
        
            
                
            
        

    


[image: Title Page]
THE LAIR OF
THE MARI LWYD

SHAUN HAMILL

TITAN BOOKS

[image: Heroic Signatures Logo]






LEAVE US A REVIEW

We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.

You can rate this book, or leave a short review here:

Amazon.com,


Amazon.co.uk,


Goodreads,


Barnes & Noble,


or your preferred retailer.







Solomon Kane: The Lair of the Mari Lwyd

E-book edition ISBN: 9781835416877

Published by Titan Books

A division of Titan Publishing Group Ltd

144 Southwark Street, London SE1 0UP

www.titanbooks.com

First edition: December 2025

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead (except for satirical purposes), is entirely coincidental.

© 2025 Robert E. Howard Properties LLC (“REHP”). SOLOMON KANE, ROBERT E. HOWARD, and related logos, names and character likenesses thereof are trademarks or registered trademarks of REHP. Heroic Signatures is a trademark of Cabinet Licensing LLC.

Shaun Hamill asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.

EU RP (for authorities only)
eucomply OÜ, Pärnu mnt. 139b-14, 11317 Tallinn, Estonia
hello@eucompliancepartner.com, +3375690241








THE LAIR
OF THE
MARI LWYD


A SOLOMON KANE
CHRISTMAS STORY

[image: Common Image]
SHAUN HAMILL









For my father, Rick Hamill,
who always makes Christmas magic,
and who gave me the ending of this story.







[image: Chapter 1]

The Man in the Snow

The afternoon of Christmas Eve was a frigid one in the woods outside Tywyllwch. The sun, observing its winter custom in this part of the world, lingered on the western horizon, and the shadows of the bare trees grew long, quivering in anticipation of total darkness.

Young Rees ran through these shadows, cursing himself for losing track of time. His father had been clear: Rees was allowed to play outside in the afternoon once his chores were finished, but he was not to wander away from home, and must be indoors, at the dinner table, by sundown.

The new rules had begun the week before last, when children about the village had begun to disappear. Four had gone missing so far—including, only four days past, Rees’s best friend, Tacy. The men of the village had conducted searches upon each disappearance, but had turned up no children, nor traces, nor clues. All the adults now clutched their children closer, and yuletide celebrations had been muted this year. They had even canceled the Mari Lwyd.

Rees was not sad about that cancelation. Most people thought the Mari Lwyd was fun, but Rees found her, with her white cloak and horse’s skull-head, to be frightening. Even now, at age eleven, old enough to know it was only one of their neighbors in a costume, Rees disliked the sight of her.

Rees’s father had explained many times that the Mari Lwyd was a figure to be welcomed rather than feared, that her macabre appearance represented the death of the old year and the promise of the new. Rees, however, had never been convinced. It felt wrong to invite death into your home—and the cancelation of the Mari Lwyd’s visits this year, when so many children were missing, seemed to confirm this.

The missing children, Christmas, and the Mari Lwyd had been on Rees’s mind when he had stepped out of the house and onto the lawn that afternoon. After a hard day of work, and nearly ten days of being cooped up with his little sister and parents, the eleven-year-old boy had needed a few moments to himself, so he had deliberately disobeyed, wandering across the yard and toward the trees, heedless of possible punishment.

He had needed the quiet. At home, there were always sounds. His mother in the kitchen. His father tending to patients in the office. His little sister, Judithe, singing, crying, or following him about, eager to be just like her big brother. Out among the trees, Rees could breathe and think. Could wander, at peace in a timeless space.

Or rather, a space that felt timeless. Time had marched on in the woods, the same as it did at home, and before Rees knew it, the sun was setting and he was quite far from home.

He ran as fast as he could now, pumping his arms and legs, his breath puffing from his mouth in little white clouds. He raced the shadows as they stretched before him, growing longer and longer, taunting him with their effortless ability to fill space.

He was running so fast and working his body so hard that, as he rounded a bend in the path, he had time to see the man lying in the road—had time to note his black garb, his long, grim face, and the pool of blood about him, vivid red against the snow—but he did not have time to stop his body’s momentum.

Rees had no time to cry out before his right foot struck the man’s shoulder, caught beneath it, and spilled him face first into the snow.
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Two Bottles

Solomon Kane struggled against darkness.

His mind registered messages from his body. He felt himself flipped from his stomach and onto his back. A young voice asked him questions he could not understand. Something took hold of his ankles and dragged him. His head and back bumped along rough, snowy ground. The cold seared into the exposed flesh of his neck and almost brought him back to himself.

Almost.

Then the messages stopped, and he sank back into the dark, where he stayed, prisoner, until a sharp message drew him fully awake.

Kane gasped and his eyes snapped open. He tried to sit up, reaching for the weapons on his belts, only to find he could not rise, or move. He lifted his head, and saw what his body had already confirmed: he had been tied fast with two lengths of rope, one about his chest and shoulders, and the other about his calves and ankles. He had also been disarmed, his weapon belts gone.

He whipped his head about, trying to make sense of his situation. He lay indoors on a beaten-earth floor, in a space lit only by firelight. He saw the faces of strangers, pale and frightened, almost hidden at the edges of the light. A woman and two children, watching him with a mix of curiosity and fear.

A man with a wide body and round face crouched beside Kane. He had a thick, dark beard, and wore a woolen cap atop his head. He looked fat and harmless, but as he pressed a wet rag into Kane’s left thigh, pain shot through Kane’s entire body.

Kane hissed through gritted teeth, and the man looked up. He said something to Kane in Welsh, and Kane cursed himself for not having paid more attention to his studies as a boy.

“Where am I?” Kane asked, his voice a croak. “Who are you?”

“You are English?” the man said, switching to that language. “My name is Hughe. You are in my home.” His English was good, but spoken with a musical intonation and accent Kane had come to associate with native Welsh speakers. “What is your name, friend?”

“Friend?” Kane said. “You tie me up like a prisoner and name me ‘friend’?”

“I have also dressed your wound,” Hughe said, nodding toward the rag pressed against Kane’s injured leg. “I would apologize for the pain, but I am also saving your life, I think.” He lifted the rag, which was soaked almost black with blood.

“My name is Solomon Kane,” Kane said. “How did I arrive here?”

“My son Rees found you in the woods,” Hughe said. He dipped the bloody rag into a basin of water at his side, then pressed the rinsed cloth back against Kane’s thigh. It felt like a blade of iced steel jabbing into his flesh. Kane bit down on any vocalization. “Unconscious and bleeding. He dragged you home, all by himself. It made him late for supper, and I was quite angry with him, as I am sure you can imagine.”

“I owe him a debt, then,” Kane said, laying his head back and closing his eyes. “I would likely have bled out, or frozen to death in my sleep.”

“Are you sure you do not owe my entire village a debt, Master Kane?” Hughe said. He took the rag from Kane’s leg and dipped it back into the basin.

Kane opened his eyes and raised his head. “I do not understand you.”

Hughe continued cleaning the wound. “You would do well to explain yourself while you still can.” His tone remained mild, but Kane heard the threat beneath.

“You confuse me,” Kane said.

“Do you insist on farce now?” Hughe said. “Perhaps I can provide encouragement, to set you back on a path of proper behavior.” He set down the rag and picked up a tightly rolled stretch of fabric in one hand. With the other, he lifted two tiny bottles—one red, and one blue. “This,” he said, gesturing with the fabric, “is for a bandage. It will bind the wound and stop the bleeding.” He set it down and then separated the bottles into either hand—the blue in his right, the red in his left. “Both of these bottles contain poison. The red bottle will put you to sleep. You will drift away from this life without pain. The blue bottle will take the discomfort you feel now, and increase it tenfold. You will die screaming. I am going to pour one of these bottles into your wound before I apply the bandage, Master Kane. Which one I use depends entirely upon what you tell me now.”

Kane, realizing he was in the care of a madman, struggled against his bonds. He was stronger than most men, and more stubborn by far, but the ropes were strong, and expertly tied, and he remained weak from blood loss.

Hughe watched, placid, as Kane’s attempts slowed and then stopped.

“I do not understand,” Kane said. “Why did you save my life if you mean to kill me?”

“We need you to talk,” Hughe said. “To tell us where you took the children.”

“Children?” Kane said. “Your children are here in this room, are they not?” He jerked his head toward the small faces, barely visible at the edge of the firelight.

Hughe set down the bottles and picked the rag from the basin. He wrapped it about his fist and then punched Kane’s injured thigh.

This time Kane did cry out—in pain, yes, but also surprise. What the devil was happening here?

“Do not pretend with me,” Hughe said.

“I pretend nothing,” Kane said, barely clinging to coherent thought. “I insist I do not understand.”

Hughe cocked his rag-wrapped fist once more.

“You think me guilty of something,” Kane said. “Tell me what that is, so I may disabuse you of your confusion. It may be that our ends are similar, and that we should be friends rather than enemies.”

Hughe’s fist remained poised in the air over Kane’s leg but did not strike again.

“Four children have gone missing in the last ten days,” Hughe said. “Vanished without a trace. And suddenly a strange man appears in our woods, dressed in black like a servant of the Devil, and makes claims of friendship.”

“My garb is that of the Puritan,” Kane said. “We are an English sect of reformers who reject the Church of England. I am in no way allied with the Devil. I come on God’s business as His humble servant. I have been on the trail of something dark, and evil. I followed it from England, and here, in the woods near your home, I encountered something. I think it may have been my quarry. Whatever it was, it was faster and stronger than any man I have battled before. It wounded my leg and left me to die.”

“What did this ‘something’ look like?” Hughe asked.

“It had the shape—the body—of a woman,” Kane said. “But its head was like the skull of a horse.”

A glint of recognition appeared in Hughe’s eyes, but he scoffed. “You think because I live in a small Welsh village I must be a simple fool. You think if you tell me an outrageous story, but give your imaginary assailant the face of our local Christmas legend, I will let you go free?”

“What legend?” Kane said, his own confusion increasing.

Hughe laughed, but it was a hollow, cynical sound. “And then you feign ignorance. Perhaps, after you convince me to tend your wound and untie you, you would even lure me into the woods, on a hunt for the Mari Lwyd. Out in the dark you would be free to kill me without witness and make your escape.”

The children, silent until now, began to chatter. Likely they did not speak English, but understood Mari Lwyd well enough. The little girl in particular looked excited. Hughe silenced them with a sharp look before returning his attention to Kane. There was something here, but Kane was not sure what.

“Master Kane, you have not wandered into a simple bumpkin’s hut,” Hughe said. “I am a physician. Trained at an English college. I will not fall for your ruse.”

“If you are an educated man, then behave like one,” Kane said. “How do you think I came by this wound? Do you think I gave it to myself? Do you think I caught it from a child? What child do you know capable of such savagery?”

Hughe considered, and the first signs of uncertainty appeared on his face.

“You already have me prisoner,” Kane said. “You already intend to kill me, and I am too weak to stop you. So what harm in telling me what I want to know? What is the Mari Lwyd?”

“It is a custom,” Hughe said. “In the nights leading up to Christmas, a group of men in costume wander the village, going from door to door. They knock, and sing a song to announce the arrival of the Mari Lwyd. The people in the house make a song of their own, to explain why the Mari Lwyd cannot come inside. It goes back and forth—the Mari Lwyd and her entourage singing verses asking to come inside, the inhabitants of the house singing back excuses. Finally, when the people inside run out of pretexts, or tire of the exchange, they open the door, and the visitors enter, led by a figure draped in white, with a horse’s skull for a head. This is the Mari Lwyd. She chases the children about and makes gentle mischief before settling down and accepting food and drink from the hosts. Then, sated, she pronounces the house blessed for the year, and goes on her way.”

“What has any of that to do with the birth of Christ?” Kane asked. Despite his predicament, he could not hide his disgust.

“I cannot say,” Hughe said. “It is our tradition. Are there not Christmas traditions in the villages of England?”

“There may be, but I do not know them,” Kane said. “I am a Puritan. We do not celebrate Christmas.”

“No?” Hughe said, surprised. “Why not?”

“It is an unbiblical tradition with pagan roots, propagated by Papists. Any true follower of the Lord and His scriptures should turn his back upon it. But instead, even Protestants celebrate, using it as an excuse for drunkenness, gluttony, and excess.”

Hughe grunted what might have been a laugh. He unwrapped his fist, set the bloody rag in the basin, and picked up the two bottles of poison once more.

“I have granted your wish, Master Kane. I told you what you wanted to know. This is your final chance to grant me the same kindness. Tell me where the children are, and you can go to sleep.”

“Do not be a fool,” Kane said. “What if I have taken your children, but tell you a lie now about their location? What if I die peacefully while you are out on a fool’s errand, and the information you need dies with me?”

“Agony it is, then,” Hughe said. He pulled at the stopper in the blue bottle.

“If you do this,” Kane warned him, “I am certain more of your children will go missing.”

Hughe set the stopper on the floor, then tilted the open bottle toward Kane’s open wound. He made the gesture slowly. Perhaps he meant to give Kane time to beg or change his story. Or perhaps this was a good, ordinary man, unused to killing, forcing himself to do a terrible thing for the first time.

The bottle had almost reached its tipping point when there came a thunderous knock at the front door.
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The Mari Lwyd Visits

Hughe startled and nearly dropped the bottle. Kane tossed his body to one side, in a final attempt to save his own life. He did not make it far, and his lower back twinged painfully, but he managed to land on his side, so the poison would not enter the open wound.

Hughe caught the bottle before it spilled, and jammed the stopper back in, glaring at the door.

There came another series of knocks. The timing was odd: a single bang followed by silence, and then another bang, couched in silence of its own. Almost as if the caller had never seen or heard someone knock on a door before.

Hughe’s wife and children all blinked and turned their heads toward the source of the sound. The woman and the boy looked concerned, but the little girl appeared excited.

Hughe called a question in Welsh.

A snuffling sound came from the other side of the door, like something attempting to breathe through heavy congestion.

“Let me in,” the caller said, voice muffled through the wood, and almost buried beneath the howl of the winds. “I would enter, for food and drink. For warmth and comfort on this relentlessly cold night.”

Hughe responded in Welsh, saying something Kane did not understand. The Puritan realized he had understood the voice on the other side of the door. It had seemed to speak English, although Hughe had spoken Welsh to it. Was Hughe hearing Welsh while Kane heard English?

“It is I,” the caller said. “The Mari Lwyd. My companions and I have been wassailing and spreading good cheer all this long night. We are starved. We are parched. Please. In the names of your new god, and the old gods under whom we were first celebrated, let us in, or we shall starve and freeze.”

The little girl’s face lit with delight when she heard the words Mari Lwyd. She turned to her brother and mother and began chattering. Her mother uttered a harsh rebuke and the girl fell silent, her excitement dimmed by confusion.

Hughe approached the door, and responded to the caller in Welsh.

“I know you, Hughe,” the caller said. “I see your heart. I feel the warmth I invoke there, but also the great, heavy pain. The longing for a father who carried you upon his shoulders. Who walked in my entourage when you were young, escorting me from house to house. A man whose hands were strong, and rough to the touch, but tender whenever used upon you or your mother. I feel your longing for a man to whom you can never speak again. Let me in, Hughe. Let me take your pain, and bless this house.”

Hughe’s shoulders slumped and he hung his head. He reached for the bar across the door.

“Hughe!” Kane shouted, in his most commanding voice.

Hughe whirled to face him, his expression changing from dreamlike sorrow to rage.

Then, as quickly as it appeared, Hughe’s anger vanished, replaced with confusion. He frowned at Kane, and then at his own hand, which still rested on the bar across the door. He let go and stepped away, wiping at his cheeks with the heels of his hands. He crossed the room, approaching his wife as she pulled their children close. The boy went willingly into his mother’s arms, but the girl continued to struggle and argue and point at the door.

“Children,” the caller said. “I hear children. Will you not let me visit with them? I do so love children.”

Hughe murmured to his wife. She ushered the children out of the room and shut the door behind them.

Outside, the caller began to sing a slow song, punctuated by bangs at the door.

Hughe knelt beside Kane.

“I heard it speak English,” Kane said. “What do you hear?”

“Welsh,” Hughe said. “Although I do not know what language it sings now.”

“Probably the native tongue of its own country in Hell,” Kane growled.

“We have begun badly, Master Kane,” Hughe said. “Let us try again.”

He untied Kane and finished binding Kane’s wound with the practiced ease of an experienced physician. He and Kane were so focused on completing this task that neither of them noticed the little body moving through the room behind them.

Afterward, Hughe’s wife, Elys, would explain how she had been focused on the girl, Judithe, and so had not noticed Rees sneak away, open the bedroom door, and creep across the house to the front door. No one saw the boy reach for the bar. They only became aware of his intent when the bar lifted with a groan.

The door flew open, knocking the boy onto his rear end as the caller stepped inside.

It was a head taller than the average man, and broad. It had a horse’s skull for a head, and its body was draped in a floor-length white cloak that seemed lit from within. The unnatural light filled the house, and Kane had to squint against it. He could not see the creature’s feet, but each step made a click against the floor.

The Mari Lwyd bent at the waist and put its face level with the boy’s. Rees stared into its empty eye sockets, as frozen as his father. A taloned hand emerged from beneath the white cloak, with fingers that seemed too long. The arm beyond the hand looked more like a gnarled, dead branch than anything belonging to a living, breathing beast.

Rees looked from the creature’s face to its proffered hand. He did not recoil, or scream in terror. It was almost, Kane thought, as if he did not see the claw for what it truly was.

Hughe roused from his trance and shouted his son’s name.

Rees did not look at his father as the creature helped him to his feet. He let it lead him the few steps toward the door.

A bang split the air, and a small hole appeared in the shoulder of the creature’s immaculate white cloak. The creature stumbled to one side and crashed against the door frame, but managed to keep its hold on Rees’s hand.

As a greenish-black stain spread from the hole in its cloak, the creature turned its head in the direction from which its injury had come. Solomon Kane stood, using his left arm to prop himself upright against a table, a smoking pistol in his right hand. He had found his weapon belts.

The creature made a low clicking sound, like wood straining against a hard wind. Kane set the empty pistol on the table, and reached for his rapier. As he drew the sword, Hughe hurled himself at the creature, howling.

The Mari Lwyd slapped him aside like he was a mosquito. He flew across the room and slammed into Kane. Kane managed to avoid stabbing Hughe with his sword, but his care cost him his balance. The two men hit the floor together, Kane grunting at the weight on his injured leg.

The violence woke something in Rees. His eyes cleared and he seemed to see the creature clearly for the first time. He opened his mouth and shouted as the Mari Lwyd swept him into its arms and disappeared through the doorway and into the night.
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The Lair of the Mari Lwyd

Rees’s decision to face the Mari Lwyd had not begun in a trance. It had been deliberate. Tacy’s kidnapper had ventured out of the woods and introduced itself at his house. Rees could not let the opportunity go to waste. He had taken advantage of his mother’s struggles with Judithe, crept out of the room, and delivered himself into the Mari Lwyd’s arms.

His bravery ended as soon as the creature took him. As his abductor left the house and entered the woods, weaving between trees as effortlessly as water through a creek, Rees shouted as loud and hard as he could, his entire person revolting against his abductor. Surely someone would hear. Surely someone would come to his rescue. He shouted and shouted but could scarcely hear his own cries against the wind.

The bright flame of his anger was snuffed out by the snow, and Rees grew drowsy in the creature’s arms. It was oddly soothing to be carried this way, like being rocked to sleep in the branches of a great tree. The sensations of the wind and snow faded, as did his resistance, and soon he knew no more.

When he came back to himself, he was no longer being cradled, and his arms hurt.

He opened his eyes to find himself in a dark, cold space, lit by paltry fire that did little to give him a sense of the space. Darkness stretched far in every direction. The flames barely reduced the biting cold. He shivered, and his breath came in little white puffs.

His shoulders ached, and when he tried to move his arms, he found he could not. They had been fastened to the wall above his head, with something that felt as cold and hard as stone. Perhaps this was stone? Could he be in some sort of cave?

“Hello?” he called. “Can anyone hear me?”

His voice echoed back to him, mocking his question—but another voice joined it, in answer.

“I can hear you, Rees.”

The tired, hoarse words came from Rees’s left. He turned to look into a face he knew well: Tacy, fastened to the wall beside him, and still breathing.

“You are alive!” Rees cried.

“I am,” Tacy said. “So are the others.” She jerked her head to her right, and Rees leaned forward as well as he could. In the darkness he could just make out three other figures fastened to the wall in the same manner as Rees and Tacy. These must be the other missing children: Matilde, Howell, and Philipe. None of them stirred, despite the noise.

“Why do they not wake?” Rees asked.

“The Mari Lwyd, she is doing something to us,” Tacy said. “When I was first brought here, Philipe was still awake. She would approach him several times a day, hold his face, and look into his eyes for a long time. Then she would let go and walk away. For a time, he would speak to me after. He would speak to the Mari Lwyd, too. Ask her questions that she never answered. Soon, the questions stopped. Then, Philipe stopped waking up. And now the Mari Lwyd comes to me instead.” She shuddered. “When she looks into my eyes, I hear questions as if she has spoken. She has a voice like a mother, but not a good mother. A bad mother who pretends to be good. I cannot explain it better than that.”

“What does she want from us?”

“She promises we will all go home soon. But I do not think she means ‘home’ in the same way I do. I think her idea of home is somewhere else. Somewhere worse.”

“Why would the Mari Lwyd do this?” Rees said. “I thought she came to make mischief and bless homes, not to steal children.”

“I do not think she is truly the Mari Lwyd,” Tacy said. “I think she is something else, wearing a mask.”

Their conversation was interrupted by a shuffling sound as the Mari Lwyd stepped into the weak light of the fire, its stained cloak wet with melting snow, its arms laden with branches and twigs. When Rees had first seen her, her cloak had glowed bright white, but now it was dull and dun.

“She always keeps the fire going,” Tacy murmured. “But not for herself, I think. The cold does not seem to bother her, but she knows we will die without warmth. She wants us alive, for the time being.”

The creature stopped a few steps short of the fire, and tossed its armload of wood into the flames. Why did it stand so far away? Would it not be safer to feed the fire close up? That was how Rees’s father did it at home.

“The arms,” Tacy whispered. “Look at its arms.”

The creature’s limbs looked less like the appendages of a horse that had learned to walk upright than the legs of a bird, thin and wiry. Unlike a bird, however, whose limbs were delicate and easily broken, the creature’s arms gave an impression of great power, and its fingers ended in long, curved talons.

Its work with the fire complete, the creature turned to its captives. Rees felt Tacy begin to shake beside him.

“Please,” she whispered, as the thing moved toward her. “Please, not again.”

Rees felt fear, too, but it was joined by righteous anger. What right had this creature to make his friend so afraid? What right did it have to take all of these children from their homes?

“Hey you,” Rees said. “Who are you really? What do you want?”

The creature ignored him as it wrapped its too long talons about Tacy’s head, framing her pale, terrified face. Tears ran down her cheeks and pooled in the web of rough flesh between her captor’s thumb and forefinger.

“I am speaking to you!” Rees shouted.

The Mari Lwyd tilted its head and stared into Tacy’s eyes. The girl’s gaze grew diffuse, and she stared into the middle distance, at nothing.

Summoning all his strength, Rees swung his right leg up and out. He had not yet gained his adult height, but the creature was close, and his toe brushed against his target’s side. The beast grunted in surprise and let go of Tacy.

It whipped its head about, turning its eyeless gaze upon Rees. Before he could say more, the Mari Lwyd grabbed him by the throat. He thought he heard a loud sound, or voices, but before he could process any of it, the creature’s grip tightened, and Rees went… somewhere else.
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Fire in the Dark

The trek from Hughe’s house into the woods was a difficult one. Kane’s leg pained him, and although he would have preferred to have made the trip alone, he needed Hughe’s help to stay upright. The two men walked in tandem, arms about one another’s shoulders, struggling to stay upright as the wind howled about them, rattling the bare branches and blowing snow into their faces. The snow stung their exposed skin and obscured their vision as it piled up about them, slowing their progress and threatening to bury the creature’s trail.

Hughe held a lantern to light their way, and Kane carried his rapier in his free hand. He had to squint against the snow, which stung his eyes and caused them to water. Still, he and Hughe pressed on, moving from one greenish-black spot of blood to the next. The Mari Lwyd’s blood seemed to burn hot, even after being spilled, and melted nearby snow. When Kane could not see the blood itself, he could spot divots in the blanket of white powder, and this helped them move forward.

The trees grew close, crowding in around Kane and Hughe, making their tandem progress more difficult. Several times they had to double back to find alternate paths. Each time this happened, Kane felt Hughe’s desperation and frustration increase. Every second spent not moving forward felt like a second wasted. A second closer to Rees’s demise. Still, the physician acquitted himself well. He did not complain, or despair—at least not aloud. He kept his head down and did as Kane said.

The trees thinned and then parted to reveal a rocky outcrop, still visible beneath the snow drifts. The bloody trail led them down a treacherous, slippery path to a cave opening. It was low, taller than a child but shorter than a man. Here, Kane called a halt.

“Stay here,” he said, pulling free of Hughe’s grip.

“You cannot be serious,” Hughe said, indignant. “It is my son in that cave.”

“I know,” Kane said. “But I cannot say what I will see in there. It might be something no person should see, least of all a worried parent. And beyond that, someone needs to be here, to try again if I fail. Count the seconds. If I am not back in a quarter of an hour, come after me.”

Hughe sighed, then closed his eyes. Kane watched this desperate father find some rationality and stillness despite the circumstances, and when Hughe opened his eyes again, he looked calmer.

“Very well,” he said. “A quarter of an hour, and not one heartbeat longer.”

Kane replaced his hand on Hughe’s shoulder and squeezed. “A quarter of an hour.”

“Thank you,” Hughe said. “For coming all this way. I tried to kill you, and how do you repay me? By trying to save my son’s life.”

Kane left his hand upon Hughe’s shoulder a moment longer, trying to think of something reassuring to say. The words would not come, so he squeezed once more and then turned away.

With his back to Hughe, Kane took a centering breath, then pulled a lantern from his belt, lit it, and stooped to enter the cave. He limped forward, following the trail of greenish-black blood. As he continued forward, he became aware of a rich, woody smell, slightly sweet. It reminded him of English white-oak trees and seemed a strange scent to catch in a cave.

He stopped and, with a grunt, knelt before a spatter of the blood. Setting his lantern aside, he held his hand over the fluid, which had remained hot enough to melt snow even after being spilt. He didn’t touch it—aside from the heat, who knew what it might do to a man’s bare fingers?—but in proximity to the splash, the sweet oak smell became nearly overwhelming. Kane stood and pressed forward once more, with more questions than answers.

Kane followed the trail down a long, arcing bend in the path. As he came toward the end of the bend, he spotted a telltale yellow flicker of firelight ahead. He doused his own lantern, set it on the cave floor, and drew one of his pistols. Bracing himself for the discomfort of stealth, he crouched and moved forward as slowly and quietly as he could.

He rounded the bend and found himself in a large, round chamber with a weak fire crackling near the center. The heat, scant though it was, felt like a balm after the march through a blizzard, but Kane had no time to stop and enjoy its restorative effects, because the flames also gave off just enough light to illuminate a strange sight on the far wall: children arrayed in a line, their arms affixed above their heads. Their eyes were closed, and none reacted to his presence. They were not shackled with chains but seemed instead held fast by the rock wall itself, as if it had grown outcroppings about their wrists.

The Mari Lwyd loomed over the child at the right end of the line. The creature was so large, Kane’s could not see what it was doing, but a strange sound filled the cave, like a thousand whispering voices, coming from everywhere at once.

Kane leveled his pistol at the creature’s back, then lowered it. He was an excellent shot but could not risk his bullet passing through the monster and hitting the child. He holstered the weapon, leaving only his rapier drawn. He looked down at the sword, then at the creature’s back. The monster did not seem aware of his presence yet. The element of surprise was his. But again, he could not risk hurting the child. He would have to do this the stupid way.

“You there!” he cried out, in his sternest tones. “Turn and face justice, monster.”

The creature slowly turned about, standing up straight as it did. Kane was a tall man, but the creature towered over him. The firelight cast its enormous shadow against the wall, seeming to give it extra dimension beyond what was immediately apparent.

“My name is Solomon Kane,” Kane said. “And I have come for the children you have taken.”

He half-expected the creature to reply to him. To try to seduce him as it had tried to seduce Hughe’s family earlier, with sweet words whispered right into his mind. But the creature, seeing Kane’s weapons and understanding his intent, chose a different path. It lunged forward with a roar, swiping with its claws.

Kane held his ground, ducked the swipe, and stepped in with a hard thrust at the creature’s midsection. His rapier pierced its cloak, and vibrations ran up his arm as the blade scraped against something hard.

Kane withdrew and stepped away, but his leg slowed him, and when the Mari Lwyd swiped at him again, its claws found their mark, slashing Kane’s right sleeve—and the flesh beneath—to ribbons.

Kane experienced the injury as a flash of heat. His hand, acting without his mind’s permission, opened, and the sword clattered to the cave floor.

The Mari Lwyd stumbled forward in a pure rage and stepped on the blade as it pursued Kane. Miraculously, the sword did not break.

“You are not the Mari Lwyd,” Kane said. “What are you?”

Kane continued to move backward, his right arm tucked against his body as he reached for one of his pistols with his left. He was so intent on freeing the gun that he nearly walked into the fire at the center of the cave.

He stepped out of harm’s way, but only just. As soon as he no longer stood between the creature and the fire, the creature stopped, several steps shy of the flames. It was well out of danger, but still froze as if startled by the sight.

It recovered quickly, but the pause gave Kane all the time he needed to fire his pistol. The blast was deafening in the cave, echoes making it sound as if an entire army had opened fire. Kane’s bullet, surrounded by hundreds of ghostly echoes, struck true in the center of the creature’s chest.

The beast leaned back like a man who has received a playful shove to the shoulder. A dark spot appeared on its cloak. At first, Kane thought it must be the creature’s blood, but he had never seen blood spread that quickly.

As the spot spread, the monster’s head began to transform, its shape changing from equine to something more human, albeit longer and larger than any human head Kane had ever seen. A glimmer appeared in its formerly empty eye sockets, and gnarled and mottled flesh grew over the skull. The eyes came forward and filled the sockets, and Kane found himself looking up into an intense blue gaze, one regarding him with pure hate.

He jammed his pistol back into its holster and reached across his middle to grab the other from his right side. He pointed it at his opponent as he kept pace with its advances, staying just out of reach.

Kane tried to vary his steps, moving sideways and backwards, leading his pursuer in a great circle. His leg cried out for rest, but he kept moving, noticing, with some relief, the creature’s gait changing as well. Before, it had moved with unnerving lightness, like a spider on two legs, but now it took heavy, clumsy steps, like a toddler whose method of locomotion is more a series of interrupted falls than the smooth gait of a grown man.

Kane’s gambit was working. Before he had left Hughe’s house, he had spread some of the physician’s poison on his sword and on the bullets in his pistols.

He had worried that the poison might have no effect, but here was the proof, in the monster’s awkward, slowing gait and clouded eyes. Although it continued chasing Kane, it no longer seemed to see him. Its eyes roved about, tracking things Kane could not see. It stopped swiping at him and stumbled forward, arms extended, as if reaching for a handhold. Its long talons were almost interlaced, and it was into these fingers that Kane fired his remaining bullet.

The cave lit with a white flash and shook with a sound like the voice of God as several of the creature’s fingers disappeared in a greenish-black mist.

The creature stopped and looked down at the ruin of its hand, as if trying to understand what had just happened. It squinted first at the bleeding remains of its claws, and then at its chest, where the poisoned bullet had lodged.

It fell to its knees, then looked up at Kane. It might have been a teary child, its watery eyes glistening in the firelight.

“Why?” it asked, in its unsettling voice, which Kane felt in his mind more than heard with his ears. “I only wanted… to go home…”

Another man might have pitied it. An alien intelligence, going about the business of its own survival, however strange. Solomon Kane, however, merely holstered his pistol and bent to pick up a thick branch off the cave floor. It had probably been intended for the fire but had only landed partway into the blaze. One end was aflame, but the other was dry and safe to touch.

“Because you came to children with the face of a friend,” Kane said. “Because even though you die tonight, you will likely haunt their dreams for the rest of their lives. Because you have stolen the promise of safety and love that should be the birthright of every child.”

Kane swung the impromptu torch at the creature’s head. The branch broke with a crack and the monster fell sideways, landing in the fire.

Its body proved potent fuel. The flames flared up in an explosive burst, before settling into a steady blaze.

The creature made no noise or movement as it burned. Kane basked in the new warmth for a heartbeat before looking to the children, and seeing the latest in a long line of strange sights: their restraints receded into the walls, and they slid to the cave floor, eyes still closed. Kane stood and rushed toward them, calling over his shoulder for Hughe to come help.
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Nadolig Llawen

The night’s winds had blown the storm clouds away, and Christmas morning dawned bright and clear in the village of Tywyllwch, silent but for the sound of tree branches cracking under the weight of snow.

The villagers woke early to begin their chores. Children were allowed to sleep in while parents shuffled about, starting fires and preparing breakfasts with heavy hearts. The calendar might name this day Christmas, but it did not feel like Christmas. Christmas was a day for family, and closeness, and merriment, none of which felt appropriate given recent events.

Still, these adults steeled their hearts, resolving to force smiles and pretend cheer for the sake of their children.

As they wandered amid their own thoughts, and braced themselves for this heavy task, they became aware of a sound unusual at this time of morning: voices outside.

These early risers, alone in their homes, stopped and cocked their heads to listen, to make sure they had not imagined it. The sound carried clearly in the morning air, and there could be no mistaking it: several young voices, speaking loudly, full of laughter and good cheer.

The adults hurried into boots and outer garments, fumbling with shaking fingers, but managing clumsily, imperfectly. They rushed from their homes and landed in snow drifts that rose to their shins. They ran awkwardly toward the voices.

The fastest arrived at the forest’s edge in time to see two men emerge from the woods, surrounded by three girls and two boys. All of the missing children of Tywyllwch, filthy and ill dressed for the weather, but alive and whole and home.

The parents of the missing—souls who had, for days, felt lost, torn between hope and despair—cried out, without thought or inhibition, as they stumbled toward the children, arms extended, and the children, who had been cheerful before, burst into tears as they pushed through the drifts and ran into their parents.

Families reunited with explosive force and happy sobs filled the air. Onlookers gaped at the two men herding the children—the local physician, Hughe, and a tall, gaunt stranger in blood-soaked black garb—and decided that this miracle called for an extra-special Christmas celebration.

*   *   *

There followed an impromptu party in the parish hall. Tables were carried in, and families pooled their collective breakfasts to create a feast.

After a quick stop at Hughe’s house to check Kane’s wound and give it a fresh wrapping, Hughe insisted that they both join the festivities.

“You go,” Kane said. “I do not celebrate this holiday, and would rest here.”

“As your doctor, I insist,” Hughe said. “You have had quite a night, and I would keep you where I can see you. Also, you must eat.”

So Kane reluctantly accompanied him, and allowed himself to be seated, along with Hughe, at the head of a long row of tables, where he was directed to rest while parents worked, children played, and curious people stopped by to ask for the story. Hughe did all the talking, speaking loudly and cheerfully, with great expansive gestures, spinning an impressive yarn about the night’s adventures.

Kane, exhausted, and not given to boasts in any case, was happy to let Hughe do all the talking while he waited to be fed. The food, thankfully, was quick in coming. He was hungrier than he had realized, and ate whatever was set before him: thick stew that smelled of onions, barley bread, dried fruits, and even a small share of chicken. All of it vanished into his mouth, barely tasted, and as soon as his plate or bowl was empty, villagers materialized at his side to offer more. After his second helping, Kane waved them away. He could happily have eaten another three servings, but this village was a modest one, and it would be a sin to make a glutton of himself, especially if it meant others went hungry.

He sat in silence, remaining upright and conscious through sheer force of will, pondering just what he had killed this morning.

The creature had been unlike any he had seen before. He knew it was not the Mari Lwyd of local legend, because he had picked up its trail in England. He had also deduced, from Hughe’s questioning of the children, that it had taken them for some plan that might bring it to its own home, but the specifics of the plan were maddeningly vague.

Home. The word caused a pang in Kane’s heart. He had been forced to leave his own home not so long ago. A group of unscrupulous but well-connected men had tried to take advantage of a girl he had cared about, and he had visited the Lord’s vengeance upon them. He had been forced to flee afterward, to protect his own life and liberty, and had not been home since that night. He wondered now what the cost might be, if ever he risked a return.

His wandering thoughts were interrupted as dessert was served, and Hughe leaned in to murmur in his ear, and gesture at all the play and happy conversation around them.

“This is the true Christmas, Master Kane. The facts may be on your side. It may not be biblical. It may have pagan roots absorbed by Catholic evangelists. But the celebration today seems more important than historical facts. I look about this room and see community. A family of families, celebrating life and sharing bounties during the darkest months, when the world itself grows dark and seems to die.”

Kane sat up straighter in his chair to begin his counterargument, but was interrupted by the arrival of another visitor: Hughe’s son, Rees. The boy who had found Kane in the snow, and who had given himself to the monster in his own misguided attempt to save his playmates.

The boy said something to him, and offered him a small cake. Kane, nonplussed, turned to Hughe.

“My son wants to thank you for saving him and his friends,” Hughe said. “He wants you to have his honey cake.” Lowering his voice, he added, “These are quite special. I saved for months to afford the ingredients, and my wife makes them only for Christmas. They are a once-a-year treat, and we made only enough for ourselves. Rees will not have another this year.”

Kane shook his head. “I would be happier to see the young hero enjoy the cake himself.”

Hughe gave Kane a disapproving frown, but turned back to his son and relayed the message.

Rees listened to his father, then offered the cake to Kane again.

“No,” Kane said, more sternly this time.

The boy’s mouth crumpled into a thin line. He narrowed his eyes and deliberately set the cake down on the table in front of Kane. Before Kane could voice an objection, he ran away, toward a group of other children across the room. He spared Kane a mischievous glance over one shoulder, and shouted two parting words:

“Nadolig llawen!”

Kane looked at the cake on the table. He did not speak Welsh, but this phrase needed no translation.

Nadolig llawen.

Merry Christmas.
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