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            To the wild spaces that teach us who we are when no one is watching.
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            By Jamie Bell

        
        Pine sap. Myles hated the sticky, green scent. It clung to the cabin, a persistent memory of the woods, mixing with stale coffee and a fine layer of dust. He slumped into the worn couch cushions, his phone screen a tiny, glowing portal against the vast, silent expanse of Northwestern Ontario. Outside, the lake shimmered, a silver sheet beneath an impossibly huge sky. Inside, the ancient Wi-Fi signal pulsed, weak as a dying firefly.


“No signal again, eh?” Paul’s voice, deep and calm as river stones, drifted from the kitchen. Myles’s grandfather leaned over a map spread across the wooden table, the magnifying glass he held glinting in the cabin’s dim light.


Myles let out a dramatic gust of air, a sound meant to carry. “It’s like living in a cave, Grandpa. How do you even… manage out here?”


Paul’s chest rumbled with a low laugh. “We manage by remembering what matters, Myles. The earth. The air. The water. Not pixels.” A gnarled finger, stiff with age, waved towards the map. “Come here. Got something to show you.”


Myles shuffled closer, his thumb still idly swiping his dead phone screen. Paul’s finger, thick and calloused, tracked a faded line on the brittle, yellowed paper. It smelled of mildew and something sharp, metallic, a scent of forgotten tunnels. The map depicted the Sakoose Mine, an abandoned gold operation where Paul had spent his younger years.


“This old place,” Paul murmured, his gaze drifting, distant. “Folks came looking for gold, thinking it was the only treasure. But the real treasure, boy, that’s knowing the land. Understanding it. Not just stripping it bare.” He tapped a spot, a spiderweb of faint lines labeled ‘Old Trail – Abandoned’. “This path… it’s mostly swallowed by the bush now. But it goes to a part of the mine few ever laid eyes on. Only those who truly looked, who didn’t just follow the arrows.”


Myles squinted at the faded ink. “So, like, a secret shortcut? Like a hidden level?” He pictured a game, full of rare loot.


Paul’s mouth curved in a slow, knowing smile that didn’t quite touch his eyes. “A challenge. A lesson. Most folks, they want it easy. They stick to the main road. But the main road… it doesn’t teach you a damn thing new.” He pushed the map into Myles’s hand. “Hold onto it. You might just find something out there worth more than gold.”


Myles folded the map, the brittle paper crinkling, and shoved it into his jeans pocket. It felt ancient. And useless. He had a phone with GPS; who needed a piece of paper that smelled like someone’s grandma’s attic?


✧ ✧ ✧


The next morning, the sun hammered down on the Sakoose Mine site. Not much remained: a few collapsing wooden structures, an ore cart rusting into the weeds, and a wide, clear path that cut deeper into the forest, aimed at the old shafts. Paul had dropped Myles off, his only instruction to stick to the main trail and be back by late afternoon.


Myles tramped along the main path, his arm stretched high, phone angled toward the sky, chasing a signal that simply wasn’t there. The air thrummed with insects. Pines, ancient and silent, cast long, cool shadows. He walked in them, feeling small, restless, completely cut off. He checked his phone again. Still nothing. A curse, low and hot, escaped his lips.


Then, the screen died. Black.


“Seriously?” Myles roared, kicking a loose rock. It skittered across the path, vanishing into the undergrowth. He glared at the lifeless device, a hot knot of frustration twisting in his gut. This was supposed to be a vacation, not some wilderness prison sentence.


Paul’s map, a crinkly lump in his pocket. Only those who truly looked, who didn’t just follow the signs. A stubborn spark ignited in Myles. He wasn’t spending his day bored on some glorified walking track. He pulled out the map. The ‘Old Trail – Abandoned’ line, a mere whisper on the paper, branched off the main path, then dissolved into a dense wall of spruce and balsam fir.


Myles plunged through a curtain of low-hanging branches, leaving the wide, clear path swallowed by the trees behind him. A jolt, sharp and electric, shot through him. This wasn’t a boring walk. This was an adventure. A secret. He saw himself: a lone explorer, the first to find something hidden. He’d find whatever Paul had hinted at, and then… then maybe his grandfather would finally see him as more than just a kid glued to a screen.


✧ ✧ ✧


The faint trail dissolved. Twisted roots snaked across the ground, fallen logs barred his way. Myles shoved aside thick ferns, ducked under low branches. The air grew cooler, carrying the scent of damp earth. Sunlight, once a direct assault, now fractured through the dense canopy, painting the forest floor in shifting patterns of light and shadow. The distant hum of the main trail vanished, replaced by the rustle of leaves, the whisper of unseen things, and a bird’s cry he didn’t recognize.


He was deep in it now, much deeper than he’d intended. The afternoon light, once a boundless flood, now softened to a golden wash, then a hazy orange. The forest here held a different breath, ancient and watchful. His eyes scanned the undergrowth, searching for any sign of the old mine, any clue Paul might have left.


Then, he saw it. A dark, unnatural shape humped beneath a mound of moss and dirt. He dropped to his knees, clawing at the damp earth. Rusted metal. Heavy. Cold. As he dug, more emerged: a thick, corroded gear; then a section of a metal frame. An old mining machine, swallowed whole by the forest, decades ago.


A jolt of triumph shot through Myles. This was it! The secret Paul had spoken of. He pictured Paul’s face, etched with pride and surprise. He had to unearth more. He had to show him. He attacked the earth with fresh energy, tearing at it with bare hands, oblivious to the scrapes, the dirt packed under his fingernails.


✧ ✧ ✧


He dug for what felt like hours, sweat stinging his eyes. The machine, an ancient beast, stretched endlessly into the earth, its rusted guts refusing to yield. His muscles screamed. His hands were raw. The initial surge of excitement drained, replaced by the dull ache of effort. He paused, panting, and looked up. The forest canopy above had turned a deep, bruised purple. Shadows lengthened, twisting, transforming familiar trees into hunched, watching figures.


A chill snaked up his spine. Dread clenched his gut. He pushed himself to his feet, spinning, desperate to get his bearings. Which way? Every direction offered the same impenetrable wall of green. No distant hum of highway traffic. No sound of civilization. He was lost. Utterly.


The forest sounds, a gentle murmur earlier, now roared in his ears. The snap of a twig became a footstep. An owl’s hoot echoed, a mournful, drawn-out cry. He imagined eyes watching from the deep shadows, unseen creatures, or worse, the ‘ghosts’ of old miners Paul sometimes spoke of. Men who’d chased gold, only to be swallowed by the earth, or by their own endless hunger.


He shivered, a deep tremor, despite the lingering warmth of the day. Not just lost. Alone. A raw, hollow ache bloomed in his
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