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        "In the midst of winter, I found there was, within me, an invincible summer."

        —ALBERT CAMUS
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      The file on Eli Ward was forty-one pages, and Cass Drell had read every one of them twice.

      He did not think of it as a hunt. Hunt was a word for men who took something from the chase, and Drell took nothing from it; he completed it. What he had was a file, and a finding, and the unhurried certainty of a man who had never once failed to close one.

      The finding ran to eleven counts, and not one of them said fugitive. That was the elegance of it. The aircraft had gone down in a designated watershed protection zone—the Authority had a great many of those now, more every year, drawn wide and administered from offices the people inside them never left—and a downed aircraft was, by the language of the relevant directive, a release event. Aviation fuel and hydraulic fluid into protected ground. Combustion byproducts into a managed airshed. Disturbance of a riparian corridor. Unpermitted deposition of debris across a conservation easement. Potential contamination of a regional aquifer, pending assessment that would, Drell did not doubt, find what it had been convened to find. Each count carried its own statute, its own remediation schedule, its own schedule of liability, and the liabilities attached to a single named party: the operator of the aircraft, one Eli Ward, who had compounded the environmental counts by operating unfiled and untranspondered in restricted airspace, which under the directive elevated every release from negligent to willful.

      It was, Drell thought, a beautiful instrument. No one had to call the man a dissident. No one had to say the word flight in the sense that meant running. The Authority did not arrest people anymore, in the places it had learned to be patient; it found them responsible, and assessed them, and when they could not pay—and a man hiding in a free county could never pay—it took the assessment out in custody, the way you'd lien a thing nobody could buy back. Ward was not wanted for escaping. Ward was wanted for the harm his accident had done to the protected world, and the protected world did not forgive, because the protected world was a folder, and folders did not feel the cold or tire of waiting or recognize, in the small hours, that they had become the thing they were built to prevent.

      The seal at the foot of the warrant was the Authority's, pressed deep into the paper the way the Authority pressed its name into everything it meant to keep. Seals did not expire. Neither, as a rule, did Cass Drell.

      He knew where the man had gone. Everyone in the regional office knew it like you know a thing you cannot yet prove—north, into the county that had spent eight years behaving as though the Authority's maps did not reach it. Kettle Falls. The office said the name with the flatness it kept for problems not yet made to be problems. They filed no census. They paid no levy. They had, up in their hills, power that ran and water that moved and—this was the line in the file that had lifted Ward's case off a clerk's desk and set it on Drell's—an airstrip, and a man who knew how to use one. A free county was a rumor the Authority could live beside. A free county with wings was a thing it could not.

      So they gave him the file, because Drell was the one they gave the files no one else could close, and he drove north and west with the warrant in a flat case on the seat beside him and the mountains going up white ahead of him through the windshield.

      He got as far as the last graded mile below the pass.

      The snow had come early and come hard—the locals had a word for it he did not bother to learn—and it had laid itself across the only road in three feet of indifferent white, and behind that, where the road climbed, in five. His vehicle, which carried the regional seal on both doors and a transponder that pinged a tower every four miles, sat at the edge of it with its engine running and its heater laboring, and the road simply stopped being a road and became weather.

      Drell got out and stood in it a while.

      He was not a man who raged. Rage was inefficient, and the snow could not be served with paper or moved with a seal, and he understood, standing there with the cold finding the seams of his coat, that for the first time in a career of completed files he had come up against a thing that did not recognize his authority and could not be made to. The pass would not open for him. Not this week. Not this season. The county on the far side of it would go on being free in the specific, temporary way that snow made things free—sealed off, untouchable, sheltered by the one power larger than the Authority's, which was winter.

      He noted, with something that was not quite admiration, that the man in the file had chosen well, or fallen lucky, which over a long enough winter came to the same thing.

      Then he got back in the vehicle, and turned it around, and drove back down toward the registered settlements that still answered when the Authority called—the ones that still took deliveries, still returned their counts, still had something left to lose. He could not reach Ward. But a file did not have to be closed all at once, and a man who could not be reached through five feet of snow could still, with patience, be reached through the people who could.

      The roads would open in the spring. They always did.

      And he would be on them.
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      She woke to a light that was wrong, and lay still until she understood it.

      For eight years she had woken to the gray that came up over the valley walls—the dimness of a place hemmed in by stone and pine and the low constant arithmetic of the count. This light was white, and it came from below as much as from above, thrown up off something that had not been there when she slept. It found the underside of the rafters. It lay along the sill in a clean cold line.

      She knew what it was before she rose to look. She let herself read it anyway, the way she read everything, in the held second before moving.

      Then she got up and went to the window her father had built facing east, and the world was gone.

      Not gone. Remade. The river was a dark thread at the bottom of a white country, and the long grade that climbed toward the ridge she had crossed twice was one unbroken sweep of snow gone blue in the early light, and the pines stood black and bowed under the weight of it, and the road—the pale scar of road she had driven home on—was simply not there anymore. Snow had fallen all night, fat and silent, the kind that came down without wind and meant it, and it had buried the way she came and the way she might go and laid the whole valley under a stillness so complete it had a sound.

      Mabel stood at the glass a long time.

      In the valley, snow had been a thing you fought. It closed the seam and slowed the runs and pressed the rationed weeks tighter, and you dug and you cursed and you counted the woodpile twice. She had never once stood at a window and simply looked at it. There had never been a window for it, or a morning that wasn't already spoken for, or the particular permission it took to find a thing beautiful that was also going to be hard.

      The room behind her had changed since the night she first lit the lamp in it.

      Not much. She was a woman who traveled light and had not yet unlearned it. But there was a second blanket folded at the foot of the bed now, and a row of dried things on the shelf beside her father's field guide—yarrow, willow, a twist of lavender she found in the county store, that reminded her of her mother. There was a chair that had a coat over it that was hers. There was wood by the stove that she had split and stacked herself, because splitting and stacking wood was a thing her hands knew how to do when the rest of her didn't know what to do with a morning that asked nothing of her.

      She had stayed. Six weeks now, near enough. She still woke some mornings braced for a march that wasn't coming.

      She built the fire up and dressed and went out into it.

      The county was waking the way she was learning it woke—not all at once and frightened, the way the valley woke, but in pieces, easy, smoke standing straight up from the chimneys into windless cold, a door, a voice, the ring of someone already at the woodshed. The snow had laid a clean white quiet over the courtyard and the long hall and the low solid buildings, and the first people out in it moved through it without the bracing she still carried in her own shoulders. They had seen this before. They knew what it was and what it meant and that they were ready for it. That readiness was the strangest thing about Kettle Falls, stranger than the running water or the lit windows, and six weeks had not yet made it ordinary to her.

      Rook found her before she had crossed half the courtyard.

      He came around the corner of the infirmary at a dead run, a dark shape against all that white, and pulled up at her knee and leaned his weight into her leg like he had on a hundred cold roads, and then he looked back over his shoulder to where the boy was coming after him, slower, breaking trail through snow that came past his knees.

      "He won't stop," Caleb said, arriving pink-faced and disgusted. "He's been like this since it started. He thinks it's for him."

      "It might be." She put her hand on the broad head. The dog's coat was full of snow and he didn't care. "Dogs like him were built up north. This is the weather he's for."

      Caleb considered the dog with the gravity he brought to most things. The bruise was long gone from his face. The dressing was off. He looked like a boy who had been fed every day for six weeks and slept every night under a roof no one was coming through, and the change in him was a quiet ongoing fact she had learned not to comment on, because commenting on it made him watchful, and she liked him better unwatched.

      "Dad's at the workshop," he said. "With your—with Travis." He still tripped on it, the relation, four days out of five. "They were up before light. Hollis came and got them."

      That landed somewhere under her ribs and stayed there, small and cold. Hollis came and got them meant the radio. The radio before light meant something had moved in the night that wasn't only weather.

      She kept it off her face. "Eat first?"

      "I ate." A pause. "Twice."

      "Of course you did."

      He almost smiled, and didn't, and threw a stick for the dog instead, and Rook went after it through the snow in great plunging bounds with his whole body given over to the joy of it, and for a moment the two of them—the boy and the dog—were just a boy and a dog in the first snow, and nothing was hunting anyone, and the road did not exist because the snow had taken it, and Mabel stood in the white quiet and let that be true for as long as it was going to be true.

      Which was, she suspected, about as long as it took to walk to the workshop.

      She had learned to read this place in six weeks like she had learned to read the valley in twenty-seven years, and the thing she read now, crossing the buried courtyard toward the low building where her father kept his tools and his quiet, was that the season had turned in the night. Not gently. All at once, the way it did up here—Travis had warned her, Ada had warned her, everyone had warned her with the flat certainty of people describing a thing they respected. When it comes it comes overnight, and then it doesn't leave.

      It had come overnight.

      She did not yet understand—she would, before the day was out—that the same snow burying the only road into the county had just closed it against the world in both directions at once. That the thing that trapped them had, this morning, also sealed them in with everything they'd need and everyone they meant to keep. That winter, up here, was not only the hard season.

      It was the safe one.

      But that was Eli's understanding to arrive at, and hers to watch him have, and it was still a few minutes off.

      For now she walked through the snow toward the radio's bad news with the dog circling out and back, and let the white morning be beautiful while it lasted, because she had finally learned that you were allowed to do that, and that learning it had cost her more than she liked to say.
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      The bad news kept an hour, as it turned out, because before Hollis's radio chatter there was the matter of the cellars, and the cellars were Ada's, and Ada did not let a first snow pass without walking a newcomer down into them.

      "Both of you," she said, finding Mabel at the workshop door before Mabel had got inside it. Eli was already with her, drawn out by the same summons, his cast catching the white light—six weeks on, the arm close to mending but not yet trusted, Ellison's word, and Eli's own care with it the proof. "Travis can spare you twenty minutes. The radio'll keep. It's not going anywhere it can get to."

      That was the second time someone had said a version of that, and Mabel filed it.

      Ada took them down behind the long hall, through a plank door set into the slope and then down stone steps into a cold that was different from the cold above—older, drier, a cold that kept things rather than killed them. She lit a lantern at the bottom, and held it up, and Mabel stopped on the last step and did not go any farther for a moment, because she needed the moment.

      The cellar ran back into the hill farther than the lantern reached.

      Hams hung from the beams in muslin, rows of them, more than she could count without trying and she did not try. Shelves climbed both walls to the curved stone ceiling, and the shelves were full—jars and jars of them, the dark red of jellies and the deep gold of something and the green of beans and the orange of squash put up in glass, jarred tomatoes gone the color of old brick, things she had no name for, all of it catching the lantern and throwing it back in a hundred small lights. Crocks stood along the floor. Bins of root vegetables sat banked in sand and straw. Strings of onions, braids of garlic, apples laid out single-file on slatted racks so none touched its neighbor. A whole barrel of something. Sacks of grain on pallets up off the stone.

      It was more food in one room than she had seen in one place in her life.

      "We put by all year for this," Ada said, easy, lifting the lantern so the back of it came clearer. "Everybody does some. The kitchen does the most. Marie's been canning since July—you'd have smelled it if you'd come up in the heat, the whole hall sweet with it for weeks." She nodded at the hams. "Those went up in the fall. They'll come down one a week, near enough, till the thaw. We'll be sick of ham by March and grateful for it by April." She said it like you'd talk about weather, or chores, or any other plain fact of a life. "A hard winter up here can run five months and close us off for three of them. So you lay by for five months and a margin, and then you lay by a little more, because the year you don't is the year you find out why everybody else did."

      Mabel said nothing. She was aware of Eli beside her, equally still, and she knew without looking that he was doing the same arithmetic she was, and that it was costing him the same thing.

      Because they had both come up under the count.

      In the valley, laid by was not a phrase anyone used, because there had never been a surplus to lay anything by from. There had been the deliveries, parceled out, weighed against the number, and there had been Denise—who kept the stores the way some people kept faith, who could tell you to the ounce what forty people had and what forty people were owed and what would happen to the margin if the number changed by one. A pregnancy was a problem to be managed before it was a child to be loved. A death cleared a slot. Extra was a word that started arguments. Mabel had stood in that valley's thin store more times than she could count and watched grown people do sums with their eyes over a sack of meal, and she had thought, because she had never been shown otherwise, that this was simply what winter was. A thing you survived by being colder and hungrier and more careful than it. A thing that took something from you every year as the price of letting you live.

      She stood in Ada's cellar and understood, like you understand a thing too late to have changed it, that it had never had to be that.

      That the difference between the valley and this room was not luck, and not even land. It was that one place had been allowed to keep what it grew, and the other had been kept just hungry enough to stay obedient. The count had never been about the food. It had been about the leash. And the proof of it was hanging from these beams in muslin, a winter's worth of plenty laid by on purpose by free people who had simply decided not to be afraid of the snow.

      "You're quiet," Ada said. Not unkind. Reading her.

      "I grew up two valleys and a lifetime from this," Mabel said. It was as much as she could manage. "We'd have called this a year's miracle. You call it Tuesday."

      "We call it Tuesday because we made it Tuesday." Ada set the lantern on a shelf and pulled a jar down and turned it in the light—dark, glistening, some put-up fruit. "It's not a miracle, and I'd hate for you to think it was. A miracle's a thing you wait for. This is a thing you do, in July, when it's the last thing you feel like doing, sweating over a kettle so that the woman you'll be in January isn't afraid." She handed the jar to Mabel. "Take that up to your room. Blackberry. You look like a woman who's never once been given the good jar."

      Mabel held it and did not have anything to say that would fit through her throat.

      Eli reached out with his good hand and touched a ham in its muslin, lightly, the way he touched things he was committing to memory—the engine of the truck, the architecture of a place that worked. "Caleb's going to think he died," he said, low, and there was something under it that wasn't quite a joke. "He spent his whole life learning to need less. I don't know how to tell him he can stop."

      "You don't tell him," Ada said. "You feed him till he believes it. Takes a winter, usually." She took the lantern back up. "Both of you. It takes a winter. That's all right. You've got one."

      She led them back up toward the white light and the cold that killed instead of kept, and Mabel came up the stone steps with a jar of blackberry in her two hands like something she'd been entrusted with, and she thought: you've got one. A winter. As though a winter were a thing a person could be given, instead of a thing that was done to you.

      And then they came out into the courtyard, and Hollis was standing at the workshop door looking for them, and his face had the news on it, and the hour the cellars had bought was over.
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      "They've stopped at the pass," Hollis said.

      He said it like he said everything that came off his radio—flat, exact, stripped of the thing he felt about it so that you could decide for yourself what to feel. They had gone into the workshop to hear it, the four of them and the heat of the woodstove and the smell of solder and cut pine, Travis at his bench with his hands gone still over whatever he'd been building, Eli standing with his cast held against his chest, listening hard.

      "Say it plain," Ada said.

      "Authority traffic, before light. South of us, regional band. They've a man assigned to the pilot's case—name of Drell, came up through their channels two days running. He drove as far as the last graded mile under the pass and the snow turned him." Hollis's mouth did something that was nearly dry. "He sat there a while, by the chatter. Then he turned around and went back down toward the registered settlements. Wrote it up as route impassable, reattempt at thaw."

      The room held it.

      Mabel watched it reach Eli. She had learned the man's stillness on a hard road and she knew the difference now between the kind that meant nothing had touched him and the kind that meant something had touched him all the way down. This was the second kind. He stood with the cast against his chest and he did not move and he looked at the middle of
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