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The Shadow of the Fox The 

First Etching

The silence of the Laurentides was a physical weight, a thick blanket of snow and quiet that settled over Adam Beliza’s small cabin. He watched the steam curl from his black coffee, a ghost rising to meet the frigid morning air. Outside, the birches stood like skeletal sentinels against a pale, unforgiving sky. This solitude was what he had sought in retirement, a deliberate and profound emptiness to counteract the noise of his former life.

He had traded the wail of sirens for the whisper of wind through pine needles, the stench of urban decay for the clean, sharp scent of frost. For two years, the rhythm of his days had been dictated by the sun and the seasons, not by the frantic urgency of a dispatcher’s call. Here, the only ghosts were the ones he carried inside him, and he had learned, for the most part, to keep them quiet.

The shrill ring of the landline was a violation, a sharp metal splinter in the soft fabric of his morning. He flinched, his gaze snapping from the window to the old rotary phone on the wall. It was an anachronism he kept for emergencies, a tether to a world he preferred to forget. Almost no one had the number. His hand hesitated over the receiver, a familiar dread coiling deep in his stomach.

Reluctantly, he picked it up, the cold plastic a shock against his skin. “Beliza,” he said, his voice raspy from disuse. He didn’t offer a greeting, only the stark fact of his name, a shield and a warning. The line crackled with static, a distant hum that seemed to travel across miles of frozen wilderness, carrying with it the chill of something unwelcome, something that had finally found its way to his door.

“Adam? It’s Detective Moreau. Isabelle Moreau, from the Sûreté du Québec, Mont-Tremblant.” The voice was young, professional, but threaded with an uncertainty that Adam recognized immediately. It was the sound of a cop standing on the edge of something they couldn’t comprehend, a precipice he knew all too well. He felt the muscles in his back tighten, a reflex honed by decades of bad news delivered over the phone.

“I’m retired, Detective,” he stated flatly, his eyes drifting back to the serene, snow-covered forest. He wanted to hang up, to sever the connection and preserve the fragile peace he had built around himself. But he didn’t. Some old instinct, a deeply buried sense of duty or perhaps just morbid curiosity, kept him on the line, listening to the strained breathing on the other end, waiting for the inevitable.

“I know, sir. I’m sorry to bother you at home. We wouldn’t... I wouldn’t be calling if it wasn’t important. We found a body this morning. A hiker, we think. In the woods just off the 117.” Moreau’s voice was steady, but the words came out in a rush, as if she were afraid he would interrupt. Adam remained silent, letting the unwelcome information seep into the quiet room like a dark stain.

He closed his eyes, the image of a crime scene superimposing itself over the peaceful view from his window. The yellow tape, the trampled snow, the cold, indifferent faces of the forensics team. He could almost smell the metallic tang of blood cutting through the scent of pine. “That’s your jurisdiction, Moreau. It has nothing to do with me anymore.” His tone was hard, a wall he erected to protect himself.

“It’s the... the way he was left,” she continued, her voice dropping, becoming more hesitant. “There’s a mark, sir. On the body. An etching on the skin.” Adam’s grip on the receiver tightened, his knuckles turning white. The word ‘etching’ sent a tremor through him, a jolt of ice-cold adrenaline that was horribly familiar. He knew what she was going to say next, and a part of him screamed to stop her.

“The coroner on site, Dr. Gagnon, he’s old enough to remember. He said it looked like the work of the... the Rusé.” The name hung in the air between them, a forgotten spectre summoned from the darkest chapter of Adam’s career. Le Rusé. The Fox. The case that had nearly destroyed him, the one whose file was officially closed, its perpetrator supposedly dead and buried for fifteen long years.

A wave of nausea washed over Adam. He leaned against the rough-hewn log wall of his cabin, the phone pressed hard against his ear. The Fox was not a memory; it was a scar, a deep, jagged line carved into his soul. He had seen the man’s lifeless body, had identified him on a cold slab in the morgue. It couldn’t be. It was a copycat, a sick admirer. It had to be.

“That’s impossible,” Adam whispered, the words barely audible. The forest outside no longer looked peaceful; the shadows between the trees seemed to deepen, to twist into menacing shapes. The quiet of his life was shattered, replaced by the roaring in his ears, the frantic beating of a heart that had forgotten what true fear felt like. This was not just a case; it was a haunting.

“Gagnon was sure,” Moreau insisted, sensing his disbelief, or perhaps his terror. “He said no one else ever made the mark like that. The precision. The... artistry.” The word made Adam’s stomach clench. Artistry. That was what the media had called it. He had called it butchery, a desecration of the human form by a monster who saw people as nothing more than a canvas for his depravity.

He remembered the original victims, their faces forever etched in his mind’s eye. The shared look of terror, frozen in death. And always, the mark. A stylized fox head, carved with surgical precision into the flesh of their backs. It was the killer’s signature, a claim of ownership. A brand. He had spent three years hunting the man who made that mark, three years that had cost him his marriage, his peace, and a piece of his sanity.

“Where?” Adam asked, his voice a low growl. The question was an admission of defeat, a surrender to the ghost that had reached out from the grave to reclaim him. He was no longer a retired man enjoying his coffee. He was a detective again, and the hunt had resumed, whether he wanted it to or not. The quiet life was over. The fox was back in the woods, and its shadow had fallen over him once more.

Moreau gave him the location, a remote access point to a hiking trail a forty-minute drive away. Her relief was palpable, even through the crackling phone line. She needed him. She needed the man who had caught the monster the first time, because she was facing something that defied all logic, something that felt like a phantom come back to life. She didn’t know she was asking a ghost to hunt a ghost.

After he hung up, Adam stood motionless for a long time, the silence of the cabin now feeling accusatory. His hands were shaking. He looked at them, disgusted by their tremor. They were the hands of an old man, not the steady hands of a homicide detective. What could he possibly do? He was out of practice, disconnected, and emotionally compromised. Going back was a fool’s errand, a direct path back to the abyss.

Yet, he couldn’t refuse. The mark was a summons. It was a personal challenge from a killer he thought he’d vanquished. If it was a copycat, they needed to be stopped before they could replicate the full horror of the original spree. If it was something else... if it was somehow the original Rusé... then he was the only one who truly understood the evil he was up against. The thought was both terrifying and galvanizing.

He moved with a sudden, decisive energy, shedding the lethargy of his retired life like a second skin. He pulled on a heavy wool sweater and his worn leather jacket, the familiar weight a small comfort. The man in the mirror was a stranger—his face more lined than he remembered, his eyes holding a haunted, weary look. He saw the detective he used to be, buried under layers of regret and forced tranquility.

The keys to his old truck felt foreign in his hand. He hadn’t driven in days, content to remain snowbound in his sanctuary. Now, the engine turning over was a guttural roar that tore through the morning’s peace, a declaration of his return to the world of violence and death. The tires crunched over the pristine snow on his long driveway, leaving the first ugly tracks on a perfect, white canvas.

The drive was a descent into memory. Every curve in the winding mountain road seemed to pull him further back in time. The snow-laden branches of the evergreens drooped low, forming a dark, oppressive tunnel. He remembered stakeouts in the biting Montréal winter, the taste of stale coffee, the gnawing anxiety that ate at his insides while he waited for a predator to make a mistake. He had forgotten how much it had taken from him.

He had promised himself he would never go back. When he’d handed in his badge, he’d sworn he was done with the dead. He wanted to focus on the living, on himself, on finding some semblance of peace before his own time was up. But the dead had a long reach. And this particular ghost, the one who signed his work with the image of a fox, had the longest reach of all.

As he neared the location Moreau had given him, the pristine wilderness gave way to the ugly signature of a modern crime scene. An ambulance and several Sûreté du Québec cruisers were parked haphazardly on the shoulder of the road, their flashing lights casting a lurid, pulsing blue and red glow against the white snow. The sight sent a familiar, unwelcome jolt through his system—a mix of adrenaline and profound sadness.

He parked his truck a short distance away and got out, the cold air hitting him like a physical blow. A uniformed officer, barely a man, stood at a line of yellow tape strung between two massive pine trees. The officer eyed him with suspicion, his hand resting near his sidearm. Adam pulled out his old, expired badge from his wallet, a relic he didn’t know why he still carried. “Detective Moreau is expecting me. Adam Beliza.”

The young officer’s eyes widened slightly in recognition. The name still carried weight, it seemed. He lifted the tape without a word, granting Adam passage into the sanctum of the dead. Adam ducked under, the plastic strip sliding over his jacket. He was crossing a line, not just a physical one, but a personal one. He was stepping back into the life he had fought so hard to escape.
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