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Livonia, 1598


The traveler looked up at the leaden sky. The sun was a ghost behind veils of gray clouds. With whispered cruelty a raw wind proclaimed the advent of winter.


Pines towered around him, rising like the arms of supplicants begging for warmth, for forgiveness. For anything except to be witnesses to what lay on the ground around them.


The traveler closed his eyes and prayed for strength and understanding. Unspoken prayers, because he did not at all trust that anything spoken would come out as mere words. Screams were far more likely. And so he ground his jaws together and gave his words no breath or liberty. He stood thus for a long time, fists balled at his sides, chest heaving as if he had climbed a great mountain. That was passion, though, and not exertion.


Passion.


Despair.


Hatred.


When he opened his eyes, there were no angels to stand with him, flaming swords in hand. There was nothing at all except the endless forest, the supplicating trees, and the blood.


So much blood.


Everywhere.


It soaked into the loamy soil and ran in crooked lines down the bark of the pines. It glistened in small crimson pools and gleamed on the sword-tip ends of sturdy late autumn grass. The entire clearing in which he stood was awash in it, and here and there rose islands in this red lake. Small islands, lumpish and obscene, hinting at what they had been before this butchery. Heads and arms, legless torsos. There was a pair of hands still clutched around the shaft of a scythe.


There were other bundles, too, and it was these that made him look away. Small, ruined things wrapped in the tattered rags of swaddling clothes.


“God in heaven,” he said as the tears coursed down his face. “Have Hell’s doors opened?”


A crow, perched on a branch above him, cawed softly as if in reply.


He turned to look at it. Even the bird’s oily black wings were spattered with scarlet, and the red on its beak spoke eloquently of the feast his presence had interrupted. Solomon Kane snatched at his Spanish rapier, wanting to slash the bird from its perch and stamp it with a punishing bootheel.


But he paused, the steel only half drawn, sighed sadly, and let the sword slide back into its sheath.


He had seen murder before. Kane had spilled an ocean of blood in his own travels, in wars and skirmishes, in dark African jungles and bat-infested castles. The sight of death was not new to him, nor the evidence of murder and slaughter.


And yet… this unsettled him, and he was not a man who was easily disturbed.


The carnage around him was not the result of a battle. Apart from the scythe, there were no weapons here. This was not even the leavings of a band of brigands. Not one among the many dead were soldiers or even as much as a beadle with his staff.


This was butchery of the innocent. These were farmers and their families, from the oldest graybeard to suckling infants. What had been done here was unspeakable. It was the Devil’s own work, for there was nothing of valor or honor in this.


He turned and looked back the way he’d come. It was a short distance, less than a mile, with much of that space taken up by farms and a small cluster of buildings in the center of the village. He began retracing his steps as he forced himself to read the story of what had happened.


“A band must have come in the night,” he mused aloud, noting that the corpses were all dressed for bed. “They must have come to the miller’s house first.”


He stepped inside the small structure. Beds were disturbed, their meager blankets and skins slashed. A fat old woman sat with her back to the kitchen wall, her head cradled in her lap. Kane had glanced at her earlier, but now he squatted down to study the injuries in order to determine what kind of weapon had killed her. The wounds were strangely ragged.
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