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The two hulking Kushites snarled out their challenge, glaring at Conan through the narrow slits of their battle-worn helms, the one on the left wielding a heavy, thick-handled axe, the other a sword that was nearly as long as he was tall. Even at a glance, Conan knew that these were not vagabonds or petty thugs. These were hired killers. Mercenaries much like himself. Definitely not who he would expect to encounter on what was supposed to be an easy escort job. Along the winding, isolated roads of central Kush, there was never a shortage of foul bandits and cutthroats eager to prey upon vulnerable travelers. But this was a ten-wagon caravan protected by fifteen seasoned and heavily armed warriors. Either the attackers were desperate, or they had their own agenda that had little if anything to do with the goods being transported.

At the moment, the reason for the attack was irrelevant. There was a job to do. And men to slay.

The brute on his left hefted his great axe and charged in with surprising swiftness for someone of his build. In coordination, the man on his right leveled his blade, intent on skewering Conan when he attempted to evade the other man’s blow. But rather than stepping away, Conan raised his sword and pivoted, rushing toward the incoming axe, his superior speed placing him just inside the cutting edge, narrowly avoiding being split in half. His blade scraped along the shaft, slicing through his foe’s knuckles. The man wailed and cursed, but his forward momentum was unhindered, and he collided with Conan’s shoulder.

Though outweighed, Conan was nimble enough to twist away in time to prevent being sent to his back on the hard-packed road. With his second opponent turning, dragged forward by the weight of his massive sword, Conan brought his blade up in a sweeping strike that landed just beneath the armpit and lodged between the shoulder and collar bone. A spin and a hard pull was enough for pitiless steel to carve through tender flesh and sever the arm completely. Blood pumped from the wound in time with his heartbeat, screams of pain and shock inspiring a smile to creep up from the corners of the barbarian’s lips.

Even with the loss of two fingers, the axe-wielding mercenary was far from vanquished. This was a man who had seen more than his share of carnage and bore the scars to tell the tale of many battles. Regaining his balance, he stepped away from the wagon, his blade slicing through the air as he reeled to again face Conan. The Cimmerian’s speed continued to serve him well and he ducked away in time, thrusting his weapon through a wiry beard, finding the soft, pink skin just behind the jawline. The sword slipped effortlessly through bone, brains, and tissue, halting as the tip reached the top of the skull. The contest was over. The dull-eyed stare and dribble of blood mixed with spittle that spilled out and dangled from his bottom lip formed a macabre portrait of how a warrior’s life often ended.

Conan roared as he jerked his sword free and stalked toward the lead wagon. Two more foes found themselves standing in the path of his battle lust. They did not stand long. With each breath, his heart pounded out a war cadence, pumping fire and rage into sinewed arms. His comrades were faring well, so far as he could tell, though he was not taking careful notice. His focus was fixed on his primary job: Protect the merchant Marisova Mella and his wife.

All other concerns were secondary.

Three men were closing in on two defenders only a few yards ahead. Conan recognized the pair as young fighters from Shem—tough and strong, but inexperienced. If they fell, there was nothing to prevent their employer from being slaughtered. That was not going to happen. Conan sprang forward, poised to cleave the neck of the nearest foe, but the blow did not land. Movement in the corner of his eye caused him to stop short. Pure animal instinct twisted Conan’s torso left and sent his hand reaching for the wrist of the Kushite warrior who hurtled in from between the wagons.

But the man’s skin was slick with fresh blood, and the Cimmerian felt steel worm its way between the scales of his cuirass just below his left collar bone. The man weighed considerably less but had struck high and at a full run. Unable to maintain balance, Conan wrenched his body around as he fell, hoping to prevent the dagger from being driven in deeper. It worked, though it placed him in a precarious position. His sword arm was trapped, and he was unable to reach the knife on his belt or boot.

With a triumphant roar, the warrior yanked the blade free and aimed his next strike at the Cimmerian’s eyes. Conan thrust his hips and leaned his neck to the side. While he narrowly avoided the brunt of the attack, a long gash opened up across his right cheek. Reaching down, Conan clawed at the man’s testicles, but cursed as his fingers were rebuffed by a leather codpiece. Supremely confident of his victory and amused by Conan’s futile efforts to dislodge him, the man raised the dagger once again.

But the blow was left hanging in midair.

In a blink, the vicious grin on the face of his would-be killer became a wide-eyed spectacle of shock; his mocking laughter choked off and replaced by a gurgling cough. His body lurched and blood spilled over twitching lips, landing on Conan’s chest. The glint of a sword’s blade protruding from his foe’s side explained what had happened. And Conan was pleased to see that the hand holding it belonged to Titus Havarius. His long brown curls were soaked in sweat and blood and were plastered in a shambolic mess about his face and neck. He wore a simple leather breastplate and a small domed helm. Athletic but not overly muscled. Over the past several months, Conan had come to respect him as a fighter.

The Cimmerian’s arm shot out, shoving the sagging foe aside, and he scrambled to his feet.

“Saved your worthless hide again,” Titus said, flashing a youthful smirk.

Conan had no time for courtesy or gratitude. One of the three attackers had been slain, but both of the young Shemites were dead, leaving no one to protect their employer. While Conan could not see them from his vantage point, he knew Mella, his wife, and their servant and driver, Joni, were just within range of the enemy blades.

As one, Conan and Titus raced forward, ramming their swords through the attackers’ backs, piercing their hearts before they knew what had happened. Conan shoved the bodies behind him to take up a defensive position, but a quick look around told him that the fight was over.

Mella was slouched between his wife and Joni, blood drenching his yellow silks, mouth wide as if in shock, yet with eyes bearing the vacant stare of death. His wife peered impassively at her husband, droplets of blood speckling her hands and staining her blue floral dress. Joni appeared badly shaken, a long scratch across his chin, his breaths coming in short gulps.
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