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 Aligning North

K.C. Faelan

Blake Manning spends his summers in his
favorite national park, Yosemite. He runs an outdoor adventure
company with three friends. This year he and his BFF/business
partner, Ali, will serve as guides for a hike over the Grand
Traverse Trail. Blake will find it’s not nature or the wildlife
that are most hazardous, but traversing the uncharted waters of a
potential relationship with one of the hikers, Zac North, who
doesn’t appear all that happy about being the object of Blake’s
attention.

 


Stormy weather and stormier tempers keep all
the hikers on their toes as Yosemite tests them, bringing some
closer together…and breaking others apart.

 


Tags: MM romance, contemporary, strong HFN,
explicit
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 CHAPTER ONE – DAY 1

“You’re going to catch one of those
proverbial flies if you don’t close your mouth and stop drooling,”
said a voice close to Blake’s shoulder.

Blake started, his mouth snapping shut with
an audible click, and turned his head to find his fellow guide and
best friend, Ali, scrutinizing him. He smiled. “My mouth wasn’t
open, and I wasn’t staring,” he denied.

“Then what about those holes burned through
your sunglasses?” Ali wiggled her fingers in front of Blake’s
eyes.

“Okay, I admit it. He’s hot.”

“More like I want to drag him into the trees
and jump his bones right now kind of hot.”

He shot his best friend a cocky grin. “I
would if we had time, but we’ve got a hike, remember?”

Ali shook her head. “Just be careful with
him. He’s sending out clear don’t get close vibes.”

Blake turned his attention back to the lean
young man. Zachary, if Blake remembered his name correctly, was
almost as tall as his own six feet, two. The short-sleeved,
dark-blue, t-shirt stretched tight across his chest and showed off
toned pecs and biceps. Dark brown hair was trimmed close on the
sides but thicker on top—the perfect length to fasten his fingers
in. Zachary’s full bottom lip tempted Blake to nibble it, and he
caught himself biting his own. But Zachary stood rigid, and alone,
at the back of the group, not making small talk. He’d also kept to
himself on the bus ride into the park and during orientation at the
hotel yesterday. He’d hardly said a word to anyone except during
the introductions. Zachary was either shy or miserable. Whichever
it was, Blake prided himself in helping people feel comfortable. He
shrugged. How hard could it be to get Zachary talking?

Zachary swiped at a fly zipping around his
face and turned, catching Blake staring. Blake flashed him a
friendly smile, but Zachary turned away. Okay, so he was getting
the cold shoulder right now, but he was up for the challenge. The
hike was seven days. He was determined to get at least one smile
out of the guy.

“Everyone’s finished with their last pit
stop,” Ali said, interrupting Blake’s reverie. “You ready to get
this started?”

“Yup. You want to give the speech?”

“You give it. It’ll give you a chance to
impress your intended.”

Blake snorted. “I can see you’re going to be
your usual charming self this trip.”

“And you love me for it,” Ali quipped,
smirking. She strode over and leaned against the sign marking the
beginning of Fernandez Trail Head.

“Can I have everyone’s attention?” Blake
called out. “I’ll give you a quick run-down of what to expect
today.” With all eyes on him, he continued, his deep, clear voice
carrying easily to the five hikers gathered around him. “First, I
want to bring up one more time, that this is a
moderate-to-strenuous backpacking trip. It’s not for beginners. We
don’t want anyone to overstretch their limits, so if you think you
aren’t capable of completing the hike, it’s perfectly fine; the
shuttle driver will take you back to the hotel.”

Blake paused and looked around, waiting for
any last-minute changes of mind. But no one spoke. “Okay then.
We’ll hike about six miles to Staniford Lake where we’ll make camp.
It’s an easy-to-moderate level trek. We’ll eat lunch on the go to
allow us to reach camp early. Once we arrive, we’ll set up our
tents. After that you’ll have time to explore the area on your own
while we cook dinner for you. The rest of the evening we’ll spend
stargazing and hanging around the campfire.

“Ali will lead, and I’ll bring up the rear.
Don’t worry if you’re not a fast hiker. No one will get left
behind. If anyone has any questions about the plants, animals,
geologic formations or about the hike itself, feel free to ask.
Between the two of us, we’re a fountain of knowledge.”

A smattering of laughter followed Blake’s
statement.

“All right then, does anyone have any
questions?” Blake waited, but no one spoke. “Let’s go.”

Ali stepped out onto the trail first,
followed by the married couple, Lori and Kerry. Close on their
heels was Chris and his boyfriend, Jeff, with Zachary and Blake
bringing up the rear.

The early morning drizzle had turned into a
light rain, but the tall fir and pine trees they hiked under
protected the group from most of the precipitation.

Blake never tired of the forest and mountain
vistas around him, but right now the view he favored most hiked a
few feet in front. With each step, strong muscles flexed in
Zachary’s calves. Too bad he wore loose shorts because Blake was in
a prime position to appreciate what hinted at a firm, round
ass.

Distracted by his daydreaming, Blake walked
straight into Zachary’s backpack. “Whoa, sorry,” he said grabbing
onto Zachary as he lost balance. “Is something wrong?”

“No.” Zachary shook his head. “I wanted to
hear the forest.”

Light raindrops pattered on their baseball
caps, and a gentle breeze brushed past them, shaking larger
droplets loose from the needled canopy above. Mountain Chickadees
hopped and flitted from branch to branch calling out to each
other.

Blake motioned for Zachary to follow him
behind some low, drooping pine boughs. Once screened, Blake raised
the back of his hand to his lips and blew. A screeching raspberry
broke the quiet. Zachary jerked his head in Blake’s direction, his
mouth dropping open. Blake brought a finger to his lips then blew
on the back of his hand again. In seconds, a small group of little
gray birds with black heads and a white stripe over their eyes
peered down at them from overhead, chirping excitedly as they
maneuvered to get a closer glimpse. Their curiosity soon satisfied,
the chickadees resumed their search for food and disappeared into
the forest.

“Hey, that was cool.”

Blake beamed. “One of my many talents as a
guide.”

“What were they?”

“Short-tailed Mountain Chickadees. They’re
very curious, and any unusual noise gets a few of them to gather
for a closer look.”

“I’ll have to remember that trick.”

Zachary headed back to the trail and Blake
stepped to his side. “Zachary, right?”

“Yeah, Zachary North. But you can call me
Zac.”

“Blake Manning, but you probably remember.”
Blake held out his hand. Zac curled his long fingers around Blake’s
hand, his grip warm and firm. Blake’s mind wandered to what that
grip could do wrapped around his cock, and blood rushed to his
groin. Great, two miles into the hike and already he needed to find
some alone time and a private spot behind a tree. He stuck his hand
into his shorts pocket and discreetly adjusted himself. “Do you
backpack often?”

Zac shook his head. “First time.”

They walked in silence. Blake tried again.
“First time to Yosemite?”

“No. I visited it a couple times when I was
a kid.”

Zac didn’t seem open to conversation and
Blake was disappointed, but he didn’t want to push. Hopefully he’d
feel like chatting tonight in camp.

The rain eased off, leaving behind puffy
cumulus clouds and patches of warm sunshine where it peeked out
between them.

They walked for another half hour in
silence, when Zac surprised Blake with a question. “What made you
guys decide to start a backpacking tour catering to LGBTQ
hikers?”

Although startled by Zac suddenly talking,
Blake recovered quickly. “My friends and I wanted to create an
environment where singles and couples could camp without feeling
uncomfortable sleeping together or showing signs of affection, like
they might around some non-LGBTQ people.”

“I don’t want to assume anything, but,
you’re gay?” Zac glanced over at Blake.

Blake nodded. “Yes.” He waited for more
questions, but Zac fell silent again and remained silent for the
rest of the morning’s hike.

They arrived at the lake by early afternoon
and set up camp. Blake gathered firewood while Ali collected the
cooking supplies assigned to each hiker to carry and readied the
ingredients for their dinner.

“Make any headway with Zac?” she asked,
setting up her “kitchen” of bear-proof containers around her.

“I’m not sure.” Blake checked to see if the
water was heated yet. Their company tried to have at least one day
of fresh food for everyone before they had to resort to only
freeze-dried meals for the rest of the trip.

“Give him time, maybe he’s just shy.” Ali
pulled out soft tortilla shells, fresh cilantro and salsa, avocado,
grated cheese and limes for the evening’s meal.

Blake slit open the vacuum-pack pouches with
the pre-cooked ground beef and added them to the skittle for quick
reheating. “Maybe.”

“You’ve got six more days to get in his
pants,” she said, scooping out the refried beans from their pouches
and into one of the smaller pans.

Blake snapped up his head and frantically
scanned the area around him for Zac, hoping to God he hadn’t heard
Ali. He spotted him sitting on a granite rock by the lake. “You’re
not helping here,” Blake growled.

Ali laughed as she sliced the limes and
avocados. “When did you grow bashful about letting a guy know you
wanted him?”

“I’m not. I’m feeling him out, okay? I’m not
sure he’s interested.” Blake finished setting up the serving area
and went back to minding the beef. He was determined to let Ali’s
comments wash over him for the rest of the evening.

“All right, I’ll give you a break. For now.
But this is going to be one entertaining trip.” Ali snickered.

 


*****

 


“How you doing so far?” Blake asked, taking
a seat on the rock next to Zac and handing him a plate of soft
tacos and vegetables.

“Thanks,” Zac replied. He folded up the taco
and bit into it. “Not bad.”

“Not bad how you’re doing? Or the taco’s not
bad?”

Zac swallowed and wiped at his mouth with
the back of his hand. “Both.” When Zac bent back to his meal, Blake
started on his, and they quickly finished them in silence.

“Would you like some more?” Blake asked.
“Ali always makes extra.”

“If there’s extra, sure, but I’m okay
without.”

An exasperated voice cut through the
campsite. “What I wouldn’t give for a nice cobb salad right about
now. This type of food the whole trip will upset my digestion. I
need more veggies.”

Blake and Zac swiveled to stare in the
direction of Chris and Jeff’s tent. Without asking, Jeff speared an
avocado slice from Chris’s plate.

“Take them.” Chris handed over his plate and
Jeff shoveled the vegetables onto his.

Zac grunted.

“What?” Blake asked.

“I wonder how long they’ve been
together?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t asked.”

“I’m starving, can you get me more food?”
Jeff whined, handing Chris his plate. Chris pursed his lips, but
set aside his dinner and got up.

Blake stood and took Zac’s plate from him.
“Better get ours before it’s all gone. Be right back.” He headed
for the campfire.

Except for Jeff’s complaints, Ali’s gourmet
taco dinner with fresh avocado and mixed vegetable side dish was a
success.

“If you have food left over or anything that
will burn completely, we can do that after the meal,” Ali said.
“Non-burnables we’ll carry with us and drop them in a bear-proof
trash bin when we run across one.

After cleaning up, the hikers gathered
around the fire to chat.

Night descended quickly in the mountains and
with it the temperature dropped. Blake shrugged into his ultralight
down jacket and stepped away from the group to gaze up at the now
cloudless night sky. No city glow shone this far out, and the black
shroud blanketing their part of the world danced with shimmering
stars. He was once again reminded of how insignificant Earth was in
the grand scheme of life, the universe and everything.

“I’ve never seen anything like this in the
city.” Zac spoke quietly at his side, startling him.

When did Zac come up to stand beside him?
Not that he was complaining. Even though they hadn’t spoken much,
walking together had made the day’s hike more enjoyable. He hoped
Zac approaching him meant he felt the same way.

“Yeah, I always miss it when I leave this
place.”

“My troubles seem small compared to all
that.” Zac waved his hand towards the heavens.

Here was Blake’s chance to learn more about
Zac. But should he go for it? He took a deep breath and gazed up at
the stars. “I’m rather talkative, but if you, or anyone for that
matter, needs someone to talk to, I’m also a good listener.” He
turned to Zac. “No advice unless asked for.”

“Thanks.” Zac looked down, the faint flicker
of the campfire barely illuminating the side of his face. The
threads of firelight wove through the dark, messy, trail-styled
hair like ghostly fingers. “I’ll keep that in mind.” He stared out
across the dark water. “What’s the plan for tomorrow?”

“We’ve got a strenuous ten-mile hike over
Post Peak Pass, and then down to camp beside Lake 10K. We’ll stop
at Lillian Lake on the way for a midday rest and swim if anyone
wants to challenge the cold waters.”

“Do you think it’ll rain again?”

“Yes. The forecast predicted rain and
thunderstorms the first half of the trip. After that, it’s all sun.
Be sure to keep your pack cover and rain gear handy.” The movement
of shuffling feet sounded behind them, and they both glanced over
their shoulders.
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