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1.  ​Fear Upon the Wind 


[image: ]




In the heart of the snowy forest, an ancient creature stirred and–for the first time in millennia– opened its eyes. It smelled something primal, a metallic scent that permeated the air and it stank of iron and copper. It knew this scent all too well, it could even taste it on the tip of its tongue. The savory stench of fear. The creature growled and bellowed as its joints popped back into place. It stood, unbothered by the cold. As it rose, so did a great tower in the North, forged from the blackened ashes of a forgotten yesterday. The creature’s breath did not fog, nor did its antlers form icicles. Deep inside, a yearning formed, a deep desire. Looking to the horizon, which was obscured by the pines, it saw wisps of morning light.

It was a fine morning for a hunt.

Caleb’s boots crunched through the snow as he slowly trudged back to the cabin, his breath fogging in the cold. He wiped his face with a gloved hand, smearing fresh blood across his pale forehead. The smear was partially covered by his scraggly, messy black hair as he walked. The path ahead seemed impossibly long, as though he were walking down a runway with a destination as unreachable as the sun. 

The hunting rifle slung across his shoulder weighed him down like a ton of bricks. Looking up, he saw that the sun was directly above him. The trees cast no looming shadows at this hour. The slight warmth was a comfort, one of the few that remained, but that just made it taste all the sweeter. Caleb lethargically looked behind him every now and then, though he wanted it to be a much quicker motion. Each time he did, his heart rate jumped up noticeably. Every now and then, a droplet of blood fell into the snow underfoot, and the snow drank it eagerly, like a dehydrated man would drink from an oasis. Together, Caleb imagined that they might create an underground network of roots, but streaming out without veins to hold the blood. Looking to his left, he saw a bunny hopping around freely in the snow. It seemed delighted, its fur glistening in the midday sun. Was it looking for food? For a mate? No matter, Caleb thought as he snapped his head away from the rabbit. Must keep pushing. Yet he was so exhausted, like a puppet with its strings cut, stumbling forward with a hunched back and without lifting his feet. Then, like a miracle or divine intervention, the trees cleared.

Caleb could now see past the treeline, where a small cabin sat cozily in the clearing. The sky was peeled back like a fruit with its flesh bare and bright, and smoke trailed off into it like it wished to replace the missing clouds. Caleb paused and glanced behind him one last time, yet nothing was there. Nothing but snow that had cried tears of red, at least. 

“Caleb!” Jess’ voice echoed through the trees as he entered the clearing. She put her steaming mug of tea aside and jogged up to him. Auburn locks flowed from under her gray beanie and onto her wool coat, her movement was elegant but unintentionally so. He’d always liked that about her, the way she effortlessly slipped into the role of his ideal woman. Her lips were a light pink instead of their usual vibrant color. Oh, how he’d love to kiss them again. Her eyes, wide as saucers, looked at him, then at his injured arm. 

“God, is that blood?” She asked as she examined the deep gash in his forearm. He saw it in her eyes, how caring she was. How many times had she cared for him when he wasn’t able to care for himself? 

“You should see the other guy.” An unimpressive attempt at humor as he was being dragged to the cabin by his good arm. She slammed the door open and a wave of heat wafted into Caleb’s face as he entered.

She hauled him inside, where it was unusually quiet. No Mia and no Jason. Strange. Not that Caleb minded their absence much, though he knew Jess wouldn’t at all be happy if he told her. A dinner table with six chairs stood to the right of the front door, though they only ever needed four. They rarely ate here. Instead, they preferred the couch by the front door, facing the fireplace along the left wall. Jess scooted a chair from under the dinner table, then sat Caleb down forcefully, placing his arm on the table, wound facing up. Jess disappeared into the bathroom, leaving him alone with nothing but his thoughts to accompany him. Was this trip here worth it? They’d come here with good intentions, he supposed, though the car ride had already been full of tension. God, how was the car now? He’d just left it in the parking lot like the idiot he was. Jess came back with her hands full. Caleb saw bandages, some Neosporin and other boxes he couldn’t quite make out. 

“Thanks,” Caleb said as he tried to take the stuff from her. Jess didn’t give anything to him, she just set everything down on the table and took out a cotton ball dipped in alcohol. As she tried to take his arm and treat him, he pulled back.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake Caleb you’re not Bear Grylls, give me your goddamn arm.” He did as she asked, though he raised an eyebrow and turned up his nose while doing so. The wound flared up with pain as Jess, admittedly quite aggressively, rubbed the soaked cotton ball into the deep gash, though Caleb took it with a smile anyway. After that, she quickly rubbed some cream onto the skin surrounding the wound and then got out a needle and thread. 

“Woah, isn’t that a little-” Caleb tried, putting his hand up, but Jess interjected, saying: “Shut up or I’m cutting it off.”

“Can’t hunt with one arm,” Caleb said with a smug grin.

“Who said anything about your arm? Besides, how much food have you brought back?” She joked, though with an awfully straight face. Pinching the wound together as if joining two cliffs, Jess stabbed the needle through and started stitching him up. Caleb winced, which finally made Jess’ lips give way to a smirk. 

“What?” He said more than asked.

“Nothing. Nothing at all,” Jess laughed, and Caleb found her teeth oddly beautiful. How could he? They were just teeth, though somehow they seemed all the prettier belonging to her.

“Tough guy,” She continued, her smile widening.

“Not this again.”

“Caleb the bear slayer, dying from a mysterious disease.”

“It was one time-” He tried, though Jess didn’t give him time to speak, “Not even his loving girlfriend could save him. Oh no, the mighty Caleb fell to the common cold.” Caleb closed his eyes and gave a half-hearted smile, then grunted at a particularly hard stab through his flesh. 

After Jess finished stitching his arm, she bandaged the wound, though she used too many for Caleb’s taste. As she went to place the bandages back onto the table,  her hand stopped and hovered above his. Caleb glanced up at her with a gleam in his eyes. Her expression darkened for a moment, then, as quickly as the moment had come, she withdrew and moved the supplies back to the bathroom. Goddamnit, Caleb thought. He thought it often, and he supposed that wasn’t a good thing, for when did you think or say dammit, if not when you screwed up?

“When do you think your sister’ll be back?” Caleb asked.

“I don’t know, could be a while.” 

Thank God. But no, he shouldn’t think like that. They did their part, or at least tried to. 

“You don’t think they’re.. You know?” Just as he asked this, Jess entered the main room of the cabin again, just in time for him to see the look of disgust on her face.

“Jesus Christ, Caleb is that all you ever think about? They’re buying greens from Langford and gathering firewood for the meal you didn’t catch.” That struck a chord in Caleb. He liked that kindly old man who lived only about a half hour’s walk away from here, even if he was a tad strange. He got along well with Jason, less so with Caleb, which Caleb didn’t understand at all.

“Oh so it’s my fault a bear-”

“Shut it, Caleb. Not again.” And with that, the argument, if you could even call it that, came to a grinding halt.

Mia and Jason arrived just before the sun began to sink below the pines, casting the cabin in a soft amber light. The crunch of boots on the packed snow was the first thing Caleb heard, followed by Jason’s familiar drawl and Mia’s giggling. He’d recognize Jason’s voice anywhere; soft, heavily accented, full of attempted humor and as annoying as a mosquito buzzing around your ears at night.

“I don’t see no meat,” Jason called from the side of the cabin, his voice muffled as Caleb heard him deposit an armful of logs onto the pile. Caleb saw Jess stiffening beside him, her lips thinning into a tight line, her eyes shut before they opened and a fake smile plastered itself across her face. He understood her reaction, even if she chastised him for feeling the same way. Mia said something, though it was too quiet and soft for Caleb to hear. Their footsteps went around the back, stepped onto the porch, then the door creaked open and their voices became clearer as they stepped inside.

“Jess, ya left your coffee out on the porch again,” Jason teased, his head poking into the main room just as he set the mug down on the table Caleb was sitting at. His build was lanky and frail, his shoulders sloping downward as his eyes latched onto Caleb’s bandaged arm. His grin faltered and he raised an eyebrow, “The fuck happened to you?” 

Mia appeared a moment later, holding her hands together and her legs close against one another as she walked in and shut the door behind her. She froze mid-step when her gaze followed Jason’s. Her big brown eyes darted to Caleb’s bandaged arm, then to his face, then back to his arm, her eyes growing even wider. Before Caleb could answer, she shifted her weight and jabbed Jason in the ribs with her elbow.She shot a glance at Jason, who looked confused, then his face dropped slightly as he corrected himself.

“You alright? You want Mia to call an ambulance?” he asked, and Mia’s stern facade melted as a smile found itself on her face. She looked back at Caleb, though she was fidgeting with something in her pocket. Though she tried to hide it, she never had been any good at that. He grimaced, lifting his bandaged hand in a small wave, the gesture as hollow as the smile he tried to force. “It’s fine,” he said, “nothing serious.”

Jason leaned forward, inspecting the bandage. “Fine, huh? Looks like somethin’ took a bite outta you. What was it?”

Mia shot him another look, sharp this time, and Jason held up his hands, feigning surrender. “What? I’m just askin’.” 

Sometime later, they all sat in front of the hearth. Jason and Mia had settled into a tangled heap on one end of the couch consisting of the two of them and half the blankets the group had brought with them, her head was nestled on his chest and his arm hung loosely around her. Caleb and Jess sat apart, each sitting on a separate couch, not having spoken a word to each other in two hours.

Jason poked at the fire with a fire poker, watching the embers spiral out of the fire and crackle into nothing. “So,” he said, breaking the silence, “you actually thought a bear was gonna back off just ‘cause you pulled out a rifle?”

Caleb clenched his eyes shut and grit his teeth, “Maybe if I hadn’t been alone...” he said as he shot Jason a glance, the orange glow of the fire mirrored in his eyes. The room grew even more quiet, but Jason either didn’t notice or pretended he didn’t. He shrugged with a grin, 

“I ain’t tryna be no bear’s breakfast.”

Mia chuckled softly, it tickled Jason as her breath flowed down his shirt. Nudging him with her shoulder, Mia spoke softly:“At least Jess patched you up,” her tone was light but her eyes flicked to her sister with a look Caleb couldn’t quite read. Envy? Gratitude? Maybe he was reading too much into his old friend.

Jason nodded, his grin widening, “Got yourself a damn fine nurse there.”

Jess finally spoke, her voice quiet and her eyes fixated on a window, “No big deal.” Her lips curled upward in a faint smile, but her eyes stayed distant.

“Oh, don’t sell yourself short,” Jason quipped, sitting back with exaggerated ease. “I mean, sure, I coulda done it better, but—”

“We can’t survive on charred pasta, Jason,” Mia cut in, her smirk playful.

Jason placed a hand on his chest in mock offense. “Hey now, that was a clulinary experiment.”

Everyone chuckled, even Jess, though her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“You two are impossible,” she said, her tone caught somewhere between fondness and exasperation.

When the sun set over the peaks of the forest edge, the group sat a little closer together around the hearth and ate some canned goods they’d brought with them. They still had enough to last a few weeks, but it’d be a hell of a lot easier (and tastier) if Caleb could actually bring back some meat one of these days. It’d been a month and a half and yet the fruits of Caleb’s hunts were all of one singular rabbit, which had hardly been a meal. Canned goods would do for now though, so all was well. Mia nuzzled up to Jason, an amalgamation of blankets draped around the both of them and each of them had a glass of clear, cold water in front of them. For all that Caleb’s hunting was good for, at least he’d brought a water purifier. 

The fire crackled softly, sending gentle pops of embers into the air as the group settled into a moment of comfort, the tension from earlier melting away at the heat of the fireplace. Though the canned goods were unappetizing, hunger had a way of dulling the senses to the tinny taste of beans and vegetables. Caleb leaned back, staring into the flames, the orange glow casting deep shadows across his face. He was chewing slowly, lost in thought, probably thinking about how he’d just had his own little Revenant moment. He, however, was no Leonardo Dicaprio and even he knew that.

“You know,” Jason said, pushing his half-eaten can of beans aside, “if I knew we was gonna be survivin’ on canned food for this long, I’d have brought somethin’ better than this. Spaghetti-O's, maybe.” He smirked, but it was more of an attempt to break the silence than genuine humor. Rolling her eyes, Jess spooned another mouthful of beans into her mouth. “You still think we’re living in luxury, don’t you?” 

“I don’t think Spaghetti-O’s are much of a luxury,” Jason said somewhat somberly.

“A bear would feed us for weeks,” Caleb said, stretching and crossing his arms behind his head. 

“Don’t much fancy bear jerky,” Jason muttered under his breath before coughing awkwardly and looking towards Caleb, “besides, you’d need to actually kill it,” Silence hung in the air, “they’ll eat you alive, y’know. Tear into ya without even bothering to kill you first.” Mia visibly cringed, pulling the blanket tighter around her shoulders as she leaned closer to Jason. 

“You just had to say that, didn’t you?” Jess’ eyes bore into Jason’s and he glanced away in shame. He gave a hollow chuckle, “Just givin’ you the facts.”

“You’re giving her nightmares,” Jess shot back, narrowing her eyes at him. “You always do this.” 

Mia let out a soft sigh, resting her head against Jason’s shoulder. “He’s not wrong, though. Bears are scary. I don’t know what I’d do if we ran into one out there.” 

“If it’s black, fight back and all that,” Jason said more to himself than anyone else.

Caleb finally blinked, shaking off whatever thoughts had been clouding his mind. “It looked more like it was trying to get away from something, until it saw dinner at least.” He poked at the fire with the fire poker, sending a flurry of sparks into the air. “I don’t know, maybe I’m just tired.”

Jason snorted. “You’re always tired. Maybe you’re seein’ things. Maybe it was just a big moose or somethin’.”

“I don’t see things,” Caleb’s voice was sharp enough to cut the conversation short. He immediately regretted it, sinking back into his seat. “I just– I don’t know, nevermind.”

Placing her spoon down, Jess turned to face him fully, her expression softening. “You’re not crazy. We trust you, Caleb. If you say something’s up, we’ll be careful. Won’t we, Jason?” 

Jason shrugged but nodded, not wanting to push Caleb further. “Yeah, yeah.”

Mia’s hand tightened around Jason’s arm. “I hope it’s nothing worse.”

A soft laugh echoed through the cabin, coming from Jess of all people, though it lacked the warmth of her actual laugh. “Worse than a bear?”

A heavy silence fell over them, like a blanket of stone pinning the conversation down. The flickering fire was the only sound for a while. 

“It’s probably dead by now,” That seemed to calm the tension somewhat,so Caleb continued, “Or half-blind at the very least.”

Jason picked up his can again, shaking it to see if there was anything left. “Sure thing, boss. But for real, next time? I’m bringin’ a steak.”

They sat there for a while longer, the tension easing slightly as the fire danced and crackled. The air outside had grown colder, the wind howling softly through the trees. Caleb’s eyes flicked to the window, scanning the dark treeline.

“I think I’ll keep watch tonight.”

Mia frowned. “You should sleep.”

“I’m fine. Just... go to bed. I’ll wake one of you if anything happens.” They all knew who he’d wake, but she was staring off into space again. Jason soon went to his and Mia’s room, but not before speaking one last time, “If you see a giant moose, call me.” He offered a lopsided grin, though it quickly faded when Caleb didn’t respond and failed to even meet his eyes. 

God, what did I do to deserve this? Caleb had been having more thoughts like that lately, they seeped into his mind like pests in your walls, refusing to budge unless you physically threw them out. Many days, he didn’t feel like doing so as it required too much energy. Those were dark days.

Darker days were ahead.  Far, far darker days.

Jess stood up, finally looking away from the window, “Go with Jason, Mia. I’ll make sure Caleb doesn’t fall asleep standing up.” Mia nodded, hesitating a moment before giving Caleb a worried glance. “Be careful.” 

He gave her a small nod, though his eyes remained fixed on the forest beyond. Jess stepped closer to Caleb. She leaned against the wall next to him, arms crossed, watching him as he stared into the night. 

“You said it yourself, it’s probably dead,” she spoke softly, her voice almost drowned out by the wind outside, “we’ll be fine, Caleb.”
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