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Getting Ready
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Zen
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ZEN TROTTED ON the rocky path across the expansive high mountain meadow, the white-capped Alps rising to a glorious, cloudless sky. Spring was peeking through, and the greens were light and fresh with patches of wildflowers—bursts of yellows, whites, and blues. The cool air mixed with the sun’s warmth felt great after emerging from a colder than usual winter. Her fault, so she couldn’t complain about it. She went from south to north instead of from north to south to walk the longest continuous walk in the world, beginning at the tip of South Africa and reaching the northern and eastern most point of Siberia in November no less.

Her social media followers didn’t deny her need to take a few weeks off, which she spent with her sister Karma in Urbana, Illinois, which of course had a cold, snowy winter. 

Karma was the only person who understood how much walking the longest walk in the world had depleted her. Not so much physically. She seemed to have a physiology fine-tuned to walking, and she rarely got injured, though she did have a bit of a sensitive stomach and had been clobbered a couple of times by viruses since she had started walking full time. On the world’s longest walk, she had found the outermost limits to her love of solitude several times over as she strode through endless empty lands. 

She could thank Karma’s brilliant editing to make walking fourteen thousand miles through sixteen countries and every possible climate and temperature extreme and political ideology and culture for a continuous twenty months sound like a fun and exciting adventure.

She shook her head. No more thinking about the past. At that moment, she was unencumbered by her usual heavy backpack and assortment of cameras, allowing her to revel in the rare chance to run, walk, and jog on a path that wound through pine groves, rugged cliff edges, and heart-stopping views of the snowy Alps around her. She broke through a line of trees and stopped to stare at the shallow valley before her. A picture-perfect Alpine village clustered around a sprawling hilltop villa filled the valley where a meandering river made a sharp bend.

She took the one camera she had with her, put it on its tripod, and positioned it to face her with the valley behind her. Using a live-view remote, she framed herself in the picture, composed what she wanted to say, and pushed record.

“First off, I want to thank all of you for taking this journey with me for the last seven years.” Pretty lame. She stopped recording. “Just say what you want to say.”

She took a settling breath and pushed record. “We’ve spent the last seven years together walking around this amazing planet. Now, I’m embarking on a different kind of journey.”

She paused the camera as a train rumbled through the valley.

She faced the lens as the last echo of the train faded and pushed record on the remote. “Not far from here is a tiny country called Marquardt. Never heard of it? Not many people have. It closed its borders fifty-five years ago in 1969 and was under a dictator until about a year and a half ago, when the dictator died. The country decided it wanted to join the twenty-first century and elected a president to make the transition. Being in the Alps, they especially want people to visit their picturesque country. The president decided to have a test of its tourist-readiness by inviting eight solo travelers to be the first to experience Marquardt and show all of you this new place to add to your next trip to this part of the world.”

She paused. Now that she had made the decision to do this trip, she wasn’t quite sure how she felt about breaking the primary tenet she had made to herself as a solo traveler.

“I don’t know what to expect, but I’m pretty sure I’ll be with the other travelers a lot and most likely using modes of transportation other than my feet. I hope to get the opportunity to do some proper walking because from what I know about the area in general, it’s gorgeous country and no doubt has many walkable trails. I hope you join me on what I’m sure will be an interesting and entertaining adventure.”

She switched off the camera, turned around, and gazed at the valley. She’d never felt apprehensive at the beginning of an adventure, even when she should have, like when she embarked on the longest walk in the world. But sparks of uncertainty flitted around the edges of going to Marquardt.

The distant whoosh-whoosh of a helicopter echoed up the valley. Zen shaded her eyes against the sunlight flashing off the blades so she could see the ’copter’s colors. Burgundy and white.

Zen sighed. This little adventure was turning out to be more trouble than it was probably worth. Only one thing or more specifically one person would make this trip worth everything . . . She gave her head a shake. She could only hope this person was among the invited travelers. Hope. Such an understatement. She would give anything for the opportunity to meet her and be able to get to know her.

“I’d better get down there and see what Aunt Fiona wants.” She picked up her camera and packed it away in her backpack. She ran the trail all the way to the valley floor, wanting to feel enough freedom to last a week of what will be a restrictive, but hopefully interesting adventure.
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Bri

BRI ADJUSTED HER crossed legs as she settled on the oval rustic rug they had purchased from a village up the road. Thank god it fit the flat stone. She really didn’t like sitting directly on stone that all kinds of critters, not to mention humans, had been on.

She pulled in a deep breath, put on a friendly tranquil face, and gazed at the camera on a tripod at the other side of a transparent pool. Josh angled the camera so it also captured the splashing waterfalls dropping down through thick foliage. Bri appreciated the effort to set up a shot that contained both her and the reason she was there. Josh could take as much B-roll as he wanted, but she was there for that one perfect shot.

Josh lifted his finger, rechecked the LED window on the camera, and pointed at Bri.

Bri took a couple of leisurely breaths as she looked around at the water, the plants, the waterfalls.

“Sometimes . . .” She gazed at the pond and raised her eyes to the camera. “Sometimes you just have to get out into nature . . . away from the city . . . away from people . . . just take in the sounds, the scents . . . the essence of being outside, away from civilization.” She emitted a soft chuckle as if she was letting the viewer in on a little secret. “Of course, it doesn’t hurt when the spot is as beautiful as this one.”

She spent a few more minutes looking around, breathing deeply, closing her eyes as if concentrating on the sounds. 

She opened her eyes. “Okay, that’s enough. Get me off this rock.” 

Bri twisted around as Sarah scrambled through the vegetation and small boulders to get to her. 

Early in her vlogging career, Bri had happily gone from city to city for her travel vlogs. Then more and more followers asked if she’d go outside the cities sometimes. Vloggers knew to pay attention to these kinds of innocent-sounding requests. If more nature meant growing viewership and keeping the followers she had, she’d try the nature thing. Unfortunately, it worked too well, and now she had to challenge Josh and Sarah to find a unique scenic place that required the least amount of communing with nature as possible. She didn’t dislike nature. She just preferred to enjoy it from a car or through a train window.

Bri scooted around to face Sarah and put her hands on her shoulders as she pulled herself off the rock. “They should at least keep the path to this rock cleared.”

Sarah exchanged a look with Josh, who was packing up the camera gear. Bri shook her head. They think I’m nuts. But really, they should make it easier to get to the flat rock because it seemed to be a favorite with visitors.

“Kind of defeats the purpose of being unspoiled by humans,” Sarah muttered as she rolled up the rug.

“I heard that,” Bri tossed over her shoulder as she walked gingerly through the aggressive vegetation to a path that someone had the good sense to keep nice and clear. 

She shook out her fleece sleeveless vest over a long-sleeved t-shirt—glad she was wearing both because the day turned out to be cool, even for Sweden in May. Of course, the vest was a popular piece of merch displaying her logo—a tweed fedora hat with the words, Soloing With Bri—neatly embroidered on it, and she was introducing the long-sleeved shirt in a limited-time sale with the release of this vlog. The shirt ought to sell well since many followers had requested it.

She arched her neck around as she tried to look at her back. “Make sure there aren’t any bugs on me.” 

Sarah tucked the rolled rug under her arm and checked Bri over. “You’re fine, Bri.”

Josh shouldered the bag of camera gear and started the very short, very flat walk to the parking lot. Bri insisted that any nature place they picked must be five-to-ten minutes from the car and required the least effort to get there. With creative framing of a shot, any outdoor place could seem as if it was way out in the middle of nowhere, so there wasn’t any point in actually going out in the middle of nowhere for the same effect. 

Besides, her followers didn’t seem to miss the treks to and from those out of the way places other vloggers showed in detail—way too much detail, if anyone ever bothered to ask her about it. The destination was always the reason for the journey.

Bri climbed into the back of the rented SUV. Her relief as she sank into the seat felt greater than usual. This was the end of the Sweden series. It also meant being closer to an obligation she really regretted agreeing to but couldn’t back out of now. Her followers had been buzzing about it since she made the announcement four weeks ago, and the last thing she wanted was to lose their interest to a fellow solo traveler. Especially if Zen Traveler had also received an invitation to participate in this unique adventure.

The vehicle rocked as Sarah climbed into the driver seat and Josh in on the passenger side.

Bri checked her watch. Three o’clock. Forty-five minutes back to the hotel in Stockholm. “Did you find the best burger place in town?”

“Barrels Burgers and Beers. It’s about two blocks from the hotel,” Sarah said as she maneuvered the SUV out of the gravel parking lot.

“Excellent. I’ve decided I’m not a big fan of Swedish food.” Bri searched Barrels on her phone. It had a top rating from diners. Good.

Too bad she couldn’t include eating there in her vlog, but she had established from the beginning to only showcase local food. Her vlogs were about total immersion in the local experience. That was what set her apart from the other traveling vloggers. She’d never compromised her mantra . . . on camera. But, of course, none of their on-camera personas were their off-camera lives. All of that was just a part of the game. And she knew she wasn’t the only one who had a crew along on her “solo” travels. The other solo travelers couldn’t possibly record the quality of videos they posted without someone else behind the camera. She was looking forward to seeing which of her fellow solo travelers struggled with capturing their footage on this invitation-only adventure. 

Bri already had an excuse for the anticipated drop in the quality of her own videos. She’d say she wasn’t used to scrambling for the same shot that seven other travelers were trying to shoot, and she had to change her style to adapt to this unique situation. Out of all of them, she had the most to lose because she had the most subscribers . . . excluding Zen Traveler, of course.

––––––––
[image: ]


Zen

ZEN NODDED TO the trainee restaurant host as she strode into the dining room of the newest Benbrook property, Villa Flussbiegung. Her family had done a great job of renovating a dark, high-ceiling chamber into a light and airy space with the addition of pale beige paint and new windows overlooking a garden. The result was delicate and elegant, just the kind of place for guests who wanted to stay in five-star accommodations before and after their day-visit to the latest trendy place to visit—the country of Marquardt. At least, that’s what her family was betting on.

At half-past four, tea was being served to a dining room full of people from the village who were taking advantage of a popular Benbrook tradition of offering free meals to the locals to help the kitchen and front of house staff practice their jobs and be ready when the property was opened to paying guests. 

Zen spotted her aunt at a small table near the window. Zen walked around the delicate Louis XIV inspired chairs and tables made of a light-colored wood covered with white, almost wispy tablecloths. The locals were laughing and chatting as if tea at the villa was an everyday thing.

Aunt Fiona, relaxed and casual, was pouring tea into a cup as Zen slipped into the seat across from her. The amber tea whirled together with the milk at the bottom of the cup. Fiona pushed the cup on the saucer to Zen, who added a teaspoon of sugar and stirred.

Fiona held her hand out to a delicate stand of finger sandwiches and pastries. “Eat. You still look too thin from your last adventure.”

“Thank you, Auntie.” Zen put two cucumber sandwiches and a pastry onto her plate.

“Do you have everything you need for tomorrow?” Fiona asked.

Zen nodded. “Thanks for allowing me to store stuff here.”

“I’m leaving the premier suite open for you after your trip.” Fiona selected a petit four from the stand. “I have the feeling you’re going to need it to decompress. This isn’t going to be your usual walk in the park.” Her eyes crinkled with mirth as she nibbled the small cake.

Zen rolled her eyes as she chewed a bite of the cucumber sandwich. “Am I going to have to endure walking jokes now?”

Fiona waggled her head. “Only until something better comes along.” She rested affectionate eyes on Zen. “I both envy and don’t envy you. I hope it’s not going to be as shocking as everything indicates it’s going to be, but I would really love to see it myself.”

“You could go in my place,” Zen said. “My clothes, a haircut, a bunch of cameras. No one will know the difference.”

“Except the twenty years difference and a few inches in height.” Fiona gazed out the window. “If the opportunity presents itself . . .”

“I will.” As much as Zen kept away from the business side of the family business, she couldn’t deny Fiona this one simple request. 
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Day 1 — Getting There
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Bri
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BRI LET OUT a long breath of relief as the poor excuse for a train finally stuttered to a stop. The sleek and modern express train that ran through the beautiful Alpine valley didn’t stop where she was going. Unfortunately, the local train she was on stopped at or slowed way down at every place that hinted at being a village. She couldn’t bring herself to shoot any footage of the long-faded interior. This was not what her viewers wanted to see from her. Between the unnerving rattle and whatever was on the tracks that was causing all the bumping and lurching, she didn’t care if the station they were stopping at was her destination or not. She was getting off. Now.

A few others in the first-class car—she couldn’t even imagine what a regular car looked like—were calmly collecting their belongings and leisurely poking their way to the front of the car. She glanced behind her. No one. She slipped on her backpack, pulled out the handle on her case, and strode with purpose to the rear of the car.

Bri paused at the top of the steps as the conductor who looked as ancient as the train car said something in German. He reached for the handle on her case, and she gladly let him lift it down the stairs and put it on the worn concrete platform.

“Thank you,” Bri said as she stepped down to the ground. 

He tipped his hat and looked to the passenger behind her.

Bri shuffled to the side and pushed her fedora back off her forehead. A one-story sooty-red brick building stood just feet away. The windows were shuttered, and the single door was propped open. She squinted down the track where a few people were climbing off the other three cars. Most of the people on the train seemed to have the good sense to keep going to another destination. 

Wait a minute . . . she spotted the unmistakable signs of seasoned travelers—the backpacks and small hard-shelled suitcases, the distinctive clothes . . . the cameras . . . everyone chattering at their cameras held in front of them on sticks.

She smirked. They must have had a great time in the regular cars.

Bri strode to the depot door, her case bumping on the pitted and cracked concrete. A bus was supposed to pick them up, and she definitely wanted to get the best seat. She crossed the threshold into a dim building that could double as a barn. Her eyes watered in the smokey haze—who even smoked anymore?—and she walked past the ticket counter and a pair of rickety wooden benches. The ticket woman looked as if she hadn’t smiled in years. 

Bri stopped in the front doorway—her brain clearly needing time to catch up. The locals who had disembarked were climbing into waiting cars and making quick exits down the hill the village seemed to be perched on. She took several steps onto the gravel in front of the station and stared at the handful of rundown dingy buildings clinging to the edge of the randomly paved road. A very pot-holed randomly paved road. Not a road she’d call bus-worthy. This was not the charming village she liked to feature in her vlogs. Calling it a village was even a stretch. 

“Whoa. This keeps getting more and more interesting.”

Bri turned around. Making Tracks With Mick. No surprise there. He was one of the original solo vloggers with over a million subscribers. His GoPro was attached to his tie-dyed baseball cap with his long straight ponytail hanging out of the hole in the back of the cap. He was basically an aging hippie, born a generation after the hippie movement, from a rich Connecticut family, which he greatly played down. His Brown University degree gave him an articulate and amiable personality and a curious mind without being too intellectual. His well lived-in Levi’s and cowboy shirts were as much a trademark as his baseball cap. He had a camera on a selfie-stick aimed at his face as he walked out of the depot. He stopped walking and pointed the camera at the street for B-roll footage of the buildings. 

Three others clambered through the doorway and joined him in their shooting.

Bri realized she should have her camera out to capture all this. She had no idea what to say to the camera. Sarah always knew where they were and coached her on the facts and stuff. And she forgot about the B-roll. Josh seemed to know exactly what to film and even when to film it. This place? Nothing looked interesting enough to waste a memory card on.

Bri opened her camera bag and pulled out what Josh called the main camera—at least he had charged the battery and put in the memory card. She just had to put it on the tripod stick. 

“Hey, they’re here!” Mick called from in front of what could be a shop of some kind . . . if it was open.

Bri looked up the road at three more vloggers, chattering to their cameras or pointing them at the buildings, trekking from around a bend in the road. That was seven so far. Where was number eight?

Bri screwed the camera onto the stick and held it out in front of her. She stared at the glassy abyss of the lens and tried to find words, any words, to say before she hit record. Panic rose up as she glanced around at her peers. They didn’t seem to have any problems finding things to say, not to mention being cheerful and excited about it. They also didn’t look as if they didn’t know what they were doing. She pushed down her rising dread. What if she was wrong about most solo travelers having a hidden camera crew?

Wait. This was a voice-over moment. Right. The introduction where the B-footage set the tone of the video. She could come up with something to say later. She aimed the camera at the road and the buildings. The others were piling their gear in a small courtyard across the way, so she pulled her suitcase over the bumpy asphalt and added it to the motley collection of luggage.

Bri took more footage of the road, the buildings, the three goats with clanging bells on collars meandering around. It didn’t look too bad in the camera window. In fact, that bit looked pretty good. Yeah. I think I can do this.

“A bus is coming.” Flower Child—real name Kristy—trotted to the courtyard. She was an Aussie in her late twenties with flowing blonde hair held down by a black felt floppy hat with a flower ribbon. Keeping with her moniker, she wore a baggy flowery t-shirt over equally baggy cargo shorts, and clunky hiking boots. Her hook was Kind and Gentle Travel. Last time Bri checked, Kristy had 952,000 subscribers.

The others meandered down the road to the courtyard.

“I guess it’s too late for second thoughts,” a man with laughing eyes and a white beard said to Bri. Inquisitive George, in his seventies, was by far the oldest solo vlogger traveler. He wore khakis from head to toe as if he was always on Safari. He had some 200,000 subscribers, but he’d only been at it for three years after he handed his bookstore over to his daughters and decided to create his own stories through travel.

“I think I’m working on my fourth thoughts,” Bri said. She actually liked George. He had a nice little vlog.

Jon of All Trades bounced up to them. He was from Norway and was one of those enthusiastic young men who still had idealistic thoughts about saving the world through extolling the greatness of its wonders and diverse cultures. He had quickly built his subscriber base to 750,000 with his China series. He could be a threat in the race for subscribers in the near future if he kept up the momentum and his over-abundance of youthful enthusiasm didn’t overstay its visit.

“Nothing to think about.” He almost vibrated in his excitement. “We’re going to be a part of history. How cool is that?”

“Very minor history.” Adventure Girl—Sally in real life—in her Adventure Girl T-shirt, and her trademark olive drab pants and Chucks, picked up her backpack. She pushed back the mop of black hair from her forehead and shaded her eyes as she watched the progress of the bus. She had 350,000 subscribers. Not bad for a part timer.

The bus, painted a stunningly ugly blue, whined and screeched its way past the buildings.

“I think I rode one of those when I was a kid,” George said.

“Definitely not of this century or even a good part of last century.” Joe the Historian stood with his hands on his hip as he watched the questionable progress of the bus. He had only 162,000 subscribers, but that was pretty good for history-heavy content. He sacrificed comfort and practicality for a heather blue wool suit that had lost its shape dozens of countries ago and scuffed patches on the elbow for the academic look. At least he wore a practical shirt with no tie.

Kristy lifted her camera to get a better shot of the bus. “No one mentioned time travel.”

“Isn’t that right up your alley?” Jon of All Trades jumped away from her playful swipe at him.

Bri wondered who the missing eighth traveler was and what would happen if they missed the bus.
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Zen

WITH THE GOPRO recording from the backpack strap below her shoulder, Zen walked across the stone bridge that acted as the southern boundary to the village and exhaled as she always did when the combined feeling of freedom and starting a new adventure washed over her. Sure, the walking part of this adventure ended after only seven miles, but it was still something new. New was always the operative word for her travels, even if no one was aware of that little detail.

She walked a bit down the two-lane paved road, then stopped recording. She took her primary camera, already on the tripod from her bag, set it up alongside the road, and walked away from it. After a few minutes, she ran back to retrieve it. As she strode down the road, she continued the routine of recording with several cameras, different angles, coming and going . . .

She came to a road that looked as if it hadn’t been maintained for years. She studied the road as it wound upward out of the valley and disappeared into a thick stand of trees. The road had one small village with a train station a few miles from where she stood and then continued on for several more miles until it ended at the Marquardt border.

This was the point of no return. She looked back. The villa sat on its little hill like an impressionistic painting of yellows and whites. She went to the opposite side of the paved road and placed her camera so it captured her turning onto the unpaved road. Unlike her usual journeys where her schedule was her own, she had to be at the little village by a certain time and to maintain a faster pace than she liked to take.

She walked up the hill with a canopy of trees turning the road into a dark meandering trek. She heard a train enter the valley from the direction of the villa and knew that was how the other travelers would most likely be arriving at the village. She pulled out her drone, launched it, and guided it up the hill until the village appeared maybe a mile as the bird flew from where she stood. She recorded the village from different angles. As the train pulled into the tiny station, Zen positioned the
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