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Author’s Note



DURING THE FOUR YEARS I JOINED FORCES WITH A GROUP OF AMATEUR SEARCHERS looking for three hikers missing along the Pacific Crest Trail, I accumulated over sixty hours of recorded interviews. My files include hundreds of handwritten notes, case reports, news articles, emails, texts, screenshots, and photographs. Quoted dialogue and excerpts of written communications are verbatim, but I’ve occasionally made minor edits to improve the grammar, and a few statements have been compressed for narrative efficiency. Interior thoughts have been fact-checked with the attributed source. When speculating about things that remain unproven, I forewarn the reader with words such as “I imagine,” “perhaps,” or “most likely.”


In addition to these narrative choices, I’ve made a few alterations and additions to help guide the reader along their own journey through the book. A few sources asked for their names to be withheld to protect them from online harassment. I have left several others unidentified for the same reason. In terms of geographic reference points, I’ve included the PCT mileages from the Pacific Crest Trail Data Book, fifth edition, published by the Wilderness Press in 2013. The Pacific mountain range known as “the Cascades” spans from California’s Mount Lassen to the Fraser River in British Columbia. In this text, the geographical term “North Cascades” refers to the section within Washington State.


An early trigger warning: this narrative includes reporting on suicide, including a case involving a person who received mental health treatment after attempting to take his own life. If you or someone you love is exhibiting warning signs, help is available and there is hope for recovery. Call the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 1-800-273-TALK (8255) and/or seek help from a medical or mental health professional.
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Introduction



TO GET INSIDE THE HEAD OF THE MISSING YOUNG MAN I’D SET OUT TO FIND, I SAT IN the driver’s seat of his abandoned vehicle and studied the interior. Fast-food detritus, dirty clothes, and empty cigarette cartons littered the seats and floorboards. The upholstery was stained. The windows were greasy. I’m a tad fastidious, but in this context, I considered Gabriel Parker’s messy habits to be a good thing. Perhaps, like fairy tale children with their breadcrumbs, my lost hiker had left evidence behind in his wake.


It was October 1995. Parker’s car was parked at a trailhead near the Grand Canyon’s North Rim. I was a thirty-one-year-old supervisory park ranger for the National Park Service (NPS) with a distinguished graduate diploma from the Federal Law Enforcement academy in my file and an impressive number of search and rescue (SAR) missions padding my résumé. Before coming to Arizona, I’d worked in Yosemite Valley, California, one of the busiest search and rescue districts in the world. When it came to locating overdue hikers and plucking them from nature’s danger zones, I considered myself experienced.


The tourists paid me no mind as they exited their own cars and hurried toward the cliffs in search of the best view of the sunset before nightfall turned the canyon’s orange-reds to purple-black. I spotted a cheap day pack left behind in the back seat and inventoried the contents. When I unzipped an exterior pocket and saw it was filled with crushed cigarettes, I was charmed by the conscientiousness but also disappointed. Parker treated his car like a trash can, but when hiking, he made Woodsy Owl proud. There would not be a trail of discarded cigarette butts leading us to this missing hiker. On the dashboard, positioned in a manner to keep the driver company, sat a beanbag frog with googly eyes. It looked handmade, perhaps a gift from someone who cared about Parker. I made eye contact with the frog. It smiled back at me with a weary grin sewn into its face.


According to the initial report, Gabriel Parker had left his home in Olympia, Washington, on September 15. He was twenty, unemployed, and living in a friend’s apartment. “I’ve got to stand on my own two feet,” he said to his roommate before driving away. By the time a park ranger in Arizona noticed Parker’s car gathering dust in the trailhead parking lot, it was almost Halloween.


As the operations chief, I was in charge of coordinating and leading the physical search effort to find Parker in collaboration with the planning officer, who, per protocol, took a more cerebral role in helping me delineate and prioritize search areas. Working under the presumption that our subject most likely parked his car and went hiking, the search team focused on the paths that spoked out from Parker’s vehicle. During our nightly recap meetings, we discussed all the clues and tips that searchers and investigators brought in and adjusted our search strategy accordingly. One day, for example, a ranger informed me that a cadaver dog had alerted near a cliff top. The next morning, I directed him to scout the bottom of the four-hundred-foot wall of limestone from a helicopter.


He found nothing.


Back inside the command post, I updated the missing man’s dad and explained the search process displayed on our maps. We even flew him over the search area in the park helicopter to show him how difficult it can be to find a person lost in a massive park of steep canyons and forested plateaus. A professional searcher should remain impartial and objective during a mission, but once you meet the family, it’s nearly impossible to not become emotionally invested in reuniting the missing with their loved ones. Over the course of this particular operation, I’d become fond of both Parker and his father, Doug, who showed me the photos that he’d framed from Parker’s high school graduation. That night, in my journal, I wrote: The boy’s smile is so genuine. I can’t help but like him.


On day seven, it was time to wind down the search effort. Soon, I would have to hand over the operation to local rangers who would respond to any new leads but discontinue active searching while I returned home to resume my normal duties on the canyon’s South Rim. When I informed Parker’s father about this impending change in leadership, his body slumped. He knew this meant the NPS would soon call off the search. He also suspected this meant I thought his son was dead.


“It’s okay to stop searching.” I placed my hand toward him on the conference table, trying to bridge the distance between us. “You’ve done your best. You’ve been a good father. Your son would be proud of how hard you’ve worked to find him.”


Doug looked away. His voice cracked, releasing a feeble sob. “I don’t know what else to do.”


I didn’t know what else to do either. I believed we had done all we could at that point. And Parker wasn’t the only visitor we needed to consider. The Grand Canyon is a busy and dangerous park. The rangers are understaffed and overworked. Every day we kept searching for Parker was another day we were taking limited resources away from rescuing others who could be saved.


When I left, the helicopter ferrying me to the other side of a mile-wide canyon was juggling calls—a cardiac emergency in the village and a gunshot wound to the head near a campground. I climbed into the front seat and nodded to a canine team sitting in the back. The dog had been discharged from the incident just as I had, and his handler looked as glum as I felt. We were in the air, halfway across the canyon’s abyss, when the planning officer called me over the radio. Through the earphones in my flight helmet, I heard him say, “Doug [the father] wants to thank you for all your hard work.”


The helmet’s dark visor concealed my regret. I hadn’t found Parker. I had, in a sense, given up. I did not deserve to be thanked.


Parker’s case taunted me like a critic. If only I had been more competent and caring, if only I had done my due diligence, if only I’d directed my rangers to search one more cliff bottom—maybe then we would have found him. This is the searcher’s burden, and the weight is heaviest when the subject remains lost. It’s hard enough for a professional searcher tasked with solving the case; if the searcher is a parent of the missing, well, then the strain becomes unbearable.


Eventually, many months later, we did find Parker. By accident. Two maintenance workers surveying a remote pipeline ran across Parker’s body at the base of a three-hundred-foot escarpment of iron-stained limestone known as the Redwall. A small amount of cannabis was tucked among his belongings. There was no note, but my colleagues concluded that the young man must have hiked down the trail to an isolated precipice and jumped. He was likely dead before we started looking for him.


When another ranger filled me in on these details, I thought about what little I knew of Parker, from Doug’s proud graduation photos to the smiling frog left behind in his car. I didn’t want to believe Parker had been suicidal. Instead, I suspected that the twenty-year-old had sat on a ledge and smoked a joint. Then, as he got up to leave, he lost his balance. “He was stoned while taking in the beauty of the Grand Canyon,” I explained. “He would have hit the ground before he knew what happened to him.”


The other ranger looked at me as if I’d gone soft.


But that’s my theory. And I’m sticking to it.
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Three years later, the responsibilities I had shouldered as a first responder for an underfunded agency outweighed the benefits. In 1999, I left the NPS. Stressed and sad by my decision to abandon a profession that once felt like a calling, I first sought solace by hiking the Appalachian Trail. Then I wrote a few books, returned to school, and became a registered nurse. But twelve years as a park ranger was enough to forever tarnish my love of the great outdoors.


I know what really happens behind the scenery. Too many times, I came across menacing individuals in the woods who were doing things they shouldn’t be doing. Too many times, I witnessed what nature’s wrath can inflict upon a human body. Despite the ever-growing sprawl of civilization and the advent of smartphones, the American wilderness is still vast and treacherous. There are dozens of ways to die out there, hundreds of parks and forests to get lost in, and a million places that can easily conceal a corpse. I’m never shocked when someone disappears from a trail. But when our rescue teams can’t track down a body—despite all the bloodhounds, ground searchers, and technology—it still bugs the hell out of me.


As a former park ranger well acquainted with nature’s temper tantrums, I’m often approached by filmmakers mining for a story or journalists looking for a quote about our national parks—especially when a park visitor dies or goes missing. In early 2017, producers developing a television series about lost hikers asked me to conduct some research for possible episodes. One that stood out to me was an odd case involving a young man named Chris Sylvia who had vanished from the renowned Pacific Crest Trail (PCT) in California. The subject—twenty-eight, unemployed, and living in a friend’s apartment—reminded me instantly of Gabriel Parker. In February 2015, hikers had discovered Chris Sylvia’s gear discarded alongside the trail, but even after fifty professional searchers—some with dogs, some from the air—searched the area for five days, they found no sign of the missing hiker.


Even so, the lost hiker’s gear had been found and that intrigued me. When I advised the television producers that the Sylvia case was unique, compelling, and logistically practical (from Los Angeles, you could drive to his last known point in less than three hours), a production assistant contacted Chris’s family and asked them if they’d participate in interviews for the show. A few months later, however, the episode about Chris was dropped. The producers moved on to other projects, but I couldn’t let it go.
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An unsolved case is a loose end that begs us to snip it. When I first heard about Chris Sylvia in 2017, it had been nearly two decades since I’d left the NPS, and I was entrenched in my second career as a nurse, crucial work that consumed a great deal of my time and energy. But a compassionate impulse compelled me to call Chris’s mother, ask for her blessing to conduct a pro bono investigation in my spare time, and promise to get her some answers.


Right off the bat, I learned something disturbing. Chris Sylvia was the first of three thru-hikers (someone attempting to “hike through” the entire route in one year) who had recently vanished from the PCT. In October 2016, Kris “Sherpa” Fowler, thirty-four, had also gone missing the day after he entered Washington’s North Cascades, a more northern stretch of the trail. Then, six months later, a twenty-five-year-old from Ireland, David O’Sullivan, hiked into California’s San Jacinto Mountains on April 7, 2017, and was never seen again. Three missing hikers. All unmarried young men. One each year. Three years in a row. From the same footpath. And numerous searches for all three of them had failed. This cluster of unsolved disappearances on the PCT struck me as uncanny and unprecedented. Were the cases somehow connected?


The PCT travels 2,650 miles from Mexico to Canada and the people who hike it face a constellation of perils. From a statistical perspective, you could argue that hiking the PCT is safer than driving to work, but in the last forty years, as of December 2022, sixteen thru-hikers have died while trekking the PCT, and I consider that a significant number. The most ruthless assassin on this trail is water in its various forms; four thru-hikers have plummeted to their deaths after slipping off an icy slope, two drowned while crossing a bloated stream, and one hiker succumbed to high-altitude pulmonary edema (an accumulation of fluid in the lungs triggered by a too rapid ascent in altitude). On the flip side, a lack of water was an accomplice in the three deaths by heat stroke. Two hikers fell off steep sections of the trail. A car hit another pair of hikers who were walking along a road, killing them both. The remaining two were victims of a falling tree and hypothermia (assumed). As devastating as these cases may be, at least we know what killed these hikers—because their bodies were found.


At first, I surmised that Chris Sylvia, Kris Fowler, and David O’Sullivan—I call them “the PCT Missing”—must have joined the long list of nature’s casualties, but the fact that their bodies hadn’t been recovered nagged at me. After all, Mother Nature is not the only killer lurking along our trails. In addition to the lions, snakes, and bears inhabiting the PCT, there are liars, con artists, and thieves. The trail has also been the stomping ground of at least one kidnapper, a rapist or two, dozens of ill-tempered cannabis farmers, some homicidal maniacs, and a cult.
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What happened to the PCT Missing? Where are they? And why can’t anyone find their bodies? In 2017, I embarked on a lengthy quest to answer these and other questions. During my investigation, I met others who were likewise hell-bent on solving this puzzle. I soon partnered up with a dedicated group of amateur searchers—working with them as much as writing about them—and, before long, we became trusted collaborators and friends. We also became obsessed, each in our own way, until our dogged pursuit for answers jeopardized our livelihoods, our mental stamina, and our health.


Our little search party messed up plenty along the way, but we also accomplished more than I expected. Today, our maps are marked up with convoluted webs connecting dozens of tantalizing leads—cell phone pings, discarded gear, wrecked cars, dubious sightings, novels with underlined passages, bleached bones, and a bloody sock. Because of these volunteers, three families learned what happened to their missing loved ones. Also, because of these volunteers, my left ankle needed one titanium plate and five screws.


What follows is a true story of determination, generosity, and hope—both false and real. It is also a cautionary tale. On the trail of the lost, you may not find what you’re searching for, but you will find more than you seek.













PART ONE



POINTS LAST SEEN
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CHAPTER 1



An Antidote to the Ills of Civilization
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MAGNIFICENT IDEAS OFTEN ARISE IN THE PLACES THAT WE LEAST EXPECT, AND THE Pacific Crest Trail is no exception. The first mention of developing a wilderness footpath across the mountainous crest of the Pacific Coast states occurred nearly a hundred years ago—in a basement—where, on or about January 13, 1926, teaching supervisor Catherine Montgomery had to endure a sales pitch from Joseph Hazard, a famed mountaineer who sold textbooks.


Thanks to the diligent research of PCT hiker Barney “Scout” Mann, we know this fateful meeting happened in an underground office on the campus of what is now Western Washington University in Bellingham, Washington, inside a room that I imagine had no windows. Montgomery, a lover of the outdoors and self-described “tramper,” was the type of woman who would rather be hiking a trail or bagging a peak than listening to Hazard’s speech. But choosing the right textbooks for the school year was among Miss Montgomery’s duties as a founding faculty member, so the Canadian-born American waited patiently for the mountain-climbing salesman to finish his spiel before getting to the business that was foremost on her mind.




“Do you know what I have been thinking about, Mr. Hazard, for the last twenty minutes?”


“I had hoped you were considering the merits of my presentation of certain English texts for adoption!”


“Oh that! Before your call I had considered them the best.… I still do! But why do not you mountaineers do something big for Western America?”


“Just what did you have in mind, Miss Montgomery?”


“A high trail winding down the heights of our western mountains with mile markers and shelter huts—like these pictures I’ll show you of the ‘Long Trail of the Appalachians’—from the Canadian border to the Mexican Boundary Line!”





Joseph Hazard documented this pivotal conversation in his book Pacific Crest Trails, published in 1946. The “Long Trail of the Appalachians” refers to a magazine article Montgomery had been reading about a marvelous trek being developed in the East called the Appalachian Trail. The way Montgomery saw it, the American West deserved its own long-distance footpath, and, incidentally, Hazard agreed. That night, he shared the teacher’s thoughts with members of the Mount Baker Club (a recreational group of mountaineering enthusiasts) and the seed was planted. But for Montgomery’s idea to flourish, the PCT needed someone to bear the torch—a tireless crusader with romantic notions, political connections, free time, and lots of money—to guide the project, and that person was Clinton C. Clarke.


Hiking clubs up and down the West Coast had toyed with the concept for years before it sparked an obsession inside Clarke’s brain, compelling the Boy Scout leader to design a footpath “along the summit divides of the mountain ranges” in California, Oregon, and Washington. At the time, in 1932, the United States was suffering through the Great Depression and Clarke was fifty-nine years old. The Harvard grad’s youthful days of rambling up High Sierra passes with a pack on his back and a spoon in his cap were over, but, thanks to family money, he could huddle over maps inside his posh hotel room in Pasadena, California, while piecing together long segments of existing trails to create a spectacular route that would “traverse the best scenic areas” while maintaining “an absolute wilderness character.” To achieve this ambitious goal, Clarke needed help corralling a cat herd of government bureaucracies, influential partners, wealthy benefactors, and private landowners. He circled the wagons by forming the Pacific Crest Trail System Conference, an organization uniting numerous government agencies and sympathetic groups, including the Boy Scouts of America, the Sierra Club, and the YMCA. For decades, Clarke cajoled, pressured, and publicized—spending his own money to print twelve thousand promotional pamphlets and producing a set of maps of the proposed trail that, when laid out on the floor, was sixty-five feet long.


Montgomery’s lofty idea and Clarke’s fevered passion didn’t become a reality, on paper, until the National Trail Systems Act of 1968 designated two routes, the Appalachian Trail (AT) and the Pacific Crest Trail, as the United States’ first national scenic trails. Fast-forward fifty years and, today, out of thousands of trails, the PCT (2,650 miles) and the AT (2,200 miles) are arguably the most revered long-distance footpaths in the United States, if not the world.


Neither of the PCT’s earliest champions ever saw the fruits of their shared dream come to pass. And as far as we know, the pair never met in person. But one can hope Montgomery and Clarke enjoyed a hike together in the hereafter, because the two departed this earth during the same year, within months of one another, in 1957.


Thirteen years after Montgomery and Clarke died, and two years after the PCT became official in 1968, Eric Ryback, an eighteen-year-old with a “relentless drive to follow routes unknown to other men,” set out to trek the entire PCT in one continuous journey. Seeking “accomplishment, adventure, solitude, [and] freedom,” Ryback carried an eighty-pound pack and chose to walk the route southbound from Canada to Mexico, starting on June 10, 1970. The eighteen-year-old was experienced for his age—he had already completed the AT the year before—when he entered the wilderness longing “for the isolation and purity of nature,” but icy slopes, cutting winds, unruly wildfires, and knee-slicing rocks battered Ryback’s innocence “into cunning,” his trust “into watchfulness and suspicion,” and his “misanthropic yearnings… [were] exposed as foolish and untenable.” No doubt, by the end of Ryback’s “struggle for survival,” the trail had taught the young man a thing or two. “I had lost innocence,” he concluded as he neared the Southern Terminus at the Mexican border, “but I had found respect—respect for myself, respect for nature, respect for humanity.” A year later, in 1971, he published a book about his achievement, the earliest recorded thru-hike of the Pacific Crest Trail. The High Adventure of Eric Ryback sold over three hundred thousand copies, making the first PCT memoir a bestseller.


Despite the success of Ryback’s book, the PCT continued to play second fiddle to the AT, its shorter, but more celebrated, sister in the East for decades. That is, until recently. Today, the Pacific Crest Trail Association (PCTA) estimates that over a million people (including day hikers, backpackers, horse packers, hunters, and fishermen) visit the PCT every year. Some attribute the sudden increase in the PCT’s popularity to what they call “the Wild effect”—a reference to Cheryl Strayed’s memoir, Wild: From Lost to Found on the Pacific Crest Trail, which was published in 2012. Like Ryback’s swashbuckling account, Strayed’s moving story of a flawed, grieving young woman seeking spiritual and personal growth on the PCT hit a nerve with readers around the world. Since the release of the movie based on Wild in 2014, PCT thru-hike attempts have quadrupled, forcing the need for a permit system to manage the number of hikers on the trail. According to statistics collected by the PCTA, 1,879 people requested a permit to thru-hike the PCT in 2013. Six years later, in 2019, the association issued a whopping 7,888 permits. “There are a lot of Strayeds out there” is how one veteran thru-hiker described the situation, referring to the influx of broken souls with no outdoor experience seeking redemption on the PCT.


The way Wild inspired a whole new demographic of dilettantes to thru-hike the PCT still irks some veteran enthusiasts, but I suspect Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube are equally responsible for the expanding range of personalities responding to the trail’s siren call. The naïveté displayed online by these wannabe thru-hikers at the start of the hiking season is often so earnest, it’s painful. Lots of newbie questions. Lots of angst over transportation, gear, and mail drops. Plenty of misplaced fears. Before March, their five-month adventure to hike across three large states is a mere fantasy populated with idealistic notions and unrealistic goals. And yet, no matter how long an aspiring thru-hiker studies the guidebooks, no matter how many times they pack and repack their gear, the reality of a PCT thru-hike will surprise them every time. That’s why a substantial percentage of thru-hikers fail and fail quickly. Hundreds quit within the first week. Dozens on the first day. Most of them suffer an injury at some point. And occasionally, someone even dies or goes missing.


The internet’s tentacle reach into hiker culture would astonish the likes of Montgomery and Clarke. And I imagine, they—alongside their fellow twentieth-century conservationists—would feel an uneasy mixture of satisfaction and dismay to see the sheer number of humans one now encounters in the backcountry. The growing hordes of novice (and occasionally uncouth) hikers flooding the wilderness have disenchanted a few modern trail enthusiasts as well.


“There used to be only hikers on the trail,” one of them lamented to me in 2019. “Now, it’s all of humanity.”


A Scripps College art student, Jenn Livermore, explored this friction in her senior thesis, “The Pacific Crest Trail: A History of America’s Relationship with Western Wilderness.” According to Livermore, Clinton Clarke originally envisioned the PCT as “an antidote to the ills of an overly refined and civilized modern world”; his Depression-era writings make it clear that he was not designing a playground for the “soft and flabby” or the “casual camper and hiker”: Clarke was creating a 2,600-mile path for the “true wilderness lover,” a primitive route where a man like Ryback could test his mettle against the landscape, a winding trek through forty-four wilderness areas and eleven mountain ranges, a self-reliant odyssey on foot that eschewed the trappings of civilized conveniences. Clarke’s “untrammeled by man” wilderness ethos also set the course for how the PCT would be built and managed. On this western trail, adventure seekers could experience nature in its rawest form. The few rugged comforts hikers appreciated on the AT, such as three-sided huts for shelter and frequent trail blazes to mark the way, would not be a part of the PCT experience.


Clarke’s ascetic dream for the PCT continues to guide trail management policies on public lands in the West to this day, but modern hikers tend to be a more relaxed, open-minded, and encouraging breed. “A far cry from Clarke’s exclusive vision,” Livermore writes in her insightful thesis, “there is a new ‘everyone can do it’ mentality about hiking the trail.” The memoir Wild and the reaction to it represent this shift in attitude. Strayed’s “experience was not so much about a desire to experience pristine wilderness,” Livermore muses, “as it was a personal quest for self-reflection.”


These changing values, along with increasing use levels, magnify the pressure on agencies like the NPS and the United States Forest Service (USFS) as they attempt to protect the public while also preserving the natural environment. The inherent conflict between these mandates is compounded by a “mountains without handrails” credo subscribed to by wilderness managers and the rose-colored glasses many hopeful hikers appear to be looking through; the trail is now seen as less a test and more a cure, and Strayed’s lack of hiking prowess when she embarked on her thru-hike is viewed as inspiring as opposed to foolhardy. If a struggling young woman with no backpacking experience can thru-hike the PCT, some of her readers seem to conclude, so can I.


Alas, beginner’s optimism can take us only so far. Less than 12 percent of wannabe thru-hikers will successfully trek the PCT’s entire length in one go. Even Strayed fell short of this goal. Although her overall feat is impressive, Strayed hiked less than half of it, skipping the High Sierra and making it only as far as the Oregon border with Washington. Regardless of your experience level, committing five to six months of your life to hike 2,650 miles involves sacrifices that most can’t fulfill. Family and friends must be left behind. Careers have to be put on hold. Money is spent that “should” go to investments considered more “sensible.” Routine comforts like running water, comfy beds, and shelter from the elements are given up. On top of all these impediments, add injuries, fatigue, and homesickness to the long list of things eroding one’s dedication to completing the trail.


Ultimately, it’s an arduous journey requiring strength and fortitude, and, although gender ratios are leveling, most thru-hikers have been men. Yet, the first person known to have disappeared while hiking along the PCT corridor was not.
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Born in 1920, Louise Teagarden was a nonconforming nature lover who preferred long tramps in the desert over party dresses. In 1949, she moved from the Los Angeles area to Ribbonwood, California—a pit stop along Highway 74, west of Palm Springs, and about five road miles east of the PCT. This remote corner of Southern California suited Teagarden, whose “solo walkabouts” had long been a source of anxiety for her family.


Ten years later, at the age of thirty-nine, Teagarden was reeling from a series of tough breaks. Her girlfriend (an amateur archaeologist) had moved away, her father and sister had died, and Teagarden’s ailing mother needed her daughter’s help. That winter, on December 17, 1959, Teagarden told a friend she was driving to Hemet, California, to do some Christmas shopping. We’ll never know if she actually drove to Hemet or if “the shopping trip” was a ruse, because Louise Teagarden never came home.


Growing uneasy, a friend went searching for Teagarden and discovered her car parked on a remote dirt road near an access path leading to what is now the PCT—about four miles north, as the crow flies, of the Anza Trailhead, where Chris Sylvia later began his hike. The friend noticed that Teagarden had emptied the radiator and placed the cap on the driver’s seat. This act, a wise practice before the use of antifreeze, implied Teagarden planned to return to her car. At first, few were concerned. Teagarden, who was described by some as “moody,” often spent weeks alone in the wilderness. But then the weeks turned into months, and the months turned into years.


“When Auntie Louise disappeared, it was hush-hush,” Teagarden’s niece told a reporter years afterward. “Nobody in the family wanted to talk about it,” and before long, people forgot about the missing tomboy with the long dark braids.


Three decades later, in 1991, hikers exploring a shallow cave about two miles from the PCT stumbled upon a human skeleton inside a sleeping bag—a skeleton the authorities suspected could belong to the missing Teagarden. Upon closer inspection, the bones showed no signs of trauma, which furthered the theory that it could be Teagarden, who was athletic and knew the area so well she had drawn her own maps. The coroner also noted that the deceased’s teeth were stained in a manner suggesting the person had been foraging on seeds prior to her death, mirroring the diets of local indigenous people centuries prior.


Because her closest relatives were deceased, authorities identified the remains by comparing a known sample of Teagarden’s handwriting to notes left behind on papers that were lying about the campsite; it was a match. A calendar with crossed-out dates suggested she had died on February 20, 1960—four days after her fortieth birthday and two months after she was last seen alive.


In 2009, Ann Japenga wrote an article about Teagarden’s story called “Lost and Found,” which was published in The Sierra Club. After investigating the case thoroughly, the writer from Palm Springs speculated that the missing hiker may have been heartbroken after her girlfriend moved away and dreading the responsibility of caring for her dying mother. But Japenga believes Louise Teagarden wasn’t “running away; she was going toward something.” Toward solitude. Toward independence. Toward the beauty of the backcountry.


“The last things she would have seen before she died were stone pools full of snowmelt and dense thickets of cholla cactus wearing halos in the low winter light,” Japenga muses. Even so, “no one knows what her last days were like. Maybe she was freezing, fevered, or depressed. She may have regretted many things about her life but going to the mountains was probably not one of them.”


Louise Teagarden may have been the first of the trail’s casualties, but she wasn’t the last. Over the next fifty-five years, thousands of aspiring thru-hikers would attempt the PCT. A few of them went missing for hours or days, and one wasn’t found for months, but eventually, all of these ill-fated adventurers were tracked down and their cases were closed.


That is, until 2015, when Chris Sylvia disappeared.














CHAPTER 2


Without Compass: The Case of Chris Sylvia
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In February 2015, twenty-eight-year-old Chris Sylvia disappeared near PCT mile 127. Public domain via the California Department of Justice.








ACCEPT.


Learn.


Let go.


Wise advice from three palm-sized Chinese symbols tattooed on the left side of Chris Sylvia’s torso. Unfortunately, accepting, learning, and letting go are always easier said than done, and when you’re twenty-eight, broke, unemployed, practically homeless, and nursing a heart twice broken, it can seem damn near impossible.


In early 2015, Chris was living with his longtime friend, Min Kim, in Vista, California. Min and Chris were like brothers; they grew up together near Baltimore, Maryland, and were best friends in high school. They had coached each other through sad times and often traveled together. Artistic types, they also both painted.


Min, a cook, went to California first, with Chris following in his footsteps and moving into the same apartment not long after. When Chris first arrived, Min helped him get a job at the same restaurant, but he soon lost it. The two shared their apartment with a third roommate, a cute blonde woman named Elizabeth Henle. On the rebound after breaking up with his long-term girlfriend in Maryland, Chris fell for Elizabeth, but like the job, the new romance didn’t last long. Unemployed and twice rejected, Chris partied away his disappointments, while a harried Min worked even harder to pay the rent on time. With Chris caught between one roommate who didn’t want him the way he wanted her and another who resented having to support him financially, the tension in their apartment grew thick.


By early 2015, Min thought Chris should split for a while and give everyone some much needed space. Go for a solo hike of the PCT, he suggested. Soak in some desert silence. Get your head straightened out.


The PCT is lonely in February, and Chris preferred to backpack with friends, but Min’s advice made sense. Winters were mild in Southern California. On February 12—the day Chris first stepped foot on the PCT at the Anza Trailhead and headed south toward the Mexican border—the weather was perfect.


Min loaned Chris some gear and gave him something to read. Chris—who hated computers and didn’t own a cell phone—stuffed the book in his pack, along with a fifth of vodka and a flip-style cell phone he’d borrowed from Elizabeth. In exchange for the phone, Chris left her his “lucky” compass. “Don’t think you’re keeping it,” he wrote in a flirtatious note to Elizabeth, “because I’m coming back for it.”


At the trailhead, the parting of best friends was routine, their plans for reuniting loose. The section Chris intended to hike first was 152 miles long and would take a couple of weeks to complete. If all went well, when Chris reached the Mexican border at Campo, he might do what thru-hikers call “a yo-yo” by turning around and hiking in the opposite direction—north—all the way to Canada.


But things didn’t go well. Or maybe Chris just got lonely. The twenty-six-mile section between Highway 74 and Chihuahua Valley Road travels through a stark, high-desert landscape with lots of prickly plants but few water sources and, as far as we know, Chris encountered no one while hiking it. On February 16, only four days into what was supposed to be at least a two-week trip, he called Min asking to be picked up and brought home. At the start of their conversation, Chris was upbeat, even though he’d made a big change in plans. “Dude, I’ve got so many stories to tell you. I’ve found this awesome temple! Pick me up there, tomorrow.”


Min was not pleased. For starters, Chris had called early in the morning while he was getting ready for work. Plus, the drive from Vista to the PCT would take several hours. Min had to pull a shift the same evening that Chris wanted a ride home. He’s been on the trail for only four days, Min thought, and now he’s expecting me to drop everything and pick him up?


The tone of their brief conversation went south, like brothers annoyed with one another’s antics. In the end, Min reluctantly agreed. “Fine, I’ll pick you up.”


In return, Chris let Min know he did not appreciate his attitude.


As promised, the next morning, Min arrived at the Buddhist monastery. The temple was cool and a little spooky at the same time. But the place was also deserted, and Chris was completely AWOL. Min waited several hours before he had to go if he was going to make it back in time for his shift. He assumed Chris was still angry from their phone call and, in an ultimate “fuck you, man,” move, decided to continue hiking south per the original plan.


Still, something about the whole thing left Min feeling uneasy. A week later, when Min had not heard from Chris and all of his calls to the flip phone remained unanswered, he called the authorities and reported his friend missing.















CHAPTER 3



The Things They Carry
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THE SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA STRETCH OF THE PCT THAT SITS BETWEEN WARNER Springs and the Anza Trailhead runs forty-one desolate miles between two rural highways, State Routes 79 and 74. Despite the long views of barren ridges, the meanderings through fields of strange boulders, and the occasional funky cactus, this isn’t the most scenic section, but it was a convenient place for a trail hopeful named Eric Trockman, who lived in nearby Temecula, to test out his equipment for three days before he began his PCT thru-hike for real.


On February 20, 2015, four days after the contentious call between Chris and Min, Trockman hiked north from Warner Springs. Eighteen miles later, his calves feeling sore, he came across something “a little peculiar.” Another hiker’s stuff—a yellow and silver ground pad, a blue sleeping bag, a backpack, a tarp, and a pair of trekking poles—was lying next to the trail, as if the owner might return at any moment. Trockman assumed the hiker must be out looking for water or going to the bathroom or trying to find cell service. But, in case there was more to it than that, he snapped a picture of the gear with his phone. The photo recorded the time and date of this fateful encounter: February 20, 2015, at 2:15 p.m.


After he got home, Trockman logged online and clicked his way to PCT Class of 2015, a Facebook group of about three thousand members that consisted of that year’s thru-hikers (and their fans). Trockman had posted a handful of tips in the past (even advising fellow hikers that “Loose stuff in the pack is annoying, get more Ziplocs/stuff sacks”), but he learned as much from the group as he shared with them. On the twenty-fifth, however, Trockman read an unsettling post that reminded him of the abandoned gear he’d seen a few days earlier. A 2015 PCT hiker had gone missing. The lost man was twenty-eight, the same age as Trockman, and he’d disappeared from the same section Eric had hiked—except Chris Sylvia had walked it in the opposite direction. Trockman shared his photo of the abandoned gear in the Facebook thread and provided his name and phone number to search and rescue, but no one interviewed him about what he’d seen until I called two years later.


When I first spoke to Trockman over the phone, he told me he felt guilty about this. Perhaps he should have made more of a fuss when he first saw Chris Sylvia’s belongings.


“Hikers find weird stuff all the time!” I reassured him. “You took a picture. That’s more than I might have done, and I’m a former law enforcement officer.”
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A few weeks before I called Trockman, I came across a Reddit post published in February 2017 by Chris Sylvia’s oldest sibling. Still haunted by the TV series episode on Sylvia that never aired, I’d kept tabs on the case and was saddened to see that little progress—if any—had been made in finding the lost hiker. “This month my brother will have been missing for two years” is how Joshua Sylvia introduced a thread he had created on the second anniversary of his brother’s disappearance. In an attempt to stir up interest in the case, Joshua made himself available to answer any questions a would-be sleuth might have. “Hopefully the chance of him being a John Doe isn’t too high. I was able to track down his dental records. And DNA was taken from our mom.”


I winced. That’s so heartbreaking. Then, as I scrolled through the entire thread, I came across this comment:


“I was contacted not long ago about a pilot that is being put together for A&E about missing hikers,” Sylvia’s brother informed the Redditors. “If all goes according to plan, my mother and I should be getting flown to California this summer.”


Reading this stirred something in me. Joshua had misplaced his hope for resolution on Hollywood attention, but because I’d been involved in the project’s early development, I knew the television producers had since moved on. I surmised that no one had informed the family of this outcome, so a few days later, I contacted Joshua to let him know the show wasn’t happening. Then I called his mother, Nancy Warman, who thanked me for taking an interest in her son’s disappearance, and I made that promise to get her some answers.
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Six weeks later, on November 6, 2017, I was at the Paradise Valley Café near Anza, California, waiting for Eric Trockman to join me for breakfast. He arrived looking every bit the part of a veteran PCT thru-hiker—wearing modern khaki attire, a neatly trimmed beard, and an agreeable disposition. After a brief greeting, I cut to the chase (“I want to know more about the gear!”) and shoved my coffee out of the way so I could spread out a topographical map on the table between us. Then I pointed to the Anza Trailhead on State Route 74, one mile east of us. From there, I moved my finger southbound along a dashed line representing the PCT. When I hit Chihuahua Valley Road, I stopped. “Is this where you found it?”


“Yes,” Trockman confirmed. “About a four-minute walk south of that road.”


After I finished my brandied French toast, we left the Paradise Valley Café and headed to the spot where Trockman last saw Chris Sylvia’s gear. Once we were in the vicinity, we consulted a color copy of the photo he’d taken that I’d printed out and brought along until we located a unique rock verifying the exact location. Across the trail, I noticed a small cross constructed from reclaimed wood and rusty nails. The unnamed rustic memorial had since collapsed. I picked it up and hammered it back into the ground with a stone.


Our experience as thru-hikers led Trockman and me to the same conclusion. The Sylvia gear site was not a camping spot. With its lack of shade, rocky surface, and awkward angle, it wasn’t even a tempting location for a long break. What the site did offer, however, was an advantageous view of Chihuahua Valley Road. You could watch a vehicle coming from a mile or more away and have time to trot back to the trail before the car passed. Even so, this hitchhiking method would test one’s patience. We only saw one other car on that road the entire time we were there.


We climbed a hill behind the gear site to check for cell service. To our east, the Anza-Borrego Desert stretched out below the PCT, which meandered high above ridges covered with shrubs typical of California chaparral, a semiarid landscape of chamise and manzanita that grow thick and scratchy but rarely higher than your head. At the top, we could see for miles in every direction. The PCT was identifiable as was Chihuahua Valley Road and other landmarks.


Unable to find cell service, we reconnected with the trail and hiked south. A five-minute walk from the gear site brought us to a handmade sign welcoming hikers to a hostel known as Mike’s Place. Years ago, Mike Herrera bought a patch of land on an isolated ridge east of the PCT and built himself a man-cave getaway. A big fan of the trail and its hikers, Herrera invited the travelers to fill up their canteens from a water tank on his property. He also encouraged them to camp on his homesite. This act of charity had earned Mike the title of “trail angel”—a generous person who supports a thru-hiker’s journey in various ways, such as by giving them free rides, food, or lodging. Up to a hundred backpackers visited his hostel each day during peak hiking season. To handle the demand, Herrera had hired caretakers to live at his compound. His hospitality was genuine, but his hostel had a mixed reputation, causing some to avoid it. As one hiker told me, “I don’t stop at Mike’s; it’s too much of a party atmosphere.”


At the sign, we turned off the PCT and continued to the compound past the metal water tank. Red plastic cups in the bushes hinted at the vibe—part desert rat, part rowdy frat house. On the back patio of the ranch-style home, the caretaker, a guy in his thirties with a shaved head and a bushy goatee, catered to three young women thru-hiking south. When Eric and I joined them, the caretaker greeted us. “What brings the two of you here?”


It was apparent by our gear—or lack thereof—that we weren’t thru-hiking.


“I’m looking into the case of the young man who went missing from the trail near here,” I answered. “Do you know anything about it?”


“And what do you know about it?” The caretaker’s hostility made me flinch.


“I’m working with the family, and I know his gear was found less than a ten-minute walk from here…”


“He didn’t make it here.”


The abrupt certainty of this statement made me apprehensive. To soften the tension, I introduced myself and mentioned Chris Sylvia’s family would be grateful for any help he could provide. The caretaker identified himself as Josh McCoy. When I asked to see the 2015 trail register (a logbook in which hikers write the dates they passed through a particular site), McCoy got up from his plastic chair, pulled a dusty composition notebook from an outdoor shelf, and handed it to me.


“This register begins in April,” I said, flipping through the pages. “I need to see the one from February and March.”


“Are any pages torn out of it?” Again, McCoy’s tone seemed to be accusing me of something.


Damn, this guy is as suspicious of me as I am of him. “No, it’s intact. There must be an earlier one.”


McCoy denied there were any more trail registers for 2015.


I doubted this, but prying information out of McCoy was like shucking oysters with a nail file. Everything came out in sharp bits. Apparently, Chris’s toiletries had not been in the pack. Mountain lions had been heard howling right around the same time he’d disappeared. Search and Rescue had based their operations at Mike’s Place. The scent dogs had searched everywhere. McCoy himself had checked every nook and cranny, but the only thing he’d found was a blue denim jacket with a fake wool liner.


I made note of his description of the jacket, but I believed McCoy had more info to give. “You must know this area better than anyone,” I said. “Do you have a theory?”


“Hmm…” Obviously, a scenario came to mind, but before he could utter it, McCoy pressed his lips together, effectively clamping his mouth shut. With body language so startlingly closed off, this guy seemed increasingly dubious.


At that same moment, some new visitors arrived, and McCoy left us alone on the porch to greet them. While Trockman distracted the female thru-hikers with small talk, I walked over to where McCoy had retrieved the trail register, pulled out all the notebooks, and scanned the dates. I knew it! There was a register with entries dated in late February and early March 2015. I snapped pictures of those pages with my cell phone and quietly returned the notebooks to the shelf.


We left soon after.


On the drive back to Trockman’s car, I asked him what he thought about my exchange with the caretaker.


I’d been too direct in my questioning, he said, “but that guy was definitely hiding something.”


Back at my rental cabin in Warner Springs, I mulled over the day’s events. Perhaps McCoy had sensed the authoritative park ranger that would forever be a part of me. That’s what the encounter with him had felt like—all those times I’d stood in front of some sketchy-looking dude who would rather chew nails than talk to a woman in uniform. But on the trail, perhaps more than anywhere, appearances can be deceiving.


There’s a term seasoned trail experts use—“hiker trash”—that refers to how the uninitiated often confuse weather-beaten, disheveled, skinny-as-a-rail thru-hikers with more worrisome types like ne’er-do-wells, escaped convicts, and meth addicts. It’s a taxonomic challenge, not unlike separating a poisonous mushroom from a batch of edible ones, but as experienced hikers will tell you, tiny details can help you distinguish friend from foe on the trail. Here’s a hint: pay close attention to the things they carry.


Needing an unbiased sounding board for my theories, I called my husband, a former Secret Service agent who was now a Special Agent in Charge for the United States Forest Service. I’d met Kent Delbon in 1993, back when we were both law enforcement rangers at Yosemite. Working together had stoked our early romance, but Kent was now holed up at our Denver apartment while I was out alone in the backiest-backwoods of Southern California. Always the more sensible one, Kent reminded me there was no cell service at Mike’s Place. “Returning to a remote locale to interrogate a potential suspect without backup could be dangerous,” he warned.


“Like Clarice Starling down-in-the-basement dangerous?” I joked.


“Exactly.”


But my husband knew better than to talk me out of going back. I had promised Chris’s mother I’d get her some answers, and I couldn’t stand not knowing what made McCoy clam up.


I sighed. “On this case, I need to think less like a cop and more like a hiker.”


The next morning, I stopped at a local grocery store on the way to Mike’s Place, where I purchased a case of beer, some Red Bull, Oreo cookies, a huge jar of peanuts, and a bottle of Jack Daniels.


It was ten thirty a.m. when I arrived at the remote outpost and knocked on the back door. Twice. No answer. I peered through a dirty window and detected no movement within the shadowy interior, so I poked around the compound instead. About fifty yards from the house sat an ancient wood shack and two dilapidated RVs only a cold, wet thru-hiker or the Unabomber wouldn’t mind calling home. I explored the campers looking for clues, or some flash of insight, and found none. I walked around to the front of the main house. A wisp of smoke rose from a metal pipe on the roof. Someone was inside. As I stepped onto the porch, I spotted a dark figure moving on the other side of the screen door.


“Josh?” I called out. “It’s Andrea, from yesterday. I brought some trail magic [free food] for the hikers.”


“Hi, come on in.” McCoy pushed the door open with one hand. In the other, he held a steaming beverage. “Have a seat.”


For a man cave in the desert, McCoy’s living space was cozy. Stuffing emerged from the arms of thrift store furniture positioned to face a window with a pleasing view of the chamise-studded ridgeline between Mike’s Place and the PCT. I sat down while my host threw a stick on a tiny fire burning inside a wood stove.


“Can I make you a cup of tea?” he asked.


“Sure. Hey, I’m sorry for bugging you, but I have a few more questions.”


McCoy looked me in the eye. “I want to help,” he started, apologizing for yesterday. “I want the family to have closure, but I was worried our conversation would scare the lady hikers.”


“No problem,” I said, softening. “I’m sorry, too. I should have picked a better time for us to talk.”


McCoy’s little fire warmed the fall chill, and his manner toward me felt much more like that of a gracious host. In a sweet way. Not in an overly-charming-because-I’ve-got-to-win-you-over way. I felt completely safe and completely foolish for being suspicious of him. McCoy had a prickly side and, as I later learned, a deep-seated distrust of authority. But I now understood why many thru-hikers enjoyed this cluttered retreat managed by trail angels in the rough.


Once the mood had eased a bit, I laid out on McCoy’s coffee table a trail map, some photographs, and my notebook. I then showed him a picture on my phone that I’d pulled off Chris Sylvia’s Facebook page. In it, Chris wore a brown fleece hoodie with fake wool lining. Was this the coat McCoy found at the bottom of a dry waterfall?


“Nope, it was definitely a blue denim jacket.”


Remembering our tense encounter the day before, I pressed McCoy to tell me why he was so certain Chris hadn’t stopped at Mike’s Place. He admitted that he couldn’t have known for sure if Chris visited in February 2015 because he didn’t start work at Mike’s until months later.


Next, we talked theories. Maybe Chris walked off the trail despondent over his breakup with Elizabeth Henle. Or he skipped town and flew to Costa Rica. Perhaps, while looking for water or a cell signal, he got lost and fell or died of exposure—or, because his toiletries were rumored not to have been found in his pack, a mountain lion attacked him while he was relieving himself. Hey, maybe he joined a cult. Yeah, right. We both laughed at that idea.


Then McCoy offered another idea, one so real and scary it had made him clamp his lips shut yesterday to avoid frightening the lady hikers. Now that it was only the two of us, McCoy confided in me. The sunny skies and isolation along this section of the PCT had attracted a specific category of entrepreneur: guys who grew illicit crops and had business practices that often turned violent.


I assured McCoy I’d look into it.


McCoy welcomed me to stay at Mike’s Place for as long as I liked, but I was eager to search some before it got dark. McCoy unloaded my bribe—trail magic—from my rental Jeep. “The hikers are going to love this.” He smiled, eyeing the beer.


Back at the Sylvia gear site, I studied a ridge to the south—an enticement for further exploration. But once I stepped off trail to ascend the rocky slope, the thick brush fought back. I’ve endured enough cross-country travel through a variety of landscapes, vegetation, and weather conditions to have a sense of scale on the matter. Walking uphill through the scrub to peek under dozens of granite boulders ranked seven out of ten in terms of painful aggravation. What kind of person would spend more than fifteen minutes pushing through the brittle chamise and eye-poking shrubs to reach the top of this ridge? An escaped fugitive trying to avoid cops and hounds? Possibly. A suicidal person looking for a cliff? I doubted it. A bored young man wanting to pass time while waiting for a ride? No way. Pushing through the brush on these ridges was so horrendous I concluded that neither mountain lion nor maniac could drag a hiker’s body ten yards through this crap without leaving behind a boatload of evidence.


I punished myself for over an hour before deciding to search elsewhere. I drove down and parked where a drainage hit the road. A mile walk up the dry creek brought me underneath the trail where Eric Trockman had spotted Chris’s gear. Drainages have a way of collecting our debris, but this one was nearly pristine. I saw no sign of human existence, other than a few rusty parts from an ancient power line and a shiny Mylar balloon that had floated in from who knows where.


That evening, I returned to my one-room rental cabin in Warner Springs, poured myself a glass of California red purchased at the only store in town—a local quick mart/gas station—and opened my laptop.
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Part of my process in attempting to track down Chris Sylvia was to study similar cases to try to find patterns and overlaps. The circumstances behind Louise Teagarden’s disappearance in the late 1950s and the delayed recovery of her remains seemed relevant because she also went missing from the PCT corridor, approximately ten trail miles north from where Chris began his hike. Although it took thirty years for hikers to stumble upon her body, I imagined I’d do a quicker job of finding Chris. During my time with the NPS, I had taken part in a variety of search operations—searches for lost hikers, downed aircraft, flash flood victims, swimmers who went underwater, homicidal fugitives from justice, and suicidal subjects. Some of these people were located days, weeks, or months after they disappeared. A few were found by accident. But every case I worked was eventually resolved. As a professional searcher, I was taught to view a missing hiker case as a “Classic Mystery” in which we must look for clues as earnestly as we search for our subject, because people do not disappear into thin air. Something is left behind—we sometimes just have to work harder to find it.


Or so I believed.


In Managing the Lost Person Incident, a reference text for search professionals published by the National Association for Search and Rescue (NASAR), a lost person is defined as “a known individual in an unknown location, whose safety may be threatened.” Typically, at the beginning of a search, a missing person’s identity is known, but their personality and habits might not be. That’s why, in a well-managed search effort, someone is assigned the role of “investigator” and the search investigator’s first duty is to interview friends, relatives, and peers of the lost person. While gathering information for a “subject profile,” the investigator develops a deeper understanding of the missing individual and, at least in theory, this helps us predict their behavior so that we can best determine where to search for them.


While researching other missing hiker cases for clues that might help me find Chris, two disappearances grabbed my attention: Kris Fowler and David O’Sullivan, the other men who had vanished from the PCT shortly after Chris. As I dove into the reports of their last known whereabouts, the mysterious circumstances surrounding their cases took hold of me.


It was nearly midnight by the time I closed my laptop and slid into the warm bed inside my Warner Springs cabin. Above me the blades of a ceiling fan whooshed, spinning round and round like my thoughts as I ruminated over all three of the PCT Missing.


What on earth had they been doing?


And what in the heck were they thinking before they went off everyone’s radar?
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Christopher Stephen Sylvia

MISSING SINCE: 02/16/2015 SEX: Male
DOB: 12/12/1986 RACE: White
HEIGHT: 5o EYES: Hazel
WEIGHT: 155 Ibs. HAIR: Brown
CLOTHING: Camouflage pants, poly shirts and brown and black hiking boots
DENTAL X-RAYS AVAILABLE: Yes

Christopher Sylvia was last seen on February 16, 2015
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San Diego County Sheriff's Department
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