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The official police report, filed in November of 1994 and buried in the archives of the Blackwood County Sheriff’s Department, attributes the deaths of Thomas Judson, William Boone, and Arthur Cates to an unprovoked attack by a territorial grizzly bear. Ursus arctos horribilis. 

It was a neat, convenient conclusion. It explained the sheer, catastrophic trauma inflicted upon their bodies. It explained the snapped rifles, the crushed bone, the way Boone had been compacted into the muddy forest floor as though struck by a falling redwood, and the way Cates had been found suspended in the upper canopy, his remains tangled in the old-growth pine needles forty feet off the ground. The authorities theorized the bear had dragged him up there to cache the meat. The town mourned them. Their caskets were closed, draped in flannel and local reverence, and buried in the hard, frost-bitten earth of the valley. 

For thirty years, I have allowed that lie to stand. 

I have let the widows weep for men they believed were victims of a cruel, indifferent wilderness. I have let the local hunting lodges mount plaques in their honor, treating them like martyrs of the woods. I have kept my mouth shut, nodded grimly when the bartender at the local tavern pointed to their faded photographs above the register, and I have lived with the weight of the absolute, unfiltered truth sitting like a stone in my chest. 

I am an old man now. The doctors have given me the timeline, and it is short. The cancer in my lungs is spreading like the very fungal rot I used to photograph in the Pacific Northwest—quietly, efficiently, and without malice. With the end approaching, the boundaries of loyalty and self-preservation begin to blur. I no longer fear the judgment of the law, nor do I fear the wrath of the townspeople who practically worshipped Judson. 

I only fear dying with this secret. Because the truth is, the grizzly bear is an innocent scapegoat. There was no bear on Blackwood Ridge that night. 

What we found in the fog was something older, something born of the deep, suffocating shadows of the ancient timber. But more importantly, I need to set the record straight about the nature of monsters. The creature we encountered—the thing the locals whispered about over cheap whiskey and called the "Striding Man"—was not the monster of this story. 

The monsters were the men carrying the rifles. And I am the man who watched them get exactly what they deserved. 

*
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To understand how I ended up on that ridge, you have to understand who I was in the autumn of 1994. I was twenty-eight years old, fresh out of a graduate program in environmental science, and armed with a grant that felt like a winning lottery ticket. I wasn’t a thrill-seeker. I wasn’t a cryptozoologist hunting for Bigfoot or chasing campfire legends. I was a meticulous, painfully introverted environmental photographer. 

My grant was funded by a coalition of conservation groups, and my subject was the Aemilia autumnalis—a rare, heavily camouflaged nocturnal moth that was believed to be an indicator species for the health of the old-growth canopy. It was a ghost of an insect, a fragile thing of ash-colored wings that only emerged in the deepest, most undisturbed pockets of the Pacific Northwest during the late fall. 

My life back then was defined by silence and patience. I spent my weeks living out of a modified Ford Bronco, hiking miles into the restricted timber zones of Blackwood Ridge. I carried sixty pounds of gear on my back: a magnesium-bodied Nikon F4, heavy weather-sealed prime lenses, a sturdy carbon-fiber tripod, cable releases, and bricks of high-speed Kodak film. I would find a suitable grove, set up my blind, and wait. Sometimes I waited for forty hours, sitting perfectly still in the freezing damp, listening to the creak of the ancient Douglas firs, just to catch a single glimpse of a moth no larger than a silver dollar. 

I loved it. I loved the profound indifference of the deep woods. The forest didn't care about human ego, or politics, or the noise of the cities. It operated on a timeline of centuries. A fallen cedar would take four hundred years to rot, nursing generations of ferns and mosses on its decaying back. To be in that environment was to be reminded of your own wonderful insignificance. 

But the Pacific Northwest in November is a volatile, unforgiving place. 

It had been raining steadily for three days—a cold, driving deluge that turned the forest floor into a treacherous sponge and filled the ravines with rushing, muddy water. I had tried to wait it out in my blind, wrapped in a thermal blanket, hoping the weather would break. But by the evening of the third day, the wind began to howl through the canopy, snapping dead branches that plummeted to the earth like javelins. The temperature dropped dangerously close to freezing. My equipment was at risk of water damage, and my core temperature was dipping. 

Defeated, I packed my gear into its waterproof pelican cases, broke down my blind, and made the grueling three-mile hike back to my Bronco. I was soaked to the bone, shivering violently, my hands numb and raw from the cold. 

I needed warmth, and I needed coffee. That was the only reason I drove back down the mountain and pulled into the gravel parking lot of The Timberline Tavern. 

The Timberline was the only establishment within twenty miles of the ridge that stayed open past ten o'clock. It was a squat, windowless cinderblock building that looked like a bunker, huddled beneath the dripping pines just off the state highway. A flickering neon sign in the shape of a chainsaw buzzed aggressively above the heavy wooden door. The parking lot was filled with mud-splattered pickup trucks bearing gun racks and conservative bumper stickers. 

I felt a familiar knot of anxiety form in my stomach as I cut the Bronco’s engine. I have never been comfortable in these hyper-masculine, insular spaces. The locals in Blackwood County were a hard, defensive breed of loggers, mill workers, and hunters who viewed the forest as a commodity to be harvested or a playground to be conquered. They didn't take kindly to university types with cameras and conservation grants. To them, I was the enemy—the kind of guy trying to shut down the logging roads to save an owl. 

But the cold in my bones overrode my social anxiety. I grabbed my camera bag—I never left my Nikon unattended in the truck—and pushed through the heavy wooden door. 

The sensory assault of the tavern was immediate. The air was thick and hot, heavy with the smell of stale beer, frying grease, damp wool, and cigarette smoke. A jukebox in the corner was playing a mournful country ballad, barely audible over the din of boisterous conversation and the clatter of billiard balls. 

The tavern was packed, a refuge for the locals driven indoors by the storm. I kept my head down, water pooling at my boots, and made my way to an isolated corner booth near the back, as far from the crowded bar as possible. 

A weary-looking waitress with heavy eyeliner and a stained apron came over. 

"Just coffee," I said, my teeth still chattering slightly. "Black. And a plate of whatever's hot."

She nodded, wiping the sticky table with a rag. "Chili's on. I'll bring a pot of coffee."

When she left, I unzipped my camera bag to check my gear. I pulled out my Nikon F4 and began carefully wiping the moisture from the weather-sealed body with a microfiber cloth. It was a reflex, a way to ground myself. The heavy, cold metal of the camera was comforting. Looking through a lens was how I made sense of the world; it provided a safe distance between myself and whatever chaos lay before me. 

I was so focused on cleaning the front element of my 400mm lens that I almost didn't notice the sudden shift in the room's atmosphere. 

The front door had banged open, letting in a gust of freezing wind and rain. The jukebox seemed to dip in volume. A collective murmur of recognition rippled through the patrons at the bar. 

I looked up. 

Three men had entered. They didn't just walk into the room; they occupied it, projecting an aura of aggressive entitlement. They were drenched, wearing heavy canvas hunting jackets, blaze-orange caps, and mud-caked boots. 

The man in the center was Thomas Judson. 

Even if you didn't know his name, you knew what he was the second you looked at him. Judson was a large man, barrel-chested, with a thick neck and a face that looked like it had been carved out of a knot of hard wood. His eyes were small, dark, and restless, scanning the room with a proprietary arrogance. He had a thick, graying beard and a gold tooth that caught the dim light of the tavern when he barked a laugh. 

Flanking him were Boone and Cates. Boone was younger, immensely tall and broad-shouldered, with the vacant, eager expression of a loyal attack dog. Cates was wiry, nervous, and constantly chewing on a matchstick, his eyes darting around as if anticipating a fight. 

They stomped their boots, shedding water onto the floorboards, and moved to the center of the bar. The other patrons naturally parted for them, offering nods of deference. 

"Martha! Three whiskeys and three drafts, line 'em up!" Judson bellowed to the bartender, his voice cutting through the ambient noise like a saw blade. 

I went back to wiping my lens, trying to remain invisible in the dim light of my corner booth. My coffee and chili arrived. I wrapped my freezing hands around the ceramic mug, letting the heat seep into my skin, and kept my eyes on my notebook. 

But in a place like the Timberline, voices carry. Especially when the speaker wants to be heard. 

Judson and his men weren't just drinking; they were holding court. And as I ate in silence, I began to piece together the nature of their conversation. 

"I'm telling you, it crossed the access road right near the old Miller property," Boone was saying, his voice loud and animated. "Footprints the size of snowshoes, deep in the mud. Sunk down a good four inches. No bear has a stride that long."

"Bear's asleep this time of year anyway," Cates chimed in, pacing slightly in place. "Or getting ready to be. And a bear don't rip the heads off sheep and leave the bodies. Miller found three of his ewes slaughtered. Necks snapped like twigs. Didn't eat a damn ounce of the meat."

Judson downed his whiskey in a single swallow and slammed the shot glass onto the bar. He wiped his mouth with the back of his massive hand. 

"It’s the Striding Man," Judson said. He didn't say it like a ghost story. He said it like a fact. 

I had heard the myth before, usually in snippets from the locals when I was gassing up my Bronco in town. The Striding Man was a piece of local folklore that went back to the logging camps of the 1920s. According to the legend, there was a creature that lived in the deepest ravines of Blackwood Ridge. It was said to be impossibly tall—eight, maybe nine feet—with limbs that were too long for its body, and massive, obsidian-black claws. It was blamed for every missing hiker, every slaughtered livestock animal, and every unexplained noise in the dark. 

I had always dismissed it as a psychological projection—a way for the locals to personify the inherent danger of the vast, unforgiving wilderness they lived beside. Every mountain town has its monster. It's good for tourism and it gives the men something to talk about over cheap beer. 

"You really think it's out there in this weather?" the bartender asked, sounding skeptical. 

"I know it is," Judson sneered. "Storms flush things out. Pushes the game down from the high ridges. That thing is territorial. It’s moving. And tonight, we’re gonna bag it."

I stopped chewing. I looked up from my notebook. 

"You're going up the Ridge tonight?" an older man at the end of the bar asked, looking at the rain lashing against the small windows. "In this? It’s suicide, Tom. The mudslides alone..."

"Let the mud slide," Judson laughed, a harsh, grating sound. "We got the winch on the truck. We got the spotlights. And we got enough firepower to drop a rhino. If that freak of nature is breathing my air, I'm taking its head. Can you imagine the mount on that thing? Put it right over my fireplace. Charge admission just to look at it."

My blood ran cold. It wasn't the talk of the monster that bothered me—it was the pure, unadulterated malice in Judson's voice. 

Blackwood Ridge was a protected county reserve. Hunting there was strictly illegal, especially spotlighting at night, which was a cowardly and devastatingly effective way to poach animals. You shine a million-candlepower light into the dark, blinding and paralyzing the animal, and then you shoot it while it stands there helpless. 

These men weren't hunting a myth. They were going into a protected sanctuary, drunk and heavily armed, looking to kill anything that moved just to satisfy Judson's monstrous ego. Whether they shot a rogue bear, an elk, or a conservationist walking in the dark, they didn't care. They were a violent storm looking for a place to break. 

I felt a surge of quiet, intense anger. I looked at the massive lens resting on my table. I had specialized high-speed film loaded. I had an external flash unit capable of illuminating a subject at fifty yards. 

If they go up there, I thought, they're going to slaughter something. 

I should have kept my head down. I should have finished my coffee, driven to my motel, and called the game warden in the morning to report a suspected poaching ring. But the game warden was a local boy; he probably drank with Judson. By the time anyone investigated, the carcasses would be rotting in a ravine, the antlers or pelts already sitting in Judson's garage. 

I was staring at them. I didn't realize I was doing it, but my gaze had fixed on Judson’s broad back. 

Suddenly, Judson turned around. He caught my eye. 

The tavern seemed to go completely silent, though the jukebox was still playing. Judson’s dark eyes locked onto me, and then drifted down to the table. He saw the notebook. He saw the Pelican case. And then, he saw the camera. 

A slow, predatory smile spread across his face, revealing that glinting gold tooth. 

He nudged Boone, muttered something, and then detached himself from the bar. He began walking toward my booth. With every heavy step of his boots, the anxiety in my chest tightened like a winch cable. 

Judson arrived at my table and didn't wait for an invitation. He slid into the booth opposite me, his massive frame taking up most of the space. Boone and Cates materialized behind him, standing in the aisle, blocking my exit. 

The smell of him was overwhelming—cheap bourbon, wet canvas, sweat, and the sharp, metallic tang of gun oil. 

"You're a long way from the city, boy," Judson said. His voice was low, deceptively conversational, but there was violence coiled just beneath the surface. 

"I'm here for work," I said, keeping my voice as steady as I could. I carefully placed the lens cap over my 400mm, protecting the glass. 

Judson leaned forward, resting his thick, calloused hands on my table. He eyed the camera gear with a mixture of disdain and calculation. "Work. Taking pictures of trees? Bugs?"

"Environmental surveys," I replied. 

"Environmental surveys," he repeated, mocking my tone. He looked up at Boone and Cates. "Hear that, boys? We got a scientist in our midst. One of them tree-huggers trying to tell us where we can and can't walk."

"I'm just documenting a moth species," I said. "I'm not bothering anyone."

"No, you're not," Judson agreed softly. He reached out and tapped the heavy body of my Nikon F4. "That's a nice rig. Expensive. Flash on that thing must be bright enough to blind a man."

I pulled the camera slightly closer to me. "It's adequate for my needs."

Judson stared at me for a long, uncomfortable moment. The ambient noise of the bar had definitely quieted down now. People were watching. They knew Judson's temper. 

"Tell me something, scientist," Judson said, his smile fading into something much sharper. "You ever take a picture of something that matters? Something that makes people stop and stare? Or you just gonna spend your life taking photos of bugs that nobody gives a shit about?"

"I document the truth of an ecosystem," I said, my anger beginning to override my fear. "Every part of it matters."

Judson barked a laugh. "The truth. Let me tell you about the truth, boy. The truth is out there in the dark, bleeding and breathing and tearing things apart. You want the truth? Me and my boys are heading up Blackwood Ridge tonight. We're tracking the Striding Man. It’s real, and it’s a killer. And tonight, I’m gonna put a hollow-point slug right between its eyes."

He leaned in closer. His breath was hot and sour. 

"Now, I can tell them boys at the paper I shot a monster, and they might not believe me. They might say it was a bear. They might say I'm full of shit. But if I have a photograph... if I have a picture of me standing over the carcass of the devil itself..." Judson tapped the table with a thick finger. "That's history."

"I'm not a portrait photographer," I said flatly. 

Judson’s eyes narrowed. The playful menace vanished, replaced by a cold, hard dominance. "I wasn't asking for your resume. I'm telling you that you're coming with us."

"I'm not going into the woods tonight," I said, my heart hammering against my ribs. "It's illegal to hunt the Ridge after dark, and it's dangerous in this storm."

Boone shifted his weight in the aisle. Cates chewed his matchstick and put a hand on the buckle of his belt, right next to a heavy hunting knife. 

"You're a guest in my town," Judson whispered, leaning across the table until his face was inches from mine. "You're sitting in my bar. You're breathing my air. When I offer you the chance to be a part of history, you say 'Yes, Mr. Judson. Thank you, Mr. Judson.' Or maybe we take that expensive camera of yours out to the parking lot and see how many pieces it breaks into when Boone stomps on it. Maybe we see how well a scientist takes a beating in the mud."

I looked at his eyes. They were completely devoid of empathy. He was a bully, accustomed to taking whatever he wanted through intimidation and brute force. If I refused, he would destroy my livelihood and leave me bleeding in the gravel. Then they would go up into the woods and slaughter whatever they found in the dark. 

But as I looked at the three of them, a cold, calculated thought formed in my mind. 

If I went with them, I would be armed with a camera. I had ultra-high-speed film. I had a flash. I could document every illegal step they took. I could photograph them trespassing, spotlighting, and poaching. I could capture the serial numbers on their rifles, the license plate on their truck, and the exact faces of the men committing the crimes. With undeniable photographic evidence, I could bypass the local game warden entirely and take it straight to the state authorities. I could ensure Judson lost his hunting license, his guns, and perhaps his freedom. 

I looked at the heavy camera body in my hands. The great equalizer. 

"Fine," I said, my voice eerily calm. "I'll come. I'll document exactly what you do up there."

Judson smiled, mistaking my compliance for submission. "Smart boy. Get your gear. We leave in five."

He slid out of the booth and walked back toward the bar, Boone and Cates following him like remoras attached to a shark. 

I took a deep breath, my hands shaking slightly from the adrenaline dump. I drank the rest of my coffee—it was lukewarm and bitter—and began packing my gear. I loaded a fresh roll of Kodak Tri-X 400 film, pushing the ISO up, preparing for the dark. I attached my heaviest, most powerful flash unit. 

I wasn't going into the woods to photograph a monster. I was going into the woods to photograph three poachers, to expose their cruelty to the world. 

Ten minutes later, I was sitting in the cramped, suffocating back seat of Judson’s extended-cab Ford pickup. The heater was blasting, but it couldn't combat the chill of the rain pounding against the roof. The cab smelled intensely of wet dog, stale tobacco, and the metallic scent of ammunition. 

Boone was driving, his massive hands gripping the steering wheel as the truck chewed through the muddy, unpaved logging road that led up the side of Blackwood Ridge. Judson rode shotgun, a lever-action .45-70 rifle resting across his knees. He was rhythmically loading massive brass cartridges into the loading gate. Click-clack. Click-clack. The sound was deafening in the confined space. Cates sat next to me in the back, a scoped hunting rifle pinned between his knees, staring out the window into the blackness. 

No one spoke. The radio was off. The only sounds were the roar of the engine, the aggressive slap of the windshield wipers, and the relentless drumming of the storm. 

Looking out the window, the world beyond the headlights was an abyss. The trees were massive, looming shadows, pressing in on the narrow road. The fog had begun to roll down from the higher elevations, thick and pale, glowing eerily in the sweep of the truck’s high beams. 

We were climbing higher, leaving the safety of the valley behind. 

I rested my hand on my camera bag, feeling the solid weight of the equipment inside. I told myself I was in control. I told myself I was an observer, safely hidden behind a lens, gathering evidence. 

I had no idea that I was riding into an ancient, terrifying crucible. I had no idea that before the sun rose, I would witness the limits of human cruelty, and the breathtaking, horrific majesty of a world that did not belong to us. 

The truck lurched over a deep rut, the headlights pitching upward into the canopy, illuminating the swirling, sickly fog. 

We were entering the territory of the Striding Man. And Judson was about to light the match that would burn his world to ashes.

The truck ground to a halt with a violent shudder, the heavy off-road tires sinking an inch into the saturated mud. Boone killed the engine, and the sudden absence of the roaring V8 left a vacuum that was quickly filled by the rhythmic, oppressive drumming of the rain against the steel roof. 

We had reached the end of the line. Or, more accurately, the end of the legal world. 

Through the sweeping arc of the windshield wipers, my headlights illuminated a heavy steel gate painted a fading, bureaucratic yellow. It blocked the deeply rutted logging road, chained shut and secured with a massive padlock. Bolted to the center of the gate was a reflective sign, pockmarked with old birdshot indentations: RESTRICTED ECOLOGICAL ZONE. NO MOTORIZED VEHICLES. NO HUNTING. STATE CODE 402.

Beyond that gate lay the Blackwood old-growth, a primeval expanse of towering Douglas firs, Western hemlocks, and Sitka spruces that had stood unbothered since before the industrial revolution. 

Judson didn't even blink at the sign. He pushed open the passenger door, letting in a blast of freezing, rain-swept air. "Boone. Cut it."

Boone lumbered out of the driver's side, retrieving a pair of heavy, three-foot bolt cutters from the truck bed. I watched from the back seat, my hand resting on my camera bag. My heart was hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs. Up until this moment, the illegality of the night had been theoretical—just aggressive talk in a dive bar. Now, watching Boone march toward the state property gate, the reality of the situation crystallized. 

I unzipped my bag, pulled out the Nikon F4, and rolled down my window just a few inches. The freezing air bit into my face. I brought the viewfinder to my eye, manually adjusting the focus ring in the dim light. 

Clack. 

The sound of the heavy padlock giving way echoed sharply. I pressed the shutter release. The mirror slapped up and the high-powered flash fired, casting a brilliant, blinding strobe over the scene. The image burned into my retina for a fraction of a second: Boone, his face twisted in a look of dull concentration, the bolt cutters biting through the hardened steel, the ruined padlock falling away. 

Boone flinched, throwing a hand over his eyes. "Hey! What the hell?"

Judson peered back at the truck, his eyes narrowed beneath the brim of his orange cap. He marched over to my window, leaning his heavy forearms against the wet metal. He smelled of rain and cheap bourbon. 

"What're you doing, scientist?" Judson demanded, his voice dangerously low. 

"Documenting the expedition," I said smoothly, though my throat was dry. "You said you wanted a record. The story starts at the threshold. Man conquering the barrier."

Judson studied me for a long, tense moment. The rain ran down the deep creases of his face. Slowly, the arrogant, predatory smile returned. He liked the phrasing. Man conquering the barrier. It appealed to his massive, fragile ego. 

"Just warn a man before you set off a lightning bolt in his face," Judson grunted. He slapped the roof of the truck. "Let's move! On foot from here. Cates, grab the spotlights. Scientist, stay behind me and don't step on anything that snaps."

I stepped out of the truck, the mud immediately sucking at my boots. I hauled my heavy camera bag over my shoulder, adjusting the strap across my chest. The cold was absolute, seeping through my waterproof jacket in seconds. 

Boone pushed the heavy yellow gate open. It screamed on rusted hinges, the sound echoing unnaturally deep into the trees. 

We crossed the threshold. 

Entering the old-growth forest of Blackwood Ridge was like stepping into a cathedral built by a mad, indifferent god. The sheer scale of the timber was disorienting. The trunks of the firs were ten to fifteen feet in diameter, rising like massive, grooved pillars into the blackness above. Because the canopy was so dense, two hundred feet up, the driving rain was broken into a million smaller trajectories. Down on the forest floor, it didn't rain; it wept. Heavy, cold drops plummeted from the pine needles, accompanied by a thick, suffocating mist. 

The fog here wasn't like the mist in the valley. It was a physical entity. It possessed a sickly, bioluminescent teal tint, catching the ambient moonlight that managed to pierce the storm and the harsh white beams of the hunters' flashlights. It swirled around our knees, rising up from the decaying ferns and the massive, moss-draped "nurse logs"—fallen giants that fed hundreds of new saplings from their rotting backs. 

This was an ecosystem that demanded reverence. It was a place of profound silence and slow, deliberate life. 

And Judson’s crew was an absolute nightmare within it. 

The contrast between us was immediate and visceral. In my line of work, you learn to move through the woods without leaving a trace. You use the "fox walk"—striking with the outside edge of the foot, rolling quietly to the ball, feeling for dry twigs before committing your weight. You breathe through your nose. You become part of the background. 

The hunters moved like an invading army. 

They wore heavy, stiff canvas that loudly scraped against the brush with every step. They didn't look where they were walking; their heavy leather boots crushed delicate colonies of ghost pipe flowers and ancient, slow-growing lichen. Cates, jittery and hyper-vigilant, constantly swept his heavy million-candlepower spotlight back and forth, the harsh white beam aggressively tearing through the delicate teal fog, blinding the nocturnal life of the forest. 

Worse than their movement was their noise. 

"Pass the flask, Boone," Judson ordered roughly, not bothering to lower his voice. The sound bounced off the wet trunks. 

Boone handed over a silver flask. Judson took a long, greedy pull, wiped his mouth, and tossed it back. Cates hacked up a thick wad of chewing tobacco and spat it against the pristine, moss-covered bark of a cedar tree, leaving a dark, vile stain. 

"You think it's out here in this slop?" Cates asked, his voice trembling slightly. He kept his rifle at the low ready, his finger nervously close to the trigger guard. "Ain't seen a single track."

"It's here," Judson said, racking the lever of his .45-70 with a deafening, metallic clack-clack. "It smells us. It knows we're coming. And it's scared."

I trailed ten paces behind them, my camera clutched against my chest to protect it from the dripping canopy. I felt a rising tide of nausea and anger. They were utterly oblivious to the sacred nature of the space they were desecrating. They thought the forest was empty, just a static backdrop for their violent fantasies. But I could feel the woods reacting to us. 

The nocturnal birds had gone dead silent. The insects had stopped their chirping. The forest was holding its breath, recoiling from the invasive, toxic presence of these three men. 

I raised my camera. Click. Flash. 

The strobe illuminated Cates tossing an empty plastic chew tin into the ferns. 

Click. Flash. 

The strobe caught Boone brutally hacking away a low-hanging hemlock branch with a machete, just so he wouldn't have to duck. 

"Keep that damn light show to a minimum!" Cates hissed, whirling around, his rifle barrel sweeping dangerously close to my chest. "You're gonna give away our position!"

"If you're hunting a nine-foot cryptid," I said, my voice tight but level, "I assure you, it already knows we're here. You're not exactly moving like shadows."

Judson chuckled darkly from the front of the line. "Leave the scientist be, Cates. He's just doing his job. He wants the grit. The raw reality of the hunt."

I swallowed hard. Yes. The raw reality of three drunken poachers. Every photo I took was another nail in their legal coffins. I just had to survive the night to develop the film. 

We hiked for another grueling hour. The incline grew steeper, the mud slick and treacherous. My thighs burned, and the sixty pounds of gear on my back felt like a lead weight. But Judson and his crew seemed fueled by a toxic cocktail of adrenaline, alcohol, and bloodlust. 

As we climbed higher up the ridge, the fog began to change. 

It thickened, rolling down the deep ravines like a slow-motion avalanche of dry ice. The sickly teal color intensified. It became so dense that the beams of Cates’s and Boone’s flashlights were hitting a solid wall of white, bouncing the glare right back into our eyes. Visibility dropped to less than twenty feet. The massive trunks of the trees faded into ghostly, indistinct silhouettes. 

We had reached the edge of Blackwood Gorge, a massive geological fault line that split the ridge in two. The drop-off was steep, plunging down into an abyss of impenetrable fog and jagged rocks. 

Judson stopped at the edge of the ravine, breathing heavily. He put his hands on his hips, staring out into the soup. 

"Damn it," Judson spat. "Can't see a thing."

"Maybe we should turn back, Tommy," Cates said, his voice tight with genuine panic. The isolation and the sensory deprivation of the fog were getting to him. "If that thing is out there, it could be five feet in front of us and we wouldn't know it until it took our heads off."

"We ain't turning back," Judson snarled, rounding on Cates with sudden, ferocious aggression. "I didn't hike two hours into this freezing piss to go home empty-handed. It's down in the ravine. I know it is. This is where the Miller boy said he saw it."

"But we can't see!" Boone argued mildly, sweeping his flashlight. The beam illuminated nothing but swirling, suffocating mist. 

Judson’s jaw set. The gold tooth flashed in the dim light. His ego was a fragile, dangerous thing, and he was currently being thwarted by the weather—something he couldn't bully or shoot. 

"If we can't see through it," Judson said, his voice dropping to a gravelly whisper, "we burn it out."

He slung his heavy rifle over his shoulder and unclipped a heavy canvas pouch from his belt. He reached inside and pulled out a thick, red cardboard tube. 

My breath caught in my throat. I recognized it immediately. It was a marine-grade emergency flare. It wasn't the kind of small flare you use for a broken-down car on the highway; it was a military-surplus magnesium distress signal, designed to burn at three thousand degrees Fahrenheit, capable of staying lit underwater, and meant to be seen from thirty thousand feet in the air. 

"Judson, what are you doing?" I asked, breaking my self-imposed silence. 

Judson didn't look at me. He twisted the plastic cap off the top of the flare, exposing the striker. "I'm turning the lights on, scientist. Get your camera ready. When this thing clears the fog, you're gonna want to be rolling."

"Are you insane?" I stepped forward, abandoning my caution. "You're in a protected old-growth forest. There are layers of dry pine needles under this canopy that haven't seen rain in months because of the tree cover. You light that, you won't just clear the fog. You'll start a crown fire. You'll burn the whole ridge down!"

Judson paused. He turned to look at me, his eyes dead and flat. 

"I don't give a good goddamn about the trees," Judson said softly. 

"I'm not letting you do this," I said, my voice shaking, but my feet planted firmly in the mud. I reached out, aiming to grab his wrist. 

I never saw him move. 

Judson was a massive man, but he possessed the terrifying, coiled speed of a striking snake. Before my hand even got close to the flare, he pivoted. His heavy, muddy boot swept my legs out from under me. 

I hit the ground hard, the breath exploding from my lungs as my back slammed against a protruding cedar root. Pain flared hot and sharp up my spine. Before I could even gasp for air, Judson was on top of me. 

A heavy, leather-gloved hand clamped around my throat, pinning my head into the freezing mud. The sheer weight of him was suffocating. I stared up into his face. The jovial, arrogant hunter was gone. This was the face of a predator, stripped of all humanity. 

"Listen to me, you soft, useless little prick," Judson hissed, his face inches from mine. "You're out of your element. You think your little camera gives you power over me? I could bury you out here. I could snap your neck, throw you in the gorge, and tell the sheriff you slipped in the mud. And they’d believe me. Because you’re nothing out here. You’re meat."

I gagged, clawing weakly at his wrist, my vision beginning to spot with black stars. 

"You're here to take pictures of me making history," Judson growled. "So keep your mouth shut, keep your finger on the button, and do your goddamn job."

He released my throat and stood up in one fluid motion. 

I rolled onto my side, coughing violently, sucking the freezing, fog-laced air into my burning lungs. I tasted blood and mud. Boone and Cates just watched, their faces devoid of sympathy. They were complicit in his madness. 

Judson turned his back to me and faced the edge of the gorge. 

He struck the cap against the top of the flare. 

The ignition was violent. It didn't just light; it exploded with a deafening, demonic HISS. 

Instantly, the darkness of the forest was obliterated by a blinding, apocalyptic orange light. The sheer intensity of the magnesium combustion was agonizing to look at. The sickly teal fog of the forest was violently illuminated, transforming the mist into swirling clouds of neon fire. The massive, ancient trees cast long, erratic, grasping shadows that danced wildly across the ravine. 

It looked like Judson was holding a piece of the sun. The heat radiating off the flare hit my face from ten feet away, dry and blistering. 

"Let's see what's hiding in the dark!" Judson roared, his voice echoing off the canyon walls with manic glee. 

He reared back and hurled the burning magnesium flare over the edge of the cliff. 

It arced through the fog like a falling star, trailing thick plumes of acrid, white sulfuric smoke. We all stepped to the edge of the ravine, watching it fall. 

It didn't drop into the wet mud below. 

Instead, it crashed onto a massive, jutting ledge about forty feet down. And this ledge was tucked deep beneath a massive rock overhang. 

My heart plummeted into my stomach. Because of the overhang, the torrential rains of the past three days had never reached that ledge. It was a massive, dry tangle of deadfall—brittle pine branches, dead ferns, and decades of accumulated, highly combustible timber. 

The magnesium flare, burning at three thousand degrees, buried itself right in the center of the dry tinder. 

"No," I whispered. 

The ignition was instantaneous. 

Within seconds, the dry brush caught. The flames leaped upward, hungrily devouring the dead wood. The hellish orange glow intensified, expanding rapidly. Thick, black woodsmoke began to pour out from under the overhang, mixing with the teal fog, turning the air into a toxic, choking miasma. The sound of the crackling fire joined the hissing of the flare, echoing up the walls of the gorge. 

"Beautiful," Judson breathed, bathed in the demonic orange light, his rifle resting on his hip. 

Cates looked nervous, stepping back from the edge as the smoke began to billow upward, stinging our eyes. "Tommy... that's catching fast. We might have a problem."

"Shut up, Cates," Judson snapped. "Keep your eyes on the tree line. The smoke is gonna fill the bottom of that ravine. Anything breathing down there is gonna have to come up to us to get clean air. It’s a bottleneck. We just built the perfect trap."

I pulled myself up onto my knees, my chest aching, my hands trembling as I grabbed my camera. I felt sick to my stomach. He wasn't just a poacher. He was an environmental terrorist. He was willing to burn down a thousand-year-old ecosystem, to destroy the habitat of countless creatures, just to flush out a myth. 

The smoke grew thicker, spiraling up out of the ravine, carrying the smell of burning sap and panicked life. I could hear the frantic scrambling of small animals—squirrels, raccoons, martens—fleeing the sudden, unnatural heat, scurrying blindly past our boots. 

The hunters raised their rifles, clicking off their safeties. 

I brought the camera to my eye. Through the lens, the world was a nightmare of violent orange light, swirling black smoke, and the deep, impenetrable shadows of the ancient trees. 

We waited. 

The fire below roared louder, feeding on the dry deadfall, casting the hunters in stark, demonic silhouette. The heat rose up the cliff face, pushing against the freezing rain. It was a clash of elements, a man-made apocalypse forced upon a sacred sanctuary. 

Then, over the sound of the burning timber, over the drumming of the rain and the hissing of the magnesium... came a sound I will never, ever forget. 

It was a low, resonant rumble. It started somewhere deep in the chest, a vibration that I felt in the soles of my muddy boots before my ears could even process it. It was a sound of profound, ancient sorrow. And of unimaginable, terrifying rage. 

Cates whimpered, taking another step back. Boone lowered his rifle slightly, his jaw slackening. 

Even Judson stiffened, his confident smirk melting away, replaced by the sudden, chilling realization of what he had just done. 
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