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      The tunnel smelled of fresh blood and decades of dust and mold. Kenning leaned his bow and arrows against the wall and sat in front of the glowing computer screen. Power cables hung from the rock ceiling and snaked to a battery underneath the rickety folding table.

      Behind him, Mercer was taking his last breaths. The man sat slumped against the rough rock wall of the bunker.

      He would die despite Kenning’s efforts to save him. Mercer struggled to inhale, each breath coming with a long rattle, and when he coughed, drops of blood came out.

      The screen in front of Kenning was full of arcane symbols. There was no graphical interface familiar to most computer users. Instead, he was typing away at a command line, entering complex code from memory. Kenning paused at the end of the line and hit the “enter” key.

      Nothing. The cursor stopped blinking and froze.

      Kenning fought the temptation to swear. Instead, he leaned back in his chair and tried to clear his mind. The only sounds besides Mercer’s breathing were the hum of the computer fan and the steady drip of condensation from the roof of the bunker to the stone floor.

      “The satellite link you pieced together won’t work, my friend,” Kenning said. “We have to find a way to escape the island.”

      Mercer wheezed. Kenning didn’t know if it was in reply. In the hours since being shot, Mercer had retreated into himself, gradually stopping any efforts to communicate. Kenning had hauled Mercer up the steep slope to the bunker. Kenning understood the futility, but despite his exhaustion, he knew he had to carry Mercer even farther before he could rest.

      Kenning heard a whir, higher pitched than the drone of the computer fan. He turned off the machine. The battery was nearly dead, anyway. It took only fifteen minutes to drain the charge built up over the course of the day by the jury-rigged solar panel.

      He put a finger to his lips. “Shh… The drone is back.”

      Mercer gave no sign he understood. His breathing seemed quieter, but it could have been Kenning’s imagination.

      The sound of the drone grew louder, then receded. Kenning had read and memorized the drone’s technical manual. He was confident he could time his movements to the drone’s search pattern.

      He left the bow against the wall. Kenning was a big man. He had little interest in athletics, but he exercised religiously every day. He’d carried Mercer over his shoulder, and the bow in his hand, but there were several times he’d almost fallen because of a lack of a free hand.

      Besides, he had to admit the bow wouldn’t help against what he was facing.

      He donned his small backpack, checked to make sure the sheath knife rode at his side, and walked over to Mercer.

      “I’m afraid this will hurt, my friend.”
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      Tye Caine found the body just before sunset. He’d been on the trail for four days. More than once, he’d thought about quitting, but it seemed wrong to give up now.

      He scrambled over the jumble of rocks at the base of the cliff. The surrounding forest was quiet. Below him, Interstate 84 followed the bottom of the Columbia River Gorge. If he listened hard, he could hear the sounds of traffic. It was a clear, warm October day. The fiery glow of the setting sun reflected off the river.

      Tye paused for a minute on top of a refrigerator-sized rock, fighting the temptation to hurry. Twisting an ankle or breaking a leg now would only complicate things. He picked a route carefully. He was glad he’d paid attention to his balance when the raven landed right beside him, making him jump.

      The bird was big, with a four-foot wingspan. Tye felt the breeze as it flapped its wings a few times before folding them into its body. The bird cocked its head and looked at him. Tye was close enough to see his reflection in one black, shining eye.

      With a loud quaork that made Tye jump again, the bird took off. It roosted on a rock, a few feet away, watching him.

      Tye steeled himself, sure he was about to find the person he’d been looking for. He hopped to one last boulder, then pulled a flashlight from his pocket so he could see into the dark crevice at the base of the cliff.

      The flutter of her hair in the breeze had caught his eye from above. He’d laid on his belly for fifteen minutes, looking through a little pocket monocular he carried, trying to decide if he was looking at a piece of random detritus, or a person. In his heart, he’d known he’d found her, which was why he’d spent the better part of the evening slowly picking his way down from the ridgetop above.

      He shone the light around, revealing a mass of dark curly hair, a nylon backpack shredded by the fall, and legs bent at impossible angles. He shut the light off and leaned back. He’d seen enough.

      “Melissa.” He said her name aloud, somehow feeling that brought things to a close. The raven took off, circled once, and flew off silently toward the west. Tye watched the bird, silhouetted against the red sky, until it was too small to see.

      Tye moved a few boulders away and sat. He took off the small backpack he wore, pulled out a bottle of water, and drank.

      Melissa had been missing for six months. This section of the Columbia River Gorge, only an hour’s drive from downtown Portland, Oregon, was closed to the public since the massive wildfire that had swept through the year before. Over the last year, Melissa had been sneaking into the closed areas with her camera, taking hauntingly beautiful pictures. She’d perfectly captured the juxtaposition of death and life, with a picture of spring flowers blooming among the devastation, another of a young fawn walking through the blackened landscape.

      Year after year, people died in this general area. The trails were easily accessible to urban dwellers from Portland. You could sip a latte in downtown Portland, and an hour later be in a wilderness where black bears and cougars made their home. Thousands of people came here every year. Most left with good memories and photographs. Every year the forest took a few. They died from falling or became lost within earshot of a major highway and died of hypothermia, often ill-equipped to spend a night in the woods.

      Tye put his water bottle away and pulled a cell phone from his pack. If he stood on a corner of the boulder, he could get a weak signal.

      “It’s Tye Caine. I’ve found Melissa Campbell.”

      Tye recounted what he’d found, along with recommendations for the equipment the sheriff’s department search-and-rescue team would need to retrieve Melissa’s body. The call-taker was efficient. He repeated the information back to Tye and told him it would be a few hours.

      Tye hung up. Once again, he sat in vigil over the dead.
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      Tye walked back in the dark. The sheriff’s team had arrived well after midnight. There’d been deputies, a pair of SAR volunteers, and a deputy medical examiner. Tye wanted to volunteer to help carry Melissa out, but he knew they wouldn’t let him. Taking care of her was the job of the sheriff’s department now.

      Tye was just under six feet tall, with a wiry musculature. His hair was long and dark, and he wore a few days’ beard. His faded t-shirt had a logo that said “No Pebble Mine!” on the front, and his surplus fatigue pants were patched at the knees. The boots on his feet were worn but well cared for.

      He set out toward his truck, walking through the quiet forest paths with the help of his headlamp. The night air was cold, and the forest was still. The silence was broken only occasionally by the sound of a big truck down on the highway.

      Tye felt more tired than he should have. His side throbbed, thanks to a not-quite-healed knife wound. Only a couple weeks before, he’d nearly died at the hands of a madman. Every time he shut his eyes, those events played out in his mind. With the help of some friends, he’d rescued a kidnapped little girl. Tye felt justly proud of that. But he hadn’t slept a whole night since. Sometimes he thought he saw a dark figure in the corner of his eye, or the flash of light off a knife blade, but when he turned his head, nothing was there.

      His feet took him to the Milton Butte trailhead, where he’d left his truck. The parking lot had been empty four days ago. Now, there were several sheriff’s SUVs, a plain white van, and there was a Subaru station wagon parked next to his dusty truck. A man leaned against the fender.

      Tim Campbell was in his fifties, slender and balding. He wore outdoor clothing that looked brand-new.

      He looked up as Tye approached.

      “Is it her?” he asked when Tye was still a dozen feet away. “The eleven o’clock news said deputies were going up the mountain.”

      “The medical examiner will have to say for sure,” Tye said.

      “Is it her? Is it my daughter?” Campbell asked again, softly this time.

      “I found a woman,” Tye said. “With dark curly hair and clothes like Melissa was wearing in some of her pictures.”

      Campbell looked off toward the river, and his eyes teared up. “How?” he asked.

      “I found her at the base of a cliff. I think she fell.”

      “Quick?”

      Tye hesitated. “I think so, but the medical examiner…”

      Campbell cut him off. “I know. The medical examiner.”

      Campbell swallowed hard, like a man trying to choke something down he didn’t want to eat.

      “It’s hard to believe it’s been six months,” Campbell said. “I drive out here every day. I know it’s stupid, but sometimes I imagined Melissa would walk out of the woods like nothing happened. I’ve walked that trail so many times I’ve lost count. It’s the only hiking I’ve done in ten years. That was always her thing. I’ve been tempted to go look for her off the trail. But where would I even start?”

      Tye had taken this case for two reasons. One was he needed the money. He was also afraid Campbell would start bushwhacking through the backcountry on his own, looking for his daughter.

      “Tell me about it. Please?” Campbell asked. “How did you find her after so long?”

      Tye shrugged. “Looking at the photographs she took was helpful,” he said. “I could think like her a little. She liked to get right up to the edge to get a shot.”

      Campbell nodded. “That she did.”

      “I suspect she did some stealth camping on that trip,” Tye said. “I found a scrap from a wrapper of one of those energy bars she likes in an old campsite, about fifty yards off a trail.”

      “It must have blown away from her. She was usually careful about litter.”

      “She was. I looked for spots where I thought she might like to take pictures. I walked out on one ridge near Milton Butte. They searched it back in April, but I found a spot near the edge where a rock was knocked out of place.”

      “After all this time?”

      “Yeah. I got down on my belly and looked over the edge. I saw something purple.”

      “Her jacket.”

      “Her jacket.”

      “Thank you,” Campbell said. He opened the door to the Subaru. He pulled an envelope off the passenger seat and handed it to Tye.

      It was full of cash.

      “That’s what we agreed,” Campbell said. “I appreciate it.”

      Campbell wasn’t rich. He was a music teacher. His wife had been dead ten years. Cancer. His car was old, and every dime had gone to Melissa’s community college tuition. When Tye had visited the house, it was neat but in need of updating. The edges of the envelope were crinkled and worn. It had the look of something kept in a drawer, with twenty bucks here, a hundred bucks there added each week until Campbell could afford a private tracker.

      “I don’t want to take this,” Tye said.

      Campbell waved him away.

      “Please. At least I can bury her now.” He pulled his car keys from a pocket and opened the door of the Subaru.

      “I’m sorry,” Tye said to Campbell. “She was a good person.”

      Campbell turned. Tye would remember that look of mixed gratitude and grief for a long time.

      “Yes. She was a good person. Better than me.”

      Campbell got in the car and shut the door.

      Tye always struggled with moments like these. He felt like he should give the money back, that he should do this for free. But he was down to his last fifty bucks, and lately his life had grown much more complicated. Finally, he stuffed the envelope in his pocket and walked over to his truck.

      He sat behind the wheel for a minute, feeling the exhaustion from the last few days settle over him. It was time to go home.
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      As he drove home, Tye tried to focus on the scenery rather than the Campbell case. He wound his way down off the Indian Heaven plateau via rough logging roads. It was a weekday, so there was little of the traffic from the weekend hiking and backpacking crowd. He tried to force himself to let the Campbell case go, to just enjoy being in his truck driving through the forest on an early October day. Soon he knew the days would get shorter, the sky would darken, and the rains would start.

      He was partially successful. A native of Appalachia, Tye had arrived in the Pacific Northwest and immediately felt like he’d come home to a place he’d never been. He still marveled at the dense forests full of fir and hemlock trees, so different from the hardwoods of his home state.

      He passed a half dozen elk lounging by the side of the road, far enough away to stare at him mutely as he passed instead of bolting away. He made a mental note. He had already tagged a deer with his bow, but it wouldn’t last the winter, and he hoped for a freezer-filler of an elk when that hunting season started.

      As he drove, his eyes watered against the now too-bright light, and a familiar metallic taste filled his mouth. The skin on his head tingled and felt too tight. These were familiar signs of an incipient migraine.

      Tye hoped he could hold the headache at bay long enough to drive home. He swallowed a couple of ibuprofen and chugged water, but he knew this was no mere headache brought on by dehydration and heat. Tye had suffered from migraines for as long as he could remember, and no tests, drugs, or therapy had helped.

      It grew warmer as he descended out of the mountains and passed through Chetlatchie and Amboy. “Town” was too generous a description for either place. They each had a gas station/convenience store, and that was it. He turned to follow the east fork of the Lewis River. The land here was mostly steep, densely forested ridges and valleys, with homes on five- and ten-acre plots scattered here and there. Some houses were immaculately tended mansions, some of them were mobile homes that had seen better days.

      A mile from the border with the Gifford Pinchot National Forest, he turned left up a steep driveway. The truck’s engine strained to make it up the pitch, then it leveled out after driving through a quarter-mile of trees. He was home.

      The twenty acres were mostly forest, a mix of red alder, big leaf maple, and Douglas fir trees. He passed a patch of freshly dug earth, the site of their malfunctioning septic fields.

      By some standards, it wasn’t much. The land was steep, some of it inaccessible. In the occasional flat spots, they’d built garden beds, a chicken coop, and a goat paddock. Gary and May shared the ramshackle mobile home, and Tye lived in a yurt tucked among the trees.

      The ever-present hiss of the river at the bottom of the valley greeted his ears as he stepped out of the truck. He stretched out the kinks caused by an hour of driving.

      Gary and May were weeding a garden bed. Gary was Tye’s best friend, and May was Gary’s wife. After four days in the woods, and with an incipient migraine, he wanted nothing more than a nap. But he didn’t feel right sleeping while Gary and May worked, so he walked over to them.

      “How did it go?” Gary asked as he spread wood chips from the wheelbarrow.

      Tye shook his head.

      “I didn’t think that one would have a happy ending,” Gary said.

      Tye handed Gary the envelope. Gary thumbed through the bills.

      “This helps a bunch. I just got off the phone with the county. They won’t waive the fines, since the septic leak made it all the way to the river.”

      He thought he saw May tense as she pulled weeds, but it could have been his imagination. Her midwifery business was bringing in the lion’s share of the cash right now. She never made a big deal about it, but Tye never forgot it.

      “So that’s about a third of what we owe?” Tye asked.

      “About that,” Gary said. “But there may be good news. I don’t suppose you’ve checked your cell phone.”

      Most of the time, Tye forgot he had a cell phone. “Nope.”

      “Kaity lined up work for you. She’s bringing a potential client out.” Gary pulled a watch out of his pocket.  “Looks like you got just enough time to put on your cleanest dirty shirt before they get here.”

      The last thing Tye wanted to do right now was entertain visitors, but he told himself he would be stupid to refuse paying work.

      “Who are they?” Tye asked.

      “I took the call,” May said. “She was playing it cagey. I got the impression they have money.”

      “Well, we could use more of that,” Tye said.

      “When they get here, I’ll play host,” Gary said. “You just concentrate on looking inscrutable and wise in the ways of the woods.”

      May laughed, and Tye guessed she wasn’t so upset after all. The three-way dynamic of sharing bills and responsibility for a property was more than Tye wanted to handle sometimes, but it was worth it. Tye knew from long experience that he would slowly go crazy if he had to live in a city. He loved waking up every morning surrounded by forest.

      “Will do,” Tye said.

      “How’s your head?” Gary asked.

      Tye almost said, “Fine.” But he knew Gary’s question was just a formality. His friend already knew the answer.

      “Hurts.”

      “I figured. You’ve got that squinty look in your eyes you get when a migraine is coming on. Well, let’s just hear these folks out.”

      Tye fetched his backpack from the truck and took it to the yurt. The air inside was hot and stale, so he rolled up the window flaps to let in a cross breeze. The inside was spartan and neat. He had a simple bed with a frame homemade out of 2x4s. Around the perimeter of the yurt were a wood stove, a work bench, and a metal gun locker. He kept his clothes and other gear in a wood cabinet and footlocker. Everything had a place and it was easy to keep clean.

      Tye had spent the last decade living out of the back of his truck more often than not, so to him it seemed like a palace.

      Out of habit, he repacked his bag. He could travel light and live out of the thirty-liter backpack for three or four days if he needed to. He replenished his supply of jerky, dried fruit, beans, and rice.

      A rack on the wall held a pair of longbows. He pulled down the top one and ran his hand over it. It was a Dwyer Original. Expensive. He’d bought it used from a shop in Colorado when he’d been flush with cash after a job. Next to his truck, it was the most valuable thing he owned. He figured he could get Kaity’s help to post it for sale on the internet. The proceeds would make a dent in the money they owed the county.

      His other bow, a cheap Korean import, would have to do for this year’s hunting season.

      He put the bow back, changed his shirt, and stepped out the door.

      Despite the pounding in his head, he stopped just outside the door for a moment to appreciate where he lived. Tye had spent years on the road after leaving Appalachia. He and Gary lived nowhere for longer than a year, most places not even that. Guide camps in Alaska, temporary jobs at national parks, menial jobs in some one-horse town while he saved enough money to fix an ailing truck. They had been temporary stops, one more link in the chain that led them here.

      “Home” was still a word that he was getting used to. The dream was to live mostly off their land and the surrounding forest by hunting, fishing, gardening, and foraging, with the occasional odd job here and there. But every month was a brutal struggle to pay the mortgage while they waited for fruit and nut trees to mature and learned the lessons of what it took to make food grow on this spot of land.

      “Time to make some money,” he said under his breath, and headed back toward the trailer.

      From the driveway, he heard tires on asphalt and engines revving to make it up the hill. When he stepped out of the trees, he saw his friend Kaity’s little car in the lead. Behind it was a dark sedan of a make Tye didn’t recognize, but it looked expensive.

      Kaity got out of her car. She was of middling height with short dark hair and glasses. She waved to Tye when she saw him walking up and waited for him with her hands on her hips. It felt like a lifetime since they’d met in the middle of a dark forest, trying to help a lost little girl, but it was just over a month. Now they were business partners.

      “You forgot to check the phone, didn’t you?” she asked when he was close enough to talk. At first, he thought she was mad at him, then he noticed she was smiling a little. He also noticed how much he was starting to like that smile.

      “Yep.”

      He wasn’t precisely sure where he’d put the phone. Maybe in the glove box in the truck. Or one of the storage compartments. Something like that. She’d bought it for him a month earlier when she’d decided they were going to work together on a search-and-rescue consulting business. Tye was still getting used to the idea.

      “How did the Campbell case go?” she asked.

      “About how we expected.”

      He could tell she wanted to know more, but he was saved from further questioning when the door to the other car swung open. The driver wore a business suit and sunglasses. The first thing Tye noticed was the curly cord leading to the earpiece in one ear. The second was the bulge on his right hip under his suit coat. The guy scanned the property with a flat expression on his face.

      Apparently, it passed muster, because he moved to the rear passenger door and opened it. A woman exited the car. She was slender, maybe five years older than Tye, with long dark hair. She wore a skirt and blouse. A man exited the passenger side rear door. He was mid-thirties, with a narrow face with a pile of curly blond hair on top. He wore a dark suit as well.

      Tye felt underdressed.

      The man strode forward, barely missing a spot of chicken shit on the driveway, and stuck out a hand.

      “Mr. Caine? I’m Harold Aria, Chief Communications Officer of Ovate Systems. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Aria had soft hands and a smile that Tye didn’t trust. He sometimes wondered if people from Appalachia were genetically predisposed to distrust people in suits.

      The woman walked around the front bumper of the car.

      “And this is Mrs. Claudia Kenning,” Aria said. He was dropping names like he expected Tye to recognize them.

      Kenning stuck her hand out with the back toward the sky, and Tye wondered if she expected him to kiss it. He settled for a quick clasp.

      “Hello,” Tye said.

      “A pleasure, Mr. Caine.” She had an accent Tye couldn’t place. Somewhere in Europe?

      “If you all want to come over to the gazebo, I have some light refreshments,” Gary said from behind them.

      At the beginning of the summer, they’d scrounged enough lumber to build an octagonal gazebo next to their cob oven and barbecue pit. The inside of the little trailer home baked during the summer, so the shade of the gazebo served as an outdoor kitchen during the hotter months.

      Gary had outdone himself. He’d dismounted the big pipe vise that was usually mounted to their rough-hewn picnic table and had scrounged a white tablecloth from somewhere to cover the scarred surface. He’d set out ice-water, homemade bread, goat cheese, and elderberry wine.

      They sat in mismatched chairs and Gary played host, pouring the wine into a jelly jar for Claudia. She seemed fascinated by their surroundings. Aria seemed to try hard not to look at anything in particular, like he was embarrassed to be here.

      “Your property is beautiful,” Claudia said.

      Gary tipped his head. “We’re lucky to live here.”

      Aria refused everything but water, which he didn’t touch. “I don’t mean to be rude, but we’re pressed for time,” he said.

      “How can we help you?” Tye asked and took a swallow of his own water. He felt like he needed to take control, but he did not understand what to do. Beside him, Kaity fidgeted with excitement.

      Aria opened his mouth to speak, but Claudia cut him off. “I need you to find out if my husband is alive or dead,” she said.
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      Claudia started to say more, but Aria cut her off. “Strictly speaking, we don’t know that there is any real problem.”

      Claudia gave Aria a flat stare. “Harold, please. You can’t continue to deny this.”

      Tye felt like he was watching the continuation of an argument that had probably been happening in the car as they drove up.

      “Why don’t we start at the beginning?” Gary asked. “Can I interest you in some wine, Mr. Aria?”

      Aria looked at the unlabeled, recycled wine bottle like it contained some sort of plague instead of wine.

      “No, thank you. Stefan Kenning, Mrs. Kenning’s husband, is one of the founding members of Ovate Systems. There has been an… incident at one of Ovate’s properties we use for company retreats.”

      “What kind of incident?” Tye asked.

      “In the course of…” Aria started.

      “Oh, for God’s sake, Harold,” Claudia said. “My husband walked into the woods two days ago and hasn’t been seen since. Stop wasting time.”

      Tye realized until now Claudia had been presenting a calm facade. Her hands shook, and she took a healthy slug of the wine.

      “Where?” he asked. He aimed his question at her. He’d rather deal with someone who was showing genuine anger and fear than the oily unctuousness of Aria.

      “Wilkie Island. In the San Juan Islands. You’ve heard of it?” Her accent seemed thicker now.

      “I know the San Juans. A little. But not that island,” Tye said.

      The San Juans were the island chain inside Washington State’s Puget Sound. The sound was big enough that some people called it the “Salish Sea,” named after the native people who had originally lived there.

      “Wilkie Island is private, owned by Ovate Systems,” Aria said. “We hold corporate retreats and events there.”

      “How big?” Tye asked.

      “Eight square miles,” Claudia said. “Two days ago, my husband and his friend Clay Mercer went into the woods and haven’t been seen since.”

      Eight square miles didn’t sound like much, but it was enough for someone to get lost.

      “Mr. Mercer is also an Ovate Systems partner,” Aria said.

      “You said two days,” Tye said. “So, it’s still an active search. I usually come in after the search has been suspended. The sheriff’s office won’t be real keen on someone from the outside walking through their search area.”

      In Washington State, the county sheriff had sole jurisdiction over search-and-rescue. Local officials wouldn’t take kindly to Tye interfering in an active search.

      “So far we’ve kept the search for Mr. Mercer and Mr. Kenning in-house,” Aria said.

      “In-house?” Tye asked. He liked the sound of this less and less.

      “The island has an extensive security staff,” Aria said.

      “They’ve been flying little toy drones looking for my husband,” Claudia said and knocked back another slug of wine.

      Aria reddened. “The drones are state-of-the-art security equipment.”

      “What do you want me to do?” Tye asked.

      “I want to hire you to find my husband,” Claudia said.

      Before Tye could reply, Aria jumped in. “It’s important to realize that while any fiduciary arrangement would be a private matter between Mrs. Mercer and Mr. Caine, the property is owned by Ovate Systems, and we are merely allowing this as a courtesy.”

      “What Harold means is that if they don’t let you search, I’m going to call the governor,” Claudia said to Tye. She looked at Aria. “And the media.”

      Aria winced. “That really isn’t necessary.”

      “What does Ovate Systems do?” Tye asked.

      “Really?” Kaity asked from beside him.

      Aria looked at him like he’d said something unbelievably dense.

      “You really haven’t heard of them?” Kaity asked.

      “Nope.”

      “They’ve only been the subject of a major news story every week for the last year,” Kaity said.

      “Well, that explains it. I don’t watch the news,” Tye said.

      She rolled her eyes at him. Tye liked Kaity. Sometimes he wondered if his feelings extended to more than liking. But sometimes she irritated him.

      “I think I’m a little more familiar with your company than Tye,” Gary said. “But I think I’m a little fuzzy on the details. Can you give us the person-on-the-street version?”

      “Ovate Systems optimizes recommendation engines for online retailers by using a data-driven predictive analysis informed by synergistic total information awareness.”

      “Huh?” Tye asked.

      Gary looked at him, past Kaity. “You know when you go online to buy something and the site says, ‘if you liked this thing, you’ll probably like this thing?’ That’s what they do.”

      “Oh,” Tye said.

      “Can I demonstrate?” Aria said. He produced a cell phone from his coat pocket.

      “Sure,” Tye said.

      Aria tapped away for a moment, then frowned.

      “Apparently you’ve only made one online purchase in the last year?”

      “Sounds about right,” Tye said.

      “For eight pounds of Alliant 2400. That’s um… gunpowder?”

      “Yep. Load my own ammo,” Tye said. “It’s cheaper if you buy powder in bulk.”

      “Hard to find here locally,” Gary chimed in. “How exactly do you know that?”

      “Every time you make an online purchase from one of our online retail partners, the terms of service clearly states the information will be shared with Ovate Systems.”

      “Yeah,” Gary said. “And I’m sure we all always read the fine print of those agreements.”

      Aria ignored him. “It’s difficult to make a recommendation for Mr. Caine based on a single purchase.”

      “Try me!” Kaity said. She was all but bouncing in her chair.

      “Can I have your date of birth?”

      Kaity told him, and Tye noted she was actually a year older than him. He’d wondered about that. He also noticed that apparently Aria had already known his date of birth.

      Aria typed away.

      “Based on your frequent purchases of books about lock picking and safecracking, it appears you would enjoy a book called Cracker: The Best Job in the World, by a man named David Macomer.”

      Aria frowned, as if he suddenly realized what he just said.

      “Oh, I’ll have to check that out,” Kaity said. She picked locks and cracked safes as a hobby. It had come in handy in the past.

      “People pay money for that?” Tye asked.

      “It’s just the beginning,” Claudia said. “Aria and his cronies are convinced that if they feed enough information into their system, they can predict everything people do. Not just what they buy, but how they will vote, who they will marry, what they will think.”

      “That’s a bit of an exaggeration,” Aria said.

      Tye’s headache was throbbing in time with his heartbeat. “About your husband?” he asked.

      “I want you to find him. I’ll pay you a thousand dollars a day and a ten-thousand-dollar bonus if you find him.”

      Tye blinked. “Okay,” he said. “But a search like this, I need help. I want you to hire Gary too.”

      Claudia waved a hand at him. “It is no matter. He can come too.”

      Aria pursed his lips. “We’re somewhat uncomfortable with Mr. Spears’s background.”

      “Background?” Gary asked, although Tye knew Gary knew exactly what Aria meant.

      Aria shifted in his seat. “It’s our understanding Mr. Spears allegedly killed someone in West Virginia.” He talked to Tye and didn’t look at Gary.

      “There’s no alleged about it,” Gary said. “I killed that man because he was trying to rape my sister.”

      “He needed killing,” Tye agreed. “Gary comes or I don’t go.”

      Aria opened his mouth, but Claudia cut him off. “Remember, Harold. The governor. The media.”

      He pursed his lips and then took a deep breath. “I’m sure something can be arranged. Mr. Spears will be subject to the same non-disclosure agreement as Mr. Caine. You’ll agree to discuss nothing you see or hear on the island.”

      “My lips are sealed,” Gary said. “When do we start?”

      “Ovate Systems has a private ferry that leaves from Port Townsend in six hours. That’s the only way to get on the island.”

      Tye went cold at the mention of a ferry. Tired as he was, he hadn’t made the connection between an island and boats. His head pounded harder.

      Aria looked at his watch. “I’m afraid it doesn’t leave much time.”

      Gary stood. “Give me fifteen minutes and I can be ready to go anywhere in the world.”

      “Your vehicle will remain at the ferry terminal. There are strict rules about what can be brought on the island. No recording devices of any kind. There will be no cellular telephone reception.”

      Aria looked at Tye. “No firearms are allowed on company property.”

      “Okay,” he croaked. His throat felt dry. He took a swallow of water. “Okay,” he said again.

      Aria gave him an odd look. Claudia reached across the table and clasped Tye’s hand. “Thank you,” she said, barely above a whisper.

      “Uh. You’re welcome. I’m going to need details. As much information as you can give me.”

      “Our security team will give you a comprehensive briefing once you arrive on site,” Aria said.

      He brandished his phone. “I can send you the information on how to find the ferry terminal. It’s a private terminal owned by Ovate. It doesn’t appear on public mapping software.”

      Gary produced his own phone. “Best send that to me.”

      While Gary and Aria worked out the logistics, Tye worked on controlling his breathing and tried not to think about the boat. Without another word, Claudia finished her wine and headed for the car. The driver opened the door for her, and she vanished behind the tinted glass.

      Aria settled the plans with Gary and walked off, saying nothing to Tye.

      “This is so cool,” Kaity said. “I wish I could go. They are such an amazing company. There are two other people who started the company. Adrienne Wescomb is an incredible woman. I saw her TedTalk. And who’s the other guy? Owen Gaunt? They all met in college, started the company, and now they are worth billions.”

      “Huh,” Tye said.

      “You are going all monosyllabic on me. Aren’t you happy? I told you this search-and-rescue consulting thing would work out.”

      “Yeah,” Tye said.

      Gary finished with Aria and walked up. “I hadn’t considered the boat angle,” he said. “All I could see were dollar signs there for a minute.”

      “Yup,” Tye said. “Me too.”

      “What about the boat?” Kaity asked. She looked back and forth between them.

      “Tye has reasons to not be fond of watercraft,” Gary said softly.

      “Oh. That’s right. Your family,” she said. “I’m sorry. I guess in all this excitement I forgot.”

      “It’s okay,” he said. “I can suck it up. We need the money.”

      “You sure?” Gary asked.

      Tye shrugged. “It’s just a boat.”

      “Give me a minute to throw my gear in the old kit bag and we can light out. I can drive while you sleep. It’ll be just like old times.”

      “Yeah. Just like old times.”
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      “So,” Gary said as they headed north on the interstate. “Rich people.”

      “Yep,” Tye said. “Not our usual crowd.”

      “They’re just like us, only completely different. How you doing with all this, Tye?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Gary changed lanes to pass a slow-moving minivan, then immediately ducked back into the right-hand lane and set the cruise control for five over the speed limit. They’d learned long ago that two long-haired young men in an older pickup truck seemed to attract an inordinate amount of attention from people like state troopers, and driving right around the speed limit was one of the best defenses.

      Tye knew Gary didn’t believe him. Gary wouldn’t press, but Tye would probably feel better if he talked.

      “I’m a little off,” Tye said. “I have been since…”

      He waved a hand in the air, as if a hand gesture could encompass all the events of late. He had no succinct way of summing up almost being stabbed to death, rescuing a little girl from a madman, and then watching the kidnapper get killed by a bear.

      Gary nodded. “If you were to write a ‘What I Did on My Summer Vacation’ story, it would be a doozy. You really didn’t have time to rest before Campbell hired you to find his missing daughter. How are you feeling about that?”

      Tye stared out the window for a minute. “I did everything right. But I still feel off. Like something is missing.”

      Gary passed another car.

      “I think you need to go see Hattie,” Gary said. “I think she might know a little more about this thing than she lets on.”

      Hattie was an old woman who lived even deeper in the woods than Tye and Gary. She’d played an instrumental role in the events a few weeks ago.

      “I’m fine,” Tye said.

      Gary pursed his lips but said nothing more. Tye knew his friend wouldn’t press him any further, at least not now, but this discussion likely wasn’t over.

      Gary’s phone chirped, and he placed it in a plastic holder he’d clipped to one of the air vents.

      “Yo,” Gary said.

      Kaity’s face appeared on the screen. “Do you two have any idea what you’re getting into?” she asked.

      “We usually don’t,” Tye said.

      “Ruins the surprise,” Gary added.

      “Wilkies Island used to be a hunting lodge, then it was a private nature preserve, and now it’s a retreat center for Ovate Systems.”

      “Sounds nice,” Tye said.

      “Bucolic, even,” Gary said.

      “Well, the weird thing is, back when it was a hunting lodge, the owner stocked the island with African animals,” Kaity said.

      “Like what kind of African animals?” Tye asked.

      “Zebras, oryxes, aoudads, and something called a mouflan?”

      “That last one is from Europe, but we take your point,” Gary said. “They’re still there?”

      “Yes. They’ve established breeding populations, along with a bunch of other animals I had to look up, and birds like Guinea fowl.”

      “Well, this should be interesting,” Tye said. “We always wanted to go to Africa.”

      “To go hunting?” Kaity asked. Hunting was a bone of contention between the two of them.

      “Nah. Just to take pictures.”

      “There apparently aren’t any detailed maps of the island,” Kaity said. “But I can send you what I’ve found.”

      Gary nodded. “Much appreciated. Send it to my phone.”

      “You two don’t seem very well prepared for this.”

      “I guess all we could see were dollar signs,” Tye said.

      “There was a little too much month at the end of the money this time around,” Gary said.

      “Well, I just don’t want you to get blindsided,” Kaity said.

      Tye realized she had a point. Only a couple hours ago, Tye had been planning on taking a nap. Now he was driving to a private island in the middle of Puget Sound.

      “Can you tell me anything else about Ovate Systems?” Tye asked.

      Kaity sat up straighter. “It’s funny you should mention that, Nature Boy, because I was doing a deep dive right before I called you.”

      “Thanks,” Tye said. He felt like he should say something else, but he didn’t know what.

      “They’re all considered a little eccentric. Wescomb has started her own health-and-wellness company. Some people say she’s pushing pseudoscience. Kenning and Mercer made a splash in the headlines a couple years ago when they took up bow hunting and refused to eat any meat they hadn’t hunted.”

      “Oh, those guys,” Tye said.

      “I guess you pay a little attention to the news, after all,” Kaity said. “Owen Gaunt has sunk a sizeable piece of his fortune into collecting ancient artifacts from all over the world. He’s attracted his share of controversy because people say he’s acquired stuff through some shady means.”

      “Grave robbing from indigenous people has been a hobby of the rich for a long time,” Gary said.

      “I always thought of businesspeople as sort of boring,” Tye said. “Go to meetings, look at spreadsheets, stuff like that.”

      “It seems like the more money some people have, the weirder they get,” Gary said.

      “Well, we ought to be the most normal people there are, seeing as how we don’t have any money,” Tye said.

      “I’m not sure it works that way,” Kaity said. “You live in a yurt.”

      “That’s normal for some people,” Tye said.

      “Yeah. In Mongolia. Do you two have a plan, or what?”

      Tye shrugged. “Do what we normally do. Become familiar with the facts of the case. See if we can pick up a trail and find the two missing guys.”

      “And cash the checks,” Gary said. “Don’t forget that part.”

      Kaity frowned. “Do you have any theories about what happened?”

      “Maybe they got lost, or one of them twisted an ankle, and they are both sitting there waiting for someone to rescue them,” Tye said.

      “Got lost?” Kaity asked. “The island isn’t that big.”

      “You’d be surprised,” Tye said.

      “Tye once found somebody who wandered around for two days a quarter mile from the visitor center in Mount Rainer National Park,” Gary said.

      “You could smell the corn dogs from the snack bar,” Tye said.

      “You two don’t seem to be taking this seriously,” Kaity said.

      “That’s because it’s probably a bastard search,” Tye said. Gary nodded.

      “Bastard search?”

      “That’s when some bastard lets his wife believe he’s lost in the woods, but he’s actually playing poker with his buddies,” Tye said.

      “Or run off to Vegas with a waitress,” Gary said. “Remember that guy?”

      “I do.”

      Kaity’s frown deepened. “But there’s no way on or off the island but the Ovate Systems ferry.”

      “There’s always a way,” Tye said. “These guys have money, remember? My guess is, we’ll screw around up there for a couple days looking at exotic animals. These two particular rich guys will turn up, and we’ll be on our way home.”

      Kaity brightened at that. “Well, we have the ballet at the end of the week.”

      “Err… right,” Tye said.

      “My break is almost over. I need to go back to slinging books. You two be careful.”

      “Thanks, Kaity,” Tye said.

      She signed off, and they rode on without talking for a while, listening to the hum of the tires on the interstate.

      “Ballet, huh?” Gary asked.

      Tye sighed. He’d known it was coming.

      “I’ve been teaching her how to track. She feels like she needs to reciprocate by broadening my horizons.”

      “Interesting.”

      They were quiet again. Traffic slowed as they approached the outskirts of Olympia. It had been weeks since Tye had seen this many cars in one place. It was tough sometimes to transition from living in the woods to modern existence.

      “May says we don’t have any chemistry,” Tye said.

      “My wife has been wrong occasionally, but don’t tell her I said that. I think there’s something between you and Kaity. It’s different from that girl down in Luckenbach, though.”

      “In retrospect, that relationship was doomed from the start,” Tye said. “That was a miserable little town.”

      “The song made it sound much nicer,” Gary said. “Then there was the girl up in Anchorage.”

      “Yeah.” That one still stung a little, and Tye didn’t like to talk about it.

      “Then there was the supermodel,” Gary said.

      Tye said nothing. He reached over to Gary’s phone and tried unsuccessfully to find the information Kaity had sent. After a few minutes of fruitless scrolling, he gave up.

      “You still don’t want to talk about the supermodel?” Gary said.

      “Nope.”

      “Well, I guess all I can say about Kaity is maybe you should be open to whatever happens.”

      “I also wonder if she has a point,” Tye said. “I wonder if maybe we need to take this case a little more seriously.”

      Gary deftly steered between two semi-trucks.

      “It’s been a while since we’ve done a search together. Let’s do it by the numbers.”

      Tye had missed their comfortable routine, created over years of working in the outdoors. They talked about the contents of their packs and reviewed what actions they would take upon arriving. They covered who would provide medical care for anyone injured, and how often they would switch off roles as lead tracker.

      “Just like old times,” Gary said.

      “Yeah. I appreciate you coming.”

      “I have to confess, while I prefer the life of a gentleman organic farmer to the years we spent living out of the back of our trucks, I sometimes get a little tired of looking at spreadsheets, trying to figure out how we’re going to make next month’s mortgage.”

      “Things were simpler then,” Tye said.

      “They were. Let’s get this knocked out and get you back home. We wouldn’t want you to miss the ballet.”
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