

The Death Head's Tavern

A Solomon Kane Story

Nancy A Collins

Hopedale Press


Copyright © 2023 Nancy A Collins

All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.





 For  
Robert E. Howard (1906-1936) 
                  &
        Ned Dameron (1943-2022)



Introduction




Some 35 years ago I was a member of the Robert E. Howard United Press Alliance aka REHUPA--a group of fans of Robert E. Howard and his various characters who published individual fanzines in a limited run (rarely more than 50 copies), who then sent these fanzines to a central editor, who collated them into larger single volumes and then distributed them to the membership via the snail mail. 

The fanzines all had their own titles, volume numbers, and issue numbers (mine were "Hobb's End" and "Pirate's Alley", respectively), and published everything from fan art & stories featuring Conan and other REH characters to scholarly dissertations on the nature of heroic fantasy to lengthy commentaries & critiques of fellow members' zines--some of which lead to fiery feuds. In otherwords, it was a three-dimensional version of the Internet.  

While as a member of REHUPA I published a short fan story featuring Solomon Kane called "The Death's Head Tavern". I was 23-24 years old at the time and basically cutting my teeth as a writer with fanzines. Over the years, and countless moves, I lost my collection of  REHUPAs, as well as the original manuscript, which was written on a IBM Selectric. (Ah, the halcyon days of mimeographs, spirit duplicators, Kinkos, and typewriters!)

So I assumed "The Death Head's Tavern" was lost to the ages--until Jeffrey Shanks recently sent me scans from the collected REHUPA, which features every volume ever issued in its 45+ year existence. Thanks, Jeff!

At first the plan was to just give the story a little formatting change and light editorial. But then I start reading it. And--woof. Man, was I not ready for prime time in 1984-1985.  Having said that, what you're about to read is essentially, a 95% original story  based on  the fan fiction I wrote 35 years ago.  The title, setting, characters, and plot are the same--I just replaced all the bad writing/grammar/spelling (and, boy, was there plenty of that). 

Enjoy!

Nancy A. Collins


“Innkeeper! What’s holding up that drink, eh?”

“Coming directly, sir!” the innkeeper called back, forcing his thin lips into a smile as he lugged the last cask of the ale from the storeroom. 

The great room of the tavern was empty save for a middle-aged merchant from Aberdeen, who sat by the hearth, enjoying an evening pipe before retiring to his rented room upstairs. The lodger was as stout as the innkeeper was lean and was well-dressed as befit a man of honest trade, complete with powdered periwig. 

“Tell me, my good man—do you have any more of those delightful meat pies your missus served earlier?” the merchant asked, smacking his lips in anticipation. 

“Sorry, sir. We be out, I fear,” the innkeeper replied, setting the foaming pewter tankard down with a thump on the table next to his guest. “Game's been scarce as of late. This time of year, the deer and grouse tend to stay deep in the moors.”

The merchant’s hopeful smile fell into heavy folds of disappointment. “I see. Perhaps you’ll have better luck when I return from visiting my dear sister in Inverness?”

“Yes, sir,” the innkeeper agreed without much in the way of conviction.  

Just then the door to the tavern opened, allowing for a cold, wet gust of wind to rush into the room that made the fire in the hearth flare in self-defense. Both the merchant and innkeeper turned to stare at the stranger standing on the threshold, rainwater pouring off him in rivulets. Although he wore the solemn garb of a Puritan, he was tall and broad in the shoulders, and across his back was strapped a musket and a strangely fashioned stave made of some exotic material with the snarling head of a jungle cat atop it. 

“I seek shelter and food,” the Puritan said simply, one strong, long-fingered hand resting on the hilt of his sword.

“Then you have come to the right place, sir!” beamed the innkeeper. “Welcome to the Death’s Head Tavern.”

The stranger grunted and moved past the two men, spreading his cloak before the hearth and then leaned his weapons against the coal shuttle and poker. He took off his hat and tilted its brim toward the fire. There was a sharp hiss as rainwater met the banked coals.

“I'll have the woman serve ye up some ale and mutton, sir,” the innkeeper said as he hurried off in search of his wife.

“Tis a foul night, indeed, to be abroad. I am Angus McIlhenny of Aberdeen--a dealer in wools. Who might ye be, good stranger?”

“I am called Solomon Kane,” the tall man replied as he sat down in the chair opposite.

“That is an interesting walking stick you have,” the wool-merchant said, pointing to the cat-headed stave. “Wherever did you get it?” 

Kane man studied the bewigged man sitting across from him, although he had never seen the merchant McIlhenny before, his face was familiar to him. It was the well-fed face of ‘civilization’ that had chased him from the smoky cities of England into the company of pirates and mercenaries.

“Africa,” he replied.

Upon hearing this, McIlhenny eagerly hitched his chair closer to Kane’s. “I knew it! I can always spot a fellow traveler a mile off! Got a certain air about us, we have. I've been to London, you know.”

“Have you now?” muttered the Puritan, not without some humor.

“You really get that stick in Africa?”

“Aye; from a native priest.”

“You take it off his body?” McIlhenny grinned, his eyes lighting up in anticipation of a story of adventure in far-flung exotic lands. “Spoils of war and all that?”

“No,” Kane replied as he pulled a tinderbox from his pocket. “He gave it to me.  He was a decent fellow—for a heathen.” With that he produced a long-stemmed clay pipe and set about wreathing his dark head with fragrant clouds, signifying the discussion was at its end.

A few minutes later a very pregnant woman entered the common room carrying a plate of cold mutton and a tankard of ale. “Here you go, sir,” she said, setting the humble repast on the bench nearest his elbow. 

Kane glanced up from his pipe. The inn-keeper’s wife was raw-boned, with long, dark unwashed hair, and shared the same sallow complexion and slat-eyed features as her husband, although there was something about her that spoke of an innate shrewdness.  “Thank ye, kindly,” the Puritan said with a nod.

“Your new guest is a traveler—from Africa, no less!” McIlhenny chimed in. 

“Is that so?” the innkeeper’s wife declared. “It's a rare day the Death's Head Tavern hosts such a guest, I must say!”

“Death's Head” muttered Kane. “Tis a cheerless name for a venture based on hospitality.” 

“Why, these be the Death's Head Moors, my good man!” McIlhenny interjected, ever eager to appear knowledgeable. “Legend has it that ancient druids sacrificed victims in the peat bogs that pock the landscape hereabouts, and that ghouls roam the moors at night—thus the name. Pure rubbish, of course. But the locals believe it and give the Moor Road a wide berth. How Mr. Todd and his dear wife manage is beyond my ken.”

“By the grace of God and the honest sweat of our brows,” the innkeeper said earnestly. 

“I come this way at least once a year to visit family up in Inverness,” McIlhenny explained. “It’s the shortest route from Aberdeen. I make a point of staying one night at this tavern, each way, simply to partake of Mrs. Todd’s delicious meat pies. A true culinary delight, I assure you! It appears I consumed the last of them just before you arrived. But perhaps the next time you pass this way you will be luckier?” The wool-merchant looked expectantly at the innkeeper’s wife, who was staring at the strange cat-headed stick propped against the fire-tools with a mixture of curiosity and displeasure.

“Aye, perhaps,” Kane answered. “Assuming I ever come this way again.” 

“Father?”

Kane's brooding gaze was drawn from the fire and to a vision of beauty the likes of which he had not seen since his long-lost Bess. Standing poised on the heavy-timbered stairs that lead the inn's second story was a young woman with hair the color of sunset, outfitted in a dress of the finest wool. Her eyes were right green, shining like emeralds held before a fire. 

“What is it, Faith?” McIlhenny grumbled. “Can't you see I'm talking, girl?

“ ‘Tis late, Father. If we are to be at Aunt Agatha's by tomorrow evening…”

“Yes, yes,” McIlhenny grunted with an impatient wave of his hand. “I'll be up shortly!”

Faith nodded demurely and turned to go back up the stairs, only to pause and cast a final look over her shoulder at the lean yet handsome stranger lounging before the fire. Kane felt his heart quicken as her gaze fell upon him and nodded his head to her in acknowledgement. Faith’s pale cheeks abruptly colored and she hurried up the stairs like a startled doe.

“I'm taking the girl to stay with my sister in Inverness,” McIlhenny explained. “Aberdeen is suffering another bout of the pest. The last time it took her mother, God rest her soul. The air of Inverness is far more wholesome, in that regard. What business brings you out this way, good man Kane?”

“I am searching for a friend of mine. His name was Jerymiah Crandall.” 

“Was? You make it sound as if he is no more.”

“That is what I fear.”

“Was this Jerymiah a good friend of yours?” 

“We shipped together with Sir Francis Drake and fought the Armada for the glory of the Queen. Jerymiah saved my life more than once during those days. I received a letter from his wife a few months back; that is what has drawn me from Africa, for the nonce. She said Jerymiah had gone in search of his brother, Jobe, after he disappeared on a trip to the Cairngorms. But before he left, Jerymiah instructed his good wife to contact me, should he not return.”

“Passing strange,” muttered McIlhenny. “And you believe your friend and his missing brother both came this way?”

“As you say, the Moor Road is the shortest route to the Highlands.” 

“Then we shall ask our host if he has seen these men!” the wool merchant exclaimed. “Todd!” 

“Yes, Master McIlhenny?” The innkeeper asked, seeming to appear as if summoned by magic. 

“Has a man of the name Jerymiah Crandall lodged here?”

“N-no, sir,” Todd replied.

Kane turned to look at the innkeeper. “What of a man called Jobe? Has he been a guest?”

Todd twitched and dropped his gaze to the floor, unable to meet the Puritan’s cold stare, and shook his head. “No, sir. No such person has been here.”

“Are you sure? Perhaps you could check your register?” McIlhenny prodded. 

“No need!” the innkeeper said sharply. “I would remember such names! Perhaps your friend wandered into the moors and was claimed by the bogs?”

“Perhaps,” the Puritan agreed without conviction. 

“And you said his brother was off to the Cairngorms?” Todd continued. “They are treacherous mountains. All it takes is a misplaced foot, and you’ll find yourself at the bottom of a chasm.”

“Aye, that is true,” Kane said, drawing pensively on his pipe. 

“I wager they did not come this way at all, but took the longer route instead,” the innkeeper said firmly, nodding in agreement with himself. 

“Todd is probably right.” McIlhenny said. “After all, he would know who has been under his roof.”

“Yes, but Jerymiah Crandall was not the kind of man to disappear without a trace, regardless of how he met his fate,” Kane replied. 

“It would not be the only time travelers have disappeared in such a manner in Scotland,” the wool-merchant said darkly. “Remember the Bean Clan?” 

“I’m afraid I am unfamiliar with them,” Kane admitted. “Were they brigands?”

McIlhenny eagerly hitched his chair even closer to Kane’s, to better share the story.  “Worse than that! Fifty years ago, this fellow named Sawney Bean—a low sort with no taste for honest work—took to wife a woman said to be a witch. Forced to flee accusations of human sacrifice, the two moved into a cave down on the coast in Ayrshire, near Ballantrae, if memory serves. They then began waylaying unsuspecting travelers along the cliff road at night, taking the bodies to be butchered and pickled to feed their dark appetites.

“Sawney and his wife then set about raising a family, producing eight sons and six daughters to carry on the Bean tradition of murder, cannibalism, and witchcraft. These children mated among themselves and with their parents, producing eighteen grandsons and fourteen granddaughters, and two great-grandsons and a great-granddaughter—until they were a virtual army of ogres!

“After twenty-five years of such debauchery and blasphemy, a married couple was returning from the faire one night when they were attacked. The young groom, as it so happened, was skilled in sword and pistol and was able to hold off his attackers until another, larger group of faire-goers happened upon the scene and chased the villains away—but not before they succeeded in carrying off his hapless bride. 

“The next day, a group of soldiers billeted in Ballantrae investigated the beach and cliffs below the scene of the attack and discovered a cave that was two hundred yards deep, the entrance of which was hidden during high tide. Inside they discovered the body of the lost bride, dismembered like a side of beef, along with other human body parts, and vast amounts of old clothes and discarded boots scattered all about. Going deeper still, they found the loathsome family that made the place their home, dressed in the rotting rags of their victims. 

“As fearsome as the Beans were, they were no match for an armed regiment, and the family was rounded up and marched in chains to Edinburgh, where the entire clan was put to death in the town square by command of the King.”

Kane lifted an eyebrow. “Even the children?” 

“Aye, for nits grow into lice, do they not?” McIlhenny replied. “Although rumor has it that not all of the Bean spawn were in the cave that day. Some say those that escaped moved inland, away from the family’s old haunts, and continue their foul practices to this day.”

“That is, indeed, a gruesome tale,” Kane grunted as he rose from his chair. “But I do not see how it aids me in my mission. The hour is late, and I would rest.”

“Right this way, Master Kane,” the innkeeper said, gesturing towards the stair. 

Kane gathered up his weapons, leaving the cloak to dry by the fire, and followed Todd to the second floor of the tavern. “I have you beside Master McIlhenny,” the innkeeper explained as he opened the room for Kane’s inspection. The interior was humble, if not spartan, furnished with a narrow bed, a straight-back chair, and an unpainted washstand atop which sat a cracked basin and pitcher. 

The only light came from the candlestick that Todd set on the seat of the chair beside the bed. There was no fireplace in the room, and the innkeeper’s breath hung in the air as he spoke. 

“The woman prepared the sheets with a bedwarmer. You should be most comfortable.”

“I can sleep on a plank, if need be,” the Puritan replied tersely. 

“Aye, as we all will, someday,” Todd muttered as he exited the room. 

Satisfied he was alone Solomon Kane sat down on the bed and removed his boots. He then stretched out, fully clothed, atop the threadbare quilt, but not before making sure his sword and pistol were within easy reach. There was something unwholesome about the Death’s Head Tavern that went beyond the establishment’s name. The way the landlord reacted to the Crandall Brothers’ names did not sit well with him. 

A few minutes after retiring to his bed, he heard Angus McIlhenny fumbling about in the room next to his, no doubt blunted by one too many tankards of ale. 

Then, a few minutes later, he could make out the wool-merchant’s snores as he succumbed to Morpheus’ embrace.  

Kane lay in his rented bed as his mind kept turning over the bits and pieces of evidence that had set him on the Moor Road. Jerymiah was a practical, no-nonsense man—stories of goblins and ghouls haunting the moors would have meant little to him. Kane knew from personal experience it would take more than a ghost to frighten his friend away from the shortest distance between two points. 

In his own way, McIlhenny was probably right. No doubt the bones of the Crandalls rested in some nameless peat bog, but not because unwary footsteps lead them there. But how to prove his suspicions was another matter. England was far from Africa than more than miles. You didn’t just run a man through because you believed him to be a murderer—not if you didn’t want to find yourself hanging at the crossroads for your troubles. No, England was a land of laws, if not justice. 

As he stared at the rough-hewn rafters over his head, Kane’s thoughts turned to the girl. The feelings she stirred in him were far from Christian. He shifted uneasily as he recalled the sight of her on the stairs, her eyes shining like a light in the darkness.  Aye, there was lust in his heart, but also mixed with something far more tender. 

He was so lost in thought Kane did not realize he had drifted off into sleep until he abruptly came awake. He was not certain how long he had been unconscious, but years of living in the teeth of danger had honed his senses to such a sharpness that even the slightest noise would snap him free of even the deepest slumber. The first thing that registered was the candle beside his bed was now guttering in its wax, throwing twisted shadows across the plastered walls; the second was that he could no longer hear McIlhenny’s snoring. Perhaps that was what had alerted him? Just then Kane heard a faint clicking noise, like that of a catch being released, and a panel in the far wall next to the bed slowly swung open. Hooding his eyes, Kane lay as still as possible as the dark area in the wall widened.

Out of the hidden portal crept a stealthy figure. Kane did not have to see his face to know that the intruder was the innkeeper. As Todd stole closer to the bed, Kane saw that the innkeeper’s shirtfront was stained with fresh blood, and a horrid vision of Faith McIlhenny struggling helplessly as the crazed Scot slit her dainty throat flashed before his mind’s eye. The very idea made him want to cry out in horror, yet by force of will alone did he continue his feigned slumber. 

Todd now loomed over the bed. His eyes gleamed wildly, and his mouth twisted itself into a bestial grin as he raised a dripping butcher knife in preparation of plunging it into the slumbering Puritan’s chest. But as the deadly knife came down, Kane rolled away and onto the floor, as quick as a panther, leaving the blade to drive itself deep into the straw mattress. 

As the innkeeper struggled to free the blade, Kane leapt up, swinging the cat-headed stave at his attacker’s head. N'Longa’s fetish-stick crashed into Todd's skull with fearsome impact. With a scream of pain, Todd abandoned his knife and—clutching his head—retreated into the hidden passageway.

Kane quickly pulled on his boots and snatched up his rapier before following his would-be killer into the darkness behind the wall. He found himself in a space so narrow he had to turn sideways in order to move. As he cautiously groped his way along the passageway, his left palm struck what felt like a lever and the wall behind him abruptly pivoted, sending him tumbling into a dimly lit room.

Faith McIlhenny gave a birdlike cry of surprise, her crimson tresses spilling free of her nightcap as she clutched the bedclothes to her chin. Kane lay frozen on the floor, surprised to see her alive and unharmed. However, his relief was only momentary for the danger they were in was as real as the walls that surrounded them. 

“Do not be alarmed, Mistress McIlhenny,” Kane said as he regained his feet. “I mean you no harm.”

“What are you doing here?” Faith replied, more amazement than fear in her voice. “How did you get in my room?” 

“I did not mean to intrude upon you in such a manner,” Kane assured her. “But now that I am here, I beg you to awaken your father and hurry from this house of evil as fast as you can!”

“Evil? What do you mean, sir?” Faith asked, drawing the bedclothes ever closer as she pressed herself against the headboard. From the look in her emerald eyes, Kane could see she thought him tetched.

“I’m not mad, Mistress McIlhenny. As I told your father, I came to this place in search of a missing friend—only to discover the innkeeper murdered him in his sleep by using a door hidden in the guest room. I, myself, have just escaped a similar fate. I struck the scoundrel a hard blow and followed him into the secret passageway, which is how I came to arrive here uninvited.”

“Father!” Faith gasped, her eyes widening in alarm. Oblivious to modesty, the young woman cast aside the blankets, revealing her cotton nightdress, and leapt from the bed. “I must warn him!” she exclaimed as she dashed into the hall, Kane at her dainty heels.  She ran to her father’s room, only to find it locked. “Father, wake up!” she cried as she frantically pounded on the door. 

“Step aside, girl,” Kane said, and with a single well-placed kick broke the door free of its bolt. 

Faith hurried into the room, followed close by the Puritan. The only light in the room was provided by a tallow candle set on the dresser beside the bed, and the scene it illuminated wrenched a horrified scream from the wool merchant’s daughter.

The bedclothes on Angus McIlhenny's bed were in wild disarray and the pillow soaked in blood. A wide smear of crimson stained the floor, ending at the blank wall. Faith spun about and burrowed her face into Solomon Kane's breast, her body trembling from the force of her sobs. Without a second thought, Kane embraced the girl, speaking to her in a firm, reassuring voice.

“Go to my room, Faith; Todd is not likely to return there. Here, take this dirk,” he said, pressing the hilt into her fair hands. “Do not hesitate to use it.”

Nodding through her tears, Faith obeyed. Once she was gone, Kane took up the candle from the dresser and went to the spot in the wall where the trail of blood disappeared. He fumbled about the wainscoting until he found the hidden latch that opened the secret doorway. As the panel swung open, he was surprised to feel a cold finger of dread trace his spine, for he was not a man to tremble in the face of danger. 

Indeed, he had walked the vast, uncharted tracts of Africa and witnessed the fall of foul kingdoms that were old when the Egyptians reared their massive crypts. He had faced creatures of unholy making that would have sent lesser men to Bedlam. He had even wrestled with the very Prince of the Undead himself in the blood-soaked crags of the Carpathians. So why did he tremble now? 

Todd was just another blackguard who abused the ancient law of hospitality to profit from the personal possessions of his guests, not some darksome sorcerer nursed on the rituals of some black and hungry god.  What horror born of Scotland’s stony soil could inspire such trepidation? Perhaps his time spent in the company of N’Longa had made him sensitive to evil beyond the ken of most men? Could something far more sinister than murder in the name of greed be at play?

Kane made his way along the narrow passage between the walls until he reached its end and saw an open trap door in the wooden floor. The feeble light from the candle illuminated the rungs of a wooden ladder that led down into an even deeper darkness. Extinguishing the candle for fear of alerting his prey, the Puritan climbed down the ladder, his flintlock pistol at ready. Upon reaching the bottom of the ladder, his bootheels struck against an earthen floor, and Kane realized he must now be in the cellar, which lay beneath the tavern like an abscess. 

Once his eyes were adjusted to the darkness, he could see that he was standing in the middle of a crossroads. Four tunnels branched off from the central room in which he stood, the entrance to each shored up by ancient timbers, and a faint glimmer could be seen coming from the opening to his left. Drawing his rapier and his pistol, Solomon Kane stealthily made his way towards the candlelight. 

A hundred paces later he found himself in a storeroom filled with barrels and other provisions, lit by a solitary candle set on a low bench that ran the length of one of the earthen walls.  Overhead was a ceiling made of the heavy beams that served as the foundation for the tavern above. Hanging from a hook set in one such beam was Angus McIlhenny, dangling by his ankles like a freshly butchered hog.

The wool-merchant had been stripped naked and his throat slit from ear to ear so that the blood drained into a wooden trough beneath his head. Kane grimaced in distaste and thanked his Lord Faith waited upstairs. No child should see their parent thus. 

Kane had dealt with cannibals before, but always in the benighted jungles of Africa. To be confronted with it here, in the very bosom of Anglican piety, seemed a thousand times more horrid. Once again, the carefully painted face of Civilization had cracked wide open, exposing the ravening, mindless beast beneath its surface—much as it had years ago, driving him from the fellowship of his Puritan brothers and into the company of brigands, thieves, and pirates.  

As he moved to cut down McIlhenny’s corpse, the innkeeper’s wife leapt from hiding amongst the stacked crates, shrieking like a wildcat as she swung a cleaver at the Puritan’s head. Kane quickly sidestepped the attack and smashed the knuckle guard of his rapier into her face, causing her to drop to the ground like a poleaxed cow. 

“I told that incompetent fool to make work of you, curse him!” The innkeeper’s wife snarled in disgust, spitting blood and bits of broken teeth onto the dirt floor. 

“He tried, but all he got was a broken jaw for his trouble.”

“I knew you were trouble the moment I saw that walking stick of yours! I warned him—but the clod doesn’t have the Blood like I do.”

“What are you babbling about, ghoul? Not that it matters—You’re both going to hang for this, and all the other crimes against nature you’ve committed!”

“Fool!”  The woman laughed, her features taking on an inhumanity only previously hinted at. “You dare to judge us? For generations my folk have passed for members of your puerile, mewling race—ever since before the Pictish kings warred with the Legions! Fifty years ago, my great-grandmother rose from the hidden tunnels that honeycomb these moors and set forth into your world. She found herself a human mate—the one called Bean—who was eager to learn her ancient secrets and know the forgotten ways! But then the Scottish King came and dragged my family away in chains, so they could be drawn, quartered, and burned alive in the city square.”

“But not all of them,” Kane said grimly.

“Aye, not all. My brother and I, along with our sister-mother—we escaped capture that fateful day. Ma fled the coast and came inland—back to the moors great-grand hailed from. Together we reared this inn, and although we changed our names, we still observed the old ways of our blood. We are the last of our clan, he and me—but not for long,” the ogress grinned as she patted her tumescent belly. 

“What of Jobe and Jerymiah Crandall, harridan?” Kane growled, the point of his sword hovering an inch above the mad woman’s breastbone. 

“Oh, yesss,” she cackled. “A most delicious pair!”

“Foul harpy!” Kane snarled. “Jerymiah Crandall was worth a hundred of you—nay, a thousand! He was a warrior and a Christian, and he deserved to die as a man, not like an animal lead to the slaughter! I have never slain a woman, even in my most bloody travel, but you sorely tempt me, plague whore! For surely you are not a daughter of Eve, but a hag born of Hell itself!” 

“ ‘Die as a man’? Aye, your friend Jerymiah indeed died like a man!” Her giggle, both girlish and ghoulish made the hair on the back of Solomon Kane’s neck stand up. “Whose loaf do ye think I carry, eh, Puritan? My brother’s seed is twisted, and spawns naught but stillbirths!  No, this is Jerymiah Crandall's child I bear!”

“You lie!” Kane spat the words out more than spoke them. “Jerymiah may have been an adventurer, but he never would have lain with the likes of you!”

“What makes you think he had a say in it?” the innkeeper’s sister cackled. “A few select herbs dumped in his ale and a charm placed under his bed for the night, and he welcomed me eagerly enough! And at the very moment he planted his seed in my womb, my dear brother cleft his skull with a hatchet!”

Solomon Kane’s face turned ashen at the thought of his old friend’s freshly slain body wrapped in the she-fiend's deadly embrace, while laying the foundations for a new life. “I should pierce your black heart right now,” he hissed, “and save Jack Ketch from soiling honest hemp.” 

He pressed the tip of the rapier to the hag’s throat, and a bead of blood rose from where the blade nicked the skin. Instead of whimpering or begging for the life of her unborn child, the innkeeper’s sister glared defiantly at him.

“God's oath!” cried the Puritan as he lifted his rapier from the wretched woman’s throat.  “May the Lord curse me for a fool—but I cannot do this thing! You are saved, daughter of Satan, by a mercy you do not deserve!”

“Mercy?” The cannibal gave a humorless laugh, her swollen, blood-smeared lips pulling into a sneer. “It is a weakness my kind is free of! Is that not so, brother?” 

Only a lifetime of battle saved the Puritan's life. He leapt aside as Todd—his lower jaw hanging askew—lunged at him from the shadows. All the rage and hatred Kane had swallowed in his dealing with the ogress, he now unleashed upon her mate—his rapier slicing the innkeeper into bleeding ribbons. The cannibal howled like an animal in pain, swearing in a language that was both alien and familiar to the Puritan's ears. Then, with a fearsome yell, Kane ran his sword through the innkeeper with such force Todd’s feet were lifted off the floor. 

As the body of slid free of Kane’s blade, the cannibal’s mate got to her feet, her voice trembling with hatred. “Your kind have not heard the last of my clan! Mark my words, Englishman, my issue shall slaughter your people like the cattle you are! If not this issue, then from the generations that follow! This is not over, Puritan! It’s never over!” And with that she turned and fled through the haphazard collection of crates and kegs, escaping through a tunnel.

Solomon Kane instinctively gave chase, only to pause at the mouth of the shaft. The passageway was completely without light and the slope of its floor suggested it lead even deeper into bowels of the earth. Rather than follow the cannibal into a lair of her own making, it would be wiser to erase the loathsome death house from the face of the earth, the eye of God, and the memory of Man.




✽✽✽

Faith McIlhenny stood in the muck of the road and watched the Death’s Head Tavern burn. Despite the heat it generated, she could not help but shiver. She clutched her dark green woolen cape about her and numbly stared into the fire. Her father was dead. This she knew and accepted with a calmness that surprised her, for she had loved him very much. 

Her heart surged as she turned her gaze to the Puritan, standing silhouetted against the inferno. She was both baffled and thrilled by the emotions this lean, panther-like man stirred in her. His demeanor was solemn as he leaned upon his strange cat-headed walking staff, staring into the flames as if they held a secret only he could see.

He had been keeping vigil for over an hour, waiting to see if the fire would flush out the innkeeper’s wife. Or was she his sister? The Puritan had been somewhat vague when recounting what he had endured in the cellars beneath the tavern. Finally, he turned his back to the blaze and walked toward her.

“It will be dawn soon, and safe for us to leave,” he said. “I found your father’s horse and carriage in the stable behind the tavern. No doubt the Todds planned on selling them. I will escort you to your aunt in Inverness; it is the least I can do.”

“You have done a great deal already, Master Kane,” she smiled, placing her pale hand atop his own. “If not for you, I would mostly assuredly be dead.”

“Aye, but I could not save your father.”

“But you avenged his death—and that of your friends. Surely God sent you here this night.”

“Perhaps,” Kane said with a fleeting smile as he helped the girl into the waiting carriage. 

“Will you be staying in England, now that you have solved the mystery of the disappearance of your friend and his brother?”

“I am not the kind of man who is content to sit idle by the fire,” he replied, his dark eyes meeting her shining emerald ones. “But I may tarry for a spell if the company suits me—and would have me.”  

“I will bear that in mind, good sir,” Faith smiled, then abruptly gasped and grabbed Kane’s arm, pointing towards the moorlands. 

The sun was just beginning to burn its way through the pall of mist mixed with the smoke from the burning tavern. Off in the distance a human figure was running across the heath, carrying something in its arms. And riding on the wind came the thin, high cry of a newborn.

“This is not over,” whispered Solomon Kane. “It’s never over.”


Acknowledgement

Solomon Kane originally created by Robert E. Howard (1906-1936) 


About The Author

Nancy A Collins

Nancy A. Collins is a professional novelist and comic book creator, best known for the female punk vampire /vampire slayer Sonja Blue and for being one of the founding pioneers of the Urban Fantasy genre.  She has published over twenty-five novels and collections since 1989 and is the first woman to have written Swamp Thing for DC Comics, as well as the first woman to have written for the Vampirella and Army of Darkness comic franchises. 

She is a recipient of the Horror Writers Association’s Bram Stoker Award, The British Fantasy Award, and the International Horror Guild Award, as well as a nominee for the World Fantasy Award, the John W. Campbell Award, the James Tiptree Award, and the comics industry’s Eisner Award. She is currently working on a comics miniseries based on the Bladerunner: Black Lotus anime series.

Originally born and raised in Arkansas, with stopovers in Memphis, New Orleans, New York, and Atlanta, Ms. Collins currently resides in Macon, Georgia.

OEBPS/image_rsrcGU.jpg
DEA’IWI—;I‘,QS HEAD
TAVERN

A S\LOMON KANE :
ws/?onv «
NANCY A. COLLINS

Based 3n the character creggd.b' Rabert E.
Howard






OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		Title Page

		Copyright

		Dedication

		Introduction

		Acknowledgement

		About The Author




Guide

		Cover

		Beginning




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29






