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T

he wind bit. The snow hissed. Winter fell in thick, gelid clumps. To left and right the trees were caked in white, the dark trunks visible only on their leeward side. Overhead the clouds hung low, merging ground and sky into a single opalescent void.

Through the storm Istvan moved slowly, the wind tugging at his coat and beard. Ice rimmed his whiskers where his breath had touched them. The hollow bones and lead beads around his neck clattered with each gust. Snow crusted the folds of his coat, the soiled bearskin frozen stiff. Beneath his snowshoes each footfall cracked and groaned. 

From under his hood Istvan’s black eyes roamed ahead, pressing through the trees and the ceaseless curtain of snow. He watched. He listened. He placed one foot in front of the other. 

A dozen paces brought him to the base of a gnarled old Tilia tree. Istvan bent down and with one gloved hand brushed the snow from its base. He then ran his fingers around the trunk until he found the length of chain. Grasping the iron links, he pulled. They came free with a crackle of ice. Istvan tugged at the chain until he loosed the steel trap at its end. 

The curved teeth were open, the pin holding them in place still set. Istvan scowled. Had the weight of the snow sprung the trap he would not have been concerned. To have it weighed down yet still armed meant it carried fault. This was not the first of his traps to succumb to the weather.

Istvan gave the trap a shake. Bits of ice fell from the jaws. Again he shook the cruel metal. Nothing. With a sneer he swung it against a low-hanging branch. The jaws snapped shut, their metallic clang muffled by the falling snow.

Istvan slung the trap across his back and with a grunt, returned to putting one foot in front of the other.

Moving to the south and east Istvan followed his trapline, making his rounds. He walked by rote; winter would doubtless remain close-fisted. Still, he would not go hungry. He already had a full cellar.  

The fire had burned low, cloaking the interior of the hut in shadow. Thin tendrils of smoke rose from the hearth, pulled by a draft towards the chimney. Istvan stood before the fireplace looking down at the coals, his breath puffing white. In the corner of the hut the girl kept her eyes on the floor, her blanket pulled tight about her shoulders.

Istvan had told the girl to keep the fire lit. In this she had failed and not for the first time.

With a crash, Istvan dropped the traps he had been carrying. Their chains slithered after. Reaching over his shoulder, Istvan unslung his axe. He set the wood and iron on its peg over the mantel then turned to the girl. She made herself small.

Istvan crossed the hut in three easy strides. The girl whimpered. Istvan reached down, gripped the bucket that sat beside her, then turned and strode to the door. Throwing it wide he heaved the contents of the bucket into the storm. He then shut the door, returned to the girl, and laid the bucket gently beside her.

For a time Istvan stood looking down at the girl, the ice in his beard beginning to melt. The girl’s hair was dirty, hanging limp and greasy about her shoulders. Her pale skin was thick with grime, her nails caked with dirt. 

The girl shot a glance at Istvan. Her eyes flitted across his scarred face then squeezed themselves shut. She buried her face in the crook of her arm.

As the girl curled herself into a ball, Istvan moved to the pile of logs that rested beside the hearth. He took kindling and set it above the glowing coals. Once he was sure the fire would not go out, he stacked several logs in the grate and returned to the traps that sat dripping on the timeworn boards.

Using a tattered scrap of cloth, Istvan wiped down the traps then hung them on nails set in the wall opposite the girl. He would work on them in the morning when the light was better. For now, they would keep. 

With a fire crackling in the hearth, the ice on Istvan’s coat began to melt. Droplets pattered against the floor like spring rain. The girl in the corner covered her nose as the smell of damp fur filled the air. 

Drawing out a three-legged stool, Istvan seated himself in front of the fire and pulled off his gloves. For a time he warmed his hands then, when the stiffness had gone out of his fingers, he retrieved his axe. With whetstone and oil, he sharpened and treated the blade. As he worked he glanced to the side, from time to time catching the eye of the girl. Each time she would look away.

When he was finished with his axe, Istvan returned it to its place over the fire then stepped to the far wall. Knives in their dozens hung beside his traps. They were all where he had left them. This time the girl had not tried to take one down and conceal it under her blanket. Istvan ran the tips of his fingers along the smooth wood of their handles, hearing the blades jangle. From the opposite side of the hut the girl began to whimper. 

Istvan watched the firelight move across their blades then turned from the knives and sat upon the stool. Prying off his boots, he ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. They came back wet. Istvan regarded the girl. She remained huddled in the corner, the worn blanket pulled up around her head.

Istvan smiled. 

“No...” said the girl.

Istvan began to unbuckle the layers of wool and leather strapped across his chest. The girl began to weep. She did so silently, the tears cutting rivulets in the grime caked on her cheeks.

Another three easy steps and Istvan was kneeling before the girl. He took a handful of her hair in one fist and pulled her head back. As her chin came up, she squeezed her eyes shut and pressed her lips tightly together. 

“Are you hungry?”

The rumble of Istvan’s voice filled the small hut. At the sound of it the girl recoiled.

“Are you?” 

The girl shook her head.

“You are. You did not eat yesterday or the day before.”

Again the girl shook her head.

“You will be fed. If I have to break out your front teeth, you will eat. Do you wish me to break out your teeth? I will chew your food and feed you from my mouth like a bird.”

The corners of the girl’s mouth twitched.

Istvan grunted. “There’s no hurry; supper will keep.”

Again the girl shook her head. 

Istvan ran one finger down the slender length of her arm. The girl drew back. Istvan took her blanket in one hand and pulled it away. Squirming like a rabbit, her skin breaking out in gooseflesh, the girl struck at him.

Istvan grasped both of the girl’s wrists and pulled her to a standing position. She began to make small, animal noises in the back of her throat. Istvan turned her this way and that, examining her from different angles. Even in the dim light of the fire he could see blue veins beneath her pale skin. He raised one hand to her breast. Her nipple was a hard little pebble beneath his fingertips. Istvan tugged the girl’s frock aside and dug his fingernails into her breast. She barked out a cry of pain.

“Supper will keep,” smiled Istvan. 
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Borivoi aimed a kick at the Weasel. It connected with the thin man’s side. He toppled from the swaybacked mare he had been set upon and landed with a muffled thump in the snow. Dalibor, sitting tall in his saddle beside Borivoi, laughed.

“Get up, Laska,” said Dalibor.

Lifting his head from the snow, the Weasel glowered up at the young Boyar and his man. His good eye, the right one, darted from one to the other, then back again. His left eye was immobile, swollen, and purple.

“Get up, Laska,” echoed Borivoi. “Get up and point us in the direction of the hermit. If we are caught in this storm overnight, I will cut out your insides and feed them to you.”

Laska continued to glare at the two men. They sat stolidly upon matching Kabardins, the massive animals braced against the wind. Around them the gale blew the snow sideways. Behind the two men, their heads bowed, their horses shifting uneasily, was a cadre of four soldiers. Their lances were held point down, their shields sagging at their sides, their long coats of mail encrusted with ice. 

“No,” was Laska’s reply. “I will take you no further.”

Dalibor rolled his eyes. “We’ve been over this three times already. You will show us the way. You have no choice in the matter. My bride was taken, and we know by whom. If you do not show us the way I will no longer restrain Borivoi. He will not stop at simply kicking you.”

Laska spat into the snow.

Borivoi laughed.

“Kick me, cut me,” growled Laska, “I don’t care. What you do is nothing compared to what Istvan will visit upon us. He’s a devil, a thing from hell! If you cut him he does not bleed, if you break his bones they set themselves. He’s a madman and I will take you no further!”  

Dalibor’s expression first darkened then softened into a look of mock pity. “Think of your wife and children, Laska. If you don’t lead us to the hermit, I’ll sell them to the Tatars. Such an ignoble fate, even for a whore and her litter.”

Borivoi dismounted heavily, sinking nearly to his knees in the snow. He moved to where Laska lay shivering. He gripped the Weasel by the torn collar of his tunic and hoisted him to his knees. Laska fixed the bearded soldier with his good eye. 

Raising his fist, Borivoi held his arm cocked. “Tell us. Tell us where we can find the hermit. You’re the one who sells him millet pilfered from your Boyar’s granaries. You’re the one who trades his pelts for knife blades and parts for his traps.”

“No.”

“Tell us where to find Istvan!”

“No!”

Borivoi brought his fist down on Laska’s swollen left eye. The small man screamed. His cry cut through the roar of the wind, causing the horses to start and toss
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