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Chapter 1: First Sighting






The axe struck the log with a solid thunk that echoed across the tundra. Hazel Sutton placed another piece on the chopping block, her breath visible in white puffs even though it was only late August. After three weeks at this research cabin, she still wasn’t used to the cold that slipped in everywhere, even during summer. The air here was sharp. It stung any exposed skin, slipped through her clothes, and reminded her she was an outsider in a place that didn’t care if she survived.

She raised the axe again, feeling the familiar burn in her shoulders, the strain in her lower back. The physical work felt good. It kept her hands busy and her mind somewhere other than the dark places it wanted to go. Each swing of the axe was a moment she didn't have to think about David, about the hospital, about the funeral she'd barely remember attending. Each split log was proof she could still do something useful, even if she felt useless in every other way.

The wood pile was already a good size, stacked against the cabin’s north wall where it would stay frozen and dry all winter. The split logs fit together in a way that would keep out rain and snow. She had learned this skill years ago on a fire crew in Montana. That memory felt far away now, almost like it belonged to someone else. Maybe it did.

She knew she should stop for the day. Her shoulders ached in a way that would become real pain by tomorrow. Blisters were forming on her palms even with gloves; she could feel the hot spots that would break and bleed if she kept going. But stopping meant going inside, and inside was too quiet, with too much time to think and too much space for feelings she wanted to avoid.

One more log.

She bent to grab another piece from the pile, and that's when she saw it.

About fifty yards away, sitting perfectly still against the gray-green tundra, was an arctic fox.

Hazel straightened slowly, the axe hanging loosely in her right hand. Her breath caught in her throat. For a moment, she thought she had imagined it, her mind playing tricks after so many days alone. But the fox was real. Solid. Undeniably present.

The animal was small, maybe eight or nine pounds, delicate like all foxes. Its coat was still in summer colors, a mottled brownish-gray that blended almost perfectly with the tundra plants. Lighter patches on its chest and face caught the weak sunlight. From this distance, Hazel could just see the fox’s eyes watching her. Amber, she guessed, though she wasn’t sure. They seemed to glow a little, catching the light the way canid eyes often did.

They stared at each other across the open ground. The wind pushed between them, carrying the scent of lichen and wet earth and the faint sweetness of late-summer tundra flowers. A raven called somewhere overhead, its harsh voice breaking the silence before fading away. But neither Hazel nor the fox moved.

The fox stayed still. So did Hazel. The wind pressed at her back, carrying her scent away from the animal, which was probably why it hadn’t run yet. It was a smart creature, keeping downwind of the strange human.

Hazel had once been a wildlife biologist. She spent seven years tracking wolves in Montana and three more studying bears in Yellowstone. She knew how to read animals and move around them without causing alarm. She also knew that this fox was making its own calculations: threat level, escape routes, and whether it was worth looking for food nearby.

She also knew that foxes usually didn’t stay near people unless there was food. Hazel had been careful. Her trash was secured, her supplies locked away, and no scraps were left outside to attract animals. There was nothing here for a fox except curiosity.

Maybe that's all this was. Curiosity.

Hazel slowly lowered the axe and rested it on the chopping block. She moved carefully, trying not to seem like a threat. The fox tilted its head a little, ears pointed forward.

Then, in the space of a single breath, it was gone. There was a quick movement, and the willow brush hid it from view.

Hazel stood there for a long moment, staring at the spot where the fox had been. Her heart was beating faster than it should. It was just a fox. She'd seen hundreds of them over her career. This wasn't special.

Except it felt special somehow.

She picked up the axe and sank it into the chopping block, leaving it there. Her shoulders really did ache now. Time to call it a day.

Inside the cabin, she pulled off her gloves and ran cold water over her hands from the basin. The water was glacier-fed, so cold it made her fingers ache. No real damage yet, just redness where the blisters would form tomorrow. She'd tape them up before bed, another small ritual in the long list of things she did to keep herself functional.

The cabin was a single large room with a sleeping alcove in the back corner. It was about four hundred square feet—small by most standards, but more than enough for one person living alone. A wood stove stood in the center, its black iron body giving off heat, with a pipe running up through the roof and a storm cap to keep out rain and snow. Someone had built the cabin well, probably decades ago. The logs were solid and the chinking between them was tight. It would stand up to winter storms, temperatures that dropped to fifty below, and winds strong enough to strip the skin from your face.

Shelves lined the walls, stocked with supplies: canned goods in neat rows, dried beans in glass jars, rice, flour, sugar, and salt. She had everything she needed to get through the winter if she decided to stay. A small propane stove sat on the counter for times when she didn’t want to use the wood stove. There was a table with two chairs—one for her, and one for the person she used to be. A radio picked up little more than static and the occasional weather report from Fairbanks. She had books she’d already read twice, their spines cracked and covers worn. A calendar on the wall helped her keep track of the days, a reminder that time was still moving even when it felt like it had stopped.

It was more than enough. It was even comfortable. Basic but solid. Functional. It seemed like a good place to heal, if that was what she was doing. Sometimes she wasn’t sure. But she was grateful for this place. For the opportunity to spend months alone in the wilderness, supported by research funds that paid for the cabin and supplies. She wasn't actually doing much research—her official project was monitoring caribou populations, but she'd barely bothered with that since arriving. The isolation was the real goal. The chance to exist without having to pretend she was okay.

But gratitude felt beyond her reach most days.

Hazel pulled her field journal from the shelf above the table. It was a habit from her biology days, one she'd kept even after leaving that life behind. She flipped to a clean page and dated it: August 28.

She chewed the end of her pen, thinking. Then she wrote:

Arctic fox, female (I think), about 3-4 kg, summer coat. Observed from 50 yards, for about 2-3 minutes. No signs of distress or disease. Showed curious behavior, kept eye contact longer than most wild foxes. Left ear has a dark mark on the tip, could help identify her. She paused, pen hovering over the page. Then added:

David would have loved this place. The silence. The space. He always said Montana wasn't remote enough.

Her hand trembled slightly. She set the pen down and closed the journal.

Outside, the sun started its slow descent toward the horizon. It wouldn’t fully set for another month, but the light was already turning golden, making the tundra look dreamlike. It was beautiful and harsh at once.

Hazel made herself a simple dinner: rehydrated soup, bannock bread she had baked that morning, and weak tea. She ate at the table, watching the light change through the window.

She thought about the fox. Those amber eyes. The way it had sat so still, just watching. Like it was trying to figure her out, the same way she was trying to figure it out.

Tomorrow she'd check her fish traps in the creek. Maybe haul more water. There was always work to do, always something to keep her hands busy.

But tonight, for the first time since arriving, she felt something other than the hollow numbness that had followed her north. It was small, barely there. But it was something.

Curiosity, maybe. Or hope.

She washed her dishes and banked the fire for the night. Through the window, the tundra stretched away in every direction, vast and empty and alive. Somewhere out there, a fox was settling into its den for the night, amber eyes closing, little body curling tight against the cold.

Hazel touched the window glass with one finger, a gesture she didn't fully understand.

"See you around," she whispered to the empty land.

Then she turned away and went to bed.








