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Conan stood, feet planted firmly on sun-hardened ground, broadsword gripped in both hands, blade slick with blood. Around him surged the chaos of battle—the thunder of horses’ hooves, the frightened cries of camels, the clang and crash of sword against sword, and the voices of men and women… the battle cries of warriors, the screams of the newly wounded, the moans of the dying. He had been born amid such tumult, and it was only here, surrounded by it, that he truly felt at home.

On the ground around him lay the bodies of three Zuagir raiders, each felled by his sword. The tribesmen’s white robes were stained crimson with fresh blood, the one-handed curved blades their people favored still gripped in their dead hands. Their steel had Conan’s blood on it, but his mail shirt had protected him from the worst of the Zuagirs’ strikes, and the wounds he’d incurred—cuts to his arms and legs—weren’t deep, and thus he ignored them.

He remembered something his father had said to him when he was young.

The only bleeding to be concerned about is bleeding you cannot stop.

The Cimmerian grunted at the memory and then focused the entirety of his attention on a pair of raiders coming toward him on horseback, swords raised to attack. Their heads were covered by turbans, their faces by white scarves, but even in the predawn light, Conan could see the hatred burning in their eyes.

“Taste my steel, dogs!” he bellowed, then charged to meet his attackers with the power, grace, and savagery of a male lion in its prime.

He knew from both sides—attacking and defending—how devastating a sword blow from the back of a moving horse could be, with the animal’s weight and momentum added to its rider’s blow. But he didn’t intend to let the Zuagirs strike first. The raider on his right was slightly ahead of his companion, so Conan prepared to meet his attack. The man held his blade in his left hand, so Conan moved to his left to keep the horse between himself and the raider. The man would have to either slow to strike at him or bring his mount around, which would cost him precious time and delay his blow. The Cimmerian wasn’t about to give the Zuagir the chance to do either.

When the raider was close enough, Conan swung his broad-sword at the horse’s neck. He felt the impact as steel collided with animal flesh, but he was strong enough to absorb the shock and maintain his footing. His blade slashed through the mount’s throat, nearly decapitating the beast, and its blood sprayed the air in a fountain of red. The horse’s front legs buckled, and the animal pitched forward and slammed into the hard ground. The rider flung himself out of the saddle as the horse collapsed, and whether by intention or lucky accident, the raider flew toward Conan. The Cimmerian was not in the habit of thanking gods for whatever good fortune came his way, but if he had been a devout man, he would’ve given thanks to any god that might be listening.

To his credit, the raider attempted to strike at Conan as he came down, but the Cimmerian stepped forward, brought his broadsword up, and impaled the raider through the chest. He used the man’s own momentum to fling his corpse over his head, and as the body slid off his sword, Conan turned to meet the second attacker. This man wielded his blade in his right hand, gripped a dagger in his left, and—face-scarf down—held his mount’s reins clamped between his teeth. The raider’s eyes locked on Conan’s, and he hurled the dagger at the Cimmerian as his mount came thundering on.

Conan batted the dagger aside with contemptuous ease, and then crouched, dug his left hand into the hard earth, clasped a handful, and stood. He threw the dirt into the horse’s face, startling the animal. The mount let out a panicked whinny and swiftly veered to the side, unseating its rider. The man opened his mouth to release the reins, and his horse kept running as he fell to the ground. He angled his shoulder as he hit, rolled, came up onto his feet, sword still in hand, and immediately attacked. Conan was impressed by the man’s agility and determination, but neither saved him. When the Zuagir came within striking distance, the Cimmerian swung his sword into the side of the man’s head and sheared off the top of his skull. The raider’s turban unraveled as scalp, bone, and a chunk of his brain went flying.

Conan moved out of the raider’s path as the man staggered several more steps before falling to the ground. The Zuagir’s eyes moved back and forth, and his mouth gawped open and closed, like a fish stranded on shore. Conan stepped forward and plunged the point of his sword through the raider’s left eye and into what remained of his brain. The Cimmerian gave his weapon a savage twist and then withdrew it, and with a last shuddering breath, the Zuagir died.

Conan, barely winded, body covered with a light sheen of sweat, glanced at the horse whose throat he’d cut. The Zuagir were reputed to breed some of the finest steeds in the known world, and from what he’d seen this day, he believed it. It was a waste to kill such a magnificent animal, but there had been no help for it.

He swept his gaze across the battlefield to assess the current state of combat, and he snorted in disgust.

Most of the mercenaries who had been hired to guard the caravan were dead, and only a handful of the two dozen Zuagirs in the raiding party had fallen. There were a few who knew what they were doing, but there weren’t enough to stand against the Zuagir. This battle was lost. As much as it galled Conan to abandon a fight, the Zuagirs had lived up to their reputation as formidable opponents, and he was severely outnumbered with no allies to aid him. Plus, the caravan carried no real riches to protect—or steal—and he had no personal stake in this fight.
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