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      Christopher ran west, toward the setting sun, until his lungs filled with blood.

      When the bullet hit him, it felt like someone punched him in the back. He was surprised to find himself still on his feet, still charging pell mell down the old logging road. The tall Douglas firs on either side were blurred in his peripheral vision.

      Another shot ricocheted off a rock in the middle of the road, showering his legs with fragments of stone and bullet jacket. He hooked left and charged through a tangle of salmonberry, breaking through to the open forest floor on the other side. The trees here were tall and straight. The interlocking canopy shaded the ground, so little grew underneath the trees.

      It was darker here. He slowed, both because of the darkness, and because his legs felt like lead, but he didn’t stop. He knew if he stopped, he’d never start again. The hope that somehow his injuries were minor went away when he coughed a fine spray of blood. More blood dripped from his fingertips.

      Behind him, he heard the crunch of tires on gravel. Would they find his trail where he’d broke through the salmonberries?

      Christopher tried to make himself run, but the best he could manage was a fast shuffle. At first there had been no pain, but now an iron band tightened around his chest, and each exhale felt like he was breathing out fire.

      His first instinct had been to run toward his people in the hopes they could save him. But Christopher realized he was dying, and the only thing that would accomplish was to lead his pursuers to his friends.

      To his right, he saw a small clearing full of huckleberry bushes. He detoured, pushing his way into the center, and shed his pack. The supplies inside were important. He didn’t know if his people would find them, but he would give them a chance.

      Free of the heavy pack, he picked up the pace. He felt like he was drowning with each breath. Just like the wounded deer he’d tracked, he instinctively headed down the hill into heavy cover, stumbling in the deepening gloom but somehow managing not to fall.

      After a while, the pain went away. His vision narrowed to the ground in front of his feet. Over and over, he told himself he’d take four steps and then rest, only to take four more without stopping.

      Finally, his legs buckled. He fell to his back and looked up at the stars overhead. He felt the brush of the evening breeze on his cheek. A raven settled onto a tree branch overhead.

      His last thought was I’m sorry.
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      “So much evil has entered your life over the last couple of months,” Hattie said.

      Tye sat next to the old wood stove, letting the heat from the fire he’d just lit drive the chill out of his bones. The old two-room cabin smelled of woodsmoke and herbs hung from the rafters to dry.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Tye said. Hattie was an old woman who lived up in the mountains. He’d come up here to help her get ready for the oncoming winter. Today he’d cleaned out the stovepipe and lit the first fire of the season.

      Hattie took a sip of applejack from an old Ball canning jar. Tye couldn’t guess how old she was. Sometimes he could believe she was sixty, sometimes he would have guessed eighty. Her long black hair didn’t show a touch of gray. She was a little stooped, but surprisingly strong from living a life where she did for herself. Tye was unsure of the details, but at least some of her ancestors had been Native American, Cree, from the upper Midwest.

      “Sometimes you see people who died,” she said. It was a statement, not a question.

      “Yes.” It was getting easier to admit that, but he still had to choke the word out.

      “And you try to help people,” she said. “Lost people. Sometimes people who have been murdered.”

      “Yes.”

      “You have fought evil men.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      He sat with that question for a moment. The wood in the old stove hissed and popped. He’d helped her move wood from the drying shed out back to the front porch and spent an hour splitting kindling.

      “I guess I just feel like I’m supposed to. When I was a kid, we didn’t have much, but my parents always tried to help people. If I’m able to help somebody, why wouldn’t I?”

      “But you’ve been hurt.”

      Tye shifted in his seat. Last month he’d nearly frozen to death in the cold water of Puget Sound. It seemed like he hadn’t felt warm since. The month before that, he’d been knifed in the ribs. The cut was healed. The stitches were gone, but the scar was still tender. Sometimes he would move the wrong way and it felt like an electric shock traveled across his ribs.

      “Yes,” he said again.

      “And you still have dreams and see people that shouldn’t be there.”

      This time, all he could do was nod.

      “You should find someone to help you with this.”

      He blinked.

      “I was hoping you could help me.”

      She cocked her head back for a moment, then laughed.

      “Why? Because I’m Native? I’m sorry, but I know nothing about this. I’m Native, yes. But my mother and father both had the Native beaten out of them at Indian School. They didn’t speak the language, and neither do I. This isn’t like those stories where the confused white boy goes and finds the mystical Indian woman living in the woods and she explains things to him.”

      “Oh,” he said.

      She took another sip of the applejack.

      “This is getting better with every batch your friend makes. Tell him thank you.”

      “I will.” Tye’s friend Gary distilled the applejack at home. Tye still didn’t care for it, but Hattie loved it.

      Hattie fixed him with a stare for so long, Tye began to squirm in his seat.

      “I can’t help you. But I might know of some people who can. Relations of relations. People I haven’t talked to in decades. But that isn’t something you should count on, you understand? It might take a long time for me to hear back, and I might never hear back at all.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      Outside, he heard a chicken scratching in the dirt under a windowsill and the plaintive cry of a mourning dove from the tree line. The doves would be gone soon. They would fly south for the winter, ahead of the approaching cold.

      Hattie nodded, staring at an empty chair. Tye had never seen her sit in it, and she’d always gestured for him to sit somewhere else when he visited.

      “Yes. I do believe you’re worth helping. I’ve met so few men that are. It’s never ceased to amaze me how some men can be fifty years old, but still be boys. My Delbert wasn’t like that. I don’t think you are either.”

      She looked at him and fixed him with a gaze that made him feel like a bug on a pin.

      “You keep doing what you’re doing. You’ll find your way through, I imagine. I appreciate the applejack and the help with the stove. I’m worn out from all this work and I need my nap.”

      He stood to go. “Thank you.”

      She nodded and saw him to the door. “Next time you come, you bring that girl of yours with you. The librarian. What’s her name? Kaity.”

      Tye wasn’t sure if Kaity counted as “his girl,” but he nodded anyway.

      “I’ll bring her up.”

      She shut the door behind him. He flipped up the hood of his jacket before he stepped off the porch. It wasn’t quite noon and the sun still hadn’t burned through the morning mist. It hadn’t rained, but the air was humid and cool. Hattie lived on the edge of the Gifford Pinchot National Forest, in a mist-shrouded valley. The nearest neighbor was a mile away. Tye walked down a well-worn path through tall Douglas fir trees to where his truck was parked on a rugged two-track that led to a paved road.

      He stopped at the sight of tracks in the muddy path. They were oval-shaped, four toes, no nail impressions in the soft mud. They were clearly coyote tracks, and not a domestic dog.

      “Better stay away from the chickens, song dog,” he said quietly. “Old Hattie has a single-shot twenty gauge by the door with your name on it.”

      Somehow, seeing the tracks put him in a better mood. He opened the door to the truck, and a raven unfolded from a branch high above him. One second, there was a dark spot in his peripheral vision. The next the bird’s four-foot wingspan was overhead. It circled once with a quoark, then flew off into the valley.

      “And good morning to you too,” Tye said.

      He bounced down the rutted two-track, careful not to bust the truck’s oil pan on a rock. As soon as the engine warmed up, Tye turned on the heater full blast.

      By the time he turned on to the paved road, he felt a familiar pain behind his eyes. Migraine headaches had plagued since he was a child, and he knew the signs all too well. He gritted his teeth and drove. He knew he’d have enough time to make it home if he didn’t dawdle.

      Early November in the Pacific Northwest was quiet, wet, and still. It hadn’t rained for a few days, but the vegetation still dripped with moisture from the overnight dew. Tye was originally from Appalachia. He had traveled all over the western United States, but when he set foot in these lush forests of Washington state, it had been like coming home to a place he’d never been. Despite the pain in his head, and the worries he carried from his conversation with Hattie, he felt some peace as he drove among the giant Douglas fir trees.

      Tye almost didn’t see the man standing on the left side of the road. At first he thought it was just a shadow, then as he drove past, he realized a man was standing there in knee-deep ferns, clad in a torn and bloody t-shirt. He looked young, with shoulder-length blond hair. As Tye zoomed past, it seemed like the man’s mouth was open, like he was trying to say something.

      Tye hit the brakes hard, almost to the point of sliding on the slick road, but still went past the figure. He put the truck in reverse before it even came to a complete stop, causing a racket from the transmission. He looked in the side mirror as he backed up, looking for the man.

      He was gone.

      Tye was certain he had the right place. He backed the truck up until he was even with a distinctive fallen alder tree. There was a first-aid kit strapped to the back of the truck’s passenger seat headrest. Tye pulled it free and hopped out, expecting to find the man lying in the tall ferns.

      He wasn’t there.

      He never had been.

      Tye was a tracker. He could follow faint sign, trailing small animals across rocky surfaces. He knew that for an adult man to have stood in the patch of ferns, there would have to be an unmistakable disturbance. There would be bent and broken vegetation, so obvious an untrained person would see it easily.

      The ferns here were unbroken. Droplets of water hung on the fronds like little jewels, droplets that would have shaken free had even a raccoon brushed against them.

      “Hello?” he called, but there was no sound other than the soft hiss of the wind in the trees and the burble of his truck’s exhaust.

      He walked back to the truck, pulled it safely off the road, and shut off the engine.

      Then he spent the next forty-five minutes examining the side of the road, going far past where he’d seen the man in either direction. He found exactly what he knew he would find: nothing.

      He wound up back at that spot by the fallen alder, looking at the undisturbed ferns. Part of him felt like he should drive to a high spot, where he could get enough reception to call 911 and report a possibly injured man lost in the woods, but he knew the sheriff’s department would come and find exactly the same thing as him: nothing.

      All the time he’d been searching, he’d felt the pressure building in the back of his head. His scalp felt too tight, and his mouth tasted like iron. He felt this way just before something was about to happen. It was like the pressure ahead of a building storm.

      “I am too tired for this,” he said. “I just need to rest. Can I please just rest?”

      There was no reply from the silent forest.

      After a few minutes, he got back in the truck and started the engine, debating what to do next. His phone was in the center console. He’d been trying to do a better job of not losing it and had even been keeping the battery charged lately. There was no signal here in this valley, but he knew some side roads that would take him to the top of the ridgeline where he could make a call.

      “I’m just going to go home,” he said, and put the truck in gear.
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      Home was near the east fork of the Lewis River, eight miles or so outside of a little town called Yacolt. He had to pass through town on the way, and as he rolled past the combination trading post and gas station, his phone dinged from the center console. He pulled over into the parking lot to check his messages.

      The text message was from Kaity, his part-time business partner and potential romantic partner of constantly undefined status.

      You probably don’t know where your phone is, as usual, but we have a case. Meeting with a potential client at one this afternoon. It would be great if you could be there. If I don’t hear from you in 15 minutes, I’m going to drive all the way to your house and see if you are there.

      Kaity was one of the few people Tye knew that used full sentences and proper grammar in text messages. The message was from two hours ago.

      He laboriously typed a reply. The keyboard on the phone always seemed too small for his fingers.

      Was at Hattie’s. In Yacolt now. Be there soon.

      The reply came in seconds.

      You actually responded to a text? Who are you and what have you done with the real Tye Caine? Seriously, are you feeling alright?

      He gave a bitter laugh at that last question. No. He really wasn’t feeling all right. But a job was a job. Rather than take the time to peck out another reply, he just started driving.

      Once he was out of town, he turned left and went east along the north bank of the river canyon. The longer he drove, the farther apart the houses became, until a mile before the national forest boundary, he turned onto a narrow track that disappeared into the trees.

      The 20 acres were steep. Tye owned half the land, and his friends Gary and May owned the other half. They lived in a dilapidated mobile home; he lived in a yurt on his half. Most of the property was too sloped to be of much use, but here and there were flat spots where they had fruit trees, chickens, garden beds, and a pair of goats.

      Normally, Kaity drove a little economy car, but today, parked behind Gary’s old International Scout, sat a newish-looking Jeep. Kaity and Gary were both looking at it as Tye parked his truck.

      In his rearview mirror, he saw May, Gary’s wife, pulling up behind him in her car.

      Gary was tall and bearded, with a long queue of dark hair down his back. He wore stained work pants, a cotton hoody, and work boots. Out past the trailer, Tye could see stakes and string lines marking where they would pour the foundation for the new house.

      Kaity was middling height, with glasses. Her short, dark hair was hidden under a watch cap, and she was bundled up in a puffy jacket. Not for the first time, Tye was both glad to see her and a little troubled. He felt like the ambiguous nature of their relationship should have resolved by now, but they kept entering each other’s orbits and retreating.

      Gary gave him a nod, and Kaity sent a smile his way.

      “Hey, you made it,” she said. She kicked the tire of the Jeep. “What do you think?”

      Tye looked at Gary. “Are you getting rid of the Scout? I thought you didn’t like Jeeps.”

      Kaity rolled her eyes. “You are such a dork,” she said, and looked past him where May was unloading some boxes from her car. “Here, let me help you with that.”

      Kaity walked past him. May was tall, with a mane of curly auburn hair that fell almost to her waist. She handed Kaity a couple of boxes and put her heavy medical bag over her shoulder. May was a midwife, and Tye had heard her pull out before dawn that morning, on her way to help another baby be born.

      “Need help?” Gary asked.

      “Nope, Kaity and I have it,” May said. She kissed Gary’s cheek on the move as she went by, and Kaity followed her into the trailer without a look at Tye.

      Gary cocked an eyebrow at him.

      “That’s Kaity’s Jeep, isn’t it?” Tye asked.

      “Yep. Traded that little car of hers for it. People do that sort of thing.”

      “I really messed up by assuming it was yours, didn’t I?”

      “Yep.”

      Tye started toward the door of the trailer.

      Gary held up a finger.

      “My advice? Give it a minute.”

      Gary looked at his watch. “Besides, you and Kaity need to leave here shortly for a meeting with a client. Since you’ve been cleaning out stove pipes, you should change.”

      Tye looked down. His Carhartts were covered with soot.

      “Good point. Thanks.”

      “One more thing,” Gary said. “She’s got a Jeep off-road parts catalog and is talking about buying damn near everything and bolting it on. If she tells you that, just go along. I’ll be the one to try to steer her in another direction.”

      “Okay.”

      “Because you remember what Jeep stands for?”

      “Just empty every pocket,” they said in unison.

      There was a well-trod path through the trees to Tye’s yurt. His home was small, only a couple hundred square feet, but it was open and airy. He didn’t own much, so he didn’t feel cramped. They’d just had a financial windfall, but instead of upgrading, Tye had decided to stick with the yurt.

      He stripped off his work pants and sweatshirt and walked over to the thrift store armoire he’d hauled into the yurt. At Kaity’s urging, he’d bought some decent clothes to wear when meeting clients. He pulled out a pair of khaki pants and draped them over his arm. He was debating which shirt to wear when the door banged open.

      “There you are.” Kaity paused. “There you are totally not dressed,” she said. “Boxers. I wondered about that. I guess I should knock.”

      “Umm. That’s okay,” he said.

      Kaity bit her lip, and they were both silent for a moment.

      “Wear the blue one. It goes with your eyes.”

      She spun on her heel and bolted out the door.

      With a shrug, Tye put on pants and the blue shirt. He finished getting ready and found her standing in front of the yurt, looking away from the door with her arms folded across her chest.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      She started walking away from him without looking back. “We are meeting a client in town at the brewpub. Her son is missing. I’d offer to let you ride in my new Jeep, but I have to work right after the meeting, so you’ll need your own ride back home.”

      By “town,” Kaity meant the larger city of Battle Ground, Washington, about a half-hour away. Kaity worked at the library across the street from the brewpub.

      “It’s a nice Jeep,” Tye said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it was yours.”

      She waved a hand in the air. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “I’m dressed now,” he said. “You could, like, look at me.”

      She stopped and looked over her shoulder. “Yep. Totally dressed now.”

      Tye realized she was bright red. She turned and started walking again.

      “You have a truck. Gary has the Scout, which is not quite a truck, but it’s still a big vehicle,” she said. “I thought one of us should have a smaller, more nimble vehicle with good off-road capability.”

      “Good call,” he said. Apparently, they were changing the subject.

      She stopped. “I think I’m still a little mad at myself because I got my car stuck when we were trying to rescue Natalie.”

      Two months ago, they had all but demolished Kaity’s little car on the atrocious road that led up Silver Star Mountain. They’d been trying to rescue a little girl at the time.

      He stood there, not knowing what to say. The realization hit him like a hammer that the things that were bothering him probably bothered Kaity, too. She’d been right there with him through many of the events of the last couple of months.

      “I was glad you were there,” he said. “We would have never saved her without you.”

      She didn’t say anything, just wiped her eye. Tye realized she was trying not to cry.

      “Well. Enough of that. Let’s get going. I’ll lead the way in the Jeep. Try to keep up.”

      He just stood there as she hopped in the Jeep and started the engine. Not for the first time, he tried to figure out what the hell had just happened between them.

      As he drove, he couldn’t keep himself from watching the side of the road for the man he’d seen earlier. His face was etched into Tye’s mind. Early to mid-twenties, thin, blond hair, blue eyes, scraggly attempt at a beard. Tye tried to remember if it was someone he’d met before, but he came up blank.

      He’d spent years living among outdoor guides, ski bums, river rats, rock climbers, long-distance Pacific Crest Trail backpackers and similar folks. The man could have been any one of them, but he couldn’t call a name or specific memory to mind. He couldn’t fathom why that particular face would appear to him on the side of the road and then vanish.

      Thankfully, there were no more apparitions on the way to town, and not much traffic. The city of Battle Ground was only about 20,000 people, but still too big for Tye. All his life he’d preferred the solitude of the forest, and when he was surrounded by concrete, traffic, and people, he began to feel panicky and smothered.

      The parking lot of the brewpub was mostly empty. He parked his truck next to Kaity’s Jeep. She was holding a leather briefcase.

      “Her son is missing. She was a little vague on the phone. She said she wanted to talk about it in person.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “I emailed her the questionnaire. Hopefully, she filled it out.”

      “Sounds good.” Using the National Association for Search and Rescue template, they’d crafted a questionnaire for prospective clients.

      “I’ll pay for lunch on the company credit card.”

      “Right.” He kept forgetting they had a company credit card.

      She reached over and straightened his collar. “You look nice.”

      “Um… You do too.”

      She opened her mouth to reply but stopped as a car pulled up. It was a small electric vehicle. Tye noted that it was covered in dust and had damage to the front right plastic cladding.

      A woman got out. Tye guessed she was in her fifties. She had long gray hair and wore a flowing cotton dress and sandals. Both arms were covered in bracelets and bangles, and she wore several rings on each hand, mostly turquoise.

      “Miss Rollins? Mr. Caine?”

      “That’s us,” Kaity said, and stuck out a hand. So did Tye.

      “I’m Grace Tompkin. Thank you for meeting with me.” She seemed nervous, wringing her hands as she stood there.

      “Let’s go inside and we’ll see what we can do for you,” Kaity said.

      The restaurant was nearly empty, and they were seated quickly. From her shoulder bag, Grace produced a neatly-filled-out questionnaire. While the server took their drink order, Tye scanned her answers:

      Christopher Tompkin, last seen a week ago.

      Height: 6'2"

      Weight: 170lbs.

      Age: 26

      Hair: blond

      A suspicion was forming in the back of his mind, one he didn’t want to accept. His mouth was dry, and the tight band around his temples cinched down a little tighter.

      “I tried the police, but they said there wasn’t anything they could do,” Grace said. “For the last two years, my son has mostly been living in the woods. He says he wants to ‘rewild’ himself, to become like a modern-day hunter-gatherer.”

      She was wringing her hands as she said it. She paused and looked from Tye to Kaity.

      “He isn’t mentally ill or anything,” she said. She had an accent that Tye associated with people from the northeast who had been to impressive schools.

      Tye nodded. “I’ve done similar things myself, from time to time.”

      Grace nodded. “I saw your TV show, so when I needed help, I thought of you.”

      A couple of years before, Tye had been on a survival reality TV show. Just when he hoped everyone had forgotten it, someone would bring it up.

      “He made friends with people who were all trying to do the same thing. They’ve traveled all over together. Colorado, California, Utah. Apparently, you can’t live in the same spot in the national forest for too long or you get in trouble.”

      “Fourteen days, if I remember correctly,” Tye said.

      “That sounds right,” Grace said. “For the last two months, his friends have been moving from spot to spot in the Gifford Pinchot National Forest, here in Washington. Every week or so, I’d drive up from Portland and meet with him. It’s been so nice. We haven’t always gotten along.” She trailed off and stared out the window.

      “I would imagine that wasn’t the life you envisioned for him,” Kaity said.

      Grace shook her head. “No. We were estranged for years at a time. Finally, I realized he was happy. Last Wednesday, I was supposed to pick him up in a town near where you live. Yacolt?”

      “I’m familiar,” Tye said.

      “He never showed. I waited around. Sometimes he would be late. But I sat in the parking lot of that little store for hours, until dark, and he never came. He refuses to own a cell phone. I came back the next two days. Nothing.”

      “He always showed before?”

      “Yes. He always came eventually.” She hesitated. “I wasn’t going to call the sheriff, but…” She acted like she was working herself up to admit something painful. “I had a dream Christopher died. I dreamed his shirt was soaked with blood and he couldn’t breathe.”

      For a second, it was hard for Tye to breathe. The pain in his head was almost unbearable.

      “That must sound crazy,” Grace said. To Tye, she sounded like she was far away and underwater.

      “Oh, we’re sort of used to things like that when it comes to missing people,” Kaity said. “Aren’t we, Tye?”

      Tye’s words seemed stuck in his throat for a second. “Yep,” he finally managed to say. “Do you have a picture of Christopher handy?”

      Grace pulled a phone from her handbag and swiped across the screen a couple of times before she held it out to Tye.

      He took it, even though he already knew what he would see.
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      The face in the photo was the man he’d seen standing by the side of the road.

      This sort of thing had happened enough times that Tye wasn’t exactly surprised anymore. Still, he felt like control of his life was being yanked away by some force he couldn’t see.

      Tye forced himself to study the face on the screen. In the picture, Christopher was wearing a backpack. He stood on top of a mountain peak with his arms flung wide. Judging by the terrain he could see in the background, Tye was pretty sure it was the summit of Mt. Hood.

      He looked like his mother.

      “That’s my favorite picture of him,” Grace said. “He talked me into climbing Mount Hood with him. I didn’t want to do it, but once we did, I was glad I went.”

      Tye handed the phone back. “It sounds like we’ve traveled in the same circles, but I don’t recognize him,” he said.

      For a moment, he wanted to make some excuse, get up, and leave. Since mid-summer, he’d twice been involved in ordeals that nearly killed him. They all started very much like this: trying to help someone.

      Instead, he took some deep breaths and tried to quiet his mind. Tye had been a failure at every job he’d tried. He’d been fired from most of them. He grew bored and chafed under any kind of structure. Most jobs seemed meaningless.

      Maybe finding lost people was what he was supposed to do.

      “Tell me about Christopher,” Tye said.

      For a second, Tye thought she was going to cry. She pointed at the questionnaire on the table in front of Kaity. “I filled it out,” Grace said.

      “I appreciate that,” Tye said. “And I’ll look over that later. It’ll be helpful, but right now, just tell me what kind of person he is.”

      Tye stumbled over that last sentence. He almost said, “what kind of person he was,” because in his gut he knew Christopher was probably dead. He had learned to trust his visions. After years of denying them, he’d finally accepted that they usually showed him the truth.

      Grace took a deep breath. “He was a difficult child. School was a struggle. He had all the diagnoses: ADD, dysgraphia, at one point even oppositional defiance disorder. But he was so smart. He could devour books in a matter of hours. If a subject interested him, he would dive into it until he’d read all the books in the library.”

      All of that sounded familiar to Tye. His own childhood had followed a similar path.

      “When he was thirteen, I put him in an outdoor skills program. It was the only thing left. That’s where he really blossomed. He would disappear into the woods for hours. When he was sixteen, I started letting him stay out for days at a time. He was going to do it anyway, so I gave him my blessing.”

      Their food came, and Tye picked at his salad. He wasn’t very hungry, even though he hadn’t eaten yet today.

      “He became involved in environmental causes, protesting logging, pipelines, probably some stuff I don’t know about. He managed to graduate high school. College was out of the question. I paid for him to go to a bunch of primitive-skills camps and tracking classes. He would work for one outfit or another for a while, guiding hunters, teaching classes, that sort of thing, but inevitably there would be some sort of falling-out and he would quit or get fired.”

      Kaity shot him a glance. Gary had nicknamed Tye “Ace” because he’d managed to get fired from five jobs in a row.

      “I have to confess, I watched all this in horror. My family values education. The idea that he barely graduated high school and wouldn’t go to college seemed terrible to me. We argued for years. We would fall out and not talk for up to a year at a time. Finally, I realized he was happy.”

      Grace hadn’t touched her food the whole time. She had dark circles under her eyes and there was a slight tremor in her hands. Tye realized he was looking at a woman who was struggling to look poised, but she was falling apart inside.

      “I just accepted who he was,” she said. “It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. When he was a baby, I envisioned him being a doctor, or an artist, something like that. His father was never in the picture. I don’t have much family. He is all I have.”

      She stopped and visibly fought for control. Tye felt embarrassed for her and made a mental note that in the future, they wouldn’t meet with clients in such a public place.

      “I can look for him,” Tye said. “But I need a place to start. The Gifford Pinchot National Forest is a big place. Is there anybody else that might know where he was staying?”

      “I never met his friends, the ones he’s been living with. I feel like we were leading up to that, like I had to earn his trust back. I felt like there was something big he wanted to tell me but wasn’t quite ready yet.”

      She moved her salad around on her plate with her fork.

      “I realize that isn’t much to go on,” she said. “I’d hoped to get some information out of people at his old job, but they won’t even talk to me.”

      “Where did he work?” Kaity asked.

      “Nature’s Way Outdoor School in Portland. He worked there for a little less than a year. I’d hoped it would last, but apparently there was some kind of falling-out.”

      “Nature’s Way?” Tye asked. “Let me guess. Holly answers the phone and blows you off every time you call.”

      “Yes. You know them?” Grace asked.

      “I worked for them part-time before I went on the TV show.”

      “Did you quit so you could go on the show?” Kaity asked.

      “Something like that,” Tye said. He turned back to Grace. “I think I could get them to talk to me. I still know some people down there. The easiest way would be just to drive down there and ask.”

      “I want to go with you,” Grace said. “I guess I should mention that. If I’m to hire you, I want to accompany you. I want to be there when you find him.”

      Tye drummed his fingers on the table, trying to think of what to say next. “Can we play that by ear?”

      “I’m afraid I must insist,” she said. Something about her tone made him think she was used to getting what she wanted from people, especially if she was paying the bill.

      “Here’s the thing,” Tye said slowly. “Often when I’m on a track, I go into the woods, and I have no idea when I’m coming out. I might wind up spending several nights in the field. I might walk twenty miles in a day, carrying a twenty-pound pack. So if you want to come, you need to decide if you’re up for that. If you’re not, you’re going to jeopardize my ability to find Christopher.”

      He watched her chew on that for a moment before she nodded.

      “That’s reasonable. And acceptable. I would like to accompany you to the Nature’s Way school, however.”

      Tye looked at his watch. “The best time to get there will be in a couple of hours. The after-school program will be running, and all the staff will be there.”

      “What shall we do in the meantime?” Grace asked.

      Kaity had been scanning the questionnaire as they’d been talking. “It says here Christopher had some of his things stored at your house,” Kaity said. “Tye, would it be helpful for you to look at them?”

      “What kind of stuff?” he asked Grace.

      “Books. Outdoor gear. Things he’s collected over the years.”

      Her mouth was a hard line, and he could tell this wasn’t a train of thought she was particularly interested in pursuing.

      “Up to you,” Tye said.

      She moved the salad around some more, not looking up. Tye took an opportunity to eat a little of his meal. He still didn’t feel hungry, but often, once one of these adventures started, time to eat would be in short supply.

      “We could stop by the house on the way to Nature’s Way,” she said finally.

      “Well,” Kaity said. “I guess the last thing we need to do is have you sign our standard fee agreement.” She produced a manila folder from her briefcase and handed Grace a stack of papers and a pen. “I’ve put sticky notes at all the places you need to sign or initial.”

      Tye ate some more while Grace signed the form. She didn’t seem to bother reading it before she shoved it across the table at Kaity, who stowed it back in the briefcase.

      Last month, Tye had done some work for a bunch of billionaires who owned a tech firm. By the end of it, his property was paid off, and he had some money left over, which he and Kaity had used to make their search-and-rescue consulting business a little more legitimate by having a lawyer draw up a boilerplate contract. Kaity had done all the work, and Tye just nodded at what he hoped were the appropriate times and hoped he looked like he knew what he was doing.

      “Perhaps we could leave soon?” Grace asked Tye with a raised eyebrow.

      “Sure.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin while Kaity flagged down the server and handed her the credit card.

      The sky had clouded up by the time they stepped outside. It was sure to rain soon. Pacific Northwest winters were dark and wet, and this year he was contemplating taking a trip somewhere sunny for a break.

      “I suppose you could follow me to my home in Portland, and we could share my car from there. I can’t imagine that gets very good gas mileage,” Grace said with a jerk of her chin toward Tye’s truck.

      “Sure,” Tye said.

      “I have to go to work,” Kaity said. She grabbed Tye’s arm. “I need to talk to my associate for just a moment.”

      He followed her over to the Jeep.

      “Something is going on,” Kaity said. “I could tell by the look on your face when you looked at his picture.”

      He stared at her for a moment, not sure how to answer.

      “Is it one of your visions?” she asked. “A dream?”

      “Kind of. I can explain later.”

      The visions were no longer a secret between them, but that didn’t make it easy to talk about.

      “Take care.” She reached over and touched his cheek for a second, then it seemed like she realized what she was doing and jerked her hand back.

      “Bye.”

      She turned and walked toward the library.
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      Tye followed Grace into Portland. The deeper they drove into the city, the more he felt like he was trapped.

      Town was too busy, with too much traffic all around him. The expanses of concrete and pavement seemed like a maze. He’d known this was coming. That made it a little easier, but he still had to force himself to take deep breaths and not panic.

      Grace pulled into the parking lot of an upscale grocery store. Tye pulled in beside her and rolled down his window.

      “Parking is very tight on my street,” she said. “I thought we could leave your truck here.”

      Tye was used to leaving his truck at remote trailheads, so everything valuable was locked up inside the camper shell covering the bed. He grabbed a light jacket and a shoulder bag with some odds and ends and squeezed into her car.

      Grace’s house was in an older neighborhood in Portland. The houses were immaculate. The yards were full of drought-resistant native plants and most of the roofs were covered with solar panels.

      As neighborhoods went, this wasn’t bad.

      There was also plenty of parking. Tye had suspected Grace’s real motivation was that his twenty-year-old full-size pickup would stick out among the hybrid and electric vehicles parked along the street.

      He followed her onto the front porch, which was covered with potted plants. As she opened the front door, he heard a crash and the sound of running feet. Over her shoulder, he got the briefest glimpse of a figure running toward the back of the house. He saw a bunch of papers scattered on the living room floor. The back door slammed.

      Without thinking, he pushed past her. He had a vague impression of a sparsely but tastefully decorated living room as he charged into the kitchen. It was empty, but he heard feet crunching on the gravel outside. Then a dog started barking furiously.

      His hand was on the knob of the back door when he came to his senses. Instead of charging out, he took a minute to look out the window over the sink. There was a small backyard. The gate in the fence was still swinging on its hinges. This was the older part of town, so there was a gravel alley between the backyards.

      Reasonably sure he wasn’t about to get ambushed, Tye charged out the back door. He saw a footprint in a bare patch of ground halfway to the gate and steered around it. He heard an engine rev and tires squeal.

      Whoever he was chasing was out of sight but had kicked up enough gravel to leave a visible trail. He turned right out the gate and jogged down the alley. There was nobody in the backyards he passed. Everyone was probably either at work or school, although he provided some excitement for a shaggy dog of indeterminate breed.

      He stopped at the cross street. Dust from a lugged boot sole had left a partial print on the blacktop. There was another print, just a smudge of dirt, right next to a pair of marks on the asphalt where someone had peeled out and smoked their tires on a jackrabbit start. The smell of burnt rubber was still in the air. Tye touched the tire marks. They were still slightly warmer than the surrounding pavement.

      The vehicle was probably rear-wheel drive, judging by the way the tires spun when the driver mashed down on the accelerator. The marks were a confused mess, but Tye was sure they were a heavy, off-road tire, but the vehicle had a narrow track, so it was more likely an SUV than a big truck.

      He looked at the boot print again. Probably about a men’s size ten, which suggested an average-sized male. The distance between the marks in the gravel was consistent with a man about 5’10” who was running. He followed the trail back to the house, keeping an eye out for anything that might have been dropped, or any other evidence. He saw nothing but the dog standing there with his nose pressed up against the fence. The mutt seemed torn between wagging its tail and barking at him.

      Tye stopped and looked at the dog, taking a moment to get his breath.

      “Too bad you can’t talk and give me a description of the guy.”

      The dog ran back toward his house and returned a second later with a ball. It sat there, wagged its tail, and looked at him expectantly. The fence was too high to reach over, so Tye shook his head.

      “Sorry, buddy.”

      The dog sighed and sprawled out on the ground in a sunbeam. Tye retraced his steps back to Grace’s house, pausing at the print in the patch of dirt to make a quick pencil sketch in his notebook.

      Grace was sitting at the kitchen table when he walked in the back door, staring at her cell phone.

      “I’ve been sitting here trying to decide whether to call the police. Did you see him?”

      “Nope.”

      He told her about the footprints and the tire marks.

      “Did they take anything?” he asked.

      She stirred at that question and walked to the living room. “That’s a good question. I’m not sure.”

      As they walked through the living room, Tye made note of what wasn’t taken. There was a guitar case in the corner by the couch and an Apple laptop sitting on the coffee table. He followed her into a bedroom. It was tidy, except for a DSLR camera on the floor. The lens was broken and the door to the slot that held the memory card was open.

      “Christopher’s room is down here,” she said.

      The house was small. The second bedroom was only a few steps down a hallway, with a bathroom in between.

      This room had been trashed. The mattress was tipped up against the wall. Drawers had been dumped
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