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About the Mari Lwyd and the Pwnco Battle

Dear readers, I would like to share with you my fascination with ancient magic and ancient folk customs. That is why I have included a very brief overview of this wonderful Welsh winter custom of driving winter out of homes, which served as an inspiration for this book. I found the sources on the internet, and I tried to choose them in a way that would be as clear and interesting as possible. So that you become enchanted with this, just as I was while writing this book. So, these are explanations of what certain terms mean in the Welsh language.

The Mari Lwyd is a traditional Welsh midwinter custom where a group carries a horse's skull on a pole (decorated) door-to-door, challenging residents to a rhyming battle called "Pwnco" to gain entry for food, drink, and good luck, blending pagan, folk, and Wassailing elements into a festive, sometimes mischievous, event revived today. 

What it is:

• The Figure: A horse's skull (or sometimes a wooden substitute) attached to a pole, draped in a white sheet, with ribbon-decorated eyes and ears.

• The Party: Led by the Mari Lwyd (meaning "Grey Mare"), accompanied by singers and merrymakers (like a Merryman, Sergeant, Punch & Judy).

• The Timing: Traditionally between Christmas and Twelfth Night, often around New Year's. 

How it Works (The Pwnco):

1. Arrival: The Mari Lwyd party appears, often peering in windows, and sings introductory verses.

2. The Challenge: The residents sing back, refusing entry.

3. The Battle (Pwnco): An improvised, witty rhyming contest ensues, with playful insults and clever verses exchanged in Welsh.

4. Entry: The Mari Lwyd party usually "wins," gaining entrance for singing, feasting, and bringing good fortune to the home for the year. 

Significance:

• A pre-Christian tradition linked to luck-visiting, bringing community together during winter.

• Involves wassailing, caroling, and mummers' play elements.

• Modern celebrations are gentler, focusing on cultural heritage, with revivals across Wales.

Prologue: 

The Ancient Ones

The mist in the Cwm Idwal did not merely drift; it lingered with the weight of five thousand years. To a mortal eye, the enchanted castle of Dinas Dinlle in Cymru, was nothing more than a trick of the light against the jagged slate of the “Snowdonia Peaks”, the region in northwest Wales concentrated around the mountains and glacial landforms. 

To those who dwelt within, however, it was a masterpiece of timelessness, and a prison of absolute, crushing boredom.

Elric Aethon leaned against a balcony carved from living white oak, his emerald eyes tracing the same patterns in the fog he had watched since the reign of Hywel Dda, who was a Welsh king who ruled the southern Welsh kingdom of Deheubarth in 9th century.

His chiseled features, usually as immobile as the stone of the mountains, twitched with a faint, restless energy.

"Another century of the same dew, Elric," a voice groaned from behind him.

Bran, Elric’s kinsman and a fellow guardian of the threshold, slumped into a chair made of woven starlight. Bran was athletic and sharp-featured, but today he looked like a man who had been told he had to eat nothing but honey-cakes for the rest of eternity. "If I have to listen to the harps play 'The Song of the Eternal Dawn' one more time, I might actually jump into the mortal realm and start a goat farm."

"The mortals are different now, Bran," Elric said softly, his voice like the rustle of dry leaves. "They don't farm goats as much. They build machines that think. They live in a world of glass and lightning."

"Even better," Bran muttered. "At least they die. There’s a beginning, a middle, and an end. Here, we just have a very long, very beautiful middle."

The silence returned, heavy and sweet with the scent of un-dying lilies. It was the silence of a people who had run out of things to say to one another.

That was until Gwen, the youngest of their inner circle, practically burst through the archway. She wasn't carrying a lute or a scroll of ancient prophecy. She was holding a shimmering, rectangular slab of obsidian that she had 'borrowed' from a traveling merchant who had accidentally stepped through a fairy ring three days prior.

"You have to see this," she whispered, her eyes wide. "I’ve been tapping the glass. It’s a portal. A portal to... a job board."

Elric turned, his curiosity piqued. "A job?"

"Look." Gwen held up the device. The screen flickered with a strange, blue light. It was an advertisement, translated crudely into the ancient tongue by the device's own internal magic:

WANTED: AUTHENTIC MARI LWYD PERFORMANCE TROUPE. Location: Atherton, California, USA. Date: New Year’s Eve. Requirements: Must have own horse skull. Witty rhyming (Pwnco) skills a must. We want the 'real deal' for an exclusive neighborhood gala. All expenses paid. First-class travel (whatever that is). Top-tier compensation.

Bran stood up, his eyes scanning the glowing text. "Atherton? California? It sounds like a land of gold and sun. And they want... us? To pretend to be ourselves?"

"They want actors," Gwen corrected, a mischievous grin spreading across her face. "They want 'mortals' who are good at pretending to be us. Imagine the irony."

Elric looked at the advertisement. He thought of his duty as the true Mari Lwyd, the spirit who crossed the threshold to bring luck and balance to the turning of the year. For centuries, he had done it in the cold, damp valleys of Wales, being greeted by villagers who feared and revered him in equal measure.

But California? A land of glass and lightning, where bored billionaires played at being gods?

"It’s ridiculous," Elric said, his heart giving a strange, unfamiliar thud against his ribs.

"It’s an adventure," Bran countered, his voice rising with excitement. "Think of it, Elric. We fake our names. We fake our magic. We spend the New Year in the sun, eating whatever 'tacos' are, and watching the mortals try to outsmart us. It’s the ultimate Pwnco."

Elric looked back out at the eternal mist of Wales. It was beautiful, yes. But it was static. He looked at the glowing screen, at the promise of a place called Atherton.

"We would need a disguise," Elric mused. "We would have to act... mundane."

"We can do mundane!" Bran cheered, already heading for the armory to find the old horse skull. "We’ll be the best actors they’ve ever seen. They won't know what hit them."

Elric Aethon smiled, a real, sharp-edged smile that hadn't touched his lips in three hundred years. "Prepare the troupe. We’re going to California."
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The Mari Lwyd's Call

The arrival of the "Welsh Folk Theatre Collective" at San Francisco International Airport was, by all mortal accounts, a logistical anomaly. Customs officials had spent forty minutes debating whether a bleached horse skull adorned with century-old silk ribbons constituted "unprocessed biological remains," while the five members of the troupe stood with a poise that was unnervingly still.

Elric Aethon stood at the center of the terminal, his shoulder-length dark waves perfectly settled despite an eleven-hour flight that had left every other passenger looking like a crumpled napkin. He wore a charcoal wool overcoat that cost more than most people's cars, a parting gift from the castle’s treasury, and stared at a digital billboard for a cloud computing firm with the intensity of a scholar deciphering a lost rune.

"The air here," Bran whispered, leaning close to Elric. "It tastes of exhaust and... is that cinnamon?"

"It is the smell of progress, Bran," Elric replied, though his own sensitive nostrils were twitching. "Stay focused. Remember the glamour."

The glamour was thin but effective. To the harried travelers pushing past them, they looked like an exceptionally attractive, somewhat eccentric group of European actors. No one noticed that their emerald eyes caught the light in ways human irises shouldn't, or that their skin possessed a faint, pearlescent glow that no amount of jet lag could dim.

Their transport awaited them in the parking garage: a black, long-wheelbase Cadillac Escalade.

"Is this a dragon?" Gwen asked, poking the leather upholstery of the rear seat as they climbed inside.

"It is a 'Luxury SUV,'" Elric said, consulting the glowing obsidian slab, the smartphone, Gwen had managed to keep charged via a small static-electricity spell. "It is the chariot of the Atherton elite. We must drive it to our 'Villa' to meet our liaison, a Mrs. Sterling-Hayes."

Bran took the wheel. As an elf who had once steered white-wood ships through the crushing waves of the Irish Sea, he found the concept of an automatic transmission insulting, yet exhilarating. Within minutes, they were barreling down Highway 101.

"The buildings are so short," Gwen remarked, pressing her face to the tinted window. "And where are the trees? These are just... sticks with leaves glued on."

"They are called palms, Gwen," Elric noted. He was busy trying to ignore the deep, vibrating hum of the city. The mortal world was loud. It wasn't just the noise; it was the psychic clutter, millions of minds dreaming of stock options, dinner reservations, and dental appointments.

They exited the highway and entered the enclave of Atherton. The shift was immediate. The noise dropped, replaced by the hushed, expensive silence of gated driveways and towering privacy hedges.

"This is it," Elric said as the GPS guided them toward a rental property that was essentially a glass-and-steel fortress. "Our base of operations."

Before they could even unpack the horse skull, Bran spotted something across the street. A small, brightly lit kiosk with a green mermaid logo. A line of cars snaked around it.

"Look at the mortals," Bran said, his eyes narrowing. "They are receiving a ritual libation. We must observe. For the sake of the 'acting,' of course."

Five minutes later, the troupe stood inside the Starbucks. The barista, a teenager named Kyle who looked like he hadn't slept since 2021, stared at them. "Uh, hi. What can I get you guys?"

Bran stepped forward. He had seen the sign. "I require the 'Venti Caramel Ribbon Crunch Frappuccino.' With extra... crunch."

Elric watched as Kyle performed a frantic dance of pumps, scoops, and blenders. When the drink was handed over, a towering monument of whipped cream, dark caramel sauce, and golden sugar crystals, the troupe gathered around it as if it were a holy relic.

Bran took a sip through the green straw.

His eyes didn't just widen; they dilated. A faint, golden spark literally jumped from his fingertip to the counter.

"By the stars," Bran whispered, his voice trembling. "Elric. You must try this. It is not food. It is liquid sunlight. It is... it is better than the nectar of the Avalon orchards."

Elric took a cautious sip. The sugar hit his elven bloodstream like a lightning strike. His thoughts, usually slow and rhythmic like the tide, suddenly accelerated to the speed of a hummingbird’s wing.

"That's... effective," Elric managed to say, feeling his heart begin to pound frantically against his ribs, like a fight with Pwnco.

"But we must be careful. This substance is potent."

"I want the one with the chocolate sprinkles!" Gwen chirped, her voice already an octave higher than usual.

As the elves descended upon the menu with the ferocity of a raiding party, Elric looked out the window toward the sprawling villas of the neighborhood. Somewhere nearby, their "employer" was waiting. And somewhere nearby, a woman named Judy Laverthon was checking her watch, unaware that the New Year was bringing a brand of luck she wasn't remotely prepared to manage.

Elric took another pull of the Frappuccino. He felt invincible. He felt adventurous. He felt like he might accidentally fly if he didn't hold onto the table.

"Atherton," Elric murmured, his emerald eyes flashing. "Let the games begin."
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California Dreaming

The interior of Judy Laverthon’s Audi Q8 smelled of expensive leather and the faint, citrusy lingering of a high-end sanitizing wipe. It was 6:00 PM on December 30th, and the sun was dipping behind the Santa Cruz Mountains, painting the Atherton sky in shades of bruised purple and expensive gold.

Judy gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles white. She wasn't angry; she was merely practicing her "controlled breathing," a technique her therapist promised would mitigate the mid-level panic attack currently threatening to derail her evening.

"You are a Senior HR Director," she whispered to the rearview mirror. Her green eyes looked back at her, sharp and expressive, framed by a curtain of dark hair that cost three hundred dollars a month to maintain in its state of silken perfection. "You have successfully terminated three executive contracts this week without a single lawsuit. You can survive a neighborhood mixer."

She pulled into the driveway of her villa. It was a "small" home by Atherton standards, three thousand square feet of minimalist glass, white stucco, and reclaimed wood, but it was hers. She had earned every square inch of it through fifteen years of navigating the cutthroat politics of Silicon Valley. To her neighbors, who lived in twenty-room chateaus, her house was a charming guest cottage. To Judy, it was a fortress of solitude.

She tapped the garage door opener and waited for the heavy cedar panel to rise. Inside, her car joined a row of perfectly organized storage bins and a mountain of premium kibble she had bought for the local animal shelter.

The silence of the house hit her as soon as she stepped inside. It was a curated silence, one that spoke of high-end acoustic dampening and a lack of children or pets. Judy loved it, and she hated it.

She walked straight to the kitchen, her heels clicking rhythmically on the polished concrete. She didn't reach for wine; instead, she went to the velvet-lined mahogany chest sitting on her sideboard.

This was Judy’s true passion: the collection.

She opened the lid, and the dim kitchen light caught the glint of ancient metals. There were Victorian mourning pins, Art Deco bracelets, and her most recent acquisition, a heavy, strangely warm silver torque she had found at an estate sale in Carmel. It was engraved with intricate, swirling knotwork that seemed to move if she looked at it too quickly. The dealer had called it "unidentified Celtic," but Judy just called it right.

She picked up the torque, sliding it onto her wrist. As the cold silver touched her skin, the hum of her anxiety, the constant, buzzing "what-ifs" of her corporate life, seemed to drop an octave.

Bzz-bzz.

Her phone vibrated on the counter. It was a group text from "The Atherton Roses", the neighborhood wives who treated social planning with the tactical precision of a military invasion.

Tiffany S-H: Ladies! The 'Welsh Folk Theatre' just arrived at the rental house. They look... WOW. Total eye candy. Very 'Lord of the Rings' chic. Can't wait for the Mari Lwyd procession tomorrow night! Judy, you’re first on the route. Don't be a hermit! Wear something festive! 

Judy sighed, leaning against her marble island. She had agreed to be the "launch point" for the procession only because Tiffany Sterling-Hayes had cornered her at a charity auction. The idea was absurd: a group of actors from Wales wandering around Silicon Valley with a horse skull on a stick, engaging in "ritualized insults" with tech billionaires.

"Festive," Judy muttered, looking at her reflection in the darkened window. "I’ll wear my best 'please go away' expression."

She looked back at the silver torque on her wrist. For a fleeting second, she felt a strange sensation, like a distant bell ringing in the back of her mind. A sense of anticipation that had nothing to do with HR policies or quarterly reviews.

She lived in the wealthiest zip code in the country, surrounded by people who had everything, yet she felt like she was standing on the edge of a great, dark forest, waiting for a signal she didn't recognize.

"New Year's Eve," she whispered to the empty room. "One more year of the same."

She didn't know that across the street, an elf with emerald eyes was currently vibrating from a sugar high, looking at her house and seeing not a glass villa, but a beacon of light that matched the silver on her arm.

Judy Laverthon went to bed that night dreaming of horses made of mist and a voice that spoke in rhymes she couldn't quite remember, but desperately wanted to answer.
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The Art of Deception

The "Atherton Roses" did not simply enter a room; they colonized it.

Tiffany Sterling-Hayes stood in the center of the rental villa’s minimalist living room, her blonde highlights shimmering under the recessed LED lighting. She was holding a clipboard with the intensity of a general overseeing a battlefield. Behind her, three other women, all wearing varying shades of Lululemon and carrying green juices, nodded in synchronized approval as they surveyed the troupe.

Elric Aethon stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows, his hands clasped behind his back. He had swapped his traveling wool for slim-fit black turtleneck and tailored trousers, a costume he hoped screamed "European Artist" rather than "Immortal Spirit of the Threshold."

"Okay, team!" Tiffany chirped, her voice hitting a frequency that made Elric’s ears twitch. "We are so thrilled to have the Welsh Folk Theatre Collective here. Honestly, your headshots did not do you justice. You guys are like... genetically blessed."

Bran, who was currently trying to figure out how to operate a Nespresso machine in the corner, flashed a grin that was far too bright for a mortal. "We have excellent bone structure in Snowdonia, Mrs. Sterling-Hayes. It is the mountain air. And the... oat milk."

"Call me Tiff!" She waved a manicured hand. "So, here is the itinerary for tomorrow night. We’ve moved the start time to 8:00 PM. We’re starting at Judy Laverthon’s place, she’s just across the way. She’s a bit of a homebody, so we thought we’d kick things off there to draw her out."

She handed Elric a glossy, laminated packet. The cover featured a clip-art image of a horse and the words: AERTHON’S ANCIENT REVELS: A LUXURY FOLKLORE EXPERIENCE.

Elric flipped through the pages. His emerald eyes darkened as he read. "You have... scripted the Pwnco Battle?"

"Oh, absolutely!" Tiffany beamed. "We hired a creative writer from Stanford to handle the rhymes. We wanted to make sure they were 'on brand' for the neighborhood. You know, lighthearted jokes about property taxes, Tesla waitlists, and the new pickleball courts. Nothing too... well, traditional. We don't want to actually scare anyone with that horse head."

Elric felt a cold spark of irritation in his chest. The Pwnco Battle was a ritual of wits, a sacred exchange that determined the luck of a household for the turning of the year. It was meant to be raw, clever, and occasionally biting. To turn it into a series of scripted jokes about luxury amenities felt like dressing a wolf in a cashmere sweater.

"The Mari Lwyd is not a 'lighthearted joke,' Tiffany," Elric said, his voice dropping into a resonant baritone that caused the green juice in the women's glasses to ripple. "It is a guardian. It represents the crossing between what was and what will be. The skull is the face of the underworld."

The room went silent for a heartbeat. Tiffany blinked, then let out a delighted trill of laughter.

"Oh my
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