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Chapter One
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The two boys strode down the narrow winding streets of the Old Quarter of the city. They had grown up together in Ifan Sor, the City of the Moon. The two of them were completely familiar with all the narrow streets and dim alleys of their quarter, and knew the rest of the city well enough to be able to find their way around. They had played in the streets of the city as boys together. The boys had invented monsters to slay and had slain them bravely. They had quarrelled, fought, and made up again. They had stolen sweet buns from the baker together (and been caught and beaten for it a time or two) and had reached an age at which boys want to be doing adventurous things rather than merely playing at them. 

The two almost looked like twins, their bodies at fourteen showing some promise of growing taller and broader, their faces wide and smiling, their hair reddish gold in the sun. A closer look showed differences, a slightly narrower and more angular shape to the face of one, a bit more red than gold in the hair of the other. 

It was the one with the redder hair who spoke, as they came to a part of the city where baked mud-brick gave way to sandstone as building material. "Are you sure they'll take us, Merrit?" 

"Of course I am! Haram, I told you I talked with them last night, and they agreed to consider taking us on both of us. They're not like Saradon's band, not at all, but it'll be a start. It will get us out of this city!" 

"They are real Venturers, aren't they? Not just bandits?" 

Merrit shrugged. "As near as I can tell. There're three of them, a big warrior, a woman who seems to be a scout, and another man who looks as much as a mage as any man I've seen. They claim to be Venturers, and that satisfies me." 

They were now coming up to the front of the squat, grey-tan building with the weathered and peeling sign showing a barking dog atop the skeletal remains of some four-footed animal. That this inn, and not some other, was their destination, encouraged Haram a little. He knew that although the Dog and Bones did not attract the highest class of clientele; the proprietor did attempt to discourage the riffraff and scum of the city from hanging about. Even so, Haram doubted that Saradon and his band would patronize this establishment. But then, not everyone had the high reputation of Saradon and his band. He followed Merrit inside. 

They paused a moment to let their eyes get used to the dimness. The inn was lit, after a fashion, by oil lamps here and there about the common room, and the scent was a mix of ale, highly seasoned meat, and unwashed bodies. Merrit led them to a table in a corner where a small group sat. It was a quiet and watchful group, and it seemed to Haram that they had been keeping unobtrusive track of all that went on in the inn. 

There was a tall, broad man with black hair and beard, wearing a chain-mail shirt. He had a sword belted at his waist, and a helmet sat on the table in front of him. Haram was too impressed with him to note much else, but a person of more experience would have seen that the surcoat was patched several times, and that the armour was also patched, with a few spots where rings had sprung loose and had not been replaced. 

There was a woman also, who wore only a leather jacket, and carried a light sword at her waist. She wore her fair hair tied back, and was light of complexion, and when Haram met her eyes, he got an uneasy feeling that she had already measured him up and found him wanting. There was an air about her of one who might, for any insult, real or fancied, use the sword she bore. 

The other man was light in build, with red hair liberally sprinkled with white. He wore a boiled leather cuirass and had a short sword at his hip. The long staff leaning against his chair had a glyph at the tip which Haram, for all that he lived in a great cosmopolitan centre, did not recognize.

The woman waved them over, but did not smile in greeting them. "So, you did come." 

"I said I would, lady." Merrit answered.

"So you did. So, let us be known to each other. I am Astaran. My companions are Orizd," she gestured at the large warrior, "and Sagahan," she gestured at the mage. "And you are?"

"I am Merrit, son of the Tailor Yaharan, and my companion is Haram, son of the Leatherworker Kohan." 

Orizd eyed them up and down. "You wish to be Venturers, then?" There was a hint of an accent in his speech. 

He did not wait for them to answer. "I suppose you think you know what a Venturer is. You have some notion of wandering the world, hunting goblins, ogres, and the like, finding rich treasures and glory? Yes, I see you do. 

"The life of a Venturer resembles that very little. There're some Venturers, men who are little better than bandits, who'll rob travellers and merchants if they can find nothing better. We are not that sort. But our life is a hard one, much travelling, mostly afoot, an occasional fight with a band of goblins or an ogre or whatever, when we risk our lives. And like as not, the treasure we find is barely sufficient to buy food for our next venture." 

He pointed a large finger at them. "There have been times, not a few times, when we spent winter in small villages, earning our keep by protecting the sheep from wolves, four-legged and two-legged. So if you seek riches and glory, seek them somewhere else." 

Haram knew the warrior was testing them to see if they could be frightened away. He clenched his fists. "Nevertheless, if you'll have us, we'll come with you." 

Orizd gave a sharp bark of laughter. "So! Then never tell me I didn't warn you. Have you any skill with weapons?" 

Haram hesitated. He and Merrit had practised sword fighting with sticks, but he had a feeling that mentioning such training would be worse than saying nothing. 

"Ah! You have none, then? No, I'd expected as much. We'll train you as time allows, and we'll not expect you to fight at first unless the situation is desperate. Your duties in the beginning will be camp-chores, cooking, washing, and the like. Does either of you have a dagger? No? Well, that's another expense to be charged to you." 

"But sir, we have no money." 

"Nor did I think otherwise. The money will come from your shares of whatever we acquire." 

"We get equal shares, then?" 

There was another bark of laughter. "Not likely, boy! See, we divide our acquisitions up into ten shares. Three go to me as the leader. Astaran and Sagahan receive two each for their skills and experience. The remaining three go to the general fund, from which we draw for living expenses, repairs to armour and weapons, and the like. 

"You'll be given your food and clothing while you remain with us, but no shares until such time as you've proven yourselves to be part of us. At that time, you will receive a half-share each. As time goes on and you become more experienced, your share will become larger. If you are not satisfied with that, then you may find some other band of Venturers to take you. But I warn you, most other Venturers treat newcomers the same way." 

He stopped, watching them, waiting for their response. Haram looked at Merrit, then back at Orizd. "I will still join, unless you have changed your mind." 

"And I as well!" said Merrit, somewhat defiantly. 

Orizd stared at them for a few moments, then finally smiled. "Done, then. You are part of us, to become partners if you survive to please us." 
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THEY went out shortly after to buy a pair of daggers. As they went, Merrit whispered, "Did you tell your parents?" 

"Yes," answered Haram.

"What did they say?" asked Merrit. 

"They don't like it much. Only Mother finally said to Dad that it'd be best to let me go willingly, and let me come back home when I found what sort of life it was in the Wild. Your parents?" replied Haram.

"I never told them. I knew they'd do all they could to stop me, even perhaps call the Watch and accuse the band of kidnapping. Best they know nothing," said Merrit.

"But they'll find out when they talk to my parents!" moaned Haram.

"And by that time, we'll be far away," said Merrit in his usual tone that he used when trying to convince Haram of something.

The daggers Orizd bought for them were very plain, but in Haram's eyes they were little less in quality than the magic swords of legend. He held his in his hand, enjoying the feel of it, and gazed at his elongated reflection in the blade. 

"Put it in the sheath and cease waving it about, lad. Someone might think you were about to use it on them." 

Haram shot a quick glance at Orizd, then did as he was bid. They walked back to the inn. 

On the way, Orizd said, "We'd best get you a pair of sticks." 

"Sticks?" 

"Aye, sticks. Do not be discounting them, lad. A man who knows how to use a stick properly can defeat a swordsman. And you can use the sticks, you and your friend, to practice sword strokes in the evenings. When the time comes to give you a real blade, you'll have a bit of an idea how to use it."

'Practice sword-fighting with sticks!' Haram thought. 'But I'm still glad I didn't say anything about our play sword-fighting!' 
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WHEN they arrived back at the Dog and Bones, the other two were ready to go. They had a pack-pony, which they had already loaded, and they were standing by the inn waiting. Orizd said, "I had thought to have one last cup of ale to say farewell to the town." 

Astaran glared at him darkly. "One cup?" 

"Yes, one cup. You think me incapable of taking only one cup?" 

The frown on her face said that she had serious doubts about the matter, but she finally nodded shortly. "One cup, then." 

She turned to the two boys who had been gawking at the entire exchange. "Listen, you two. Some day some person who fancies himself a master of jest will tell you that part of your duties include bedding me. And he will undoubtedly say that while I have not mentioned the fact, it is only out of a certain shyness.

"So I tell you here and now that the first one of you who comes to me with that suggestion is likely to go away a little sorrier and sorer. When I am bedded, it is not by some awkward child who fancies himself a man. Is that clear?" 

Before her fierce gaze, the two could only nod their heads dumbly. 

Orizd chuckled. "Look now, Astaran, you have frightened them out of their wits!" 

"Huh! If they had a wit between them, they wouldn't have chosen to become Venturers! So come, let's have that one cup of ale and be away." 
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Chapter Two
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Ifan Sor, the seat of the Kings of Aradair, is situated in the north of Wanahair, the King's Land. From it, roads lead in many directions. The company, five people and a packhorse, took the road to the northwest, into the Duchy of Sarasair. A day's travel found them still on the road, which seemed to cut straight through the middle of dark green hills. 

As they set up camp, Haram looked around nervously. "Are there goblins in these hills?" he asked Astaran. 

She laughed. "Within a day's travel of the King's city itself? Not very likely! By Tran and Viron, you're not much travelled, are you?" 

Nettled, Haram spat back, "No, but that can be cured!" 

Astaran looked at him, raising her eyebrows. "Ah, you have a temper, do you?" 

Orizd broke in then. "Let be, Astaran. Better for them to be a little scared and over-wary than be careless and wake up one morning dead." 

She glanced at Orizd, then nodded, smiling slightly. "As you say, best they be in the habit of being wary before we reach the truly wild country." 

Sagahan, as was his nature, said nothing. 

They carried on, day after day, following the road north-westward. Each day at about noon, they would stop for a short while, have some lunch, then rest for a while longer. Then Orizd would say, "Up, boys! Time for sword-practice!"

He would then demonstrate a particular sword-stroke or counter, which Haram and Merrit would practice while he stood back and gave comments and advice. 

"Tran and Viron, don't close your eyes when you strike! No, your balance is all wrong, your left foot is directly behind your right. A little breeze could blow you over! No, don't catch his blow dead on your own stick! You might find yourself with one foot of stick and him with three, then where are you? And with swords, the matter is even as bad. You might find yourself with a broken stump of a sword."

"Well, if you don't move faster than that, you can expect even more than barked knuckles! You have to throw his blow off to your own right, preferably keeping your own balance, and putting him off his. Now again, and try to move like you meant it this time!"

In the evening again, after camp had been pitched and everyone had eaten, the two were set to practising again.

The boys eventually became discouraged. "We can't handle sticks," Haram said to Merrit. "how are we ever going to manage real swords?"

"We're doing better, even better than he wants us to. He just isn't in any hurry to give us decent shares in what we take."

But there came a time one evening when Orizd called to them, "Have done, lads! It grows too dark for this! Put up the sticks!" He got up and walked over to them, frowning. "So. It comes, it comes. Perhaps someday you might make passable swordsmen." 

He turned and walked away.

Evenings were also the time when the senior members of the group would tell stories, stories of other Venturers who had become rich and retired, stories of others who had died, or turned bad, or simply disappeared. Even Sagahan, on occasion, would occasionally mention some incident of note.

Most of his stories were of ancient times. "It's said that when the Great Invasion was halted, there was a goblin wizard in the hills to the North. He gathered about him goblins and other unsavoury beasts, and maintained his hold for several years,"

"And what became of him?" asked Haram.

"Well, some say that Garan Blackhair slew him in combat, and his followers dispersed. Others say it was Gorval Greenmage, with his Wand of Crystal."

"But who was it, then?" Haram persisted. 

"Ah, a very good question! I have a suspicion, just a suspicion, mind you, that there was a quarrel among his own band, and it grew to a rebellion, and he was killed in the course of it. Goblins are well-known to be a fractious lot, and hard to control."

Haram settled back, a little annoyed at the ability of Sagahan to spoil a good story by his "maybe this-maybe that" statements.

[image: image]

THEY always slept outdoors, even though there were towns along the way. At first Haram felt too diffident to say anything, but one cold and wet evening he said to Orizd, "Why do we not find an inn?" 

The warrior gave him a look. "Inns, is it? By Tran and Viron, boy, you have an exaggerated notion of our status! I told you before you joined that there are some Venturers who become rich, some who make a bare living, and some who starve or turn bandit. We are not among the first group, nor among the third. But, if we spend money staying at inns, why we would soon find ourselves in that third group. 

"And banditry, lad, is not a life I would choose. For one thing, the life is not likely to be a long one. 

"So we horde our coin, we sleep outside, we get along and we make do. A time will come when we strike a treasure, when we come away from a goblin-hold with a mass of loot, and then it will be that we begin staying at inns." 

Haram never brought the subject up again. 

At the town of Rathahan, in the land of Saraster, they had a brief discussion as to the route. "Southwest to Ninantha, or straight on?" asked Orizd. 

Haram, knowing that his opinion was not sought, remained quiet. "Straight on through, I think," Astaran said. "You recall what happened when last we passed through Ninantha?" 

"It was not my fault! That fool began making remarks—-" 

"Remarks about Shondakranians, which you would have ignored if you had not had half a keg of ale inside you! But the fact still remains that it's too soon to risk going through Ninantha again." 

"You think so?" Orizd's eyes were flashing as he towered over Astaran. 

"She is correct, you know." It was a surprise for everyone when Sagahan spoke up. The two looked at him. 

"It is still too soon; they will remember us in Ninantha, and that could mean trouble which we do not need. Let us go on northward." 

"Northward it is, then," said Orizd, still scowling. 

A little north of the town of Rathahan, they turned off the road towards some hills, which stood tall and green in the distance. "Where do we go, then?" asked Merrit. Haram would have asked the same question if he had been closer to Orizd. 

"Where? Why we go hunting goblins, of course. And surely even you do not think that goblins wander freely along the roads of the kingdom, inviting all and any to slay them? We go up to the hills, where goblins may be found." 

And so they went. A day later they were deep in the hills, the four of them travelling carefully along some near invisible path, while Astaran went scouting ahead.

The hills, which had been fair and green and inviting from a distance, proved rugged and uneven at close quarters. The trail, such as it was, wound in and among and up and over the hills, and off the trail, going was hindered by patches of low-growing thorn and jumbled rock.

They travelled much more slowly now, not merely because the trail was poor. As Orizd said, "There's always the danger of running unawares into trouble, be it goblins, ogres, or the dread Man-eating Mice of the interior." Haram was fairly sure the mice were a joke, but had long since learned to avoid allowing himself to be the butt of the Shondakranian's humour.

They also kept a watch during the night, something they had taken more casually on the more travelled roads of the kingdom. Deep in the hills, however, there was always danger. Everyone took a turn at the watch; even Haram and Merrit took their turns, clutching their sticks and shivering, starting at the least sound. 

Astaran had a habit of coming back from scouting unannounced, stepping out almost into the midst of them from nowhere, or so it seemed. She came back thus in the middle of one day saying, "Goblins ahead, eight of them! Coming this way too, probably a scouting party for the main band." 

Orizd looked around at the scattered brush and rocks on the grassy hillside. "Could we ambush them?" 

She frowned. "There's not much cover between here and there. We could go back to that little stream we passed this morning." 

"And take the risk that they might see our tracks?" 

"None of these eight are tracker-goblins. A good thing, too; the trackers have noses like bloodhounds." She paused. "Still, you're right; the risk is too great." 

Orizd turned to the mage. "Sagahan, what of you? Could you make us invisible for a while?" 

Haram expected the mage to think for a while before answering, but he spoke immediately. "No, not a spell of full invisibility. True invisibility, you see, requires that one bend the eyesight around the object to be rendered invisible, and bend it from every angle. To spread such a spell over the five of us, six, if you include the horse, would be to spread my power very thin. And if the spell was spread so thin, it is likely that any little thing might break it, leaving us visible at just the wrong time. There are some who say—-" 

Orizd broke in. "Let be, let be, mage. We need no lecture on your art and its shortcomings, or on what some mage says about the possibilities and impossibilities of this, that, or the other. What we need is help! Is there nothing you can do for us?" 

"Yes, I think there is. There is a spell, you see, not true invisibility, but a spell which will trick the goblin's eyes into seeing rocks, bushes, or hummocks of earth. We must all be very quiet and still, however. The spell would trick the goblin's eyes into missing the movements involved in breathing, but something such as scratching or turning the head would break the spell for sure. Though even there, I understand certain mages are able—-" 

"Yes, yes, but at the moment, we care little about what certain mages are able to do! They are not here, and we have to make do with you. Let us get on with this!" 

"First," said Astaran, "a few warnings and instructions. As I said, I believe these are the scouts for a larger band. This means we must mark the place of the sun in the sky at the time the ambush opens, for after that, by the time the sun moves one palm-width the main band will either be on us, or be so near that escaping them will be a chancy thing." 

Orizd was nodding his head. "Exactly. And you two lads, you'll leave the fighting to us. Goblins are trained from imp-hood to fight, and you are not. But it would be a help if you were to dance around, threatening them with your knives, to give time for the three of us to deal with them. You understand?" 

"Yes, sir," they answered together. 
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THEY moved the pony a hundred paces back, far enough to keep him out of sight of the goblins. "It is difficult," Sagahan had said, "to keep an animal such as this still for sufficient time to trick the goblins into thinking it is anything but an animal. Mind you, it is rumoured that the mage Kaderrit is supposedly able to keep an animal still by a spell, but—-"

Orizd cut him off. "Leave it be, mage! Let the spell work, as you say. What does it matter if some mage in Arzawa or Nithahar or the back of the moon is able to do?"

Orizd asked Astaran, "You don't think any of them will see your tracks, either coming or going?" 

"I told you, none of them are trackers, and when the day comes that I leave traces for a common goblin to see, that day I will go to Shondakar and become a temple-prostitute in Mun-é-hiren!" 

The prospect of a fight apparently made Orizd almost merry. "Quietly, quietly, little lady! I have no doubt of your abilities! Now, let us pick our places." 

He took his bow from his back, a recurved bow which seemed to be about the thickness of one of Haram's wrists, and strung it with no effort at all. He looked around. "Now, this curvy lady is ready too. And all of you, we cannot let any of the goblins escape. The main band will be after us soon enough, but if one of this group escapes, he'll bring them that much sooner. So! To your places, then." 

The Shondakranian looked around and assigned positions to each of the party. They sat down, and Sagahan spoke. Some sort of coolness trickled down over Haram, starting at the crown of his head. There was an itching along with it, but he dared not scratch, remembering the mage's warning. 

The feeling subsided a little, and he continued to wait and watch the hillside opposite. 

Haram sat as still as he could. He wished he could look around at his companions to see what they were doing, but Sagahan had cast his spell, and they had to sit still. All he could do was stare at his hand clenched around his stick, occasionally flicking his eyes over to where they expected the goblins. 

After what seemed like a wait of three hours, he was sure that the goblins had gone some other way, or worse still, that they had seen Astaran's tracks and were circling around to carry out a surprise attack of their own! And the band dared not move their heads for fear of dispelling the magic that hid them. 

Was that a movement on the hill opposite? Haram concentrated on it. Yes, it was a goblin head! It was soon accompanied by another, and another. Finally, all eight of them were visible, marching toward the hidden band. 

The magic must indeed be working, for the goblins showed no sign of alarm as they marched down the slope, then up again toward the ambush. 

Haram had ample time to study the goblins on this, his first sight of a live specimen. They were not a large folk, the biggest being only a little taller than Haram himself, but they were all squat and heavily muscled. Their arms were a little longer in proportion to their bodies than a man's, and their fingers, like the rest of their bodies, were thick and covered with dark hair. The faces were all large and round, ugly enough to be easily distinguished from a man's. 

They were all armed and armoured. Two of them were wearing scale armour, overlapping metal scales sewn on leather jackets, several of them wore heavy boiled leather cuirasses, with metal plates sewn in strategic places, and the others wore plain leather. All had helmets, mostly metal bowls with nasals and ear guards, though two had only thick leather caps. 

They had heavy recurved bows hung at their backs, and each had a round shield, also slung at the back. Haram guessed they must feel certain of their safety in this country, walking without shields. 

Each had a belt at his waist, bearing a short, heavy sword on one side, and a dagger on the other. Slung here and there on the belts were little knives, small hatchets, pouches, and other accoutrements. 

As they came even closer, Haram saw that each of them had at least one ear pierced, and from that ear hung a cord of leather bearing several decorations. There were several feathers, dyed and painted in bands of bright colours. Each also had small bones tied individually to the cords, and some had what looked very much like human ears also tied to the cords. 

Haram was suddenly afraid; he'd heard stories of Goblin fights, and he had known that he would be fighting goblins at some time, but he was suddenly aware of the fact that he might be killed in doing so. The goblins were closer now, so close that he could see every hair on their faces, see the yellow eyes searching the hillside for traces of enemies. Would Orizd never give the signal? Was he perhaps also frozen with fright, like Haram himself? 

There was a shrill whistle, and before he knew what he was doing, Haram was on his feet. In the same moment, he saw a black arrow in the chest of one of the goblins, saw him fall. Another arrow, one of Astaran's shafts, fletched with leaf-green feathers, struck a second goblin, and Sagahan was standing, pointing a finger. A bolt of light shot from that finger and struck a goblin, who fell like a stone. 

Haram saw another bolt from Sagahan's finger strike a goblin, saw the goblin fall, but then begin to rise again. He had no more time to look, then, for one of the other goblins was bounding toward him, heavy sword upraised.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter Three
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Remembering Orizd's instructions, Haram jumped backward. The goblin came on. Haram moved backward again, keeping his eyes on the advancing foe. Suddenly something caught Haram's heel, and he stumbled, going down heavily on his back. Laughing triumphantly, his opponent leaped forward for the kill.

Haram flung up his hand, trying to ward off the sword with his stick. The goblin smashed down on him. Haram stabbed with his dagger again and again at the goblin's side, but the blade did not seem to penetrate the leather. He remembered how Orizd had told them that goblins were trained for combat from imp-hood. 'I'm doomed,' he thought, but he gritted his teeth against a scream of terror, and determined to die fighting.

He was suddenly aware that the goblin was not moving, and in the same moment, he heard Orizd's laughter. Then the heavy goblin was thrown off him, and Orizd was chuckling at him. As he struggled to his feet, Haram saw the arrow, one of the Shondakranian's black shafts sticking through the goblin's neck. He also saw the scratches on the goblin's leather armour where he had struck with his knife.

Orizd was still smiling as he said, "A magnificent fight, lad!"

Haram was about to return a hot answer, but he controlled his embarrassment by taking a deep breath and said instead, "Well, as you've told us, any fight you can walk away from is a good fight."

Orizd exploded in fresh laughter and clapped him on the shoulder. "Ah, good lad! You might do yet!"

They then began looting the dead, with Orizd lecturing the boys as the group worked. "Goblins wear little of value in the way of jewellery, especially those whose rank is low enough for them to be assigned to scouting duties. Now here's a pair of copper bracelets, one with what looks like a gem set in it. This 'gem' is actually a bit of glass, but we'll keep the bracelets."

He called instructions to the boys as they continued to work. "Leave the shields. They're large and bulky, and worth little at the market. Leave the daggers and the tools; they aren't worth the bother of taking them away. Keep the swords, and anything that looks valuable."

In the belt pouches, they found money of various sorts.

"What are these coins, Orizd?" There were ten silver coins, with a king's face on one side and a tower of brick on the other.

Orizd looked over his shoulder briefly. "From Shondakar. Worth about as much as a silver pony."

The silver pony was the common currency of Aradair, so called because many years ago they had a horse on the reverse side, the symbol of the Kings of the land. There were three silver ponies in the loot from the goblins. In addition to these, there were fifty-two copper coins of several sorts, all unfamiliar to Haram. When he asked Orizd about them, Orizd answered, "Don't worry about it; copper's copper. If we can't spend them, we'll sell them for the metal."

When all the goods had been piled together, Orizd glanced at the position of the sun in the sky, then looked at Haram and Merrit. "Not the sort of treasure you had been expecting? Best you accustom yourselves to it; this is the sort of thing we usually come by. Oh, occasionally if we find a goblin-chief or a hobgoblin, there's a bit of gold, but not often."

Haram, who had been thinking that the gains were very small for the risk involved, kept his thoughts to himself, but said instead, "Do we share it out now?"

Orizd cast another glance at the sun. "Nay, not yet. And in any case, we seldom share out after one such skirmish; the shares are hardly worth the bother. We'll wait until we have a bit more. Now, pack this all on the pony and let us be gone."

As they were packing, Haram said to Orizd, "We've got some swords here. How be if Merrit and I take one of them each, to be paid for out of our shares as they come up?"

"By Tran and Viron, no!" Haram quailed back. Orizd went on a little more calmly. "Those swords are goblin swords, lad, and anyone who knows swords will see that they're goblin swords. We can take them to a smith and sell them, and the smith will be able to fashion them into other forms and sell them himself.

"But if you were to go about wearing goblin swords, there are those who would think surely that you were goblin-friends. Take my word, 'goblin-friend' is not a name you want attached to you, if you hope to survive among humans. Best wait for your swords. Now, are we nigh ready to be gone?"
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THEY did not flee back the way they had come, as Haram had expected, but rather went off at an angle. He took advantage of a short pause that afternoon to ask Orizd about this. "If we were to flee back along our path, the goblins would see it as just that flight and would strain to catch us up to have their revenge. If we go off as we have done, deeper into their territory, it will seem to them that we are not terribly concerned, and thus they may ask themselves if we might be beyond their abilities to fight. Perhaps we have some terrible magic or something such. Belike, it will make them a little less eager to come up against us."

Haram nodded. Altogether, the life of a Venturer seemed much different from what he had been led to expect. Not precisely worse, but different.

He was not sure whether they deluded the goblins or not, but that band never caught up to them. They saw no more goblins as they went up and down the brush-strewn rocky hills.

It was Merrit who asked, "Are there truly goblins in these hills?"

Astaran looked at him scathingly. "No, boy, we are wandering around out here for the sheer pleasure of it! If you look at the trail, you can see goblin-tracks aplenty, some older, some newer! But that's much to expect from a town-brat, I suppose!"

Haram could not see any tracks either, though he took Astaran's word for it. He thought, though he kept it to himself, that she ought to have been pointing out the signs of goblin passage for them, so they could eventually recognize them on their own. Should not all the party have some training in this?

He wondered about the possibility of hiding in ambush for the goblins, but he said nothing to any of the others. They were more experienced than he, and if they thought it a good idea, they would have brought it up themselves. On further reflection, he dismissed the idea. The goblins following them were estimated at thirty to fifty; against that, five people were too few.

Even after they left the hills, they did not slacken their pace greatly.

"When goblins are looking for vengeance, they can be persistent," Orizd said.

They slowed a little when they came to the road again, and soon came to the town of Sandaris, Three Ways, so called because three roads joined there.

In Sandaris they sold their loot. Astaran did the bargaining for them, and it was instructive to watch her deal with the dumpy little merchant with the wispy grey beard.

"A copper apiece for these bracelets? I have 'fool' written across my forehead, perhaps? There's copper enough in the two of them to make six copper pieces. I'll take five coppers, and still know I'm being hard done-by."

"And I have 'rich fool' across my forehead? By Tran and Viron, where would you get paid weight for weight of copper coins for plain copper? Three coppers."

"Give me four and it's done, thief!"

The merchant was not put off by the insult. "What else have you? The swords? Nicked and bashed around a bit, aren't they? Two ponies, the lot."

"Two ponies! Listen, I know and you know that you're not going to sell goblin swords to anyone, save perhaps goblins. They'll go to a smith for the metal, to be made into whatever he wishes. And that being the case, nicks and bashes don't count. Two ponies apiece."

"My wife and children starve, because I am so good-hearted. Three ponies for the lot."

"Six ponies, or I go down the road to Lisan Wer to see if there's an honest merchant there."

"Four robber-woman!"

"Four ponies and seven coppers, then."

"Four and five, or you can go to Lisan Wer."

"I take it, but only because there isn't an honest merchant in town."

And so it went, through all the goblin loot. At the end, Astaran came away muttering, "Ought to have gone to Lisan Wer."

Though he had no notion of the worth of the goblin swords or bracelets, Haram was quite sure that she had got the best price available. After they had left the shop with their money, Haram spoke quietly. "Do you really think we ought to have taken it to Lisan Wer?"

She looked around to see that no one was listening, then said, "No, not really. It is always good to convince them they have gotten the best of the bargain. It puts them in a good frame of mind for the next bargain."

At Sandaris they replenished some of their supplies, then set out westward. A little west of the town, they came to a river, flowing south to north across their path. Turning, they followed the river to its source in some hills. After the first day, Astaran shook her head. "No goblin tracks in these hills, not since the last rain."

Two days later, she said, "Still no goblin tracks. Very old ogre trace, that's all."

Astaran shot a few rabbits to supplement their rations, and she skinned them out and put the hides on stretchers. "They'll be worth a silver pony each, though I doubt I'll be able to get that much for them." She looked up at Haram and Merrit. "You see what sorts of things Venturers do? Anything that can add a few coins to the purse and not leave the folk of a village angry with you. Not the sort of high adventure you expected, is it?"

"But it is still better than living all your life in the City of the Moon, knowing that each day will be like the one before it, and like the one before that," protested Merrit.

They moved south-westward out of the hills, striking the road and moving westward along that through the forest. Well within the forest they came upon the town known as Lisan Hawr, the Town in the Wood.

The people were dark of hair and complexion and seemed generally friendly at first. Astaran had sold the rabbit-skins, getting almost as much for them as she had thought they were worth, and on the strength of that, they decided to have supper at the inn in town. They had ordered their supper and were waiting for it when the door opened and five townspeople came in, sturdy tradespeople, all bearing cudgels.

They looked around, then came straight over to the table where the Venturers sat.

One of them, clearly chosen beforehand as a spokesperson, said, "Sirs and lady, this is a peaceful town. We wish no trouble here."

Orizd looked up in puzzlement. "We wish no trouble either. We want only to eat our supper in peace."

"Eating supper is fine. Even drinking a bit of ale is acceptable. What we frown upon is drunken brawling."

"And why would you expect us to be the sort to indulge in drunken brawling? We have come through this town a time or two before and have had no trouble."

"Stories have a way of travelling up and down the roads, Sir. Enjoy your meal, but drink carefully. If there is trouble, we will be able to deal with it."

They turned and walked away, leaving Orizd to continue glowering long after the door had shut behind them.
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Chapter Four
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Orizd sat quietly for some time, then slowly looked around. "Innkeeper!" he shouted. 

The innkeeper, a pale and pudgy man, hurried over. "We will have ale, man, and much of it! Hurry!" 

Astaran spoke. "Not so quickly, Orizd! You heard what they said; I, for one, do not want any trouble." 

"Trouble? Who is making trouble? Not I! I merely want something to drink." 

"So you do, and so do all of us. But I promise you, Orizd, at the first sign of drunkenness, I leave, and you will be left to your own devices. I will not be pulling you out of trouble any longer." 

The two sat staring at each other for a while, then Orizd looked over at Sagahan. The mage nodded. "She is correct, you know. When you drink too much, there is always trouble. And if we continue to help you out of trouble, there will soon be no town in all of Aradair that will welcome us." 

Orizd continued to frown, then looked up at the innkeeper. "So. Go fetch us each a mug of ale, then. And have no fear, I shall be on my best behaviour." 

Orizd was as good as his word all night, though toward the end of the evening he was showing some signs of the strain. Haram noticed this and was very careful to avoid antagonizing the warrior. When they left Lisan Hawr the next morning, many of the townspeople were still watching with distrustful eyes. 

Astaran walked beside Haram for a little ways. "A lesson to you, boy. Offend too many people in too many towns, and no matter how successful a Venturer you may be, you will have nowhere to sell your loot."

She spoke quietly and Haram, very much aware of Orizd walking just ahead of them, could only nod his head in response.
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THE days went on, stretching into weeks, and the boys continued to train with the sticks under the critical eye of Orizd. He also began training them in the use of the sling. "It is a simple weapon, a piece of leather and two cords, but it is effective. And it has an advantage over the bow in that you are never out of ammunition so long as there are pebbles in reach. I know that some mould their own bullets out of lead, these having more range and accuracy than stones, but stones will do for now."

So they practised with their slings as they walked along, and the time came when they could hit a man-sized mark more often than not at a hundred paces. Orizd, of course, was not satisfied with that, and demanded continued practice. 

Several times they found bands of goblins which they felt safe in attacking (and several times they found bands of twenty or more which they decided to leave alone). Eventually they had gathered a treasure of some ninety-three silver coins, of various sorts, and over two hundred copper coins, also of various sorts, all this including the money gotten by selling goblin swords and the like. 

By this time, they had come to the town of Vas Kapadan. As usual, people watched them approaching. 

A man, clearly one of the chief men of the village, stepped out to greet them. "A good day to you, sirs and lady. You are Venturers, then?" 

"We are," answered Orizd. "Is there something we can do for you?" 

"There's an ogre has moved into the hills hereabout, and he's playing hob with the crops and the flocks. Could you rid us of him?" 

"Belike we could. But you must know that we have to eat as well. What would you pay us?" 

"Surely your reward would be in the ogre's treasure, would it not?" 

"Ah, but ogre treasures usually consist of broken sword blades, bits of bright glass, and the like. We must have more than that." 

They set to bargaining, then, and eventually struck what seemed a reasonable agreement. If the treasure in the ogre's lair did not amount to at least twenty silver pieces, the village would make up the difference. 

As they marched away from the village toward the ogre's lair, Orizd called the two boys to him. "I hope that you understood the lesson there. We would likely have sought out the ogre in any case, but if the village is willing to pay us for it, we accept their pay. Thus we make some profit, no matter whether or not the ogre has treasure. Thus do Venturers survive." 

Haram said nothing. Some time ago, he had come to understand that there was more to the life of a Venturer than wandering the lands, seeking goblins or other beasts to slay. On occasion, he still dreamed of riding the land as a paladin on a magnificent horse, but he had told no one of those dreams, knowing it would only open him to ridicule. 
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