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        For there is a cold fear we all carry, hidden deep.

        May we stay warm.
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      Maverick stoked the fire, the burgeoning heat thawing his stinging fingertips through his gloves. The landscape around him was a black and white movie on pause: still, unchanging, silent—a reprieve from the week’s vicious storms. Hidden behind clouds, the setting sun bleached the heavens a pale, sickly gray and turned every barren tree into a slash of black against the dusty sky as if a bear had torn the tapestry of the horizon with razor-sharp claws.

      His wife Christy once said winter was her favorite time of year, that it meant the world was resting, preparing for new life in the spring. She always said things like that—always believed every end was a new beginning. “Struggle just means we’re learning something,” she’d say. She could turn any heartache into a rainbow. Maverick had tried to follow her lead: when they’d first been isolated here, he’d winked and told her they’d get more alone time now. She’d laughed at that, bright and playful and genuine, her brown eyes shining beneath dark bangs. She’d always trusted that his smile was real too.

      He’d forced that smile more and more after she admitted his positivity was what she loved most about him. She’d been harvesting the sweet potatoes when she said it, cutting what they needed from the frosty ground, then covering the remaining roots with burlap in hopes they might produce just one more sprout. When the roots froze and died, he’d grinned, said he’d never liked those vegetables, that there were far better ones in the woods, she’d see. The first night they went hungry, he’d told her he needed to lose a few pounds anyhow and laughed to cover the sound of his rumbling belly. He’d kept a smile plastered to his face even when the traps went empty and they peeled bark from the trees and boiled it in water. Christy had made love to him on the braided rug in front of the hearth that night, in front of the fire they’d used to cook the bark soup, her body warm and supple and giving.

      Yes, she’d believed in his optimism. He’d never corrected her.

      He knocked the charred debris together, his stick making a scraping sound like a tactical knife against bone. Maverick winced. The icy wind stung his nostrils, but he registered the acrid stench: ash and the merest hint of something salty and fatty. His mouth watered, but his gut clenched.

      Christy’d believed everything would turn out okay. But she’d never seen war. She didn’t know they were all disposable, every last one of them. She didn’t know the things he carried around with him, the bundle of horrors buried deep in his psyche like a parasite. Battle had honed his instincts to a razor’s edge. He relied on his intuition—the tender gooseflesh on his arms, the hairs on his neck, the tingling in his belly—more than conscious thought. She’d always relied on her mantle of rainbows. But rainbows couldn’t compel harsh and uncompromising action. And as Maverick stood, wiping his hands on his jacket, ice crusting his eyebrows, every inch of his skin numb from the cold, he wondered how optimistic she felt now.

      Last week he had been ready to tell anyone who happened by that Christy’d had a fever, just a little fever. People used to get sick all the time up here before everyone abandoned this frozen patch of land. And it was thirty miles over the mountain to the next town—there was no one around to disprove his claim.

      Maverick poked at the cinders again, and another wave of smoke, redolent with the sultry aroma of oak and fir, hit his nose. His stomach grumbled, but weakly, instinctually knowing not to waste energy. The trees nearby had been stripped of their bark, yet even if they still bore husks, Maverick couldn’t live on that alone, and he had just eaten the last of the meat. Should he have saved that last forkful? Should he have eaten it at all? He still wasn’t sure if he regretted taking those final bites, but hunger made you do funny things. Things you’d never expect. War did too, though this might not be war—and if it was, he still wasn’t certain about the nature of the fight. It was one thing to face a seeable foe, but how do you battle the clouds in the sky?

      Christy would have said it was possible. Of course she would have.

      A branch snapped somewhere off in the trees, and Maverick yanked the stick from the fire, the embers scattering on the wet ground and abrading his eardrums with their hissing. He ignored the sizzling snow and reached for his knife, muscles coiled. But he saw nothing out across the terrain that posed a threat. He released the blade and lowered the stick back to the fire, frowning at the mess of embers scattered outside the main pit. On the soggy ground beside the blackened cinders, a charred foot jutted from the debris. He used his stick to prod it back into the heat and shoved a bit of timber over her painted toenails the pink polish now blistered and cracked.

      At least his wife wasn’t crying anymore. That had been the worst part, the crying.

      Next to the pit, one of her shoes, probably still warm, bloodied the snow.

      Maverick stoked the fire.
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        * * *

      

      He woke early the following morning, before the sun had lightened the clouds, and hauled on his backpack—sparser in supplies than he’d have liked. Just a tent, some dry kindling, and an extra hat, but he’d spent entirely too much time packing the night before when each scrap of cloth had seemed a critical decision. He’d stared at Christy’s stuffed teddy bear for a full three minutes before the tingling between his shoulder blades prompted him to toss it into the fireplace and go to bed. He had no more time to waste on anything but the bare necessities. He’d need every ounce of energy he possessed for the journey ahead.

      In the warmer months, it was a twenty-minute walk from his house down Green Valley’s main street to the edge of town, and then another eight hours’ trek through the woods to the outskirts of Crystal Bluff. He’d be lucky to make it up the mountain before twilight, with the snow as deep as it was. But, he was already growing weak from lack of nourishment; he’d not survive if he waited until the earth thawed—if he even survived the week.

      In the past, you could just pick up a phone to call for help. You could order supplies, too, but there were no working radio or cell towers here. Not anymore. And even if they still had the luxury of cars and fuel, there were no passable roads through the woods. Going around the trees was a death sentence; armed soldiers were surely posted on all roads leading out of town, and they would put a bullet between his eyes before he had a chance to speak.

      Isolation was a dirty trick, but he understood. Those in control could not allow him to escape this place.
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