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The Craft

The air in the Cascades was sharp, smelling of damp earth and ancient pine. For
Leo, it was the smell of ‘grandpa’s classroom’. Silas Vance didn’t do normal
grandfather things. He didn’t take Leo for ice cream or play catch in the yard.
Instead, Silas — a man whose skin looked like weathered leather and whose eyes
never seemed to stop moving — took him into the deep woods to learn ‘the craft’.
Leo, fifteen and naturally quiet, spent most of his school days trying to blend into the
background. He was an observer by nature, the kind of kid who noticed a
classmate's new haircut or a change in the weather before anyone else did. At
school, this made him seem detached, but out here, under his grandfather's intense
scrutiny, that quiet focus was a survival trait. He wasn't naturally brave, and his
anxiety often manifested as a cold knot in his stomach, but he possessed a stubborn
streak that refused to let him quit in front of Silas.

“Keep your eyes down, Leo. If you’re looking at the trees, you’re already dead. What
does the ground tell you?”

Leo stepped over a rotted log, squinting at a patch of mud. His heart did its usual
nervous flutter, but he forced his mind to slow down, cataloguing the visual data.
“The mud is pushed down. Someone walked here?”

Silas knelt, his knees popping like dry twigs. He didn't touch the track; he just
hovered a calloused finger over it. “Look at the edges. Sharp or soft?”

“Sharp,” Leo said, leaning in so close he could smell the rich, decaying mulch
beneath the print.

“Which means it's fresh. Water hasn't had time to pool or soften the ridges. Someone
passed through here less than an hour ago. But look at the stride.” Silas pointed to
the next mark. “Short. Erratic. They aren't hiking, Leo. They’re wandering.”

Silas stood up, his face hardening into a mask Leo recognised from old photos — the
face of a Navy SEAL commander. “This isn't a drill anymore. There was an Amber
Alert on the radio this morning. A six-year-old girl went missing from the trailhead
three miles back. This is her size.”

The atmosphere shifted instantly. The ‘game’ was gone. Leo felt a cold spike of
adrenaline that instantly banished his usual self-doubt. His senses dialled in, sharper
than they had ever been in any other classroom. “What do we do, Grandpa?”

“We hunt,” Silas said simply. “Stay on my six. Step where | step. Stop when | step.
Understood?”

“Understood.”

They moved with a synchronised silence that Silas had spent three summers beating
into Leo’s muscle memory. Silas led, but he kept Leo close to the mud. He wanted
Leo to see it, testing the boy's developing instincts.

“Look there,” Silas signalled. A fern was snapped, the white pulpy inside of the stem
still moist, bleeding sap onto the dark soil. “She’s moving uphill. Why uphill?”
“Panic?” Leo guessed, his voice barely a breath. His empathy, usually a liability that
made him overthink things, suddenly became a tool. He imagined being six, terrified,
and blinded by tears. “People go up when they’re lost because they think they’ll see
more.”

“Correct. But it's exhausting. She’ll be flagging soon.”



For the next mile, Leo saw the world through his grandfather’s eyes, the dense forest
transforming from a wall of green into a detailed narrative. He saw the ‘shined’ grass
where someone had brushed past, the dull side of the blades flipped upward. He
saw a single thread of pink polyester snagged on a briar, vibrating gently in the
breeze. Silas moved like a ghost, his boots making no sound on the needle-strewn
floor. Every few hundred yards, Silas would pause, tilt his head, and just listen.
“Hear that?” Silas whispered.

“The wind?”

“No. Blue jays. To the north. They’re screaming at something that shouldn't be there.’
They pivoted north, moving faster now. The terrain got steeper, the pines crowding in
until the light turned a sickly, filtered green. Suddenly, Silas dropped to a crouch. Leo
froze instantly, balancing perfectly on one foot to avoid snapping a twig.

Twenty yards ahead, tucked into the hollow of a lightning-struck cedar, was a flash of
pink. A little girl, curled into a ball, shivering violently against the damp bark.

Silas didn't rush in. He knew that a man with his intensity might scare a panicked
child into running further. He tapped Leo on the shoulder.

“This is your lead, Leo. You’re the 'soft' contact. Walk in slow. Keep your hands
visible. Talk about something boring — school, dogs, whatever. I'll provide the
perimeter.”

Leo’s heart hammered against his ribs like a trapped bird. The familiar wave of
teenage self-doubt washed over him — what if | screw this up? — but he looked at the
shivering child and pushed it down. He stepped forward, leaving the protective
shadow of his grandfather.

“Hey there,” Leo said. His voice shook slightly before his natural warmth took over,
flattening the tremor. “My name’s Leo. I'm just out here looking for my dog. He'’s a
real goofball, always getting lost.”

The girl looked up, her face streaked with dirt and tears, her eyes wide with caution
with suspicion. But Leo's unthreatening posture and gentle tone worked. She didn't
run.

“You seen a dog?” Leo asked, closing the distance inch by inch, keeping his
movements predictable and slow. “He’s got big floppy ears.”

“No,” she whispered, her voice tiny. Her suspicion slowly moving to trust.

“That’s okay. My Grandpa is over there. He’s really good at finding things. He found
you, didn't he?”

By the time the Search and Rescue teams met them at the trailhead an hour later,
the girl was wrapped in Silas’s oversized tactical jacket, munching on a protein bar.
As the paramedics took her, the lead ranger walked over to Silas.

“We’ve had twenty men out here since dawn,” the ranger said, shaking his head in
disbelief. “‘How’d you find her in that thicket?”

Silas looked at Leo, a rare ghost of a smile touching his lips. It was the first real
validation Leo had ever received from him. “I didn't find her. My lead scout did. He
followed the signs.”

As they walked back to Silas’s old truck, Leo felt different. The quietness inside him
didn't feel like weakness anymore; it felt like strength. The woods didn't feel like a
scary, tangled mess. They felt like a book he was finally learning how to read.
“Grandpa?” Leo asked as they climbed in, the vinyl seats cracking under their
weight.

“Yeah, kid?”



“Are we going to do ‘the craft’ again next weekend?”

Silas started the engine, the rumble echoing through the trees. “Next weekend, we
work on navigation. I’'m taking your phone. If you can’t find north by the moss on the
trees, we’re sleeping in the dirt.”

Leo grinned, feeling a newfound confidence settle deep in his chest. “Deal.”



