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Prologue: Directive  

 

 

Vaconius watched as the victory-wheel was paraded down the battlefield.  He could 

taste blood in his mouth, a foul iron flavour that even retching could not diminish.  He 

used to relish such sensations, but not so today.  Today the carnage had been on an 

unreal level.  Today thousands had died. 

The victory-wheel was a monster.  A huge contraption of wood and nails built 

for ceremonial death.  On each of the wheels forty spokes was tied a chieftain from 

the amalgamated northern force.  They looked like worms, all brown and wriggling, 

gagged to save from screaming but muted gasps of terror still escaped some.  At an 

unspoken point, the knights holding firebrands set alight to the wheel and pushed it 

over the edge of a large snowdrift.  A cinder-black trail followed the rolling wheel 

down into oblivion.  It was a clear message.  Oppose King Fialsun and be turned to 

dust. 

Three people stood close to Vaconius.  They were counting the battle dead.  A 

simple black mark on ribbed parchment constituted a life, or a death.  They had 

stopped to watch as the victory-wheel was torched.   

“Went well,” mused one of them. 

Vaconius was a rig, a captain in the royal army and today, for reasons he could 

not explain, he felt sickened by the sight of bloodshed. 

A widlow bird settled on a heap of mashed bodies.  It croaked, blinked, 

flapped its bald wings and turned its beak to the purple and crimson pulp that had, 

until recently, been living men.  Vaconius put his hands to his mouth and yelled, 

scaring the bird off and raising the heads of the living soldiers around him.  He waved 

his arms up and down when the bird tried to return.   

Pointless, he knew, and he wondered if that was how the northerners had felt 

facing the might and sophistication of the King’s Army.   

Iron headed arrows against tempered steel.  Futile.  But it had not stopped 

them from trying.   

He half envied them, the brave northerners.  They had died for a reason.  

Vaconius was little more than an automaton.  He fought not for a belief but because 

he was told to.  He was no better than the footpads in Vague.  They killed for money 

too. 
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He was feeling uncharacteristically maudlin and was worried by it.  Thinking 

too hard, but why now?   

He walked with his head bowed down, only raising it to acknowledge the 

soldiers that stopped sifting through the dead long enough to throw mailed fists to 

their chests.   

Then he spotted the Chancellor and his mood darkened further.  The 

bureaucrat stood at the other end of the battlefield, the King’s end.  His cloak billowed 

out behind him like a black cloud.  It framed his baldhead, made him appear puffed 

up, anatomically odd.  It was not a flattering garment, nor did it bestow grace to his 

movements as he picked his way through the cloven shields and shattered heads that 

busied the ground.  Amongst the devastation of the battlefield the Chancellor was 

light entertainment.   

Even so, Vaconius rolled his eyes at the prospect of talking to him.  Duvikon 

was a treacherous man, so ingrained with pleasing his King that his opinions were 

worthless.  What was spoken in confidence to Duvikon soon turned to court gossip 

and Vaconius did not like him. 

“Vaconius,” it was Duvikon.  The wretched man had finally caught up.  

Vaconius ignored him.  “Didn’t you hear me?”  Duvikon picked his way through the 

spilled entrails like a lady fighting to keep her hem clean.  He expressed his disgust by 

screwing his nose up. 

“What do you want?” 

“To give you a word of advice, from one friend to another.” 

The Chancellor had no friends.  “Don’t play games with me.  You are like the 

snake that slithers through the court, tongue darting, eyes everywhere.  Your mere 

presence irritates me.  What do you want?” 

Duvikon looked stunned; he was unaccustomed to such honest retorts.  “You 

haven’t fought in months,” he said at last, too dull witted to riposte.  Vaconius’ 

directness had momentarily thrown him, but the Chancellor was quick to reassert 

himself.  “And this has not gone unnoticed.  You command the men well but this may 

not be enough.  Certain people feel that you should lead by example, as you used to 

when you were younger.” 

“Certain people?” Vaconius questioned.  “By that you mean him.” 
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“Him!”  Duvikon sounded stupefied, but the reaction was mock and really he 

was angry.  “Such familiarity demonstrates the contempt the ordinary man has for our 

great and glorious King.”   

Spoken from the heart.  Even low-bellies like Duvikon could speak the truth, 

sometimes. 

“What do you want, Duvikon?”  Vaconius’ irritation peaked at the lame 

defence of the King.  “Your very presence offends me.” 

The Chancellor leaned conspiratorially close, “Today has brought us another 

victory and we would celebrate but for your jaded approach.  Your attitude is like a 

cancer spreading through the ranks.  The men are getting lazy and attitudes are 

changing.  I have been watching you, these past few months.  You are not the man 

you used to be.” 

“Attitudes are changing because the men are getting tired of fighting.” 

“I’ll pretend that I never heard that.  If the King is looking for reasons to 

punish you he has a wealth of them already.  Don’t add to them.” 

“Anything else?” 

Duvikon huffed indignantly.  “Just remember that Chancellor Duvikon was 

there for you.  That he tried to give you advice.  I am also here to summon you.  The 

King wishes to see you.” 

Having always felt affection for his King, Vaconius experienced anger now.   

Things were changing.   

For the better?   

No, things never changed for the better. 

 

 

 

Weavers had finished making the royal tent.  They were fat men, particular to the 

King’s Army, all arse and naked, with tall heads that ended in points.  Each was 

capable of creating a shelter in minutes.  How they did it was a mystery.  They spun 

something from somewhere. 

Vaconius brushed aside the silky flap of the tent entrance and walked in.  A 

sickly smell rose from an incense burner, its scent competing with the stench of 

carnage outside.   
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Sat in the middle of a ring of tall candles was King Fialsun; so fat and old he 

struggled to lift his head in recognition of his rig.   

There were other figures standing in the gloom just outside the ring of 

candlelight.  Occasionally they moved or coughed or left the tent on some errand to 

return later.  Vaconius could see their silhouettes.  He supposed that he must have 

been one too, a shadow that is. 

The King addressed his subjects.  “Time passes slowly.  Just like everything 

else here, it gets frozen in place.  I hate it.  I will be returning to Vague in two days’ 

time.  First to appoint satraps for my new province.  Let them argue amongst 

themselves over what precious little commodities this land has to offer.  I need to 

instigate the keep building programme too.  Bastions have to be paid for to garrison 

the law.  I want rig Haerk to organise victual parties.  We’ll have to raid the villages 

as we find them.  Take what we want.  We could use their men too; help with the 

building programme.  If they don’t come freely then clap them in iron.  Kill a few to 

send out a message.” 

Fialsun sat wearing his parade armour.  It was fashioned from gold with 

baroque borders of twisting platinum.  A helmet, beautifully crafted from ivory, was 

barely discernible nestled beneath one of his fat arms.  The armour was exquisite to 

behold and it sparkled playfully in the guttering candlelight.  It was typical of Fialsun: 

pretty but impractical.   

None but Vaconius had noticed the wire wrapped around the breastplate.   

The King had been secured to the chair to save from falling and hurting 

himself.  He was so fat he could not even sit unaided. 

There was one other stood within the circle of golden light, just to the side of 

the improvised throne.   

Vaconius did not recognise him though he had the same sharp, cruel features 

as the King.   

“Well,” said Fialsun finally turning to face Vaconius and the rig was startled at 

the sudden interest.  “Forty-thousand northerners lay dead and I now own this 

freezing piece of shit.”  He was in a black mood.  He was always in a black mood.  

Perhaps a spark of humanity deep within the King was just as abhorred at the 

massacre as Vaconius was.  Perhaps. 
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It had been all too easy crushing the proletarian forces of the north.  They had 

been ill trained, ill equipped and unfocused.  Nothing more than a maniacal rabble 

which had fought with desperation.  Had fought poorly.   

It had been a slaughter, and it sat uncomfortably with Vaconius, a soldier of 

honour.   

The strategic implications for holding land so far north were infinitesimal 

when compared to the demography.  It was an inhospitable country filled with snow 

and wind and surprise chasms.  Peopled by quarrelsome, territorially hungry tribes 

and a sea that was frozen solid throughout most of the year.   

The invasion had been driven more from whim than some grand economic 

scheme.  It had been an amusement for the King, a distraction.  Where was the honour 

in that? 

Rig Vaconius bowed before his King.  His thoughts were his own. 

“You’re missing something, Vaconius.” 

He could not think what.  “My lord?” 

“Your spark, your bite.  You’re the finest of all the rigs in my army.  The men 

love you; adore you.  But you held back today.  Many have commented upon your 

lack of,” he thought for a moment, finally settling on the word, “commitment.” 

Vaconius was worried.  His thoughts had not been his own and had been 

betrayed by his lack of aggression during the fight.  What else did they know of his 

deepest, darkest secrets?  The thoughts he had late at night when cruel men slept and 

honest ones wrestled with their conscience. 

“I relish disappointment on your face, my proud captain, my rig.  You’re a 

dangerous man and dangerous men should be kept occupied, lest their active minds 

and busy hands find mischief elsewhere.”   

Fialsun leaned back and he whistled as he breathed.  His nose glowed red.  Not 

even the King was immune from the weather.   

Just knowing that was some comfort to the bitter Vaconius.  After all, it was 

fitting that he should suffer just as his subjects did.  The cold was relentless. 

“I would find no mischief.  My mind and hands belong to my King,” he 

replied diplomatically.   

Fialsun’s grasp of ethics was held in check by delicate threads of reasoning 

and it was easy for one of those threads to snap at any time.  The King was mad and 

that made him unpredictable.  Many people had died for minor infractions.  A word 
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spoken at the wrong time or a misinterpreted action could end bloodily and those 

close to Fialsun soon learned to live with fear and paranoia. 

Time passed as Vaconius’ response was mulled over. 

“Are you ill?” suddenly from the King. 

Vaconius shook his head, saying, “No, my lord.” 

“Then perhaps we ought to test your dedication.” 

Vaconius shuddered.   

What cruel scheme had the old fool devised?  He did not have to wait long to 

find out. 

Fialsun beckoned him nearer with a curling finger and said, “The unification 

of the northern tribes ensured that we killed all the barbaric chieftains, bar one.  He 

lives in a village called Sumner.  A place so remote that its neighbours forgot to invite 

it to the fracas.” 

“Sumner.  I have heard of Sumner,” said Vaconius.  Sumner was as far north 

as any man could go before hitting the sea.  It was a village lost in a world of cold and 

pain and suffering.  Its people were odd, mutated by generations of isolation and 

inbreeding.  The warriors of Sumner were infamously feral, with one more so than 

any other.  “Threecuts,” he said breathlessly, “Threecuts guards that village.” 

“Yes.  Prove your dedication to your King.  I want you to kill Threecuts,” said 

the King, visibly animated with the prospect of violence.  “Along with every other 

man, woman and child in that village.  Slaughter the cattle and raze their huts to the 

ground.  I don’t want their fealty.  I want their blood.  My sister’s son, Ramperan, will 

go with you,” eyes lifted in the direction of the man stood next to the King.  “He has 

some military experience and has expressed a desire to learn from you.” 

Vaconius nodded curtly in recognition of the honour.  Inside he was cursing.  

If the rumours were to be believed, Ramperan was just as mad as his uncle. 

“I want you to kill Threecuts, Ramperan knows this.  He will not take the kill 

from you.” 

Again, another nod from Vaconius, followed by, “He must be old now,” 

meaning Threecuts.  “I thought him a legend. He is a monster, an eater of the living.” 

“No, no legend.  Tales of him may be inflated, who knows?  All those that 

have fought him have died.  He is an enigma, as mysterious as the village he 

protects.”  Fialsun moved a little as he spoke and the dark wood chair he sat in 

creaked.  The fat fingers of his right hand shook visibly with the cold.   
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The candlelight flickered and a strengthening wind beat upon the sides of the 

tent so that it sounded as if the war drums were starting again. 

The tent flap moved and Chancellor Duvikon entered quietly.  He was hard to 

detect in the lambent light, like a spirit or a shadow.  But he was all mischief.  

“Have you told him of our plans my liege?” he said, bowing long and deep.  

“I have. He knows all he needs to.”  Turning stiltedly to Vaconius now, “You 

know your King’s mind.  Leave me now.  Go, bring me the head of Threecuts. Wipe 

out Sumner, their existence mocks me.” 

Duvikon was quick to follow Vaconius out.  “We have to test your loyalty,” he 

spluttered nervously.  “Some dogs get lazy with age, others rebellious.  I hope you 

don’t object to the reference.” 

“Not at all,” replied Vaconius.  “It’s just what I expect from a snake.” 
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Sumner 

 

 

Hidden watched the stranger from a distance.   

The man had not moved in a long while.  He sat with his back to a snowdrift, 

chin resting on his chest with his legs out flat from his body.   

There was an expanse of blood pooled around his boots that was swelling 

through the snow, magically turning the ice around him a dark crimson colour. 

Hidden lowered himself into the cold and the wet and waited.   

Was the man’s injury real or some ruse to draw him closer?  Where had he 

come from?  And were there more around?   

Few came so far north.  Sumner was as remote as any village could be and 

those that did brave it boundaries usually brought menace with them.  The village was 

infamous and its people were sometimes hunted. 

He blinked heavily and cursed.   

The wind shaved the snow into quick travelling mists that made it difficult to 

see any great distance.  People could appear suddenly in the haze and it was all too 

easy to get lost, so he was wary.   

Ever cautious, Hidden waited.   

He would not make a move, not yet.  Not until he was certain they were alone.   

It could be a trap.  Others could be watching, waiting for him to investigate the 

stranger before attacking.   

Strangled had said that he heard noises last night and a girl had gone missing 

from the village.   

Uncertain times these.   

So he would be cautious.  So he would wait.   

He felt the snow spread through his clothes to wet and chill his skin.  It 

seemed to him that he was always cold.  His fingers felt like ice and his limbs ached 

continuously.  His beard, thick and black, did little to insulate against the cold.  It used 

to, when he was younger.  But now nothing kept him warm.  Not even a good fire.   

He looked up at the brooding storm clouds in the sky and sensed a change in 

the air.   

It was not just the weather; it was deeper than that.   
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Recently he had been having bad dreams.  When the night was at its blackest 

he heard voices calling to him, beckoning him.   

He shivered now, more from the memory of those terrible voices than from the 

cold wind rushing in across the frozen sea.   

They had a name for that great wind: Murdriel. and she froze everything she 

touched. 

The injured man moved and his head swung back, as if he were groaning in 

pain.   

Hidden knew that he would be weak from the loss of blood, that he would be 

dying.   

So he chose that moment to strike.   

He stood up, struck his head into the wind and ran.  Murdriel blasted him with 

cold and he gasped.   

He worked his arms, feeling every muscle throb as he fought against her until 

finally he stopped short of the man.   

More groans and writhing.  Death was not far away.   

“Let’s have a look at you,” he said, rolling the bleeding man onto his back 

with a foot.   

The stranger had a snare caught around his shin, its bite so vicious the leg 

remained attached by splintered bone only.   

Hidden knelt down and started to free it.  He grabbed either side of the trap, 

pushing the jagged jaw down with a rusty click.   

The man uttered deliriously in a foreign tongue. 

“I’m surprised you’re still alive.  You’re hurt bad.  I’ll take you back to the 

village.  We have healers,” Hidden said, though he doubted if anyone could help him.   

The man had lost too much blood.  The colour of the snow circling him paid 

proof to that.  

 

 

There came a howl from somewhere in the swirling snow and Hidden quickened the 

pace.   

“Friels,” he said throwing the trap aside.  “They’ve smelt your blood.”  He 

looked fretfully around and cursed.  He could see little.  A second howl sounded just 
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behind him, closer.  They moved fast, friels.  “Come on.  We’ve got to get you to 

Sumner.” 

Suddenly a hand snapped up, fastened around Hidden’s throat and squeezed.   

He felt his eyes bulge, heard the roar of blood fill his ears as his life was being 

choked from his body.   

Hidden threw a lucky punch.   

The grip around his throat fell away and, with a ring of metal, he had his 

gutting knife out of his belt ready.   

He took one step forward but the injured man was quicker.   

An appendage snaked out, lifting Hidden off his feet, hurling him backwards.   

He winced as he landed, losing the knife, which spiralled into the mists.   

For seconds he was disorientated.   

The man had surprised him but there was more to the aggression of the attack 

than just that.  He was strong, stronger than any man could possibly be.   

Hidden picked himself up, looking quickly around to find a reference point in 

all the snow and the confusion.   

Then he spied the stranger.  He was clawing downwards, like some burrowing 

creature, and he realised just how far back the kick had sent him.   

He ran to catch up, battling against Murdriel as she wailed down from the 

north, stealing his breath and blinding his eyes with whirling detritus.   

As he ran he pulled his sword out, span it with both hands then brought it 

slamming down, point first.   

The stranger stopped moving. 

More howls.   

Clever predators, friels.  They were circling him.   

Hidden picked the stranger up.   

Incredibly, the man was still alive.  His body rose and fell as he breathed.  

“You should be dead,” Hidden said.   

He was wet with ice, wet with cold and wet with the man’s blood.   

He put one foot forward and started the long walk home.   

The bay of the friels and the howl of Murdriel merged into one thunderous, 

menacing boom and Hidden secretly cursed both.   

He looked down at his captive.   

“Welcome to Sumner,” he said miserably. 



13  

 

 

A high palisade surrounded the settlement.  Elliptical, jagged, so entrenched 

with ice it was impossible to gauge where the world ended and the village began.   

Towering drifts, crowned with the gleam of a watery sun, obscured a gate that 

was as wide as it was deep.   

Sumner village was a confusion of mounds.  Round hovels, oozing smoke 

from hidden chimneys, formed circles within circles.  Man levelled drifts put districts 

on different levels and a meandering pathway, deep with the dirty white of old snow, 

linked the whole community together.   

Cattle lived inside huts with the people.   

Rolling mists travelled perpetually through the village and crooked doorways 

spilled onto alleyways that spiralled round and round and out and out.   

Faces appeared through the mist, ruddy red, cloaked and hooded.   

Interest followed Hidden.  He had a stranger with him and no one ever came to 

Sumner.  Ever. 

The cripples, Clawhand and Leftside, stopped shovelling the pathways long 

enough to exchange gasps of intrigue.  They turned their heads as Hidden drew level 

and, with his good arm, Leftside made to touch the unconscious stranger.  “Did you 

find the girl too?” he asked. 

Hidden pulled away, shielding his bloody captive from prying hands.  “Go 

fetch White,” he grumbled.  “Tell him to meet me at Frida’s hut.” 

“White’s already there,” said Clawhand, almost completely covered up in 

thick, oily furs.  “Braidedman saw you coming a while back.  Figured you’d go to 

Frida.  Got a committee waiting there already.” 

“Shut the gates.  Friels have been following me.  They can smell his wounds.”   

If Hidden was tired from carrying the man he showed no sign of it.  Merely 

nudged the cripples aside and headed for the hags hut. 

Frida was the oldest member of the village, her knowledge of the world on a 

par with White’s, if not greater.   

But the old woman was secretive and hermitic of nature.   

Hidden had mixed emotions as he entered her home.  He was unsure of how 

she would react to the intrusion.   
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She was an embittered old hag, but she had experience, would know what to 

do with the strange man that would not die. 

 

 

 

“Stay away from her.  She’s not one of us,” Hidden’s uncle Bug had said when he had 

been a child asking after Frida. 

Bug was in the snow-house filling gutted fish with preserving ice when a 

young Hidden had followed him inside.  It was so cold in there that the house could 

keep meat fresh for months on end and icicles as long as sword blades hung down 

from the ceiling. 

“White said that she was old; older than the stars and the moon.” Hidden 

awed.   

White was so old he had liver spotted hands and skin that hung loosely from 

off his bones.  To the young Hidden’s mind the old man resembled a living skeleton, 

his eyes so deeply sunk that it looked as if they could just roll out if he sneezed. 

Drying his hands on a cloth tied around his waist, Bug stopped working and 

eyed his nephew affectionately.  Stepping into the golden light of the doorway he 

said, “When she first appeared in the village she was in a bad way.  She was dressed 

in rags and seemed delirious.” 

Hidden nodded, he knew all that.  “But where does she come from?” he 

persisted. 

“No one knows where she comes from, not even Frida.  It appears she lost her 

mind during that terrible event.  Over the years people have asked her that same 

question and always she shakes her head and shrugs her shoulders.  It is as much a 

mystery to her as it is to us.”   

Bug, needing to treat the fish caught that morning off the frozen coast, finished 

filling another barrel and hammered a lid on shut.   

Longhat the trader would take the barrels south to friendlier villages, exchange 

for precious ores, vittles, anything that was rare to Sumner, did not grow well in the 

cold.   

“You see,” Bug continued, relishing the young attention.  “A long time ago 

there was this mighty storm, just west of here in the village of Baern.  Have you heard 

of Baern?” 
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“Yes,” said Hidden.  From an early age the children of Sumner were taught all 

the names of the surrounding villages.   

They were instructed never to stray too close to one of the other settlements, 

regardless of circumstance.   

It would be too dangerous for if they were caught they would be killed.   

Outsiders feared them.   

Compounded by their odd, mutated appearance, the Sumnarians were likened 

to devils.   

Longhat had to travel far to trade and even then lie about his origins. 

Bug ran a gloved hand through his beard, saying, “Well this storm hit Baern 

with a force the likes of which this far north has never seen before.  Trees were ripped 

from the ground.  Huts shattered.  Huge, ancient drifts got blown into oblivion.  They 

say people got turned inside out by the power of the winds.  But it was more than just 

a storm.  Creatures lived inside of it.  Red-eyed, they were, and they ate the villagers.  

Hornedhat was the chieftain of our village then and he set out for Baern with ten of 

his best warriors.” 

“Why?  Surely they could get eaten too?”  

Hidden had recently learnt about Hornedhat.  The chieftain had lived over 

sixty years ago.  It was during his reign that the troubles from the neighbouring 

villages were quelled with sword and axe and so much blood that the snowdrifts 

glowed red for weeks. 

Bug rolled the sealed barrel towards the door and paused to finish telling his 

tale.  “Hornedhat was a ruthless leader, but was also a man of some morality.  He’d 

seen the force of the storm from the top of the Selbourne Cliffs and thought to aid the 

decimated village.  You must remember, young man, that it was an exceptional time.  

Back then people were taught to be wary of foreigners, just as they are now.  But 

Hornedhat reckoned that the people of Baern would be in no position to fight, that 

they would need help against the cold of winter as everything they’d ever owned was 

now gone.” 

Bug used the top of the barrel to rest his elbows on.  His unusually large eyes 

fixed on his nephew before he continued speaking.  “When they reached the 

settlement,” he said, “Hornedhat along with his best warriors found that the village 

had gone.  It had all gone, disappeared; taken by the great storm.  All that Hornedhat 
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found was a crater in the ground where the village had been and a delirious old 

woman calling herself Frida.  Stay away from her.” 

 

 

 

It was gloomy inside Frida’s hut and it smelt strongly of the sweet tobacco she put in 

her bone-pipe.   

Ice covered the windows and a draft moved a heavy curtain at the rear of the 

room.   

Hidden waited a few heartbeats, his eyes adjusting to the darkness.   

Parts of slaughtered animals adorned the walls.  A kamda hoof shorn of hair 

and baked in honey protected the hag from mischievous spirits.  Whilst pig ears 

wrapped in the skin of a dinnin fungi promoted her will over others.   

Hidden did not believe in the pagan magic the old woman so evidently 

worshipped, nor did the majority of the villagers.  Frida was alone in her convictions 

and her principles, as she was in most things.  The room was more abattoir than home. 

He pushed the door to with a foot and, still holding the bleeding man, waited.   

Where was Frida?  And had not Clawhand told him that White was there 

already?   

The stranger groaned in his arms.   

Incredibly he was coming round.  Regaining strength. 

There was the stub of a candle alight on a crude buckled table to the side of the 

room, its lambent light exaggerating the blackness cloying to the earthy walls of the 

hut.  How could anyone live like this, Hidden thought.  Like a worm in the darkness; 

like being dead and buried.   

Hidden caught a glint of eye moisture in the dimness and realised with 

unfounded fear that the hag had been watching him all along.  A creature of secrets 

and shadows was Frida. 

The hag sat against the far wall, using petrified tree roots as a chair.  Her bare 

feet were blue with the cold and hooked, like a vultures talons.  She wore a necklace 

of friel teeth around her neck and her dress was stained yellow with urine.   

Frida was ugly.  She was bald and wrinkled like a baby bird.   

Unlike most of the other villager’s, Hidden refused to be intimidated by her; 

instead he was intrigued by her repulsive appearance and by her pernicious nature.   
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She may have scared him as a child but he was a man now, and a warrior of 

Sumner. 

“What d’you want?” Frida removed the pipe from her broken teeth and spat.  

“Bloody warriors walking in here.  Did I invite you?  What d’you want?  A charmed 

poleaxe?  Advice on women?  What?”  Frida spouted without drawing breath, then 

added cruelly, “There ain’t a woman who’d touch you now.”  Her eyes narrowed to 

mere pinpricks twinkling in the dark.  Such spite.  Such naked animosity. 

“Where’s White?” Hidden asked.  When the hag never replied he took a step 

closer to her, “Answer me, witch,” he demanded. 

“Witch am I?”  Frida took a generous suck of her pipe, filling the depressing 

room with another scented cloud.  “I’m Frida,” she said, tapping herself on the chest.  

“I could best you in your glory days and I could best you now.  You want to be gone 

before I loose what little tolerance I have for has-beens!” 

Hidden stood fast.  To his mind Frida was a bag of angry wrinkles, harmless 

and misguided by her faith in the magical arts.  She was a source of lore at best, an 

irritation at worst.   

“Clawhand said that the elder came here,” he persisted.   

She would play with him yet.  Such was her nature.  Hidden understood this.  

He was powerless to change her ways, could do nothing save ride the derision until 

she bored and became compliant. 

She laughed; a dry cackle that stuck in her throat.  “You believe that halfwit?  

He’s as simple as the day is short.  Him and his co-worker, Leftside.”  She took a 

drink from a cracked horn, spilling most down her chin.  “Now,” she said, her 

attention finally turning to the man Hidden had carried from the wilderness.  “You 

don’t change do you?  Always killing something.” 

“I didn’t want to fight it.  I had no choice.  It attacked me.” 

“It?”  Frida picked up on the description.  “Looks like a man from here.” 

Hidden shook his head, he was not sure.   

It had been hard to kill and even now, as it lay bleeding from wounds that 

would have felled a snow-ogre, it was regaining strength.  It’s breathing, though still 

shallow, was becoming stronger, quicker.   

“It doesn’t die,” Hidden confessed.   

Had he sounded nervous?  He had not meant to.  A Sumner warrior was 

fearless, resolute, and even more so when faced with the unknown. 
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“That so?” 

“I think it is a papilier,” he said and Frida leaned forward with sudden interest.   

Hidden could not help but be drawn into her eyes; eyes misted white with 

blinding cataracts, but capable of stripping the flesh to examine the bone.  Such clever 

eyes and such cold ones.   

Frida was a creature of secrets; how dark they were no one really knew. 

“Do you know what a papilier is?” she said so quietly that Hidden barely 

heard her. 

“Of course,” he answered.   

Everyone in the village knew what a papilier was.   

They were part of the dark story, they were mythological creatures that had 

mystical powers and could not die.   

They had helped destroy Baern.  

With effort the hag sidled off her seat and her stature diminished instantly.   

She was short, even for a woman, a little over half the size of Hidden.  But her 

spine was curved, removing more inches from her overall height.  She looked 

vulnerable, enfeebled, belying a wrath few in Sumner had ever witnessed or wished to 

provoke.   

Despite her build she had a presence and those blessed with common sense 

would distance themselves from her.   

It was not like she emanated evil but there was a tangible air of menace about 

her.   

She drew level with the stranger cradled in Hidden’s arms and moved on 

tiptoe to study him better, blowing a cloud of writhing bluish smoke across him.   

“What,” she asked, “What would a creature from mythology be doing in 

Sumner?” 

“I don’t know,” replied Hidden, “But it’s getting stronger, recovering.  I can 

feel it.” 

The wool curtain at the rear of the hut moved.  A tall man, over six feet in 

height, stepped out.  His face was set in a stern expression, a countenance that lighted 

when he saw his friend.  “Hidden, come through.  Ignore the witch.” 

“Straightback,” Hidden acknowledged the tall man, adding, “White here?” 

Straightback nodded.  “Waiting out the back for you.  Redface is here too.” 
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“Witch!” Frida spat with indignation.  “I’ll mix a potion that’ll make your 

genitals shrivel up.” 

“Braidedman saw you coming,” said Straightback ignoring the hag, “said you 

were carrying a body.  At first we thought it would be the girl but Braidedman said it 

was too big to be hers.  We knew you’d bring it here first, find out about it before we 

went to the chieftain.  We all watched you.  We’d have ridden out to help but it’s 

important to build your muscles back up.  So White says.” 

Hidden did not think so.  Despite carrying the man for over three hours he was 

not even out of breath and his arms felt far from tired.  He was as strong as he had 

ever been before.  And that was strange. 

“I see you’ve killed it.  Whatever it was,” said Straightback with reference to 

all the blood. 

Hidden shook his head sombrely.  “Trying to,” he said.  “Hasn’t stopped 

bleeding and my chest and stomach are soaked through with it all.” 

“Show it to White,” Frida cawed.  “See what the old fool thinks.” Frida, bored 

now, hobbled back to her chair and her pipe. 

“Through the back?” Hidden shot his eyes in the direction of the curtain. 

“Yeah, follow me,” said Straightback. 

 

 

 

Like Hidden and Straightback, Redface was a warrior.  He was taller than his friends 

and broader, way bigger.  Only The Shape could beat Redface for sheer intimidating 

size.  Whereas The Shape relied upon his bulk as a weapon, Redface carried a twin-

headed axe.  It weighed as much as a small man and, such was his strength, Redface 

hefted it just as easily with one hand as he did with both.   

The chieftain, Twotimes, kept such men close.  They were deadly and in a 

world of violence that made them assets.  Hidden especially.   

He was revered even amongst those that lived outside of Sumner.   

Since he had been old enough to fight his fearsome reputation had spread and 

raiders had treated the village with wise trepidation.   

It was said that a demon lived in Sumner, a demon with a great sword. 

Standing next to Redface was the village elder, White.  His fur robes, once 

deep and luxurious, were frail and yellowed with age.   
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Hidden watched as the old man hopped from one foot to the other, as if just 

standing pained his old legs.   

He stopped moving the instant Hidden entered the back room.  “What is it?” 

he asked, flapping up to probe the stranger with long, inquisitive fingers. 

“A papilier,” said Hidden full knowing the effect the statement would have on 

the others.  “A scout of the dark story,” he added sombrely. 

Redface spat at the reference whilst White, a learned man, mulled silently over 

the possibility.  Finally he gasped, “You had a fight with a papilier?” 

“Yes.  One of Longhat’s bear traps had weakened it but I can’t kill it.  It’s 

waking up too.” 

White backed off as if he had been stung, so too did Redface.  The latter 

twirled his axe, nervously. 

“Quick, pin it to the table,” suggested Straightback. 

The back room was small and dingy.  An assortment of cruel knives lined the 

longest wall above a table Frida dissected her animals on.  Old dark blood stained 

everything.  Hidden lowered the body onto the table and White helped Straightback 

make room.  Most of the stuff was pushed recklessly to the floor. 

“I take it the leg was Longhat’s trap?” the elder asked, not waiting for a reply 

before he rambled on, his head mere inches from the stranger’s wounds.  “I think that 

should come off first.  Hack the leg off.  Nasty hole in the back, obviously sword 

blow, was that you?  And it’s clearly not dead.  See, the eyes have just opened.” 

The papilier reared up, unleashing a barrage of punches and kicks which took 

them all by surprise.  The parts not yet secured flailed wildly out, catching Redface 

across the chest and sending White over onto the floor.   

Hidden helped Straightback force the thrashing arms down but his face was 

dangerously close to the papilier’s gnashing teeth.  It kept trying to bite him, each 

time getting closer.   

“Redface, nail his head down,” Hidden yelled, feeling the monster’s breath on 

his neck.   

Was it possible that the papilier could get stronger?   

It bucked and writhed, squirmed in such a way it was near impossible to grab 

it, contain it.   

Its teeth gnashed together, missing Hidden by a hairs breadth.  “Redface!”  

Hidden was lifted off his feet but he managed to remain on top, pushing down with all 
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his might and weight, forcing the creature down, trying to cover all of its flailing 

limbs.  As it fought and jerked the table moved, jolted.   

Redface wrenched the monsters head back.  Quickly he brought a spike to its 

skull and hammered down.   

Blood oozed over his fingers and an arc of crimson jettisoned up towards the 

ceiling.   

Two more hurried strikes with the hammer secured it to the table.  

Straightback reached for one of Frida’s dissection knives and rammed it into flesh.   

The papilier screamed, flinging its waist up high, throwing Hidden clear off 

the table.  “Pin it down!”  he shouted, picking himself back up.   

Redface hammered a second spike through its shoulder.   

More screams. 

“Make it stop,” White panicked. 

“I’m not getting near the teeth.”  Leaving the knife in the papilier, 

Straightback covered his ears with his hands and stumbled backwards.   

The screaming became higher, inhuman in its pitiful wail, almost too painful 

to endure. 

“Smash it in the mouth.”  

Hidden looked around, finally finding a cudgel Frida used to stun animals 

with.  Hefting it up he brought the end down hard.   

Teeth snapped and jawbone shattered.   

Again Hidden brought it crashing down, then again and again until the 

monsters tongue was either severed or pulped.   

Screaming ended White dared the table.  Cagily he produced a thin bladed 

knife, tested its edge with the back of his thumb.  He approached the papilier, it was 

still struggling but could not move.   

Redface tapped another spike into it, securing it further to the table.   

Confident he would not be struck White drew a cut down the papilier’s torso 

and with a sickening squelching noise he pushed a hand deep inside the stomach, up 

to his wrists and then to his elbows.   

The elder had an iron frame placed around his head that supported a visor of 

clear ice.   



22  

With a bloodied hand he touched the visor down and returned to the 

dissection.  The iron contraption had the effect of magnifying White’s eyes.  He 

looked like an old, grey owl. 

White dragged another cut downwards and pulled open the body.  He trimmed 

a sheet of skin off and discarded it on the floor.   

There was a tap tap as Redface continued to secure the monster with spikes.  

They would not take any chances.   

It was still alive and writhing.   

It should be dead, but its eyes rolled menacingly.   

Even now with its mouth smashed to jelly it was trying to speak, to scream.   

Could it feel pain?   

White continued to remove its organs apace.  Fear was a great motivator. 

“Do you think it could have killed the missing girl?”  Hidden asked of the 

room, taking his eyes off the pulped body for a brief moment.  He dared not look 

away for too long.  The thing could possibly leap up and kill them all.   

It was a magical creature after all. 

Redface shrugged; bringing his vast shoulders level with the bottom of his 

ears.  “I don’t know.  They like children’s stomachs, papilier.  If he had I’m sure 

you’d have found her carcass close by.”   

A bubble of expanding flesh appeared around the creature’s throat and then 

burst, showering blood at the men gathered around it.   

“We should get the chieftain here.”  Redface took a step away from the table, 

obviously disturbed by the beasts continual struggling.  “Twotimes should see this.  I 

mean, how do we kill something that won’t die?” 

Frida hobbled into the back room unnoticed.  She drew level with the papilier 

and stretched a hand out to touch it.  “Twotimes is busy,” she noted aloud.  “We 

won’t get any information out of this thing.  Not with its mouth staved in.  The longer 

we keep it alive the more our chances are of becoming enchanted.  They are magical 

creatures, you know, papilier.” 

Straightback was in agreement.  “Yeah, but we’ve tried to kill it.  That cut 

running down its body would have killed any normal living thing.  It’s already lost a 

leg and White has its guts all over the table.” 

He has a way with words, thought Hidden.   

The papilier was a mess, a big red mess. 
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Frida waved a dismissive hand, saying, “But it’s not a normal person, is it?  

You have to be more committed to the task.” 

“Frida is right,” Hidden pulled his sword out.  He knew one way of stopping 

the incessant wriggling.  “We hack it to pieces,” he said, bringing the sword up above 

his head ready for a decapitating blow.  “We cut it up into small chunks.  Make sure 

there’s no way it could get off the table and walk out of here.” 

Redface was not convinced.  “Still think we should get the chieftain here,” he 

said and if he could have stepped any further away from the table he would have. 

The papilier wormed its crimson torso on the table, and White, feeling the guts 

move around, snatched his hands out quickly. 

“Get your axe Redface, and quit nagwaching.  And as for that,” Frida pointed 

the stub of her pipe at the monster, “Kill it.”  

 

 

 

Hidden pulled open the four corners of the bear pelt and the moist chunks of the 

papilier glistened in the firelight.   

He, along with Redface and Straightback, had carried the creature’s remains 

from Frida’s hut.   

White had gone ahead to prepare Twotimes and so it was that they found the 

doors open ready for them.   

Two men, Deathbreath and Cantcount, loitered by the door.  Their curiosity 

was about to be rewarded.   

There came a bang from the rafters and Hidden looked up to see Twotimes 

hanging down from a beam by his powerful arms.   

He had ape-like features, which made him look more animal than man.  He 

dropped to the ground and scampered across to his revolving chair, pausing briefly to 

shoot the men a guarded look.  “What is it, it?” he asked in transition. 

“We’ve killed a papilier,” stated Hidden and someone whistled with 

incredulity. 

Twotimes face was a mass of coarse brown hair.  His nose was flat and broad 

and a pink tongue darted skittishly from his mouth.  Arms as long as his legs waved 

around in a directionless manner, a sign of his unease.  “A papilier, papilier?” 

“I think so.  But we’ve still not found the girl,” Hidden added urgently.   
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She had been gone since late last night.   

And he knew, just as they all did, that the longer she was missing for the less 

her chances of surviving the cold were. 

Twotimes settled in his chair.  He brought his arms in tight around himself as 

some sort of comfort hug.   

He wore a badge of gold over his left breast as a sign of his chieftainship, an 

honour earned and not inherited.  This simple pin was all that signified his rank, as his 

choice in clothing was that of a warrior of Sumner.  His leather hose was bald and 

shiny where it was worn, likewise his boots.  He wore a leather vest stained with a 

variety of meals and a thick cape fashioned from the skin of a winter wolf.  It was 

silvery and grey and sparkled when the firelight hit it. 

Twotimes’ hut was the largest in the village.  It was an important building, 

important enough to be built from stone.  Resources were low in Sumner and every 

asset had to have a duel function so the seat of their chieftain doubled as a storehouse 

during the long winter.  Hunks of bacon hung from the timbered rafters.  Grain, 

harvested during the brief summer months or bartered for, were stacked in split and 

leaking bags and sheets of drying leather stood before fires.  All the shutters had been 

closed to keep in the warmth.  With no natural light the hut was dim and dusty.  It was 

a place of shadows, filled with wooden beams, archways, orange fireplaces, dark 

smoke and secret doorways.   

It was through one of these that White emerged.  He had changed his robe and 

had washed the blood off his hands and arms, yet there was still a trace of liquid red 

on the lens of his visor. 

“Hidden found it,” he said, stopping short of the moving chair. 

“On the frozen plains between here and the village of Three-Sisters.  It had 

stumbled into one of Longhat’s traps,” said Hidden, taking up the story. 

Despite his chieftain’s wishes, Longhat had been busy laying his cruel devises.  

The wilderness around Sumner was strewn with iron snares.  It was only a matter of 

time before the traps got one of their own. 

“Are you sure that what you caught was a papilier, papilier?” 

Hidden was sure.  It had taken too much to kill it.  Even now parts of the 

papilier were moving, slinking off the bear pelt to regroup behind the revolving chair. 

“It’s still not dead,” gasped Straightback, lifting a foot out of the way as a 

piece moved past him, inching along like a worm.  He brought his foot crashing down 
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on top of it.  It continued to move when he released it. “This isn’t right,” he 

complained.  “This isn’t natural.” 

“We have to believe this is the return of the dark story.  When they are hungry 

they march forth, traverse the land in search of people to eat.  They travel undercover 

of a harsh winter, undercover of a wild and powerful storm to turn living men into 

bones to fill their bellies.  They are an ancient evil that none can stand before and 

survive.  Look to Baern for reference.  None survived in that village sixty odd years 

ago,” said White, emphasising the gravity of the situation with a gnarled, outstretched 

finger pointing towards the bloody chunks of the papilier.  “Hidden said that it was 

strong too, unusually strong.  Even now it struggles to move and clings to 

preternatural life.” 

“I’d just freed it when it attacked me.  Something snaked out, hit me hard.  It 

could’ve been its stomach.”  Papilier attacked by throwing their guts out.  “It knocked 

me back a ways, clear off my feet. I agree with the elder, I think it is from the Dark of 

Winter.” 

“A papilier here in Sumner, Sumner.”  Twotimes brought his knees up under 

his chin.  He was frightened, they all were.  “And if it is indeed a papilier what if the 

dark story is coming to visit the north yet again?  The Dark of Winter turns men into 

bones.  A caravan of devils returns to harvest the living.  Where is, is Frida?” 

“Asleep.  Don’t think she liked me bringing it to her hut.  The papilier I mean.  

But then she doesn’t like much anyway, save solitude and carving animals up.” 

“Whinging old witch,” griped Redface.  He, like the majority of the village, 

disliked the hag.  He’d like to take a swing at her with his axe.  There was something 

sinister about her too.  That she was not as she seemed was evident to all. 

“I thought she knew all about lore and myths.  Thought she’d know what to do 

with it.  As a survivor of Baern she has first-hand knowledge of the dark story.” 

“She was characteristically taciturn, Straightback.  I have learned over the 

years to expect nothing else from her,” said White passionately.  Of all those gathered 

in the hut it was White who bore Frida the biggest grudge.  She was obstinate, 

deliberately awkward and religiously brusque and knowledge should be shared, he 

believed.  It was, after all, the purpose of knowledge. 

“It could be that she knows as little as we do,” said Hidden, rationally.   

The stories told to the children of the village described the papilier as black 

men.  These were either belched from the bowels of the earth or carried on high winds 
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in search of infants.  They would milk victims of their blood and rip their stomachs 

out.  They were evil and they could not die.   

How much of this narrative was invention Hidden did not know.   

It was also believed that papilier led the attack on Baern and though this was 

conjecture it was still a worrying thought.   

Hidden looked down at the hacked pieces of his papilier.  A small part of him 

was expecting it to knit back together and go on a bloody rampage.  His disgust was 

evident in his scowl.  “How many behind the chair now?” he asked. 

Cantcount screwed his nose up, “Two chunks,” he said unconfidently. 

“Two?” Redface growled with mistrust and stole a look himself.  There was a 

large heap of them now, cowering in the shadows. 

“Burn them,” said Hidden.   

The papilier could not survive fire, could it? 

Both Redface and Straightback took handfuls of flesh and tossed them onto 

the fire.  They hissed and popped as they landed and a vile stench billowed out.  It 

was almost as pervading as Deathbreath’s breath. 

“The girl, girl?” Twotimes asked timidly as if almost too scared to hear the 

terrible truth.  “What about the girl?  Found near the papilier, papilier?” 

White sighed heavily.  “Nothing.  We’ve found nothing.  Thankfully it would 

appear our child of the village never happened across Hidden’s papilier.  At least there 

were no remains found upon or around the monster.” 

The missing girl was called Reina.  She would be eight soon.  She had her 

mother’s long golden hair and her father’s ice blue eyes.  She was in danger and not 

just from the weather.  Red-eyed denizens of the woodlands would see a child as an 

easy meal and, just because the neighbouring villages were quiet, it did not mean that 

they were not scheming. 

“A child goes missing and we find a papilier.  This has got to be more than a 

coincidence if you ask me.” Redface had inadvertently touched upon what Hidden 

was thinking.  The timing of the two events was curious, making the likelihood of 

them being unrelated slight.   

It was easy to believe the papilier had killed the girl despite the lack of 

evidence. 

“Then we carry on searching for her, her, and damn the weather.” 
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More went out looking for her until the search for Reina drained the life from the 

village.   

It was empty, abandoned.   

A clutch of armed men huddled close to the gates and trails of bitter tasting 

smoke drifted across from unattended braziers.   

The moon was large again and for the third night running.  Everything was 

shadows and silver. 

Throughout the evening disparate groups returned from searching.   

They trickled into the chieftain’s hut in twos, threes and fours.   

Dourly each would report to Twotimes that they had found no sign of Reina.  

They blamed the snow, the wind, the dark and the damnable cold.   

It was hopeless tracking anything when, with every freezing gust, Murdriel 

changed the shape of the land.  It was just hopeless. 

There was a tangible, emotional urgency to the evening and everyone 

understood that the more time passed the less were Reina’s chances of survival.   

They were fighting against time, so some stayed long enough to warm 

themselves before wrapping up and heading straight back out again. 

The later it became the more groups formed, lit torches and called her name 

out loud to the icy air.   

Columns of smoking brands tailed off into the night carrying with them the cry 

of her name and the hope of her discovery. 

“They’ll find her dead or alive.  Dead probably,” White spoke openly.   

There was no one in the hut to offend.  The child’s parents, Stoneman and 

Herre, had been out the whole day looking for their daughter.  No one had seen them 

either. 

Hidden agreed with the elder.  The girl had been gone too long without food 

and shelter.   

Usually it was the young men out exploring the boundaries of Sumner, eager 

to catch glimpses of the world beyond the wastelands, or to spy on neighbouring 

villages they had been conditioned to hate.  They would get caught in a sudden 

blizzard and months later, when the land warmed up; their petrified bodies would be 

discovered.  It was uncommon but it did happen. 
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All thoughts turned to the parents. 

“What of them, them?” asked Twotimes. 

“That,” said Hidden, “could be another problem.  They could not be consoled, 

reasoned with.  They just left without thinking.  Neither of them is equipped to 

survive a night.” 

“I feel for them,” Redface admitted.  He was standing upright, arms draped 

over the twin head of his axe.  To an outside, Redface was an intimidating figure.  

Large and solid of build the colour of his face glowed like a flame.  His brown hair 

was raised in bunches, mimicking the shape of his axe’s blade.  “At least if there were 

a body they could start to mourn.  It’s the not knowing that hurts the most.  So I 

would imagine,” he said, falling silent. 

Twotimes spun sedately in his chair and Hidden moved to stand next to him.  

He caught glimpses of the burning torches outside through the now opened shutters.  

If he tried hard enough he could hear noises above the sounds of the fire cracking in 

the grate.  Distant sounds as Reinas name was banded around the ice and the freeze, 

echoing through chasms as smooth as glass, travelling through the crisp air and the 

night mists to fall upon his ears. 

The heavy hut doors banged open.  Bowing under the high lintel Sevenfoot 

staggered in.  The man had hinged wooden poles for legs and there was something 

arachnid about his quick, sudden movements.  Behind him followed one of the 

cripples, Clawhand.  He lacked the others grace and stride and had to half-run to keep 

up. 

“Deadeye spotted cart tracks,” Sevenfoot gasped, taking a precious moment to 

warm his hands against the fire.  Sevenfoot, clearly taller than his name implied, 

loomed above Hidden as he made his way towards the revolving Twotimes.  “They hit 

Sumner Hill then double back into the forest.  Maybe they’re raiders,” he speculated, 

“Or worse.” 

Sumner was an isolated village and few travellers gravitated to its boundaries.   

Could this fresh piece of evidence be linked to the mystery of the missing girl, 

or even to Hidden’s papilier?   

Were there more of them? 

Twotimes span faster in his chair.   

It seemed to Hidden that the more agitated the chieftain became the faster he 

went.   
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“Could this have something to do with our girl, girl?” 

“Warrior-one says he’s not interested,” Clawhand looked like a ball of 

peculiar shapes and angles in his bearcoat.  Disfigured from birth, his spine was badly 

twisted giving him a fawning aspect.  One hand withered into a digitless stump was 

fixed permanently beneath his chin.  His other, mutated into a claw, flicked and 

twitched agitatedly, as if it had a life of its own.  “He found the tracks but doesn’t 

want to go searching, says he’s bored looking for the girl.” 

“We should be out looking,” said Hidden keen to be helping, to be doing 

something.  “We should be finding these tracks and following them to their 

conclusion.  If Deadeye won’t do it then someone should.  If its bandits or papilier we 

should kill them before they get too close to the village.” 

“And it should be Hidden leading the hunt,” Redface’s face adopted a darker 

tint.  He was getting angry at the mention of Deadeye’s name. 

“I can help.  Let me go, Twotimes.  I can find her.  I feel useless waiting here 

when everyone else is out looking for her.”  Hidden had lost the title of warrior-one to 

Deadeye and, despite Twotimes insisting that his standing in the community would 

not diminish, he could not help but think that it had.   

He felt empty inside.  Remembered feeling that way for the first time when 

Dirra died.   

Always so indomitable before, he was a shell of the man he used to be.   

Some feelings never went away and they were always the bad ones.  The 

mention of Deadeye amplified these negative sentiments, reminded him how lonely 

life was without his wife.   

Rightly or wrongly he associated the passing of his woman with Deadeye, and 

since then all the ills of his world were attributed to the new warrior-one.   

And Hidden was not alone in his animosity as few liked him. Deadeye, like 

Frida, was a hard person to associate with, their personalities rejected company. 

“Nasty, angry upstart.  This Deadeye has continuously and purposefully done 

everything to humiliate you.  At no point since his return to the village has he 

demonstrated respect for you.  You’re the chieftain, make him learn that this is 

unacceptable behaviour,” White said. 

Twotimes would not be drawn into the usual argument with White.  Instead he 

looked across at Hidden.  “Find these tracks before they are covered and lost, lost” he 

said.   
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Quite what he thought of Deadeye no one knew.  He kept his opinions to 

himself.  A closed book was Twotimes, easy to imagine him thinking well of 

everyone.  In a way Twotimes was too innocent, too placid and gentle for a life of 

brutality that Sumner afforded.  He was diplomatic as usual, avoiding the real 

problem; Deadeye.   

“You are to follow the cart tracks Sevenfoot spoke of to their conclusion.  Be 

wary of more papilier and anything else peculiar.  Watch out for snow-ogres and 

friels.  Steer clear of trouble and don’t force a confrontation.  All of you remember the 

girl is our priority, our priority.” 

Straightback asked the unthinkable.  “And what if we meet Deadeye?  What 

do you want us to do with him?” 

Hidden grimaced.  There was that name again.  Always Deadeye.  For 

someone nobody liked his name was forever coming up in conversation. 

Redface snapped, “I don’t want that turd anywhere near me.  He’s bad 

tempered and can’t be trusted.  Not after what he did to Hidden.” 

“Please Redface, enough.  If you do meet him leave him be.  Bring the girl 

back to us and find her parents.  I don’t want to lose anyone, especially to Murdriel 

the northern wind, or to the dark story, story. ” 

“Yeah, but what if he makes trouble?” Straightback again. 

“Then don’t let him, him.”  Twotimes stepped out of his chair and reached up 

to touch Hidden’s face with a hairy, tender hand.   

Despite being soft and warm, Hidden could feel little of its heat.   

“I understand your anger but now is not the time.  Leave him be, old warrior-

one, leave him be.” 

“But he can’t be trusted,” Straightback thought to push the argument. “If he 

starts trouble then Hidden should be allowed to finish it.” 

 Hidden shook his head.  Many felt that the honour of warrior-one was wasted 

on Deadeye and none thought that more strongly than Hidden.  But Twotimes was 

right, now was not the time.   

The pugnacious Deadeye had few friends, but many were scared of him.  He 

was a good fighter.  With all that was going on in the village he could prove useful 

yet.  Let things return to normal and then and only then would Hidden seek 

retribution. 
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Twotimes waited for the men to reach the door before he called after Hidden.  

“I know these past few months have been traumatic for you, you,” he said softly, “we 

love you but it wouldn’t be ethical to retain you as warrior-one, not after your fight 

with Deadeye.  Your title may be lost but you’re still the best of us.  Find little Reina. 

Bring her home safely.  Reina.” 

Hidden nodded solemnly and followed the others out. 

 

 

 

“You should have banished him,” White was so riled he was shaking were he stood.   

Sensing trouble, Cantcount and Deathbreath made for the door.  The latter 

wore a mask around the bottom half of his face to cover his mouth. 

“After the trouble he caused with Hidden you should have thrown him out.  

Instead you give him an accolade he is undeserving of!” 

“Settle down White, settle down.  Deadeye is a great warrior and we need his 

strength.” 

“What good is his strength if he can’t take orders?” 

White was correct, but Twotimes knew that for all his rebellious blustering, 

belligerence and downright insolence Deadeye still had a part to play.   

Twotimes was not sure what that part could be, but he felt it, inside, in his 

heart.   

Deadeye had had a cruel childhood and, where that was no excuse for his 

behaviour, the kindly Twotimes forever saw the troubled boy when looking at the 

man. 

Twotimes remembered how Deadeye had lost an eye to his violent father.  

How one beating too many had turned his eye to pulp.  The village had failed 

Deadeye and Twotimes would be damned if he would let it fail him again.  This 

determination clouded his sentiment and his judgement and that annoyed most people, 

especially White. 

“He’s not a defenceless boy any more.  He’s an angry man who should’ve 

learnt years ago to know his place and keep within it.  Upstart.  Nasty angry upstart.  

He revels too much in anarchy.  Too much like his father.” 
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Twotimes had heard it all before.  “Serpent was a bad man.  I was a child then 

but I can remember his black moods.  But I can never forget the way Deadeye left us, 

us.” 

“That was a long time ago, Twotimes, and much has happened to all of us 

since then.  We’ve got older for a start, and some of us wiser too.” 

They carried their argument on, oblivious to Cantcount and Deathbreath who 

slammed the main door shut and Clawhand who had slunk, surreptitiously, into the 

gloomiest of smoke filled corners.   

It was an old dispute that Twotimes and White were forever airing.   

White wanted Deadeye punished, thought that he should be banished, or 

worse, executed.  He wanted retribution for Deadeye’s blatant disregard of Sumner 

laws, and the underhanded manner to which he attained the title of warrior-one from 

Hidden.   

In contrast, Twotimes was unsure of how to deal with Deadeye but he believed 

that violence and rejection were not the answers.   

Many years ago the father, Serpent, had been banished, taking the young 

Deadeye with him to stay in the city of Vague far to the south.  It was a decision that 

had probably done both men a great deal of damage.  Indeed, Serpent passed away in 

the slums of Vague with nothing to his name, as eventually even his son abandoned 

him.  And Deadeye was trouble.  His moods were dark and he was quick to temper.  

His was an aggressive character, and one that did not fit in well with the principles of 

the village.  He was a problem. 

“He has abilities, you know.  Great abilities that if harnessed would prove 

invaluable, invaluable.” 

“But how do you control a man like Deadeye?” 

“Talk to him, him.” 

“You keep talking to him yet he doesn’t listen.  No, it isn’t that he doesn’t 

listen.  He knows his mind and can’t be swayed.  That’s what it is.” 

“He’s dogged, White, White.” 

“Bloody minded.” 

“A free spirit.  Not so unlike Hidden, then, then.” 

“Takes the law into his own hands more like.  It’s your responsibility, the 

safety and well-being of us all.  How many people does he have to offend before you 
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take action?  You tell him to find the girl and he says that he won’t.  He’s telling you 

what he wants to do and you let him.” 

Twotimes slumped sulkily onto his revolving chair and drew his cape in 

around so tightly that, of himself, only his face showed.  “The problem with Deadeye 

can wait, wait,” he mumbled to his chest. 

“Can it?” asked the elder.  “He wields a kittel and that makes him dangerous.  

He is also ambitious,” White opened his arms in an imploring manner, “I worry for 

you Twotimes.  Remember what he did to Hidden.” 

Twotimes dismissed the last statement with dancing fingers but what was 

White telling him?  “He wouldn’t dare attack me, my dear elder, elder.” 

“Wouldn’t he?” 

Twotimes really did not know. 

“Deadeye should pull his weight.  You expect too much from Hidden,” White 

grumbled, reluctant to end the argument.  “After all, Hidden is only a man.” 

“No elder White, he is more than that.  Much more, more.”  



34  

 

 

 

 

Thank you for reading and if you enjoyed this sample chapter of 

Dark of Winter by Christopher Percy, you can purchase the full 

book via the universal books2read link for your preferred digital 

bookstore. 

 

http://bit.ly/2uN3Fc0
http://twitter.com/?status=RT: @darkofwinterbk I've read the two Chapters of Dark of Winter by Christopher Percy for free #FreeDoW http://bit.ly/2trstCy

