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I

23rd September 1809

The Arctic Ocean, ninety miles north of Svalbard

Lars Bernsen stood on the deck of the Agathe, his eyes fixed on the horizon, and cursed his greed for bringing his ship and crew this far north. They had sailed out of Tromsø more than a month earlier, harpoons sharpened and greased, sails patched and mended, hold empty and waiting. The minke whales had been moving, their migration north bringing them within a day’s sail of the Norwegian shore, and Bernsen had been determined that the Agathe would claim her share, as she always had.

For days and weeks, they had toiled, sticking the fast, agile beasts with point after point, roping them and drowning them and hauling them aboard, where their blubber was packed and stored and their bones boiled and carefully stacked, ready to be turned into corsets in the boutiques of Paris. When the hold was full, Bernsen had been about to give his crew the order to make for home, an order that always provoked celebration on the slippery deck, when his lookout had called down from the main mast, urging him to look to the north-west.

Bernsen had crossed the deck, and looked out over the starboard rail. In the distance, a pod of humpback whales was making its way steadily north: five at least, maybe seven, or even eight. At the centre was a male, easily forty feet in length; as he watched, the animal’s huge tail fin rose from the water and crashed down, sending an explosion of frothing white water into the air. The meat, oil and bone of a forty-foot humpback would almost double the Agathe’s return on the trip, and it was not in Bernsen’s nature to ignore such an opportunity when it presented itself. He had climbed on to the quarterdeck, keeping his eyes locked on the distant whales. He spun the wheel, called for full sail, and began to bring his ship around after them.

“Ice ahead,” said Rolstad. “Thick.”

Bernsen nodded. His first mate was right; less than ten miles ahead of them was the southern edge of the Arctic ice shelf, the point at which they would be forced to turn back. For six days, he had pushed his crew after the humpbacks, without success; the huge animals had seemed to possess a supernatural ability to evade the ship, disappearing below the freezing grey water for long minutes at a time, then racing north as Bernsen’s crew struggled to relocate them. On two maddening occasions he had managed to get alongside them, and had ordered harpoons thrown. But they had whistled harmlessly into the waves, missing the whales by little more than inches.

Two days previously, Rolstad had suggested, in his usual gruff manner, that perhaps it would be wise to let them go. Bernsen had not replied, and his old friend had not mentioned the idea again. In truth, Lars knew that his behaviour was becoming irrational, but he no longer cared. He was irked by his failure to kill the humpbacks; it had taken on a personal dimension for him, as though it were his failure, despite the hold groaning with the remains of the minkes.

So he had continued to chase them north, as the temperature dropped, and the icebergs became bigger and more frequent. His crew were visibly unhappy, although all were too stoical to say so. They were alone, far beyond the rest of the Norwegian fleet. They had seen only a single ship in the last week, a vessel heading for England under the captaincy of a man named Walton that had passed them the previous day. They had tied up and exchanged pleasantries, but there had been a wild look about Walton, and Bernsen had allowed their encounter to end quickly; there had been dread rising from the very deck of Walton’s ship, drawn thickly on the faces of his crew, and he had wanted no part of whatever had befallen them.

“About time to turn back,” said Rolstad. His beard was thick with ice, but his eyes were clear, and his rumbling voice was steady.

Bernsen grunted. Far ahead, he saw the breaking water where the whales were swimming, as though they were mocking him, but he knew his first mate was right; there was no disputing the evidence of his own eyes. There was simply no chance that the Agathe would catch the humpbacks before they disappeared beneath the ice shelf and out of reach forever.

“Bring her about,” he said. “Make for home.”

Rolstad nodded, and stepped across to the wheel. Bernsen walked down from the quarterdeck, up to the prow, and stared at the horizon, not wanting to see the whales escape, but unable to tear his gaze away. He watched the male lift its tail from the water a final time, a gesture that seemed deliberately meant for him, and then the pod was gone, the last churned water of their passing lapping against the solid ice that stretched to the horizon, rising in ranges of distant mountains to the north and spreading out to the east and west in an impossibly vast landscape of white.

He was about to turn away when something caught his eye. It was a dark speck on one of the thousands of chunks of ice bobbing at the edge of the field, rising and falling with the ocean currents beneath them. It was no more than half a mile north of the Agathe, and the dark shape, whatever it was, seemed already too big to be a seal.

Bernsen felt the ship begin to turn to port. “Keep this course!” he shouted, and pointed a gloved hand at the dark blot on the landscape. The momentum changed beneath him as the ship came about, and he gripped the deck rail, keeping his eyes locked on the approaching slab of ice.

Rolstad appeared beside him. “What is it?” he asked.

“Something on the ice,” said Bernsen. “Straight ahead.”

“I see it.”

The Agathe crept forward, ice thudding against her hull in a constant drumbeat. The wind blew from the north, chilling Bernsen’s bones and making his eyes water. The tears froze almost instantly on his cheeks, and he wiped them away with the back of his gloved hand, trying to focus on the dark shape. It was close now, a spreadeagled smudge of black against the white ice. He watched in silence as it came closer and closer, unable to comprehend what he was seeing, his mind searching for an explanation.

“My God,” said Rolstad, his voice low. “Do you see?”

“I see,” said Bernsen. “I do not believe it, but I see.”

Lying on the floating chunk of ice was the motionless figure of a man, wrapped in layers of sealskin. He was huge, that much was clear, even lying down; his limbs were thick, and his head, hidden beneath a fur-lined hood, was large and rectangular. Bernsen stared down at the man, his mind racing.

What is any man doing this far north, alone? Was he part of Walton’s expedition? Did they abandon him here?

Then the man moved his arm, and Bernsen fought back a scream as his heart froze as solid as the ice that surrounded him.


II

15th November 1815

Stephens Lake, Rupert’s Land, British North America

The man who was currently going by the name of John Wallace twisted his thick wrists against the ropes, searching for any looseness, and found none. He was not surprised; McTavish had done the binding, and the small, hard Scot had a way with a rope. Wallace had seen him truss up the skinned carcass of a deer in mere minutes, the animal still warm and wet with melted snow when it was slung across McTavish’s broad shoulders, the knots so constricting that barely a trickle of blood flowed from it.

“Dinnae try it, devil.”

Wallace looked up. McTavish was staring at him with narrow eyes that glowed orange in the light of the fire. He was holding his knife in a hand that was perfectly steady, despite the freezing cold. Beyond him, Wallace could see the pale face of Paterson; the younger man was huddled as near to the flames as he dared, his eyes full of fear. Standing guard at the edge of their camp, axes dangling at their sides, were Grant and Munro. Their gazes were fixed on the darkness of the forest, and he could see only their backs. Lying on a blanket, his eyes closed, his chest rising and falling weakly, was Scott.

Wallace nodded, and grimaced as pain shot down his neck and across his shoulders. He didn’t know what he had been hit with – he suspected a tree branch – but it had raised a lump the size of an egg. He was almost glad he couldn’t touch it; he was worried that he would feel broken bone shift beneath his fingers.

“I’m not doing anything,” he said.

“Aye,” said McTavish. “An’ keep it that wae.”

The pot hung over the fire began to boil, and the smell of dried rabbit filled Wallace’s mouth with saliva. McTavish gave him a hard look, then went to tend to it, slopping the stew out into wooden bowls and passing them out. The men ate hungrily; shock and fear had not diminished their appetites. Wallace watched them silently, knowing it would be a waste of time to ask for a bowl of his own.

Attempted murderers did not receive favours.

The Norwegians who had pulled him, more dead than alive, from the Arctic ice, had made it clear, via a combination of hand gestures and broken English, that they had not expected him to survive. He had woken in the galley of their ship, a whaling vessel that stank of blubber and meat, too weak to move, unable to answer their two most pressing questions, for different reasons.

Why he had been on the ice was a story he would never tell anyone; it was nobody’s business apart from his and his creator’s, and Victor Frankenstein’s mortal remains had been borne south on Walton’s ship, their fate unknown.

Nor would he give them his name. Not only because he didn’t have one, but because the reason why would be impossible for him to explain, and equally impossible for them to believe.

The crew of the whaling ship had taken his behaviour, which he assumed must have appeared strange at the very least, with reasonable good humour. They had nursed him slowly back to health, so efficiently that when the ship made port in Tromsø he had been able to help them unload their catch, thereby contributing some small usefulness in return for the preservation of his life.

He had left the dock without a single possession to his name, beyond the clothes he was wearing, and headed south.

That had been six years ago.

“It bit him,” said Wallace. “I saw it bite him. Keep a close eye.”

McTavish spat thickly into the fire. “I’m watchin’ you, devil. That’s whar ah’m fixin’ ma eyes.”

“Then you’re looking in the wrong place,” said Wallace. “If it comes back, remember that I tried to make you see sense.”

“Aye,” said McTavish. “When yer swingin’ from a rope up at Factory, we’ll be sure an’ remember that. Eh, lads?”

Grant managed a small laugh, but Paterson made no sound. He was staring into the fire, his face a mask of concern.

You saw something, didn’t you? thought Wallace. You were nearest, and you won’t speak against McTavish, but you saw. I can see it in your eyes.

You saw the wendigo.

He had made his way south as far as Bergen, taking a day’s work here, a week’s there. His destitute appearance meant a great many homes would not open their doors to him, even though he could see candlelight and shadows through their windows. Those of a stronger, or kinder, disposition were invariably astonished by the immediate evidence of his education. As a result, he had spent as many days teaching numbers and letters to children as he did ploughing fields and chopping wood.

In Bergen, he boarded a ship bound for Aberdeen, and endured hellish days and nights as the vessel was churned by the slate grey of the North Sea. He staggered on to the dock with the rest of the crew and passengers, and almost flattened a man wearing a smart suit and a prodigious moustache, clutching a sheaf of printed leaflets in his hand.

“My apologies,” he grunted, and made to step around the man.

“No harm done, sir,” said the man, beaming widely. “None at all. Sea legs are tricky things, are they not?”

“Indeed,” he said. “Good day to you.”

He stepped around the man a second time, but the man moved to block him, his smile still wide and friendly.

“Where are you headed, sir?” the man asked. “If to ask does not cause offence?”

He narrowed his eyes. “I am headed off this dock, sir,” he said. “I would be grateful if you would step aside.”

“Of course, of course. Might I trouble you for a minute of your time, sir? I am firmly of the opinion that what I have to say will be of interest.”

He felt his stomach churn. The dock seemed to be moving beneath him, rolling and tipping, his equilibrium battered by the crossing. But there was something earnest about the man, something that made him pause.

“One minute,” he said.

“Thank you, sir,” said the man. “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Heath, and I have the honour of acting on behalf of the Hudson’s Bay Company. Perhaps you have heard of it?”

The man shook his head.

“My good sir,” said Heath. “We are nothing less than the oldest trading company in the world, chartered by His Majesty the King in the year of Our Lord 1670. We deal in furs, sir, in the wilds of British North America, where the forests are full of natives more savage than you can imagine and the lakes are many feet deep with ice. It is a wilderness that suits only the hardiest of souls, the very bravest of men, but the rewards for those with sufficient constitution are notable.”

“And?” asked the man. “Why does this matter to me?”

“My presence here, sir, on this dock, on this very day, is on account of a Company ship leaving for the New World on tomorrow’s tide. Twelve berths are as yet unoccupied, and I am seeking men with the required sense of adventure, with the necessary resolution, to fill them. I saw you, good sir, and you struck me immediately as just such a man.”

He considered the smooth patter of Heath’s words. It sounded well-practised, with the faint insincerity of an actor’s speech, but he could not deny that his curiosity had been piqued. He had been asked, on several occasions as he worked his way south, where he was headed, and what his plans were when he arrived there. He had deflected such enquiries, because, in truth, he had no idea. He had been violently birthed into existence barely two years earlier, and the man who had given him first life, then purpose, was gone, leaving him adrift. The prospect of the wilderness, where he might leave his sordid history behind him and invent himself anew, was appealing.

“What terms are on offer?” he asked.

“That depends,” said Heath. “Might I ask what command you possess of letters and numbers?”

“Extensive,” he said.

“Provably so?”

“Of course.”

“In which case, serendipity surely shines down on us, good sir,” said Heath. “I have been instructed to procure a junior clerk for this voyage, to address a regrettable shortage of learned men at York Factory. Such a position carries with it five years of secure employment, a starting wage of eighteen pounds per year, and your every need provided for. Have you ever heard the equal of such an offer? I would wager not.”

The man said nothing.

“What say you then, sir?” asked Heath. “Do you have the stomach for a life of adventure? For the opportunity sails tomorrow, and will not appear again for six months.”

“And if I agree?” asked the man.

“Why, it could not be more straightforward,” said Heath. “Simply be here, where we now stand, tomorrow morning as dawn breaks. A signature on the contract, and you will be on your way. Shall I expect to see you?”

“Yes.”

“Splendid,” said Heath, beaming more broadly than ever. “I shall make note now, so that there be no confusion. What name should I mark down?”

“Wallace,” he said. “John Wallace.”

“Tell them what you saw, Paterson,” said Wallace. “You will be in no trouble, I promise you.”

“Hush yersel,” growled McTavish, brandishing his knife. “We ken whit wis seen. Ye’ve never even denied it, so quiet wi’ ye.”

Wallace forced a smile. “Would you have loosened these knots if I had?”

“Never,” said McTavish, and spat on the snowy ground. “There’s ae been somethin’ that wisnae right about ye, John Wallace. Yer no’ normal, ye ken? Ye never huv been. Ah’ve seen it, an’ others huv seen it an’ aw. This mess is nae surprise tae me. Nae surprise at aw.”

“You’re a fool, McTavish,” said Wallace. “And you’re scared, but that’s fine. Fear makes men blind.”

McTavish narrowed his eyes. “Ah’m no afraid o’ any man.”

“That’s good,” said Wallace. “Because what’s out there isn’t a man.”

The crossing to the New World took almost two months. Two days after departing Aberdeen, the ship made port at Stromness, in the Orkney Islands, where the remaining berths were filled with stout island men, many of whose brothers and friends had departed on previous Company sailings. The majority of the men took the opportunity to spend a final few hours on solid ground, drinking and carousing. John Wallace remained in his bunk, face turned towards the wall; he would not set foot on the Orkneys, nor even go on deck until they disappeared from view, some ten hours later. The islands were where his damnation had been confirmed, where he had sworn a vengeance that had proved more terrible than he could have known.

The ship, whose prow was covered in ornate carvings and whose bow was painted with her name, Orlean, attacked the fierce swells and storms of the North Atlantic with great enthusiasm, but there was no way to shorten the duration of the voyage. After seven weeks, the ship slipped steadily into Hudson Bay, a body of water so apparently vast that once they were beyond her mouth, there was little visible change from being on the open seas. Two days later, the Orlean reached the southern shore of the bay, and docked at York Factory, the Hudson’s Bay Company’s largest settlement, and as strange a cluster of buildings as Wallace had ever laid eyes on.

It looked more like a fort than a trading post. A high rectangle of walls enclosed warehouses, offices, bunkhouses, stores, and other less clearly identifiable buildings. Towers stood at each corner of the compound, along with a tall central watchpost that rose from the end of one of the main buildings. Set into the walls, and above the main entrance, were heavy cannons, pointing outwards.

“What place is this?” asked a man whose name was Logan. He was standing beside Wallace on the deck of the Orlean, his thick red beard coated with ice.

“I have no idea,” said Wallace. “I presume it is home.”

With dinner finished, McTavish built the fire, ordered Grant and Munro to take watch, then settled down in his bedding to sleep, huddled tightly alongside Paterson.

The temperature was plummeting, and were Wallace a normal man, he would already be feeling the creeping numbness of frostbite in his fingers and toes, despite the thick gloves and heavy boots that encased them. His recycled body seemed immune to the condition that was the worst fear of the Hudson’s Bay Company men; he had seen a good number of men taken to the doctor to have their noses and fingers cut off before the dead flesh turned black with infection. Men with a full complement of digits were not quite a minority at York Factory, but were certainly noteworthy.

The light went quickly, as though some enormous lamp had been snuffed out. Wallace could no longer see beyond the nearest trees that surrounded their camp, could barely see the shapes of Grant and Munro as they walked the perimeter, stamping their feet to keep warm. Snoring rose thick and steady from the sleeping men, their breath clouding and drifting on the freezing air. When dawn broke, they would head for York Factory, and if he delayed them, they would tie him to a pole and carry him. By the end of the following day, accounts of what had happened in the forest would be presented to the Factors, and Wallace knew that, despite his good standing, it would not be his version that was believed.

He shifted his arms, trying to keep the blood circulating. They were numb, the combined result of cold and restraint, and pins and needles stabbed at his flesh as it was forced into action. When he could again feel his fingers, he settled back against the post that had been driven into the ground to hold him, and cast his mind back to what had befallen Scott, turning it over and over in his mind, searching for any detail that might be turned to his advantage, that might extricate him from the situation in which he found himself.

The first winter had also been the last for many.

The temperature rarely rose above twenty-five below, and the exertion of simply moving one’s body in such conditions drained vitality that was almost impossible to replace. Men who had boarded the Orlean as giants, highlanders full of brawn and muscle, shrivelled away before the eyes of their colleagues, despite dried venison and fish and abundant fat geese. The snow was deep, thick and relentless, and the cold was beyond anything the men had known. It was hard to think, let alone move. More than one man was found dead in his bunk as the dawn rose, his body, or perhaps his spirit, having simply given up, and the isolation and the cold raised madness in men who were not built to cope with such extremes; fights were common, many of them bloody, several fatal. Less than a month after Wallace’s arrival, an entire trading party vanished in the interior, not far from the Red River; nothing was found but their scattered packs and patches of blood that had frozen solid. One of the lost was Alan Logan, who had crossed the Atlantic on the Orlean with Wallace, and had seemed tailor-made for Hudson Bay: tall and heavy-set and wickedly handy with an axe, qualities that had clearly not been enough to prevent whatever had befallen him and his colleagues.

When the ice thawed and the first company ship made its way into the bay, almost seven months after the Orlean had departed, the clamour for berths among men who had changed their minds was fierce, despite the wages they would forfeit by returning home. The lucky ones staggered on to the ship without a backward glance, their faces set with misery.

John Wallace, on the other hand, had never been happier.

It became quickly apparent that the command of letters and numbers that Heath had been so interested in was not going to be greatly taxed by his new employment; it was mostly basic bookkeeping and inventory, the completion of ledgers and receipts, the tallying of simple columns of figures. He quickly excelled, and by the time that first, hard winter had passed, he had turned down promotion on two occasions. It was not ingratitude; it was rather that he had no desire to spend even more time hunched over a desk in his office, while the wilderness howled and roared beyond its walls.

After three months, he had requested permission to join a trading party on their journey into territory the Company had recently granted to the Métis, the offspring of Cree and Algonquin mothers and French fathers who hunted buffalo far west of Hudson Bay. It was a dangerous mission; the granting of the land had angered the North West Company, who operated on the western shores of the bay, and whose trade routes had been compromised by the Métis settlement.

Wallace’s superiors had been reluctant to grant his request – his value to the Company was already clear – but they had eventually relented, and Wallace had set out with a party of men on a blindingly bright March morning, his feet bound in a pair of enormous snowshoes that had been specially made for him.

And despite the tension between the company and the native peoples, the blistering cold and the harshness of the terrain, the trip went well; the Métis had prospered over the winter, and the buffalo skins and furs they had to offer were both plentiful and of the highest quality. All at York Factory were delighted upon the party’s return, with a single exception.

John Wallace had felt something profound in the wilderness.

The cold affected him less than other men, he knew, and his unusual strength and size made the hard landscape more manageable than it might have been. But it was not these advantages that had caused him to enjoy the journey; it had been the remarkable sense of freedom. Here, near the top of the world, his guilt fell away from him like thawing snow, washed away by ice and freezing air and sunlight so bright it was blinding. He was liked well enough by his colleagues, men whose bodies were barely stranger or less uniform than his own, and who asked no questions, and cast no aspersions. They worked together, ate together, and looked after each other, but there was no softness to either the men or the world around them, despite its remarkable beauty. It was a land of sharp edges, a land that punished carelessness and stupidity, and in it, for the first time, John Wallace had found peace.

There were dangers in the forest, beyond the conditions and the terrain. The spring brought newly-awakened bears, their bellies rumbling with hunger, irritable and unpredictable after long months asleep. Wolves roamed the wilderness in packs, more than capable of taking a full-grown man who found himself separated from his colleagues. Tracks in the snow were never ignored; they were pored over and taken into careful consideration when the trade missions were selecting their routes in and out of the interior of Rupert’s Land.

But beyond the all too real animal threat, there were other dangers less easily described. Tales were told, by the elders of the natives whose lands these really were, of things that moved between the trees, things that made no sound and left no tracks. The spirits of the dead, the lost and the restless, ghouls that had no form, but who howled on the coldest winter nights. Wallace was not a superstitious man, although he knew more about what could scientifically be classed as the supernatural than almost any other man alive. But even he had seen and heard things in the wilderness that he could not readily explain. Lights that moved low across the snowy ground, tracks that corresponded to no animal he recognised, howls and whines that chilled the blood. He had often felt like he was being watched as he journeyed along the Hudson Bay tributaries, even though he usually attempted to dismiss such sensations as the results of isolation, and the fear it caused.

Among the whispered stories and legends of the north, there was one that froze the blood more completely than any other. The Algonquian tribes believed that everything – every living animal and plant, every inert object like a rock or a body of water – contained a spirit. These spirits were known as Manitou, and the most terrible of them all was the wendigo. Tied on an elemental level to the north, to winter cold and starvation, the wendigo was a spiritual being of enormous power, a malevolent creature that ate the flesh of men, but could never be sated. It haunted the darkest places, the deep forest, an emaciated being of frightful, rotting appearance, murdering and eating and possessing those men who had resorted to cannibalism, a taboo that was not as unthinkable in the wilderness as it would have been comfortable to believe.

Wallace knew at least three men who claimed to have seen such a creature with their own eyes, to have faced it across darkened clearings or come upon it as it fed on some unfortunate soul. He had not scoffed, as there was much that seemed plausible in the north that would have seemed ludicrous if discussed in the drawing rooms of London or Paris, but he did not believe that the men had seen what they thought they had; he believed that there would be rational explanations for the encounters, given time to investigate them more thoroughly.

Now, he was no longer so sure.

He and Scott had been sent out to gather wood for the fire while McTavish and the others secured the furs and cleared snow from the clearing that would serve as their campsite. They were on the final leg of their journey home from a trading mission to the Selkirk Settlement, where they had acquired four heavily laden carts of pemmican, the mixture of dried meat and fat that was essential for survival in the northern wilderness.

At the edges of the settlement, they had come across a tribe of Métis that Wallace had traded with on a number of occasions, but who had been forbidden by law from taking pemmican out of the wide swathe of land that comprised the Selkirk Settlement to sell. The judgement had been unpopular, particularly with the North West Company, who had previously traded large quantities of it with the Métis, and it had been impossible not to notice the unpleasant atmosphere that had descended as they drove their full carts past the tribesmen. No harsh words had been exchanged, but the tension had been tangible. There were whispers in the forest that the Métis were preparing for war with Selkirk, at the urging of the North West Company, rumours that Wallace hoped were untrue, but found entirely plausible.

As a result, his first thought when Scott screamed was that a rogue Métis warrior had followed them along the Red River Trails, waited until the two of them were separated from their colleagues, and attacked from the shadows. Wallace dropped the armfuls of branches he had gathered and turned in the direction of the scream, his hand going to the long knife that hung from his belt.

Scott was staggering through the trees, screaming and clawing at something on his back. Wallace ran forward, sending up clouds of white as he churned the snow with his huge feet, then skidded to a halt as the thing on his colleague’s back turned to look at him. It appeared to be a man, but if so, how it had the strength to even move was beyond Wallace’s understanding. The thing looked starved, the sharp points of its bones visible beneath a thin covering of grey skin and tatters of wool and cloth. Long white hair hung down its back and its face was ashen, the colour of winter, grey and empty. A matted beard hung almost to its waist below an open mouth, a black maw from which animal grunts were emerging, and its eyes glowed red, the flickering colour of Hell. It hissed at him, then buried its face in the back of Scott’s neck. Blood flowed, and Scott screamed again, breaking Wallace’s paralysis.

He ran forward again and barrelled into the clawing, thrashing figures, sending them crashing to the ground. They separated as they fell, and he leapt at the grey thing, hacking at it with his knife, a bellow of fury erupting from him. Skin split, spraying blood across his arms and face, and the creature screamed in pain as it bucked and twisted beneath him. Wallace didn’t relent; he brought the sharp edge of the blade down again and again, hacking thick, wedge-shaped wounds in the grey flesh, until the creature managed to free an arm and drive it into his face.

Wallace rocked back, stunned by the power in the blow. The arm propelling the fist was as thin as a newborn’s, but he doubted he had ever been hit harder. Blood ran down his throat from his nose, and he tipped back on to the snow. He was moving again instantly, but the creature was gone; he heard movement in the trees, saw the ghost of something flicker in the distance, but then Scott started to scream again, and he crawled over to the man. His limbs were thrashing wildly, and he took a tight hold of them, trying to calm him, to hold him steady. Wallace looked round, and saw Paterson in the distance, staring at him with his hand over his mouth, his eyes wide with horror. In his arms, Scott screamed and screamed, and he was about to bellow for Paterson to get help when something thundered into the back of his head, and everything went black.

Wallace opened his eyes. Somehow, despite the numbing cold and the pain in his bound wrists and ankles, he had fallen asleep, or at least passed out with exhaustion. The fire burned low in front of him, barely more than embers, giving off no heat that he could feel, the darkness around it deeper than ever. Surrounding it, packed tightly together, were his colleagues. The men were all asleep, the watch cancelled, or simply abandoned.

He twisted his limbs to the extent of their range, and was relieved when feeling began to return to them. He was not susceptible to frostbite, but nor was he certain that he was immune to it, and the conditions he found himself in were a recipe for disaster if his flesh turned out to be as fragile as that of normal men. He was about to shout for the rest of the men to wake up, for no other reason than spite, when he heard something moving in the darkness.

It was a scratching sound, low and barely audible. Something moving through snow that was mostly ice. Wallace tipped his head back and inhaled deeply, searching the air for the strong animal scent of a bear or a wolf, and found neither. The scratching paused, then began again, more urgently. Fear, which was an entirely unusual sensation for John Wallace, trickled through him. The light cast by the fire extended barely a foot beyond the smouldering wood, far enough to illuminate the outlines of his colleagues, but little else. Around him, the landscape was black, and empty.

The sound came again, fainter this time, more distant, as though whatever was making it was moving away. And suddenly Wallace understood.

“McTavish!” he bellowed. “Grant! Paterson! Awake now, for God’s sake!”

The men around the fire popped up as though they had been stung by hornets, their eyes wild with fear in the pale orange glow of the fire. McTavish was first to his feet, his knife in his hand.

“I’ll cut yer bloody throat,” he shouted. “Keep makin’ that racket and see if ah dinnae, ye foul thing.”

“Build up the fire,” shouted Wallace. “We need light.”

“Why, for God’s sake?” asked Grant.

“It’s Scott,” he said. “Check him, and see for yourselves.”

McTavish narrowed his eyes, then turned to the rest of the men. “Build ’er up, lads,” he said. “Then we’ll see, aye.” As the men piled wood on to the embers, he pulled an oil lamp from his pack, and lit it with a burning stick from the fire. Yellow light spilled from its glass, along with the familiar smell of whale oil, and McTavish stomped round the fire to where Scott had been lying.

He stopped dead, staring down at the ground. The watery lamplight illuminated the patch of snow where Scott had been, confirming instantly to Wallace that he had been right.

Scott was gone.

“Whit devilment is this?” asked McTavish, then turned towards him. “You! What ha’ ye done wi’ him?”

“Do you not see my bindings?” asked Wallace, his voice low. “This is not my doing, and you know it.”

“He’s gone?” asked Paterson, his voice trembling. “Why would he have gone? His injuries were terrible.”

“Whit ye askin’ me for?” spat McTavish, rounding on the young man. “I dinnae huv aw the answers fur ye. Think fer yersel, ya wee shite.”

“There’s a trail,” said Grant, peering down at the snow. “It looks like he crawled.” He took three careful steps away from the fire, and pointed at the ground. “The tracks stop here.”

“Stop?” asked Paterson. “How can they stop? Are there no footprints?”

“Not one,” said Grant, softly.

“Perhaps he flew,” said McTavish, and laughed, a loud bark with no humour in it. “Danced awa’ intae the sky wi’ the fairies.” He spat thickly into the fire. “Spread oot an’ find him. He cannae be far.”

Wallace shook his head. “I wouldn’t do that,” he said. “There’s something hungry out there.”

McTavish stormed across the campsite and pressed the blade of his knife against Wallace’s cheek. “There isnae anythin’ oot there!” he bellowed, flecks of spit landing on Wallace’s face. “There’s nothin’ but bears an’ wolves. Only devil in these woods is tied up a front o’ me. Dae ye ken?”

Wallace didn’t respond. There was clearly no point in attempting to convince McTavish of what he had seen, especially given Paterson’s refusal to admit the truth. He had tried, and that was all he could do.

McTavish withdrew the knife, then turned on the rest of the men, who were standing as still as statues, watching him.

“Get movin’!” he shouted. “Dinnae make me tell ye again!”

The three men jumped, then turned and made their way tentatively towards the trees. McTavish eyed them, then stomped away in the opposite direction, slamming through branches and kicking up snow until he disappeared into the darkness.

Wallace watched them go, his heart racing in his chest. Silent stillness fell over the campsite; he could hear nothing of his colleagues, nor see any sign of them. It was as though the forest had swallowed them.

Then an ungodly shriek tore through the freezing air, a terrible screech that rose and fell and seemed to go on forever. Instantly, it was answered by wolves, a chorus of soft, almost mournful howls that floated over the trees, dozens, perhaps hundreds of them, some barely audible. Wallace’s blood froze in his veins as the cacophony echoed around him, his breath held tight in his chest as the noise gradually faded away to nothing.

He felt fear coursing through him, and resolved to use it to his advantage. He flexed the muscles of his back and heaved with all his strength against the post he was tied to. He felt it loosen instantly, took a deep breath, and heaved again. The post moved, sliding upwards a few inches as the icy ground’s hold on it gave way. Wallace gritted his teeth, ignoring the pain shooting through his shoulder blades and down his bound arms, and heaved himself forward with all the strength he had. The post slid upwards again, more easily.

One more push, he hold himself. One more will free it.

Something landed in the clearing with a heavy thud, and rolled towards the fire. It came to rest near the edge of the now roaring flames, and was still. Wallace looked at it for a long moment, then threw back his head and screamed up into the night sky, a vast, unearthly noise that shook the trees and the ground. And even as he screamed, he heard laughter float among the trees, a high cackle of glee.

Grant pounded back into the campsite, closely followed by Munro and Paterson. The three men were breathing hard, and looking frantically around, their knives raised.

“Where is he?” shouted Munro. “What happened?”

Wallace managed to drag a huge, freezing breath into a body that had been fixed in place as he screamed, and slowly lowered his head. His mouth was full of saliva, and he spat it on to the snow before nodding towards the thing that had been thrown into the clearing.

“There,” he said. “It’s there.”

Munro frowned, then stepped round the fire next to Wallace.

“Mary Mother of Jesus,” he said, his voice low and cracking as Paterson and Grant followed his gaze.

Staring back at them, with wide eyes and an expression of profound confusion, was McTavish’s head. His hat was still in place, and his skin was pale and seemingly unmarked. But where his body should have been there was only a ragged stump, torn flesh surrounding a bright white nub of bone.

“Dear God,” said Paterson.

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,” whispered Grant, “I will fear no evil.” He crossed himself, his eyes wide.

“We have to find his body,” said Munro.

“Why?” asked Wallace. “What good will that do you or him?”

“We have to,” repeated Munro. “It’s only decent.”

“Don’t be a fool,” said Wallace. “Decency left this place long ago. Untie me and let us set watch. Our survival is all that matters now.”

Munro shook his head. “You stay where you are,” he said. “We will find McTavish, and then we will decide what is to be done.” He walked unsteadily in the direction that McTavish had gone, and disappeared into the trees. Grant and Paterson looked despairingly at each other for a long moment, then shuffled after their colleague.

“Don’t,” said Wallace. “There is only death out there.”

The two men passed without so much as a glance in his direction. Paterson looked close to tears, and Grant was holding tightly to the silver cross that hung around his neck. A second or so later, Wallace was again alone in the clearing. He instantly pushed all concern for his colleagues from his mind, and refocused on the task of freeing himself. He rocked forwards and backwards several times, loosening the post once more, then, with a grunt of effort, pushed himself forward with all his strength. The post rose up, caught agonisingly on the lip of the hole that had been dug for it, then burst out of the ground in a shower of snow.

Wallace tumbled to the ground, still tied, and shuffled backwards across the campsite, dragging the heavy post with him. He rolled himself so that the post, and the rope knots, were in the flames, ignoring the pain that began to radiate from his hands. He could smell burning fibres, and felt the slack around his wrists increase. He twisted and pulled, forcing the loops wider and wider, until, in a moment of heavenly relief, his hands came free. He wasted no time applying snow to the burns that covered them; he drew his knife, raised his legs, and began to slice furiously at the knots that locked his ankles and knees in place. The rope was strong, and the knots were well tied, but his knife was sharp, and it was the work of thirty seconds to cut the last of his bonds. He climbed to his feet, his legs screaming in pain at such sudden movement, in time to see his three colleagues emerge from the forest, their faces ashen.

For a long moment, nobody moved. They stared at him, and he at them. In the end, it was Grant who spoke.

“I never doubted you, Wallace,” he said. “McTavish has held a grudge on you for some months now, and I apologise to you for letting him act on it. I beg your forgiveness.”

“You have it,” said Wallace. “What of you others?”

“I apologise,” said Munro. “The accusations made against you were clearly false.”

“And you, Paterson?” asked Wallace, turning to face the youngest of their company. “Has the time come when you will admit what you saw? Admit what could have spared me this ordeal had you had more courage?”

Paterson nodded. “What happened was just as you said,” he replied, his voice unsteady. “Scott was attacked, but not by you. I was not brave enough to tell otherwise.”

“Then the matter is laid to rest,” said Wallace, his words full of a magnanimity he didn’t feel. “Any sign of McTavish?”

“Blood,” said Munro. “Steaming hot, and in large measure. Nothing else.”

Wallace nodded. “Come warm yourselves,” he said. “There is much to discuss.”

Munro shook his head. “Not for me,” he said. “I’m making for York Factory. Any who wish to accompany me are welcome.”

Wallace grimaced. “That is a mistake,” he said. “Likely a fatal one.”

Munro nodded. “I understand your view.” He turned to his colleagues. “Do you share it?”

“Be reasonable, man,” said Grant. “It’s madness to go alone. Wait till dawn, when we will go together.”

“You say madness?” said Munro. “I consider it mad to stay in a place where you know there is something that means us harm.”

“Please, Munro,” said Paterson. “Stay with us.”

Munro shook his head. “I mean no ill to any of you,” he said. “I wish you all the best. But I will not stay here, not for one minute longer.” He crossed the campsite, picked up his pack, and walked away along the trail without another word. Within seconds, he was lost from view.

Less than a minute later, a terrible scream echoed through the wilderness. Grant crossed himself once more, and the three men lowered their heads as silence settled back over the forest.

“How did you end up here, then?” asked Grant, rubbing his gloved hands together over the fire.

The three men were huddled in a triangle round the orange flames. There had seemed no point in standing guard, as Scott, or the grey creature Wallace and Paterson had seen, or whatever it was that was preying on them, could clearly move with great speed and quiet. Instead, they would stay as warm as possible, keep each other awake, and watch over each other’s shoulders for any sign of an attack.

Paterson shrugged. “A Company man came down as far as Manchester,” he said. “He was recruiting outside the factory where my dad works, and Father signed me up for five years. Didn’t even tell me until it was time for me to go to Liverpool to board the ship.”

Grant winced. “That’s a hard turn.”

Paterson nodded. “It’s all I think about,” he said. “On the crossing, and every day since I got here. I think about making it through these five years so I can go home and break his nose when he answers the door. That’s what keeps me going.”

Grant laughed, and Paterson gave a small smile. Wallace watched them steadily, sympathy and sadness mingling inside him.

“Don’t be too quick to take vengeance,” he said. “I have some experience in the subject, and it rarely brings the satisfaction you hope for.”

“Why do you say so?” asked Grant.

“It begets further vengeance,” said Wallace. “It becomes a cycle, with a momentum of its own. Little good comes of it.”

“Even though I was wronged?” asked Paterson. “And clearly so? I should let it pass without consequence?”

“I would not presume to tell you what you should do,” said Wallace. “I offer only advice, that you will either take or you will ignore.”

Paterson nodded, then turned to Grant. “What about you?” he asked. “What were the circumstances of your arrival here?”

Grant shrugged. “I was born on the Orkneys,” he said. “A wife and three children wait there for me. Orcadians have been taking the Company coin for years now. My brothers, two of my uncles. All of them sailed.”

“How many made it home?” asked Wallace.

“Two,” said Grant. “The rest are buried up at the Factory.” The grim statistic settled over the men before Grant continued. “I’m three years in, two more to go. Then I go home. I doubt my children will even recognise me, but they’ll get the chance to reacquaint themselves with me well enough. Because I will never leave them again once this term is done. Never.”

Wallace nodded. “You were born in the Orkney Islands?” he said.

Grant nodded.

“Yet your manner of speech is so different to McTavish’s. How came that to be the case?”

Grant smiled. “My wife is an Englishwoman,” he said. “From the south. She determined to cure me of rough talk, as she called it, when we married. I dare say she succeeded.”

Wallace smiled. “I dare say she did.”

“Do you have a family, Wallace?” asked Paterson, turning to face him.

He shook his head. “None that live,” he said. “There was a man, who I realised had been my father only once it was too late. But I committed terrible acts against him, and he is gone. I was not the only one of us who sinned, but mine were greater, and harder to atone for. Although I am more of a mind to try than I have previously been.”

“What sins did the two of you commit?” asked Grant, his voice low.

“We attempted to destroy one another,” said Wallace. “I was successful, and he was not. When it was done, I took a new name, and began a new life.”

“So John Wallace is not the name you were born with?” asked Paterson.

He shook his head. “No. But it is the only one I have.”

“Would you not take your father’s name?” asked Grant.

“Perhaps I would. If we survive till dawn, that is.”

The three men fell silent. Wallace stoked the fire with a damp branch, staring into the flickering flames. What he had told Grant and Munro of his past was more than he had ever told anyone, and he was surprised to realise that he felt fractionally better for having done so; the guilt, the huge weight that he bore unprotestingly across his shoulders every day, seemed to have lightened, ever so slightly. It was perhaps only a momentary thing, a temporary lessening of his load, but it was welcome regardless.

“So what did you see?” said Grant, eventually. “What was it that attacked Scott?”

Paterson looked at him, and Wallace nodded. He quickly filled Grant in on the details of his encounter in the forest, drawing a look of disgust from the man with his description of the creature that had affixed itself to Scott’s back.

“The Cree say the wendigo can possess a man,” said Grant, when Wallace was done. “Do you think that is what has befallen Scott?”

“Undoubtedly,” said Paterson. “What else could it be?”

Wallace said nothing. He saw no point in contradicting his young colleague, as he had no better explanation for what had befallen their party. But, having seen the creature up close, he was not sure that Paterson was correct; he was not sure at all.

Grant opened his mouth to say something more, but never got the chance. With a sudden rush of air and a noise like a falling comet, a tree branch, as thick as a man’s waist and covered in ice and snow, fell from the sky above them, and slammed down on to their fire. The fire exploded, shooting sparks and burning pieces of wood in all directions, followed by a huge eruption of snow that sent the three men sprawling to the ground.

Wallace found himself buried beneath a white blanket, as snow poured through the gaps of his clothing, numbing his skin. He swallowed ice and retched, coughing as the cold tore at this throat and lungs, and surged upwards, rising through the snow like a bear awakening from hibernation. He looked frantically around the remains of the campsite, and saw a hand sticking out of the snow. He waded across to it, took hold of the gloved fingers, and hauled for all he was worth. Paterson popped up like a jack-in-the-box, his eyes wide, his face bright red. Wallace released him, scanned the area for Grant, and saw no sign of him.

Then the laugh came again, a shrieking rattle of madness, echoing out of the trees, and Wallace’s heart sank with the realisation that his search would be fruitless.

“We have to go,” said Paterson. “We have to go now, right now, we have to go, we have to go, we have to—”

Wallace waded through the snow and slapped the man across his face, hard.

“Quiet,” he hissed. “Compose yourself, or I will leave you here alone. Do you understand me?”

Wallace had absolutely no intention of doing any such thing, but his words had the desired effect; Paterson’s eyes widened, then his mouth shut with an audible click.

“Run,” Wallace whispered. “Now, while there is time. Run into the forest.”

Paterson shook his head. “No, please,” he whimpered. “Don’t leave me, please don’t leave me.”

“I will not,” whispered Wallace. “But if we do not fight, we will die. So run, and I will follow. When it comes for you, I will ambush it. We will end this here.”

Tears spilled down Paterson’s face, hardening almost instantly to ice. He shook his head again, but with less conviction than before.

“I will not leave you,” repeated Wallace, his voice barely audible. “I swear I will not. Now run, before the chance is lost. RUN!”

He bellowed the final word; Paterson cried out, then scrambled to his feet and staggered into the woods, sobbing as he went. Wallace drew his knife, checked its blade, forced himself to wait for five agonising seconds, then went after his colleague, as quickly and quietly as he could.

Wallace moved through the shadows, stepping from the cover of one tree trunk to the next, and watched as Paterson blundered through the snow, alternately screaming and pleading for mercy. He was searching the darkness between the trees for any sign of movement, no matter how small, for any hint of what might be coming.

His plan was dangerous, almost foolhardy; he could not be certain that if Paterson were attacked he would be able to reach the man in time to offer any aid. But he had not been able to think of anything else; it had been clear that if they stayed where they were, they were going to be picked off in turn, long before the first fingers of dawn showed above the eastern horizon.

Ahead of him, Paterson stumbled, fell, clambered back to his feet, and kept moving. The noises he was making were incoherent now, a blubbering mess of prayers and sobs and apologies. Wallace tracked him, trying to keep the distance between them to no more that twenty feet, then ducked against a tree trunk and froze.

Something had dropped silently out of the sky behind Paterson.

Wallace craned his neck as slowly as he dared, and peered round the trunk.

It was Scott.

His face was turned away from him, but Wallace could see the dried blood on the back of his head and neck from where the emaciated creature had savaged him, and could see something far more troubling.

A red glow was emanating from Scott’s eyes.

Paterson was still crashing forward, oblivious to the presence of anyone behind him. As Wallace watched, Scott stepped up and floated above the ground, his feet a clear inch above the snow. Then he leant forward, and slowly began to follow Paterson, his arms outstretched like a lover awaiting an embrace.

Wallace stared, unable to believe what was happening. His own birth was a violation of the laws of nature, but it was a result of science, of man’s headlong pursuit for knowledge, regardless of the cost. What he was seeing, with his own two eyes, was something else, something primal and unnatural, something that belonged in the darkness.

He forced himself to move, not to let fear paralyse him once more. He followed Scott, keeping a distance that he hoped was safe, until the floating man stopped and said a single word.

“Paterson.”

The young man shrieked in new terror, and spun round. His legs tangled, and he fell into the snow, a look of wild panic on his face. His eyes settled on the man who had spoken, and his face crumpled with misery.

“Please,” he said, his voice thick with sobs. “Please, Scott. I have never wronged you, at least never knowingly. Please let me go. Please.”

Wallace circled silently round, moving his feet with the utmost care. He settled behind a tree that was barely ten feet from Scott, in time to hear his reply.

“No wrong was done,” said Scott. “You do not deserve this, if that is any comfort to you. But I am so hungry.”

Paterson cried out, his sobbing intensifying, his eyes wearing the look of a man who is staring through the gates of Hell itself.

“Hush now,” said Scott, and flew slowly towards the weeping man. “It will be quick. I promise it will be quick. Try and face eternity like a man.”

Paterson lowered his head. Thick trails of icy spit and mucus were glistening on his red, swollen face, and his body was visibly shaking.

“Good boy,” said Scott.

Wallace moved.

He covered the distance between himself and the abomination that had been his colleague in two strides of his long legs, his knife raised in the air in both hands. Scott spun round at the last moment, a snarl on his face, his eyes glowing an oily crimson, but was not fast enough; Wallace thrust his knife out with all his strength, and drove it into Scott’s chest. There was a sickening crunch as his sternum cracked in two, and a gout of blood sprayed from the new hole in his back, horribly bright across the white snow. Scott’s eyes widened, barely a foot away from Wallace’s. Then he exploded with a sound like a bursting balloon, spraying a huge quantity of blood across Wallace, across Paterson, and across the trees and floor of the forest.

Wallace stared, his mind reeling, his body paralysed with incredulity. Steam billowed from his blood-soaked coat as he tried to comprehend what had happened; tried to understand what could have caused Scott to explode like he had been stuffed full of gunpowder.

His heart, he thought. Was because I punctured his heart?

On the ground before him, Paterson was looking down at himself with wide eyes; his arms and torso were glistening red, as though they had been dipped in dye. The younger man’s chest was heaving up and down, and he seemed to be on the verge of panic. Then he raised his head, his skin almost translucent, his eyes huge, and whispered two words that brought Wallace instantly to his senses.

“Behind … you …”

Wallace whirled round, his heart climbing into his throat, his legs seeming to move impossibly slowly, the hand that was still holding his blood-smeared knife rising almost involuntarily.

Hunched in front of him was the creature he had seen clinging to Scott’s back.

He could see it clearly now, even through the fear that was tightening in his chest, threatening to paralyse him. Its limbs were little more than covered bones, its skin grey and blotchy, its chest concave, its midriff wrapped in rags. A long beard, white and grey and matted, covered the lower half of its face and descended almost to its navel. A mane of tangled hair hung down its back from its scalp.

Its fingernails were thick and curved, yellow points as sharp as razors.

The gaping wounds he had hacked into its flesh were gone.

Its eyes glowed a terrible crimson.

Behind him, Wallace heard Paterson whispering, “Oh God,” over and over again in a low refrain of desperation. He stared at the creature; it was regarding him with its terrible eyes, the distance between them no more than ten feet. It took a shambling step forward, a low growl rising from its throat, its mouth hanging open, and tilted its head to one side, as though it were examining him. Wallace met its gaze, waiting for it to attack, telling himself to aim for the creature’s heart.

Then the light dimmed in its eyes, and Wallace gasped. Without the devilish red glow, the creature’s face, although now ravaged and ghostly pale, was suddenly familiar. It was a face he had looked at every day as the Orlean had surged determinedly across the Atlantic.

“Logan?” he said. “Dear God, Logan, is that you?”

The creature snarled, and the crimson in its eyes intensified again. Wallace stared, his mind reeling. Logan had been lost their first winter in the New World, assumed long dead by everyone who had known him. And in truth, if it was him, he looked dead; Wallace could not imagine how any man could have survived for half a decade in the brutal wilderness of the interior, not under natural circumstances, at least. But it was Logan, he was sure it was. Shrunken and shrivelled, possessed by God alone knew what, but still the man he had once thought of as a friend.

“What has befallen you?” he managed. “Tell me, Logan.”

The creature snarled again, and took a half-step backwards. Steam was rising from its uncovered skin, blooming into the freezing air in clouds of pale grey. Behind him, Wallace heard Paterson scramble to his feet, but paid the younger man no mind; his attention was focused entirely on the ghoulish apparition before him. He no longer felt certain that the creature was going to attack him; it suddenly seemed wary, almost apprehensive. As he watched, it took another step backwards, away from him.

“Logan,” he repeated. “Alan Logan. That was your name.”

The creature growled, its glowing eyes darting left and right, like a cornered animal. Then it opened its mouth, wide enough that Wallace saw the sharp yellow-white points of its teeth, tipped back its head, and unleashed a quavering howl of abject misery that echoed through the forest. As the distant wolves began to answer, as Wallace stared at the damned creature with the fear in his heart rapidly transforming into sympathy, there was a movement behind the emaciated grey shape.

Thunk.

Wallace saw a glint of metal, and then the creature’s head was spinning up into the air, trailing blood. It landed with a gentle crunch in a bank of snow at the foot of one of the trees, as a gout of blood gushed out of the stump of its neck, splattering the white ground around it. The creature’s body took a faltering step forward, its hands opening and closing on nothing, then pitched forward and crashed to the ground. Behind it stood Paterson, his long knife in his hand, a wild look in his eyes.

“Got it,” he breathed. “I got it, John.”

Wallace didn’t respond; he was looking at the disembodied head lying in the snow, his heart frozen in his chest. Its eyes were blinking rapidly, and its mouth was twisting silently, as though it was trying to speak.

Not dead, he realised, his mind teetering on the brink of collapse. It’s not dead. Dear God.

“John?” repeated Paterson, but Wallace ignored him. He walked slowly towards the head, his feet crunching through the snow, his skin covered in gooseflesh below the layers of his clothing, and crouched down beside it. A whistling noise was emerging from between the head’s lips, and he lowered himself down beside it, listening closely.

“… Wallace …” it whispered. “John … Wallace. I … know … you.”

He turned and stared at Alan Logan, for that was who this creature was, or had been. There was no longer any doubt. The stricken man stared back at him for a long moment, an expression on its face that was something close to peaceful. Then its eyes burst with red light, and the head lunged forward, moving in defiance of the laws of physics, and its teeth snapped shut with a loud crunch less than an inch from John Wallace’s nose. He recoiled, scrambled to his feet, and backed away, his eyes locked on the severed head as it rolled and rocked and thrashed in the snow. Then a hand fell on his shoulder, and he almost cried out as he turned to face the pale, frightened face of Paterson.

“I got him,” repeated Paterson. “Didn’t I? I got him, John.”

Wallace took a deep breath, then walked stiffly across to Logan’s body. He crouched down, and positioned the heavy blade of his knife over the centre of the pale grey chest.

“You got him,” he said. “Stand back.”

He brought the knife down.


III

21st May 1816

Dover, England

“Ticket please, sir.”

Wallace handed over the sheaf of documents the travel agent on the Dover wharf had provided him with. As the inspector studied them, he looked around at the men and women boarding the ship, their luggage piled high on carts. Many of them were young men, in groups of three or four, embarking on the grand tour of Europe that had come to define the youth of a certain class of Englishman. To Wallace, they looked like gods, their skin glowing, their parted hair slicked firmly to their heads, their conversation loud and happy and delivered in accents that could have cut glass.

He had left the New World on the next ship to arrive at York Factory, some three months after he and Paterson had stumbled out of the forest, their bodies soaked with blood and bearing a story of horrors that he knew few had believed. But there had been no proof against them of foul play, and no charges brought. Wallace had been ordered to stay within the York Factory compound, which was absolutely fine with him; he had lost his love of the wilderness.

From Aberdeen he had made his way south, stopping at the Hudson’s Bay Company offices in London to collect the balance of his pay, intending to be on his way as quickly as possible. But in the bustling street outside, a voice from the past had called out to him.

“Is that John Wallace?”

He turned, a frown rising instinctively on to his face; the majority of men who knew that name were either an ocean away, or dead. But hurrying towards him along the pavement, older and greyer and wider than he had been, was Heath, a broad smile on his round face.

“It is you,” he exclaimed, stopping in front of Wallace and pumping his hand up and down. “I thought as much. You are a hard man to forget, sir.”

Wallace allowed his frown to slowly turn into a smile. “As are you,” he said. “Even after six long years.”

“Has it been that long?” asked Heath. “I suppose it has. Remarkable how the time flies, is it not?”

Wallace’s smile widened, as he remembered the glacial speed of life at York Factory, where time seemed to stand still as the wind howled and the snow fell.

“It is,” he said.

“I assume the lure of civilisation eventually proved too strong?” said Heath. “They say a season in the north is equivalent to a year in warmer climes.”

“Who says so?” asked Wallace.

“Everybody,” said Heath, smiling. “Or perhaps nobody. You appear to have survived the wilderness intact, I am glad to see. I had no doubt that you were suited to it, from the moment I set eyes on you.”

“I survived,” said Wallace, his smile faltering. “Others were not so lucky.”

Heath nodded gravely. “Such is the way,” he said. “A life of adventure is not for everyone.”

Wallace narrowed his eyes. “Have you ever been to the north?” he asked. “Personally, I mean. Have you seen York Factory for yourself?”

Heath’s smile returned. “Why, my good sir,” he said, “it is more than likely that you slept in the comfort of a bunkhouse build by my own two hands. I sailed in 1790, and did not return for more than eight years. I served my time, worry not.”

“And would you go back?” asked Wallace.

“Not for all the tobacco in Virginia,” said Heath, his smile widening. “Good day, Mister Wallace. The very best of luck to you.” The man tipped his hat, and disappeared through the doors of the Company offices.

Wallace stared after him for a long moment, then turned and walked away.

In a travel office on Piccadilly, he had chartered a coach to take him to Dover, from where he intended to depart on a new journey, one that he hoped would prove significantly less eventful than the last. He endured the uncomfortable journey in silence; his meagre possessions sealed in a case on the seat beside him, his wages tucked firmly into the inner pocket of his coat, his mind focused on the prospect of peace, and rest.

“You have a carriage meeting you at Le Havre?” asked the inspector.

“It’s been arranged,” said Wallace.

“As far as Paris?”

“Correct.”

“May I ask your final destination?” said the inspector.

“Geneva, Switzerland” said Wallace. “I intend to spend the summer by the lake.”

“And your name?”

Wallace paused. “Frankenstein,” he said, eventually. “Victor Frankenstein.”
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