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    This book is dedicated to the hardworking people of Appalachia. You have endured hardships, yet you still have the strength to give the finger to those who prey upon you and the heart to help your neighbor. 
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From the Heart
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As a resident of the Blue Ridge Mountains region of the Appalachian Mountain Range, I would like to encourage you to support efforts that focus on Hurricane Helene recovery and fund the National Forests of this area. It is a land full of history with a culture of its own that has been misunderstood and belittled by outsiders for far too long. It’s time to see the true beauty of this region and it’s people as we support them. 🖤
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Chapter 1 - First Impressions
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As the last drop of coffee lands in my travel mug, I pull the cup free and tighten the lid onto it. I walk through the kitchen and head to the adjoining door to the garage, grabbing my keys from the hook on the door frame as I pass through. Quickly, I shuffle down the few stairs and unlock the doors to my luxury car. Sliding into the leather seat, I take a quick second to appreciate the simplicity of my life and how controlled it is. Everything is tidy, in its place, accessible, smooth; a perfect reflection of me. I glance in the rear view mirror, straighten my tie, then back out of the garage. One benefit of being the owner of one of the top gemstone dealers in the world is that my home is only a short drive from the office, which is centered in the high rises of Charlotte, North Carolina. Anyone who has ever driven through the Queen City knows that traffic here is an absolute shit show, so avoiding it is a definite perk!

Entering my corporate office building, employees immediately scatter to their assigned work spaces. It’s not that I’m a hardass; I just have a demeanor that commands respect. My employees do their jobs and do them well because they want to please me. Nodding my greeting as I walk through the corridor, I enter my private elevator and begin the ascent to my office. Once I step out, my assistant is already waiting for me.

“Not much this morning, sir. I just need your signature for the shipment to Shanghai. The contract for the Broward deal is on your desk for review,” David rattles off and takes a deep breath. “Marcus is waiting to speak with you in the conference room.”

I look up from the paperwork to meet his eyes.

“Why didn’t you start with that?” I snap.

“Because if I did, you wouldn’t have signed the shipment order or heard a word I said about the contract on your desk,” he answers calmly.

Fucker knows me a bit too well it seems.

“Keep my day open,” I command over my shoulder.

I normally walk smoothly, confidently, purposefully. Never do my feet make a sound that is audible, so when I hear them pounding on the floor matching the beating of my heart, I know that I’m getting my hopes up. After years of waiting, I should know better than to be hopeful in the advent of good news, but I guess it’s just in my nature to feel as though this time will be the time that my quest has ended, and all will be right in my heart again. Pausing just long enough to take a deep, calming breath, I reach for the door handle and pull it open.

“Mornin’, Bossman!” Marcus greets me as he turns away from the coffeemaker with a cup in hand.

“What did you find? Any new leads?”

“Well, what we found was two men who think the best way to make a living in this world is to take what was never rightly theirs to have,” he drawls out while stirring his steaming drink.

“And?” I ask impatiently, trying to keep my emotions in check.

He lifts only his mirthful eyes to look at me, then grins.

“It’s them. And we have a general location,” he says, then takes a long drink of his coffee.

“What do you mean by ‘general location’?”

“Seems that they’ve been hiding out with a hoard of stolen goods in the middle of the Pisgah National Forest, somewhere near the Linville Gorge,” Marcus replies. “They say everything is stored in an abandoned cabin somewhere out there. Cocky bastards say it is impossible to find without them leading us to it.”

“They don’t know my tenacity,” I growl through gritted teeth. “We’re this fucking close to ending our search! You know it couldn’t have been just two men, either. They needed at least three people to pull off that heist. Pressure them. Take shifts. Do whatever you have to. Just be sure it’s something my lawyers can defend if needed. I want a location and whoever else was working with them!”

I stand and turn to the door.

“That’s all? Where are you going?” Marcus asks, standing to follow.

I look at him over my shoulder.

“I’m driving to the Linville Gorge, and I’ll find that fucking cabin myself!”

“No offense, Topher, but you don’t really have the equipment or experience to do that alone. Let me get my men together, and we’ll do the search in a couple of days. I might have a location by then.”

“No. You and your team need to track down whoever helped these bastards. Besides, I need to do this. I’ll hire a guide, but other than that, it needs to just be me. It’s my retribution.”

“You can’t keep blaming yourself for it, man. It will eat at your soul.”

My head tips back as I release a humorless laugh.

“Good thing I don’t have a soul then!”

I sling the door open and determinedly walk to my office, passing the collectible artwork hanging in the hallway without even a glance. Don’t blame myself? Who else could I possibly blame for ruining those lives?

* * *
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The drive to Linville Gorge isn’t exactly city driving. The two-lane highway is full of curves, and the lanes match the width of the logging trucks that keep zipping past me on their way down the mountain. This exact area of Appalachia isn’t coal country; it’s logging land. Before commercialized build-it-yourself furniture became a thing, this area thrived from its furniture building. Now, its people are struggling to feed their children. Another reminder of why I am on this winding highway in the first place.

I glance at the useless screen in my luxury car. Mountain peaks disabled my GPS miles ago, so I have to rely on my limited knowledge of the three hiking guides that I looked up before I left. The first guide had closed shop, and the second offered to create a hiking plan for me on local trails, but was unable to take me out into the woods like I need because he was recovering from ACL surgery. I’m hoping my next stop pans out, because I doubt I’ll have enough signal on my cell to look up any other options. Looking around me, I also doubt I could find my way out of these woods if I went in on my own. I feel as though I am completely out of my element, even with my prior hiking background.

The next curve is tight, and as I clear the end of it, the road I need to take is immediately on my left. Slamming my brakes, I do my best to maintain control of my vehicle and send out a prayer in the universe that no one rear-ends me before I can make the turn. I feel this is a foreboding sign that this final guide isn’t going to work out either. How good can they be when they choose to put their business on a road that risks lives to turn onto it?

Taking the steep dirt road down the side of the mountain, I hear the pings of gravel hitting my car as they are flung from the treads of my tires. I flinch at each one, not wanting to know how much damage it is causing or how much it is going to cost to fix it. My tires spin a little in the gravel, and my heart sinks clear into my seat before I remembered to drop my gear to slow the car without sliding further. Rounding the corner, I see an outpost-styled building with a weather-worn sign presenting the business name in faded capital letters “PISGAH EXPLORERS” and in small letters beneath it, “Experienced Hikers and Wild Campers Only”.

The creak of the door handle announces my presence before I cross the threshold. Behind the counter sits an elderly man nursing a stained old mug of coffee, reading the newspaper. I take note that it has been years since I’ve seen a printed paper. Glancing around, I see camping and hiking gear for sale, though the options are minimal.

“Just go out the way you came in. Turn right to go back to Charlotte or whatever other big city you came from,” his gruff voice calls out from behind the paper.

“I need a guide for a couple of days,” I state.

“Son, you won’t be able to keep up with her, especially in those shoes. I could hear those slick bottoms before I even laid eyes on ya.” He pauses to set down the paper and give me a once over before laughing. “And you sure as shit cain’t hike and camp in a fancy suit like ‘at. We do deep forest hikes, wild campin’. You need equipment, boots, proper clothes, and supplies. If you want to take a walk on a sidewalk, find a kiddie park.”

“Listen, as I said, I need a guide. I have experience. I will buy whatever I need from you right here. Hell, I’ll buy everything you have and pay you double to take me into the woods.”

“It ain’t up to me. Violet would be your guide, and I doubt you’ll convince her to take you. She moves fast and ain’t got no patience for people who cain’t keep up!”

“Is she seven feet tall? Because I seriously doubt I will struggle to keep up with a woman walking through the woods. As I said, I will pay double,” I insist, then reach into my pocket to withdraw my wallet.

“Le’ me text her,” he says, sliding on a pair of readers to look at his flip phone.

I watch as he hunts and repeatedly pecks at the numbers on the phone to send the text. I absently wonder when the last time I saw that antique method of texting. When he finally finishes, he slips his hand into his pocket and draws out a can about the size of a hockey puck and pops its nearly flat lid off the top. The pungent scent of wintergreen and moist tobacco leaves assaults my nostrils immediately. His rough fingers pinch the snuff before shoving down between his lower lip and his gums.

“She’ll be here shortly,” he slurs as his saliva pools in his mouth, then picks up the paper to read again.

A minute of uncomfortable silence passes before he picks up an old, dirty plastic bottle, lifts it to his mouth, then spats his tobacco-stained spit into the bottle.

“I’ll just...look around for what I’ll be needing,” I say hesitantly.

“Suit y’urself,” he says, then spats into his bottle again. “You’re the one who bought it all.”

Smart ass.

Grabbing one of the big hiking backpacks with support poles, I begin loading things into it that I think I’ll need. After packing small items, I look through bigger items: boots, a waterproof sleeping bag, and a tent. By the time I am finished finding clothing in my size, I hear tires on the gravel in front of the building. Shortly after, the door swings open roughly.

“Who the hell drove that car down the drive? They’re going to spin their tires bald trying to climb back out!” asks a sultry voice. 

Instantly, I wonder if she is a singer.

“That’d be the man you’re taking into the woods for a couple o’ days,” the old man replies.

I glance up, unable to see the woman, but I can clearly see the old man’s amusement. I step around some items and peer toward the door. There, standing with her hands on her hips, is the person I have to convince to be my guide. Her purple hair is cut just below chin length in front, but is shorter in the back. Black eyeliner frames her eyes, highlighting their pale blue hue. Her loose fit jeans, black ribbed tank top, and black and purple flannel over shirt look like something from a ‘90s rock band, though she certainly wasn’t old enough to remember the 1990s. Encircling her neck is a black velvet choker and a thick-chained long necklace with a guitar pick as a charm landing at her small cleavage.

“Do you speak, or just stare?”

It takes me a moment to register the fact that she asked me the question. My intrigue had me distracted, trying to figure out how the old man believes this woman could out-hike me.

“I was just wondering if we need more than a couple of days to hike out and back. You’re pretty small, so it probably takes you twice as many steps,” I reply unthinkingly.

“Shit,” the old man hisses.

“Listen here, you arrogant ass! I will out-do you in those woods every day of the month, and twice on Sundays,” she seethes. She crosses her arms and turns on her heel, reaching for the door handle as she says, “You know what? Take a hike!”
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Chapter 2 - Pucker Up, Buttercup
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“Wait!” I call out. “I need your help. As much as it pains me to say it, I cannot do this alone.”

She pauses to assess me, looking first at the gear I was gathering, then at my shoes and suit. It may be my imagination, but it looked as though her bottom lip tucked in just a bit as her eyes grazed across my chest. Good! I can use that attraction to my advantage!

“Listen, I need to do this today. I’d really like to get out there within the hour. If you are willing to guide me, I will pay you whatever you ask. Double your normal rate or more. I already bought every item for sale here just to get the old man to text you! All I ask is that you please decide now, because if I need to find another guide somewhere, then I need to leave so I can get into the woods today.”

“Why you needin’ to get in the woods so fast for, anyway? You on the run?” The old man asks, then folds his newspaper, only to use it to swat a fly.

“Like he’d admit it if he were. Geez, Roy!”

Blatantly ignoring the prior comment, I reach out my hand.

“Topher Teske.”

She looks at my hand for a moment before looking me in the eye.

“You do anything to slow me down or endanger me, and I’ll leave you in the woods,” she states bluntly. Taking my hand in hers for a firm shake, she continues, “You can call me Violet. Pay Roy for the gear and for the excursion, then get changed. Pants and sleeves. I know it’s hot, but you’ll need the added protection. I’ll get our things ready.”

With that, she drops my hand, turns, and exits. I look up at Roy, who seems amused.

“Good luck. Vi will probably feed you to a bear if you mess up,” he laughs, then spits his wad of tobacco into his bottle.

“Any advice?”

“Yeah. Listen to what she says, don’t assume you know anything, and don’t try anything...in a forward way, if you know what I mean,” he drawls, raising one eyebrow.

“Don’t worry about that! I have a goal in mind. Besides, she couldn’t be further from my type,” I insist.

“You into men?” Roy asks earnestly.

“No, I just -”

Roy cuts me off with a raise of his hand, saying, “Son, there are no ‘types’ when you realize the soul inside the other person is what’s to love. Take it from an old man who married the ‘furthest thing from his type’.”

He winks at me, then pulls out an adding machine like my grandfather used to use long before I was born. The sounds of the steady peck of the buttons on the adding machine followed by the lengthening of the receipt tape fill the dusty, humid air. Grabbing the pile of clothes, I duck behind a hanging sheet that was set up in a corner as a makeshift changing room. I quickly slip off my suit and gear up for my time in the woods.

“Let’s go, Cinderella! We don’t have all day to wait for you to get changed!”

Violet’s voice cracks through the air, startling me as I finish tying my boots. Flinging the sheet aside, I step out and wait for some sort of approval.

“I hope you put on two pairs of socks. You’ll blister if you didn’t. New boots are unforgiving until you break them in.”

I look down at my boots, then grab a second pair of socks to start the process of readying my feet all over again.

“Unbelievable,” Violet mutters, crossing her arms and tapping her foot. “More accustomed to glass slippers, Princess?”

My teeth grind. It will be a fucking miracle if we both make it back alive! For now, I’ll bite my tongue in order to get her to take me out. This trip isn’t about me, it is about the victims.

“You got yer kit wit’chya?” Roy asks Violet.

“Always,” she replies casually.

“What kind of kit?” I ask, wondering if it was something I tossed into my pack.

“Med kit. Violet is a certified paramedic. She’s better ’n any doctor you got in your city,” Roy boasts.

“Don’t say that, Roy,” Violet whispers, an attempt to hush the old man.

Something about this obviously bothers her.

“Nonsense, Vi. If you hadn’t o’ fixed my leg, I wouldn’t be walkin’ today. That surgeon didn’t do nothin’! You orta be proud of y’urself!”

Violet looks down at her feet, covering her face with her hands. I finish tying my second boot and stand as she takes a deep breath and drops her hands.

“We need to get going or we won’t have time to set up camp before nightfall,” she states, then exits.

“’Member what I said: no funny business,” Roy stresses as he gives me a fatherly look.

Giving Roy a mock salute, I load my pack onto my back and head out the front door. Violet is standing near an old Jeep Wrangler, looking at what I assume is a map on its hood. The fading turquoise paint and patches of rust on the Jeep make her purple hair seem a few shades brighter. She doesn’t seem affected by the weight of her pack as she stands relaxedly, with one hand in her back pocket and the other holding the map down.

“Do you have a specific location in mind, or is this some kind of prove-your-manhood trip?” She asks as I join her.

“My manhood has been well proven, thank you. I’m interested in old abandoned structures - cabins, sheds, anything that someone could use to stay in for a while,” I say dryly.

“There are only two up near the gorge. We’ll hike out to this one. It will take a day to get there, then we’ll loop back,” she says, showing me her map full of handwritten notes.

“I thought you said there were two.”

“I won’t take you to the other one,” she says with a pointed look, which only piques my interest.

“Why not?”

“It’s too dangerous. I won’t open myself to being sued if you lose your leg!”

“Lose my leg? What exactly is the problem? Are the rocks steeper? Is it further out? I promise you, I’m fit enough to handle the terrain,” I insist.

Anger flashes in her eyes as she responds, “That’s where Roy nearly lost his leg in a gaming trap. That old house is abandoned, but someone has covered the area in hidden traps. It is too dangerous to go there. Even if you want to risk your feet, Princess, I am not rich enough to cover whatever your lawyers think I ought to pay once you realize you wanted to keep that foot. I’m not taking you there!”

“I’ll pay you triple your usual rate,” I try to persuade her, knowing that the thieves most likely set those traps to keep people away from their hoard.

“Listen, if you think I am going out to that old place, then pucker up, buttercup, because you can kiss my ass!”

Violet crosses her arms defiantly, tilting her chin up as if to dare me to push her further on this discussion. What she doesn’t realize is that I got a thrill in my years of competing in debate! I just need to change my tactic.

“What kind of traps are they?”

“The old barbaric spring traps people used to use for larger game, like deer and bear. They’ve outlawed them, but someone has ignored those laws and is using them near that old cabin. If they are squatting there, I wouldn’t put it past them to shoot first and ask questions later.”

Her lip curled back in disgust when she spoke about the traps. That’s a button I can push!

“Ok. I understand your trepidation. How about this - we go toward that old cabin with the intent of triggering the traps with rocks and sticks so animals won’t get hurt, then we remove the springs so they aren’t usable. If we hear anyone or catch wind of anyone, we’ll turn around. No harm, no foul. How many feet would we save?”

I watch as she considers my words.

“Listen, if things seem like they are dangerous in any way at all, we can turn around. I just feel like that is the place to go. Maybe we’ll end up saving a life by disabling the traps. We’ll be heroes of the forest, even if only we know,” I cajole, flashing her a toothy smile to which most women respond quite well, in my experience.

“Listen, Princess, you can shove that fake smile where the sun don’t shine. I will take you out there with the purpose of disabling the traps, so save those teeth for whatever simple-minded woman would fall for it.”
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