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​Part One: The Trapper
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The dawn mist clung to the coastal bush like breath on glass. Dora checked her watch, it read 5:47 AM. She stopped to adjust the weight of her pack. Thirty-two traps to check before lunch. 

She'd been doing this work for six years now, ever since the Landcare Group hired her fresh out of conservation training. Back then, she'd been idealistic, eager to save native birds by eliminating introduced predators. Now it was simply her job, a rhythm as natural as breathing.

Her boots crushed the undergrowth as she walked the familiar track. Somewhere above, a tui sang its liquid melody, and she smiled. That's why she did this work, for moments like these, for the chance to hear birdsongs that might otherwise be silenced by rats, stoats, and possums.

The first trap was empty. So was the second. The third held a young brush-tailed possum, still alive, its dark eyes watching her approach.

"Sorry, mate," she murmured, reaching for her dispatch tool. "Nothing personal."

But something stopped her hand. The possum wasn't struggling. It was looking at her, really looking, with an intensity that felt almost human. Its small paws were pressed together, and for one impossible moment, Dora could have sworn it was pleading.

She shook her head. Anthropomorphism. Classic rookie mistake. These were pests, invasive species decimating New Zealand's native ecosystem. 
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