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At thirty-six, Asher Hudson thought he was in the best physical shape of his life. But this trail was brutal.

With sixty pounds of weight on his back with his hiking and camping gear inside it, Asher felt his thighs burning from the exertion.

Stair-stepping, weightlifting, karate and judo classes were meant to keep him lean and mean, but the satellite map he used from his phone app was leading him into uncharted territory.

“Fuck.” He paused to look upwards. The ‘trail’ narrowed to what looked to him like a dried-up stream bed. Small, rocky, and vanishing.

Since he was dehydrated, Asher unburdened himself of the heavy pack, which took a load off his shoulders and low back. He set it on top of his hiking boots and removed a plastic water bottle from the pouch. He tipped it up and drank some but was careful not to guzzle too much. He had no idea where freshwater sources were here.

Asher slid the bottle back into the pouch and checked his phone app for a location. He had ‘pinged’ a spot to camp overnight, but he was several hours away from it.

“What am I doing?” he asked himself.

He leaned his butt against a huge boulder and tried to make sense of his phone display. It presented a trail. But, in real life there wasn’t one.

Taking a deep breath, Asher hoisted his pack to his aching shoulders and continued trudging. 

Up. Up. Up.

His gaze on the ground to avoid twisting an ankle on the rocky terrain, Asher ran his hand over his beard and tried to find peace. Relief. 

That’s why he went on this journey. 

His life had become complicated. Confusing. And if he didn’t get away from it, and himself somehow, he was going to lose his mind.

He may be far away from his workplace and his home, but he couldn’t run away from his inner space. His thoughts.

So, with him on this trek to find solace, he carried a load much heavier than the sleeping bag and tent on his back.

He carried the weight of the world’s troubles and his own lack of will to continue living in it.

An hour later, Asher stared through the tall trees into the sky. The weather was supposed to be mild for the weekend. But in March, that was iffy.

He knew the risks and took them, hoping for a new insight. Hope. He was hoping to find hope.

He began this adventure at six this morning. He loaded his SUV with used camping gear and drove to the base of a mountain.

No one knew where he was.

Why should he tell anyone? No one gave a shit about him.

His thoughts turned to Grayson. The betrayal. 

Words. Words spoken. Words of promise turned into words of anger and hate.

One year. That was all it took to go from ‘I love you’ to ‘get out of my sight’.

Then came the layoffs. His work in biotech engineering had vanished under a government budget cut. Because why would the world of medicine need scientists to help with cures?

This administration wasn’t interested in cures, only plagues.

Out of work, running out of funds, Asher realized he had no one. No one to ask for help. No one that would offer any.

His family had deserted him. Disowned him. Ignored him.

He was already dead to them.

“Fuck!” Asher’s back was killing him. He paused on the trail which had vanished completely. He ended up crawling under thorny shrubs on his hands and knees, under the load of a ton of bricks.

Finally, through a tangle of vines, Asher yanked off the pack and nearly threw it to the ground. Instead, he took several deep breaths, rested it against a fallen tree, and sat down on a flat surface of granite.

His eyes welled with tears as he rubbed under his nose with his index finger. The morning sun was still climbing but there was no heat from it. The longer he sat motionless, the cooler his hands felt.

The layers of clothing helped. He had three shirts, one vest, and a heavy waterproof jacket on top of it all. And a wool cap, which he kept having to take off since it got snagged on the prickly vines.

Sitting still under towering firs and pines, Asher squinted up at the white sky.

Snippets of arguments, nasty conversations, came back to him. 

As the inner voices repeated the same hurtful phrases, Asher yelled, “Shut up!” and tried to cover his ears.

After removing his gloves, he stared at the tips of his fingers. They were cracked, dry, and dirt had gotten under his short fingernails.

He dug a granola bar out of a small outer pouch on his pack and unwrapped it. As he chewed the sweet pseudo healthy snack, he battled to stop those defeating voices. But they had a hold on him.

They were the main reason for his journey. Change the damn record.

Easier said than done.

“What am I doing?” Asher asked. But he knew.

He would rather commit the act here, in the wilderness, than inside his home. Visualizing a young family wanting to buy a home, Asher didn’t want his small colonial to be contaminated with his blood and his dark soul.

Asher heard birds calling from the treetops and motivated himself to keep going. He had a destination.

After years of watching exploring videos on his computer, Asher mimicked the men online. They located odd places on satellite maps and then made their way to them. They didn’t regard the distance or time it took. They were just like him. Bored, needing a reason to continue, and maybe a little bit curious.

A week ago, while he sat in bed with his laptop, his loaded pistol in the nightstand drawer beside him, Asher located what appeared to be an unoccupied stone structure hidden from the world. Or so he hoped.

He’d received his last paycheck and calculated how much time he had left before the unemployment checks stopped, and his bank account ran dry. 

Yes, he could update his resume. Yes, he could go online to job sites and begin the search for new employment. He may even get a job easily in this market.

Would he be doing similar research? He had no idea. He hadn’t even checked to see what jobs were available. And the reason why was because he felt as if he were finished.

He may only be thirty-six but he felt as if were eighty-six. 

“Keep going. A little more.” He pushed himself to continue. The terrain changed to less undergrowth and more rocks. The mountain sides were crumbling, sending stones tumbling down their steep sides. He carefully navigated the gravelly surface, hearing pebbles rolling off the cliff behind him.

After clipping the backpack on tight, Asher used his hands to get fingerholds and grips on the rockface. He looked down once but didn’t do it again after. That was a stupid thing to do.

The fall would kill him, right?

But his luck, he’d break his femur and lay there until the vultures pecked at his eyes.

A vision of what the location he was aiming for looked like from the areal footage came to his mind. He recalled the landscape consisted of mostly stones which had crumbled off of walls. The walls had surrounded the tiny hut but over decades, or maybe even centuries, it had eroded.

The higher he climbed the colder it became.

Snow which had been collecting throughout the winter, had not melted from the spring thaw.

Sniffling in the cold wind, Asher saw how deep the snow drifts were on the north side of the sheer rock he was traversing.

Now his boots were buried under the white icy cold mounds.

Just as the pack’s weight began to create pain in his low back, Asher realized he was near the summit. No, it wasn’t exactly Everest but hell, it felt like it.

With his gaze on the ground, avoiding tripping on large boulders hidden in the snow, Asher powered through the last few yards to the top.

Once he made it, he panted hard, his breath became steaming blasts from his lungs.

And there it was.

“No kidding,” he muttered as he spotted a small stone structure. He approached it and saw it had been built against the side of a massive boulder, which had become one wall. It had no door, nor covered window.

The front had a gaping hole for a door, and one ‘window’ was beside it. Asher entered the tiny hut and saw it had been used. Maybe not for ages though. But there were remnants of a fire ring, small, near the back corner, and of course, trash. 

Asher set his backpack down and stretched his neck, his arms, and rolled his shoulders. Then, he stared at the space. Maybe six feet by eight feet. He took off his gloves and rubbed his hands together, blowing on them to get the feeling back to his fingers.

His phone read ten-fifteen a.m.

It had taken him over three hours to reach this spot, which was pretty good, considering how horrible the trail was. He’d left his car at the base of the trail. It wasn’t exactly a parking lot, but it was a dirt area away from the road.

“Right.” Asher left the shack and scrounged for dry wood. He used to be a boy scout, but wasn’t exactly a woodsman.

With his trusty pocketknife in hand, Asher put his gloves back on and kicked at the snow, locating downed tree limbs and other flammables.

It gave him something to focus on. A task.

He brought the sticks and twigs into the hut and arranged them in the tiny ring of stones.

Then, he picked up the plastic bottles, cans, and wrappers, putting them into a bag he used for his own trash, and set it in the corner.

The wind blowing through the open door and window was brutal. After getting the firepit ready to light, Asher once more went foraging. But this time it was for something to block the two gaping holes in the tiny stone structure.

Once more he hunted for branches, firs and pines, and snapped them off. Then, with cold uncoordinated hands, he managed to wedge the stems of the branches into the soft mortar and block the window. The door was another issue, and he doubted he could do much to stop the wind from blowing into it.

He crouched down and used a lighter to set fire to a handful of dry leaves and grass, igniting it quickly. With that, he was able to light the small twigs, which in turn, lit the larger branches.

A tiny fire burned and the smoke filled the small space, but without a door, it didn’t smother him.

He unzipped the large backpack and removed his tent and sleeping bag from it. He set up his small pup tent and unrolled his sleeping bag inside it.

Asher sat halfway in the tent on the soft bag, holding his hands over the small fire he’d made. As he stilled himself, he realized how quiet it was.

Gone were the noises of traffic, dogs barking, airplanes flying overhead, train whistles, and thumps of bass from loud stereos.

“Wow.” Asher listened intently. The wind was the only thing making noise. Even the birds had gone quiet.

He added more sticks to the small fire, and it was beginning to warm the inside of the stone hut, which was a surprise considering it had no door.

Using the large backpack to block at least part of the open gap, Asher figured out how to use the nylon bags his tent and sleeping bag came in, and poked sticks into the opposite sides of the door gap, closing it even more.

Before he got too cozy, Asher left the tiny shelter and located a good spot to use to pee. It was far enough away from the hut, and not near a trail. Once he relieved himself, he returned to the hut. He looked down at the trail he’d climbed up, then at the view. 

As his exertion left and his breathing and heart rate returned to normal, he was able to calm down enough to think.

And the expansive view below this little mountain was incredible.

He could see an entire valley, the hills beyond, and the snowy peaks of mountaintops.

“Wow.” His breath made a puff of vapor.

Out in the distance were clouds. He did a check of the weather only for today, Saturday. Because he didn’t think he’d be around for tomorrow.

Today the forecast was mostly cloudy and changeable.

He wasn’t sure he cared about tomorrow. His plan was to not be here.

Asher crawled back into the stone hut, made sure the door was as covered as he could make it, then he slid into his tent, removed his boots, and held a pad and pen on his lap as he sat cross-legged.

He ran his hand over his beard as he searched for the right words.

‘To whomever finds me here,

I came here to find myself. If you came upon my corpse, then I apologize to you. But I can’t do this anymore. Tell anyone who cares, I’m sorry.’

Asher set the note and pen aside, then removed the pistol from his backpack. He held it, feeling how heavy it was. It was a forty-caliber gun, and he’d never shot it before. He did load it, however.

He closed his eyes and imagined actually doing it.

Not yet. He placed the gun on top of the note, and then sat with his eyes closed, perfectly still, and listened.

As he began to focus on the lack of noise, he heard soft voices in his head. But he knew they weren’t people.

It was the wind blowing through the tops of tall trees. The sound of snow dropping off high branches in the gusts, and the hissing whispers of negative voices in his own head.
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