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"ANYONE CAN BE A BARBARIAN; it requires a terrible effort to remain a civilized man."

Leonard Woolf

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIETEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

CHAPTER FORTY

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

CHAPTER FIFTY

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

CHAPTER SIXTY

CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

A Novel by

A. J. Gallant

––––––––
[image: ]


BRAEDEN THE BARBARIAN  
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​CHAPTER ONE 
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THE DESERT WAS AS DEADLY as she was beautiful.  

Braeden went through the red sand of the Irahalak desert on the back of his shiny black stallion, following an ancient path frequently concealed by the shifting wind. It was often necessary to guide by several massive dunes that always remained in place, which were forged by magic. But sometimes, even the monster dunes were challenging to position accurately; sometimes, one thought one could be the other, especially for a person in desperate need of water. He had stopped sweating, indicating that he would soon be in mortal danger as his body had started to shut down, his vision struggling to remain focused. This landscape was not an enemy he could vanquish; she tolerated him only as long as he was smart enough to survive, having no mercy to show, a fickle relationship.  

His well-developed body flowed with the horse's movements, the sun beating him down by the hour. One of his earliest memories was his father placing him on a horse when he was just five, giving him his first wooden sword around the same time, often cracking him over the head with another when he failed to hold his position correctly. Brought up in a world of swords and sorcery, he had much to learn to survive, and he was lucky to have an adept father to learn it from; no one dared cross Anvor the Barbarian.  And he wasn't afraid to dabble in sorcery when it was necessary.

Braeden was a monster of a man. Few were larger or had more talent for wielding weapons; his abs, as robust as tree branches, pushed one against the other. Women always appreciated Braeden's brown hair, rugged good looks, and muscularity, their pupils expanding at the sight of him, some hoping to lure him to their beds. He had trained for over a year with the Monks of the Sword, a sect that rarely fought but trained in the art of war daily, a peculiar life to wrap one's head around. He had gone there after his father's death, done in by sickness; it was a break from life's struggles, but he had become tired of it. He was now searching for adventure in general and treasure in particular, but fate did not release her cache quickly, and often, there was a price to pay.

The high red dunes were as shapely as any woman; the moderate wind pushed the sand along but didn't help under such stifling heat. A painting of his situation with the stunning dunes reaching for the blue sky in the background with him not much bigger than a speck in the foreground would be an incredible work of art but being here was something else, difficult to breathe. In and out of consciousness, dreaming of both him and his horse swimming in a lake of freshwater. 

The scent of dust filled the air.  

"Finn, it's so hot it's a miracle we don't catch fire. My throat is so dry. I can't imagine how you feel carrying me on your back." His throat was uncomfortable and scratchy. He didn't think he would see the sun go down, which would offer a temporary respite from the heat until the cold. Overhead, buzzards were already circling. A long slow screech from one reminded them of their possible fate should they succumb, food for the vultures.

The Barbarian passed a small dune and noticed a red-spotted spider that popped out of the sand, grabbing a beetle and just as quickly disappearing with its meal as it created a small landslide. The spider liked to crawl into people's tents while they slept and ate away at their faces, casting its magic so that they felt nothing, a meal for the arachnid and a nightmare for its victim.  One fellow awoke in the middle of the night to discover that he had no nose and half of his left ear was missing; there was always a story behind screams in the night. 

Braeden was disoriented, just enough to make it challenging to navigate. But he was more concerned about his horse than himself; the animal had no choice but to go where he directed. They had grown up together, and a spell attached to Finn would make the horse live as long as he did, only taking its last breath when he took his. The horse initially belonged to a sorcerer bartered for by his father.   

And then another screech from one of those damn buzzards. 

Braeden's hazel eyes went blurry, but he was finally aware of his exact position when the focus returned. The wind had changed the shape of the massive dune since the last time he was here, but he was happy to know where he was and, more importantly, the location of the water source and more comfortable that they would most likely survive to get to it. It was essential to take advantage of his lucidity while he was able.

Finn whinnied as he smelled the water in the air.

"I smell it too." His voice didn't have the strength it usually had, and it felt like he had swallowed a handful of sand. He halted and looked down at fresh tracks not yet obliterated, traveling from east to west, three riders by the look of it, heading to the same oasis that he could barely perceive in the distance, tall palm trees blowing in the hot breeze marking its location. Braeden had been to the magical waters several times before; anyone who drank the icy cold water would not need to drink again for a week. He imagined it had saved many lives over the years, with others getting woefully close to succumbing. The occasional outpost sold the water, and others only pretended to sell it; one fellow had no teeth left in his head for trying to sell him ordinary water. The enchanted water had a taste to it, like drinking juice from a ripe melon. It could have been a deadly deception to sell a person magical water that wasn't.  

The Barbarian didn't want to push his horse too hard, so even though he was anxious to get to the enchanted source, he got down and led Finn the last little ways. He had fought that morning, killing two, his double-edged sword remained encrusted with their blood, but one of their arrows had pierced his water bladder. Water was worth more than gold in such an atmosphere, more than anything except for life itself.  

"Come on, Finn," Braeden said to his stallion. "We'll see who can drink the most." Both were eager to get to the life-sustaining nectar.  

Joseph was half asleep, lying with his back against a palm tree enjoying its shade, and as he opened his eyes, he stared at the barbarian approaching; he thought it might be a mirage.  He could tell that the brawny fellow was in desperate need of a drink, that he might fall at any moment, and that even though he was so close, he might not make it. And was there something that sparkled from his saddlebag? "Wake up! Look at this big bastard. Luckily for us, the desert has weakened him. We are blessed. We seek treasure, and the treasure comes to us." 

The Barbarian was so large that they wondered what he had been eating as if he could knock out a bear with a single punch. "This waterhole is not free, friend."  

Braeden smirked at the comment. A battalion of soldiers would not stop him from getting a drink. "Really? Would my foot in your ass be sufficient payment?"  

Elderick was surprised at his feistiness as he looked barely alive; he teetered as he stood. "Friend, we are three, and you are one." He looked at Joseph, who was already pulling his sword, and then back at the Barbarian. "You are in no shape to fight one of us. Make it easy on yourself, and we shall render you a merciful death. And by that, I mean quick."

"That’s generous of you.” Braeden noticed the ice crystals in the water and could feel its coolness from where he was; he didn’t know who had conjured it or how many years it had existed, but he would kiss the sorcerer if he could. “Would you like me to bend over so that you can reach my neck with that stick of a sword?” He ignored them, filling three of his canteens and his remaining water bladder, sinking one canteen, and then refilling it. “And I’m not your friend. Should you be foolish enough to pull those swords, those buzzards flying overhead will pick your eyes out before the sun sets, supposing they can stand your stench.” 

They scrutinized him, eying the gold chalice they could now see sticking out of his saddle, encrusted with at least one jewel, and then looked at his hairy chest, wondering just how good he was with that fancy sword with its guard containing a beautiful dark ruby. His confidence had been distracting. Even though he had drunk, they knew it would take him time to regain his strength as it had taken them. Had he been embellishing his condition to put them off guard? 

“Let’s take him,” said Elderick. “We’ll split whatever he has in three equal portions, but I want his horse.” 

Braeden put his hand on the hilt of his sword, staring at them and not showing any fear, smiling as he stared into each man's eyes. “You are as stupid as you look. I didn’t think that was possible.” 

They surrounded him as Finn turned around and kicked one in the back, launching him into the palm tree; the impact made a rather nasty sound as it killed him, and now it was two against two. They alternately swung their swords at the Barbarian, but he blocked them even in his weakened condition! And as Braeden stepped back from a wild swing, the blade nicked his friend, drawing blood, not severe but alarming nonetheless.  

“Watch your sword, you idiot! Rush him!”

But as they both charged, Braeden dropped, barely managing to roll out of the way as Lawrence’s longsword hit the sand. Finn reared up, making them both step back, giving him time to get back on his feet.

Braeden easily deflected Joseph’s sword, and the fellow dropped it. The Barbarian took his head, the blood squirting into the red sand, a surprised look on his face as his head rolled away from his body, collecting sand like a snowball gathering snow. The remaining ruffian realized it had been an error to try and take advantage of the big guy; he had practically been born to fight. 

Lawrence immediately dropped his sword. “I yield. Please spare my life. I could be your servant. I yield!”

Braeden noticed the body of a poor fellow partially covered with sand behind a palm tree; it was likely that these guys had killed him. The Barbarian slowly shook his head; he knew a bad idea when he heard one. “I would have to sleep with one eye open and my hand around your throat. Unpleasant for both of us, I think.” The thought of them preying upon people dying of thirst was too much for him to forgive. He walked up to him and chopped down into his shoulder all the way down through his heart, stopping it. He tossed the body away from the pond.  He placed his face into the water and drank some more as Finn playfully nudged him, and then the horse continued to drink. 

“That was a nice kick.”

Finn whinnied as he nodded and playfully pushed Braeden into the frigid pond. As they departed the area, the buzzards swooped down for their meal.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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Azalea rode her black steed along the edge of the desert. To her west, only sand and the heat awaited; to the east, some greenery, bushes, grass, and small palm trees were interspersed here and there. In a land where the landscape sometimes changed magically, it was not always easy to keep one’s bearings; there were enchanted maps, but the one she had acquired had vanished in the night. She had a scroll that showed its location, but it wasn’t a map and lacked detail, giving a general area of the monument site, but she would find it with hope.  

She was so beautiful that men spoke of her days after they’d seen her: golden hair, gorgeous blue eyes, and curves in all the right places. “What’s this?” A yellow and black butterfly that was larger than her head danced erratically; it landed on her horse’s head, making him twitch.  She watched as it flew off, enjoying its beauty as it did so. She had a thing about butterflies and often dreamt of them; a fortune-teller had told her that the insect represented the freedom that would one day be taken from her. 

The butterfly flew off and then returned and repeated the back-and-forth movement several times. Finally, she got the idea that it wanted her to follow it. Azalea trailed the insect for about half a league, leading her to a second butterfly trapped on a picky cactus. It struggled to free itself but was unable to do so, trapped by a resin that the plant had produced for just such a purpose. It took some time to release the poor thing, not wanting to damage its delicate wings, but she managed to do so, and as it flew around her, it appeared to be none the worse for the experience. The first one fluttered its wings in her face, a butterfly kiss that was said to be good luck, and then they both flew off. 

After traveling for a while, she could discern a two-story dwelling made from palm trees in the distance. As she got closer, it became apparent that it was a small village.  Seven horses were tied to a railing in front of the two-story; several animals drank out of a trough filled with clear water. As she got closer, she could see a sign pounded into the ground: The only INN within a hundred leagues. The inn was painted white, and the paint looked fresh, smelled fresh too, and she immediately suspected it to be a creation of magic though unsure why she had such a thought. She questioned everything that might be magic these days after an ordinary looking tree had come to life and almost killed her. There was a large round window over the door with several more circular windows on the second floor; a man’s ugly face was pressed against one as he looked down at her.

Azalea entered the establishment; two fellows were serving two dirty men.  The dust flew off of them as they returned to their round oak table with a bottle of wine, one having only two teeth remaining in his mouth. She stared at the liquor prices and then at the cost of a room for the night. Five silver pieces for a chamber were robbery, but she would pay it out in the middle of nowhere. It would be good to set her head down on a pillow for a change.

She approached the long bar and stared directly into the barkeep’s brown eyes. “I’ll have a bucket of water, a bottle of your best whiskey, and a room for the night.” She knew how they were looking at her, how they’d love to ravish her. But when they saw the tattoo on her left forearm of a red dragon, they immediately pulled their eyes back into their heads. Crimson Warriors were legendary fighters, and it was much healthier if one remembered that fact.

“That will be one gold coin and five silver. If you have something else to barter with, we would consider something else, and I see that you do.”

A gold coin for a bottle of whiskey was insane, but again, out in the middle of nowhere, they had customers who came along right where they wanted them. She took the coins from her pouch and put them on the bar, imagining that some miserly wizard owned the place; the bottle he took off the shelf was instantly replaced by some repeating enchantment. A friend of hers had had one for apples; the spell wore off when she had reached two hundred apples. Azalea pushed a table into the corner so no one could get behind her, loaded her crossbow, and sat it on the table and her iifiur sword. And, of course, she was aware that all eyes were on her. 

Azalea was asleep in her bed at the inn with her head resting comfortably on a feather-stuffed pillow.  She heard a floorboard creak. A warrior always slept lightly lest she awakens with her spirit leaving her body. Azalea opened her eyes and listened to a second board creak; her vision went down from the shield carving on the heavy door to the crack of light beneath it. A shadow disrupted the light, and then she thought she saw another. They were going to pay for disturbing her slumber.

The floor creaked yet again as she heard mumbling.

Azalea removed one of her throwing knives from its sheath and quietly rolled off the straw mattress; she knew no one was up to any good at this time of night. It wasn’t difficult to guess what they wanted. She could smell them out in the hall; they reeked of alcohol, sweat, and urine, an unpleasant combination.  

Two men with daggers forced the door open after breaking the lock. They had salivated upon her entry into the inn, thinking she was one of the comeliest wenches they had ever seen, and couldn’t wait to get their hands on her. But she was a Crimson warrior from the Kingdom of Rothlo, where the women ran things and men did what they were told. The kingdom was known for producing exceptional women warriors, and she had been the best. A dispute with Queen Iefsa forced her to flee. Some of the queen’s gold had been stolen and planted in her chamber. Her life was forever interrupted by someone most likely jealous of her skills. 

Dercael and Gavir watched her most of the night and had eyes on her as she went up to her chamber. They sat at the bar discussing what they would do to her, raising a lump in their trousers. Now they were beside themselves; they couldn’t wait to force her to her hands and knees, one shaking slightly with anticipation. 

“Don’t you scream,” Gavir insisted as he closed the door behind them. She was more muscular than they would like, but still, that face could snap a man’s neck from whiplash. 

Azalea threw her knife into Dercael’s throat, and he sank to the floor, gurgling, drowning in his blood. “I won’t if you won’t.”

Gavir tried to force her into the bed, but Azalea was no damsel in distress. She moved to his left and used his weight against him, smashing him hard into the wall. He got up with fire in his eyes, now determined to kill the bitch, discovering her sword had made its way into his stomach; opening the door, she kicked him off the weapon into the hall.  She dragged the other one out into the hall and returned to bed. Dead men would not be a disruption to a good night’s sleep.

In the morning, the barkeep insisted that she pay for their burial.

“You either speak in jest or ignorance.” Azalea was not one to hold her words, and most men didn’t like it, just as Korab didn’t like it. “Your flimsy door allowed those two drunkards into my room. Consider yourself lucky I don’t make you pay for the inconvenience.” 

He studied her and didn’t dare say another word.  

Azalea rode her horse between two curvaceous sand dunes; she was as hot as the desert and just as shapely. She carried a sword, a bow and quiver, and a crossbow. She was aware that she was being pursued by two men, almost certainly from the inn, and they were gaining ground because she permitted it. It would be better to face them in the light of day instead of having them lurking under cover of darkness. 

There was no law out here; people made the rules, whatever they could impose upon someone. How a person made it through childhood and what they went through in life usually decided whether they walked in the light or trolled through the dark or somewhere in the middle.   

As a warning, Azalea stopped and turned her horse towards them, showing them that she was aware of their presence, but men wouldn’t usually heed a threat, especially from a woman. They slowed but continued to move in her direction. One went to her left and the other to her right. She placed one of her two remaining enchanted arrows into her crossbow; although too far for a regular bolt, this one would find its target and kill. Did she want to waste one on these two?

They commenced riding hard and fast. When the one on her left was close enough, Azalea pulled a throwing knife and tossed it. He laughed when it missed him by a fair margin, but the weapon circled and went through the back of his neck, making him spit up blood as he struggled to breathe. Falling off his horse, he died miserably. The other tried to knock her off her horse; he wanted to taste those breasts and other parts before he cracked her skull open with the hilt of his sword. The horses were brought to a halt as they stared at one another.

“Face me if you dare, wench!” said Saban. He jumped off his horse to challenge her, showing her a mocking smile.  

She grabbed her bow and rapidly put three arrows into him; he died with a surprised look on his weather-beaten face. Azalea refused to work up a sweat as she was already too damn hot with the sun approaching noon. She drank from his water bladder and discovered three silver coins in a pocket half full of sand.  
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TEN-YEAR-OLD BRAEDEN faced his father as a small crowd of less than a dozen had gathered to see the father teach the son the ways of the sword. The youngster had a wicked temper and knew his sire was trying hard to make him think strategically and keep his wits about him because his life would depend on it. The boy, dressed in leather as he stood in attack position number two, was as still as a statue. Anvor lifted his right elbow slightly, which annoyed him because he did it almost every time.

“Boy, when facing two opponents, what do you do?” asked his father.

“Run like hell?”

“That is one possible solution, but it might not be possible to escape. Besides, an arrow in the back would be a possible end.”

“I kill one as quickly as possible, so my chances of beating them increase.”

“But which one do you kill?”

Braeden knew that there were several answers to the question. “I kill the most skilled first, giving the other one doubts about whether it was a good idea to attack me. And I do not hesitate.”

“That’s right, boy. What happens when you hesitate?”

“He who hesitates dies. And one’s hesitation will be noticed.” He knew what was coming next, and he hated it. He was superior to all the other children in the village, even most older ones, but he was no match for his father. 

Anvor smiled as a few more came in to watch. “Braeden, attack me, and do not hold back, or you will be punished.”

Braeden swung at his father with the wooden sword even before he finished talking, hoping to surprise him, but unfortunately, it didn’t work. His strike was in anger, and Anvor blocked all his blows. A few in the crowd laughed. And then the little Barbarian decided to try a recently acquired move; he jumped into the air and swung hard, but his father kicked him and sent him flying as he turned.

“Never turn your back on the enemy!”  

Braeden, hurt by the kick as fire filled his eyes. Anvor laughed at him, and as he approached his father, several children screamed terrible screams simultaneously as if being killed. It was the distraction that Braeden needed. He swung his sword as hard as he could and caught his father on his left knee, drawing blood and making him scream and hop around as others laughed. Anvor examined his knee as the blood ran down his leg.

He stared at Braeden curiously. “Boy, was that a planned distraction?”

Braeden nodded. “It was.” He wasn’t sure if he would be beaten, but he could not resist the urge to draw blood.   

“Good for you! My son outwits a seasoned warrior! You shall come with us on the hunt tomorrow!”

And a cheer rose from the crowd.  

Braeden arrived at the village of Popiir, only it was now a lot bigger than he remembered, must be five hundred people now or more. It had grown a lot in five years. Most of the dwellings were cubes in style and rundown, but two brothels across the road from one another were rectangular and in better condition. Palm trees were scattered here and there; a rusty water tower cast its long shadow over the Barbarian.  Several tumbleweeds blew past him as if following one another just before halting his horse. He tied Finn and entered the Watering Hole. Finn whinnied, drank, and watched as Braeden vanished from his view.

Inside the brothel, the atmosphere was red, with chairs, tables, the bar, and even wooden floors painted. “Will you have a drink, or do you desire a woman first, friend?” The fellow behind the bar was half human and half ape. His father had wronged a wizard and had been forced to mate with an ape, with the union producing a hairy ape-like creature with the face of a monkey that meshed with a man, and yet somehow Simi was handsome in his way. He had long since killed the bastard sorcerer that made him a mockery. 

“I’ll have a whiskey, and I don’t pay for women. Don’t give me that cheap shit; I want the good stuff. Just give me the bottle.” The Barbarian dropped coins on the counter, went over, and sat with his back against the wall. Only a few occupied the bar; he assumed the rest were most likely upstairs having a good time though it was early for such an undertaking. 

A short, muscular, bearded fellow with patches of gray in his beard approached Braeden. “Would you like some company to help you consume that bottle, friend?”

“Fuck off, and I am not your friend.”

The bearded fellow placed his hand on his sword but suddenly felt Simi’s hairy hand on his shoulder. “Caiddor, leave. I don’t want your corpse stinking up my place.” He escorted him to the door and pushed him out before returning to his place behind the bar.

Zach sauntered down the stairs adjusting his belt, and immediately noticed the Barbarian, and he could tell that Braeden also saw him out of the corner of his eye. He ran over, and they hugged. “Braeden! What brings you back here?”  

“Nothing in particular. I just tend to wander. Have you settled down in this stink hole?” Braeden poured his friend a whiskey and then drank from the bottle. “Have a seat.” It was improper etiquette for anyone to sit without permission, even friends. But these days, everyone did whatever the hell they wanted. It was might that was usually considered right.

Zach was very handsome, with a slight frame though muscular, delightful hazel eyes. “You are a sight, my friend. I dreamt of you last night.”

Braeden cleared his throat.  “Have you finally given up on the Forbidden City?”

Zach looked disappointed. Both he and Braeden had searched for it several months quite some time ago, but the truth was that he had accompanied him for entertainment. The Barbarian had never been sure if the place existed. Wherever Zach went, more times than not, trouble followed. “I have knowledge of a magic mirror that will lead us to it but have no idea of its location. I’m told it’s near Zalfania.”  Zalfanian gold was the purest, and not many carried it except the Zalfanians. Zalfania was almost a thousand leagues from where they now found themselves. 

“I might just settle here for a month or two.” Braeden watched as a comely wench went upstairs with a short, ugly fellow who would not be able to attract such a woman without gold. “I have no desire to search for a place I’m pretty sure doesn’t exist.”  

Zack was taken aback. “You just called this place a stink hole, and you want to stay for a month or two?” He got a look from the bartender as he sank the shot of whiskey and gestured for more, given another drink, and then the Barbarian emptied half of the bottle down his throat. 

“I’ve been dreaming about this stink hole for some reason, strange and colorful dreams and always about gold. Anyway, it’s over two hundred leagues from here to the next town of any substance, and I grow weary of traipsing through the desert. The rest will do me good. Besides, my dreams just might be prophetic in nature. So Zack, how long have you been here?”

Zack hesitated before answering. “Almost six months.”

The Barbarian’s deep laugh went through the bar. “Is this stink hole even on the map yet?”

“On some magical maps, I suppose.” Zach turned as two rough-looking characters entered, dusty and dirty from traveling. One deliberately bumped him, making him spill the shot of whiskey on the way to his mouth.

“My mistake, friend.” And then he spat a clump of mucus into the corner.

“That was no accident,” said Braeden. 

“So, what are you going to do about it?” And before the brute could utter some other disparaging remark, Zack cut his head off with his sword, hitting the floor with a thump it rolled awkwardly. 

Braeden threw a dagger into his left eye and his brain as the other pulled his sword, killing him instantly. “What were we talking about?”

Simi shook his head, knowing it would be one of those days; he collected the valuables from the dead men, several gold coins, and seven silver before dragging him outside for burial. Shortly after, he returned to the head, threw it out the back door, and cleaned the blood.

“I don’t remember. I won a shack not far from here, and you can stay as long as you like.”

The Barbarian nodded. “I could use some slumber.”

The barkeep was not impressed. But he knew when one was looking for trouble, one usually found it.

Zach’s box of a dwelling had square windows with camel hides for curtains and some logs that looked newer than others. Braeden saw that Zack had three goats by the front door he kept for milk. The house next door had two camels eating cactus plants thrown out for them, and three young boys were running around and around the house in pursuit of one another. One black-haired boy kicked the other one’s feet from under him, and then the fists started flying, making the Barbarian smile. 

Inside, Zach gave Braeden a cold beer he had taken from a magic box he had confiscated from a warrior killed in battle. It was a peculiar contraption with snow that never melted, even in the hot sun. He was wise to keep the secret to himself as others would undoubtedly kill for it.

Abruptly a commotion erupted from outside.

“Unless you pay the stipend of two silver coins, I will be forced to take the boy. He will work in the mine to make up for it.”

“No!”

Braeden drank his cold beer and appreciated it, staring at the frosty glass; he got up and went outside to see what the commotion was about. Behind him, Zach had a knowing smile as he shook his head. Braeden found four armed men dressed in brown leather carrying curved swords. One had picked up one of the boys and had thrown him over his shoulder; he guessed that he was no more than eight or nine. “Put the child down.”

The boys' mother looked haggard and worn down by life; she was thirty years old but looked fifty. Tears ran down her cheeks; she didn’t have the strength to stop them. Such was how her life had gone.

“Mind your business, barbarian,” said Adair, a beast of a man with both front teeth missing. His other three companions were on their horses looking down; one looked worried, seeing the Barbarian in battle years ago. “We’ll be over to collect silver from you soon enough.”

Braeden threw his dagger so fast that no one had time to react; catching Adair in the throat, he fell, gurgling and choking in his own blood as the boy ran off. He dodged the swing of the horseman’s sword, pulling his own and cutting off the attacker's hand at the wrist. Finn reared up and knocked another off his horse, promptly kicking him to death.  One fled as fast as his steed could manage. “Quick, give me your bow!”

Zach gave Braeden his bow and watched as he launched the arrow in a high arc, having to guess where he would be when the arrow got there and not where he was currently. Zach was impressed as the bolt stuck into his shoulder though he did manage to continue. “Zach sell their horses, and the money goes to the woman. She deserves at least that much for her trouble.” 

Such kindness was hard to imagine from a stranger. “Thank you so much!” said the woman.

Braeden grunted as he went back inside to get another cold beer. No thanks were necessary when he thought he was doing what should be done, but he knew that brute getting away was likely to be trouble.
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AFTER SEVERAL DAYS of riding, Azalea was on the edge of the Irahalak desert when she came upon a circular straw and wood stick house covered with a thick layer of mud to protect it from the severe sandstorms that occasionally hit the area. Beside it was a deep well with a bucket tied with a sturdy rope. There was a circular black sign leaning against the dwelling. It was decorated with a small section of the starry sky, indicating that the dweller within was a sorcerer or a witch. Pretty much the same, she thought, a wielder of magic in any case. The Crimson Warrior was getting low on water, but where a sorcerer resided here, she didn’t dare just take it. Sword against sword was one thing, but she was at a disadvantage against magic. A ball of fire would kill her nicely. 

“Let’s see what happens,” Azalea said to herself just before knocking on the door.

The door slowly creaked open, and an old woman inside shouted. “Got ya!” She laughed and laughed, and the sound was surprisingly young for such a weathered old face; she was wearing a bright yellow dress that would have better suited a younger woman, but who was she to judge. “And what can I do for you as if I didn’t know.”

Azalea had hesitated before she spoke. Perhaps she was not of sound mind? That could make the situation a bit thornier. “I’d like permission to fill up my water bladder.”

The white-haired wizard nodded, examining Azalea from head to toe; she could understand a man looking at her in such a fashion. “No charge for the water, but should you desire to purchase a magical item, I will need gold, and not just any gold, Zalfanian gold.”

Azalea dropped the bucket down, and when she pulled it up, she drank her fill. It was cold and quenched her thirst. It seemed that everyone wanted Zalfanian gold these days. “Thank you kindly,” she said as she filled her bladder. The lady, worn by time, gestured for her to come inside and look around. Azalea was wary of entering the dwelling of a sorcerer, but she supposed that she could have already cast a spell on her had she desired; besides, she didn’t want to pass up an opportunity to perhaps gain a magical item that might save her life.

Cordella smiled at the young warrior. “I was young and beautiful once as you are now but look at me. Time has not been kind; the years have also put the boots to other parts of me.” And again, she laughed. “Everything here will cost you one gold coin, except for one object requiring two. If you can guess the object, I will give it to you for nothing. However, only a single guess will be tolerated. I have a lifetime of work in here.”   

“My name is Azalea.”

“I’m Cordella.” She touched Azalea’s biceps appreciatively. “Have you killed many men?”

“I’ve killed my fair share.” Azalea noticed that those words appeared to appease her as she entered. The place was filled with odds and ends, beakers of magical ingredients and books, bells, small colorful rocks, and even the head of a pig on a shelf that had a piece of a dragon bone through it; she thought the swine had a surprised look on its face—one wall filled with racks of small pouches. In the center of the room were little pyramids on a white pedestal; they were of various sizes, and two were balancing one tip to the other. Apparently, it had taken magic to accomplish, like suspending needles tip to tip. On the south wall were broken items. Half of a sundial, half of a mirror, a doll with no legs, and a dagger with its blade bent to such a degree that it was useless. A pair of dove’s wings hanging from the ceiling had an iridescence quality, changing from white to a lovely green. There was a round shield so damaged it looked as though a single blow from a sword would destroy it.

Cordella cleared her throat. “I have love and healing spells; I also have spells that hurt. That doll with no legs will render someone powerless, never to walk again, once cast the spell cannot be removed even by another spell.” 

“What of the small pyramids?”

“Don’t concern yourself with those; a work in progress is what it is. I’ve been working on that one for almost twenty years now.” 

Azalea nodded.  She was curious, but there was no point in pressing it. “You have too many items for me to guess which one would be worth two gold coins.”

Cordella made her way to a fancy red chair that looked fit for a king that was pushed against the wall; she sat and stared at the young woman, secretly admiring her breasts. She would love to see her completely naked. “Some things are not for sale, much too dangerous for the inexperienced. I sold a spell years ago that was supposed to be used on the battlefield; instead, it was used to kill an entire village. I continue to have nightmares about it.” She shook her head and had a pained look, the thought of all those innocent people, the children. “Clear your mind as best you can and see if you’re drawn to anything.” She kicked her right foot back several times as a horse might. 

How could she decide on anything when she didn’t know what all the items accomplished? She was a strange old woman, but there were plenty of peculiar people. “What does the beat-up shield do?”

“It will defend you against any sword attack; however, only eight thwarts are left, and then it will become as useless as it looks. It started out with a thousand. Some magical ingredients are rare, and I am in no condition to seek out more. I suppose you don't have any of the moonflower roots? Once it blooms, it needs to experience seven hundred full moons and then turn violet, producing a single small pink berry with significant healing properties. It would give me an extra dozen years of life.” 

“I’m sorry, but I’ve never heard of it until now. And the dove wings? What do they do? At least, they look like a dove’s wings.” 

“When going on a long journey, they will see that you get there twice as fast as it would have taken. They will not protect you in battle nor get rid of any delays or assure you will arrive at your destination. If you had arrived safely, then and only then would they get you there twice as fast. Precious should one be on a long ocean journey. A six-month journey accomplished in three would be very nice, don’t you think?” 

Azalea nodded. “And this small bell?” 

“I don’t explain all my magical items. Not knowing what it does will only add to the spice of life. Don’t you think? A single piece of gold and the bell is yours.”

The warrior grunted. “Having no knowledge of what a spell does could be dangerous. What about all these colorful rocks?”

“Each one gives a small glimpse of the future, but they are very random. One fellow complained that all it showed him was his dog
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