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“Is it much farther to our drop-off?”  Samantha hated diesel fumes, and the decrepit bus had a few rusted spots in the body near the muffler.  The acrid stench threatened to overpower her, though she and the other guide were sitting in the front of the bus.  She couldn’t imagine how noxious the smell must be in back where the six participants for the program were sitting.

Smoky, a short and wiry man acting as the lead guide for the course, glanced out the dust-encrusted window.  “We should be there in another twenty minutes.”  As they rumbled up the rocky road, he asked gently, “You’re not getting cold feet about coming to work here, are you?”

Samantha frowned as she looked around the bus.  “I’ve got to admit I’m beginning to wonder.  I was the under the impression the Inner Journey camp was a money-making proposition.”

Smoky grinned.  “Don’t worry about that. They’ve never missed a payday in the five years I’ve been working here.”  He patted the worn vinyl headrest in front of him.  Even though the six members of their five-day group were huddled toward the back of the bus, he still lowered his voice.  “We want them to get used to roughing it from the start.  If we drove up here in a sporty new van, they’d expect to be pampered for the whole course, and that’s not why we’re here.  As it is, they’ll be kissing the dirt when we finally stop, and there won’t be any nonsense about backing out.  Would you volunteer to ride back to civilization in this thing?”

Samantha shook her head.  “I’m ready to get out and start walking from here.”

Smoky laughed.  “The ride’s about as bad as we can make it, but I guarantee you one thing.  By the time we’re done with this crew, they’ll pay good money for the privilege to ride around in this heap.  This is your first trip with us, so never forget a guide’s cardinal rule: Never let them see you sweat, no matter how much you’re hurting.”  He studied her for a moment, then asked, “You think you’re in pretty good shape?”

“I just got back from a week of solo on the Canadian Boundary Canoe Waters, and before that I did a stint with Outward Bound in the desert.  I can handle whatever the mountains have to dish out.  This is just one more slice of the outdoors to me.”

Smoky shook his head.  “Girl, that attitude can bite you on the ass if you’re not careful.  It’s a funny thing about the Blue Ridge Mountains.  From a distance they look peaceful and tranquil, but up close they’ve got real teeth if you tackle them the wrong way.  We’ve never lost anyone yet on one of our courses, but that doesn’t mean we haven’t come close a time or two.  You’d better stay on your toes if you want to come through this in one piece.”

Samantha glanced back at the six people they’d be traveling with over the next five days.  “I’m not worried about me, but are you sure they can handle it?”

“They’d better.  From what I hear, their boss is a stickler on physical fitness.  He built a gym and a track at the office, and they’re expected to use the facilities every day.”  Smoky laughed.  “They just think they’re in shape.  By the time we’re done with them, they’ll know just how wrong they are.  There’s no place to quit on the course, so like it or not, every last one of them is going to finish.”

Samantha felt a chill go through her, though the bus was warm to the point of being stuffy.  “Isn’t that kind of reckless, with no other way to get out?  What if we need help?”

“We’re on our own. That’s what this is all about.”  He studied her a moment, then said, “Don’t look so glum.  There’s a backup in my pack if we truly run into something we can’t handle.  I’ve got a radio to signal for help, but you’d better hope to hell I don’t have to use it.  If I do, it’ll be the last group either one of us takes out for Inner Journey.  

“For all intents and purposes, we’re on our own.”

“What are they whispering about up there?  I don’t like it.”

Carston Stevens looked at Amy Rutgers and smiled.  “They’re talking about you.  Can’t you tell?”  

Her slightly equine features tensed as she retorted, “Oh, grow up, Carston.  You’re the oldest one here.  Why don’t you do us all a favor and act your age.”

“Now what fun would that be?”

Brent Davis frowned. “Who said we’re here to have fun, anyway?  The one who survives this trip best gets the vice president’s job at Addison, the old man might as well have said it out loud.  The rest of you should just stay on this bus and head back, the job’s as good as mine.”

Carston nodded to the long lanky man taking up two seats.  He appeared to be grabbing a quick nap.  “You’re forgetting about Junior over there.  How are you going to beat the heir apparent?”

“You really think the old man’s going to give Paul the job just because he’s his son?  You don’t know Jeremy very well, do you?”

Justin piped in, “Maybe that’s because we don’t walk around with our noses up his ass all the time like you do.”

Brent started to move to Justin.  “Here and now, big man.  It’s going to be a real pleasure whipping your sorry ass.”

Jennifer, a short stocky woman with a halo of blond permed hair, snapped, “Would you two boys grow up and try to get a handle on your testosterone?  You’re poisoning the air with it.”

Amy said, “I think those are diesel fumes.  They’re trying to weaken our resistance.”

“Amy, would you get a grip,” Justin snapped.  “The world’s not out to get you.” 

“Just you, is that it?”  Carston was surprised by the intensity of the look Amy gave Justin.  “Do me a favor, Justin, drop dead.”

Carston looked over at Justin. “What’s her problem?”

Justin shrugged.  “Hell, it’s probably just her time of the month.”

Before Amy could reply, the bus quivered to a stop.  The thin wiry man up front stood and said, “Let’s go, people, we’re here.”

Carston looked out the window at the desolate mountainside.  “It doesn’t look like much, does it?”

“You don’t know the half of it.”  The lead guide’s tone changed abruptly. “The bus is leaving in three minutes.  Gather your things and move out if you don’t want to be on it.”

Samantha watched the bus as it disappeared into a narrow cut and was swallowed by the mountain around them.  She’d had misgivings about starting her first day with Inward Journey on the trail, but the camp owner had assured her that the only way to be properly oriented was to take a course herself.  She hadn’t been in any position to protest.  She’d needed a place to get away from her old life; the wounds of her divorce just weren’t healing.  Richie had been a deadbeat and a drunk, but it hadn’t made it any easier admitting to the world that she’d failed at something, let alone a marriage.  The mountains of North Carolina were as far as she could get from Seattle with the money she’d had, and the job offer from the camp had come at the perfect time for her.  Taking a deep breath, she shouldered her pack and tightened the straps.  If she was going to make a success of the rest her life, this was the first step she had to take.  Smoky nodded his approval, then said in a loud, authoritative voice, “Let’s go, gang, we need to start moving if we’re going to hit our campsite by nightfall.  I’ve been hiking around here at night, and believe me, it’s not something you want to do if you can avoid it.”

Smoky, his backpack in place and his staff at his side, loped over to Samantha.  “What do you think of my mountains?”

She grinned in spite of herself.  “I thought these belonged to the timber companies.”  She’d been told that Inward Journey had leased the rights to run their courses through miles and miles of private land, all awaiting the next harvest.

“Naw, they just think they own them.  I’ve been over just about every square inch of the land we run.  You tell me, who’s got a truer claim to it all, them or me?”

“You might have a tough time selling that idea in a court of law.”

“That’s why I’m out here.”  He glanced over at the group, then spit into the dirt.  “We’re going to have to give them a hand if we want to get out of here before nightfall.”

“Why do we start so late in the day?  I figured we’d go out at the crack of dawn so we could put some real miles in the first day.”

Smoky pointed to the group.  “We’d kill them if we did that.  No, three or four miles is just right for the first day.  We’ll give them a good night’s sleep, then we’ll start after them in the morning.”

Samantha watched him move easily within the group of strangers, adjusting a strap or a load on each individual, adding touches of softly spoken advice as he worked.  Samantha knew she could handle the physical aspects of the job; sometimes it seemed as if she’d been born for the great outdoors.  It was the socialization that concerned her.  Taking a deep breath, she moved to the two women in the party and introduced herself.  “Hi, I’m Samantha.”

A woman taller than her own 5’8” frame said, “I’m Amy, and this is Jennifer.  That’s Paul, Justin’s over there, and the guy talking to Smoky is Brent.  I don’t know where Carston slipped off to.”  

Jennifer asked pointedly, “You been doing this long?”

Wonderful, the one question Samantha had hoped to avoid was the first one she was confronted with.  Plastering a grin to her face she didn’t feel, Samantha admitted, “This is my first time out.”  As the women’s faces fell, she added lamely, “But I’ve been outdoors most of my life.”

As a silence lay awkwardly between them, Smoky said, “Listen up, everyone.  There are a few things we need to go over before we get started today.”  He studied the group, then said, “Carston’s missing.”

At that moment, Carston appeared from behind a stand of trees. “Sorry about that; that bus shook my kidneys loose.”

Smoky eyed him coolly for a moment, then said, “Next time let me know before you wander off away from the group.”

After Carston nodded, Smoky continued.  “First and most importantly, I’m in charge while we’re out here.  I know you’re all hotshot executives with Addison, but for the next four and a half days, I’m the boss, and Samantha is my second in command.  If you’re not sure about something, ask one of us.”

“She just told us she’s never done this before,” Amy said with fierce delight.  Samantha could see Smoky struggling with his temper.  “Not with Inward Journey, but I’m willing to wager she knows more about the wilderness than all of you put together.”

He studied each of them carefully, then said, “I understand you‘all think you’re in pretty good shape.”

The bantam named Brent said, “We don’t have much choice; the old man keeps us on our toes with his exercise program.”

Paul spoke for the first time; his voice was a rich baritone. “I don’t know if Dad would appreciate you calling him the old man.”

Smoky waved his hand in the air as if he was shooing away a pesky gnat.  “Settle down, you two, I’m still talking.  That’s another thing.  Back in civilization, you probably have different ranks.  Well let me tell you something, out here you’re all the same.  Nobody’s more important to this group than anyone else.”  With a slight grin, he added, “Except me, of course.  Now, are there any questions so far?”

Brent bounced on the balls of his feet.  “Enough talk.  When can we get started?”

Smoky nodded.  “Now’s as good a time as any.  I’ll be leading and Samantha will be taking up the rear.  We’ve got some miles to cover before dusk, so let’s go.”

As they started down the trail, an easy descent into a slight dip, Samantha tried to block everything out of her mind except the slight bite to the November air and the glorious smells of the mountains around her.  It was late in the year for a course, they’d explained to her, but if she wanted to be on staff when the spring sessions started, she’d have to participate in the last-minute group.  As she hiked, mesmerized by the sound of the birds and the rustling of the breeze wafting through the woods, she soon forgot all about Richie and the other problems she had in the outside world.  For now, all that mattered was being outside, recharging her failing spirits with the energy of the mountains.

Carston had never been a big fan of outdoor activities like hiking and swimming.  As a child, he’d preferred the company of books over the real adventures most boys enjoyed.  Still, now that he was nearing his fortieth birthday, he was ready to try something new, and this class was as good as anything he might have come up with on his own.  He’d always thought complaints of mid-life crises were ungrounded, but as he neared that time of his life, he began to understand why some men bought new sports cars or traded in their wives for newer models.  It wasn’t any desire to recapture lost youth; it was an effort to shake the heavy boredom their lives had become.  Sometimes, he thought, any change could be a change for the good.

He’d lagged behind the body of his group as he’d spent time musing, and a word from Samantha brought him back into reality.

“You’d better pick up your step if you don’t want to be left behind.”

Carston laughed, and the guide looked puzzled by his reaction.  He apologized, then said, “That’s the exact same thing Addison said to me before I left for this class.”

Samantha liked the way Carston smiled, and suddenly found herself asking, “Are you six really competing for the same job?”

“Who knows?  Addison likes a mix when he’s considering promotions.  There are probably only two or three real candidates, but the old man likes to put the heat up all he can.  He claims it tempers the true candidates.”

“It sounds cruel to me.”

Carston smiled sadly.  “I think so, too, but don’t let the sharks up front hear you say anything like that.  They live for this kind of competition.”

“So why are you here?”

Carston laughed so loudly the rest of the group turned as one to look at him.  He waved grandly, and they soon dismissed them and went back to the trail.  “I’ve been asking myself that question for as long as I can remember.  Enough about me, tell me a little about you.”

Samantha looked at the dirt and mumbled, “Nothing very interesting, I’m afraid.  We’d better catch up.”

Carston was a little hurt by the abruptness of her dismissal, but he tried not to show it.  Instead, he increased his pace until he was back in the body of the group.

Amy asked, “What’s so funny about this situation?  Don’t you take anything seriously?”

“Leave him alone,” Jennifer said.  “He wasn’t laughing at you.”

“Is that true?”

Carston shrugged.  “Believe it or not, I was laughing at myself.”  He looked up the trail and found Brent nearly tripping over Smoky’s heels.  “Does he think there’s a prize for getting to camp first?”

Justin must have been listening.  “Haven’t you guessed yet?  Brent’s convinced Smoky is a spy for the old man.  He’s under the deluded impression that our guide’s going to pick the next vice president.”

Paul, ambling along with his long easy lope, said, “You know, he just might be right.  It sounds like something Dad would do.”  In an instant, he cut himself from the pack and started toward the leaders.  Without a word, Amy sped her pace too, and without even realizing it, all of them began to bunch together near the front, Carston in the rear, but not by more than a few paces.  The straps on his pack around his arms and waist were digging in, but he didn’t know how to adjust them.  He’d have to ask Smoky to help him when they got to their campsite for the night.  He knew none of the others would likely ask for help, thinking it a sign of weakness somehow, but Carston was determined to squeeze every ounce of life from the experience he could, and it would be impossible with those damn straps digging into him.  The old man had spared no expense in outfitting the group for the class, but that was just like him.  He’d rather spend a fortune on gadgets than a little extra to keep his personnel happy.  He found himself ignoring the conversations around him and let his mind drift into the experience, feeling the mountains around him.  He was actually startled when the group came to a halt at a fire ring in a clearing in the trees.

Smoky said, “Welcome home.”

“Where are we supposed to sleep?” Justin asked guardedly.

“You’ve got sleeping bags in your packs.”

“He means shelters or tents,” Jennifer said.

Smoky just smiled.  “Oh, we’ve got those for our regular groups, but Mr. Addison wanted to do things a little differently, and he paid for the privilege.  We’re taking a trail we don’t use very often so we can avoid the shelters.  Tonight, and for the next four evenings, we sleep under the stars.”

Amy said angrily, “You’ve got to be kidding.  Where are we supposed to sleep, on the ground?  We’ll all get pneumonia.”

Smoky just shrugged, but he seemed pleased by the outbursts.  “If you have any complaints with our arrangements, you’re more than welcome to go search for a shelter.  I’d better warn you, though, they’ve been closed up for the winter, so you won’t find a scrap of food in any of them, even if you do manage to blaze a trail through miles of woods.  Any takers?”  When he saw the glum head-shakes, he said, “Cheer up, folks.  If you think this is bad, I promise you, tomorrow will be much worse.”
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Smoky put his pack next to Samantha’s, and she fought the urge to pick her rig up and move it a few paces away.  He noticed her expression and said, “Sorry, it’s company policy.  The guides always sleep together on the trail.”

She was about to tell him to forget it when he added, “That way the group knows where they are at all times.”  

She reluctantly agreed as she promised herself she’d find a way to put some distance between them before sack-time.  Samantha wasn’t a prude, but she wasn’t a slut, either.  She couldn’t imagine the circumstances that would cause her to sleep with anyone while another group of people were around, and even if she did choose to let her guard down that much, it wouldn’t be with a man like Smoky.

Changing the subject, she said, “What can I do to help get ready for dinner?”

“We need firewood, but that shouldn’t be a problem around here.  There should be enough dead wood to get us through most of the evening.  I suspect our people are tired from the hike, so we won’t need to keep a blaze going.  While you’re getting wood I’ll start on dinner.”

Samantha hadn’t thought about food since lunch, but suddenly found herself ravenous.  That was how it usually hit her when she was out.  “What are we having?”

“My specialty, a fancy beef stew and apple biscuits for dessert.  Addison personally asked me to put these people through the hoops, but he wanted them to be well fed while I did it.  He’s a strange guy.  I don’t think I’d want to work for him.”

“But aren’t you doing just that?”

Smoky thought about it a second, then laughed.  “I guess you’re right.  You’d better get that firewood if we’re going to eat before bedtime.  Take one of them with you,” he said as he nodded to the group setting up their sleeping bags in the clearing.

“That’s okay. I can do it myself.”

“Samantha, did that sound like a request?  If they want to eat, they have to work.  That’s the way we’re doing things this trip.”

She nodded as she moved toward the group.  Samantha had heard the hikers mentioning a theory that Smoky was working directly for Addison, and from the sound of his orders she wondered if it wasn’t true.  Regardless of who Smoky was answering to on this trip, he was her nominal boss and she’d have to do what he told her.

“I need a volunteer to help gather some firewood.”  She was pleased to see Carston start to stand, but Amy cut him off.  “Let’s go.”

Samantha wished she’d had a chance to speak with the older man, he seemed to have a unique approach to things she found intriguing, but she scolded herself.  She wasn’t on a pleasure trip, she was there to work.

Once Amy and Samantha were out of earshot of the rest of the camp and they gathered a few sticks on the ground, Amy asked, “So, how long have you known Addison?”

“I’ve never met the man before in my life.  Why?”

“Come on, it’s just between us girls.  Why else would Inner Journey send a guide with no guiding experience with us?  The way I see it, everyone else is wrong about Smoky being the spy.  I think it’s you.”  She lowered her voice, though no one was within sight.  “You can tell me, it’ll be our little secret.”

Samantha was about to declare her innocence again when she heard footsteps approach.  Amy must have heard them, too.  She said softly, “We’ll talk about this later.”  In a few minutes they saw Jennifer making her way toward them.

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t know you two were out this way.  I have to pee.”

Samantha said, “Did you get some TP from your pack?”

She frowned.  “No, I just grabbed a few tissues.  Does it matter?”

“The paper we brought breaks down quickly, leaves less impact.”

Jennifer said, “Well I’m not going back for it now, I can’t wait.”  With that she took off in a direction away from them and camp.  Samantha called out, “Don’t go too far, you don’t want to get lost.”

As she finished the warning, Smoky bellowed in the distance, “I’m ready to start cooking.  Where’s my firewood?”

“We’re on our way,” Samantha called as she headed back to camp with her arms full of wood.  She was afraid Amy was going to grill her more about a man she’d never claimed to have met, but instead the woman just glanced at her smugly from time to time, as if she had a secret the world didn’t share.

After a dinner as good as Smoky had promised, the group gathered around the fire.  In the darkness of the night around them, the flames from the small fire seemed to leap into the night, trailing embers like comets across the sky.  Carston leaned back and said, “My God, I never knew there were that many stars in the sky.”

Samantha looked upward and said, “I’ve only seen one sky that could touch it.”

“Go on, tell us about it,” Jennifer urged.  She seemed to be loosening up a little from the stiffness she’d displayed earlier, and Samantha didn’t want to break the moment.

Staring at the heart of the fire, she said, “Last month I was soloing in the Canadian Boundary Canoe Area.  I was too tired to build a fire in the fire-ring, so I crawled into my sleeping bag and ate a bag of trail mix.”
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