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The first snow arrived earlier than anyone expected.

It drifted down from a dark northern sky in thin pale sheets that covered the mountain roads, the rooftops, the old stone walls, and the frozen fields surrounding the village of Black Hollow. At first it was welcomed. Winters had always been harsh there. The people who lived in Black Hollow expected isolation, freezing winds, and weeks where the world beyond the mountains felt impossibly far away. Snow was part of life. It was part of the rhythm of the village itself.

But this winter felt wrong from the beginning.

The old people noticed it first.

The air carried no birdsong. The forests surrounding the valley had become silent weeks before the snowfall truly began. Hunters returned from the woods claiming the animals had vanished deeper into the mountains. Even the dogs had started growling at the treeline after sunset, their hackles raised as though something unseen was moving between the pines.

Then came the knocking stories.

Quiet stories at first. The sort of thing muttered over whisky beside dying fires while windows rattled under freezing winds. An old shepherd claimed someone had knocked on his cottage door just before dawn. Three slow knocks. Heavy knocks. Deliberate. When he opened the door there had been nobody there, only untouched snow stretching toward the dark woods. But standing far beyond the fence line he had seen shapes between the trees. Tall shapes. Too tall to be human.

Others began reporting the same thing.

Three knocks before dawn.

Always three.

And always the feeling that something was standing just beyond sight, watching the warmth inside their homes.

The deeper the winter became, the worse the stories grew.

A hunter disappeared less than a mile from the village road. Search parties found his rifle half buried in snow beside a frozen stream but no footprints leading away from it. A woman claimed she saw figures standing atop the ridge overlooking Black Hollow during a blizzard, their pale forms barely visible through the snowstorm. Children began waking screaming in the night, insisting that tall men with black eyes had been staring through their bedroom windows.

The village priest tried to calm everyone. He spoke of fear and isolation, of mountain madness and winter paranoia. Yet even he stopped travelling after dark once strange footprints began appearing around the church. The tracks were enormous. Long narrow impressions pressed deep into the snow as though whatever made them carried tremendous weight. They always emerged from the forest and stopped just outside the chapel doors.

Never inside.

Never closer.

As though whatever walked out there was waiting.

By January the roads had vanished beneath walls of snow. Power lines collapsed during violent storms. The avalanche came during the night with a roar so loud it shook the entire valley awake. By morning the only road leading out of Black Hollow had disappeared beneath thousands of tons of snow and rock.

The village was cut off completely.

No vehicles could enter.

No one could leave.

And somewhere beyond the treeline, the figures were still watching.

People stopped going outside after sunset. Curtains remained tightly shut. Candles flickered behind frosted windows while radios spat static into darkened homes. Yet the knocking continued. Always just before dawn. Slow heavy knocks that echoed through isolated cottages before silence swallowed the sound again.

Then came the disappearances.

Not violent. Not bloody.

People simply vanished.

A farmer failed to return from checking his livestock. A teenage boy disappeared from his bedroom despite the door remaining locked from the inside. An elderly woman was found standing barefoot in the snow nearly two miles from her cottage, frozen solid with an expression of absolute terror carved across her face. Around her body investigators found dozens of massive footprints circling the area like wolves around prey.

The village descended into fear.

Some believed the storms had driven strangers down from the mountains. Others whispered older things. Ancient things. Stories buried beneath generations of silence and superstition. Legends once told around fires before Christianity reached the valley. Tales of wandering beings that emerged during the cruelest winters to claim those marked by grief, guilt, or despair.

The Deep Winter Men.

No one agreed on what they truly were.

Some claimed they were the spirits of travellers who froze to death in the mountains centuries earlier. Others believed they were something older than humanity itself, creatures tied to the forests and the ice long before villages existed. In the oldest stories they did not hunt like animals. They waited. Watching silently from the woods until the winter became cold enough and the fear inside people became deep enough.

Then they came knocking.

And once someone answered the door, they were never truly seen again.

This is where the story begins.

Not with monsters charging through snowstorms or blood staining frozen ground.

But with silence.

A dying village buried beneath endless snow.

A valley forgotten by the outside world.

And shapes standing motionless among the trees each night, waiting patiently for the cold to grow deeper.
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The storm arrived sometime after midnight.

Elias Mercer woke to the sound of the wind hammering against the side of the old bus as though giant hands were trying to shove it off the mountain road. Frost coated the inside corners of the windows. Every passenger still awake sat in silence beneath the flickering yellow lights while snow lashed against the glass so heavily that the world outside had vanished entirely into white.

The driver leaned forward over the wheel, squinting into the storm.

“Bloody hell,” he muttered under his breath.

Elias rubbed sleep from his eyes and glanced at his phone. No signal. There had been no signal for nearly an hour now. The further north they had climbed into the mountains, the more distant civilization had begun to feel. Villages had become scattered. Roads narrower. Forests denser. Even during daylight the journey had felt isolated, but now, surrounded by darkness and screaming wind, it felt as though the bus had wandered beyond the edge of the world itself.

He looked around at the other passengers.

An elderly woman clutched a rosary tightly in shaking hands. A young couple whispered quietly to one another several seats ahead. Near the rear of the bus, a man wearing a thick hunting coat stared out into the storm with an expression Elias could not quite place. It was not fear exactly.

It looked more like dread.

The driver suddenly slowed the bus.

The engine groaned beneath them as the tires struggled for grip on the icy road. Snowdrifts had begun spilling down from the banks at the roadside. Visibility had become almost nonexistent.

“We’ll stop at Black Hollow for the night if this keeps up,” the driver called back. “Road ahead won’t be safe much longer.”

Nobody argued.

Elias leaned his head back against the seat and closed his eyes for a moment. He had not originally planned to stop in Black Hollow. The village was simply meant to be a temporary point along his route. He had come north searching for quiet after the collapse of his marriage and the slow destruction of everything familiar in his life back in Glasgow. Too many sleepless nights. Too much whisky. Too many memories waiting inside empty rooms.

The mountains had seemed like an escape.

Fresh air. Solitude. Silence.

Now, listening to the storm outside, he was beginning to regret the decision entirely.

The bus rounded a sharp bend in the road.

And then everyone saw them.

At first Elias thought the shapes were trees standing beside the road. Thin black figures half obscured by blowing snow. But as the headlights swept across them he realized they were standing too far apart and were far too tall.

There were three of them.

Motionless.

Watching the bus from the edge of the forest.

The driver swore violently and gripped the wheel tighter.

Nobody inside the bus spoke.

The figures did not move as the headlights illuminated them. Snow whipped around their long dark forms while the forest behind them twisted in the wind. Even from the road Elias could see they were unnaturally tall, their heads nearly level with the lower branches of the pines.

One of the passengers whispered something under her breath.

A prayer.

Then the bus passed them and the shapes vanished back into darkness.

The silence inside the vehicle became unbearable.

Finally the hunter near the back spoke.

“They’re early this year.”

Nobody responded.

The driver accelerated slightly.

“Shut your mouth, Owen.”

But the man ignored him. His eyes remained fixed on the storm outside.

“My grandfather used to talk about winters like this,” Owen said quietly. “Said when the storms get bad enough they come down from the high forest.”

The elderly woman tightened her grip on the rosary.

“Don’t,” she whispered sharply.

Elias frowned.

“Who comes down?”

No one answered him immediately.

The bus continued along the mountain road while snow hammered against the windows hard enough to make the entire vehicle shake. Eventually Owen looked toward Elias with tired eyes.

“The Deep Winter Men.”

The words seemed to settle over the passengers like another layer of cold.

Elias almost laughed. Almost.

But nobody else looked amused.

“What are they supposed to be?” he asked.

Owen shrugged slowly.

“Depends who you ask.”

The driver cut in harshly from the front.

“They’re stories. Nothing more.”

Yet his voice lacked conviction.

Owen leaned back in his seat.

“Stories don’t leave tracks.”

No one spoke again after that.

Nearly forty minutes later the lights of Black Hollow finally emerged through the blizzard.

The village appeared suddenly out of the storm like something forgotten by time. Small stone cottages crouched beneath thick snow-covered roofs. Dim orange lights glowed behind frosted windows. Smoke drifted from chimneys into the swirling darkness overhead. Beyond the village, towering mountains rose like black walls against the night sky.

The bus rolled slowly into the square at the center of town before coming to a stop beside a small inn whose wooden sign creaked violently in the wind.

BLACK HOLLOW INN.

The driver stood.

“This is as far as we’re going tonight.”

Nobody complained.

Passengers hurried from the bus into the freezing storm, dragging luggage through deep snow toward the warmth spilling from the inn windows. Elias stepped down last, immediately feeling the brutal cold bite through his coat. The air itself felt unnatural. Sharp enough to hurt his lungs.

As he retrieved his bag from beneath the bus, he noticed something strange.

The village was too quiet.

No voices.

No laughter.

No distant music from homes.

Only the howl of the storm and the groaning of old wooden buildings beneath the wind.

Then Elias noticed the windows.

People inside the cottages were watching them arrive.

Faces stared from behind curtains before quickly disappearing again.

Fear lived in those faces.

Real fear.

The inn door opened and warm light spilled across the snow. A broad middle-aged woman waved them inside urgently.

“Get in before the storm worsens.”

The passengers obeyed immediately.

Inside, the inn smelled of burning wood, damp coats, and stew. A fire roared inside a large stone hearth while several villagers sat drinking quietly at wooden tables. Conversations stopped the moment Elias entered.

Everyone looked at the newcomers.

Not curiously.

Nervously.

The innkeeper locked the door behind them.

Elias noticed that she checked the deadbolt twice.

“You’ll stay here tonight,” she said. “Storm’s too dangerous now.”

“What about tomorrow?” one passenger asked.

The woman hesitated.

No one in the room spoke.

Then someone near the fire muttered quietly into their drink.

“If the road’s still there tomorrow.”
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The storm did not ease during the night.

By dawn the wind still screamed across Black Hollow with enough force to rattle the inn windows and send powdery snow hissing through every crack in the ancient stone walls. Elias barely slept. The room he had been given overlooked the village square, and throughout the night he found himself waking repeatedly to strange sounds drifting through the storm.

Not voices.

Not exactly.

It sounded more like movement.

Heavy movement.

Slow footsteps crunching through deep snow outside the inn long after midnight.

Twice he had gone to the window.

Twice he saw nothing.

Yet each time he returned to bed the feeling remained. The unbearable sensation that something had been standing outside in the darkness moments before he looked.

By morning the atmosphere inside the inn had become worse.

The small dining room was crowded with tired faces illuminated by weak grey daylight spilling through frosted windows. The passengers from the bus sat together quietly while villagers filled the remaining tables. Nobody laughed. Nobody spoke above a murmur. Even the clatter of cutlery against plates sounded strangely loud in the silence.

Elias sat near the fire nursing a mug of bitter coffee when the driver entered from outside, his beard covered in snow.

His expression alone told everyone the news before he spoke.

“The road’s gone.”

Several people cursed quietly.

The driver removed his gloves slowly.

“Avalanche hit sometime before sunrise. Took half the eastern pass with it.”

“How long until they clear it?” the young woman from the bus asked.

The driver gave a hollow laugh.

“Clear it? In this weather? Could be days.”

The room fell silent again.

Elias stared into his coffee.

Days trapped in a mountain village buried beneath snow. Days surrounded by strangers who looked terrified every time the wind touched the windows.

Wonderful.

The innkeeper approached carrying more firewood.

“You’re lucky you made it here at all,” she said. “Another hour on the road and you’d have been stranded in the pass.”

Owen, the hunter from the bus, sat alone near the back wall sharpening a long knife with slow deliberate movements. The scraping sound drifted across the room.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
SOME THINGS ARE

BETTER LEFT BURIED
BENEATH THE SNOW.

N Gk N






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





