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Lena Carter woke to silence so deep it felt like the world was holding its breath.

At first, she thought she was still dreaming. Alaska often did that to her, turning mornings into frozen paintings and made everything feel unreal. She lay still beneath her quilt, listening. No wind rattled the windows. No creak from the old spruce trees behind the house. Just quiet. A soft, heavy quiet.

Then she noticed the light.

It spilled through her bedroom window in a pale, glowing white, brighter than usual, as if the sun had decided to shine through snow instead of sky. Lena sat up, her breath fogging the cold air, and pushed aside the curtain.

Her breath caught.

Overnight, the world had disappeared.

The small town outside her window was just a scattering of cabins and a single snow-packed road had been swallowed by snow. Thick, untouched snow blanketed the ground, the trees, the rooftops. Even the mountains in the distance looked different, softened and smoothed like giants tucked beneath white blankets. Snowflakes still drifted down, slow and lazy, as if the sky itself were relaxed.

“It snowed,” Lena whispered, grinning.

She jumped out of bed, her bare feet slapping against the cold wooden floor, and hurried into her snow pants and thick sweater. Winter mornings were her favorite. They felt new, like the world had pressed a reset button overnight.

From the kitchen came the familiar smell of coffee and frying bread. Her father was already awake.

“Lena,” Mark Carter called gently. “You up?”

“I’m up!” she answered, tugging on her wool socks. “Dad, it’s perfect outside!”

Her bedroom door burst open before he could reply. Whiskey stood there, tail wagging, mismatched eyes bright with excitement, one icy blue, the other warm brown. Snow clung to his fur like tiny stars, proof that he’d already been outside.

“You went without me,” Lena accused playfully, dropping to her knees to hug him.

Whiskey huffed, licking her cheek, his tail thumping against the doorframe. He smelled like cold air and pine, her favorite smell in the world.

“Careful,” her mother’s voice came from down the hall. “You’ll be late for breakfast if you wrestle him first.”

Emily Carter appeared in the doorway, her dark hair pulled back, a soft smile on her face. She carried herself with a calm steadiness, the kind that made Lena feel safe even on the coldest days.

“But Mom,” Lena said, standing. “Did you see the snow?”

Emily nodded. “I did. It’s beautiful. And dangerous.”

Lena rolled her eyes gently. “Everything is dangerous to you.”

Emily raised an eyebrow but smiled. “Only because I love you.”

They gathered in the small kitchen, warmth humming from the stove. Mark poured Lena a mug of cocoa, steam curling upward. Outside, snow continued to fall, quiet and endless.

“School’s probably canceled,” Lena said hopefully.

Mark chuckled. “Probably. But that doesn’t mean wandering off into the hills.”

“I won’t wander,” Lena said quickly. “Just explore.”

Whiskey lifted his head at the word explore, ears twitching.

Emily shook her head. “The snowpack is fresh. Slopes could be unstable.”

Lena nodded, only half listening. She’d heard these warnings her whole life. Alaska was full of rules, and she knew most of them by heart. Don’t go alone. Don’t ignore the weather. Don’t underestimate the mountains.

She didn’t think she ever did.

After breakfast, Lena pulled on her boots and thick coat. Whiskey sat patiently as she fastened his harness.

“Just around the trees,” Mark reminded her, opening the door. “Stay where we can see you.”

“I will,” she promised.

The door opened, and cold air rushed in, sharp and clean. Snow crunched beneath her boots as she stepped outside. The world felt vast and untouched, like she was the first person to ever see it.
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