
A Winter Shadow Fading  By  M. S. Rogerson 

Page | 1 

 

 

CHAPTER 1 

Hunting the Wilk 
 

 

 

 

Winter's a damn nuisance. Julian hated the cold. He hated the ice 

and the snow, and the skulking gray clouds, daunting poor surface 

dwellers with threats of more cold and more snow. There was only one 

reason he came to Lanklund: the twenty gold mediums offered as bounty 

for one of the fabled vesperwilk. For that, he would deal with the cold. 

Halting halfway up the steep climb, he unslung his longbow. His 

employer, Turald, waited at the bottom of the hill with the horses. From 

the high vantage, snowy barrens stretched to the horizon. They glowed 

bright under the moonlight, a stark counterpoint to the deep-shadowed 

slope at his feet and the ebony sky above. Some might have thought it 

beautiful. Julian’s teeth chattered, and he turned to continue his ascent 

through the knee-deep drifts. 

When he reached the summit, he crept to the far side. The bare 

hilltop had little in the way of cover save some rocky outcrops and a few 

scraggily trees, but it remained the only upwind approach. His dark cloak 

should make him nearly invisible against a backdrop of night. 

He inched his way to the lip of the hill and took a measured breath. 

Far below, the vesperwilk lay beneath the outer branches of a huge, solitary 
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evergreen. Julian’s pulse quickened. The pure white fur made it almost 

impossible to see its outline against the snow, but tales told of their wolfish 

appearance. Barely visible, blue eyes glittered like faint sapphires. 

Kneeling out of sight, he strung the bow. A trickle of sweat ran 

down his back despite the chill. He had never hunted a beast like this. 

They were said to be twice the size of a mountain wolf and, according to 

legends, magic. 

An arrow slid from the quiver. He rose on one knee, high enough 

to see over the snow. When he gazed at the wilk this time, the moonlight 

dimmed, but his eyes remained locked on the magnificent animal. 

The wind died, and Julian’s insides lurched as the horizon tilted. 

He put a steadying hand on the ground and gripped the bow as a murky 

grayness closed in around him. He lost all sense of direction. The world 

spun. Then it stopped. 

Blinking, he looked about. A yellow light shone from above - 

daylight. A warm, pleasant breeze touched his face, and the familiar 

rundown barn in the distance brought a strange rush of memories. Despite 

a sense of unbelief, there could be no doubts. This was the farm where he 

grew up, and he now held a child’s short bow. 

“What are you waiting for, boy?” came a deep, urgent whisper from 

behind him. 

Julian’s heart sped. He stared forward at the animal, its large round 

eyes staring right back. The rabbit sat twenty feet in front of him in the 

middle of his father’s barley field. It showed no fear. 

The bow shook in his hand, and he started crying. He was supposed 

to kill the rabbit. He never killed anything before, but his father- 

“Stop your blubbering. You sound like a wee lass.” 
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“Papa, I do nay want to.” Julian’s voice was strange in his own ears... 

small. 

“If you’re to be a hunter, you’ll do it. You will, or by Ater it’ll be 

the lash.” 

Julian did not want to be a hunter. Run away, little coney. I’ll have 

to shoot if you just sit there. 

If he did anything to frighten it, his father would beat him. 

“Boy, shoot it, or I will. And if I do, the rabbit’ll still be dead, but 

you won’t sit right for a week after I’m done.” 

That settled Julian’s guilt. It would die one way or another, but 

which was worse, to kill the animal or get a beating? 

He glared at Papa, then looked in frustration at the little animal as 

it chewed young barley sprouts. Stupid coney. Gritting his teeth, he shot 

the arrow. The rabbit flew backward and twitched on its side for a 

moment. 

The arrow had entered through its eye, and the bloody point jutted 

from the back of the rabbit’s skull. Julian’s heart sank. His shoulders 

drooped. 

Papa spoke, but the words did not register. Julian’s eyes blurred 

looking at the poor creature, and his lower lip trembled. It should have 

run away. He threw down his bow and fled. 

After a while, he fell to his knees and rubbed his eyes with balled 

up fists, Papa’s shouts echoing in the distance. The spring breeze turned 

suddenly cold, and he lowered his hands. A gray mist seemed to rise out 

of the grass. He closed his eyes, and the strange fog became colder. The 

wind picked up until it stung his face. 

Julian opened his eyes. Snow covered the ground beneath a star-

speckled sky. What in Hell? He looked around, pulse racing, but he 



A Winter Shadow Fading  By  M. S. Rogerson 

Page | 4 

 

appeared to be right where he should be. Below, lay the beast, and his 

hand tightened on the longbow. 

The strange vision had not felt like a memory so much as a moment 

relived from his past. Maybe he had fallen asleep and dreamed it. Maybe 

he was losing his mind. Whatever the case, he could not let the old man 

find out. He might cancel the contract if he knew his hired sword was 

having strange episodes. Julian did his best to forget and focus on the hunt. 

His heart still pounded. Closing his eyes once again, he took several 

easy breaths to relax. He lay a reassuring hand on his sword hilt. If his shot 

went wide and the beast charged, he would have the blade ready.  

He pulled off his right glove with his teeth, nocked the arrow, and 

rose to one knee. With two gray fingers on the cord, he drew it back. The 

bear-gut bowstring creaked, and the feathers tickled his cheek while he 

took aim. 

The wilk lay still, at peace. Julian furrowed his brow. Focus. His 

arms ached with the effort of holding the taut bowstring. Loose it. He 

swallowed. Loose the bloody arrow. He envisioned a handful of gold coins, 

enough to keep him well-fed for a whole year. That helped. Taking a deep 

breath, he held it. He led his aim a fraction in case the animal sprang, and 

he released the string. 

The arrow flew. 

He breathed out. 

The wilk sprang and sped away. 

Julian groaned, slapping his forehead. Had he missed? It might have 

stumbled before it dashed off, but he had to see for himself. He leapt up 

and ran down the hill as fast as he could. His muscles burned, but he did 

not stop until he reached the evergreen. A spatter of red glistened on the 

snow where the wilk had lain. 
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Julian released a triumphant bellow. He had made that shot from a 

hundred yards out, under moonlight, and with a headwind. His heart 

raced with pride and the thrill of the hunt. His limbs felt light. 

He was ready to sprint after it when a gravelly voice from behind 

spoke. 

“A steed would be the more prudent choice I think.” 

Turald had walked around the base of the hill, leading the horses. 

Julian grinned as the old man came nearer, but Turald frowned. 

“You missed the heart,” he growled. 

Julian’s retort died on his lips. There was something about the old 

man’s tone. Instead, Julian jumped into the saddle and rode forward to 

follow the wilk’s trail, a clear, blood-dappled passage through the deep 

snow. 

 

 

They followed the winding tracks between the foothills until the 

trail disappeared into the darkness of a fir wood. They led their mounts 

beneath the first of the trees and secured the animals. 

Standing deep in thought beside his steed, Julian’s fingertips 

drummed on the hilt of his sword. No animal bleeding like that should 

have been able to run so far, so fast. It was impressive and worrisome. 

Maybe the wilk was not as injured as he guessed. Either way, there was no 

need to take undue risks. 

He unsheathed the sword, a heavy steel falcata. The blade’s ring 

gave him heart, and the old man grunted an approval beside him. 

As they entered the dim weald, the snow dwindled to a thin blanket 

of icy gray, and the fur needles produced a muffled stillness. Julian was 

glad to leave the wind behind, but he found the new silence unnerving. 



A Winter Shadow Fading  By  M. S. Rogerson 

Page | 6 

 

The old man’s slow rattling breath and the crunch of booted steps 

resonated in Julian’s ears. He listened for other sounds: soft padding feet, 

the subtle snap of a twig, a low growl. There was nothing. 

They walked deeper into the woods. The trees grew close together, 

and the faint fragrance of pine sap tainted the still air. It became 

increasingly difficult to follow the trail in the gloom, and a few times Julian 

had to bend low to search for the next trace of a pawprint or drip of blood. 

Ahead, near the top of a small rise, it grew lighter. 

He and Turald soon stepped into a moonlit clearing before a large 

patch of snow, stained crimson - like a round carpet of red velvet, upon 

which an enormous white wolf lay. The feathered arrow shaft protruded 

just behind the creature’s foreleg. Julian’s mouth formed a gratified sneer. 

I did miss the heart, but only by a hair. 

The men approached. Julian kept his blade at the ready, but the 

animal made no move except to lift its head. Eyes of brilliant blue held 

Julian’s gaze. He tensed as the hazy grayness returned. He tried to fight 

the sensation, but an overbearing shame entered his heart. His eyes 

glistened. So noble... What have I done? 

Turald poked him in the chest. “Julian! Look at me.” 

His mind was fuzzy, but he heard the words. His employer came 

into focus as Julian came to himself. He could make no sense of it. Those 

thoughts- they were real, but they were not his. 

Turald glared at him. 

“What’s happening to me?” Julian asked. 

“The magic of the vesperwilk. I neglected to warn you so that I 

might observe your response.” The old man shook his head. “A pitiful 

performance.” 

Julian’s face burned. “I shot the beast, didn’t I? You hired me to-” 
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“I know what I hired you to do,” interrupted the old man. “You 

have been allowing her to lead you about by the nose. Did you try to 

resist?” He looked down at the animal. “She is a wily one. I may have 

expected too much of you on this first attempt. Their little mind games 

can be persuasive. This magic works defensively, but passively. For 

example, what you experienced back on the hilltop-” 

Julian glanced up in surprise. 

“Yes,” the old man continued dismissively, “I expected something 

of the sort. My point is, you were affected by the magic, yet I do not believe 

she was, as yet, aware of your presence until you shot the arrow. Otherwise, 

she would have attacked you while you sat befuddled inside your own 

memories.” 

Julian thought of his odd turn on the hilltop. So that was vesperwilk 

magic as well. How does he know about that? 

Julian felt angry at himself and embarrassed. He shrugged and said, 

“It’s over. The beast is finished. What does it matter if it tricked me?” 

Turald looked back at Julian, a shrewd glint in his eyes. “It matters. 

The creature before us is but one, yet all must be slain. You must learn to 

master yourself, if you are to teach others how to serve me in this task.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“From the southern shores of Davonrel, to the heights of the 

Hilgrath, not a single vesperwilk can remain alive.” 

“But that’s ridiculous. It would take years, even with a whole band 

of skilled hunters. I thought you were just after a trophy. You said nothing 

about purging all of them.” 

He suspected he had been swindled from the start. This foolish old 

man could not expect all that work in return for one small box of gold. 

Wiping out an entire species would take a lifetime of effort. 
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He raised his sword. “I’ll take the bounty you offered for this one... 

and I’ll take it right now. I’m not the man for this job. I’m certain you’ll 

find someone else for your grand scheme.” 

Turald’s eyes widened. He bared his teeth and raised his palm. With 

a deep boom, Julian was knocked off his feet and flew backward, slamming 

hard into a tree. It felt as though he had been struck by a giant fist. An 

unseen strength pressed him against the trunk and constricted like a snake. 

His sword lay useless on the ground. His chest burned. He could 

not breathe. Spots were popping before his eyes. 

The old man moved close to Julian, face to face. Turald's voice took 

on an eerie calm, and yet there was a sharp edge. “You are mistaken. You 

are the man for this job, because I have chosen you.” 

Julian stopped struggling, but his entire body shivered. Turald’s 

black pupils dilated, drawing him in like gaping chasms. 

“I have worked a very long time to reach this goal, and my efforts 

will not be wasted.” 

A reservoir of power brooded behind the eyes, but he stepped back 

a few paces and the menacing aura vanished. 

He adopted a casual tone. “You are not the first hunter I called 

upon. In point of fact, you are the fourth. The others all died of course. 

Gruesome, appalling deaths. You, however, have succeeded. So, let us have 

no further argument.” 

Released from the magical grip, Julian slid to the ground and fell 

onto his hands and knees. He gasped and panted until he caught his 

breath. His back bruised and his temples throbbing, he looked up. He still 

trembled and found it difficult to form coherent thoughts, but he 

managed a few words. 

“You... you’re a... a magus.” 
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“Yes. I am. Perhaps one day you shall earn the privilege of knowing 

my true name. For now, you may call me Master.” 

Julian’s mind raced. What had he gotten himself into? A blasted 

wizard of all people, and a powerful one at that. 

The young warrior considered his options. He had been a fool, but 

if Julian was anything, he was practical. 

He leaned back weakly and sat in the snow at the base of the tree. 

“I’m not daft enough to fight against a magus, but I’d like to know what’s 

ahead and what to expect in,” He swallowed, “in compensation.” 

The old man laughed. “The bounty I offered you was in good faith 

and would be paid, as I told you at our first meeting, upon the death of 

one vesperwilk. In just a few moments, you will have earned that bounty 

I think. You will receive like payment for every kill, and Julian... there are 

hundreds of them.” 

Julian sat up straighter. Hundreds? He thought of the twenty gold 

coins, an excellent payoff for one hunt, but a hundred times that and more 

would make him richer than any man he had ever heard of. Who cared 

what the old man’s motives were. This changed everything. It was a chance 

for greatness. 

Grunting, he got to his feet. Julian eyed the old man for a moment 

before extending his hand. “We have a deal then.” 

He shook Julian’s hand. “Good. Very good. Now that the matter is 

settled, let us complete our business and depart.” 

The magus turned his attention to the dying animal at his feet. Its 

breath came in weak and staggered huffs. He paced around the creature’s 

body, bent low behind its head, and began to chant. 
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Vesperwilk, oh Vesperwilk 

Save us from yon Ater ilk 

 

His tone was mocking and cruel though. He stopped and laughed 

again. The animal whimpered once, and after a last slow exhalation, the 

crystal blue eyes darkened. 

Julian knelt in the blood-sodden snow and removed a leather glove. 

His palm glided over the soft fur, his ash gray skin contrasting with the 

bright white pelt. 

A sudden rush of wind swept the clearing. Snow swirled in the air 

as nearby treetops swayed. The animal’s body glowed, and Julian leapt up 

in surprise. The intensity of the light grew, and, stepping back, he raised 

his hand to shade his eyes. 

The vesperwilk’s body rose as though lifted from the snow, and 

Julian looked at the magus. The man watched with an almost detached 

fascination. When Julian looked back at the vesperwilk, rising higher, he 

could see fir trees behind the now translucent form. Its shape grew less 

distinct, until it was but a shining mist, drifting upward. The shimmering 

cloud floated above the trees, faded, and vanished. Julian lowered his 

hand. What in Vesperfold just happened? 

Almost in answer, a woman’s keening wail drifted over the wind. 

Filled with desperation and pain, it pierced his heart like a dagger. The 

anguish of the voice washed over him and through him. Every loss he had 

ever suffered passed through his mind one after another until his senses 

were overwhelmed. He could almost see them: His mother, his younger 

brother, even his bastard of a father. 

Hot tears spilled down his cheeks and cooled in the winter chill. He 

turned away, but the woman cried out the more loudly. She was inside his 
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mind now. He fell to his knees and put his hands over his ears, squeezing 

his eyes closed. 

Her grief, for one baffling moment, imposed itself on his soul, and 

it became his own grief. My sister! My poor sweet sister! Emotions whirled 

and spun round him: raging fury, wonder, pride, vengeance, pity, all 

nearly too rapidly for comprehension. The magic was going to drive him 

to madness or tear him apart. He was powerless. With a panicked cry, he 

sprawled face-forward with both arms wrapped about his head. 

Others joined the lament, farther away, as though from the 

mountain peaks themselves. They rose on the wind, creating dissonant 

harmonies. In dawning comprehension, the hair of his gray arms stood on 

end. These voices were wolves, howling in a ghostly chorus. 

The ferocious mental onslaught ebbed to a low painful throb, but 

before it ceased, one last recognizable thought materialized from the 

confusion: betrayal. 

Julian shivered where he lay. He could still hear howls in the 

distance, but she was no longer in his head. Ashamed of his tears, he wiped 

them away and rose to his knees. 

To his left, the magus stood rigid with eyes lowered and intoned, 

“We must leave this place at once. The others will come soon.” 

He looked at Julian, and his eyes softened. “Their response was... 

rather worse than I expected. In time, it will become easier to bear.” 

The magus stooped to retrieve the arrow on the ground and hurried 

east toward the edge of the woods. The snow was no longer stained with 

the vesperwilk’s blood. 

Julian rose and stood still until one last mournful note echoed into 

silence over the cold, hard hills. His insides gnawed him, his chest tight. 
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He had slain a hallowed creature, and he could see no return from this 

course, no redemption. 

The old man was right though. This sentimentality was his 

weakness. The guilt would remain with him for a time, but it would fade, 

like the vesperwilk. A wealth of gold would last for the rest of his life. 

Julian groaned a little as he bent to retrieve the sword. He was 

battered, body and soul. He’d had quite enough of magic for one day. He 

sheathed the sword and followed his new master back through the trees. 

 


