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​Chapter One - Everything the Snow Covers
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The cold comes first.

Not darkness, not sound, not the specific quality of pain that arrives after shock has finished being merciful. Cold. The kind that is not a sensation but a fact, the kind that interior Alaska produces in October with the flat indifference of a geological event. Petra knows this cold. She has worked in it for three years, has learned the difference between cold that will hurt you and cold that will kill you, and what she is lying in right now is the second kind.

She is on her back. She knows this because she can feel the snow compressing beneath her shoulders, can feel it at the nape of her neck where her collar has come loose. The sky above her is the specific black of a night with too much cloud cover for stars, and the spruce trees are shapes at the edge of her vision, enormous and patient and entirely indifferent to what is happening beneath them.

She can hear Marcus.

He is somewhere to her right, maybe twenty feet, and he is making a sound that is not quite words. She cannot turn her head far enough to see him. She has tried twice and stopped, because turning her head produces a white-hot sensation along her left side that tells her something structural has happened there, something she would categorize more precisely if she had the capacity right now for precision. She does not.

She cannot hear Yuen.

This is the fact she keeps arriving at and then moving away from, the way you move away from a hot surface before your nerves have finished processing. Yuen was ahead of her on the trail when the slope gave way. He was ahead of her, and the snow came down in a sound like the sky falling, and after that there was only the white and the cold and the particular silence of a forest that has just witnessed something and is deciding what to make of it.

She cannot hear Yuen.

Her clinical mind, which has not entirely left her despite everything, is taking inventory. Left side: compromised. Possible rib fractures, possible pneumothorax, possible worse. Right hand: functional, fingers responding when she asks them to. Left hand: present but not reporting. Head: she hit something, or something hit her, and there is blood drying at her temple that she can feel as a tightness in the skin. Core temperature: dropping. She knows the progression. She has seen it in animals. She knows how it goes.

She is going to die out here.

The thought arrives without drama. This is the thing about training that people who have not been trained do not understand: in a real crisis, panic is not the first response. The first response is assessment. The panic comes later, if there is a later, and Petra has spent enough time with dying things to know that the assessment and the dying can happen at the same time, simultaneously, one narrating the other.

She has her emergency beacon. It is in the left chest pocket of her pack, which she can feel pressing against her back, which means the pack is still on her. She needs her right hand to reach it. Her right hand is functional. If she can roll slightly to the right, if she can manage the white-hot sensation along her left side for long enough, she can reach the beacon. She can do this. She begins to plan the motion.

Then the forest goes quiet.

Not quieter. Quiet in a way that is different from the quiet that was already there, a quality of silence that is not the absence of sound but the presence of attention. Every animal that had been making small sounds in the dark, the things that move through spruce forest in the night and produce the low continuous evidence of their existing, has stopped. All at once. As if a signal was given that Petra did not hear.

She stops planning the motion.

Something is moving through the trees to her left.

She knows this the way prey animals know it: not from a sound, not from a sighting, but from a change in the quality of the air, from the displacement of something that is very large and moving with a precision that is more frightening than noise would be. She has worked with large predators. She knows what it feels like to be in a space with something that has decided whether or not you are relevant to its purposes. She is feeling it now.

She thinks: this is how it ends.

She is not afraid, which surprises her. She has always assumed she would be afraid. What she feels instead is something closer to clarity, the specific lucidity of a mind that has stopped allocating resources to hope and can now simply observe. She is lying in the snow in the dark and something enormous is moving toward her through the trees and she is going to die and the only thing she regrets, right now, in this moment, is that she cannot hear Yuen.

The movement stops.

Something is very close to her. She cannot see it. She can feel the displacement of air that means size, and she can feel the particular attention of something that has found what it was looking for and is now deciding, and she holds completely still because stillness is the only thing left available to her. She holds still and she waits.

The decision takes a long time.

She does not know how long. Her capacity for time is compromised along with everything else. But there is a duration, a span of some length, during which she is being assessed by something she cannot see, and during which she understands with complete, animal clarity that her life is not in her hands.

Then something changes in the air.

She cannot explain it more precisely than that. Something changes: the quality of the attention shifts, some calculation completes, and the thing that was moving toward her with the intention of one kind of ending arrives at a different intention entirely. She feels this as a physical fact, as real as the cold, as undeniable as the pain along her left side.

She does not feel afraid of it anymore.

This is the last coherent thought she has before unconsciousness. Not: I am saved. Not: what is happening. Just the plain, specific absence of fear, which is its own kind of information, and which she carries with her down into the dark.

She woke in a white room.

This was not, in itself, alarming. White rooms were familiar. She had worked in white rooms. The smell of antiseptic was correct, the sound of a monitor nearby was correct, the particular quality of fluorescent light on white ceiling tiles was correct. She was in a hospital. This made sense.

What did not make sense was that she was alive.

She lay still and took inventory, the way she always did. Right hand: present, IV line, taped at the wrist. Left hand: present, sensation returned, fingers moveable. Left side: wrapped, breathing was effortful but possible, plural rib fractures was her guess. Head: bandaged above the left temple. She touched the bandage with her right hand and a nurse appeared from somewhere to her left and said her name.

"Dr. Vasic. Don't move your head too quickly."

Petra moved her head carefully and looked at the nurse, who was young and professional and was regarding her with the particular expression of someone calibrating how much bad news to deliver at once.

"Where am I," Petra said. Her voice came out wrong, too dry, scraped thin.

"Sitka Creek General. You were brought in early this morning." The nurse was checking the IV, keeping her hands busy, which was its own kind of information. "You were found on the Hartley Creek access trail, approximately four miles in. Hypothermia, three fractured ribs, a concussion, lacerations to the head and shoulder." She paused. "Your emergency beacon activated at two-seventeen AM. Search and rescue reached you at four-forty."

Petra processed this. Two-seventeen. She had been on the trail since the previous afternoon. That was a long time to be in the snow.

"My colleagues," she said.

The nurse's hands paused on the IV line.

"The two other members of your party," Petra said, because she needed to hear the words in the right order, needed the sentence to finish the way it was going to finish so she could begin the work of knowing it. "Marcus Ellery and Yuen Fassett."

The nurse looked at her. The expression did not change, but something underneath it did.

"I'm going to get the attending physician," the nurse said. "He'll be able to answer your questions."

She left.

Petra lay in the white room and looked at the white ceiling and understood what the nurse not answering meant. She had worked in clinics long enough to know that particular deflection, had practiced it herself in waiting rooms with owners whose animals were not going to recover. She knew what it meant.

Both of them.

She pressed her right hand flat against the bed beside her and held it there and breathed through the ribs and looked at the ceiling and did not cry. Not because she was not feeling it. Because she was feeling it in a way that was too large for crying, that was going to require more time and more space than a hospital bed in the immediate aftermath allowed.

The attending physician came. He was a careful, tired man who delivered the information with appropriate gentleness. Marcus and Yuen had both been recovered. Both deceased. Yuen had been killed by the initial slide, the physician said, the impact; Marcus had survived the slide but had not survived the night. The search and rescue team had found Petra unconscious, partially sheltered against a spruce trunk, further from the slide's terminus than her injuries should have allowed her to travel. The physician said this in the neutral tone of someone who had decided not to examine the detail too closely.

"Your shoulder," the physician said, and touched her left shoulder gently through the gown. "There are some unusual lacerations here. My best interpretation is that you sustained them during the fall, possibly from a branch or a broken root system exposed by the slide. Does that seem plausible to you?"

Petra thought about the dark. About the cessation of sound. About the feeling of something enormous making a decision above her.

"Yes," she said.

The physician nodded and wrote something on his chart.

Petra looked at the window. Outside, the sky was the white-grey of early morning in interior Alaska in late October. The spruce trees at the edge of the parking lot stood in the way spruce trees always stood, dark and patient and unreadable.

She did not say: I think something carried me here.

She said: I don't remember anything after the slide.

This was not entirely a lie. She did not remember the hours between the moment in the dark and the white room. But she remembered the dark itself, remembered the thing in it, remembered the shift in the air that had changed the ending. She remembered enough.

She held the not-saying in her chest, quiet and unexamined, and looked at the spruce trees, and tried to understand why she had chosen it.

She did not find an answer that satisfied her. She filed it away for later. This was what she did with things she could not yet make sense of: she filed them, and she waited, and eventually the world provided more information, and she revised her understanding.

She had, she suspected, a great deal of revising ahead of her.

Outside, the spruce trees stood in their ancient patience, and the sky held its white, and somewhere beneath all of it, forty miles north, the snow covered everything it had seen.
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​Chapter Two - A Useful Distance
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Six weeks is not very long to become someone different.

Petra understood this intellectually. She had read enough on trauma and its sequelae to know that six weeks was barely the beginning of the beginning, that the clinical literature on survivor recovery was full of timelines measured in months and years, that the human nervous system had its own schedule and it was not negotiable and it was not impressed by professional composure or the ability to show up to work. She knew all of this. She had decided to function anyway.

Sitka Creek in late November had a particular quality of darkness that took some people a long time to adjust to. The sun cleared the southern horizon for five hours on a good day and offered another hour of grey anteroom on each end, and the rest was dark: a long, specific dark that was not hostile, exactly, but was indifferent in a way that made certain people feel very small and very alone. Petra did not feel small in it. She had the paradoxical relationship with remote darkness that people who have been raised with too many people in too small a space sometimes develop, a relief in the absence of ambient human noise, a sense of the darkness as a kind of privacy.

She had taken a room in a house at the edge of town while she sorted out her extended stay. The house belonged to a retired schoolteacher named Anita who asked no questions and provided firewood and left a light on in the kitchen window, which Petra found more comforting than she expected to. She had not planned to stay in Sitka Creek. She had planned to recover enough to travel, to go back to her sublet in Anchorage, to begin the practical work of ending the contract she would not be fulfilling and returning the equipment that Marcus and Yuen had been responsible for and were not here to return.

She stayed. She told herself it was because she had not finished her locum placement at the Sitka Creek animal clinic, and this was technically true. She had three months remaining on the contract. She was a veterinarian and the clinic needed one. These were real reasons.

She did not examine the other reasons very closely.

Marcus Ellery's memorial was held on the second Saturday of November at the community hall.

Petra sat in the back row on the aisle side. The hall was full, the way things were full in small towns: everyone who might plausibly have known him, everyone who felt an obligation to be present, everyone who came because they wanted to be somewhere collective with their discomfort rather than alone with it. There were children there. There were people in work boots. There were the small sounds of a gathering that is trying to hold itself together and mostly succeeding.

She had known Marcus for two and a half years. She had liked him with the specific, limited warmth she offered most people: professionally, at arm's length, enough to notice when he was in a good mood and to ask about his daughter when the topic arose naturally. She had not known the things about him that the memorial revealed. That he had been a runner who entered charity races. That he had a younger brother who had flown in from Edmonton. That he had been planning to take his daughter to see the northern lights next February, a trip he had been promising her since she was four.

Petra listened to all of this and stayed very still and breathed carefully through her ribs, which still objected to deep breaths, and when it was over she slipped out before the receiving line formed.

Yuen Fassett's memorial was held the following Saturday, in Fairbanks, and she drove the four hours north and sat in the back of a university auditorium while his graduate colleagues and his professor and his mother stood at a podium and described a person she had known more completely than Marcus and therefore had more to lose. His laugh, which she had heard almost every day for eighteen months and had never catalogued as something she would miss until she was sitting in a room full of people who also missed it. His way of asking questions: carefully, with real interest, as if the answer genuinely mattered to him and might change what he did next. The paper he had been about to submit.

She sat in the back row again, close to the door. She did not cry. Crying would have required her to stop holding herself together and she could not afford to stop holding herself together in a room full of people, in a place where she was not known and would be looked at, where grief had an audience. She was capable of grief. She was just incapable of performing it.

She drove back to Sitka Creek in the dark with the heater running and Yuen's voice in her head asking questions she did not have answers to yet.

The week after Yuen's memorial, Imogen Taar drove down from Fairbanks.

Petra heard the truck in Anita's driveway at half past eleven on a Tuesday night and looked out the kitchen window and felt something loosen in her chest that she had not realized had been clenched.

Imogen was thirty-four and had the specific kind of beauty that resulted from never paying much attention to it, dark hair cut practically, always slightly wind-roughened, currently wearing a coat that was technically too small for the Alaskan interior in November but that she had apparently decided to trust anyway. She had a bottle of decent wine in one hand and the expression of someone who had driven four hours in the dark for a specific purpose and intended to accomplish it.

"You didn't answer my calls," Imogen said, which was by way of hello.

"I did," Petra said. "Twice."

"That's not what answering calls means and you know it." Imogen came inside without being specifically invited, because she had never needed to be specifically invited, and set the wine on the kitchen table and looked at Petra with the kind of attention that Petra usually found exhausting and currently found almost unbearable in its particular kindness. "How are you."

"I'm functional."

Imogen made a sound.

They went to the diner on Main Street because Anita's kitchen was not equipped for a real conversation and they both knew it. It was past midnight by then and the diner had the specific quiet of a place that has been serving people who needed somewhere to sit for forty years and has stopped asking why. They got coffee and the kind of pie that was not really about pie, and Imogen sat across from her and did not rush it, which was one of the things Petra valued most about her.

"I've never understood how you do that," Imogen said eventually. She was wrapping her hands around her mug, looking at Petra with the direct, assessing gaze of a wildlife biologist, which meant she was not going to miss anything. "Just decide to be fine."

"I decide to function," Petra said. "It's different."

Imogen looked at her for a moment. "Is it?"

"Functioning doesn't require anything to be resolved. It just requires you to keep moving."

"That sounds exhausting."

"It's efficient," Petra said.

Imogen was quiet for a moment. Outside, a truck moved through the empty street, headlights sweeping across the diner window. "You could come back to Fairbanks with me," she said. "My couch is terrible and my neighbor plays guitar, but you'd have company."

"I have a contract through February."

"You don't have to fulfill a contract after what happened."

"I want to." Petra picked up her coffee. "The clinic needs a vet. There isn't a replacement lined up. And I need somewhere to be."

Imogen looked at her with the expression she used when she thought Petra was lying and had decided, for now, not to say so. "Okay," she said. "But you'll call me. Not when things are bad. Just. Regularly."

"I will."

"You won't," Imogen said. "But I'll keep calling you, and you'll answer twice per week out of guilt, and we'll call that communication."

Petra almost smiled. This was, she thought, exactly accurate.

Deputy Dex Rallard interviewed her on a Thursday in a small room at the Sitka Creek sheriff's substation that was not exactly designed for difficult conversations but had been furnished with the attempt in mind: two chairs, a table, no desk between them. He was a broad, unhurried man in his mid-fifties with the specific grey of someone who had spent decades in cold-weather law enforcement, and he brought two cups of coffee and set one in front of her without being asked.

"I appreciate you coming in," he said. "I know this isn't easy."

"It's all right," Petra said.

"I just have a few questions. Standard procedure after an incident like this. Nothing that should take long."

She nodded.

He had a notepad and a pen and he used them, which she found more unnerving than a recorder would have been: handwriting felt more permanent, more personal, the specific documentation of a person who trusted his own attention. He asked about the timeline: when they had left the trailhead, when the slide had occurred, what she remembered of the immediate aftermath.

She told him what she had told the attending physician. The slide happened without warning. She was hit from the left side and lost consciousness. She woke in the snow. She activated her beacon. She did not remember anything between the slide and waking.

He asked about the shoulder.

"The lacerations," he said, not unkindly, his pen resting against the page. "The hospital report noted they were unusual. I just want to make sure I have it correct."

"From the fall," Petra said. "The attending physician thought debris from the slope."

"And that seems right to you."

"I was unconscious," she said. "I couldn't confirm the mechanism. But it's consistent with what I remember before I lost consciousness."

He wrote something down. She watched him write it. The room was very quiet. She was aware, in a way that had not been available to her during the hospital interview when she had been still half-concussed and managing more than she could organize, that she was making a choice. She was watching him record her account and she was not adding to it and she was doing this with full awareness of what she was choosing not to say.

He asked the same question three different ways over the course of the interview, phrased differently each time. Whether she had seen anything before the slide. Whether she had any sense of what had caused it. Whether, in the time between the slide and waking, she had been aware of anything, any presence, any sound. Three different framings, all arriving at the same center.

She gave him the same answer three different ways. Nothing before. Not sure about the cause. No awareness between then and waking.

He wrote all three answers down.

The room was very quiet and she watched him write and she held the not-saying in the same place she had been holding it since the hospital bed, and she understood, sitting across from this decent, careful man, that she had just made a choice she would not be able to unmake. That the story she had told was now official. That official meant something about how the future would have to be managed.

"Thank you, Dr. Vasic," he said. He closed his notepad. "If you think of anything, even something small that doesn't seem relevant, I hope you'll let me know."

"Of course," she said.

He walked her to the door. He was kind about it, in the way that people who have spent their careers delivering bad news become kind about ordinary interactions: present, unhurried, treating her with a care she did not feel she had done anything to deserve.

She drove back to Anita's house in the early dark of four o'clock November and sat in the car in the driveway for a while before going inside.

She was not sure what she had done, exactly. She was not sure what she was protecting, exactly, or why, or what she thought would happen next.

What she knew was that she had been in the dark forty miles north of this town, and something had made a decision about her, and she had come home carrying a question she could not yet answer, and that question was not going to wait patiently while she took the standard length of time to process her grief.

She went inside. She put the kettle on. Outside the kitchen window, the dark pressed against the glass, enormous and quiet, full of things that did not feel the need to announce themselves.
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​Chapter Three - The Shape of the Territory
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The Sitka Creek animal clinic had been operating in some form since the 1970s and looked it. The building itself was functional and well-maintained in the way of things that are used constantly by people who cannot afford for them to break: reliable, a little worn, heated to a temperature just slightly less than comfortable because the previous vet had apparently been from somewhere that considered sixty-two degrees appropriate. Petra turned the thermostat up on her second day and nobody complained.

She had been here before, briefly, at the end of the previous summer, doing a one-month fill-in before the regular vet retired. She had liked it then in the straightforward way she liked remote postings: the work was varied, the people who came in with their animals were serious about them, the cases did not include the kind of recreational complexity that urban practice could involve. A dog with a broken leg because it had been doing the job it was bred for. A cat with a respiratory infection that had gone untreated because the nearest clinic had previously been three hours away. Things that needed care and could be given it. This was what she had come back to, and she was glad of it.

By December she had become, in the indirect way of small towns, known to most of the people who kept animals within a forty-mile radius. She was the new vet, which was a specific kind of known: professional, useful, present. People asked her questions and thanked her and sometimes brought things by, a jar of something preserved, a cut of moose that she accepted with appropriate gratitude and then didn't know what to do with. She was not building friendships, exactly. She was building the particular architecture of trust that formed between a practitioner and a community: careful, instrumental, based on demonstrated competence. This was what she had always built, in every posting, and she was good at it.

She did not examine, very closely, the question of what she was not building.

The territory shaped itself around her over those first weeks of December.

She learned it the way she had always learned the places she worked: by driving the roads early in the morning, by paying attention to what the locals told her and what they did not tell her, by reading the landscape for what it said about the things that lived in it. Interior Alaska in early winter was an education in reduction: the deciduous trees stripped to their bones, the landscape pared down to spruce and snow and the occasional birch standing white and naked against the dark tree line. The distances were real here in a way they sometimes were not even in other remote places. Forty miles felt like forty miles. The backcountry did not perform wilderness for you; it simply was it, and you could either be adequate to that or you could leave.

Petra found, somewhat to her own surprise, that she did not
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