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