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The freak June blizzard covered most of the Gregsons’ fields, shrouding the scarecrow in white mist until his spindly, dark shape was partially erased by the flurries. His battered silhouette was the only landmark visible to Jem Gregson, struggling through the drifts and iced to the bone beneath his great coat. 

Jem’s eyes were weaker than they once were, but still sharp and well-trained. As the wind died down in a rare lull, he turned to glance behind, and it sprang up again and whipped across his wizened cheek like a knife. 

His footprints, as deep as they were, for he was a heavy man and the trudging had been slow going, were gone already. The nearest steps were shallow imprints of the side of his heel, where he had a habit of turning his weight outwards. He was nearly at the scarecrow now.

Old Rusty was a tattered, snow-blind beggar, turnip-headed, his dirty coat torn to rags and scraps. The rusty wire tying his poles together crosswise, from which he got his name, bit into the worn wood. He had lost a glove, but the other clung on gamely underneath the coarse twists of twine.

Jem didn’t touch him in case the pole snapped. It was already bowing and bending with each vicious gust, setting Old Rusty dancing like a hanged man. Jem didn’t like it. Something twisted in his chest, a cold thrill of fear. It wasn’t the scarecrow or the weather, although they were bad enough. 

It was the snowmen.

They were in a row, slender columns of tightly-packed, brilliant white crystals, glittering until his eyes ached. They had no twiggy arms or brightly coloured scarves, but he could tell they were meant to be roughly human-shaped, as each had a perfectly round ball placed on top of its tapered trunk. 

Jem had his rifle over his shoulder, but he wasn’t sure it would do him much good. Not against whatever had ripped open his cows the day before. 

Must be a maniac, he thought, not willing to bow to the supernatural fancies of his wife. It’s this bloody war. Enough to make anyone go mad. 

They had shipped Meg’s boy back in bits after the Somme. Not physically, although that too; he had a false leg, had got off lightly compared to the boys blown to smithereens, but Jem knew broken when he saw it. It was in his eyes. Maybe a bit of the old, carefree Arthur was still in there somewhere, but Jem could see what Meg refused to, that he had never really come home at all. 

Jem would never say it to Agatha, nor she to him, but it was the first time they were glad they never had the son they had always wanted.

First that – now this.

It can’t keep this up, it’s bloody June. Jem had never known it to blizzard like this, and he was chilled to the marrow. Who came out here in this weather to build bloody snowmen?

They had just appeared through the curtains of flakes before there was even enough snow on the ground to have made them. The spherical heads were blank, without coal eyes or carrot noses, no studded, black smile to mark out the face. Each one was exactly the same, and he huddled by Old Rusty and counted five – no, six – of them altogether.

Another tremendous gust caught him off guard, slicing through his thick woollen layers and vest, biting into his ribs. The wind had teeth, and it took his breath away. 

He hunched, gasping, and dropped the rifle in the snow. It was soon covered, and he lost sight of where it had fallen. Doubled over, he tried to find it, to dig for it, but the cold ate into his bones. His breath froze, eyelashes stiff and icy, joints locking him in place.

Jem groaned, but the blizzard muffled the sound. 

He was stuck knee-deep in the field as sure as Old Rusty, pain lancing through his core and shooting through every bone. Agatha would be watching – he hoped she would have the sense not to come out in this, to leave him be. It was her he worried about, even as his heart pounded with pain. He realised he couldn’t move, and the nearest help was a mile down the lane to the vicarage. He would have to unstick himself. 

Jem howled as his back froze up, tight and painfully tense. He might as well have yelled into a feather pillow.

There was another lull, and as the snow’s assault eased, he saw the snowmen were bleeding.

Adrenaline did what willpower wouldn’t. 

Jem caught hold of Old Rusty. By some miracle, the pole, encased in a sheath of ice, held. He levered himself part-way up and forced his legs into motion, one foot then the other, wading through the thick crystalline billows until he got to the nearest sculpture. 
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