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## Chapter 1: The Road North

The convoy left the paved road at mile marker forty-seven and didn't look back.

Jake Mercer watched the asphalt disappear in his side mirror - a thin grey line retreating through the trees, narrowing to nothing as the gravel road curved north and swallowed them. He checked his watch: 5:42 AM. The sky above the tree line was a pale smear of early light, the color of old bone, and the forest on both sides of the road was still dark enough that the convoy's headlights caught nothing but the road itself and the rough-cut banks of earth on either side where the access track had been carved out of the hillside.

Three vehicles behind him: Dale Prentiss running the second flatbed with the small equipment load, Tom Briggs riding with the two new men in the crew cab, and the supply truck bringing up the rear with Danny Roe at the wheel. Four vehicles, nine men total including Jake. Plus the equipment they'd unload at the staging area: two chainsaws, the small-grade skidder, cutting gear, camp supplies for three weeks. A standard crew for a contract this size.

He shifted down as the road steepened. The truck's engine noise filled the cab.

No radio signal this far out - he'd lost the last station twenty minutes ago. His satellite phone sat on the console, charged and ready. Victor Hale had called at 4 AM while Jake was loading his personal gear into the truck bed. The call had been brief and instructional in the way that Hale's calls usually were: the permit window was six weeks, the northern sector needed to be cleared in five, the board had approved the accelerated schedule, and Jake should plan accordingly.

Jake had said: "I'll see what the terrain allows, Victor."

Hale had said: "It allows what we need it to allow. That's why we hired the right crew."

Jake had hung up and finished loading his gear.

He wasn't new to Hale Industries - three contracts in six years, all remote northern operations, all delivered on or ahead of schedule. He understood what the company expected from him and he generally agreed with their expectations. Remote logging required discipline, planning, and a crew that understood the difference between acceptable risk and actual danger. He had provided all of these things and intended to continue providing them.

What he hadn't provided, on any previous contract, was a guarantee. He didn't make guarantees about terrain he hadn't seen. That was the kind of principle that kept men alive at remote sites and Hale had always accepted it, even if he didn't love it.

The road leveled briefly and Jake could see further ahead - a long corridor of gravel cutting through timber that was getting progressively larger as they climbed. Second-growth forest near the bottom: pine and birch at maybe forty years old, tight-packed, the understory choked with brush. But as the elevation increased the trees were spacing out and getting older, and the forest floor was opening up the way old-growth forest did. He noted it without assignment. Good timber. That was why they were here.

At mile nineteen, he crossed a small creek on a culvert bridge and pulled over to wait for the convoy to close up. He got out and stood on the bridge while the others pulled in behind him. The creek was cold and clear, running fast with spring snowmelt, audible but not loud. Jake listened to it for a moment and then listened past it.

The forest was quiet.

That registered as a fact without yet registering as significant. Northern forests at first light were often quiet - the nocturnal animals had settled and the daylight ones hadn't started yet. It was a thin window of genuine silence between shifts and he'd experienced it before. He stood listening anyway, a habit from years in remote environments, this unconscious auditing of the surroundings that functioning outdoorsmen developed whether they meant to or not.

No birds. No movement in the brush. No small animal sounds in the leaf litter on either side of the creek. The water and the idling engines behind him and nothing else.

Tom Briggs climbed out of the second truck and walked up to the bridge, moving with the slight hitch in his right leg that had been getting worse for two years. Tom was fifty-four with a knee that was fifty-four going on eighty, and he'd been logging northern forests since before Jake had started shaving. He stood beside Jake and looked at the creek.

"How much further?" Tom said.

"Four miles."

"Road get worse?"

"Probably."

Tom nodded. He looked at the forest on the far side of the creek - really looked at it, the way he always did, assessing. Tom Briggs had an almost geological patience for reading a piece of land. Jake had seen him stand at the edge of a timber stand for ten minutes without moving, just looking, and then name the board-feet estimate within five percent of what the survey eventually confirmed.

"Old growth starts at the ridge," Jake said.

"I can see that from here." Tom was quiet for another moment. "You notice anything?"

"No birds."

"No birds," Tom agreed. He turned and walked back to his truck.

Jake stayed on the bridge another thirty seconds, listening. Then he got in his truck and drove north.

The staging area was a cleared tract where a previous survey team had done preliminary work - some brush removed, the road widened to allow equipment turnaround, a flat section of ground suitable for the camp layout. Jake pulled in and shut the engine. The other vehicles pulled in behind him. He sat for a moment with the engine cooling, looking at the tree line to the north where the old growth began in earnest, the trees going up forty, fifty, sixty feet, their tops catching the first actual sunlight of the morning while the forest floor below them was still in deep grey shadow.

He got out and began directing the setup.

He did not look at the tree line again for a while.

But when he did, just before the morning got fully underway, he thought he saw something pale among the dark trunks. A rectangle of color, grey-white, at roughly shoulder height. Fabric, maybe, or bark damage, or a trick of the light catching something reflective.

He walked toward it. Thirty feet into the tree line, he stopped and scanned. Nothing. Whatever it had been was gone, or had never been there.

He stood still for a moment in the first silence he'd been genuinely inside since before the engines started that morning. The forest pressed in on all sides, old and unconcerned.

He went back to work.

—-
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## Chapter 2: Setting Camp

The camp took shape by late morning - four canvas sleeping tents in a row along the eastern edge of the clearing, the cook tent positioned with its opening facing south away from the prevailing wind, equipment staged in the flat area north of the cook tent where the ground was firm enough to support the skidder's weight without trenching. Jake walked the layout twice before approving it. Camp setup was the kind of task that rewarded carefulness at the front end and punished carelessness at the back end, particularly at remote sites where a tent peg in the wrong place could mean a flooded sleeping area at 2 AM or an equipment cable draped across the footpath to the latrine.

He worked with Dale Prentiss on the equipment staging while Tom Briggs and the two newer men - a pair of brothers from the coast named Hedley and Marcus, both adequate loggers who'd been recommended by a contractor Jake had worked with before - did the sleeping tents. Daniel Brooks, the youngest of the crew at twenty-three, was assigned to the supply tent inventory with Danny Roe. Jake watched Daniel for a few minutes through the morning: the kid worked steadily and paid attention, which was the most important thing at this stage. He'd been told Daniel had half a season on smaller operations and was hoping to build toward a full crew position. That was the standard trajectory. Some of them made it, some didn't.

By noon the camp was established and Jake walked the perimeter of the designated logging zone with Tom. The zone was marked with orange boundary stakes driven into the ground at fifty-meter intervals, placed by the survey team that had come through six weeks earlier. The stakes marked the outer edge of the authorized cut - beyond them, north, east, and west, was land outside the permit area. South was the staging area and the access road.

Tom moved along the stakes with his hands in his jacket pockets and his eyes on the trees. Occasionally he stopped and looked closely at something - the angle of a slope, the condition of the soil, the species mix of the understory. Tom could read a timber stand the way some men read text, quickly and with automatic comprehension.

At the northern boundary, where the stakes marked the edge of the authorized zone and the old-growth forest began in earnest, Tom stopped and looked at the trees at the boundary line. Then he pointed at the trunk of a large white pine at the edge of the zone. "You see that?"

Jake looked. Three marks cut into the bark at shoulder height, evenly spaced, vertical orientation. Not the orange blazes the survey team used - those were horizontal, cut with a wide blade. These were narrower, older, made with a single-beveled tool like a hatchet or hand axe. The cuts had weathered to grey.

"Survey marks?" Jake said.

"Wrong angle and wrong pattern. Survey marks run horizontal on the bark and usually they spray paint them orange too." Tom leaned in closer. "These are hand-cut. Somebody did these with a hatchet, and not recently. Look at the weathering. Ten years at least. Maybe more."

Jake studied the marks. Three cuts, evenly spaced, no additional markings. A common enough pattern in older forestry practice - claim marking, trail blazing, territory indication. In an area with a logging history going back decades, it wasn't unusual to find old field marks. Loggers and surveyors had been working these northern forests for generations, and they left marks behind.

"Old survey work, probably," Jake said. "Hartwell or whoever was up here before."

Tom didn't answer right away. He looked at the marks for another moment, then moved on down the boundary line. Jake fell in beside him.

They found three more sets of the same marks at different trees along the northern boundary, all on the old-growth side, all at the same height, all made with the same tool or a very similar one. Consistent spacing between the marked trees: approximately thirty meters. Someone had walked this boundary and marked it from the other side. That was less consistent with survey work and more consistent with someone marking their own territory.

Jake noted it mentally and kept walking.

On the way back to camp, Tom stopped once more. He crouched near the base of a large birch at the western edge of the zone, near where the ground softened into a seasonal drainage. He reached into the leaf matter at the base of the tree and pulled something out: a rusted steel spring mechanism, half-buried, connected to steel jaws by a heavily corroded chain. A leg-hold trap, old style, the type that had been regulated and largely discontinued decades earlier.

He turned it over in his hands and looked at it. The mechanism was seized with rust - it hadn't been set in years, maybe decades. But it was a substantial trap. Heavy enough for something larger than a rabbit.

"Left from the old days," Jake said. "Trappers used to run lines through here before the logging operations got this far north."

Tom set it back in the leaves. "Probably," he said.

Jake registered his tone without commenting on it. Tom Briggs used that tone when he was not saying what he was thinking, which happened less often than most people assumed. He didn't say things just to say them. When he went quiet, it was because he hadn't finished forming the thought yet.

They walked back to camp. The afternoon was clear and cold, the sun already tilting west at a low angle. Jake did the equipment check with Dale, confirmed the fuel supplies, reviewed the cutting plan for the morning start.

He ate with the crew at dinner and ran through the schedule: chainsaw work on the southern section of the zone in the morning, skidder road prep in the afternoon. Standard sequence. The crew listened and asked reasonable questions.

That night, before he turned in, Jake did a last walk of the camp perimeter. Force of habit from years of remote sites.

The supply tent flap was moving slightly. He stopped and looked at it. There was no wind.

He told himself it was the tent structure settling. He went to bed.

In the morning, the supply inventory count came up short.

—-
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## Chapter 3: First Signs

The shortage was small enough to attribute to counting error: two packages of freeze-dried rice, a sealed bag of trail mix, and a lithium battery pack from the secondary electronics supplies. Jake reviewed the manifest with Danny Roe twice before he accepted the numbers. Roe was methodical and didn't make inventory errors - Jake had worked with him for two years and would have bet on his counts over most people's. The supplies were gone.

"Bear," Dale Prentiss said at breakfast. "Pulled the tent flap and rummaged."

"A bear that takes specific items and leaves everything else?" Roe said. He was a quiet man who spoke rarely, and when he did he tended to be right.

"Motivated bear," Dale said.

There was mild laughter around the table, the morning-before-work quality of it, and the conversation moved on. Jake let it move. He didn't see the benefit of making more of it than it was, not yet. If the shortage repeated, he'd address it. Isolated supply losses at remote camps happened - animal activity, counting errors, items mislaid during setup. You didn't raise alarms over two bags of rice.

The morning work went well. The southern section of the zone was accessible and the timber was good - mature second-growth pine and birch, straight-trunked, worth the board-foot estimates the survey had produced. Jake worked alongside the crew for the first three hours, which was his practice on new operations: he wanted to understand the terrain himself before he started directing others through it. The ground was firm, the slope manageable, the understory thin enough for safe equipment movement.

Daniel Brooks worked near him for most of the morning and Jake watched him without appearing to. The kid was earnest - almost aggressively so, the way young workers got when they were aware of being evaluated. But he was also genuinely competent with the chainsaw, which mattered more than the eagerness. He moved safely around falling timber and kept his angles correct. Jake noted it and said nothing - positive feedback at this stage tended to inflate young loggers' risk assessments.

At midday, during the lunch break, Jake walked north along the zone boundary to examine the terrain ahead of tomorrow's work. He was maybe two hundred meters into this walk when he found the boot prints.

They were in a soft section of ground where a seasonal drainage ran across the zone boundary from old-growth into the logged area - a natural passage point where the ground held impressions well. A single set of prints, crossing from north to south, from the uncut forest into the logging zone side. He crouched and studied them.

Work boots - no. Not work boots. The print pattern was too smooth, no lug or cleat pattern. Smooth-soled, which suggested either a very old boot style or no boot at all. He looked more carefully. No boot at all. These were bare feet - human feet, large, the toe spread of someone who walked barefoot regularly. And the stride: long, unhurried, confident. Not someone who stumbled onto this ground by accident.

Jake looked north into the old-growth forest. The trees stood in their usual arrangement, revealing nothing. He stood up and followed the prints south, into the logging zone, toward camp. They continued for about forty meters across the firm ground before the drainage ended and the prints disappeared on harder surface.

He did not mention the prints at the afternoon work session. He wanted to see if they reappeared.

At dinner, Daniel was animated about something he'd found during a brief midday wander along the western edge of the zone. He described it to the table with the enthusiasm of someone who hasn't yet learned which details to edit: a large flat rock at the zone boundary with a series of smaller stones arranged on top of it in a pattern that seemed intentional - roughly circular, with three stones inside the circle that didn't match the surrounding rock type, meaning they'd been carried there.

"Probably nothing," Daniel said. "Old camp marker or something."

"Or something," Tom said without looking up from his food.

Daniel glanced at him, unsure of the tone.

After dinner, Tom found Jake at the equipment staging area doing a last-light check on the skidder's cable assembly - a habit he maintained regardless of how new the cable was. Tom stood nearby without speaking for a moment, which Jake recognized as his entry mode.

"Tell me," Jake said, not looking up from the cable.

"I went back to that birch this afternoon," Tom said. "The one with the trap."

"And?"

"The trap was gone."

Jake stopped working with the cable. He looked at Tom.

"Same spot," Tom said. "I marked the location in my head - it was between the root flare of the birch and a particular rock. I went back and the leaf matter was disturbed. The trap was pulled out and taken."

"You sure it was the same tree?"

Tom gave him a look that made the question feel unnecessary.

"Who'd take a rusted trap?" Jake said.

"Someone who knew it was there," Tom said. "Or someone who found it and thought it was useful."

Jake looked north into the trees. The daylight was failing, the old-growth forest going dark quickly under its thick canopy. In twenty minutes it would be completely black in there.

"Probably a local," Jake said. "Trapper, hunter, someone who knows the area."

"Probably," Tom said.

He went to bed. Jake stayed with the skidder cable a few minutes longer. He ran the length of it through his hands in the last of the light, checking for fraying and checking for the kind of wear pattern that preceded failure. The cable was new - six weeks old - and showed nothing concerning.

He coiled it back and secured the drum.

In his tent that night, before he slept, he noted three things in the small field notebook he kept at remote sites: the boot prints, the missing trap, the supply shortage. He underlined each entry once. Then he closed the notebook and turned off his headlamp.

Outside, the forest was silent.

—-
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## Chapter 4: The Researcher

She arrived the following morning in a Land Cruiser that had seen better decades - the kind of vehicle that outdoor researchers drove, high clearance and a roof rack loaded with equipment cases, the paint faded to a color that had stopped being a specific color years ago. Jake heard the engine on the access road before he saw the vehicle and walked to the road end to meet it.

Emily Carter climbed out and presented her permit before she said her name. Jake took it and read it carefully: a state-issued field research authorization for wildlife migration monitoring in the forest corridor adjacent to the active logging zone. Valid for sixty days, non-exclusive, with stipulations about maintaining a reasonable distance from active equipment operations. Standard language. He'd seen these before - environmental researchers sometimes operated in conjunction with logging contracts when the land use authorization required it, or when a university grant lined up with the permit window.

"Jake Mercer," he said, and handed back the permit.

"Emily Carter," she said. "I'll try to stay out of your way. I'm working the corridor to the north and east - I'll have cameras set up in the forest beyond your boundary and I'll be checking them every two to three days. If I need to cross through your work area I'll coordinate with you first."

"How long is your setup?"

"Today and tomorrow. After that I'm mostly checking cameras and collecting data."

Jake looked at her vehicle. The roof rack equipment included what looked like a portable weather station and several hard-shell Pelican cases of the kind used for camera equipment. Two large packs in the back seat. She was prepared.

"Camp setup?" he said.

"I'll sleep at my vehicle for the first week. After that I may put up a small tent station at the edge of the corridor. Again, out of your zone."

Jake nodded. He gave her the basic safety protocol for the site - equipment movement schedules, areas to avoid during active cutting, radio channel. She listened and asked one question, about the skidder's movement pattern in the afternoon sessions, which was a more specific question than most non-industry people would have thought to ask.

He showed her to a flat area at the southern edge of the staging area, outside the work zone, where she could park and set up her base station. She thanked him and went to work.

For the rest of the morning Jake found himself aware of her presence without particularly watching her. She moved efficiently between her vehicle and the equipment she was setting up. She didn't speak to the crew beyond a brief acknowledgment when Dale Prentiss walked past her. She appeared to be a person who focused on the work in front of her, which Jake respected.

At midday he took his lunch to the southern edge of the clearing and sat on a log near where she was working on a laptop connected to a small satellite receiver. He didn't approach her. After a few minutes she looked up.

"Did you notice the wildlife quiet this morning?" she said.

He looked at her. "I noticed it yesterday when we came in."

"This whole corridor is suppressed." She turned the laptop so he could see the screen - a satellite image overlaid with GPS tracks represented as small colored dots. "These are deer and elk movement tracks from the last eighteen months, compiled from state wildlife monitoring tags. You'd expect to see heavy activity all through this region during spring migration. Instead-" she used a pen to indicate a zone of the map where the dots simply stopped. The exclusion zone had a distinct edge, roughly corresponding to the northern boundary of his logging zone and beyond.

"The wildlife has diverted," she said. "Not because of your operation - this pattern predates your arrival by at least three years, probably more. Something in that northern corridor is causing avoidance behavior on a regional scale."

"Predator activity?" Jake said.

"Doesn't fit the pattern. A predator high enough to suppress regional migration would show up in other monitoring data - carcass reports, trail camera captures from state wildlife stations. There's nothing. The avoidance is consistent with long-term human presence." She looked north. "Someone has been in that forest long enough that the wildlife treats the territory as occupied."

Jake was quiet for a moment. Then he told her about the boot prints. He told her about them specifically and precisely - location, size, stride pattern, the barefoot impression. He described the missing trap.

She listened without interrupting. When he finished, she got up and walked to her vehicle and came back with her laptop. She pulled up a series of photographs.

"Motion-trigger cameras," she said. "I set five of them in the corridor last week when I came up to do preliminary site assessment. I'm in the process of reviewing the first download."

She showed him the images. Most were animals - a deer at one station, what appeared to be a coyote at another. Standard captures. Then she stopped at an image and turned the screen toward him.

The timestamp read 2:14 AM. The camera was positioned to capture a game trail, and in the far left edge of the frame, at the limit of the infrared sensor's range, there was a figure. Tall. Thin. Moving between two trees with a walking pace that was controlled and deliberate. The image resolution at that distance was not high, but the outline was unmistakably human - the upright posture, the arm swing, the proportions.

Jake looked at the image for a long time.

"That's well within the corridor adjacent to your boundary," Emily said. "About a quarter mile north."

"One person," Jake said.

"As far as I can tell." She hesitated. "I have four more cameras that I haven't reviewed yet. From the last three nights."

Jake stood up from the log. "I'd like to know what those show."

"I'll let you know as soon as I review them." She paused. "Mr. Mercer. Is there anything else I should know about what you've found around your camp?"

He thought about the boot prints. The missing trap. The three-word carving he hadn't found yet but would find in a few days. He said: "Nothing definitive yet."

She nodded and went back to her laptop. Jake went back to work.

That night, eating dinner with the crew, he decided to say nothing. Not yet.

—-
[image: ]


## Chapter 5: Hale's Orders

Victor Hale called at six-fifteen the following morning, while Jake was on his second cup of coffee and the rest of the crew was still in the sleeping tents. Jake took it outside, standing at the edge of the staging area with the satellite phone pressed to his ear and the morning mist hanging in the tree canopy.

Hale opened with schedule: had they begun the northern section of the zone, what was the equipment assessment, were they on track for the six-week completion. Jake answered each question in order. The southern section was progressing well. Equipment was functional - the skidder cable was new and he was monitoring it as a standard precaution. They were on track for the six-week timeline if the terrain cooperated.

"The terrain will cooperate," Hale said. It was the kind of statement he made about things he couldn't control, as if saying it firmly enough would make it accurate.

"We've had some supply discrepancies," Jake said. "Missing items from the cook tent."

"Bears?"

"Unlikely. The items taken were specific - dried food, a battery pack, paracord. Nothing spilled or scattered the way a bear would leave things."

A brief pause. "You're saying someone's been in your camp?"

"I'm saying we found one set of human footprints near the camp perimeter and we've had two supply shortages in four days. I'm not drawing conclusions yet, but I want you to be aware of it."

"There are locals up there," Hale said. "Hunters, trappers. Some of them don't have great regard for private property and they assume a logging camp is fair game for supply. It's a nuisance but not unusual."

"These prints weren't boots," Jake said. "They were barefoot."

Another pause, longer. "Eccentric locals, then." Hale's tone was one Jake recognized - the tone of a man moving away from a topic. "Jake. I need you to focus on the work. That's what you're there for. If someone's raiding your cook tent, lock the cook tent."

"I've also got an environmental researcher on site," Jake said. "State-permitted, wildlife corridor study. Emily Carter."

"I know about the permit. It's in the contract documentation. She stays out of the work zone?"

"She's set up south of the staging area. She's fine."

"Good. Keep her in the loop on equipment movements so she can stay clear." A brief, dismissive finality to this - Hale moving on. "Now. I want to talk about the northern push. There's a ridge system north of your current zone boundary. My understanding is that the survey team identified a viable timber stand on the south face of that ridge. I'd like you to assess the access and give me a read on including that stand in the current cut."

Jake was familiar with the survey data. The northern ridge had been noted but placed outside the current permit area - the stand on the south face was younger than ideal, maybe forty years of growth, not yet at the board-foot density that made it economically attractive compared to the more mature timber within the zone.

"That stand is outside our current permit boundary," Jake said.

"The permit boundary can be expanded through an administrative process," Hale said smoothly. "I'm working on that. In the meantime, I'd like you to do an access assessment - not cutting, just a scout. Understand the terrain, plan the approach, so we're ready when the amendment comes through."

"I can do that. When?"

"End of the week. I want a report before the weekend."

Jake wrote this down. "One more thing," he said. "You mentioned the ridge. How familiar are you with the geography up there? Have you had people in that area before?"

"The survey team was up there six weeks ago," Hale said. "Why?"

"No specific reason. Just trying to understand the history of the ground."

"The history of the ground is timber," Hale said. "That's what you need to know."

They were ending the call when Jake said: "I'm going to push the northern boundary assessment - you said the ridge markers define the current permit zone?"

"Correct. Don't go north of the ridge markers. Not yet."

Jake almost missed it. The conversation had the rhythm of a conclusion - Hale's voice had the tone of a man about to hang up - and the "not yet" slipped through in that cadence, almost attached to the previous sentence, almost parenthetical. Don't go north of the ridge markers. Not yet.

Jake stood in the morning mist with the phone going dead in his hand and turned the phrase over. Not yet implied eventually. Not yet implied that going north of the ridge markers was not prohibited in principle, only in timing. Not yet implied that Victor Hale had a plan for what happened north of the ridge markers, and that the plan had a schedule.

More than that: Jake had mentioned the ridge markers only as a geographical reference point. He hadn't told Hale which direction the northern boundary ran, hadn't described the terrain north of the zone in any specific terms. He'd simply asked about the history of the ground.

Hale had told him, without being asked, to stay south of the ridge markers.

Jake knew where the ridge markers were because he'd walked the boundary with Tom the previous day. Hale was four hundred miles away in a city office.

He put the phone in his jacket pocket and poured out the last of his coffee on the ground. The mist was beginning to lift. Somewhere in the old-growth forest to the north, a single bird called twice and went quiet. The first bird sound he'd heard since they arrived.

He thought about that and went to get breakfast.

—-
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## Chapter 6: The Shelter

Tom Briggs had a policy about lunch breaks that he'd developed over forty years in the industry: he didn't sit for them. Not because he didn't need rest - his knee needed rest more than it needed most things - but because the lunch window was the only time in the working day when he could move through a piece of ground without the noise of equipment masking everything else. In forty years he'd learned more about logging terrain during lunch breaks than during any other part of the workday.

He told his knee it could manage half an hour and set out north from camp at 12:10, following the boundary stakes along the eastern edge of the zone. His ostensible purpose was to scout the afternoon equipment approach - the skidder would need to come up this section tomorrow and the ground was soft enough in places that he wanted to pick the route in advance. This was true. It was also true that he wanted to look at the section of boundary that ran along the high ground before it dropped back into the drainage. He'd noticed something from a distance that morning that he hadn't had time to examine.

He reached the high ground section at 12:25 and spent five minutes working out the skidder approach - there was a viable line that avoided the softest ground, hugging the rock shelf that ran just below the surface along the eastern edge. He'd tell Dale to take it slow but the approach was manageable.

Then he turned north and pushed into the old-growth, past the boundary stakes, into the uncut forest.

He wasn't supposed to do this. The permit boundary was the permit boundary and logging crews were required to stay within the authorized zone. But Tom was not cutting timber or driving equipment. He was walking, with his hands in his jacket pockets and his bad knee complaining at every uneven step, and in forty years of logging he had pushed past permit boundaries on hundreds of occasions for purposes of terrain assessment and he had never once cut a tree he wasn't authorized to cut.

The old-growth received him the way old-growth always did - a change in the quality of the light and the air, the canopy closing overhead, the sound of the world adjusting itself. The trees here were old enough that their root structures had reorganized the ground - the terrain between them was made of roots and the compressed soil between roots, and the walking was rhythmic once you found the pattern of it.

He pushed 200 meters north of the boundary. Then 300. His knee was
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