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THE WINTER BEAST


The creature thrived in the cold. I knew this
instinctively before I was even fully aware of its presence.
Walking the hunting trails below the mist-enshrouded hills on cold
winter afternoons, when the clouds seemed to press close to the
earth, I always felt a vague uneasiness, a feeling of being
watched. The dogs never strayed from me on those days. At times
they even followed, clinging to my heels, constantly turning their
heads to point back toward the estate, whining to go home. On those
days when light patches of fog drifted through the forest, sending
a damp chill into my bones, I came to understand, in a way I could
never voice to myself, that it was there.

I realize now that my father knew of it. It
is possible that his inner sympathy with the creature, his
intuitive understanding — something akin to communication, was even
stronger than my own. I remember when I was seventeen, in the late
spring of the year of the death of Empress Catherine (and it always
happened in the springtime), when the overseer, Georgi, came to
tell him of the serf who claimed his wife had been taken away in
the night by a demon.

My father's brow narrowed, a dark cloud
passing behind his eyes. "The peasant must have been drunk," he
said. "We all know that a band of marauding Cossacks has been
plaguing the neighboring districts. They must have taken the
woman."

"But Father," I began, quickly falling silent
under his sudden sharp glance.

"Make this known among the serfs," my father
continued to Georgi, "Cossacks took the girl. There will be no
search for her." Georgi knew as well as I that no word of bandit
Cossacks had reached our ears, but he dared not to say this.

And now I know why he never forbade me to
hunt near those dark hills, even as summer drew very near. There
was an unspoken, no, an unthought of covenant between them, a
compact which was never made, yet nonetheless existed. My father
never feared that it would take me.

But damn him. Damn him for making me swear a
holy oath. For I would condemn myself to hell in this life out of
fear of eternal punishment in the next.

I began taking long solitary walks in the
eastern woods early in the winter of 1805 (the year of the battle
of Austerlitz). My father had stopped rising from his bed by then,
consumption slowly draining the life from him. Walking with my head
cast down, watching my boots pack down the loose snow on the
trails, I first felt its presence as a certainty — undoubtedly a
force not natural, a thing of the cold and the dark. As I returned
to the house in deep twilight one evening the week before
Christmas, the doctor from Orsha met me at the door saying, "Hurry
to him, Sergey Andreyevich, he hasn't much time."

The priest had just finished the last rites
as I strode into the room still wearing my greatcoat. "Come near,"
my father whispered weakly, the disease taking his last breaths
from him. "Swear to me, my son . . . swear an oath on your soul
that you will never abandon this house, never give up our family
lands . . . no matter what may befall you, no matter what may
befall Holy Russia. Swear this, so I may die in peace."

"I shall do as you ask, father."

"No," he gasped, his eyes desperate, "on your
very soul, before God."

I knelt and crossed myself. "Before God, and
upon my immortal soul I swear it."

My father closed his eyes and died without
another word. I think in his last hour he had a vision of things to
come.

The next six years passed slowly and I
withdrew deeper into myself. Naturally, the warmth of long summer
days never failed to lift my darkness from me, and I often attended
gay dances in Borisov, waltzing as if in a dream on those gentle
evenings. But with the grey clouds of autumn the black thoughts
would descend upon me again, and I could not spend even one night
away from home. A feeling of waking in the autumn, yes, waking and
weakness and hunger, and I would pace the hunting trails on the
cold days.

The occasional runaway serf never caused me
much concern. Rash young men often behave irresponsibly, and their
family, knowing it was for their own good, usually had knowledge of
where such a young man would go. Inevitably the runaway boy would
be caught and returned to his place on the land. But each year, in
the late spring, the head of a peasant household would come to me
with a tale of a missing family member — one who was not the sort
to abandon their life — a grandfather or a newlywed girl. The
search for them was always in vain. And as I became more sensitive
to the presence of the creature, the coming of springtime always
filled me with a sense of horrible anticipation.

I awoke late one morning in the June of 1811,
my bedchamber a flush with bright warm light. It was the first day
of summer. Eyes half open, I began burrowing deeper into the
feather bed, then came fully awake with a start. The first day of
summer — spring had passed and no word had come to me of a serf
gone missing under odd circumstance. It was as if I were reborn.
Streams of golden sunlight washed away the dread within my heart,
and I arose with vigor, calling for my valet with a musical tone to
my voice.

I spent the day wandering the manor. The
house, the garden, the stables, everything I possessed seemed new
and yet familiar at the same time. The clock in the great hall was
an old friend. And even the headstones of my parents graves no
longer stood like grey sentinels; they were more like two pages
from a beloved and well-read book. And as I stood on the veranda
that evening, the scent of freshly-cut grass heavy in the air, the
thought came clearly that I was not a young man anymore and I found
myself wanting for a wife. I thought of Katina Fedorovna, and the
thought made me happy. But this happiness lived only a short
time.

Three days later I found the cave. The
arrival of heavy winds from the south, hot winds which cut like the
scimitar of the Turk, had brought to life a violent summer storm. I
rode hard that day in the hills to the east, and the sudden rearing
of thunderheads caught me far from the house. I sought shelter on
the low ground, but found little protection from the punishing
rain. Leading my horse through the steep ravine at the edge of the
woods, I came upon a short but rather wide crevasse in its rocky
face. Lightning struck close at that moment, and my horse bolted,
tearing the reins from my grasp, plunging through rippling sheets
of rain, then gone.

I could do nothing to recover the horse until
the storm passed. Stooping to enter the crevasse, I saw that it
opened into a small cave which grew wider as it sloped downward. As
I paused to let my eyes adjust to the dim light, the smell struck
me, an odor of old wet animal hides, and I swallowed hard, thinking
that I had found the lair of a wolf pack or a solitary black bear.
But in all my days of hunting in these environs I had never crossed
any sign of wolf or bear.

I went deeper. A few slick steps down and I
was able to stand. Time had carved a large cul-de-sac in the cold
and stony earth. An odd shape protruded from the far wall, near an
enormous pile of rotting leaves. The shape was vaguely familiar,
the colors of foam and mud, the texture like that of plaster, and
as I stepped closer, able to see through its translucence, I
suddenly recognized it. It was the carcass of a great stag. Pinned
against the wall of the cave, encased in some kind of strange
substance, the animal looked (as well as I could tell, peering
through the milky covering) as if it had been killed that very day.
I reached out. The encasing material had a waxen smoothness to it,
but was hard as dried glue.

I drew my hunting knife and jabbed cautiously
at this unnatural cocoon. It was very hard. With stronger thrusts,
I found that the substance would chip away in thin slices, rather
like flint, and soon I had fashioned an opening the size of my hand
just behind the shoulder of the mummified deer. I could smell no
decay. Touching it, I felt the hide to be soft and warm. And then,
ever so faintly, my fingers detected a single heartbeat. Could this
be? Had I imagined it? I held my hand there for a full minute. And
then again, I felt another heartbeat, then nothing.

For a time, I pondered how this animal's life
had been slowed to such a point without dying, and then I was
suddenly aware that the storm had passed. Above the ringing silence
of the cavern, I became aware of a rhythmic breathing. Behind me,
the mound of rotting leaves seemed to rise and fall ever so
slightly, ever so gently, and now I could discern a vague shape
within the pile of refuse. It was a huge beast of some sort. I
could see thick fur or hair amid the twigs and leaves with which it
had covered itself. My first thought was that it must be a bear,
sick or wounded in some way, and I made to depart stealthily. But
when, with a rustling spasm, a great hand-like claw (far too human
in appearance) thrust itself through the debris, I gasped and
scrambled for the exit of the cave without regard that my
panic-stricken flight might awaken and enrage the creature.

I marched home along rain-slicked paths, and
the freshness of that early summer day made it easy to push aside
thoughts of what lay in the cave. The earth above was a gentle,
orderly place — I had merely succumbed to childish terrors in the
underworld. The deeper knowledge within me remained at rest,
slumbering throughout the summer.

And so I courted Katina Fedorovna.

Her
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