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“And about the table where stood the Dark Man, immovable as a mountain, washed the red waves of slaughter.”

—Robert E. Howard, The Dark Man

* * *

When the axe ripped free from the Roman’s chest plate, a sound escaped along with it, not unlike a boot pulling free from mud. The gasp from the dying soldier’s mouth echoed the rush of wind out his chest.

These impressions tickled the ears of the black-haired warrior holding the metal-headed axe. Lifting the weapon, he let it fall once again, but not on the dying soldier. This time the axe plunged through the thigh of another Roman advancing near the fighter in the scrum.

The newcomer thrust his shield toward the savage man, and swung a gladius. The assault went awry as his injured leg betrayed him.

“Look out, Father!” The shout of warning came from nearby. “Watch out, King Bran!”

The axe wrenched in the Roman’s leg and a fount of blood baptized the combatant as he leaned back. Hand slipping from the bloody grip on the axe, Bran Mak Morn grabbed the wrist of the soldier who wielded the gladius, finding both leather and flesh. Eye to eye, Bran tightened his grip and, with his free hand, seized the top of the shield. His weight behind him, the Pict king maneuvered the blade down, shoving the gladius as if to make the Roman behead himself.

The soldier resisted, favoring his good leg, but in an instant Bran’s forehead smashed into the face of his opponent, popping the Roman’s pronounced nose and causing more blood to gout.

The shock of the blow caused the man to lessen the tension in his sword arm. He released the blade as Bran let go his grip, moving to seize the pommel of the weapon. One quick move toward his adversary’s neck and the edge of the gladius sliced into flesh. Peering through blood and gloom, Bran couldn’t see how far the blade went in, but it proved far enough as the soldier gagged and fell back.
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