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The first strange tremor came at dusk, rattling coffee mugs in the hands of the regulars at the Sitka General Store. The building’s frosted windows hummed with the vibration, and everyone—Inuit elders in fur-trimmed parkas, oil workers on late shift, even the elementary school principal selecting canned beans—paused for a moment, puzzled. Out on the snow, dogs set to howling, as if every Malamute and Husky knew to sound a warning. 

That was when the sky lit up. 

For a confused heartbeat, it was as if the whole frozen world had gone silent. Then, as if a switch had been flipped, the villagers of Qimugtaq flooded from their houses, drawn together by the shock of what had just sliced overhead. 

It wasn’t the northern lights—everyone could see that at once, the absence of emerald and violet ghosts replaced by a furious, burning streak. The orange blaze seared itself across the sky with an unnatural brightness, a ribbon of fire so intense it painted the snowy earth in a blinding sapphire hue. 

Even the drifts of snow, which usually swallowed light, glittered as if each flake had caught a shard of the sun.

Children pointed with mittened hands, mouths agape, while elders shuffled onto icy porches, their faces creased with knowing unease. Dogs, once tethered, now barked and whined in a mad chorus, their voices echoing down the frozen river that split the town. From the roof of the general store, a curtain of frost tumbled loose and shattered on the ground as the vibration pulsed through the frame.

And then the sound arrived. Not a sharp crack like thunder, but a slow, rolling boom that seemed to rise from the bones of the earth itself. The ground vibrated beneath heavy boots, the air shuddered, wind chimes clattered and fell silent. Every heart in the village stuttered as the sound passed through them, an invisible hand squeezing tight before letting go.

For a long moment after, no one moved. Then, as if by mutual agreement, they all began to talk at once. The parking lot of the Sitka General Store became a huddle of parkas and wool hats under the flicker of yellow porch light. Wives clung to husbands’ arms, children clustered around their mothers, and teenagers whooped and filmed the sky with shaky cell phones. The cold was instantly forgotten, swept aside by the heat of collective amazement and fear.

Ootek, the store’s owner, stood by the sliding doors, arms folded over his chest. He was not a man known for his words, but tonight, as the last of the orange streak faded into a haze above the horizon, he cleared his throat. “Definitely not a plane,” he said, voice calm and grave, but with a glint in his eye that told of excitement just barely contained. The crowd nodded, some with nervous laughs, others with silent agreement. 

Of course, it wasn’t a plane—no jet could move like that, or burn with that furious color.

Elder women in beaded headscarves spoke in low tones, invoking stories handed down from the time before the oil rigs. A few men from the local maintenance crew speculated about a meteor, or maybe a missile test gone wrong. But nothing in anyone’s memory—or in the town’s long ledger of strange happenings—matched what they’d just seen.

The elementary school principal, Mrs. Kenai, took out her phone and tried to capture the last glow of the sky. “It must’ve landed somewhere west,” she said, half to herself, half to the cluster of students jostling at her side. “Look how low it was. That’s not just space junk.”

On the far edge of the lot, old man Ittuk, who claimed to remember the Big Flood, spat into the snow and cackled. “That’s the ancestors coming back to check on us,” he barked, just loud enough for the crowd to hear. Several heads turned. A few grinned, but most looked toward the darkening woods with a prickle of unease.

The afterglow lingered in the clouds, a bruised orange that slowly faded into the indigo of true night. One by one, the villagers drifted back indoors, but not before glancing over their shoulders, searching for another sign, another sound. Even after the doors closed, conversations hummed through the walls, each household adding their own twist to the story, each retelling growing a little wilder.

In the warmth of the general store, Ootek handed out coffee to anyone who lingered, charging them half price in honor of the spectacle. He watched the faces as they sipped, eyes darting to the windows whenever someone claimed to see just a hint of new light on the horizon. No one left until the coffee ran out.

Word spread through the community like wildfire. By the time the sun had disappeared completely, the mayor—who doubled as the town’s only tow-truck driver—had rounded up a search party. There was much speculation about what had landed: A secret military drone, an errant Russian satellite, or, as old man Ittuk suggested, “Something from way out there,” with a meaningful finger jab at the stars.

The trek out to the crash site was an adventure in itself. The search party consisted of Ootek, the mayor, two high schoolers armed with thermoses of cocoa, and an elder named Tali, who insisted that she could smell “something not right” in the air. They walked for nearly an hour, crunching over wind-packed snow, until they came upon a fresh crater steaming in the moonlight. 

The object inside wasn’t at all what they expected. It was a rock, yes, but not like any they’d ever seen. Smooth and metallic black, the size of an old chest freezer, it gleamed as if it were wet. When the mayor poked it with a stick, it rang like a bell. For a few minutes, the group simply stared in silence.

“We have to move it,” said Tali finally, her voice decisive. “This is not a thing to leave out.” She didn’t elaborate, but no one argued. After a hurried discussion, they agreed to haul it back to the edge of town and stash it somewhere safe—maybe in the unused supply shed behind the elementary school. 

The logistics of moving a half-ton meteorite were daunting, but Qimugtaq was used to working together. Ootek called in favors, and by morning a snowmobile had been pressed into service, towing a battered construction sled. The entire process had a festive air; half the town turned out to watch, and the high schoolers streamed the operation on their phones. When the meteorite finally bumped up against the iron wall of the shed, people cheered. 

They had no lock for the shed—this was Qimugtaq, no one locked anything—but the mayor parked the snowmobile lengthwise in front of the door, just in case. For the rest of the day, people drifted by, peeking at the shed, trading theories. It was only when the sky turned purple and the wind picked up that the crowds thinned.

No one noticed the faint warmth that radiated from the meteorite. 

Not yet.
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Chapter Two
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The following evening, half the town squeezed into the Sitka General Store for an emergency town hall. The plastic tables had been cleared of canned goods and restocked with folding chairs, and the coffee pot never left the boil. Every seat was filled: Fishermen in rubber boots, teachers in wool scarves, the local RCMP constable with her notebook open and pen poised. 

Only the dogs were barred from entry, though they pressed noses to the frosted glass and howled whenever anyone inside raised their voice.

Ootek presided at the head of the makeshift council, standing behind the counter with a sense of authority granted not by election, but by sheer stubbornness. He wore his best—meaning cleanest—flannel shirt, and had polished his boots until they almost shone.

In lieu of a gavel, he wielded an ancient soup ladle, the bowl dented and handle wrapped in electrical tape, which he rapped authoritatively on a cutting board borrowed from the deli section. The room was electric with anticipation, every eye tracking his movements as he cleared his throat and announced, “We are not here to argue.” 

Which meant, of course, that the next two hours were almost nothing but arguing. The mayor, a stout man with wind-chapped cheeks who wore his reflective tow-truck vest even indoors, was first to speak. He planted his palms on the folding table and declared, “The meteorite is municipal property, end of discussion. It will be a point of pride, a landmark for Qimugtaq. 

“We’ll
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