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Marcy: Copywriter, dry sense of humor, reluctant retreat participant, and main point-of-view.

Joel: Senior Solutions Evangelist, corporate buzzword machine with surprising courage.

Ryan: Data analyst, anxious pessimist, master of self-deprecating one-liners.

Hannah: QA engineer, chaos gremlin, loves breaking things (and rules) for fun.

Mr Sharpe: Legal counsel, cautious and precise, secretly crochets dragons.

Caroline: VP of People and Smiles, relentlessly enthusiastic HR/retreat organizer.

Buck: Pinebluff Outdoor Leadership Center director, gruff outdoorsman with dry wit.

Angie: Owner of Griddle N’ Sips diner in Pinebluff, blunt, warm, and quietly wise.

Jen: Marcy’s manager back at the office, pragmatic, juggling pressure from above.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Welcome to Pinebluff Outdoor Leadership Center
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The invitation said, “Leadership Synergy Retreat,” which Marcy correctly translated as “three days of watching middle managers cry in fleece jackets.”

Rain fell sideways on the bus as it wheezed up the last logging road to Pinebluff, Washington. The town did not so much appear as to ambush them. One moment, there was only gray fog and trees. The next, a crooked wooden sign loomed out of the mist:

WELCOME TO PINEBLUFF
Pop. 1,942 humans
Pop. 3,000,000 very opinionated fir trees
The bus lurched to a stop in a gravel lot beside a cluster of cabins. The buildings had that earnest rustic look that said a focus group in Seattle had spent six months deciding exactly which shade of brown communicated “authentic.” Moss clung to every roof. The forest crowded close, tall evergreens leaning in like they wanted to hear the gossip.

The driver stood and flicked on the interior lights, which made everyone look like they were in a documentary about workplace burnout.

“End of the line,” he announced. “Or maybe the beginning. Depends on how crunchy your therapist is.”

A few people laughed in that weak way that meant they were already regretting life choices.

Marcy shoved her laptop into her backpack and stood. She was the only one in the marketing department who still wore jeans that could legally be called jeans rather than “structured leggings.” Her sneakers were white. She looked at the mud outside and mentally said goodbye.

“This is a kidnapping,” she muttered.

Joel, Senior Solutions Evangelist and full-time human bullet point, slung his duffel over his shoulder.

“Relax,” he said. “This is experiential learning. We are gonna align, collaborate, ideate, and whatever other verbs Caroline put in that email.”

At the front, Caroline, VP of People and Smiles, bounced in place like a Labrador who had discovered a ball made entirely of corporate jargon. She wore a branded windbreaker and the determined grin of someone who would absolutely create a breakout session called “Trustfall Tuesdays.”

“Team,” she called, “welcome to our Pinebluff Outdoor Leadership experience. For the next three days, we are going to disconnect from tech so we can reconnect with ourselves.”

The engineers in the back reacted as one organism.

“Do we get a safe word for that?” whispered Hannah from QA.

Ryan, data analyst and professional pessimist, peered out the rain streaked window.

“Those trees look like they eat introverts,” he said. “I can feel my social battery screaming.”

They filed off the bus into the cold that bit straight through their office hoodies. The air smelled of wet pine, wood smoke, and the faint metallic tang of regret. Gravel sucked at their shoes. Somewhere in the distance, a crow made a noise that sounded exactly like mocking laughter.

A man waited by a picnic table underneath a dripping cedar. He was possibly built from leftover tree trunks. Beard, flannel shirt, cargo pants, the whole catalog. His name tag read BUCK in cheerful block letters that did not match his expression.

“Afternoon,” he said. “Welcome to Pinebluff Outdoor Leadership Center. Phones in the basket, folks. Out here, your only notifications are your feelings.”

A galvanized steel bucket on the table had the word “INTENTIONALITY” painted on the side.

Silence.

Marcy hugged her phone to her chest like a life jacket.

Caroline clapped her hands.

“Come on, people,” she said. “We talked about this. Digital detox. We can do it.”

Joel swaggered up, dropped his phone first, and looked back at the others like a martyr.

“If I miss a client email,” he announced, “tell my LinkedIn I died doing what I loved.”

One by one, everyone surrendered their devices. There was a chorus of tiny electronic chirps as phones protested. Ryan kissed his screen before dropping it.

“Goodnight, sweet prince,” he said.

When it was Marcy’s turn, she paused.

“Do you have like a visiting hours situation?” she asked Buck. “For emergencies.”

Buck considered.

“Only emergency you are likely to have,” he said, “is your soul realizing it has feelings. That one we encourage.”

“Cool,” Marcy said. “That sounds very scalable.”

From somewhere behind them, a truck engine rattled. A pickup rolled into view, spraying gravel. The driver was a woman in a rain jacket and a beanie, coffee in one hand and a donut in the other. She looked like she had been born outdoors and briefly tolerated buildings as a social experiment.

She leaned out the window.

“That your corporate herd, Buck,” she asked. “The ones from Seattle.”

“City folks,” Buck said. “We are going to teach them about trust and self-reliance.”

The woman grinned.

“So basically, you are babysitting for the apocalypse,” she said. “Nice. Y’all holler if someone tries to hug a raccoon.”

She rolled away toward town.

Buck turned back to the group.

“My name is Buck,” he said. “I run things out here. Over there, you got your bunks. That building is the mess hall. The lake is behind the trees. It is cold, deep, and unforgiving. We will be doing team-building exercises in it tomorrow.”

A low collective groan moved through the crowd.

“Should have called this retreat Hypothermia and HR forms,” Hannah murmured.

Caroline jumped back in.

“Thank you, Buck,” she said. “Okay, team, we are going to get our cabin assignments, and then we have our first session. Shared values circle.”

Ryan squinted up at the lowering clouds.

“Shared values,” he said. “Number one: we all value central heating.”

As they trudged toward the cabins, Marcy looked around. The trees rose in perfect columns, draped with moss like someone had tried to knit the forest a sweater and given up halfway. The sky was a flat pewter lid. In the distance, Pinebluff proper was just visible down the hill. A few wooden storefronts, a diner sign blinking uncertainly, a gas station with a single pump. Somewhere, a dog barked in slow, bored rhythm.

Pinebluff looked like the kind of town where everyone knew everybody and also everybody’s grandparents. It also looked like the kind of town that was absolutely used to watching city people arrive and immediately underestimate mud.

Marcy’s shoes squelched. Water seeped through her socks in a cold rush.

She sighed.

“If I slip and crack my skull,” she said to Joel, “tell my family I died chasing synergy.”

Joel straightened his posture and lifted his duffel clear of the puddles.

“This is fine,” he said. “We will lean in, level up, and circle back. It is just like onboarding, except outdoors. And with more pathogens.”

Lightning flickered faintly on the horizon.

The retreat had begun.
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Cabin Assignments and Emotional Splinters
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The cabin smelled like wet wood, industrial cleaner, and the ghost of summers past. Eight bunk beds lined the walls. Someone had tried to brighten things with motivational posters.

A kitten hung from a branch beside the words “Hang in there.”
A climber posed on a cliffside under the caption “Teamwork makes the dream work.”
A third poster simply said “TRUST” over a picture of people on a ropes course, frozen at the precise moment one of them looked like they were regretting life choices.
Marcy took this as a threat.

Caroline stood in the doorway with a clipboard and a pen that probably had a name.

“Okay, folks,” she said. “We are in mixed department cabins. Great opportunity to bond cross-functionally. Claim a bunk, and we will meet at the fire circle in twenty minutes.”

She glided away, leaving them alone with the possibility of splinters.

Hannah surveyed the room.

“Wow,” she said. “Love what they have done with the prison chic.”

Ryan dropped his duffel on the nearest lower bunk.

“If anyone hears me snoring,” he said, “no, you did not. That is just my anxiety trying to escape.”

Joel was already halfway up a ladder.

“Top bunk is alpha bunk,” he said. “You know, in wolf packs there is a hierarchy.”

Hannah looked up at him.

“In wolf packs,” she said, “the alpha gets eaten first by corporate budget cuts. Careful up there.”

Marcy chose a lower bunk by the window. The glass was fogged on the
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