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PROLOGUE


“Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.”

–EXODUS 22:18

“And if a man or woman have a spirit of divination, or soothsaying in them, they shall die the death: they shall stone them to death, their blood shall be upon them.”

–LEVITICUS 20:27

“What is divine is full of Providence. Even chance is not divorced from nature, from the interweaving and enfolding of things governed by Providence. Everything proceeds from it.”

–MARCUS AURELIUS, THE MEDITATIONS
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Lightning Over the Black Forest

On a stormy night in late September, Solomon Kane soared high above the treetops of the Black Forest, sure he was going to die.

The sky above was pitch black, the stars and moon obscured by heavy storm clouds. The air around him was an endless sheet of brutal, relentless rain. It fell hard and stinging and cold against his exposed skin.

Kane did none of the flying himself, but instead clung to the neck of a great winged beast with his right arm. In his left, he gripped a staff almost as tall as himself. Its bottom was pointed and sharp, and it was topped with a strange carving of a cat’s head.

Lightning slashed the night sky, momentarily filling the world with light, and Kane got his first good look at the beast. In the darkness of the forest below, it had seemed similar in shape to a great black horse, but the light made clear several differences. First were its eyes, which burned red like coals. Second, when its lips parted, it had not the large, flat teeth a man could expect in a horse’s mouth, but several rows of razor-sharp teeth, perfect for rending flesh from bone. Third, of course, Kane had needed no extraordinary light to see: the great skeletal wings sprouting from the creature’s back, which now carried it, whinnying and huffing, through the night sky.

The beast’s hide was not soft and smooth, like a horse’s, but cold and repulsive to the touch, almost like the skin of a lizard. Its flesh was slippery as well, and the only thing between Kane and a steep drop was his grip upon the demon-steed’s oily black mane. Even now, he could feel the greasy black hair slipping between his fingers.

He looked down and experienced a moment of wooziness as he realized just how high he was, then looked back up at the demon-steed. He needed to act quickly, if he was to survive this. With his strength divided between the staff and the creature’s mane, he could not swing himself up onto its back and ride it. Nor could he hang on for more than another moment or two.

Death was inevitable, then. But would he die falling, letting this beast get away? Or would he try to stop it once and for all, and make a noble end for himself?

Kane lifted the staff in his left arm. To the unlearned observer, it would appear to be a handsome wooden stave—but the wood was older and stranger than any still found upon this earth. It was hard and strong as iron, and possessed of powerful magic.

He shifted it so that his grip fell nearer the middle than the top, pointed its sharp bottom end at his opponent, and drove the weapon into the beast’s side.

The beast screamed, and dropped a dozen feet through the air. The jolt and fall caused Kane to lose his grip upon the demon-steed’s mane, leaving him hanging only by his staff, impaled into the beast.

He raised his right arm and gripped the staff in both hands. The extra weight caused its sharp end to grind upward through the beast’s innards. It screamed again and lost more altitude. Below, the treetops grew alarmingly close.

Using his grip upon the staff as leverage, Kane swung back and then forward, up into the air. For a second, he felt as if he were flying himself. Then he landed upon the beast’s back, and gasped as most of the air was knocked from his lungs. His body, operating almost on instinct now, leaned forward and wrapped arms about the demon-steed’s neck. As his mount fell out of the sky, the treetops flew up at him. He closed his eyes and braced himself. This was going to hurt.

Hurt it did.

They crashed into the trees. Pine needles and sharp branches stabbed and scraped at Kane’s exposed face and hands. Their descent slowed as the demon-steed’s wings tangled in the branches—and then the beast, blind with pain and panic, trying to free itself lunged forward, and slammed face-first into the thick trunk of a huge fir. Kane was dully aware of a great cracking sound. Had that been the tree? The beast’s skull? Perhaps both?

He had no time to ponder, because the beast’s body flailed about once more, tossing him off, and then he was falling once more. The forest floor smashed into him, knocked the air from his lungs all once more, and the entire world went gray around him.

*   *   *

The call to action had been simple enough. Lately, Kane had been moving through Europe, tracking a coven of vampires, who seemed to be perpetually one step, one move ahead of him. While stopped for supplies in a small German town, he had overheard tavern talk about a great black horse and rider running other riders off the road.

The story reminded Kane of a similar incident from his own younger days. Many years before, he himself had encountered such a horse and rider in the Black Forest. They had almost run Kane and his horse off the road, but instead of a painful collision, the figures had passed right through Kane.

The event had set young Kane’s mind spinning, but as the phantoms had done him no injury, and he had already been about on urgent business, he had moved on. But there in the tavern, years later, he had at last seen an opportunity to revisit an old mystery. The talk had changed—it seemed that the horse and rider no longer passed through travelers on the road, but instead were taking on physical weight and dimensions, and were maiming and killing other travelers.

Kane had paused his vampire hunt to come to the Black Forest, hunting the beast and its rider. His quarry made no effort to hide. Soon after the sun had set, Kane entered the forest, and found himself shortly set upon. There had followed a short battle with the rider. Kane had managed to unseat the hooded figure, and run him through with a sword, whereupon the rider screamed and burst into smoke. The demon-steed, however, had proved a far more difficult matter.

*   *   *

The world gradually filled itself back in around Kane now: the forest floor, covered in fir needles; the trees standing about him like a gawking crowd; the rain falling from above, pelting his exposed face; and the sound of his own wheezing breath, as his body tried to fill itself with air once more.

He sat up with a groan and looked about. In the darkness of the wood, he heard no whinnying or neighing, or sounds of struggle; nor did he see any remains of the demon-steed. His staff lay nearby. It seemed unsullied, despite having recently been used to stab a monster. The monster itself must have burst into smoke and vanished. So it was dead, then.

And you, somehow, are still alive, he thought.

He ran his hands over his body, looking for broken bones or other injuries. Miraculously, he seemed unhurt.

Once his breathing returned to normal, he tried to stand, but as he did so, his right knee barked with pain, and sent him right back to the ground. He grunted as the pained knee struck the earth and sent a fresh wave of agony through his leg.

He crawled over to his staff, a few feet away on the ground. He drove the pointed end into the earth, and leaned upon it for support as he tried to stand once more. This time he managed it, but only barely.

He grinned through gritted teeth. This pain in his right knee had started a year ago, occasional flares of discomfort in his right leg. Pain when walking or putting weight upon it. While it occurred seldom at first, it had slowly increased in frequency and intensity, like an unwanted guest who decides to move into your home. Still he ought not complain. He was relatively spry for a man in his fifties and retained most of his strength and skill.

He put his fingers to his lips, and whistled. The rain seemed to dampen the sound, and he briefly worried that it would go unheard, but his concern proved baseless, as, a moment later, a spotted gray destrier clopped out from between the trees and to Kane.

“Inglewood,” Kane murmured, speaking the horse’s name as he patted her neck.

The horse snorted gently and nudged Kane with her snout. Kane limped over to the saddlebag, removed an apple, and offered it to her. It disappeared from his hand in a single bite. He stroked her snout twice more, and then strapped the staff to the saddle and mounted the horse, groaning with the effort. He picked up the reins and, after a moment’s indecision—God above, it was difficult to determine directions in all this darkness and rain—started back toward the road.
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Dream Palaver

Kane was thoroughly lost, but Inglewood seemed to have an unerring sense of the direction they needed to go. She found the road, and brought them back to the village of Baumstadt, where Kane was staying.

It was a tiny place, nestled deep in the Black Forest, and on a rainy night like tonight, it was shut up tight against the elements. Windows glowed orange with hearth light, and Kane found himself eager to be back indoors.

Inglewood went straight to the barn. Kane found no hands to help him stable his horse, so he did it himself, unsaddling her, brushing her mane, and feeding her, before hobbling across the muddy yard and into the inn. He had to knock and give his name before the door was opened to him.

The common room was warm and cozy, full of the smells of fire and good food. The innkeeper, a gaunt little man, was bent over a table, setting out bowls of stew for two men. His daughters were likewise serving other tables with tankards of beer and plates of bread.

Kane limped to the nearest empty table, and sat down heavily upon one of the benches. He felt, rather than saw, the innkeeper approach. His name was Lauderman, and he was the one who had reported the black horse and rider to Kane earlier today.

“Good evening, Herr Kane,” Lauderman said, in heavily accented English. “How do you fare?”

“I am tired and hungry, Herr Lauderman,” Kane said. “But your demon-steed and its rider are dead.”

“Oh?” Lauderman asked. He stood up straight, and Kane lifted his head to look the innkeeper in the eye. The old man was clearly surprised.

“Aye,” Kane said. “I slew them. Or sent them back to Hell, since I am not sure such a thing can be killed. I would have brought you proof or a trophy, but both corpses vanished upon their defeat.”

“I suppose it is just as well,” Lauderman said. “I would not want such a cursed thing in my home. But I must tell you, Herr Kane—it will be difficult to prove to the rest of the village that you have done this thing. I know they have offered a reward, but without proof…”

“The proof will come in the days and months to come, as travelers will traverse the roads outside this village unharried by Hell’s own minions,” Kane said. “But worry not about your gold. I did it not for the reward.”

“So noble,” Lauderman said. “Perhaps it is true what people say about you. That you are God’s vengeance made human. His angry right hand.”

“People say many things,” Kane said.

But even as he discounted the compliment, he felt it warm his breast. The innkeeper had spoken to Kane’s secret feeling about himself. That he had been chosen by God to travel the world, right wrongs, and punish evildoers. That it was God’s own Providence that guided Kane’s steps, and His righteous fury that directed Kane’s sword, gun, and staff.

“You will have the undying gratitude of this village, I am sure,” Lauderman said. “I shall see to your supper at once.”

He took a few steps away before he stopped and snapped his fingers.

“I almost forgot,” Lauderman said, returning to the table. “A courier arrived while you were out. Said he’d been chasing you all across Europe, and was very relieved to find out you were staying with us.”

He reached into his apron and removed a battered envelope, which he offered to Kane. Kane took it and nodded his thanks to the innkeeper. He waited until Lauderman had left to turn the envelope right-side-up and read it. It was addressed to an inn in France where Kane had been staying for several weeks. He thought he recognized the small, neat hand in which it was written.

Kane broke the wax seal, removed the letter inside, and unfolded it upon the table to read:


Dearest Solomon,

I know it has been quite some time since we last spoke. I hope you will forgive me dispensing with the usual courtesies of asking about your health and latest adventures. The situation is dire, and I must be quick.

I write to you from my home in the village of Windsend. We are a young settlement, less than five years old, and several miles from the hamlet where you and I grew up in Devonshire. My husband Enoch and I were among the group of Puritans who helped found the town, which sits in a valley outside of a dark wood. Here we hoped to make an Eden, a paradise on Earth that the Lord would look upon with favor.

Unfortunately, life in Windsend has been difficult. Our crops fail. Our livestock ails. Our children are often born sickly, and we lose too many babes and mothers in childbirth. We have struggled and fought for everything we have in this valley. Each victory is hard-won.

I do not tell you this to garner your sympathy. You know as well as any that life is hard, and ease is not guaranteed. The Lord has His plans and we but move within them. I tell you these things because I want you to understand the mindset of my neighbors. We have lived five years of unceasing hardship. We are all tired, and scared, and we now face a new problem.

Men in town have begun to die in horrible ways. All have been prominent leaders—town elders and businessmen and the like. The deaths only seem to occur at night. Sometimes we hear the screams of the victims. Sometimes we do not. There have not yet been witnesses to any of the deaths, but too many of us have discovered the aftermath. Ruined human bodies, mutilated in ways that no Christian should ever see.

The people of the town—including my own husband, Enoch—are convinced that something inhuman and unnatural is committing these murders. The focus of this suspicion seems to be coalescing about my friend Sybil Eastey, the local midwife. She lives just outside the village, and is one of the only members of our community who is not of the Puritan faith.

Rumblings of witchcraft have already begun. They suspect her of plotting against the town. A few now openly accuse her—of the killings, yes, but also the poor harvests, the dying livestock, and worst, the sickly children. They are convinced that she is the root of our problems here.

Enoch and the town leaders have not yet made an arrest, but the talk grows louder. I fear it is only a matter of time now.

Sybil has been a good and true friend to me—the only one I have in Windsend. She delivered my youngest son, Isaac, through a difficult birth—a birth many women and children might not have survived. I now fear for Sybil’s safety. I do not believe her capable of this evil, but I know that my perspective is skewed by my love and gratitude.

If anyone can discover the truth at the root of our woes, and pronounce Sybil innocent or guilty, I know it will be you, Solomon. You are among my oldest and truest friends. I implore you to return to England, and help me if you can.

Please hurry.

Your sister in Christ,
Catherine Archer



Kane ran a thumb over the signature. Your sister in Christ. There was a time when he and Catherine Archer (née Hyland) might have been more. They had grown up together, and gotten along well. If not for Bess, Catherine would have been the obvious choice. But then life had unfolded as God had willed. Kane had left home young, and set upon a life of adventure—a path that had guided his footsteps up until this very moment.

He read over the letter thrice more while he ate his supper, and carried it up to his room after he’d finished eating. The stairs were a trial, his knee crying out with each step. Thankfully, Kane’s room was close to the top of the stairs.

He suppressed a groan of relief as he latched his door behind himself and sat upon the room’s narrow bed, where he glared at his traitorous knee.

This was only the latest betrayal of his aging body. On the rare occasions when he looked into a mirror or saw his reflection in a body of water, he scarcely recognized himself. Silver now threaded his dark hair, and his gaunt face was marred with heavy lines. The image in the reflection told the truth: he was growing old. And old men’s bodies failed.

After a moment’s rest, he rose, set Catherine’s letter on his nightstand, then washed his face in the room’s little basin. He stripped his cloak, hat, and weapon belts, hanging them on the wall, pulled off his boots and stockings, and lay down upon the bed, staff in one hand, pistol in the other. The pistol he slept with every night, as a precaution. The staff he only brought to bed on the nights when he needed to speak with N’Longa.

*   *   *

Sleep came quickly, as it usually did for Kane. One moment, he was setting his head upon his meager pillow, and the next he found himself in an empty white space, facing N’Longa.

Kane had known N’Longa many years. He had met the African priest as a young man, during one of his first trips to that distant continent. N’Longa had helped Kane defeat a rogue murderer named Le Loup, and thereafter the two considered themselves blood brothers. They had met several times during Kane’s subsequent travels in Africa, and had worked together quite successfully. It had been N’Longa who had given Kane his staff, which was made of a wood no longer found upon this earth. The staff had helped Kane to defeat an ancient city full of vampires, but it had also allowed Kane to communicate with N’Longa across vast distances in dreams.

Kane had availed himself of this second power often of late. He and N’Longa had been working together to wipe out nests of vampires across the world. N’Longa, a powerful sorcerer, could see much, and had proved an able guide to Kane, setting upon the path in Africa, but lately sending him after a mobile coven traveling across Europe, leaving a trail of dead bodies and vampire fledglings in their wake. Kane had put down many confused fledglings in the last several months, although it gave him no pleasure to do so.

In the vast whiteness of the dreamscape, N’Longa sat upon a log, near a crackling fire. He looked up at Kane and smiled, his wrinkled face breaking into a thousand small lines.

Kane nodded a greeting as he sat down on a log opposite N’Longa’s. Around them, a dark and dense jungle began to sketch itself in.

“You have been busy,” N’Longa said. In the dreams, he spoke perfect English, a far cry from the more accented trade language he and Kane spoke to one another in person.

“Very,” Kane agreed.

“But not with our business, I see,” N’Longa said.

“I still hunt the coven,” Kane said. “But the people in Baumstadt needed help. I could not abandon them in their hour of need.”

“Mm,” N’Longa said. “Perhaps Le Loup had the right of it, when he teased you. Monsieur Galahad, he called you. A famous knight of legend in your land, was he not?”

“He was,” Kane said.

“And now I sense you plan to delay our work once more,” N’Longa said.

Kane shifted upon the log. “An old friend in England has asked for my help. I cannot ignore her.”

“No, indeed,” N’Longa said. “You stop to investigate every stray cry, and right every wrong upon your path. And as you do, our prey gets further away.”

“I am not asking your permission, N’Longa,” Kane said.

“I know,” N’Longa said, and sighed. “And I know that what I say next will not affect your decision, but I will say it anyway. You were closing in on the coven before you stopped for this ghost horse business. The coven have gained ground since then. England—where you plan to return—is over seven hundred miles from the place where you sleep tonight. You will give our quarry ample opportunity to do more harm while you travel, and tarry in England.”

“Do what you can to mitigate it,” Kane said. “Send dreams to the people. Put them on alert. We might not be able to stop these villains yet, but mayhap we can make them go hungry for a time and lose speed.”

“I will do what I can,” N’Longa said. “But you must understand—right now, the coven are unaware of our pursuit. If I do too good a job, they may catch wind of us, and our task will become much more difficult.”

Kane nodded his understanding. N’Longa would try to save some, but would not be able to save all, of the coven’s intended victims.

“It may be you can speed my own work,” Kane said. “I am bound for the village of Windsend, where a great many murders are taking place. A local midwife is suspected of using witchcraft to commit the murders. Can you see the truth of it from here?”

N’Longa took a deep breath and closed his eyes. His face was placid for a moment as he reached out with his powers, trying to see what Kane asked for. His calm was broken by a frown a moment later, and he grunted with surprise.

“What is wrong?” Kane said.

“It is strange,” N’Longa said, keeping his eyes closed. “I can… almost see the village. But it refuses to come into focus. It is almost as if…” he shook his head.

“Almost as if what?” Kane said.

“Almost as if something there is blocking my magic. Obscuring my sight.” He opened his eyes. “I have never seen anything like this, Solomon Kane.”

“All the more reason for me to set off at once, then.”
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Windsend

Kane woke early the next morning. He left the innkeeper more than enough gold to settle his bill, then went to the stable to retrieve Inglewood.

The hard rains of the night before had continued through the predawn hours and forced Kane to keep Inglewood to a canter as they left the town and entered the woods once more.

The rains remained heavy but Inglewood seemed to intuit her master’s impatience, and picked up speed as they rode, stretching her neck forward and galloping down the road. Trees flew past on either side. Some clung to their last leaves, but most were bare, their branches like dark, gnarled arms reaching for Kane from either side. The road squelched and splashed beneath the horse, spattering her coat and Kane’s pants with mud and puddled rainwater. Fallen leaves gathered in Inglewood’s wake, creating a nimbus of brown and gold amid the gray and brown of the road and trees.

Each of Inglewood’s strides jostled Kane’s bad knee. He gritted his teeth and leaned forward until his own neck was extended almost parallel to the horse’s. Rain pelted his slouch hat and ran down his face, while the wind tried to snatch the hat off his head. Kane ignored it and kept this eyes on the furthest point visible to him at any moment—be it a bend in the road, a signpost, or, when they emerged from the woods onto a wide, grassy plan, the horizon itself.

*   *   *

It went this way for several days. Kane knew the muddy road made the going more difficult for his mount, so he tried to enforce frequent breaks, and to travel no more than twenty-five to thirty miles a day.

Perhaps N’Longa was aiding Inglewood, or perhaps the horse was one of those rare beasts that outperforms all others of its kind through accidents of birth and chance. Whatever the reason, she seemed to move faster, and need less rest than expected, and they made it out of Germany and into France ahead of schedule.

In Calais, Kane reluctantly sold Inglewood to a stable, and bought passage on a merchant vessel across the channel to England. In his native country, he bought another horse, Holiday, and started the long overland journey from Dover.

This part of the journey lasted a fortnight, with the heavy rains seeming to follow Kane, and Holiday proving a slower mount than Inglewood.

As they approached Windsend, Kane found himself entering yet another dense wood, and here, Holiday slowed further. He could feel her weariness, and considering stopping for the night, making camp one last time before arrival. It would be a cold and miserable night, but if Holiday was at the end of her rope, it might be for the best.

Before he could make up his mind, however, horse and rider emerged from the woods and back into the open air. Kane found himself looking down into a steep valley. In the dark of night, it was hard to see what was below, but Kane thought he could make out another forest—and abutting that, a small group of buildings. A few lanterns were lit here and there, giving vague shape to a village.

This must be it. He’d arrived in Windsend.

Kane dismounted Holiday at the lip of the valley, held her reins and gently led her down the path. He kept his lantern high, and watched his step. He would have liked to use his staff to support his weight, but with the reins in his right hand and the lantern in his left, he had no way to hold it. So he trod slowly and carefully. The path was probably treacherous in fair weather; in this storm, it was all the more dangerous.

With a bit of extra care, however, Kane and Holiday made it into the valley unharmed, and crossed a wide field into the village of Windsend. As they approached the small clump of buildings against the woods, four lanterns wobbled toward them in the distance. These lights grew larger and brighter, eventually giving shape to their carriers: four men in the black garments of Puritans, carrying muskets over their shoulders.

“Halt!” one of the men called.

Kane came to a stop. He continued to hold his lantern aloft, to let the men get a good look at his face.

“You need no weapons,” he said. “I am no threat.”

“Name yourself, stranger.” It was the same man who had spoken before. He was small, with narrow shoulders, a red beard, and a pinched, unhappy face.

“My name is Solomon Kane, and I come to Windsend as a friend.”

The men exchanged glances. All three of the others seemed to defer to the little red-haired man, who turned back to Kane with a less suspicious expression. He handed his musket to one of his companions, and came forward to offer Kane his hand.

“Master Kane,” he said, as they shook. “We were told you might be coming, but…” He trailed off, then seemed to remember his manners. “My name is Nehemiah Lockwood. I am the town carpenter.”

“It is late,” Kane said. “What business keeps a carpenter out of bed at this hour?”

Lockwood frowned. “If you have come, I assume you have received Goodwife Archer’s letter, and know how things are in our village. I have fashioned too many coffins in the last few months. We have set a watch to patrol the village and protect her citizens.”

“So the matter of the killings is not yet resolved,” Kane said.

“That remains to be seen,” Lockwood said. “The local midwife—an awful woman named Sybil Eastey—was arrested earlier this week, after the mayor was killed. There have been no more killings since her arrest, but we expect you, with your expertise, will be able to discover the truth at the heart of our woes.”

“I shall do all in my power,” Kane said. “But I am weary tonight. Is there an inn where I might rent a room?”

“Of course,” Lockwood said. “Please, come with us. We will show you the way.”

Kane stashed his lantern and took up his staff, allowing the men to lead him. On the way, he was introduced to Lockwood’s companions—Thomas Blackwell, a merchant, as well as Edwin Wilton and John Howlett, both farmers. They passed several locations, which Kane marked but did not remark upon, including the village’s cemetery, which seemed large for such a young village. Life must have been difficult here indeed.

The village had only one inn. A sign hung from the eave, featuring a crude painting of a comet streaking across the night sky, and beneath this image, the inn’s name: The Falling Star.

Lockwood went inside while Kane waited in the street. A moment later, Lockwood returned in the company of a young man with curly dark hair, bushy eyebrows, and a broad, round face. He had heavy-lidded eyes, as if he had just woken from a deep sleep, and he wore his nightclothes.

“Master Kane,” Lockwood said, gesturing to the sleepy young man. “This is Roger Kidby. His father, George, owns the inn.”

Roger seemed to come fully awake upon hearing Kane’s name. “A pleasure to meet you, Master Kane,” he said, shaking Kane’s hand perhaps too vigorously, and for too long.

He was still shaking Kane’s hand in both of his own when Kane said, “I need a room, and a stable for my horse, if you have them.”

“Of course,” Roger said, releasing Kane’s hand. “I can see to your horse, if you would like to go inside.”

Kane thanked the young man, and allowed Nehemiah to lead him into the inn.

The sight that greeted Kane was almost the perfect picture of an inn: a wide room lined with wooden benches and tables, all arranged before a stone hearth. To the right stood a bar with its stools, and to the left, a staircase led up to a second floor, presumably with rooms for guests. The only things missing were a roaring fire, a cheerful crowd, and the smell of fresh meat and bread.

An older man emerged from a doorway behind the bar. He wore night clothes as well, but had fastened an apron around his considerable middle. He had a ruddy face, and wispy white hair.

“Welcome, sir,” he said. “My name is George Kidby, and this is my inn. I apologize we have not a warmer welcome for you, but we are unaccustomed to late visitors here.”

“I apologize for waking you,” Kane said.

Kidby waved the apology away. “My wife is not well, so I am up late most nights caring for her—but I admit you caught me unprepared. I might be able to find some cold meat, bread, and beer, if you would like to eat before you retire.”

Kane’s stomach rumbled at the thought of food, but his prevailing exhaustion was stronger.

“Thank you, no,” he said. “I would find a bed as soon as possible, so I might rise early. I would take some water, if you have it.”

“Of course,” Kidby said. He disappeared for a moment, then returned with an earthenware pitcher in one hand. He came out from behind the bar and headed for the stairs on the opposite side of the room.

Kane thanked Lockwood and the watch for their assistance.

“We are happy you have come, Master Kane,” Lockwood said. “Perhaps our long nightmare is finally at an end.”

*   *   *

At the top of the stairs, Kidby lit two candles, one of which he gave to Kane.

“You have your choice of rooms at the moment,” Kidby said. “Not many visitors these days. And those we do have tend to stay with family when they come. But we keep the rooms and bedding clean, just in case.”

Kane took the room closest to the stairs. He had experienced his fair share of misadventures at inns (he shuddered to think of his night at the Cleft Skull tavern), and wanted the quickest means of egress, should evil befall in the night. He thanked Kidby and offered the man some coin from his purse.

Kidby looked at the coins and raised a hand, which froze between his body and the proffered money. He sighed as he accepted it, and it disappeared into his apron.

“Normally I would not ask for payment until you leave,” he said. “But things are… difficult right now. My wife is sick. Our midwife—Sybil Eastey—used to brew a concoction for her, one that soothed her pain, and helped her rest, even if it could not cure her ailment. But now that Sybil is in jail, we are forced to buy medicine from the traveling physician. Cheesebrough is a godly man, but his medicine does not work as well as Sybil’s, and seems to run out faster. He will be here in the next few days, if he keeps to his regular schedule. Having the money to pay for his wares will be a blessing.”

He seemed to realize that he was sharing private concerns with a stranger and waved all of it away, handing Kane the pitcher of water.

“I talk too much,” he said, with a small smile. “Goodnight, Master Kane. I hope your dreams are… tolerable.”

Kane noted the odd turn of phrase, but did not question it. Instead, he nodded his thanks and let himself into his room. It was small but cozy, and surprisingly well-appointed: a wide bed sat against the far wall, with a table set beside it. On the nearest wall stood a wardrobe, and to Kane’s right stood a small washbasin on a stand.

He limped over to the bed. He set the candle on the table, dropped his bag on the bed, and leaned his staff against the wall, between bed and table. He unstrapped his slouch hat and hung it on the hook by the door. He undressed, hanging his gun and sword belts in the wardrobe, but not before pulling one of the pistols from the belt and setting it upon the table by the bed. He washed himself with cold water in the room’s little basin, then limped to the bed, pulled back the blankets, and lowered himself onto the mattress with a grateful sigh. He picked up the pistol off the bed and put it in his right hand as he closed his eyes.

Kane was asleep almost as soon as his head hit the pillow.
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Screams in the Night

Kane wandered through a dark, narrow place, lit only by the wavering flame of the torch in his left hand. In his right, he carried one of his pistols. Although his rapier hung at his side, he did not carry his staff. Moreover, his knee did not hurt. His steps were as steady and easy as they had ever been.

The floor beneath him was stone, as were the walls and low ceiling above him. It felt like a cave, but was lined with flat, regular blocks, which had clearly been placed with intention. Kane stopped for a closer look at the stones, which appeared marked or marred. As he leaned forward, he realized he was looking at etchings, carved into the walls.

As Kane examined these carvings, a great wind swept in from the gaping dark. The blast and force were so great that Kane staggered, and his torch blew out like a candle.

Out of the dark came a chittering, skittering sound. It reminded Kane of the roar of jungle insects magnified a thousand-fold in both volume and size. He cocked his pistol and closed his eyes, trying to pinpoint the origin of the sound, which seemed to come from everywhere at once.

He dropped the torch, useless now as anything but a club, and reached for his rapier, only to find it missing. How could that be? He had seen it at his belt only a moment before. He cursed himself for the worst sort of fool, as the sound grew louder, and louder—

*   *   *

Kane opened his eyes with a sharp intake of breath. He found himself looking at his own extended right arm, pointing his pistol, not into a strange narrow corridor, but rather into a small, unfamiliar room. He was not standing, but lying down in a bed.

His memory finally caught up to his reflexes. He was in his room at the Falling Star Inn, in Windsend. He had come to see Catherine. But he saw no light leaking through the closed window shutters, and smelled no aromas of breakfast cooking below. It must be the middle of the night. Why was he awake now?

He heard the sounds of people in the street outside—unusual for this time of night, especially in a small Puritan village—and then a great scream rent the night. Kane launched himself out of bed and across the small room. He barreled through the door, not bothering with shoes, cloak, or hat, pausing only long enough to grab his weapon belt, which he tossed over one shoulder as he stormed down the stairs, across the common room, and out the front door of the inn and into the street.

He was only dimly aware of the earth beneath his naked feet, wet, cold, and soft from the rains. Mud squelched between his toes as he came to a stop at the bottom of the inn steps, and took in the scene before him.

A crowd had gathered in the street outside the inn. Kane saw the members of the night watch he had already met, now joined by several men and women in their night clothes. None of them seemed to mark Kane’s arrival. Their faces were turned toward the sky, as if stargazing. Kane followed looked up to see what they were staring at.

It was George Kidby, the innkeeper who had so recently wished Kane a good night’s rest. His body hung suspended a dozen feet in the air, facing the crowd, his back to Kane. His arms were stretched out to either side. His feet dangled, toes pointed down. The image put Kane in mind of the crucified Christ, missing only a cross. There were jagged tears in the back and sleeves of Kidby’s white shirt, which was darkening with blood.

The gathered onlookers murmured among themselves. One woman pressed an alabaster hand to her mouth, eyes wide with terror, as Kidby whimpered and cried like a babe. Kane experienced a moment of disgust, which he forced out and replaced with pity. He was not in the company of fellow hard men and adventurers here, but among civilized men. Innocents who should never have to expect or fear a fate like this.

“George?” called one of the night watchmen. This was John Howlett, the farmer. “What is happening?”

“I—I do not know!” Kidby shouted back. “It hurts! Please, someone help me! Lord God, deliver me!”

The innkeeper had barely finished speaking before he began to scream again. His arms stretched further away from his body, and his back arched. He threw his head back to the sky and wailed, his agony loud and ugly.

As he watched, Kane became aware of a smell, almost hidden among the bouquet of an English village in October. Amid the smells of fire, wood, earth, rain, and animal scat, there was also a sulfurous stench on the night’s chilly breeze—a stink that seemed to come from Kidby himself.

“Master Kane!” This came from Nehemiah Lockwood, standing at the front of the crowd. “Can you not help him?”

“I am not sure what is happening, Master Lockwood,” Kane called back. “What would you have me do? Fire a gun into the air? Anything I do now would be as likely to harm as help.”

“We cannot do nothing!” Lockwood shouted, over Kidby’s screams.

Kane understood Lockwood’s panic but was unsure what he could do.

The staff, he realized. Perhaps my staff could reveal the source of this devilry. But he had left his staff up in his room.

He was about to turn back, to run upstairs and retrieve it, when Kidby’s screams grew louder. These cries were more than fear and pain—this was life-ending agony. Kane had heard it before, too many times. He forced himself to remain still, and witness the sight. It was all he could do for Kidby now.

As the innkeeper paused for breath between screams, there came a small popping sound, as if something had been freed from its socket deep in his body. This was followed by a tearing, not unlike what one might hear when pulling a leg off a roasted chicken.

Half a second later, the visual followed, as the innkeeper was ripped apart like a rack of lamb thrown to a pack of wild dogs. His arms, extended past their limits, came off his torso, unleashing freshets of blood into the air. Crimson droplets sprayed the faces of the crowd below. A couple of the women screamed. A few of the men did, too. Edwin Wilton dropped in a faint.

Kidby’s remains hung in the air for another second, then dropped back to earth in a quick series of thumps, where they continued to gush blood into the mud. The crowd cried out, but Kane kept his eyes up to the place where the innkeeper had hovered a moment before. He could see nothing, but that hellish stench of sulfur remained, and… was there a sound? Something soft, like a chittering?

Lockwood gestured at the body on the ground, opening and closing his mouth. “You see,” he said to Kane.

“I do,” Kane said.

“Nothing in God’s creation can commit such atrocities,” Lockwood said, and although it was a statement, it had a hint of the question. Like a child looking for reassurance. “It must be witchcraft.”

Kane did not answer right away, but looked from the corpse back into the air. He took a deep breath. The sulfurous smell was fading, and the chittering sound was gone—if indeed it had ever been there to begin with.

“I agree that something evil is afoot,” Kane said. “But if it is witchcraft, it is like none I have seen before.”

“Will you not come to see Sybil Eastey now, then?” Lockwood said. “Interview her. Ascertain her guilt or innocence.”

Kane shook his head. “Nay. I will speak to her in the morning.”

“We cannot let these evils continue,” Lockwood insisted.

“And yet I shall speak to her in the morning, whether you like it or not,” Kane said.

“Why?” Lockwood demanded. “Why not now?”

“Because I need my rest, Master Lockwood,” Kane said. “I have had a long road, and will need all my wits for the interview. I must be sure of this woman. If you are truly interested in the truth, you must trust my methods and counsel.”

“If you will not interview her tonight,” Lockwood said, “I will lead the men of the town to the jailhouse and execute her right now. We cannot risk another death!”

“So, you will ensure one?”

“To save my people? Yes.”

“And if Mistress Eastey is innocent?” Kane demanded. “What then? What happens if you execute her, and the killings continue? Will you sleep easily, knowing you have added another undeserving body to the pile?”

Lockwood’s jaw worked, and his nostrils flared. He did not like what Kane said but heard the wisdom in it.

“What has happened here is a tragedy,” Kane said. “But tonight, you and your watch should clean this mess out of the street, and see to the young man and widow that Master Kidby left behind.”

Lockwood glanced at something behind Kane. Kane turned to see Roger Kidby, the innkeeper’s son, standing on the porch, one hand to his mouth, eyes wide. Kane knew this look, too. This was not terror, but shock. Disbelief. The lad’s mind could not understand what his eyes showed him.

As Kane mounted the steps back into the inn, he put a hand on Roger’s shoulder.

“You will need to be strong now, for your mother’s sake,” he said.

Roger stared at his father’s body in the darkened street for another moment, before looking back at Kane. He blinked slowly, like a small child waking from a dream. Kane tried to guess the lad’s age. He could be no older than seventeen. Eighteen at most.

“Yes,” Roger said. “Mother is sick.”

“Let her rest, while she may,” Kane said. “This ill news can wait until tomorrow.”

“Yes,” Roger agreed. “Tomorrow.” His gaze went back to the scene in the street. Kane squeezed the boy’s shoulder once more and went back inside.

Up in his room, he hung up his belt, cleaned the mud off his feet as well as he could, then returned to bed, and his uneasy night’s rest.
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Catherine Archer

Kane’s dreams returned him to that dark corridor, full of strange sounds, and they stayed with him until he woke.

This time the waking happened without great ado. No cocked pistol, no screams in the street. Just the natural return to consciousness—awareness of light seeping through the window shutters; the sounds of bustle in the common room below; the smells of hot food.

He sat up and set his pistol on the nightstand. He used both hands to rub his face, and groaned softly into his palms. He felt all the miles of his long journey this morning, and the interruption of his rest the night before.

The memory came back: Kidby, the innkeeper, torn apart in the air in front of his home. Roger, the innkeeper’s son, had seen at least some of it. He would be downstairs now, working. Kane ought to check on the boy, and then get about his own business.

He stood, testing his knee. It was sore, but less so today than yesterday. He paced the length of his room a few times, and found the process uncomfortable, but by no means intolerable. He could live with discomfort.

He washed in the room’s basin, using the rest of the water George Kidby had given him the night before. Then he dressed, strapped on his weapons, grabbed his staff, and snatched his hat from the hook by the door.

Downstairs, he found Roger Kidby working a much livelier common room than the one Kane had observed the night before. There was a roaring fire in the hearth, and clumps of villagers were gathered at tables about the room, talking, smoking their pipes, and enjoying breakfast.

Their conversations came to an abrupt stop when Kane reached the bottom of the stairs. He was used to this. In other places in the world, his Puritan garb often caught the attention of strangers. They were often curious, and occasionally hostile. It was strange to receive such a welcome in a Puritan village, however. All the men here were dressed like Kane. Their clothes were less road-worn, but the types of garment—the black trousers and shirts—were the same.

Despite their similarities of dress, Kane treated these men as he would any other strangers. He gave them a curt nod and a “Good morrow,” as he crossed the room to the bar, where Roger Kidby worked, looking harried.

Roger gave Kane a tired smile upon his approach. He was so damnably young. There was a light in his eyes, which Kane associated with youth. The only things marring the lad’s broad, pleasant countenance were the dark bags beneath his eyes.

“Good morrow, Master Kane,” Roger said. “How was your sleep?”

Kane noticed that the room behind them remained silent, aside from the crackling fire in the hearth. The other customers were listening to this conversation as well.

“It was fine,” Kane lied. “How are you?”

Roger’s tired smile became a grimace. “The watchmen took my… took the… the mess away, after you went back to bed,” Roger said. “Master Lockwood is building a coffin for what’s left of the body. We will bury him later today. My mother…” Here he looked down at the bar, rather than at Kane. “I fear she will not be well enough to attend the funeral.”

“You have a trial before you,” Kane said. “One I do not envy. But also know that the Lord has chosen it for you. It is all in His plan. It may be difficult to accept, or understand, but remember that all things serve Him. This is divine Providence at work.”

Roger gave a short nod of his own. “Of course, Master Kane. You are right. I will pray for guidance.” He stared down for another moment before shaking himself back to the present moment to look at Kane.

“Would you like some breakfast?” he asked.

Kane allowed that he would, and Roger fetched him a plate of bread and a tankard of milk. Kane quickly consumed both, then asked for directions to the Archer home, which Roger eagerly provided.

Kane strapped on his hat and set off. The rain had stopped, but the skies remained gray and foreboding. The air held an unpleasant chill. The earth squelched beneath his boots as he walked. He did his best to avoid the worst of the mire, but it was difficult, and he arrived at the Archer residence with new spatters on his already dirty boots, pants, and cloak.

The Archers lived in a small house that abutted a smithy. Catherine’s husband, Enoch, was a blacksmith. As Kane paused before the front door to gather himself, he heard Enoch hammering away at the day’s work.

Kane knocked on the door. A moment later, it flew open, and Kane found himself looking down at a pale boy, probably no older than nine or ten. His breathing was loud, and labored, and he had heavy bags under bright blue eyes. Those eyes looked identical to those of the boy’s mother. Kane found himself transported, for a moment, back to his own boyhood in Devon. He might have been staring at Catherine’s sickly twin.

“Who are you?” the boy said.

Kane tipped his hat to the lad. “I am Solomon Kane, young master. And I come seeking the lady of the house.”

The boy turned his head. “Mother!” he shouted, in a high shrill voice. “You have a visitor!”

A few seconds later, Catherine appeared in the doorway, and Kane stood up a little straighter.

He had not seen her in many years. Much was the same—the alabaster skin that seemed to glow from within; those bright, merry blue eyes; the brown hair so dark it was almost black. But other things had changed. She had given birth to four children, and the shape of her body showed it. She was wider at the hips and bust. There were lines around her mouth and eyes. And although her hair was mostly tucked under a coif, what Kane could see now showed gray at the roots, like his own. Time had marked them both.

Catherine put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Isaac,” she said. “Is that how we greet a visitor?” She wore a hint of a smile as she said it, as though charmed by her son’s spirit, even as she corrected his behavior.

“Sorry,” the boy mumbled.

“What do we say?”

“Good morrow, master,” the boy said, eyes downcast. “How may I help you, sir?”

“Good morrow, young master,” Kane said. “You have helped me plenty, young Isaac, and I thank you.”

Isaac, recovering a bit of his spirit, looked up at Kane. “Are you the adventurer mother told me about?”

Before Kane could answer, Catherine used her grip on the boy’s shoulder to turn him about and direct him back into the house.

“Go help your sisters finish cleaning the table,” she said.

“Yes, Mother,” Isaac said. He disappeared into the house, leaving Kane and Catherine alone in the doorway. She smiled down at him from the porch, and he felt that strange movement back through the years.

“Hello, Catherine,” Kane said. “It has been long.”

Catherine surprised him by stepping out of the doorway and into the street, where she wrapped Kane in a tight embrace. Kane was shocked by the lack of decorum, but, after a moment, returned the hug.

“I am so grateful you came,” she said.

*   *   *

She invited him into the house. He hesitated, wondering at the propriety of entering a woman’s home when her husband was not present. It ought to be Enoch who invited him inside. He allowed himself to be carried forward by the force of Catherine’s personality now. He entered the house, taking off his hat and cloak and allowing her to hang them near the door. He started toward the kitchen and its table, but Catherine stopped him, gesturing to his guns and sword.

“Would you mind hanging those up as well?” she said.

Kane was so used to keeping his tools close at hand, he sometimes forgot the niceties of civilized life. He unstrapped his weapons and hung them up as well. He felt naked without them, and it took willpower to leave his hands idle at his sides rather than feel for the missing weight against his thighs as he followed Catherine toward the kitchen, where four figures bustled about, cleaning and putting away the remains of breakfast. Three were girls, who Catherine introduced to him now: Mercy, aged eighteen; Faith, sixteen; and Grace, twelve.

The girls all favored their father, with light blonde hair, brown eyes, and broad, pleasant faces. Only the boy, Isaac, had Catherine’s dark hair and small features. Kane shook hands with all four, greeting each in turn.

Kane politely declined an offer of food, but did sit at the table while Catherine finished up in the kitchen. The girls disappeared into the house, off about their days. Only Isaac remained behind. He stood before Kane, openly staring.

The boy’s breath was heavy, and came through an open mouth. He occasionally sniffled, snot rattling in his nose. He sounded as if he had a cold.

“Are you an adventurer?” Isaac asked.

“Of a sort,” Kane said.

“Have you really been to Africa?”

“I have.”

“What is it like?”

“Beautiful,” Kane said. “But full of danger.”

The boy’s eyes widened. “Is it full of monsters?”

Kane opened his mouth, to tell the boy that the entire world was full of monsters. But then he glanced into the kitchen, where Catherine watched this exchange with her eyebrows raised.

“The world is full of strange and fascinating things,” Kane said. “Things you cannot imagine.”

“Yes, but I asked about monsters,” the boy said. “Beasts from Hell.”

“That is enough,” Catherine said. “Leave us now, Isaac.”

The boy’s mouth twisted, as if clamping down on a retort or argument. Kane knew the look well. He had seen it on Catherine’s face many a time when they were young. She had never been one to blindly trust authority, even that of her parents. She had had to learn to quiet her defiance. It seemed Isaac was learning similar lessons now.

“Mother,” Isaac said, a whine in his voice. But before he could finish the sentence, his entire face bunched up. His hands flew up to cover his mouth as the coughing fit began. It racked his body, knocking him to and fro. Catherine crossed out of the kitchen and knelt beside him, gently rubbing his back.

Gradually, the coughing subsided, and Catherine said, “See what you have done. You have made yourself too excited. Go rest in your room. Read from your psalms.”

The boy’s shoulders slumped. “Yes, Mother.”

Then he, too, disappeared, and Kane and Catherine were alone in the kitchen. She joined Kane at the table. A moment of silence passed between them. It was not a comfortable one.

“I saw the innkeeper die last night,” Kane said.

Catherine folded her hands on the table, and lowered her head. “George Kidby. I heard. It is… the first of the deaths anyone has actually seen. With the others… we only heard screams. The mayor—Edmund Arrowsmith—was the worst. It was awful. The screams were unmanly. A few of the men in town heard and came to help. They found the front door locked fast. They broke down the door and raced upstairs, but by the time they arrived, it was too late. Enoch told me that it was like looking at the remains of a rag doll, one that has been shaken apart in the frothing mouth of a dog. But instead of stuffing scattered about the room it was…” She swallowed. “The man’s innards. The deaths are always the same. All the victims are men. Until last night, each man was alone for his death, and there have been no witnesses. And then, four days ago, they arrested the local midwife, Sybil Eastey, on charges of witchcraft.”

“This troubles you,” Kane said. “Why?”

Catherine glanced back at the part of the house into which her children had vanished moments before. She turned back to Kane and leaned forward, conspiratorial.

“Sybil Eastey cared for me during a difficult pregnancy, and delivered Isaac through a traumatic birth. She may not be a Christian, but she is a good woman, and has been a good friend. She only came to Windsend because I asked her to make the move with me. Friends have been difficult to come by since my marriage, and I wanted one nearby. I do not believe her capable of the crimes of which she has been accused. I know your history, Solomon. I trust you, and—”

Her speech was interrupted as the front door to the house opened. A silhouette stood framed in the gray morning light, that of a large man with shoulders so wide it seemed momentarily doubtful he could pass through the door.

He managed, however, and as he shut the door behind himself, Kane made out the details of Enoch Archer, Catherine’s husband. He had blond hair, dark eyes, and a thick, rough-looking beard. His face was flush, and his skin coated in a sheen of perspiration, despite the chill.

Kane stood, as seemed polite upon the entrance of one’s host. After a moment, Catherine stood as well.

“My love,” she said. “You return early.” Was it Kane’s imagination, or did her voice quaver slightly?

“Grace told me we have a visitor,” Enoch said. “I would not be a poor host.” He crossed the room and shook Kane’s hand. “Master Solomon Kane. It is good to meet you.”

“And you, Master Archer,” Kane said.

“Why did I have to hear from Grace that Master Kane arrived?” Enoch asked, turning to Catherine.

“I would not disturb you at your work,” Catherine said, eyes upon the table. “I know how you hate to be interrupted.”

Enoch stared at her, and Kane knew he had not imagined her anxiety before.

“I meant no disrespect,” Kane said. “I hope I have not caused offense.”

Enoch looked away from his wife. “Walk with me,” Enoch said. “I will show you to Sybil’s hut, where you may begin your investigation.”

Kane glanced at Catherine, then away. He ought to know better than to defer to a woman when her husband was making a request.

“Of course,” he said.

*   *   *

Kane and Enoch made the walk across the village together. Enoch walked quickly, his hands tucked into his coat pockets, his head down.

“I assume others have already given you all the grisly details,” he said.

“Yes,” Kane said. “And I saw for myself, last night.”

“Awful things,” Enoch said.

“And you suspect Sybil Eastey?” Kane asked.

“She is… strange,” Enoch said. “She lives in a little hut outside the village proper. She has never shared our faith. She has never married, or issued a child. She seems to distrust all men, and prefers the company of women. No matter what ails a person, she seems to have the solution. Are these not signs of trouble, in and of themselves?”

Kane grunted. “Some people prefer solitude, and do not share our beliefs. This is not witchcraft in and of itself.”

“There is more,” Enoch said. “My friend, Nehemiah Lockwood, lost a child last year. He and his wife Joy believe that Eastey killed the babe.”

Kane remembered Lockwood. The small red-haired man leading the patrol last night. He had seemed a decent enough sort.

“What proof does he offer?” Kane asked.

“No proof,” Enoch said. “More of a… feeling in his gut.” When Kane did not reply immediately, he went on. “I know Brother Lockwood is a stranger to you. But I trust his judgement. If he suspects Sybil Eastey, I think it is worth investigating.”

“Why would she kill an infant?” Kane asked. “Or these men in your village? What would be her motive?”

“Do Lucifer’s disciples need a reason?” Enoch said. “Is it not enough, to do harm to good Christians?”

“In my experience, killers have reasons,” Kane said. “Even witches and demons have agendas.”

“Oh,” Enoch said. “And our dreams… our dreams are odd. That seems another sign.”

“You believe Sybil Eastey haunts your dreams, as well?” Kane said. But he remembered his own dreams last night. They were not nightmares, not exactly, but they had been odd. Dark and foreboding.

“I do not know,” Enoch said. “But we came to this place, and not long after, our village began to dream strangely.”

They walked in silence for a moment. Enoch’s jaw worked as though he were chewing some tough bit of meat. His face remained red, despite the cool air. Either the heat of his forge was slow to fade, or he was upset.

“I was against Catherine contacting you,” he said at last. “But my wife is stubborn as a mule. She trusts you more than she trusts her own husband.” He laughed a little, as if in jest, but Kane heard no humor in the sound.

“Nehemiah believes you can help our cause,” Enoch went on. “He believes you will speed the process of discovery. So go on. Interview Sybil. Declare what we all already know. Denounce her as a witch. Put my wife’s mind at ease, so she can focus on her duties, and our children. And then quickly be gone from here.”

“I will discover the truth, as Catherine has asked,” Kane said. “I will proceed with all my expertise, without prejudice, and it will take as long as it takes.”

The look on Enoch’s face suggested he didn’t appreciate Kane’s words. Kane cared not; he did not possess mildness when it came to men like Enoch Archer.

They arrived at a small hut on the edge of the village.

“Here is her hut,” Enoch said. “I leave you to your work, Master Kane, and return to my own.

He did not shake Kane’s hand, or offer any other pleasantry, but rather turned on his heel and marched back the way he had come.
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