too late as drops of oil fell to the slumbering ogres.
                One plopped on an ogre belly. Ender cringed, ready to fight. The ogre snorted, scratched and rubbed the oil, turned over and continued snoring.
                Ender sighed great relief. He peered carefully through the branches to make sure they were still asleep. He could see they were wounded, using dirty animal hides for bandages. One looked quite wounded but still dangerous. He had never seen such fat giant creatures this close. They were ugly malformed figures, bloated and mean looking. Their attire was very crude, tribal like. They had stone mattocks as weapons and animal hides for loin cloths.
                He pulled out his bow and found a good spot behind and above the tree. It was a great location above the gully, to give him cover and provide for a good defensive position. It would take them quite a struggle to get to him.
                Rhyal returned with Silas but stopped with him further back. "If it looks bad, you must come to our aid."
                "Fine," Silas responded. "But not until then."
                Rhyal hurried up behind a rock, just far enough for safety but still able to light the tree. She saw Ender was in place. She pulled out her scroll that she had written her flame spell on. She had it ready just in case the rest of her magics were not enough. 
                She flung a bolt of flame toward the tree. As she did, Ender fired his bow, easily hitting an ogre.
                The ogre belched a painful scream as the tree lit on fire. Flaming branches and hot oil dripped down upon the ogres. They scrambled out of the way quicker than Ender expected though a few small burns were incurred.
                Ender fired again. Rhyal fired a bolt of fire from a distance, hitting one she could see. There was some difficulty for her to see them with the gulleys, trees, and rocks but these ogres were big, flailing and noisy.
                All three roared in anger, barking at each other. They grabbed up their heavy mattocks and howled through piglike tusks.
                "This isn't going well," Silas moaned.
                The weaker one was already hit by two arrows. He could not see Ender in the cover behind the trees but knew to go that way. Ender marked the ogre for the hunt and fired his bow, hitting it again. It was definitely angry and badly wounded.
                The other two howled and pointed down the slope at Rhyal. They lumbered forth.
                Ender was able to fire again, missing, as the ogre scrambled past the flames and up the ravine. He then switched to his blades feeling the ogre was nearly spent. 
                The other two charged down the slope. One grabbed up a rock and tossed it wildly, missing Rhyal. She smacked her hands at them causing the earth and rocks around them to quake as an invisible force exploded. One felt it and tottered a bit. The other kept coming, growling with more anger.
                These beasts were big. It wasn't so much the height, though they were a head taller than Rhyal, but the girth. They were as wide as they were tall. Their stomps were akin to large beasts of burden, like the ox, but even sturdier.
                Rhyal knew if that thing smashed her with its mattock, she would have much difficulty surviving. Yet she had to let it get in close for her flaming spray.
                Ender leapt at the ogre, striking with his new elven blade and his old elven blade. The ogre did not stand a chance as it wailed from so many grievous wounds. It dropped and tumbled back down the ravine. Ender hurried back to help Rhyal.
                The first ogre smashed the rock just over her as she ducked away. It was upon her, roaring into her face. She returned with an open hand as fire burst forth, burning both ogres. The first took the brunt of it, scorching its skin. She heard the sizzling between its reactionary roars.
                Silas ran up to confront the second ogre. The first swung at Rhyal again, this time connecting with a dangerous bash. She felt the weight but was fortunate. It scraped gravely more than crushed her shoulder and leg. She limped immediately.
                Ender managed to get there quickly, stabbing fiercely at the ogre upon Rhyal. It howled in pain and anger.
                Silas focused on defending himself, using his shield and sword with great skill. The other ogre swung at him but connected only with his defensive guard.
                Rhyal again burned the vile beasts. The first ogre screamed in searing pain. It swung wildly, missing. She knew to fling the flame to avoid engulfing Silas or Ender. From behind, Ender was able to connect with his elven blade, slicing at its fat. 
                The one against Silas felt the flame to its backside, which smoked from the heat. It growled in frustration as it swung again, battering against Silas' shield. Granted it wore on Silas, like a bull ramming against him, but he held as best as he could.
                Rhyal resorted to her smaller bolt of fire, seeing their demise soon enough. She fired, missing at such a close range. The bolt flung off into a gulley somewhere. She regretted not flaming them with the scroll spell, to finish them.
                Ender finally finished off the second ogre with a piercing strike. He then turned to the third, which looked exhausted and beaten. Silas then switched to striking with his sword, cutting deep. The ogre turned to flee but was struck down by Silas.
                Ender leaned against a gnarly tree branch. He couldn't believe they had just defeated three large ogres. Well, they were wounded and tired. Silas patted him on the shoulder. Both nodded in victory.
                Ender found pouches on the ogres. They had rough cut gems, quite a few.
 
                Ligo looked at them anxiously. "Rough cut gems? It appears they used these as coin. Must be an ogre or evil clan up in the Grund Moor, residing in some mine, rich with gems."
                "Can you sell them for coin then?" Rhyal asked.                
                "Yes, not a lot but a good show. This is exactly what the investors need I'd say," Ligo said.
                The others weren't sure what he meant.
                He noticed and expounded. "Methinks the residence of Hinterland need to know this land has riches to be had, to be conquered. Not that these gems are much but at least its a start, a return on their investment."
                "But we got it, not them," Ender said.                
                "All treasure and relics found in the Evermire must be sold to the Merchants of Hinterland," Ligo said. "That's the Letter of Marque owned by the Duke, offered by allegiance to the Merchants of Telehistine, the Queen, and the city fiefdoms."
                "What?" Rhyal responded. "Sale the relics? What about the holy relic for the church?"
                "They have Writs of Salvage guaranteed by the Duke. They are part of the investors, the Church, the Wizard's consortium, all those uppities," Ligo sighed. "And we must offer all we find at rock bottom prices, trading them in for their conquest of the Evermire."
                "If I find a grand relic of magic, I will not turn it in!" Rhyal declared.
                "That's the spirit!" Ligo said, pocketing the gems.
                All smiled as they rested a bit, comforting their frazzled bodies after an arduous fight.
                "How's that payment for Ender's cloak and sword then?" Rhyal asked Ligo.
                "Mmmm, we'll see how it goes at the Merchants!" Ligo answered.
                "Best you have great barter skills," Rhyal chimed.
                "Hah, we'll see," Ligo emphasized. 
                "We beat ogres," Ender finally sighed appreciative.
                They couldn't help but laugh.
 
                The trek across the slopes of Grund Moor was slow and arduous. Thankfully, most life here was the dour sulking kind. There were mountain goats, wild boars, a few ravenous giant rats, but nothing a few arrows and flames couldn't keep at bay.
                After another night of careful camping, using the coverings, goblins still managed to discover them. Ender tried to keep them well hid but it was difficult since the goblins scouted about.
                Ender was upset that they hadn’t sensed the goblin the night before. He only knew he had been there by the fresh tracks he saw in the morning. He was sure the scout snuck away to bring back a raiding party. 
 
                The next night, they were on high alert and Ligo set up his string alarm, just in case. A large group of goblins came to attack them. Rhyal used her flame to burn the archers out of their hiding spots as Ender snuck around and hunted them down. 
                The goblins had lost enough that they fled into the night. It was an easy victory since they were prepared.
                As they trekked further up, the plant life began to have a semblance of normalcy. The monastery was definitely placed in a strange remote place. Why they chose a place so far up was unknown to Ligo. The map was just a simple sketch done by Ibolde. It wasn't some cartographer's historical depiction of the land and all its ancient lore.
                The mire still influenced the darkness and grays that abounded. The plants had that bitter dark shade to them. There was ever the foreboding sense of evil dreariness as they hiked along some ancient paths, surely leading to the monastery.
                Ender sensed evil in the area, cursed beings and lost souls haunting the mountainside. He couldn't pinpoint any of it, but felt souls were trapped, as if stopped by the very mountain range from ever leaving the Evermire. These lost souls, dying horribly in their ancient lives, wandered aimlessly in the far reaches, trying to leave the cursed land. 
                They were concerned about encountering the dreaded undead. They didn't have a cleric to banish them or cure them of curses. But at least they had magic to fight them. Rhyal was sure Ender's elven blade was enchanted, the new one he got from the bandit. He had two elven shortswords he trained with but they were not enchanted like this one. It wasn't powerful or legendary, but it was well made and given a magical dweomer to keep it sharp and strong.
                Silas on the other hand did not have a great sword. Well, he said it was great, but it was not enchanted -- nor great actually. 
                "Just protect Ligo and get him away," Rhyal said, "if we encounter any haunting wraiths."
                
                Soon enough, they found stone markers that led to the monastery. It wasn't truly in the rocky mountains but was in a vale shrouded in the darkness of high clefts. The grove of dark trees within looked creepy and still. 
                "I think we'll camp out here. You two go in and do your thing," Ligo said.
                Rhyal wasn't sure just the two of them was enough.
                "We get all the healing potions," Ender said, quickly packing them.
                "I guess Ender has decided for us," Rhyal replied. 
 
 
                
5. The Curse of the Monastery
 
 
 
 
                The path leading to the monastery was still there. It was worn, veiled by old trees and vines, and hidden in a vale of cliffs. The place seemed dour. There were no birds chirping or noises. A fog settled in amongst the rock clefts and in the distant there were slopes that were filled with dark trees.
                It felt a bit chillier up here so Ender and Rhyal both tugged their cloaks a bit closer. 
                "I'll search ahead," Ender said. 
                Rhyal nodded. "Be careful. Surely there is evil here."
                "Oh, I feel it. Be ready with flame," he replied.
                Soon enough as Ender skulked along through the veiled path, he saw the ruins of the monastery. It was shrouded in shrubbery and vines, much of its stone crumbled from the years of solace. Ender noted bones of goblins and smaller creatures here and there. He saw sharp spindly darts decayed amongst the bones. Was there some creature here that shot darts at them? 
                He knew to be extra cautious as he snuck closer, staying close to cover. The entrance to the monastery was in ruin, with much rubble laying around. The foyer was open to the elements as were the walkways within. He could see through many parts, where vines had overgrown the stone and broke them apart. A small tower to one side still stood aloft but it was covered in dry brittle growth. 
                The front had a large tree growing there. Its roots were no doubt breaking the stone. He looked for Rhyal who was down the road. He wasn't sure she could see him. He waved to her to come up. 
                "Is it all clear then?" her voice rang in his head.
                He didn't like it when she used her casting voice. It jarred his senses. But this seemed as good at time as any to use it, after all, silence was essential and they were a distance apart.
                "No, but watch for dart attacks. Stay near cover," he voiced back in his thoughts. 
                She immediately moved to the bushes as she snuck up. Then Ender saw her suddenly fall back. The bush on the road seemed to shutter and shake. She splayed her hand and fire engulfed the bush, burning it to a crisp.
                Ender wasn't sure what Rhyal was doing, expecting her to message him back in his mind. But instead, she seemed to back off.
                Then Ender saw several bushes between them awaken and step toward her. One shook violently. Ender saw spikes thrust from its spindly points. They flew at her. One hit her magical armour that scintillated but it did not pierce through. Another spike hit the ground beyond her. He noticed them sticking out on a bush before and had avoided them so as to not get scratched. Now he realized that those were the same darts that he saw amidst the bones. 
                Rhyal looked hurt and was taking a potion of healing as the first bush burned and fell over. Ender snuck up to the two bushes. One was stomping forth like a small tree. It appeared to be ready to swing violently at her with claw-like branches. The other had the thorns and flicked its branches, tossing the darts at her.
                Ender used his swords, striking at the shooting thing. Its limbs snapped off as he cut through them. The larger one kept going forward. 
                Rhyal fired a bolt of flame, burning the branches. The woodsy form toppled over as it burned. These animated plants were of the dry brittle kind, easily catching aflame. Would they burn the whole forest down?
                Ender turned to see darts flash by. Another one came at him. He cursed, "Bramble and branches!" They looked just like plants. Was the whole of this forest arising against them?
                He ducked and hid behind a tree, worrying the tree would awaken and squeeze him to death. But it did not. He felt and saw a dart in his side. It hurt as he pulled it out, hoping there was no poison. It did not burn as if it did.
                Rhyal fired another bolt, missing the bush that moved. Or was it the right one? Ender snuck up and around, unsure where to sneak or what to hide from.
                Rhyal advanced sending Ender a telepathic message. "It is the one on the path. It stepped there! It has very few leaves."
                "I see it!" Ender sent back. Indeed, one plant sat there in the dirt, separate from the rest. It looked like a dead plant, almost. It waited to spot one of them. Fortunately, Ender could sneak up close. He charged, attacking with his blades. His cuts whacked off branches. Whether fatal or not, Ender was unsure.
                The plant responded by slashing back with what branches it had left. It slashed Ender's skin, scraping all along the leather and arm. Ender responded with hacks of his own that finally severed the bush enough to break whatever evil was on it.
                Rhyal came up, ready to cast fire on any others. They waited in the middle of the dusty trail, peering at the silent trees and bushes. Nothing moved at that moment and still no birds chirped nor bugs buzzed. There were mottled beams of sunlight that came through, giving the grayness a brighter feel. 
                "You okay," Ender asked.
                "I am now. Took a potion. The first surprised me, sliced and bashed me before I realized what it was," Rhyal replied.                
                "An elf surprised? That's surprising," Ender replied.
                Rhyal gave him a look. "An evil plant is definitely what it would take."
                Ender looked about, "Let's stomp this out!" 
                Both quickly began stomping on the flames. Thankfully the air was still and the flames burned slowly. The vegetation wasn't thick but it was dry and lit easily. 
                "Be careful we don't set on fire the whole mountainside," Ender whispered.
                "Might not be such a bad thing," Rhyal mused, a shiver running up her spine.
                Ender shook his head and gave her a wry look. "Let us go." He then turned to look at the monastery's entrance. He peered at the lone tree that blocked the rubble entrance. He looked back at Rhyal.
                "Oh, its definitely alive," she said.
                "Fire bolt," Ender replied.
                "Definitely." She whirled her free hand and flicked it. A bolt of flame shot out, hitting the silent tree growing out of the rubble. It squirmed suddenly with anger as the fire hit it, burning a little but going out. It tugged and yanked its feet out of the rubble and lumbered forth.
                "Hit it again," Ender yelled as he backed off.
                She fired a bolt again, hitting it and burning off several end branches. The tree creaked and cracked tremendously, as if that was its roar. It wasn't a huge tree. By any standard it was a modest tree and looked sparse and dreary. It was big enough, however, to crush or smash them.
                They retreated down the path. Ender fired his arrows at it. Rhyal fired another bolt of flame. 
                The lumbering tree was slow. It stopped after awhile, returning to the entrance with all its damage.
                Ender and Rhyal returned, both sighing relief.
                "Do it again," Ender said.
                Rhyal agreed and fired a bolt. It caught fire, awakening again as it creaked and croaked in anger.
                Ender fired another arrow, sticking it. 
                Both retreated again. 
                "Again," Ender said, after their last attempt had not taken it down.
                And so she fired bolts of flame and he fired his bow, burning the tree and filling it with Ender's arrows. Finally, it wailed as it toppled, burning to death. Ender realized he had only six arrows left. The rest burned with the tree.
                "Well, it was worth it," he sighed.
                He gathered limbs, or wood of the tree that burned, and carried them as a torch. They passed the crackling fire and went to the rubble of the monastery. 
                They entered what appeared to be the cloister walk, and at the end were grand doors to the main worship hall. The doors were decrepit and overgrown with vines. 
                "Wished we brought that axe to open it," Ender noted.
                Rhyal looked around. "I'm sure we can find an opening."
                They saw the place was filled with overgrowth, but no trees or bushes were inside. There was plenty of fallen stone, cracks and rubble. Beams of gray sunlight broke through openings in the stone and decayed wooden rafters. They stepped carefully down the walk. 
                Ender waved the burning wood around, trying to keep anything at bay. Rhyal saw the vines suddenly shift. One suddenly yanked at Rhyal, knocking her down. She yelped in pain.
                Ender tossed the burning wood at the vine before it could drag her away. He then cut away at it as vines when they came out to wrap around him. He dodged them as he swung. Rhyal got up quickly. She cast rays of shooting fire upon the spread of vine growth. It seemed to shrivel and shriek as it burned. She held a flame in her hand to keep any more from grabbing at her. It worked.
                "Get back!" Ender realized. They hurried to a clearing, turning a corridor. They saw only a dirt floor that lead around the growths and was cleared of vines.
                "Was this a garden at one time?" Ender noted, relieved they were clear of the vine-ridden passageway.
                They headed through knowing it would still lead to another entrance into the monastery. Its outer wall was fully collapsed, leading to the forest outside. They could walk through to another opening and get to the monastery's main worship hall.
                "Let us stop for a bit, take some healing bread for our various wounds," Rhyal said. She saw what looked like a bench and sat.
                Ender sat as both took some of the bread to eat. "This seems the only palatable thing in Hinterland or the Evermire that you can even bare to eat?" 
                Rhyal smiled. "It seems so. My palete is very expensive."
                "Hah!" Ender laughed a bit too loud. 
                Both shrugged to be quiet. Both did feel renewed. Their wounds seemed to lesson a bit.
                Ender wondered, "The vines tried to pull you into a large growth. That may be the source of the vines?"
                "Let us burn it then," Rhyal replied.
                "How are you on your fire castings?" Ender asked.
                "I could do a few more of the blasts, but that is it," Rhyal replied. "But I can always produce flame to fling."
                Ender looked to see a small stone door. He realized it was faintly veiled. He nodded to it. 
                Rhyal looked and saw it too. It was hidden in the garden and was at the base of the lone tower. It was small. They'd have to bend to get in. Ender went up to look to see how it would open. Vines covered it but they were small and dried looking. 
                "Hmm, there is a main door on the other side, facing into the monastery I'm sure. And this one… this one is a secret door. I don't know if this one is safer or more dangerous to enter."
                Rhyal shrugged. "Stand back. I'll push it." 
                Ender stepped back and waited. 
                She motioned with her hands and cast a spell. She mimed a push from where she stood.
                Ender looked about, at the dirt and ground, wondering why it was so clear. 
                "It opens," she yipped. "Just a push!"
                Soil and dirt fell off the sidings as the small stone door opened. 
                Ender pulled out his swords. "I'll sneak about in there. Maybe we can find a place up top to rest, away from the cursed greenery," Ender figured.
                He looked in and could see stone stairs going up right in the middle of the confining space. It was very tight in there, just a space around the edge with the stone steps going up. There was dim light coming from above but not much. It was definitely sealed up top. He saw what must have been a narrow passage leading down but it was blocked with stone and rubble. 
                "I'm heading up," Ender said. 
                "Help! Darkness!" he heard Rhyal say in his mind. 
                Ender turned back and went outside. Rhyal was gone. He looked back in the tower, but that was foolish he thought. There was no room for her to pass him. "Where are you?"
                He looked at the ground and saw drag marks. They were faint scratches. And then they ended. Then he examined closer, where the scratches ended. He saw a shiny strand reflected in the dim beams of sunlight. He saw another. Then a flame suddenly puffed from a tiny crack in the dirt, a warm glow. He reacted instantly and stuck his blade in. 
                It was a dirt lid. He quickly flipped it for it was lighter than he expected. He saw sticky shiny strands separating from the earthy lid and the hole. Within, receding was Rhyal, limp and grasped in giant spider arms.
                Ender quickly crawled in, one sword poking past Rhyal. The hideous dark spider screeched as it held her. It went in further and Ender could feel the webbing and adhesiveness build on him. Was he getting stuck as he desperately crawled in after her?
                "Rhyal!" he screamed in the tight dirty dark confines.
                She lurched a bit, unhinged herself from the spider, but still was not fully capable. She still lit a fire on her hand. It lit the space only a sputtering moment. The spider smacked at her flame to put it out. It went out easily enough.
                Ender tried poking through, stabbing his blade at the spider. He noticed his legs and his other hand were getting stuck, but the elven cloak kept the rest of him free from the webbing. It wasn't a full sticky webbing, more of a tunnel webbing. But pressing against it could still trap him.
                Ender marked the spider for the hunt. He prayed to whomever these clerics prayed to for blessings. He knew he was in trouble. He pushed forward, stabbing again at the spider. Its frontal lobes and carapace were strongly armoured. The front of the attacking spider was protected whenever it leapt out of its trapdoor to grab prey.
                Ender realized he was not swinging adroitly and was swinging at thick armour. The spider on the other hand was quite agile and skilled at this attack. It crawled over Rhyal to Ender and grasped at him with claws. It's mandibles chattered as it was ready to begin slicing him up.
                Ender tried to pull himself back up, crawling amongst the sticking surface, but everything was incredibly difficult. He felt they were done for. The spider easily grasped him. Its claws drew blood from his arm. Ender yelled in frustration.
                "Rhyal! Help!"
                Rhyal flamed her hand again. It was difficult for she was poisoned and nearly lifeless. It was all she could do. It burst on the webbing just a bit, lighting the space and causing the spider to hesitate. She may have even burnt herself. She could not tell, but there was no choice.
                Ender crawled back. He knew he had to free himself from this confining space. But how was he going to save Rhyal? He pulled out his bow and fired quickly at the spider as it decided to pull Rhyal further in.
                That got its attention as the arrow pierced greatly. Ender backed up again as the spider now came rushing forth over Rhyal and upon him.
                He tried to crawl out but was stuck and confined, struggling to free himself. The spider grabbed him and pulled him toward its angry mandibles. It clamped down on him as he growled in frustration. The spider then came out to reveal its stinger. Ender was stuck and could not free himself. He would be dragged down into the pit with Rhyal, doomed to slowly feed this giant evil spider.
                Rhyal managed to move. She burst forth her flames upon the rear of the dastardly arachnid. Its rear was not as armoured as its front. Its softer chitin scalded and blistered immediately. It screeched. Ender took advantage of the moment and stabbed his free sword, plunging it into the under belly of the spider. 
                It shivered in convulsing pains. Ender could smell the acrid burnt wounds. Then Rhyal did it again. She burst her flame forth again, churning the backside and keeping the flame from harming Ender. He saw it swirl all around him and the dark silhouette of the spider as it cooked.
                "Help," Rhyal cried out in Ender's mind. She was very weak. Ender was weak too and now there was much smoke in the tunnel. She knew how to form the flame around her and Ender, but she could not control the smoke. It immediately filled the narrow space. 
                "Can you grab the spider?" Ender yelled, coughing.
                "Yes," she coughed back.
                "I'm going to pull it up!" Ender called, pulling the charred spider, finding the limbs not too scalded or falling off. He managed to yank it up and saw her gasping in the acrid dark smoke. 
                He reached down and pulled her up. Both lay against the sickly dead spider, smoldering next to them as smoke billowed from the hole. She was still somewhat limp but moved a bit. He healed himself, whispering his calming blessing.
                It gave him strength and restoration from the smoke and painful wounds. "That was close!"
                Rhyal's head flopped to him. "Heal me," she muttered.
                He did, snickering, putting his hand to her and trying to speak calming words. It gave her strength, as they shared a smile of relief. She was still weak but it helped. She sat up. "Let is go back to Ligo and Silas, rest there, and return to finish this."
                "Yes."
 
 
6. Relics
 
 
 
                
                "You get the relic?" Ligo asked, peering at Rhyal and Ender as they limped back, looking quite disheveled.
                Rhyal gave him a look. Silas discerned their situation and went to help them. They lay next to the cart as Silas unrolled bedding for them.
                "No relic?" Ligo asked again.
                Rhyal and Ender looked up as Silas handed them a flask of water to drink from. 
                "Not yet," Ender finally said.
                "Not yet?" Ligo looked back up the path. He could just see a faint trail of smoke. "Did you burn the place down?"
                "No, no," Ender nodded. "Just a cursed tree and a treacherous spider."
                "Oh, ah," Ligo nodded impatiently, "...and? Any relics?"
                "We didn't get that far," Rhyal said. "We need rest."
                "Restoration," Ender added.
                "Rest, then we shall go back in the morning. You must guard us and let us rest."
                "Errrnnn..." Ligo looked impatient. 
                Silas nodded, sitting down by a rare fire burning with real wood. He simmered a broth in a pot.
                
                The next morning, Ender awoke to see Rhyal looking through her small tome of spells and lessons. She was doing her daily ritual of preparations and meditations. She then cast her magical armour spell. A sheen of magical water or glass spread out from her hands, covering her body, then faded. She did this ritual each morning they knew they were heading into dire straits. It would last the day and protect her as it had quite often since they'd been in the Evermire.
                She looked at her brother. "Are you ready?"
                Ender smiled and got up. Silas handed him some warm broth. It had small bits of sausage and roots. "Not bad."
                Silas smiled. "You learn to make the best of what you got. During long campaigns of siege and war, the best of what you got was not much. Up here, there are a few herbs about. I also encountered one of those enraged bushes."
                "Be careful. We fought several at the monastery ruins. I think they are coming from within. An evil lurks there."
                "Should I go and help?" Silas offered.
                "Go? And who’s going to protect me then?" Ligo glared. "I'm paying you! Not them!" 
                
                Rhyal and Ender approached the ruins of the monastery. They saw the burnt tree on the path. All seemed as they had left it. They peered cautiously at the bushes and shrubs. Rhyal fired at one, burning it where it grew. 
                "Murderer of peaceful happy bushes," Ender quipped.
                Rhyal yipped and punched his shoulder.
                Both straightened up and knew serious business was ahead. They headed to the gardens where they killed the giant spider that lurked in trapdoors. They peered over the rubble and saw the dead spider still there. It's parts were scattered a bit with much of its guts gone.
                Ender looked about and easily saw the tracks. "Scavengers, a boar and a badger tussled over the meal. That's a good sign. Nothing untoward came forth."
                "Shall we deal with the tower or the tomb?" Rhyal asked.
                "Tomb?" Ender wondered.
                "The monastery's main hall feels like a tomb. Must be something dead or cursed in there, blighting the land with evil growths," she remarked.
                Ender nodded. "Let's deal with the tower first. Feels less climatic."
                "Smaller space," Rhyal shrugged.
                They went to the secret door. It was still open just as Ender recalled leaving it. It was old and crude with much dirt and growths. He bent through first, swords ready.
                 She followed close behind. It was somewhat dim, but easy enough for her to see within with her elven eyes. Ender was fine too being used to some dark, though he would miss finely hidden things. This place did not look like it had fine things hidden. 
                When this monastery was built long ago, it was stark and simple. And now, after ages past, it was quite weathered and worn. Ender stepped across pebbles and dirt. He remembered the narrow stairs leading up. It was single file. He had to bend a bit to get through. It felt almost like he was crawling. 
                He came to an upper circle, covered in darkness. Rhyal created a flame on her hand as she stepped up behind him. Ender then saw candles on a small ledge of stone. He picked one up and handed it to her to light. He saw a small shrine atop a table or chest just around the small circling passage. There were ragged banners grayed to obscurity above the shrine. It was a very tight space. Each could stand side by side, or better yet, on their knees facing the shrine. 
                Upon the table or chest were several dusty chalices and plates.
                "Are they gold? Or brass?" Ender wondered.
                "How have they been here so long?"
                "I do feel the place is cursed somehow. Evil lurks somewhere." Ender looked around. It was quite small. A narrow stair rose at end of the bend leading up to a trapdoor. It was bound in iron bands and sealed. That surely led to the roof. It wasn't a very tall tower.
                Ender and Rhyal stood, slightly bent, looking down at the table, a wooden chest, under a clothe. Ender picked up a chalice. "Looks brass, but still could fetch a coin?"
                "The set perhaps," Rhyal remarked.
                Then the table lifted. The chalices and plates fell with a clang. They realized something was within and had black claws and dirty white frazzled hair. It wore armour and rose with an evil malicious visage. It was an undead wight, some warrior or cleric in life, entombed and cursed here in death.
                 It hissed with its skeletal face. Ender didn't wait for it to get up. He slashed with his elven blade and his other sword. Both hit, but he saw only his elven blade cause a slice upon the decrepit skin.
                It pulled a longsword up as it reached with its other hand for Ender, causing him to feel pains from its cursing grasp. 
                Rhyal fired a bolt of fire at it. The flame merely swirled on its arm, letting off a bit of smoke. A tattered rag caught flame and burnt quickly to black ash.
                The undead warrior struck out with its longsword, slashing across Rhyal. She felt it cut, even through her magic armour.
                Ender swung his elven blade again and his normal blade. He knew the enchanting elven blade was effective, cutting into the dead material. He saw minimal effect of his normal sword, not as much as he knew it should.
                The undead was frustrated, having two attackers, both inflicting destruction on its corporeal form. Rhyal knew she needed more power and splayed her hand, letting all the fire burn out from it. This time the fire burned armor and undead flesh. 
                In the tight confines, smoke and an acrid smell fouled the area. But Ender and Rhyal were stuck there and had to keep fighting. The wight slashed at Rhyal with its longsword, furious at her magical flame. It pierced and sliced, wounding her gravely. She hit back against the stone, knowing she was wounded badly.
                Ender took advantage of the split second, attacking from behind and piercing through the wight. His elven blade pierced all the way through, causing the undead to exhale whatever evil force that was in it as it plopped to the floor.
                Rhyal sighed relief, holding her bleeding wounds. Ender quickly blessed her wounds, healing her of some of the pain. "You alright?"
                "Yes, I am now." 
                Both wafted the foul burnt smoke. Luckily, the burning flames went up, smoldering the banners and fading to choking smoke. Ender bent below the thickest of the smoke, examining the foul wight. Its armour and sword were rusted and old. Its undead flesh shriveled some more. "Blech." Ender ignored it.
                They looked in the table or chest and realized it was a simple coffin. Within, below, was a poor dead skeletal corpse. It was in simple clerical garbs, dried and crushed by the evil wight. 
                "How cruel!" Rhyal said. "Even in death, evil tortures and demeans those who are resting."
                Ender, scooting over, leaned in and noticed the crushed skeleton wore a simple amulet. He picked it up to place in his sack, but then sensed the small ruby was different. He felt it and looked at Rhyal. 
                "Are you going to take his only jewel?" Rhyal sighed, sitting next to him. She realized it must be so.
                "This small amulet was worn by this cleric. It is a holy amulet, blessed. I feel it," Ender said. He motioned for her to have it. "I think he would want someone who is good to have it."
                She peered at it, looking at the small red ruby in a golden circle on a chain. She kissed her finger and tapped her finger on the skull. She felt a warmth and then put on the necklace. "I feel a strength from it."
                "Good, I think it will help protect you." Ender then took up the plates and chalices. "Something for Ligo, I hope."
                "Let us finish this," Rhyal said. 
                There was nothing further up so they crawled out and went back down and through the garden space, past the dead spider parts. They found another way, crumbled and quite open to the cloistered walkway.
                "Before we enter the main doors to the worship hall, lets see what lies at the source of all those vines, further down," Ender said.
                "We should burn it."
                "Burn, burn, burn, is that all you do?"                
                "Works for me."
                "Me too!" Ender replied. They crept down the walkway into the monastery. They passed the main doors and went to where all the vines grew from. 
                "It looks like a hidden door there, a passageway?" Rhyal noted. Both could see the vines coming out of stone crevices. 
                Ender looked around, and then cut up some vines and dried materiel. He tied them together. "Light this."
                Rhyal did.
                He waved it along the floor, burning vines as he went. Though many vines were fresh, there was plenty of dead and decayed material to spark flames and grow the fire. The vines squirmed and squealed the closer they got to the secret door. The vines flailed as Ender cut through some while torching others. 
                Rhyal fired bolts of flame. It was a pyric slaughter of whatever the vine growth was. They advanced burning it all. Thankfully, it wasn't a raging fire. There was still plenty of stone and dirt that kept it from spreading or burning like a forest fire. They did just enough to burn away the growths. They had to wait a bit, letting the smoke waft and wain through the corridor. There wasn't much of a breeze.
                "Don't you have a wind blasting spell?" Ender asked.
                "To remove smoke?" Rhyal replied. "I would rather save my thunderous blast for something a little more dangerous."
                Both sighed as they waved about to clear the smoke. Then they heard a click and creak. Both turned to see the main door open. It was not far. It creaked and then was pushed from the inside, forcing the door over the dirt and crust. Something was coming out.
                Both turned to be ready for combat. More vines slapped the door, grasping it. They could hear scrapes of strong thorns scrape against the old wood. They could not see what was at the door as it opened toward them and blocked their view. Then the vines suddenly retracted.
                They waited and waited. Nothing came out but the doors were wide open to the corridor. They were down a ways. The smoke cleared a bit more. 
                "I'll sneak up," Ender said. He snuck along the wall behind the opened door. His cloak shrouded him in the stone. The floor was free from vines, now all burnt and ashed.
                He went around the door to peer in. Rhyal moved to the opposite wall to get a decent angle, her hands ready to fling fire.
                Ender was amazed at what he saw. He waved for her to come. Rhyal approached carefully, reaching him and peering over.
                Within was a large worship hall. There was a stone ledge at the other end, and upon it were several relics. The symbol of a "Promise" was there, a simple stick with a circle atop it. It was made of gold and adorned with gems. Smaller candelabras and incense burners were there. Vines and plants grew about them. 
                But the biggest feature was the ground, for it was a vast mound of plant and earth material. Was it a swamp within or some giant evil plant, they did not know.
                "Is it all a big creature?" Ender worried.
                "I don't know. Let me see. If so, make sure to run," Rhyal said. She affixed her sleeves and cast a fire bolt at it. It blasted and singed out in the muddy mound. 
                "Its wet?" Ender noted.
                "Hard to burn," Rhyal said. "Did it hurt or move?"
                "No, didn't see it move. Where or what opened the door?" 
                "Let me try again," she thrust a bolt of flame at a plant. It caught the flame but the fire sparkled out as the wet plant merely floundered a bit. "You can smell the moisture within, as if it all collected and stayed in here."
                "The room looks sealed," Ender examined around. "Whatever rains get in, surely stays in."
                "We have to get the relics," Rhyal said.
                "I'll sneak around the mound, along the edge," Ender said. "I see stone floors along the edge."
                "What about whatever opened the door?"
                "I don’t know. I'll sneak around. If anything attacks, you burn it," Ender replied.
                "I don't think it will burn. It's very wet in there," Rhyal realized.
                "That's why I'll go along the edge. You can catch it there, away from the mound," Ender figured.
                "It's everywhere."
                "But less so there," Ender said. "I'll stay on the stone."
                "Okay," Rhyal replied.
                Ender snuck in, creeping along the mud and stone along the edges. The mound was definitely more in the center. The edges had plenty of filth but Ender's boots still met coarse stone.
                Ender quickly got to the rear end and saw a path to the ledge. He scooted in, his elven blades brandished.
                Rhyal couldn't see him that well when he went behind the mound. She stepped in closer, standing up straighter to see.
                Ender saw a thick vine, like a tentacle spew forth from the mound. It was a large plant thing on the mound that suddenly moved. Ender was able to roll and dodge the grasping vine. He swung up, striking at it. 
                Then he saw the growth rise up like a beast, some sort of troll shaped beast. It was plant material and mud, dripping and oozing. It opened a giant maw, big enough to swallow Ender whole. 
                He quickly back tracked to make sure Rhyal would see it and burn it. But he wasn't sure. It frothed a seeping liquid as it lumbered forth after Ender. 
                He was in a desperate situation. The evil growth easily cut off his escape route. He knew he had to fight this thing desperately. He waved both swords and readied for the onslaught.
                Rhyal saw the bestial thing rise from the mound. Was there more? She wasn't sure. The mound was a massive pile overtaking the worship hall. It was filled with many plant growths. She stepped to the edge, but was too far away to burn it with her spray of fire that shot forth from her hands.
                She hurried closer, climbing the mound.
                "Stay back!" yelled Ender, seeing her approach. 
                "I can't burn it from here!" she called back.
                Ender dodged heavy tentacle attacks. The mound lumbered closer, desiring to reach him with its gaping maw of prickly needles.
                "Try your fire bolt! Quick!" Ender wanted to see if this wet bestial plant would burn.
                Rhyal shot forth a bolt, blasting the edge of the thing. The flame spurted out immediately. Ender saw only a slight wisp of steam.
                He struck at it with his blades, fast and furious. He certainly cut into its fibrous plant form, but it was quite thick and ponderous. 
                The thing burst forth its thick vines. They were heavy flailing branches. Ender glared at them as they came slamming down. He dodged one. The other scraped him, bashing down his side. The ground was treacherous for him to move quickly, but he was still able to move away. He knew a solid hit would knock him over. 
                "Fire won't work!" he yelled out desperately.
                "Thunder!" Rhyal yelled as she punched the air. A crack smacked in the middle of the slow beast. The thunderous clap shook all of its greenery and fibers. It's leaves broke off and branches cracked.
                "That worked!" Ender roared. He renewed his attacks, slicing vines and roots, puncturing the fat stalk. 
                The beast screeched a deep bestial sound. It swung its tentacles at Ender again. One slammed hard pushing Ender to one side. He could feel the tentacle wrap around him. He dropped and rolled under it, getting up clear, but still too close. He slipped a bit on the ground. 
                "This is not good!"
                "Thunder!" Rhyal screeched again. 
                The beast burst many shredded plant fibers. Ender almost felt tinges of pain, especially in his ears. His hearing ringed but he maintained composure.
                Ender attacked again, slicing furiously. One punctured in. As he retracted, a milky substance gushed out. "Grrahh!" 
                The beast slammed Ender again, weakening his resolve. This time the tentacle wrapped his leg and yanked him closer. Ender tried to wrestle free but couldn't. He was yanked and slammed on the gritty stone. Then the plant beast pulled him in and engulfed him in its gullet. 
                "Yyyeeaaaghhh-gulp!"
                Rhyal screamed fearfully, and knew she had no choice. She had to destroy this thing to free him. "Thunder!" she screamed, expending her magical energies as best she could. She realized in her desperation she could intensify the power.
                The mound shredded more fibers and oozed milky substances. It lumbered toward her, flailing its thick tentacles.
                She did not know if she was hurting Ender within. She had no choice. She had to, "Thunder!" She thrust her hands furiously and with greater magical expenditure.
                The thing shook and vibrated, its roots and foliage ripped apart. Milky liquids splatted everywhere and oozed from it. It lurched at her, swinging its tentacles, one hitting her with a solid blow.
                She recovered quickly and had one more to cast. She had to. "Thunder!!!" She screamed as she punched her hand forth.
                Branches broke off, a tentacle rippled, and it shook and shuttered with the crackling explosive air. Its supporting limbs toppled and fell by her. The mound crashed down flopping at her feet. Out oozed Ender covered in the milky grotesque substance. She flailed frantic to pull him out. He lay like a dead fish. She smacked his face to awaken him. 
                "Ender? Ender? Wake up?"
                She had a potion and hurriedly opened it. She sat beside him in the ooze as the bestial mound still seemed alive. It quivered and convulsed. She fired a bolt of fire at it point blank. The flame sizzled in the wet ooze but burned it somewhat.
                She forced open Ender's mouth to pour the potion down.
                "Owwww...." Ender moaned.
                "Oh, oh, oh, sorry, are you alive?"
                "I don't know... I don't think so..." Ender coughed and gurgled.
                She hugged him then lifted the potion again. "Drink this!" She poured it gently into his gagging mouth. 
                He drank most of it. It woke him a bit. He lifted his head and looked at the dreadful plant beast. "It's moving."
                Rhyal blasted it again with fire. It sizzled and shuddered. She did it again. It quivered then oozed more. Its limbs went limp. It smoldered a bit.
                Ender sat up. He healed himself with whispered blessings. "I'm better." He got up a bit wobbly but able. He picked up one of his elven blade. His other blade was in the gullet of the creature. "Angry arrow! It's in there."
                Ender sliced the plant materiel, digging through the tentacles, the fibrous shell, and the milky innards. It smelled more like plant and earth than some awful innards of a beast. "Bearable," he huffed, "but very soiled!"
                Rhyal snickered, punching her little brother. She looked about, aware and cautious. The worship hall was sizable but not some massive cathedral. It had thick set columns set in the sides. These segmented the space. Light came in from above, through thick set windows. Plants grew thick in those spots. Other darker plants spread out from the mounds. She espied the vine growth, thick, against the wall where the secret door was. 
                She saw as it began spreading vines toward them. She blasted it immediately with fire. It shook for it was not in the mound of moisture, but up against the wall and secret doorway. It was drier. She blasted it again as it squealed and quivered. It became engulfed in flames and burned away.
                Ender looked up but saw she had it. He went back to slicing the plant beast open. Within, oozing out, was his other sword. He then saw the sparkle of gems and jewels encrusted in the inside. "Oh, what a find!" He pried them loose: six gems and four jewels, beautiful ancient pieces.
                The room was lit now by grayish beams of sunlight, by the misty haze, and by her fire. Still, the room was filling with smoke so it was irritating to be in there. She went to the symbol of the Promise, sitting atop a ledge. She reached for it. 
                It came off, stuck to the stone, having been there for so long. The three other relics came off easily. "Hurry!" she said to Ender. "Let us go!"
                "Shall we look around?"
                "No, we came and got what we were looking for."
                "There could be other things, hidden in the mound or the stone," Ender said, peering about.
                "I'm done fighting for now and we have only one potion of healing left," Rhyal said.
                Ender nodded. "When we’re stronger."
                They had all the relics wrapped in a sackcloth and so departed this long lost monastery, going back to Ligo and Silas.
 
                
7. Orgro's Dilemma
 
 
 
 
                Ligo and Silas sat by the cart and goats. They had set out the trip wire noise maker just in case. They had the cart and goats shrouded in the concealing covers. The goats were bloated from eating so many plants and bramble and stood quietly. 
                "Fine milk very soon," Silas hummed.
                Ligo sighed. Silas wasn't much of a talker, more informative than entertaining.
                "We're back," Rhyal sighed.
                "Yee gahh!!!" Ligo leapt in a fright. 
                Silas looked up, grabbing his sword and his heart.
                "What's wrong?" Ender huffed, sitting and immediately taking some soup.
                "How'd you get through our cords and sneak up on us like that?" Ligo said.
                "They are an elf and a ranger," Silas said informatively. 
                Ligo tried to shake off his chills. Ender rolled a sack off his back. Ligo heard the clanking of treasure.                 
                Rhyal unraveled her sack and out clanked several relics.
                Ligo and Silas stared. "Whoh hoh hoh hohhhh!"
                Their travel back was uneventful save a few goblins trying to steal from them. Several tripped the tinkling cord and were burnt to a crisp. The rest tried the next night, and were either outright killed by Ender or shot once again by flames. They finally gave up or were all dead.
                
                Back at Hinterland Fortress, all eyes stared at them coming back with a loaded cart. It wasn't overflowing with provisions but it certainly had things in it, as it were.
                "Back off guard. These are for the Church!" Ligo said. 
                The tower guard wanted to examine what they had, but the precedent for examining or taxing or putting a toll on anything had not yet been implemented. The Duke was desperate for anyone of ill repute or not to come and commit their adventurous services. He did not want to turn them away with fees and inspections, at least not on the front end.
                They entered the Fortress. Ligo immediately sought out the Merchants of Barter & Trade. They went to the complex of shacks that were the stables and warehouses. Quarters for the ruffian guards and merchants lined the back. The main building was the trade center. Within, it was separated by a wall of windows with iron bars and thick doors to either side. Sellers entered on the outside, the buyers lined the back area.
                "We need to tell Orgro of his loss, the wagons and the ruffians. I hope he didn't pay them upfront! Heh heh," Ligo said as his eyebrows danced.
                "I'm sure you will enjoy that," Rhyal responded.
                "We still have his bag of coin," Ender said. "Do you intend to give it back to him?"
                "For a fair price!" Ligo huffed. "Stay close, all three of you."
                All four entered the trade housing. They stood facing the wall of windows and iron bars. From each window stared merchant hooligans: a couple of dwarves with several ruffians behind them.
                Orgro came up to the largest window. "What news have you? Anything to barter or trade then? We don't have much, and whatever we have is expensive due to limited supplies."
                "I'm sure of that Orgro! What with your wagons destroyed," Ligo shot out.
                "What? What do you mean?"
                "I mean, your wagons were destroyed a couple days out by ogres. Big mean vicious ogres!"
                "Ogres?" he gasped. His desperate eyes glanced to and fro. He almost looked as if his ruffians were going to stab him in the back.
                "That mean you can't pay us what you owe us?" a ruffian snarled at Orgro.
                Orgro turned, looking a bit worn from worry.
                Ligo snickered a bit, looking back at the three. Ender nodded for Ligo to pay attention.
                "We ain't gonna work like slaves, starving and no coin for drink!" a ruffian hissed, suddenly brandishing his sword.
                The dwarves jumped out with hammers in defense of Orgro. "Don't you be threatening our mate!"
                Other ruffians pulled out their weapons. It looked like there was going to be a bloody mess on the other side of the windows.
                Ligo gulped. Ender tugged him.
                "Do something Ligo!" Rhyal said.
                "We need the Barter & Trade! What do I do?" Ligo mumbled to them.
                "Hold up! We have Orgro's coin! Not to worry!" Ender blurted out.
                Ligo glared up at Ender. 
                Orgro suddenly came out the side door. "Yes, yes, they have my coin! Everything is alright!" Orgro came up, sweating profusely, reaching out for anything.
                Ligo continued to glare up at Ender.
                Ender waved at the ruffians through the window, "Don't worry. You'll get your coin. All is well."
                They hesitantly lowered their weapons. The dwarves lowered theirs cautiously. The others weren't sure whose side they were on.
                Orgro reached down to Ligo.
                "Ligo, give him the bag of coins," Rhyal tried to say out of the side of her mouth. She then messaged him through her magical thoughts. "Do it or else!"
                "Fine!" he shot back. How he hid such a large bag in his small cloak, no one would ever know. He raised it to Orgro who grabbed it. But Ligo did not let go. "You owe us."
                Orgro nodded quickly. He took the bag and quickly went to the door. He stopped and looked at the bag as he pulled out coins. He recognized it as his very own. He turned and looked at them. 
                They looked at him, nodding.
                He grimaced then turned and went to the ruffians. "Here, take your pay. And go. I may not be hiring you again."
                The ruffians took their pay, huffing and puffing. "You'll need us soon enough!"
                "Will I?" Orgro growled.
                They left.
                "Aaarrgghh!!" Orgro yelled, folding over as he tossed what was left of the coin bag on the table.
                The dwarves took it up and counted what was left. A few men, laborers and ruffians stayed, unsure what to do. 
                Ligo couldn't see them through the windows, so he stepped to the open door and looked through. 
                Orgro noticed, and went back to Ligo and the rest. "This was my last coin to buy supplies and provisions in the west! Those wagons were supposed to come back with goods, anything! Now, I have nothing. I am broke. I’ve no wagons to carry trade, no men, nothing!"
                "Won't the Duke help?" Ligo asked gently backing into the room. 
                "With what? He hired me to supply the town. He hired me to trade and barter with you, adventurers who sought out the riches and relics from the Evermire. Everyone is dead! No one is bringing anything in," Orgro said. He actually sounded polite and mannish.
                Ligo took a deep breathe. 
                Rhyal stepped forth. "Let him keep the coin."
                "Whaht?" Ligo shot out.
                Rhyal addressed Orgro, "I'd like to trade cut gems for healing potions and more of those oils that sharpen the blade. Do you have any of that? Do you have any spells I could learn? Or scrolls I could use?"
                Orgro looked up from his anger and calmed. "I do. I have two scrolls, I think. Empty, uh blank parchments, the kind casters write their spells on. Yes. And potions, yes, healing and the cutting oil, yes I have those."
                Rhyal looked to Ligo. He glared up at her. He had a grim look but nodded as he pulled out a wrap with the rough gems.
                "We got these off the ogres, we did. They may be mining this stuff up in the Grund Moor, using it as their coin amongst the orcs and bugbears," Ligo said.
                Orgro looked anxious but polite, and doing what he'd always wanted to do. He examined the gems. "They're a bit rough and crude." He looked at Ligo and Rhyal, who both gave him a stern look. He couldn't help but smile just a bit. "But they are sizable! Definitely worth a few potions and scrolls! Plus, I’m happy to help my fellow adventurers be successful in their future endeavors!"
                "Now that's the Merchants of Barter & Trade I know!" Ligo said. 
                Suddenly, a warm joy filled the room. The dwarves came up and looked modestly thrilled at the gems. The men and handlers got the potions and scrolls for Orgro.
                Rhyal then placed a jewel on the counter. 
                Orgro looked at it. "Well, what do we have here?"
                Ligo gave her a miffed look. 
                "For your wagons. And may you survive these trying times," Rhyal said.
                Ligo rolled his eyes, but fortunately, being so short no one saw his frustration.
                Orgro picked it up shaking. "Thank you." He looked to them. "If ever I can repay you, I will."
                "Well then, get us your potions and magic things before I murder everyone here!" Ligo shouted. He turned to head out. "Let's go see the clergy before you hand Orgro the church relic!"
 
 
8. Just Rewards
 
 
 
 
                Ligo, Rhyal and Ender walked up the muddy slope to the church. Silas was left to watching the goats and cart. He was given a measly coin, for which he smiled most graciously. Ligo wasn't sure if it was derisive or not. Silas wasn't very good at conveying his discontent.
                Ender then remembered the eloquent wood building on the way to the church, surely crafted by a creative enchanted carpenter. To see the wood still have a warm brown coloration in this dreary land was very refreshing. There were also leaves growing from some shoots as if the wood were still alive. 
                "Is that the fletcher? A fletcher?" Ender tapped Ligo.
                "Yes, it is. And he's an elf, which means expensive!" Ligo said, huffing and continuing to the Church. 
                "I'm off," Ender said. 
                "Wait," Ligo said, "with what? Holding out on me, are we? After all we just gave to an insufferable charity!"
                Ender gulped. He looked down. "Wait a minute! You have all we gained, including the jewels and gems I found in the beast’s innards! You have everything left. You must give me something to get arrows. I need more arrows!"
                "You got that stinking cloak and blade! No offense elf!" 
                Rhyal shrugged.
                "What have I got?" Ligo did a double take.
                "I have only half a dozen arrows!"
                Ligo's face was red, steam burst out of his ears. At least it looked like steam was coming out. He suddenly rummaged through his small, heavily cloaked body and pulled out a bracelet. He tossed it to Ender. "Good luck getting an arrow or two with that!" 
                Ligo turned and continued on to the church. Rhyal pondered. "Wait Ligo. Since I'm an elf, shouldn't I go to trade with this elf? And Ender, since your blessings and strength come from their worship, shouldn't you go with Ligo?"
                Ender stared at the elf's abode. "My faith isn't what it once was."
                Rhyal wasn't sure how to respond. She looked to Ligo who rolled his eyes. 
                "Perhaps you should go and discuss this with the clergy. After all, you call upon the Father for blessings! For blessings to aid us?"
                Ender sighed, "Alright. I'll go. But I want to go to the elf shop too!"
                "We'll go together! After church!" Rhyal chimed.
                "Fine!"
                
                They entered the church. There was a lone acolyte sweeping just as before. He was cleaning out the mud tracks. They stared at him. He stopped and nodded back, staring at Rhyal. She winked. He gulped. 
                They rambled through, bringing mud and a ruckus with them. Except Rhyal, she was quite light footed and seemed barely to leave a trace. Actually, Ender wasn't too bad either. It was Ligo and his small scuffling feet and muddy cloak that made the muddiest of tracks.
                "Hullo? Brother clerics?" Ligo called out, entering the smaller hovel.
                There rising from the table was Brother Misole. Several other clerics sat there, eating their porridge and drinking their watery wine.
                At the desk, studious or prayerful, was Cleric Ibolde. Ligo humphed as he pushed aside some empty bowls and dishes, plopping a sack upon the table. It clanged a most inviting sound.
                The clerics all turned to peer at what was to be shown.
                "Blessed you have returned safely from the darkness of the Evermire!" Brother Misole said.
                "More the curses of the Grund Moor, but whose arguing," Ligo responded. He untied the sack and pulled out the holy symbol.
                "OOOHHHHHHH!!!" they all moaned and groaned, throwing their hands up and then clasping in gratitude and prayer. The candles seemed to brighten and dance. Cleric Ibolde leapt up and hobbled over, reaching out like a revenant.
                "Shall we talk--" Ligo tried to say.
                Ender covered Ligo's mouth. Ligo looked to and fro as Ibolde took up the holy symbol, quivering and stuttering.
                He then shouted, causing the three to flinch, "Bishop Elder Hilghen! The Promise has returned! Our Church is fulfilled! Thanks be to the Father of Light!"
                "Thank us," Ligo said aside to Ender and Rhyal.
                Then from a small passageway on the other end, another smaller and older man came hobbling out. He was adorned in embroidered and bejeweled garments, with a fancier hat. He hobbled over with his bejeweled staff. 
                "Oh brother Ibolde, is it true!?" the bishop exclaimed.
                "Who’s this new fella?" Ligo asked aside. Both Rhyal and Ender shushed him.
                "Indeed it is Elder Hilghen! It is the Promise!"
                "A reminder, a remembrance, one day to be fulfilled!" he exclaimed, touching and kissing it with his wrinkly old dry lips.
                "Ugghh..." Ligo moaned.
                "Shh!" Ender and Rhyal shushed.
                The brother clerics and bishop turned with happy faces to the three. Ligo couldn't hide his smirk, waiting to hear the bad news of no coin, no reward.
                "Oh look! The Chalice of the Champlain!" a brother said, rummaging through Ligo's sack.
                "Hey!?" Ligo spat.
                "The Chalice survives!" Ibolde howled.
                The others all suddenly burst into chants and hums.
                "The Plate of the Pious!!!" another pulled out a gold plate. 
                "The Plate!" several repeated, falling to their knees and bowing over and over. "...of the Pious!!!"
                "Oh boy, a downright party this is," Ligo whispered.
                Ender was actually enthused by their joy. He wished he had that joy, for strength and courage.
                Rhyal stepped forward. "Brothers, clerics, bishop," she said calmly, bowing politely.
                They returned the bow with watery joyful eyes.
                Rhyal tried a polite speech, "We are so glad we have returned--" 
                "Five hundred gold."
                All were silent.
                Ligo leered.
                "Excuse me, did you say--"
                "Five hundred gold, to bless you, to strengthen you and help you fulfill your destiny here in the Evermire," Bishop Elder Hilgen said.
                "A humble offering I'm afraid, for such artifacts, such beautiful relics," Ibolde said.
                "They're not that beautiful," Ligo tried to say before Ender nudged him.
                "Yes of course, five hundred would be gracious," Rhyal said, bowing.
                "Could we get some healing potions as well?" Ligo asked."
                "Of course, plus the one hundred gold we agreed," Ibolde added.
                "Six? Six? S,s,s....Done!" Ligo finally shot out.
                "Everyone, let us bless our relic hunters, our treasure seekers!" the bishop clapped. 
                Everyone came around, placing their hands upon Rhyal, Ender, and Ligo, as they bowed their heads.
                "Oh, okay, touching," Rhyal felt a bit odd. "Elves don't liked to be touched."
                Ender bowed his head.
                Rhyal and Ligo followed suit.
                "Father of Light, forgive us, return to us, fulfill your promise to us! Yet, we have faith in thee, to protect these men and elf...... and gnome... To protect your children, as they fight the evil that is awakening and spreading from the Evermire! Bless them!"
                "Bless them!" suddenly shot out from the pious clerics.
                Rhyal flinched.
                "Bless them!" the bishop continued. "Give them the strength and courage, the will and power, and the inspiration to fulfill the tasks laid before them, from you! Oh Father! Bless them! Amen!"
                "Amen!" they all rang out. 
 
                "Wow, that was nice!" Ender said, exiting the church, feeling a rush of joy or blessings.
                Ligo rolled his eyes again. 
                Rhyal smiled, spotting the elven home. "Shall we go there then with our coin?"
                "Here yee are, three hundred coin for yee!" Ligo said, easily pulling a bag of it out of his cloak. 
                "Nice and heavy," Rhyal said holding it. "You're actually giving us half then?"
                "Just take it before I rip my own eyes out!" Ligo snapped.
                Rhyal burst a laugh. Ender followed suit. Ligo shrugged and began chuckling too. 
                His didn't last long. He huffed, "I'll meet you at the inn for a little celebration later. First, I must pay Silas and get the goats stabled! I'm off!"
                Rhyal and Ender nodded to Ligo as he headed down.
                "Let us meet this fletcher then," Rhyal said as she turned toward the wood building.
                They went up to the quaint yet elegant little home. Already, the elf peered at them through his slightly blurry windows. Everything about the home seemed odd and out of place in this dreary world. 
                Rhyal thought, "I wonder if this elf and the apothecary share the same love for plants and growth?" She peered at the apothecary's home nearby, filled with green plants growing quite well in this dreary land.
                The apothecary was standing outside the rear of her home, looking at Rhyal. They shared a wave.
                "Come in my intrepid travelers," the elf called out. "Welcome."
                Ender opened the door and was immediately awestruck. "Aweeee..."
                The elf smiled and stood. He was taller than Rhyal and came to shake their hands. Rhyal knew immediately he had proclivities to the mannish folk than to the proper behavior of stoic elves. "I am Ehdey, the Fletcher!" he bowed. 
                "Oh oh, hullo," Ender said, unable to stop glancing about the small home. The walls had several bows, lots of wood sticks, and supplies with strings and feathers bound in large stock. "Wow, you have a lot of stuff."
                Ehdey motioned them in. "Yes, yes I do, but that is most unfortunate."
                They looked at him.
                "You see, I brought plenty with me for those first days of promise and investiture. But I still have them! Very few have come through my doors. I wonder how long the Duke and his brotherhood of heroic warriors can keep this up?"
                "To protect the west from any dangers coming from the Evermire?" Rhyal pondered.
                Ehdey looked at her. "Right, you are noble elf. I see your family's line in your features."
                "I'm afraid I do not recognize yours," Rhyal replied back.
                "Oh," Ehdey stoically turned and sat back down. He continued working on some arrows. "My line is long lost, during the dragon wars in the north. It was long ago."
                "Many were lost," Rhyal sighed.
                "Yes, many,” he concurred. “So I came to the world of man, to Telehistine. It was most difficult there, even for an elf with skills such as mine. Thankfully, the Duke plucked me up, as it were. And now here I am," he said, giving them a quaint smile.
                He then looked at Ender. "I see you are in need of arrows and a better bow?"
                Ender looked at his bow, "This was given to me by elves! It is very good."
                "Oh, it is a fine elven bow," Ehdey said, "for training."
                Ender gulped. Rhyal merely crossed her arms, putting one hand to her mouth.
                "Might I show you another?" Ehdey looked Ender up and down. "Yes, you grew up with elves I see. Impressive. Then, might I impress upon you this bow." He pulled one out quickly, with skill, and strung it. He handed it to Ender.
                Ender took it up and felt it. "It's a shortbow?"
                "No, it is a longbow, but short..." Ehdey gave a coy smile. "In the mire, the range here is not like an open battlefield. With the mist, sight is diminished. The size, weight and form are longbow, but its designed to incorporate one other feature."
                Ender felt the weight of it. He twirled it around, posing with it. "It feels faster, lighter?"
                "Yes, faster, lighter... under any situation, it will afford you a faster reaction, pull, and recover," he said. "Nothing enchanted or extravagant, but in a fight, given the averages, you'll surely loose an extra arrow."
                Ender twirled about, feeling it and aiming throughout the small space. 
                Ehdey gave Rhyal a satisfied look.
                "How much?"
                "For you, my lovely elf friend, rare in these parts," Ehdey bowed, "two hundred and fifty gold coins."
                Ender gulped, looking at Rhyal.
                "Can we get some arrows?" asked Rhyal.
                "Of course, I'll give you twenty fine arrows."
                "Agreed,”she said.
                
                "I feel terrible getting a new bow and arrows, spending all our coin?" Ender said, as they walked back to the inn.
                "Nonsense, I got this!" Rhyal smiled and fingered her amulet. "It gives me inner strength, health."
                "Are you sure? I mean I got the cloak, the elven shortsword, this!" Ender showed of all his new gear.
                "I am content brother! There will always be more out there. And I need a strong hand to help me. Besides, I adore my little amulet."
                "Thank you sister! It is a nice amulet."
                "Of course, I sense its enchantments. I suppose I could get the clerics to examine it one day. But it is most definitely a worthy prize. We are in this together and I can’t have you defending me with a training bow," she said with a wink.
                Ender smiled, showing off his new bow, pretending to fire it like a boy with a new toy. "Pshhu pshuu!"
                Rhyal giggled. They then noticed at the far end of Craftsman's Row that Ligo was up to something. 
                "Oh boy, let us see what is amiss now!" Ender said.
 
 
9. Ballista
 
 
 
 
                Ender and Rhyal rushed down the slope and through the row of lonely sellers to see what Ligo was up to.
                Ligo turned to see them, rubbing his hands. "Right, we sell two goats. We only need two," Ligo figured.
                Ender came up, "Shouldn't we keep the two extra goats as backup?"
                Ligo pondered. "Not a bad idea. Could get harrowing out there. But I do think we should buy one more thing!" Ligo stepped aside to show them, not that he was blocking their view from it.
                There, sitting glum and bored, was an old crafter in a small wood shop. He looked up. 
                Ender gazed at the one more thing. Silas nodded with an appreciative look.
                There sitting before them was a ballista, a large crossbow on a wooden post. It was cruder than what he'd seen at grand castles but looked deadly nonetheless.
                "Huh! What you think?! We most definitely need this! Oh come on!" Ligo rushed up and realized he was standing under it. He stepped aside and onto some wood crates, caressing and showing off the ballista. 
                The maker of the heavy mounted crossbow stood and smiled, "I'm sure hoping to have one awful sale in this cruddy place!"                
                Ligo gave him a look. "Not much of a sales pitch! How much?"
                "Two hundred fifty gold!"
                "Two hundred and fifty gold? You don't say." Ligo walked around it, feeling it, rubbing it, checking for dust. There was plenty of it in the form of a thin dried sheen of mud. Ligo sneered a bit.
                "I'll throw in five bolts," the crafter finally said.
                "Ten and its a deal."
                "Fine."
                "Done!" Ligo quickly responded, putting out his tiny gnome hand.
                "We don't have two hundred and fifty gold!" Ender said.
                "Whah?" the maker replied.
                "Yes we do! Tah-tah!" Ligo comforted the seller then glared at Ender. "We most certainly do!"
                "We are not splitting our coin for that!" Rhyal offered.
                "Humph! Some team spirit! Isn't a fine engine of war worthy of investment? Look at the size of this bolt!" Ligo grabbed up a bolt. It was longer than he was tall. He somewhat flipped it around but got it stuck a few times. He finally freed it and showed it off.
                "It's got range on it," Silas said. "Good against distant targets."
                "Krokodrakes? Giant grabbers coming out of the murk? Huh?" Ligo caressed the bolt.
                "It'll pierce their armour for sure," the crafter added dryly.
                "You'll pay it upfront then?" Ender asked.
                Rhyal wanted to say something negative but couldn't think of anything. 
                Ligo waved it off as no problem.
                "Wait, can we test it?" Silas offered.
                "Oh right! Yes!" Ligo said, retracting his hand before the maker could shake it.
                "You do have the gold?" the maker inquired.
                "Sure we do!" Ligo showed the gold.
                "Did you bother to buy any provisions?" Rhyal asked.
                "Provisions?"
                "I have a few coins left," Rhyal said and then went up along Craftsmen's Row to acquire some bland dry foods.
                Silas and Ender spent time with the crafter, mounting the ballista to the cart. Silas positioned it so he could stand in the cart and fire it. They practiced against some rotted sacks of grain. Much of the old provisions easily and quickly rotted in the moist foul air of the mire. The Hinterland residences were still getting used to the harsh foreign conditions -- at great expense.
                Silas fired the ballista. The bolt pierced the grain sacks very deep. "Nice."
                Orgro came rambling up. 
                "Well, what's he want now?" Ligo hissed.
                "Now, now Ligo, he's surely here to offer us a task, exactly the reason we are in the Evermire," Rhyal said returning with a few provisions.
                "Of course," Ligo bowed to her wisdom.
                "Dear sirs and lady," he growled, huffing.
                "That was polite," Ligo duly noted.
                "I've great news!" Orgro stood up from his breathing. "The Duke has offered a letter of marque in these desperate times!"
                "Oh, a marque then?" Ligo wriggled his hands.
                "Yes! Yes! He has heard the troubling news about the road. Traders can't get through. Wagons are raided! Orcs are on the road to the west! He is offering five gold for an orc, twenty for anything larger -- ogres and such."
                Ligo nodded, pondered, rubbed his beard. "A bounty for each kill? That's desperate!" 
                "These are desperate times!" Orgro growled.
                Rhyal looked at Ligo. "Well then?"
                "Who else is afforded this marque then?" Ligo asked.
                Orgro wiped his slobbery tusk ridden mouth. "Well, uh, everyone!"
                "Everyone? Sounds crowded!"
                "Now Ligo, this marque is absolute, as in everyone must absolutely go to keep the trade route open and safe. We must have an open road to the West. Or we are all doomed."
                "Must keep the supply route open in any war, or it's all lost," Silas commented.                
                "Hmmm... sounds like a mad dash of ruffians! Don't want to be in the midst of back stabbers!" Ligo growled.
                "I assure you Ligo, there tisn't much of a cause for alarm. There are but a dozen or so, plus the dwarves, called out to fight. You can take the mid route. I'll keep the ruffians closer to the fortress. Keep an eye on them. Plus, by the looks of them, they'll need some place to flee to. The dwarves will go further west, where the path meets the Grund Moor pass."
                Ligo thought about it. "The mid route, two days out?"
                "As many as you can find and kill! The Duke promised payments! The route must be cleared of orcs. Bring back their right hands.
                "We have to cut off their right hand?" Rhyal cringed.
                "A gruesome but wholly required task," Silas said sadly. "Mercenaries are we, and they have no field officers to count our success."
                "What he said," Orgro nodded.
                "Plus, if they're dead, they won't need them any longer," Silas added.
                "So we get one good night’s sleep, then we'll be off in the morning," Ligo said.
                "Well, if I may say so, if you don't leave soon, the ruffians will be on the road ahead of you. Then you'll have to travel through'em."
                "Then let us go now and hunt some orc!" Ender suddenly blurted.
                Ligo stared up at Ender like he was a mad man. "You're a mad man!"
 
 
10. The Road to Profit
 
 
 
                
                "I can't believe we're going out again! So soon! Haven't had an ale or anything!" Ligo huffed, sitting on the cart and controlling the reins of his four goats.
                Silas walked up beside him with a large mug of ale, gulping it down.
                "Where'd you get that?" Ligo asked.
                "From the tavern," Silas replied.
                "You can buy ale and walk out with it?"
                "I did," Silas shrugged.
                Ligo shook his head. "We should hurry, get clear of the fortress. Orgro said the ruffians are anxious to come out and hunt this part of the road. No telling if they'll keep their promise not to hunt us too!"
                "Don't worry," Silas said. "They won't hunt us now."
                They plodded out and down the road into the misty mire.
                Ligo finally asked. "What do you mean ‘now’?"
                "Not till we get back," Silas said, gulping the last of his ale and tossing the mug into the cart.
                "You mean when we have orc hands," Ender answered.
                "Exactly," Silas replied.
                "Oh gnome!" Ligo moaned.
                "Well then, let us be well rested and ready for an ambush on our way back," Rhyal added.
                They traveled a full day only seeing a few grabbers and other bog beasts. These creatures cared not to crawl or slink up the rise of the road and be exposed from their hidden murky places.                 
                The party camped in the middle of the road above the dark mire all around them. Ender set up the tent, making them appear as several odd mounds on the road.
                "Great, we have a fire caster here, able to warm our broths and make our tea! Hah!" Ligo sang as Rhyal did just that. They all huddled close in their covering.
                "Thank you. Thank you. Much obliged," went around amongst them as they fed and drank stoically. It was a dreary and misty realm.
                Rhyal heard first, perking her ears up. She peered out of the covering and into the dark night mist. Then the others heard as splashes and hisses echoed. A fight was taking place. Something large was crashing and thrashing far away. It finally stopped. Then gradual ripples came through the water ways that linked to whatever it was beyond their sight.
                "How close is that?" Ligo whispered.
                "It is far away," Rhyal said.
                "Sounds big," Silas shuddered.
                "Yes, big," Rhyal replied.
                Ender pondered. "With all our fighting of orcs, we have seen many small grabbers and krokodills feasting on their dead. Perhaps the larger drakes are taking note and coming this way?"
                "Oh gnome," Ligo sighed, shivering just a bit. 
                The moorland mire wasn't a warm jungle swamp. It was a cold misty bog. Though there was plant life, it was gray, dark and wretched looking. From bugs to swamp beasts, everything hid in their murky muddy lairs. Everything lurked it seemed, waiting in their dark murky world to grab and pull their prey in.
                "Well, best to get some rest now. I have a feeling there will be plenty of action on the morrow!" Ligo said. He immediately fell over and snored.
                Rhyal pulled out her parchments and ink. She used the back of the small cart like a desk. She sat next to it on their lone bucket. The cart was partially covered, as were the sleeping goats. They liked huddling under the canvas.
                "Will you be alright sister? Awake?" Ender asked, setting up his sleeping area.
                "Yes, my elven senses are finely tuned. Plus Ligo's string alarm is set up, right?"
                "It tis," Ender replied.
                "Good, get some rest. I have some scrolls to prepare," Rhyal said. She had two more scrolls given to her by Orgro. They were enchanted and not for archival purposes. They were meant to be used. She cast her spell, waving her hand about, whispering the words. She was glad she had them. If she ran out of her own magical strengths, she could still cast additional spells from these. She now had three. 
                One she had already cast her flaming hands on. She decided to do another with the same. It was her most powerful spell so far. Though she felt she was strong enough for more powerful spells, she did not have access to any. 
                She sighed wondering how she'd get some, but kept to her purpose. She then cast her thunderous clapping spell upon the other scroll. While it wasn't a fire spell, it most certainly threw off enemies and seemed to have great effect on the narrow mud pathways of the mire. Knocking orcs into the water and having them flail about was most helpful indeed.
                Hours later, she had two extra flame strikes and an extra clap of thunder. She rolled them up and kept them handy by her side. She was concerned they could get wet. That was easy enough in this realm, so she put them back in the leather wrap Orgro had them in. She'd need something better, quicker to have access to these, especially in a fight. She made mental note of that.
                Packing all that up after completion, she had Silas take the next turn to watch them as she sat calmly to restore her thoughts and focus.
                After Silas watched for a couple hours, Ender was next. He calmly worked on his leather, keeping it moist with oil. They only had a little, enough for their clay lamp but not enough to create an area of burning oil to hinder foes. He noted to himself to remember to buy some more. He was sure they were to get more gold soon enough.
                He examined his new bow, stringing it and getting a feel for it. He practiced pulling arrows and notching them. It was indeed faster. He felt a speed and strength in the bow. It was nice. He was going to use his archery skills more effectively.
                The morning came without incident. Silas and Ender were asleep. Ligo and Rhyal were up. He was packing and preparing a meal. She was preparing her spells for the day. Her first was magical armour. She cast that upon herself, giving her a sheen of protection. She spent several minutes reading it from her journal. It would last most of the day.
                Silas and Ender awoke and packed up their sleeping stuff and ate what Ligos had prepared.
                All were ready and they headed out along the road. They heard a noise of marching coming from behind. Rhyal was ready, as was Ender. Silas prepared the ballista, cranking it. He'd get the first shot from a distance if they could see far enough in the mist.
                Ligo hid behind them. "Sounds like quite a few heavily armored orcs, hey?" 
                Rhyal pondered, listening carefully. "Don't think..."
                Ender put his bow away. "It's dwarves."
                They saw a contingent of dwarves marching toward them from Hinterland Fortress. The dwarves seemed robotic and dreary as they marched. They were in a tight formation, eight of them stomping along. All had chain or banded armour, shields, crossbows, axes and hammers.
                Everyone waited patiently as they marched up.
                "An ambush!" the first dwarf yelled out.
                Rhyal and Ender looked about. They were quite certain no one else was there. Their senses were keen.
                The dwarves lined up like a turtle, facing the party. 
                "Oh? You mean us?" Ligo blurted aloud.
                Ender twirled about. 
                "Do not fire!" Silas said, raising his hands from behind the ballista. He leaned on it as he veered its bolt away from them.
                "Us?" Rhyal quipped.
                "Who goes there! You don't look like orcs but we'll fire all the same!"
                "Jurgeon!" Ligo screeched. "Put down your darn dwarven arms! It's Ligo and company!"
                "Oh, Ligo! And my escorts then?!" Jurgeon yelled out from the helmeted ironclad group. "The elf and slave boy?"
                "Yes! Wait, slave boy?" Ligo peered at Ender.
                Ender waved Ligo off. "Jurgeon! It is just us, heading west to confront orcs."
                Jurgeon smacked his crew of dwarves, walking out from them. He looked like a warrior in full armour.
                "What are you doing in armour? You're a dwarf trader?" Ender asked, coming up and shaking the dwarf's gauntlet.
                "Oh, was a warrior! Everyone here is needing all the help they can get. Plus, I sold my oxen and wagon to Orgro and have no means to trade! Especially with the road closed to orcs!"
                Another dwarf, clad in iron armour, came up. 
                Rhyal and Ender noted his presence.
                "Rhyal the elf caster, and Ender, the adopted one," Jurgeon introduced. "Meet my sergeant, Sergeant Unkro of the Ironclads."
                "Who are these spindly folks, sneaking up on us as we march all night and then some?" Sergeant Unkro growled.
                "We were just camping here," Ender said, eyeing Jurgeon who, through his thick iron helm, was trying to smile.
                "Well, we be marching with no camping. We be hunting orcs. And we must make the western route by the morrow," the sergeant said brusquely.
                "Then we should get out of your way," Rhyal said, stepping aside.
                The sergeant wasn't sure. Jurgeon marched forth, nodding to Rhyal and Ender. 
                "Good hunting!" Ender replied.
                That calmed the sergeant. He turned and waved, "Come on Ironclads. We've got some orc to hunt. Let these campers camp."
                Rhyal and Ender gave each other a mild look.
                Ligo rolled his eyes. Silas unloaded the ballista then came down. "Well, looks like our road for another day will be safe and trophy-less."
                "Right you are," Ligo sneered. "No coin for us."
                The dwarves marched forth, stomping in unison, steadily heading out and beyond the mist. 
                "Quite loud. Won't be sneaking up on any orcs," Ender noted.
                "Oh, the orcs will surely be sneaking up on them," Silas said.
                "Well, let us then travel another day and see what's what, hey?" Ligo added.
                All nodded as they continued on. Ender went ahead and monitored the ground, looking for any activity other than dwarves stomping and marching along.
                Soon enough Ender came back. "Tracks lead off again, that way to the ruins where we fought orcs before. Only, a lot more! An ogre too! And they got a wagon! Some poor trader coming in I'm sure of it."
                Ligo peered off to the Evermire. "The dwarves fighting them then?"
                "No," Ender said, looking west along the road. "They just kept on marching."
                Silas shook his head
                "Well!" Ligo rubbed his hands. "More for us then!"
                "This sounds dangerous," Rhyal said. "They have an ogre?"
                "Perhaps we should get the dwarves back then?" Ender thought.
                "Oh no! Oh no..." Ligo hissed. "Ever heard of a dwarf that shared? They'll take all the glory, leave us scraps."
                "That is if we even live," Rhyal added.
                "They wouldn't even be that capable in the muck and mire beyond the road," Silas figured.
                "Look, you do your thing out there, lead'em back to us," Ligo said, patting the ballista. 
                "We can setup a pathway, fire trap, barricades," Ender figured. "Like before, a wall of bramble to block them from chasing us. Then you light it with your fire."
                "And the mud, oooh the mud and water! Will slow them down," Ligo said.
                Rhyal looked at the murky pools of water. She remembered the grave sounds of water beasts fighting. "What if we lure the swamp beasts closer?"
                "What?" Ligo glared.
                "Along the edge, in the water, bring them closer with food scraps, making it a dangerous path," Rhyal figured.
                Ender said, "We seek out the orcs, shoot them, lure them back, have grabbers all around, a barricade up, and you all fire that mounted crossbow. Then Rhyal can burn up the path. And I with my new bow can take out a few too! Sounds like a plan!"
                
 
 
11. First Kills
 
 
 
 
                Ender snuck up along the path. He stopped soon enough, tucking behind some bramble. There up ahead was the misty silhouette of the ogre. It was chomping on what looked like a smashed up grabber. And atop the ogre, was a goblin feasting too. It was on the back of the ogre's bulbous neck.
                Rhyal snuck up next to him. "The ogre, should I blast it?"
                "Not sure. Want to see what it's up to," Ender said.
                "Eating," Rhyal answered. "Let us lure it! It'll be slow and stupid. Any orcs that come will get stuck behind it on the path."
                "Well then," Ender readied his bow. 
                "Ready?" 
                Ender aimed and fired. The arrow shot forth true, hitting the ogre. It belched and roared. It twirled about angry as it was pierced by the arrow.
                Rhyal discerned the goblin riding atop it, its feet planted under the lip of a collar the ogre wore. It pulled a string or rein, and yanked at the ogre. She flicked her hand. A fire bolt raced to them, smacking the ogre with flame. It snorted the flames away.
                Other orcs could be heard, further in the mist.
                Ender fired again, missing. "Uhn! Let's go."
                Ender and Rhyal hurried back as the ogre started charging forth. It splashed amongst some of the muddy water as orcs came up behind, barking and howling for the hunt.
                Ender and Rhyal were decently adept at running along, keeping on the mounds and avoiding the muddier parts. The ogre, on the other hand, just charged forth, stomping in water, on mud or on the ground. Soon enough, it tired and slowed down, causing a pile up behind it.
                A few arrows flew off, but none hit close to Ender and Rhyal as they rushed along. They knew the path and kept at a good pace ahead in their retreat. 
                After gaining some distance, Ender stopped readying his shot. "Keep going!" Rhyal nodded and kept going.
                Ender hid, watching as the ogre and orcs pushed forth. There was a bend so he could see the side of their line at the curve. He counted eight orcs of various sizes, half with bows. The goblin atop the ogre was peculiar. It seemed to control the ogre like it were a beast of burden, pulling on the reins from the collar. 
                Ender fired his bow. He hit the ogre again. It growled. The orcs saw the arrow and turned, firing their arrows. They could not see Ender, as he was hiding with his cloak. But if he stayed, they'd come across him soon enough. He turned and hurried away.
                "Back already?" Silas saw as Rhyal rushed forth. Ligo was still tying up the barricade's bramble. Silas was chopping and tossing a small grabber's parts in the water. He was luring in more with the foul bait.
                "Hurry, hurry," Rhyal said, prancing by. Silas quickly cut up some more, tossing the black oily parts around. He kicked the rest of the turtle sized creature back into the water near the narrow path.
                "Oh gnome! What's amiss? I'm not ready!" Ligo spat, quickly tugging the barricade together. It was a very shoddy looking fence of bramble. 
                "Wait for Ender!" Rhyal reminded.
                "Right!" Ligo said, shaking nervously as Silas ran back.                 "I'm on the crossbow!" Silas called out. He stomped through the mud to the cart up on the road.
                "Hurry up Ender! I ain't standing here forever!" Ligo hopped. There were a few grabbers slinking in, grabbing the bits of bait.
                "Don't worry little gnome, he'll come," Rhyal said.
                "Who you calling little?"
                "Sorry, it just slipped," Rhyal replied, preparing a spell.
                "Perhaps I should call you pointy..."
                "Here he comes!" Rhyal whispered loudly.
                "Right!" Ligo whispered back. 
                Ender trotted to them and back, finding a good spot behind some bramble and near the barricade.
                Ligo closed it and saw the big ogre lumbering forth. He gulped then ran away.
                Rhyal waited in the open, risking being shot at. "Come on you big bloated goblin!" she suddenly roared, much to everyone's surprise. Ligo looked back impressed.
                The ogre suddenly stopped in the mist. She saw the goblin atop it, yanking on the reins of the collar. Rhyal discerned the collar tighten around the ogre, choking it slightly, then it lumbered forth, frothing in exhaustion. She then saw the goblin lessen the collar's tightness.
                "Attack you fat pig!" the goblin screeched.
                Silas clicked and fired the ballista. A large bolt shot out and pierced the fat of the ogre. It bellowed in anger. Ender fired hitting it again. It had several arrows and a large bolt in it now.
                It stomped forth, bellowing in pain and anger. Rhyal raised her free hand as the ogre stomped up to the flimsy barricade. It grabbed it as orcs crowded around. One fired an arrow at Rhyal.
                It ricocheted off her magical armour. Enchanted sparks flew. It still hurt but she kept her focus. "Fire!" she hissed. Flames shot out from her hand and spread across the ogre, goblin, and orcs. The ogre's skin boiled and blackened. 
                It fell like a squat tree into the smoking burning bramble. The goblin rolled off as a smoldering black ball with limbs. Several orcs flailed about with flames. 
                She turned to run but a most vicious orc leaped over the ogre and swung down upon her. Ender fired, hitting it, but the brute still managed to connect with her. 
                Rhyal took a well placed slash across her magical armour. Her skin did not cut but she felt the impact and pains. She faltered. 
                Silas and Ligo quickly reloaded the ballista.
                Ender fired again, hitting the orc that was upon Rhyal. She returned another blast of fire. The orc and several others trying to advance succumbed to the burns. 
                Ender finished off another that had dodged her flames by leaping back. Ender rushed up to Rhyal to help her. She floundered in pain but was capable of defending herself.
                "I'll heal you," Ender said. He blessed her with healing. She felt it give her strength. She nodded agreeable.
                Through the smoke, another orc came rambling. It was big and brutish. 
                "Ender!" Rhyal cried out. 
                The orc charged. But in the mud and murk, it got stuck and swung wildly. Its weapon flung from its grip, plopping in the water nearby. It growled as it stumbled down into the water, splashing about. It reached for the lost weapon in the dark waters. 
                Ender fired hitting it with an arrow. Rhyal fired her bolt of flame. The large orc growled in anger, taking harsh wounds. Then tentacles from the murky water reached up, grabbing the orc and pulling him further in. He squealed like a pig before he was fully immersed.
                As the smoke cleared, they saw six dead orcs and the ogre lying there. 
                "I'm sure there's more at the ruins. We should go!" Ender said excited. "We'll draw them out again if need be, but I bet we can handle them! Their ogre and brute are dead."
                Rhyal looked at the dead steaming ogre. She noticed the crisped goblin still holding onto the collar. She sensed something about it, for it was not as scalded as the rest. She unbuckled the large thick collar.
                "What's that?"
                "I dunno. It controls the ogre. And I sense enchantments on it."
                "Toss it. We kill ogres," Ender said.
                "Not if we can control one," Rhyal responded. 
                "That's crazy talk!" Ender hissed.
                "Having a big brute on our side, controlled by this, is not crazy talk," Rhyal responded. She tied the collar to her belt. It was decently thick and large but she was able to carry it like a quiver or sack.
                Ender shrugged. "Let's hunt some orcs."
                Ligo came running up with a curved blade and a devious look. "Hands hands hands! Ooh, an ogre paw! Silas, don't let any more swamp beasts take our prizes! Well not till after I get the hands! Tee hee hee!"
                Rhyal and Ender cringed. 
                
 
12. The Ruins
 
 
 
 
                Ender and Rhyal snuck along the path, cautious for more orcs could be hiding in ambush.
                Ender dropped behind bramble and pulled Rhyal down with him. He pointed. Indeed, several orc archers were placed at the ruins, waiting for anyone to approach. 
                "How many?" Rhyal asked. She could definitely see them herself: four in the ruins at the base, and two more atop the ruins where the second level of the tower once was.
                "I count four at the entrance, two above. I'm sure there's more in the back."
                "Why are they here? And so soon?" Rhyal wondered.
                "Good question. Is it like a campsite or fort they use?"
                "Most assuredly," Rhyal replied. "I can get a few of them if I can get closer. Should I enchant my aura to that of an orc? Take you in as prisoner?"
                "Get us both in close? Able to fight archers up close would be advantageous," Ender figured.
                
                The orc archers snarled and sniffled. "What's taken'em so long?"
                "Probably dah fat ogre eatin' ev'rything!" another spat.
                "Hey? Who goes dere?" a top archer hissed, notching his arrow.
                Orcs' heads popped up from the various ruins on the small isle. They stared out into the mist with their beady eyes.
                A tall orc walked up, a bit too stately. Ender limped along behind as the prisoner. 
                The orc archers growled as they tightened their bows, seeing Ender. But then they saw he was tied up with leather straps and that the tall orc was pulling him along.
                "I got one!" the tall orc squeaked oddly.
                "Oooh... dinner time!" one chortled.
                "What you got dere?" another rambled out.
                The tall orc saw the four there gathering in front of it -- Rhyal that is. Ender immediately pulled out his swords. The tall orc splayed its hand and sent burning flames across the four. They were all engulfed in flames. Two fell burning. The other two stood smoldering. Ender quickly charged in, slicing them up. Both dropped. Rhyal's magical mirage faded and she was now her elven self.
                The two archers above squawked a terrible fright. "We're under attack!" 
                Rhyal fired a bolt of fire upon one. It ducked behind the ruins. 
                A roar came from the camp's veiled stonework. Ender hid behind a wall. Rhyal created an image of herself, thin and simple, standing at the entrance.
                It was enough to lure out a big brute of an orc. 
                The archers shot at her image, hitting it. The image faded. But the large orc was now out and Ender leapt to the attack.
                Much to Ender's surprise, the orc reacted quickly, swinging first. It had a large crude scimitar and a shield. It swung, cutting Ender just a bit. He returned with a slice and pierce, getting past the orc’s shield. But it was well armored with splint leather and iron. With only minor wounds, it roared in defiance.
                Rhyal fired flame upon one of the archers, hitting it as it yelped from the searing heat. Still both fired arrows at her. One punctured the edge of her arm, through the skin. She pulled it out quickly. She sensed it was poisoned and felt a slight delirium from it. Would she last? She wasn't sure. Would it take her out? She felt she could resist it, but it did increase the pain of the minor puncture.
                She growled in earnest, knowing they were in for a fight. 
                The orc shield bashed Ender, knocking him back. But he avoided the main thrust of it and kept on his feet. He twirled around the aggressive orc, slashing and jabbing again. The orc took more cuts but was holding tough.
                Rhyal pulled out her scroll, struggling to select the right one. The archers took advantage to fire upon her so she moved behind the rubble. They were too cowardly to leave their position and waited to shoot when they saw her.
                Ender rushed around the orc, slashing and cutting with both his short swords. The orc looked well wounded and ready to fall. Then out of the ruins came a big hairy brute. It swung a heavy club at Ender, hitting him square and knocking him back.
                Ender was stunned and fell, rolling down the mound. He knew the hairy beast was a stealthy bugbear. Those brutish beastmen, though bigger than orcs and tougher, were very capable of skulking about undetected. 
                Rhyal saw the danger as Ender fell near her. She could see the bugbear coming at Ender. She read her scroll, blasting it and the orc with a thunderous clap. The orc flew back dead from the powerful burst of force. The bugbear slammed against the wall and growled in anger, now seeing it had two targets. It grinned, towering over Rhyal with evil tusks and dark beady eyes.
                The orc archers tried to fire at Ender as he lay there. But the angle and ruins required a skillful shot, which they did not have. Arrows stuck into mud nearby.
                "Shoot better yu bloke!" one screamed out.
                "Shoot better yurself!" the other retorted.
                The bugbear slammed his heavy stone club at Rhyal. Slipping in the mud, the beast missed. 
                Ender recovered, healing himself with a blessing. He stood up using the nearby rubble to give him cover from the archers. "Come behind here!" he called out to Rhyal.                 She was unable to get around the bugbear's mighty swings.
                It finally connected, hitting her hard. She gasped in pain, ready to fall. She returned with a blast of flame into its face. It growled as its faced smoked. 
                Ender charged from behind, risking being shot. Arrows flew again, but both missed as the orcs yelled at each other for missing again.
                Ender stabbed fiercely at the furry brute of a bugbear. They were larger than orcs, but not as big as ogres. They were a bit meatier than ogres but not as fat or rotund. They had larger snouts and lots of scraggly hair. They didn't look like bears at all, but like uglier, bigger, hairy orcs.
                This one swung around a heavy mattock or war club with a stone tied to the end. It swung it heavily and with great strength. But Ender was able to wound it gravely with his elven sword.
                It turned to confront Ender, trying to swing its club around and bash him. Ender avoided it.
                Rhyal took a healing potion as she backed away. The bugbear quivered with pain, showing signs of near death.
                Ender finished it with well placed stabs, making it folder over and drop.
                Sweating, gritty, and showing lots of contusions, both stood relieved over the quivering furry bugbear.
                "You okay?" Ender breathed hoarsely.
                "I am now," Rhyal said, holding Ender.
                Both looked to the yelping from above. 
                "What's goin on down there? Is the elf and boy-man dead?"
                "I'f'f don't know!" the other archer gurgled. 
                Both stood up just a bit to peer. They then saw the elf poke her head out.
                "Hah, got yah now!" one hissed, shooting his arrow.
                Ender came up behind with his swords and dispensed with them quickly.
                Afterward he cut their hands off. "Ugh, not my style. But coin is coin."
                He leapt down and looked about. It was the camp where they had defeated orcs before. There was a wagon on the edge facing the open water. It's oxen were gone, probably eaten by all the orcs. On it were lots of food items, definitely from farmers of the fiefdoms west of here. It was food supplies meant for Hinterland.
                "Oh, they're gonna want this back. Best we get Ligo here and the goats," Ender said, shaking out his combat nerves.
                Rhyal looked about, then looked at the wagon of provisions. "This is a great find for us, a great salvage. The folks there will be quite happy."
                "Can't wait to see Ligo's face," Ender said.
                "Why is it here? On the edge of this isle?" Rhyal asked. She looked out into the far reaching waters. The mist shrouded everything in the distance, but before them was an open way, more like a lake then a myriad of puddles.
                "Were they going to hold up here? Gather more orcs?"
                "Too small a place for much more but I guess they could eat this while it lasted, before it rotted," Rhyal figured.
                "Oh, even when its rotted, I'm quite sure orcs can eat it," Ender replied.
                "Of course, let us go back quickly, get Ligo and the goats!"
                "Right!"
 
 
13. The Waterway
 
 
 
 
                "Fantastic! Fantastic! Orc hands and a wagon full of very important providing provisions!" Ligo squealed as he leapt off his cart and hurried up the mound of ruins to the wagon. 
                Silas controlled the bleating goats who were disturbed by Ligo's sudden departure. 
                Ender and Rhyal followed, their brows dancing. They were proud they were able to defeat these bestial raiders and reclaim something for Hinterland Fortress.
                "Let's get three goats hooked up to this wagon. I think they can pull it. Then let’s lighten the load on the cart for the single goat," Ligo ordered.
                Silas helped him as they began figuring out the reins. Ender searched amongst the ruins, finding a few coins and gems. He tucked them into his pouch but realized he’d better share them. He brought them forth, putting them in the cart. 
                "Oh, ten gold pieces and another few of those rustic gems! Not bad," Ligo smiled, patting Ender. 
                Ender nodded, feeling a weight of guilt suddenly release. Knowing he didn't steal from the team, he wasn't a thief, and knowing he was a ranger and a good friend.
                Rhyal looked about again. She couldn't help but peer into the vast waterway that extended out. She sensed something.
                "Ender, come have a look," she said.
                Ender climbed atop nearby ruins, getting a high spot, and peered out. 
                Rhyal looked down and motioned for Ender to notice. There was a slight ripple meeting the rocky rubble shore. The water was very dark, very murky. 
                "No telling if something is just underneath, waiting for us," Ender whispered.
                "Something large," Rhyal figured.
                Both felt chills as Ligo and Silas made a few noises with their strapping and latching work. The goats bleated a bit, but nothing Ligo couldn't assuage with some nearby bramble.
                Then they saw it. Both of them looked at each other and nodded. At first, there were ripples in the water, then the subtle silhouettes of movement far into the mist, then the shape of a large thing with many heads. 
                Both stepped back, unsure if they should hide or flee? Then, they realized it was some sort of water vessel with many orcs upon it, coming to the isle.
                "Shh! Shh... shh..." Rhyal hushed Ligo and Silas. 
                Both looked annoyed at her until they saw her face of warning. 
                "Get the ballista ready!" she ordered.
                Silas went quickly. 
                Ligo hurried up a few rubble rocks to get a look. He ducked immediately upon seeing it. "It's a barge full of orcs!"
                "We're going to blast it from atop, defend from there. You get the goats back quickly!"
                Ligo nodded. "Don't forget your enchantments and potions!" 
                Ender agreed. He quickly pulled out a flask of oil, rubbing oil on his blades, giving them a renewed sharp glisten. 
                Rhyal pulled out and unrolled a scroll, knowing she was going to have to use all her magic for this fight.
                Silas pushed the cart with the mounted ballista and moved it to get a clear shot. 
                Ligo hurriedly led the goats into the hidden grove of rubble. "No use retreating," he sighed. He got out his small crossbow and a flask of his own oil. 
                The barge slowly came in, with a big ogre pushing it along with an oar. Orcs and a bugbear stood atop the barge, all shifting impatiently. 
                "An ogre," Rhyal said, looking at her ogre collar. "Don't kill the ogre," she whispered to Ender.
                "What?"
                "I'm going to catch it," she said. "Put this collar on it."
                "Oh, I'm sure it will let you," Ender shifted uneasily, ready to fire his bow.
                "Just beat it down, but don't kill it," she said.
                Ender nodded nervously.
                Rhyal whispered to all, "Wait till I cast my spell when the barge is in range." 
                It was in range soon enough. She read her thunder spell. She cast that from the rubble, thrusting the force at the middle of the barge. 
                A clap of thunder and a pocket of air collapsed then exploded outward from the barge. Several orcs were blown outward. Several fell out, holding onto the barge. The ogre clasped its ears for a moment. The bugbear fell forward but held on and stood up. He shook out of it, then roared for them to paddle faster. 
                Orcs suddenly pulled out oars and thrust them in, paddling fast. The ogre thrust crazily up and down, pushing the barge. It increased speed dramatically as a few orcs flailed in the dark waters. Some merely sunk, never learning to swim. Others were caught up by tentacles or worse. 
                The bugbear didn't care as he growled for them to hurry. Orcs fired arrows out, with their shots going all over the isle of ruins. They hadn’t spotted their foe yet.                
                "Do it again!" Ender said, as he fired his bow. His arrow hit true. The bugbear dropped back behind the barge's siding with an arrow in him. He plucked it out, roaring angrily.
                Silas fired the ballista, stabbing the ogre good. It growled and dropped its water pole. It yanked out the large bolt from its thick belly.
                Rhyal cast her thunderous spell again, this time from her own inner powers. It cracked thunder right on them. 
                Several orcs couldn't handle more of the concussive force and dropped lifeless. Some leapt out and since they were close enough to shore, they scrambled up on to it. The bugbear leapt quickly to the shore, spotting the wizard-elf as she cast her spells atop the stones. He was obviously the leader of this group.
                The bugbear disappeared underneath them in the ruins. Several orcs made it in, scrambling under too.
                Rhyal turned to the obvious climbing area of rubble and stone that lead up to the stone landing they were on. The orcs charged forth, several with large axes and heavy cleavers. She blasted them with fire as they climbed. Several fell. Ender fired his bow at one that kept coming. It could take no more wounds and fell, slamming hard against the rough wet rocks.
                The bugbear was different. It climbed up behind them. Ender spotted it and unsheathed his sharpened glistening short swords. The furry brute charged, swinging angrily at Ender. It pounded only rubble as Ender slashed and jabbed back. The bugbear contorted against the painful and effective attacks.
                Rhyal blasted it with a bolt of fire. She saw Silas fire the ballista at the ogre again. She hoped he didn't kill it. The bolt missed, zipping far into the swampy mire. The ogre clambered awkwardly out of the barge. It roared in anger as it stumbled along.
                The bugbear swung again, hitting Ender fully, but his armour held up against the powerful swing. He likely had some broken ribs but his adrenaline kept him swinging. He slashed twice, connecting and making the bugbear worry about its predicament. Fur was flying and it was showing severe bleeding wounds.
                Rhyal burnt it again, knowing the fire bursts were wearing it down too.
                It turned, swiping at them as it leapt from the rubble. Ender chased after it, unable to reach it just yet. Ligo got a shot off, hitting it with a small crossbow bolt. 
                "Where does it think its running off to?!" Rhyal wondered. She then saw the ogre and wanted it. It looked wounded and frustrated. She knew they could wear it down. 
                "Silas come fight!" she yelled. 
                Silas came out as the bugbear suddenly ran around from the rubble and swung at him. It bashed him causing him to fall back into the mud and filth. The bugbear leapt over him. 
                Rhyal was still atop the ruin and saw the bugbear trying to hurry away along the path. She fired another bolt and blasted it in the back, singeing fur and filth. Ender finished it with arrows, firing as it fell dead.
 
 
14. Stoke!!!
 
 
 
 
                But the fight was not over. The ogre slammed through the rubble. It lumbered after whatever moved. It saw the goats braying in utter fright, tied to the rocks.
                Ligo fired his crossbow at it, hidden a few stones away. The ogre stomped after him. Ender returned, screaming at the big beast. He fired his bow, impaling its fat with two fast bow shots. 
                The ogre turned and ran at Ender, bursting through the rubble and flimsy bramble structures.
                It was a fat simple ogre, big and angry. It had evil beady eyes and tusk like teeth. It was a head taller than Rhyal's height and thrice as wide. It lumbered forth with thick legs and bare feet. It carried a stone club, wielding it awkwardly.
                "Don't kill it!" Rhyal reminded.
                Ender had no time to respond. He leapt about and slashed at its thick limbs, easily slicing the fatty flesh. It growled in frustration, trying to swing back. 
                Silas came up, stumbling and covered in mud. He swung at it. Both kept attacking it with sliced attacks.
                It wailed in anger and finally fell back exhausted and in shock from the cuts and lacerations
                Rhyal rushed down from the rubble. "Don't kill it!"
                "Easier said than done!" Silas gasped.
                Ligo came up, ready to shoot if needed.
                Ender kept his swords ready.
                "Heal him!" Rhyal said, looking at the ogre as it breathed hoarsely, succumbing to its wounds.
                "What?" Ender flinched.
                "Wait!" Rhyal then realized. She pulled off the ogre collar and placed it around the fading ogre. It's head was big, ugly, dirty, sweaty, oily and frothing. "Oh stoke!?" she gasped. And it stunk. She clasped the thick leather and iron bound collar. She then saw the leather strings that came out of the rear, pulling them clear as the ogre plopped its head back down.
                "Heal him!" 
                "Smells like animal stoke is right!" Ender said, plugging his nose.
                "Just heal him!" Rhyal ordered, squatting oddly at the ogre's head and holding onto the leather straps.
                Silas raised his sword, shrugging off his stiffness. "Oh boy, not a good idea."
                "Bless and heal this stoke smelling thing!" chanted Ender as he cast his healing blessing.
                "What's stoke?" Silas asked.
                "Pooh in elvish," Ender responded. 
                The ogre's beady black eyes suddenly opened and its expression of evil snarling returned. It leapt up ready to attack. Ender and Silas stepped back, weapons ready. It was still fairly wounded and wouldn't take much to kill but it was big and intimidating nonetheless.
                That is until Rhyal was yanked, then pulled back while holding the straps. The ogres suddenly lurched awkward and gagged. It went from a snarl to a gasp.
                Ender and Silas stood beyond its grasp, unsure whether to attack or wait. They waited.
                Rhyal caught her footing and held onto the straps. She did however slam into the back of the blubbery beast, especially its derriere. "Oh stoke! It smells of stoke! Beyond the mire and muck!"
                "You okay back there Rhyal?" Ender called.
                "Gggaagghhh..." 
                Ender wasn't sure if it was the ogre choking or Rhyal gagging behind the filthy giant.
                The ogre fumbled for its neck. It dropped its weapon and fingered weakly at the collar. 
                "I think its choking to death?" Silas noticed.
                "Rhyal? It's choking to death!" Ender said.
                Rhyal suddenly lurched up, leaning against the toppling ogre. She peered up as the ogre made a gasping expression. It's eyes suddenly popped further out, wide eyed and less beady.
                "Ograh grah uptogk?!!" she exclaimed.
                "What she doing?" Ligo gnashed, coming to the side of Silas and Ender.
                "She's gone ogre?" Silas gaped.
                "She knows orcish!" Ender informed. "Goblin tongue."
                "Uptogk!??" she yelled as she swung about the ogre. 
                It was grasping and tottering, dropping to its fat knees, choking to death. Whence it lowered, she got a better grasp and control of the straps. She then let up a little, letting the ogre get a breath in.
                "Hah! The collar chokes them and controls them," she gritted.
                The ogre's bulging eyes went in again and his snarl returned. It began to growl, ready to bash Rhyal away.
                She quickly yanked the straps tight again, choking the ogre.
                It's eyes bulged and it painfully gasped again for air.
                "Uptogk! Ograh! Grah Uptogk!!!" she growled back in her effeminate elven tough way.
                "What she saying?" Ligo asked.
                "Telling the ogre to submit," Ender relaxed, curious if it would work.
                The ogre gagged and gagged. It had no defenses as it waned. 
                "Big fat ogres need a lot of breathing! And if they don't get it, they die faster from that than blades or fire! Uptogk!!!" Rhyal screamed into the ogre's ear.
                Its eyes bulged out again, making it seem more scared and weak then evil and mean. It nodded as it gagged. She then let up on the collar.
                "Stoke uptogk..." it moaned, dropping to all four and gasping for air. "Stoke uptogk."
                Everyone gaped, wondering what just happened.
                Rhyal, full of filth, her red hair disheveled, spoke firmly, "Ograh uptogk?!"
                The ogre nodded yes, waving surrender. "Stoke uptogk!"
                Rhyal looked at the others. "Hah! I've got an ogre!"
                "Well, looky there!" Ligo huffed.
                "Handy in a fight," Silas remarked.
                Ender came up. He looked at the ogre as it breathed heavily. It dropped onto the muddy earth and breathed as if it were on its last breath. Ender waved his hand upon him again. "Bless, heal, for the good of us."                
                The ogre looked up. Its breathing returned to normal. It shook itself, then rolled back on all fours.
                They all backed away a bit. Rhyal sought to grasp the slippery leather strands but slipped in the mud and sweat of the ogre.
                It towered up over them. 
                They prepared to kill it.
                "Me Stoke!" it suddenly blurted.
                They all looked at each other. Rhyal fumbled for the leather straps but after all the rolling, the straps were wet, slippery, and stuck on the ogre's skin.
                "It looks different?" Silas said.                
                "Its the eyes. Not so beady and evil," Ligo figured.
                Rhyal came around to its front, giving up the pull straps. She peered up at the ogre. It's eyes were bulged out, and looked more manfolk than evil goblinkin. 
                "Who are you?" she then asked.
                "Me Stoke! I serve master," it said.
                "You are Stoke? That's your name?" Rhyal said.
                "You say I'm Stoke. Me stoke," it hummed with its deep voice.
                Rhyal looked to Ender and the others, a bit frazzled but okay. "He's Stoke."
                They nodded.
                "Pooh," Silas shrugged. "In elvish. Hope we don't meet up with any more elves. Could be embarrassing."
                Ligo came up to Stoke, who looked down at the gnome. "Whose your master Stoke?"
                Stoke pointed to Rhyal. "Master."
                Ligo clasped his little hands. "Who do you serve?"
                Stoke motioned to Rhyal.
                "Who will you fight for?" Ligo continued.
                Stoke touched Rhyal with his big hand. Rhyal slipped a little, but caught herself.
 
                
15. The Barge
 
 
 
 
                Ligo went to the barge.                
                As Rhyal lead Stoke around, getting his warclub and cleaning him up. "Hello Stoke! Hello! Ooh get your weapon! Yes! That's a big weapon, it sure is!"
                Ligo rolled his eyes. He stepped to the barge which was slightly bobbing in the shallow water. He had to back off as there were a few grabbers around, searching its edge and dragging orcs under.
                "The hands!" Silas called out.
                "Forget the hands!" Ligo waved it off.
                "Forget the hands?" Silas shrugged. "That's coin it is?"
                Ligo shrugged, "Call Ender."
                Silas waved to Ender who came up. 
                "What is it?"
                Ligo turned to them. "A barge!" 
                Both nodded.
                "A barge!" Ligo repeated, gesturing his hands at it. It was slowly floating away. "It's a grand barge! Made by manfolk or dwarffolk long ago. Must have been taken by orcs, repaired, maintained, perfect for the swamp!"
                Silas and Ender began pondering.
                Ligo motioned to the creepy swamp grabbers feeling around the barge. "Can you get those?"
                "Oh yes," Ender responded. He fired his bow several times. Silas went up and drew some toward the shore, slashing them to death. 
                "Oh, Stoke hungry!" Their new ogre friend lumbered by and grabbed up the dead grabbers, pulling out Ender's arrows. "Here!" he tossed them to Ender who caught them awkwardly. Stoke began chewing and munching on the tentacle beasts. "Mmmm..."
                Rhyal blinked. She wiped off her own muddy self.
                "A barge!" Ligo called out again, getting all their attention but Stoke's. "We now have a barge! The best transportation in the Evermire!"
                They all blinked in their muddy shoddy way, looking at each other, then realizing the implication.
                "A barge?" Ender said.
                "A barge," Silas nodded glum.
                "A barge!" Rhyal realized. "Can we row that back to Hinterland?!"
                "Anywhere in the Evermire! Tis a land full of water!" Ligo chimed in. "And yes! To Hinterland, my tall lanky friends." 
                They all looked at each other’s physiques. 
                Ligo continued, "Has a dock! It has a dock!" He pranced to and fro, back and forth, curtsy doe. "We can load up that wagon, that cart, those goats, and all the provisions on the barge! And get back just as fast!"
                "Plus the hands," Silas reminded.
                "Me row!" Stoke blurted.
                "Twice as fast!" Ligo guffawed, clapping his little stubby gnome hands. "We just need to find the route through the maze of waterways of the Evermire! And we’ll bypass the ruffians on our way back!"
                Ligo waved to Silas. "Give me a hand!" Ligo wanted to get on the barge. 
                Silas went to grab up some of the orc hands in the cart.
                "Silas! Not those! Mine! I mean... yours... help me get on the barge! Before it floats away!"
                "Oh right," Silas hurried back. He went next to it, having to splash in the muddy murky water nearly to his waist. "Ugh." Silas picked Ligo up and pushed him to the edge of the barge. It was high enough that Silas couldn't look in. Silas was precariously sinking in the muddy water.
                "Ah, hurry up!" Silas cried out. "I'm sinking and feel slithering things... dangerous."
                Ligo hung to the edge and stared into the barge.
                Silas tottered, feeling himself sink. Ender kept an eye out for any murky beasts coming in but he was still on the shore. He stepped in the water but wasn't keen on going further.
                "Stoke, help the little gnome into the barge," Rhyal said.
                "Oh-kay!" Stoke lumbered over, splashing into the water. Silas handed the stunned gnome to Stoke as he fell into the water and stumbled filthy wet back to shore. It was a big splash of events. Then Stoke tossed Ligo over the barge's edge. Ligo disappeared into the boat.
                "Oh no!" Rhyal cried out. She held in a snicker.
                "Aaaahhhh!" Ligo cried in utter pain. 
                Ender hurried to the water, splashing toward the barge. It was a wet splashy muddy disaster.
                "AAAaahhh whoooh hoooh!" Ligo yelled out.
                "Whooh hooh?" Rhyal wondered.
                Ligo's head peeked over the edge of the barge. He then stepped up on something and leaned on the rail. Stoke's head was at the same height as Ligo’s now. Stoke put another grabber tentacle in his mouth and began chewing.
                "We got ore!" Ligo sang. "We got ore!!! We got ore!!!!"
                Finally, they had Stoke pull the barge closer and all four stood in the large barge together. It was filled, not fully, but filled with piles of ore. It was iron and coal in sacks and poured about. Orcs weren't organized.
                "Where'd all this come from?" Ender asked.
                "From a mine!" Ligo said. "A trade from some orc mine off in the lakes somewhere. They must be trading this for that raiding party's loot!" 
                "A mine in the mire?" Ender asked.
                "Oh sure, there must be quite a few. This land was rich in relics, rich in resources, and now rich in ruins! There are plenty of rock isles out there, towers with dungeons and mines. The mines in the dark waters were flooded long ago! No telling where this one came from!" Ligo said.
                They then slowly looked to Stoke who was still in the water and chewing and belching and smiling.
                "He knows," Rhyal commented.
                Ligo licked his little lips. He paced up and down the piles of ore. "First, we get all this back, trade it in. We get better arms, better armour. We get powerful concoctions and spells and all that wingbat crazy stuff! And then we go attack this mine and get more of this!" Ligo pulled up a dark shale with iron in it. "This is exactly what Hinterland Fortress needs! And we are going to provide it and get rich! Hah hah hahhr!! Reeeeeeeeech!!!"
                Rhyal, Ender, Silas and even Stoke, over the rim of the barge, stared at Ligo. 
                Silas asked, "Is he demon possessed?"
                "Reeeeeeccch!! Heee heee hoooohh!!! Reeeeeeccchhh!!!"
 
 
 
16. Return & Wealth
 
 
 
 
 
                Stoke rowed slowly to Hinterland Fortress. It was a vast rock island silhouette in the gray misty mire.
                "See! I told you we could find a way through the waters! The Evermire waters lead to everything! And the barge needs only a few feet or so of water to float! Even loaded! Hah! Oh what lies before us is unknown! But it all lies in the mire that goes on ever and ever!"
                Ligo peered over the rail, standing on a pile of ore and some barrels. He scratched his stubby beard.
                "Hmm, not sure how they'll take a strange orcish looking barge coming in and with an ogre at its oar," Ligo said.
                "We can call out to them," Ender figured.
                Stoke pushed the barge toward the ratty docks. There was one small schooner, two barges and several dinghies. Several more vessels were land bound... well, mud bound, salvaged for repairs on the ones still sitting in water. 
                As they got closer to the large rock isle, the docks and boats became discernible. But they didn't see any boatswains or dock workers. 
                Ender looked to Ligo who shrugged. They got closer and saw a few laborers sleeping or just lounging about.
                Ligo chuckled. "Heh! What is there to do? After all... no one is accomplishing anything! Let's get the boat to that open space," Ligo pointed.
                Stoke understood and easily veered the barge, pushing it to the jutting dock. The place was littered with rotting boat hulls and barrels. It once was stocked with wood and provisions, prepared for something grand to happen. But the muck and mire of the swamp quickly took over. 
                Most of what was delivered now lay in crumpled piles, rotting away. Large mounds of decaying wood and provisions broke up the muddy terrain. A few shacks and tents were placed, with fewer occupants. Many spikes and warning strings were set up. Obviously, a few grabbers or krokos periodically tried to steal a pour soul or goat away.
                Stoke pushed the barge in. Ender and Silas leapt onto the shoddy dock. They tied it up and secured the barge. 
                Silas pulled forth a sack. 
                "What you got there?" Ligo asked.
                "Orc hands," Silas said.
                "What? Taking them yeeself?!" Ligo snarled.
                "You said, 'forget about them', so I figured, they're up for grabs. So... I grabbed them."
                "That's part of our find!" Ligo snapped.
                Silas and Ligo had a mean stare off. Silas finally dropped the bag on the dock.
                "Oh let him have them Ligo," Rhyal called out.
                "What? He's a hired hand, he doesn't get to start his own venture!"
                "You can take it Silas," Rhyal waved him off.
                Ligo glared at her, "That comes out of your share!"
                "Does it?" Rhyal glared back at Ligo. 
                Both, several... all stared at each other.
                "You get full ownership of the barge," Rhyal said calmly.
                Ligo's jaw dropped. He glanced about at the immaculate vessel. "I do?"
                A laborer finally sat up, hitting another, and both finally got up. At first they were frightened, seeing the large ogre in the rear of the barge controlling it. But then they saw manfolk and Ligo the pesky gnome, all standing and staring at each other.
                "What is amiss here?" the boatswain said, nervously stepping from the mud shore to the dock.
                The younger laborer hurried to the gate to warn the guard tower and guards therein.
                "No worries, the ogre is enslaved to us!" Ligo said, waving off the boatswain's cautious stare.
                "How's that?"
                "Magic!" Ligo said, fluttering his fingers.
                The boatswain bought that, shrugging okay. 
                "Let me pay a docking fee!" Ligo said, handing the boatswain several coins. "For myyyy boat!" He gleefully looked back at the rest.
                The boatswain stared at the coins. "A, a, whah? Dock fee?"
                Ligo went back to direct the removal of the cart and wagon, then all the provisions from the barge. Silas and Ender helped. Rhyal directed Stoke to help.
                The boatswain became interested. He went up though was nervous about the ogre. Not that he saw many ogres up close but this one had a different look to it, not so evil or maligned looking. This ogre seemed quite docile and had bulging innocent eyes. It carried whatever the elf commanded.
                Guards and laborers came up to the dock to see what was going on.
                "Hullo there. Perhaps one of you would be so kind as to fetch the Merchant of Barter & Trade! Merchant Orgro? I'm sure he'd be quite thrilled to hear good news!"
                A guard took off immediately. 
 
                Orgro spoke as the wagon of food provisions were hauled off by his men. "This is a great salvage!" he said. He and Ligo counted coins as many were passed from Orgro to Ligo. "Still, sad to think the farmers and landowners brought these won't be getting paid."
                "Oh, I'm sure you and the Duke can figure that one out. He can fly off on his griffon to the fiefs and cover the cost!"
                Orgro gave Ligo an odd look.
                "Best pay them their due as well. Or we'll certainly starve on this rock isle," Ligo said.
                Orgro nodded, "Our goal is to keep trade open and bustling. We will attend to whomever may have owned this delivery."
                Ligo continued, "Paying us is just as important too! But by you telling them counts and nobles we've taken care of any dangers, and paying them off, they're sure to bring more. Just make sure you let us do our job!"
                Orgro stared at Ligo's big bag of coin, then at the barge and ogre therein. He nodded with that gruff half-orc appeal. "I like it Ligo. Yes, keep doing what you do."
                Silas came up, timidly, with the sack of hands. Didn't seem quite so profitable as a barge full of stuff. "I've got a find here, orc hands."
                Orgro looked odd, then looked at Ligo who nodded it was fine. Silas didn't like having to 'get permission', but kept up a humble look.
                "Take them to the Barter & Trade, you'll get your coin," Orgro said.
                Silas nodded and went on his way.
                "Oh don't spend it all on ale!" Ligo called after him. He tried a chuckle, but no one laughed with him. He cleared his throat. 
                Orgro turned to the boatswain and handed him some more coins. "Keep these docks fit for service."
                The boatswain bowed. "I will Merchant Orgro."
                Orgro then went to the barge. He stared at Stoke a bit. Stoke didn’t notice as he was scooping out and eating rotting maggot filled grain from an old barrel.
                Orgro then saw the many rocks piled within. "Ore!"
                "Yes Orgro! Ore! Hah hah!" Ligo said.
                "This will surely supply your crafters with access to iron and steel!" 
                "A much needed material in these parts," Orgro said. "Let me talk to the craftsmen and lords, see what price we can pay to you."
                "Of course my merchant friend! Let us do some business here in the Evermire!" Ligo said.
                Both shook hands vigorously. 
                "A sample!" Ligo said, handing Orgro a piece of ore.
                "Good! Good!" Orgro growled, hurrying back into the fortress.
                
                Ligo climbed up then plopped down next to Ender and Rhyal in the tavern. Only a few laborers and guards sat in the sparse room. 
                "No one else made it back," Ender said.
                "As of yet," Ligo said. "Plus, more business for us!"
                "How long will our success last? How long before we are trapped, fallen, failing far off in this forsaken place?" Rhyal pondered.
                "Oh come on now! You have an ogre! -- An ogre! And we have a barge! The merchant is on our side! And we have more than that my friends! We have coin!" Ligo plopped a large bag of coins on the table.
                "I too have coin..." Silas raised his small pouch and realized it wasn't so large compared to Ligo's. He put his away.
                The laborers and guards and innkeeper looked up to see Ligo's large sack of coin. Brunswick the innkeeper hurried over, and plopped drinks and dry biscuits on the table. "Sorry, our provisions are low!"
                "Oh no they aren't my sallow innkeeper!" Ligo chuckled. "Orgro's just got a large supply of food provisions in! Complements of us!" Ligo waved to the team.
                "He does, does he?"
                "Oh yes! Best you get over there and stock up!" Ligo whistled. He then threw down a few coins for the ale and biscuits.
                "I'll do just that Master Ligo. Thank you very much! I just might be able to keep this place open!" the innkeeper hurried away.
                Ligo turned to Silas, Ender and Rhyal who looked oddly dour. He peered at them, gulping his mansize mug of ale. "What is wrong with you? We've done a great thing!"
                "We know," Rhyal responded. She looked pensively at the ale. Ender drank his. "It's just that all seems lost. Where are the dwarves? Where are the rest of the adventurers to help in this endeavor, in this conquest of the Evermire?"
                "Patience Rhyal, patience! Once word gets out of our success, rest assured, others will come!" Ligo posed for a toast, clacking his mug to Rhyal's untouched one and the men's. He gulped his down.
                "But for now, you need to armour up! Use your share of the coin to get better arms and armour!" Ligo gleefully added.
                Ender's eyebrows raised.
                "And you Rhyal? What do you use as a weapon?"
                "I could use more spells, magic, enchantments," she said, pondering.
                "Well then, you'll have to impress upon the wizards at the Wizard's Hall!" said Ligo with a wink.
                "They will not be impressed at all. Not by us," Rhyal surmised.
                "Oh, but we've done so much now! For the Church, fighting goblins, orcs, ogres!"
                "I suppose. But I've thought about what you said, I want my own way, my own charge in any affair having to do with wizards, especially ones of import."
                "What's that mean?" Ligo asked. Ender and Silas leaned in, curious too.
                "I think we need to go out into this Evermire and find what's out there, find out for ourselves, gain a bit of... notoriety."
                "Oh, notoriety!" Ligo repeated.
                "Whose that?" Silas asked.
                "I like that word," Ligo winked.
                "It means notorious," Ender answered.
                "That doesn't help. That's the same word!" Silas answered, quaffing his drink. 
                "You mean we should go out on our boat! Seek out our own relics and artifacts and tomes of magic!" Ligo raised his ale to Rhyal.
                She raised her drink to him. "Indeed."
                "We shall take to the watery ways!" Ligo cheered.
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