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CHAPTER ONE


The body lay at the very limit of daylight, the last clear place on the stones before the wood framing in the ancient adit began to peel away from the walls and pile up in moldy heaps.

The coyote studied the cold, pale thing even though the air here was very bad, the rusty water in the bottom of the tunnel giving off sour vapors that burned her nose and would have irritated her lungs if her lungs were still a normal coyote’s. The coyote had not been normal in a very long time, though. She stood in ankle-deep water and took in the details of the trouble someone had brought into the Strangeness’s territory.

The body’s head—it was a human head, the coyote knew—rested sideways in the iron-sick water, the chin pointing beyond the limit of its shoulder as the figure lay on its belly. Eyelids still curved over the full spheres of eyes. Whoever this was, they had not been lying here long. Even deep within the earth, eyeballs quickly caught the attention of anything hungry.

Compelled by the threads of the Strangeness twitching beneath her skin, the coyote trotted closer to the body. Risked a sniff at the backside, the traces of blood here and down the legs. More blood at the head, as well, hidden within the long dark hair. The human’s fingers brushed against the plume of the coyote’s tail like the points of some kind of mushroom springing up from the forest floor. Something secured the hands behind the corpse’s back, a strong artificial scent on the stuff. The coyote had smelled it on many human things in the woods, a bitter substance both flat and flexible. Once, long ago, the coyote had curiously bitten into some and found its gray surface tough but its underside tacky. The stickiness had clung to the coyote’s lips for most of a day, no matter how she had licked at it.

Now she sniffed at the body’s mouth, which still smelled faintly of food and, yes, breath. Barely a breath. The body would give up soon. The coyote felt sure of it, and her own mouth moistened at the thought.

The Strangeness sent a surge of discouragement, a mother snapping at her pup’s nose when it nuzzled for milk at an unwanted time. The coyote felt her limbs tighten, the corners of her mouth pull backward. Colors flitted behind her eyes, colors she knew without seeing, shades skewing outside the canine blue-yellow scale and into a sunset spectrum. A ribbon of saliva dripped from the coyote’s lips.

Outside, the Strangeness urged, goading the coyote with a sense of light and clean air. A burst of energy in her limbs. The coyote took hold of the body’s filthy ankle and pulled hard. Her jaws were strong, but the Strangeness lent her more strength, toughening her neck, bracing her legs. This had happened a few times in the past, and she knew she would sleep for many hours after this, afterward awakening very hungry and sore in every muscle.

Rocks shifted and splashed beneath the body and the coyote’s paws. The bad smell of the water grew stronger, but the coyote kept pulling. The Strangeness tickled inside her mouth, keeping her grip on the leg even as the flesh shredded beneath her teeth. She could already smell the Strangeness entering the human body through the abrasions in the ankle. The smell comforted her. Better Strange than human, after all.

Outside the adit, the land plunged into a narrow creek funneling water down the steep flanks of the mountain. A recent, unusually warm rain had raised the water level, and dampness continued to settle out of the trees and bushes. Any minute the rain would begin again, harder this time.

Another mind tugged at the Strangeness’s awareness, directing it away from the coyote, and for a moment the coyote was very nearly herself again, almost ordinary. Almost. She was still changed enough that her goal remained in the forefront of her mind even when the breath stopped coming from the dying human’s body. The coyote whined to herself, knowing the Strangeness could not bond with a dead animal.

But further thoughts on the matter lay far beyond the coyote’s understanding of the world. Her mind circled back to the prompt the Strangeness had given her and fixed on that duty.

The coyote gave one last fierce tug and the now-dead body slid over a hummock of sword ferns, gravity urging it toward the creek. It hung up for a second on a thorny salmonberry, and the coyote had to nudge it along.

When the body splashed into the creek, the coyote broke into a steady run, eager to leave the bad smells of the adit and find a place to shelter out of the rain. But even a mile away and resting inside a hollow log, part of her watched the body in the creek, slowly floating higher and higher in the rising water. Any unease she retained melted at the sense of the Strangeness emanating from the dead thing.

The coyote put her tail over her nose and let the Strangeness comfort her with its gentle thrum beneath her skin. Deep within the log, the ancient rotting wood hummed along, a sound that carried through the soil and into the trees, one soft hum stretching for miles in every direction. The coyote listened to her fellow Strange throughout the forest, frogs and trees and all kinds of beings, even the male who had fathered the pups growing in her belly. His mind ran in soft blue circuits much like her own, flickering at the edge of their territory.

Suddenly, a sharp pain ripped through his blue humming. An image of two humans floated across the network of plants and creatures, the humans barking with laughter as the biggest of the pair picked up the coyote by his neck. Something sharp pierced the male’s side again and again as he shrieked in pain.

Within her log, the female coyote whimpered, and the pain spread from her to the fern growing nearby. To the pair of vine maples sheltering her den. Onward and outward, the unpleasant sensation rippled throughout the Strangeness, and then the male coyote’s voice went quiet completely.

The human body began to float away from the creek’s bank and drift downstream.






CHAPTER TWO


There were certain spring days in Oregon, Erin thought, endless damp days when green saturated the air: the lights and darks of every color slanting to emerald, everything alive wavering with an intensity of viridian the human eye was not meant to see. Especially here, on the edge of the forest, where the trees sang a chorus of green as if their lives depended on it.

She wondered if she closed her eyes whether she could hear it, the true sound of the color green.

The rain stalled Erin’s hand on the wiper switch, her whole body pleasantly toasted by the blasting heater. She needed to pee, but the steadily sifting rain promised to suck the heat from her bones if she left the car. She kept staring out at the woods. Spring was such a sodden, sluggish time in her home state. From February to May, the rain seemed like it might fill her throat and lungs when she breathed, drowning her in gray and green. Her heart craved color as much as her skin craved a break from the dampness.

Her brother Bryan had loved spring. The rain never bothered him, but instead gave him more energy for hiking and fishing and all his other outdoor adventures. He would have adored this view, the Clackamas River swirling aquamarine and white around the moss-covered rocks, cedars and alders and maples springing up from the water all the way to the sky. “We gotta get out in it,” he would have said, and for a second, Erin could almost see him, a pale figure on the far side of the water beckoning to her, urging her into the green. She leaned forward, unsure if she was seeing just trees and lichens or if she was actually looking at a man.

The knock on the passenger window made her shriek and reflexively slap the wipers into overdrive. The older man outside shouted “Sorry!” and waved insistently.

For a second she wasn’t sure what to do first—smile at the stranger? hit the wipers?—but the maniacal thudding and squeaking of the latter demanded her attention, and she finally fumbled them off, smiling apologetically at him the whole time. She found the switch for the passenger window and lowered it.

“Can I help you?” She still worked retail sometimes, so the fake smile was automatic.

“Good morning!” His face lit up with genuine cheer as he leaned in the window. The smell of moss and damp rolled off him like the forest itself was saying hello. “Saw your bumper sticker, thought I’d take a chance you were a foodie.”

“The ‘hug a farmer’ one?”

“Yep.” He hoisted a cardboard flat onto the window frame. She could just make out brown-and-black lumps in the folds of the canvas inside. “Any chance you like morels? I was on my way down to Sandy to sell them to the IGA, but I saw the fish jumping in the river and had to stop. Be happy to sell you a few first, though.”

“Oh, that’s so thoughtful. I’m not actually—”

He raised a hand. “Just think on it a second or two. No rush. I’ll be setting up on the riverbank if you decide you want some.”

He hauled the box back out of the window and headed toward the battered little pickup that had pulled up behind her. She watched him in the rearview mirror, making mental notes about his beard and the fishing pole he took from behind the pickup’s seat. She had no doubts she’d find plenty of local color for her article, but old habits and all that.

Erin’s bladder reminded her again why she had stopped at the picnic area in the first place. She grabbed her toiletries bag off the passenger seat and got out of the car. Portland was only an hour behind her, but it felt a world away. The air smelled bracingly of forest—decomposing pine needles, wet moss, and the verdant briskness of freshly budding leaves. The river, higher than usual after a warm, wet March, grumbled in its banks. Other than that, though: silence.

When the sun arrived in a few weeks the area would be overrun by tourists, but for now, she and the mushroom seller had this picnic site to themselves. She could see him perched on a rock, casting into an inlet at the edge of the river. Back when her dad used to take her and Bryan fishing, he would have pointed them toward a spot like that, away from the main current with plenty of little nooks and crannies where the fish could relax. It was hard not to picture Bryan standing beside the old man, rod and reel in hand. He would have picked the same spot.

With a grimace, Erin turned away from the river and followed the path toward the site’s vault toilet. She ground to a halt beside the Forest Service bulletin board, her eye caught by the photograph pinned up beside reminders to leave no trace. MISSING: ELENA LOPEZ. Without meaning to, Erin brushed pollen from the girl’s black-and-white cheek. From the terse paragraph below her pretty, smiling face, it sounded like nineteen-year-old Elena Lopez had gotten off work at Cazadero Brewing a little more than a week ago and then fallen off the face of the earth. In the photo, she looked younger than her age, her eyes bright as a child’s.

Erin wiped her hand on the back of her jeans. That poor girl. Anything could have happened to her. A covetous customer. A pushy boyfriend. A hit-and-run. She was pretty, so that gave the first two a little extra weight. She had probably dealt with assholes hitting on her every shift, learning the necessary balance of subservient flirting and calculated avoidance. Erin knew the routine. Every woman who worked in customer service did. It didn’t matter the job—Erin had worked in a feminist bookstore, a copy place, a bougie coffee joint, a diner—all the same.

“So sorry, Elena,” she said, and went into the vault toilet.

Like all vault toilets, it encouraged hasty use. She hurried back outside and stood in the drizzle as she used hand sanitizer. The mushroom man cast into the water, and she thought again of Bryan.

The memory hurt. Thinking about him always did; her last therapist said she needed closure, that the families of missing people struggled their whole lives with it. But there was no closure when someone just vanished into the woods, even though the cops had closed Bryan’s case after finding his journal full of talk about suicide. After the ruling, Erin’s parents refused to talk about Bryan—hell, her mother refused to talk, unless it was to order another vodka tonic.

It was Bryan that brought her here. She looked at the flyer about Elena Lopez and felt her lips compress. After five years, Erin had finally joined a support group for the families of missing people, only to meet three people mourning family members, all people of color, lost in the Mt. Hood National Forest. And not just the same forest, but the part surrounding the same town.

She sent Hari a quick snap of the flyer. When he had talked Erin into helping him with his true crime podcast, he’d been focused on historical crimes against people of color, cold case stuff from the fifties and sixties. But when she told Hari about Faraday and its missing people problem, he was sure she was onto something.

So maybe it had been a bit of a stretch when Erin told their boss Faraday was the next hot tourist destination, but it had given her and Hari a budget to spend a week out here. Oregon Traveler was financing an article about rafting and relaxing on the Clackamas River with Erin’s trademark sharp writing and Hari’s fabulous photos. Erin secretly hoped they’d learn enough to pitch a book.

Plus, maybe while she was out here she could finally get the closure her shrink had wanted her to find.

Erin turned away from the bulletin board and narrowed her eyes at the river that had supposedly—according to authorities—swallowed her brother. Its emerald water swirled between boulders the size of VW buses. On the far side, a dipper flashed down to the shore. Dipped. Dipped again. Sprang into the air in a startled flutter, like a secret springing from surprised lips. Hope is the thing with feathers, she thought, and felt a tickle deep inside her chest.

She stared after the dipper, but the bird had vanished into the afternoon shadows, another creature absorbed into the trees. She bit her lip hard enough to feel the fatty tissue roll between her teeth. It was time to get moving—check-in at the B&B started soon. She turned back toward the car.

The ground beneath her foot squelched. Not like mud. Like something tougher and wetter than dirt.

She looked down and wished she hadn’t. Red leaked out from the thing she’d stepped on, a dull red-brown like (don’t say blood, her brain nattered wildly), like, well, blood. Erin lifted her foot and a chunk of something gristly and gooey plopped back onto the dirt. She covered her mouth.

“So, the morels?”

With a shriek, she spun around.

The mushroom seller threw up his hands as she nearly collided with him. “Whoa! You all right?”

She pointed down at the ground, her hand shaking. “I—I—”

He stepped around her and hunkered down beside the bloody patch. “Looks like part of a kidney.” He looked up at her. “Deer,” he added, smiling kindly.

Erin swallowed. She didn’t even eat meat, let alone hunt. “Deer. Okay.” Of course her mind had gone to Elena Lopez, thinking the worst. But deer made more sense. “Isn’t hunting season in fall?”

The mushroom guy stood up creakily. “This area’s got a real problem with poachers lately. I’ll call the game warden and let him know.”

“Thanks,” she called back over her shoulder. Despite the man’s logical explanation for the grisly thing, she couldn’t get back to her car quickly enough.



Highway 224 followed the Clackamas River east as the waterway grew wilder and wilder, twisting into the foothills of Mt. Hood like an enormous, sinewy root. Now the occasional house and small business, shuttered for the season, sprang up on its banks. Civilization couldn’t be far now. Erin slowed the car and passed a sign: NOW ENTERING FARADAY. POPULATION: 3,576.

For another minute, the town looked like more forest, and then the square bulk of Cazadero Brewing appeared on her right, its back to the river. Despite its unpretentious exterior, cars filled its parking lot. The view from its deck and back windows had to be fantastic. Beside the brewery sat a small marina with a couple of rafting guide shops and gear outfitters clustered nearby. Tomorrow, she’d check in with one called “Wy’east Wonders.” Erin tried to catch a glimpse of the place in her rearview mirror, but an oversize Ford F-350 pulled out of the brewery parking lot and nearly mowed down her car. She resisted the urge to flip off the driver and instead pulled into the parking lot of the Faraday Visitor Center. The truck’s slipstream rocked her Toyota on its axles as it sped by.

She turned off the engine and stared at the ugly yellow A-frame. Five years ago, her brother had walked inside this place and bought a postcard with the visitor center listed as the photo credit. The postcard had made its slow way through the post office’s routing system, making a side trip to Seattle before finally finding its way to her dorm at the University of Oregon, nearly a hundred miles south of this point. She hadn’t received it until well after Bryan’s funeral, and the sight of his handwriting had forced her to her knees in the middle of the student center.

She’d held on to it, of course. From dormitory to co-op housing to shared house to studio apartment, she’d kept that postcard stashed inside an old journal where it slept, if not soundly, at least quietly. Then she’d learned about Faraday. It took some digging to find the postcard with its image of a little girl sitting in a canoe with her own tiny fishing pole. It was so precisely the kind of cutesy thing Bryan would pick out for her that Erin had started to cry all over again, her shoulders shaking, her gut aching. She’d thought about getting rid of the damn thing. Saying goodbye, just like her therapist had been telling her to do for years. But of course she couldn’t.

Erin drew the postcard out of her tote bag and gave it a good long look. Beyond the cuteness of the kid in the canoe, there was something off about the image, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. She dug around for the safety whistle one of her running buddies had given her, the kind with a compass and magnifying glass in the body. Under magnification, details came out: the barrettes in the girl’s hair, the pink seams on her fishing pole, the tiny figure on the far side of the water. Erin turned on the interior light, her skin creeping up in goose bumps. She moved the lens over the postcard again. She was right. Someone stood on the far side of the water, their figure a pale silhouette with eyes like enormous black pits. Or like eyes behind a pair of binoculars, which was just about as creepy.

She dropped the magnifying glass, her fingers trembling.

Someone had stood on the lakeshore spying on this photo shoot. Maybe it was nothing. A bird watcher. A coincidence. Or maybe this town was as fucked up as Hari believed it was.

With a deep breath, Erin turned off her car and got out. Darkness filled the windows of the Faraday Visitor Center, and a fern had sprung up from the gutter at the corner. She went up to the front door anyway and tried peering inside, making shields of her hands to minimize the glare. Clusters of algae had colonized the gap between the glazing and the frame and begun to crawl across the glass. She could just make out a customer service desk; beneath the point of sale system was what appeared to be another missing person poster—a man, this time.

“We don’t open until Memorial Day weekend.”

Startled, Erin spun around. A tall, silver-haired woman stood on the graveled lot behind her, her purple silk dress revealing the bones in her chest, as starkly furrowed as a washboard beneath a classy string of pearls. A cotton tote bag had been slung rather incongruously over her shoulder, and a sprig of eucalyptus stuck out over the top.

“Do you work here?” Erin asked, although it seemed impossible a woman who wore silk to do her shopping should work anyplace.

The woman brushed a twist of her white curls off her cheek. “I run the chamber of commerce, which oversees the center.” She took a few steps forward, her nose crinkling as she took in the green stain on the glass. “Every winter, it’s the same. Nothing holds back the green, not once it sets its mind on the place.”

“Oh,” Erin said, because what else could she say? “Well, thank you. I guess I’ll just go check into my bed-and-breakfast.”

The woman’s watery blue eyes flashed back to Erin’s face. “Where are you staying?”

“The Vanderpoel Guest House?”

The woman straightened. “Excellent! I’m Olivia Vanderpoel. You can just follow me up to the house.” She patted the tote bag with a beringed hand. “I wanted to get these flowers for you, but I got a late start this morning.”

“That’s a kind gesture.”

“We get so few visitors this time of year.” The woman pointed up the street, where a rectangular tan Volvo of the same vintage as her ’80s wrap dress sat parked in front of a flower shop. “I can’t wait to show you the house.”

The line about the B&B had been a simple ploy to free herself of the woman; Erin had in fact hoped to see more of the town before settling in for the night. But there was nothing for it now. She got into her car and waited for Olivia Vanderpoel to make her way into her own vehicle. As they crawled through the streets of Faraday, she found herself dreading her arrival at the guest house. It would probably be stuffy and ancient, its chairs covered in crocheted doilies and its walls adorned with fake flowers. She set her jaw and followed the other car up Vanderpoel Road, which dead-ended in a circular driveway and a purple Victorian house just this side of being a mansion.

Erin pulled up beside the Volvo and got out. Olivia stood beside the house’s wrought iron fence. The top of each fence post tapered to a tiny point, exactly like the fence in The Addams Family. The yard, however, looked as crisp and upper-class as Olivia herself, the green expanse of lawn outlined with a handsome array of azaleas and hydrangeas.

“Let’s get you checked in.”

Erin followed the spry older woman up the front stairs, trailing her fingers along the finely worked handrail, then the ornamentation along the porch doorway. The colors of the varying trims must have taken a month to paint. Olivia clicked her tongue impatiently, and Erin followed her through a handsome wooden door with a geometric stained-glass panel insert. When the door closed behind them, they stood in faintly red-and-blue-dappled gloom, and then Olivia pushed the antique light switch, and the chandelier overhead flickered to life.

She picked up a ledger sitting on a low bookshelf. Underneath the big book sat a stack of photocopied pages with the word “MISSING” emblazoned across the top. Erin caught a quick glimpse of a photo of a young man before the ledger was lowered back into place, but she thought it looked like the same poster hanging on the visitors center’s counter.

“Let’s see, if I remember right, you paid with a credit card, in full.”

Olivia began turning pages, but Erin’s attention had gone to the walls. Instead of doilies or fake flowers, a series of large paintings ran the length of the hallway, their colors saturated, intense. The forms were simplified masses like Toltec sculptures flattened on canvas. Women, primarily, massive women with either enormous breasts or huge hips or both, their clothes missing or destroyed, their bodies bursting free of them. The last painting in the series, or at least the one farthest down the hall, showed only the deep canyon of a woman’s bosom, vines or tree branches crawling out of her flesh like her heart birthing a forest.

“Miss Harper?”

Erin snapped her attention back to the older woman, who sounded irritated. Olivia’s eyes flicked to the painting and then back to Erin’s face. “Striking, aren’t they?”

That was certainly one word for them. Erin made herself nod.

“My son’s,” Olivia explained. “His final series before he…” She trailed off, collapsing in on herself a little. She looked suddenly very frail and old. Then she drew in a deep breath. “Anyway, I’ve found your entry. If I can just see your ID, then I can take you out to your room.”

Erin recognized the pain in the other woman’s face: the kind of pain that hollows someone out with its mix of grief and chained hope. The man on the missing flyer had to be Olivia’s son.

The newshound in Erin wanted to ask about him, but she couldn’t bring herself to. Instead, she put on a cheerful smile and dug in her shoulder bag for her wallet. “Out?” she asked.

“Oh, yes, the guest room is above the garage. You’ll be able to come and go with total privacy.”

Erin had missed that detail when booking on the website. “That’s terrific.”

“It was my son’s apartment,” Olivia said. “It’s nice that someone can get some use out of the place.” She wrote down Erin’s driver’s license number, then took out an honest to goodness key, the kind with a plastic tag, as well as a bag of mint truffle Hershey’s Kisses. “I usually put these out on the nightstand, but I forgot. Follow me.”

Erin followed her outside again, passing the cars and heading around the side of the house. Beyond the garden was a cluster of small outbuildings, all of them painted the same purple as the house. They climbed the creaking flight of exterior stairs running up the side of the largest building.

“Here we are.” Olivia undid a deadbolt, and the apartment door opened with a low groan. A spare studio apartment with pale wood floors and white walls gave up the smell of Murphy Oil Soap.

Olivia strode inside, pointing to the various amenities: extra bedding in the baskets under the futon, a microwave, sink, teakettle. White towels in the tiny bathroom. No television, just a plain wooden desk with a severe black office chair, a bronze statue perched on its corner. It was the most spartan space Erin had ever seen. She supposed it was an improvement over the floral wonderland she’d expected.

“Well.” Olivia sat the bag of candy on the simple wooden nightstand. “If you need anything, just ring the doorbell. At least until eight—I’m afraid I’m rather an ‘early to bed, early to rise’ sort these days.”

Erin looked around the room and shook her head. “I can’t imagine I’ll need anything. I’ll probably walk back into town to get some dinner, though, so I’ll be sure to be quiet after eight.”

“Walk?” Olivia’s voice quavered.

“Yes, it’s not far, and I could use the exercise.”

The woman put out her hand, her fingertips just grazing Erin’s shoulder. “Just … be careful.” She hesitated. “There are so many bad drivers these days,” she added, a bit lamely.

“Thanks,” Erin said, and waved goodbye to the older woman. She couldn’t help but think Olivia had wanted to say something more just then.

She closed the door and looked back at the room. The bronze statue looked so out of place in the plain space that she reached over to pick it up. Its style was unmistakably Olivia Vanderpoel’s son’s—the blocky figure stared back at Erin, her body all flattened squares and points, save for her enormous mouth, puckered as if she was whistling. In her hands, she held an enormous mushroom. His style made the mushroom look nearly phallic, and the combination of mushroom and mouth gave it an unsettling sexual quality.

With a shudder, Erin put it down. She wouldn’t be having mushrooms with her dinner, that was certain.






CHAPTER THREE


The walk back into town reinforced Erin’s first opinions of the place. Oregon Traveler expected her to paint a portrait of Faraday as the next Bend, or at least a tiny McMinnville. To do so, she was going to have to narrow her focus to the riverfront area. The real town, the parts not being offered up to tourists but where the actual residents lived, was as rough around the edges as most former lumber towns in Oregon. Erin had gotten an eye for that certain style of decay—the roofs with tarps covering rotten spots, the siding with moss chinking the gaps, the driveways with cars sitting on blocks or being swallowed by blackberry vines. If Faraday was up-and-coming, the money was still struggling to flow uphill from the river.

She hit 2nd Avenue and made a right. Here, a few bars offered up midweek specials and karaoke on the weekends; a high-end Mexican restaurant boasted tequila flights; a kitchen store with French pretensions welcomed tourists and weekend passersby. She paused in front of a promising breakfast joint and made a note to come back in the morning. The guest house offered a complimentary continental breakfast, but Erin wasn’t expecting much.

Her back pocket vibrated, and she pulled out her phone. Grinned at the name on the screen. “Hari,” she answered, “tell me you changed your mind and you’re coming up this afternoon. There’s tons of room at my B&B, and I can’t wait to start doing research.”

“Are you psychic? Because that’s why I’m calling,” Hari answered. “Matt’s meeting wrapped early, so we’re driving up right now. Kayla’s been helping me go through some cold cases on the Clackamas county sheriff’s department page. Got some promising ones for the podcast.”

Kayla? Erin didn’t know the woman well, and in fact found her more than a little intimidating. Like her boyfriend, in fact. Matt had been Hari’s roommate in college, and now he made big bucks doing software development. He also ran fifty-mile trail races like Erin ran 5Ks. The idea of spending a week rafting and camping with them made her distinctly uncomfortable. But Matt had been to Faraday before and was friends with one of the local outfitters. It galled Erin to admit that she needed him.

She changed the subject. “Did you get that picture I sent you? Elena Lopez. She’s been missing for over a week. The flyer was at a picnic area just outside of town.”

“That jibes with some of the other missing persons cases I found.” An unfamiliar female voice sounded behind Hari, and he mumbled something back at her. “Hey, we’re about to stop in Sandy to pick up a few supplies, so we should be there in forty-five minutes or so.”

“Fantastic!” An older man walking his dog glowered at Erin, and she realized she was shouting in the middle of the street. She dialed her enthusiasm down a notch. “Are you sure you want to stay with Matt and Kayla in the RV? I’m going to be lonely in my big old guest apartment.”

He laughed. “I’d say you should join us, but I’m sleeping on the floor while Kayla’s sister crashes on the dinette seat. Still, it’s where all the fun is happening.”

Kayla shouted in the background: “Ask her where we can meet her!”

Erin looked around. She could see up Abernethy Street to the glowing light of the brewery on Highway 224. “Let’s meet at Cazadero Brewing. You can’t miss it—it’s right on the highway. I’ll be the one who’s three beers in.”

“Great,” Hari said. She could hear more voices in the background, maybe Matt’s. “Oh! Question: Do you prefer gummies or marshmallows?”

“Marshmallows?” She hoped they were talking about edibles and not just snacks.

“Excellent,” he purred. “See you soon!”

She hung up and put her phone back in her pocket. A damp breeze crawled down the collar of her raincoat as she waited for a shiny Sprinter van to pass. Even here on the highway, she could smell the wildness of the area. Faraday was the only real town for thirty miles in any direction, and it didn’t even have a doctor’s office. Planning emails from Matt had warned her that cell service pretty much ended at the city limits. The Mt. Hood National Forest stretched out around the town, harboring bears and cougars and who knew what else. It was the kind of place where outdoorsy types like her brother went to unplug.

And to disappear forever, she reminded herself, like someone pressing a salt flake into a cut. It stung, just as she meant it to.



It was barely four o’clock, but the brewery was packed.

Erin pulled open the heavy front door and basked in a wash of oregano and grease. Yeah, this was a good choice.

She stood for a long second on the black doormat, looking for the best place to sit. Most of the booths had been claimed by older folks in twos or fours. A family had taken one of the big center tables, the three kids covered in ketchup, the parents sharing a pitcher of beer. ESPN showed silently on the TVs above the empty bar, so she went to the counter and climbed up on a stool. An elk head looked down at her disapprovingly.

Erin returned its glassy gaze with her own fierce look. Growing up, she’d eaten in dozens of small-town joints. The Harper family hadn’t been much on togetherness, but once a year, her dad would take a week off from the lumberyard and take her and Bryan out on a fishing trip. Every summer a new river or lake, a new series of campgrounds, a different batch of middle-aged waitresses slinging fried food and weak beer under the watchful eye of taxidermied animals. Those women had always seemed so much more motherly than the woman waiting for them at home.

A bottle-blond server—yes, middle-aged—waved at her. “Be right with you!” She bustled toward the kitchen. Now Erin caught a whiff of chicken wings and French fries, and her stomach rumbled.

She picked up the menu, tacky with old grease. No amount of bleach water could touch the layer of stickiness a busy fryer could spread around a restaurant. That and the worn seat of the barstool promised a place popular for all the right reasons.

The server returned, sliding a red plastic glass of water across the bar. “Can I get you a beer or some coffee to start?”

Erin glanced at the tap list chalked above the tap handles. “The Fireball red ale doesn’t taste like the whiskey, does it?”

The woman shook her head wearily. “If I had a dollar for every time someone asked, I could retire. No, it’s a regular red ale, just named for the meteor strike back when the town was first built.” She wore a pin beneath the logo embroidered on her red polo shirt—a photo of a familiar smiling young woman, the words “BRING HER HOME” circling her face. Elena Lopez had left a big hole behind when she vanished.

The server raised an eyebrow, and Erin realized she’d been thinking too long. “I’ll give it a shot, then.”

“Anything else?” She was already pulling the beer.

Erin glanced back at the menu. “Can I get a mini cheese pizza with spinach, jalapeños, and olives? And a side of French fries? Please.”

“Sure thing.” The waitress flipped a coaster across the table and dropped the pint glass onto it. Foam sluiced down its side. “Be out in a few.”

A white guy in a green trucker cap dropped onto a seat a few stools down. “Hey, Patty. Can I get a Moose Drool and an order of nachos? Extra sour cream like usual.”

“You know it, Jordan.” The server pulled a brown bottle out from under the counter and put it in front of him.

Erin did a double take. She recognized the man from someplace, she was certain of it, although with his trucker hat and scruffy brown beard, he looked like an average Portland guy. He reached for his bottle of beer, and she noticed the fir tree tattooed on his middle finger.

“Sorry to bother you,” she began, and the guy swiveled in his seat to face her. “Are you TrekkinScene on Instagram?”

His mouth fell open a little, stretched into a grin. “I’ve never been recognized in public before!”

She brightened her smile. “I was studying up on the history of the area, stumbled onto your account. Great stuff.”

He held out his hand. “Jordan. Nice to meet you.”

She took it. “Erin. Nice to meet you, too.”

He took a swig of beer. “So, what brings you to Faraday?”

“I’m a writer for Oregon Traveler. Working on a profile of the town. It’s the next Bend or something.”

“Or something.” He shook his head. “Wish I could go back in time and tell Teen Me a travel magazine would be interested in Faraday.”

She reached for her beer. “Would you have believed it?”

“Hell no!” He laughed. “This place was a shithole. We still don’t have our own high school—the kids have to bus into Sandy.”

Her fries appeared. She nodded at the waitress, but Patty was already moving. Erin turned her attention back to Jordan. He was maybe five years or so older than she was, her brother’s age, a late-stage millennial. Worked outside, probably; the crow’s feet were already noticeable around his eyes, but other than that, he looked young, fit. Cute in a thru-hiker way, if she was being honest with herself.

She bit a fry in half. “So why are you still here?”

He gave a dry laugh. “Born here. Got out for a while, but I had to come home to help my family. The Instagram stuff is just to keep me sane.”

She was nodding, familiar with the story, even if she was glad she’d escaped it. Since Bryan vanished, visiting her family had gotten to be excruciating. She couldn’t imagine moving back to her hometown permanently.

“Well, I’d love to chat with you for the magazine,” she said. “Or even go hiking together. Tomorrow I’m on a mini rafting trip, but I’m here for a week.”

“Where are you staying?” Jordan asked, but the door opened and his attention went to the door.

A redhead stood framed in the doorway, her black hardshell jacket outlining the kind of curves any woman might covet. She caught sight of Jordan and waved happily.

“Jordan!” she called out in a smoky voice that went with her wild curls and tilted nose. She unzipped her jacket as she strode across the room. Heads swiveled as she passed by tables and booths. She wore practical hiking pants and a button-down shirt the way some women would wear a little black dress. Erin could feel the blood moving to the surface of her skin, every inch of her flesh wishing it could be touched by this delicious being.

“Hey, Dahlia,” Jordan said, and Erin didn’t need to know the two of them to know he was smitten with this woman and had been for a long, long time.

“So, Scene.” The redhead swatted his shoulder. Not flirtatiously, just friendly. “Who’s your pal?”

He pointed with his thumb. “This is Erin. She’s a travel writer.”

Dahlia turned her smile toward Erin. Her teeth were crooked and not particularly white, but it didn’t matter. Erin felt herself sitting up straighter and pushing back her own ordinary brown hair. “Erin Harper, by any chance?”

“How did you know?”

The redhead put out her hand. “Took a wild guess.” She winked. “Dahlia MacIntosh of Wy’east Wonders. We don’t get many clients in April, so the odds seemed good.”

Erin liked Dahlia’s handshake. Jordan’s, too. Solid handshakes, the hands muscular and a little rough. “Really nice to meet you.”

Dahlia looked around the room. “Where’s Matt?”

Of course—she was the outfitter, so that made her Matt’s buddy. Erin felt a little irritated to be sidelined by him but smiled back. “He and the rest of the crew should be here in like half an hour.”

Dahlia waved at a table just being vacated by a group of teens. “Let’s grab that booth, then. I’m eager to get to know you all.”

Jordan made a face. “I don’t know, Dee—I spent the morning on the mountain, and I’m pretty wiped.”

She gave him a gentle shove. “Come on, I want to pick your brain, too.”

The brewery door thudded open and two men in camouflage jackets entered.
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