
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


 


Powder Burn

 


 


By Mark Chisnell

 


 


 


 


Dedication

 


For my first and favorite reader, Tina

 


 


Note from the Author

 


Powder Burn had
the longest journey to publication of any book that I have written
(so far!), starting with an idea that I had on the way to a holiday
in the mountains... What if a group of snowboarders went on an
expedition to make a video about a first descent of a spectacular
almost-mythical run... and ran into trouble? To start with I had no
idea what that trouble might be... neo-Nazi survivalist's in the
Rocky Mountains was one early thought!

 


And then I hit
on the character of Sam Blackett and things started to become
clearer, particularly after I realised that if I set the book in
Tibet I could use my experiences hitch-hiking up to Everest Base
Camp. The book was moved to the Himalayas and although Tibet became
Shibde - because I just couldn't make the plot work with the
real-life Dalai Lama - Powder Burn was on its way.

 


The first draft
took no time to write, and my agent quickly sold the film rights to
Working Title. Unfortunately, the agent then suffered a personal
crisis and was absent for a long period; Powder Burn languished and
I moved onto other things.

 


When I came
back to it a decade later, I knew that I wanted to write a lot more
about Sam Blackett. Powder Burn would be the start of a new series
– the Burn adventures. I did one more rewrite to sharpen the
character of Sam, give the plot a bit more pace and a couple of
extra twists. And here it is...

 


Thank you for
coming along on the Burn adventures, and feel free to drop me an
email with any comments, thoughts, ideas or suggestions at
mark@markchisnell.com.

 


 



Prologue

Present Day, Tibetan Plateau

 


The only light came from a single naked
flame. The wind, unobstructed for hundreds of miles as it tore
across the high-altitude plain, shrieked against the walls outside.
Blasts of cold air struggled through gaps in the stonework, teasing
the yak-butter lamp and casting flickering shadows on the
Swordmaster, as he moved towards the long wooden box. Tashi Dorge
exchanged a quick glance with Jortse Choedron, his companion on the
long journey. A sputter of the lamp momentarily revealed the irises
of Jortse’s eyes, a blue so pale that it was almost
indistinguishable from the white.

Jortse turned back to the Swordmaster, and
Tashi followed his gaze with a little quiver of unease. The lid of
the box opened on ancient hinges. The Swordmaster reached inside
and brought out the sword, lying flat on his palms. The blade
glistened, yellow light flashing off perfect polished steel as he
bowed to present the weapon. Jortse reverently wrapped one hand
around the hilt to lift it. He felt the weight, placed his other
hand beside the first and then moved into a fighting stance. The
Swordmaster stood back, and Jortse made two strokes: left, then
right. The air barely noticed the blade’s passing.

“The balance is remarkable,” said Jortse.
“I don’t think I have seen anything like this, even in
Japan.”

Tashi stepped forward to hand him the felt
bag that they had carried over thousands of dangerous miles. Jortse
carefully slotted the weapon inside the internal bamboo scabbard,
and then slung it across one shoulder and onto his back.

“This will give you the power,” the
Swordmaster told him.

Jortse bowed.

“It is a great trust that I and the
generations before me place in you,” the Swordmaster continued,
concern puckering his lined, craggy face.

“I will not fail that trust, nor the
power. I will bring freedom to my people,” said Jortse.

“The cost will be great,” said the
Swordmaster.

“The cost will be worth it,” replied
Jortse.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 1

 


Seven and a half thousand miles from home,
still unpublished, slightly hung-over and almost certainly broke,
Sam didn’t see him at first. It wasn’t until he coughed that she
lifted her gaze.

“You don’t remember?” said Pete Halland in
his soft voice, with its dreamy English accent.

“Should I?” she replied, instinctively
hard-to-get.

“Last night?” He put his hands in his pockets
and shifted his weight onto one foot, his blue eyes flickering
momentarily past her, around the soulless, empty internet café.

“Oh, yeah.” She nodded now – you can’t let
men take anything for granted.

“Remember saying you’d come with us?” he
asked.

Her expression narrowed a little – did this
mean they were serious? Maybe it hadn’t just been a pickup line.
She looked back down at the screen and the single email in her
inbox. She’d sent out twenty-five more query letters to different
newspaper and magazine editors just after she’d arrived in
Kathmandu. All with ideas for stories. Score to date: zip, zero,
nothing from fourteen replies – they were all rejections. And the
single email that glared back at her this morning? From her
mother.

Two months in India, nearly a month in Nepal
and the Himalayas, and only one story sold: to Altitude
magazine, a miniscule circulation, and the place where her mother
job-shared as office manager with Penelope-with-triplets. It barely
counted as published, never mind the searing, hypocrisy-busting
investigative journalism of her dreams. The other stats were just
as sad: her Facebook Fan Page becalmed on 21 Likes, just a couple
hundred followers on her Twitter account, and a blog that – if she
was lucky – got into double figures for its weekly views. And she’d
told Pete Halland and his two buddies that if they let her come
with them, she would write up their expedition for National
Geographic magazine. She hadn’t thought they were serious. She
had about as much chance of placing a story with National
Geographic as she did of winning a Pulitzer. Less, probably, if
The Wire’s Season Five was anything to go by. Still, he
wasn’t to know that. She glanced up and caught Pete’s gaze for a
moment.

“So do you want to come? You did last night,”
he said. “It’s an awesome mountain, and the publicity from your
article will really help out the film.”

“Remind me – how long’s the trip?” she
asked.

“A couple of weeks each way to trek in and
out, another four or five days on the mountain.” He hesitated. “You
were pretty keen last night.”

No doubt, she thought; this guy’s so
cute she’d have agreed to climb Mount Mansfield naked, even before
she’d started drinking.

“The lads really want you to come,” he
urged.

“Yeah, I bet,” she said, stalling. There were
two more of them: another snowboard, ski-bum type who went by the
name of Vegas, although he was from LA. Go figure. While the
filmmaker was a full of himself, Columbia School of Arts grad, with
the even more ridiculous nickname of Lens. Then there was Pete, the
only one she really liked, and if he wasn’t bullshitting her about
how dangerous this was, then she had a great story in the making –
a first-time ride down a big mountain. Still, a month-long
expedition to nowhere, with three guys she had met for a couple of
hours in a bar? And then there was the money.

She had an uncomfortable idea that she hadn’t
anything much left. With her ex working at the same newspaper, it
had been too uncomfortable to hang around and save for the trip.
There was only so much weeping you could cope with in the modern
open-plan office. In the end, she’d left New York with what
happened to be in her checking account at the time. Although it
wasn’t a lot, she’d been confident that she’d sell plenty of
stories en route. But this strategy had been looking shaky for some
time. She really had to look to see how much was left. She
shuffled upright from her slump. “Tell me a little more, what’s the
deal, what’s it going to cost?” she asked, as she clicked onto her
bank’s website and logged in.

“We’ve done all the prep, stashed a load of
food, fuel and gear on the route,” he explained. “We reckoned that
if you chipped in six hundred bucks that would be fair. That’s all
it’ll cost you for the whole month. We’ll be camping, and there’s
no guide and no porters from here on, just the bus to the
drop-off.”

Six hundred bucks! Her account popped
up on the screen. Omigod. No. That can’t be right.
Someone else must be using it. She ran her eyes down the list
of expenditures. It was right. She switched to her credit card
account. The red emergency light was flashing in her head. There
was just enough money to buy a ticket home. Or just enough money to
go on the expedition – that and an ice cream would take it over the
credit limit. She frowned, swatted impatiently at a fly buzzing
around her face. If she sent query letters off to editors now, and
they wanted the story... She could probably survive until she got
paid, but it would be a bread-and-water kind of frugal.

“I need some time to think about this, it’s a
big commitment,” she said. If she didn’t sell the story, she’d be
walking home.

“Umm,” mumbled Pete, “kinda tricky, we’re
leaving this afternoon.”

She took a deep breath and released it
slowly. He was gorgeous...but...really, it was clear that any
sensible girl would buy a ticket home and return to the loving arms
of her mother while she still could. The numbers on the screen told
the painful truth. She shook her head. “No...no, I don’t think I
can, it’s just too...” She couldn’t bring herself to say the word –
risky.

“Really?” asked Pete, a little
plaintively.

“No.” She shook her head again, more
definitely. “Really.”

He sighed, pushed his hands into his pockets.
“Well, if you’re sure...”

“I’m sure.”

There was an uncomfortable silence.

“All right” – he shrugged – “see you around,
I guess. Make sure you buy the film when it comes out.” He walked
towards the door.

She watched him go.

Buy the film?

She had a sudden image of herself sitting on
a sofa and seeing what she’d missed. He reached the door, and the
hinges creaked as he pulled it open. Another ten seconds and he’d
be in the crowds that thronged the street outside, gone
forever.

“No, wait!” She leapt to her feet as she said
it, and her chair crashed onto its back. The woman behind the
counter looked up from filing her nails, as Pete hesitated, the
door ajar. “I’m in,” she said, with a rush of certainty, “what do I
need to bring, where do I have to be and when?”

Pete smiled the kind of smile that even a
platinum credit card couldn’t buy. “Cool, we’re leaving from the
bus park. You said you were staying around here?” He walked back
and took up his station behind her monitor as he spoke.

“Just up the road,” she said, picking up the
chair under the frowning gaze of the attendant.

“We’re in a hotel a couple of miles away, so
it’ll be easiest to meet at the bus park, ticket window number ten.
We were going to get there about four-ish, and get on the first one
we can.”

She looked at her watch; it was already past
one. “I’ve got a bit to do to make that.”

“No big deal, we’ll leave when you get there.
You have a sleeping bag, backpack?”

“I already did the trek to the base camp of
Mount Everest.”

“Yeah, right, sorry, I remember you saying.
So you’ve got good clothing?”

“Cold is not something I take any chances
with.”

He nodded. “We’ve got plenty of gear, so no
girly shit, OK? You’ve got to carry your share of the main
load.”

She considered several replies before
settling for a withering look.

Pete’s gaze held hers. “Do you have a
tent?”

“No.”

“You could rent your own, but it’d save
weight if you share with me.” The blue eyes never left her
face.

“Sure...” she found herself saying.
Impossible to refuse.

Pete pulled his hands out of his pockets and
leaned onto the table that separated them. “You said last night
that you could handle yourself in the mountains. That’s right,
isn’t it? This is no teahouse trek, you know.”

She suppressed a smile. “I was brought up in
the Green Mountains of Vermont, hunting black bear and white-tailed
deer in the backcountry with my father. And as I told you, I’ve
just been to Everest, where I spent a week at base camp – so I’ve
got some altitude acclimatization. I won’t let you down.”

“OK.” He stood back, hands in his pockets
again. “Good. We won’t be above Everest-base-camp altitude for long
anyway. That’s about it.” He smiled.

“Hang on,” she said, fumbling in her bag for
a pen. “I have to email some editors – how big is this
mountain?”

“It’s a three-thousand-yard run at an average
of fifty-seven degrees. The sickest line anybody’s ever heard of,
never mind done. It’s awesome.”

She had no idea what he was talking about,
but this probably wasn’t the moment to admit that. “What’s this
place called?” she asked.

“We call it Powder Burn.”

She frowned. “That’s it? What’s the real
name?”

Pete shrugged. “No idea – all that matters is
that we’re gonna be going so fast that powder will burn.”

She snorted.

“See you at the bus,” he said, with a final
parting smile as he headed for the door.

 


* * *

 


The bang woke Lens with a deeply unpleasant
suddenness, as the hotel room door flailed open and crashed against
the wall. He raised his head and watched Pete saunter in –
typical, he thought.

“Sorry,” said Pete, grinning, “pushed it a
bit hard, you know how it sticks.”

“Dude...” moaned Vegas as he rolled over,
face-down into his mattress, his pillow on the floor.

Lens pushed himself up onto his elbows and
watched Pete flop onto a space that was more or less clear of the
clothes and climbing hardware that otherwise covered the third
single bed. Clothes also littered the floor where Vegas had
unpacked by the effective, if disorderly, mechanism of turning his
bag upside down and shaking it. In the midst of this mess was a
flimsy coffee table strewn with the detritus of the modern
entertainment industry – electronics, cameras, batteries, snowboard
and girly mags – all liberally enhanced with coffee and beer
stains.

Lens lowered his head back to the pillow. It
felt like there was an axe implanted in his forehead. “Where the
hell have you been so bright and early?” he muttered.

“It’s nearly two in the afternoon,” replied
Pete, wrinkling his nose.

“Goddamn, we’ve gotta get going,” said Lens,
raising his head a fraction of an inch off the pillow again before
slumping back down. He felt like hell. Several seconds of silence
followed, which started to slide out towards a full minute. “I need
a smoke, where’s my gum?” he said, eventually. He restarted the
process of sitting up, and this time it wasn’t quite so bad. He
rubbed his eyes, yawned, sniffed, scratched his crotch and then ran
his hands back across the brush of stubble that these days passed
for hair, before finally starting to pat the pockets of the various
bits of clothing on the floor by his bed.

“I don’t understand why you bother with that
stuff,” said Pete, folding his arms. “Why don’t you just give
up?”

“Because,” said Vegas, looking over his
shoulder at Pete and then rolling onto his side, “after two days
he’d rip your head off and shit down your neck. I’ve been with him
before when he tried to give up, and nicotine gum is the only thing
that keeps him from going totally ape on yo’ ass.”

“And it’s easier to carry than all the
cigarettes, plus there’s no temptation, and so I thought it’d be a
good time,” Lens contributed, coming up with the shiny green
packet.

“Again,” added Vegas.

“So that’ll be fuck and off,” Lens said,
politely, as he gave Vegas the finger. He slit the pack of gum with
a neat nail and stuck a piece in his mouth, then asked, “How’d you
do with that chick?”

“What chick?” said Vegas.

“Not you, him.” Lens nodded at Pete. “Is she
coming?”

Pete nodded. “I just saw her and she’s fully
into it. I told her to meet us at the bus park.”

“And she’ll do the article for National
Geographic magazine?” he asked.

“Yup.”

“Awesome!” he exclaimed, moving a little too
quickly and disturbing the delicate equilibrium that had been
briefly established in his head. He closed his eyes to stop the
room from swimming.

“Yo, dude, you the man,” said Vegas.

Lens opened his eyes again. “The publicity’s
just going to be fabulous... National Geographic...” Then he
had another thought. “You didn’t tell her...”

“No, no, no,” replied Pete. “But I told her
it was six hundred bucks for the food and everything, like you
said.”

“Cool.” Lens gingerly slumped back against
the wall, fingers massaging his temples. They’d only gone out for a
meal and a couple of cold beers, but it had turned into a big
night. Still, last chance for a while. “And we’ve definitely got
enough food for one extra person?” he asked Vegas.

“We have, like, so got enough food,” said
Vegas, in his best Valley Girl accent. “Unless the natives have
stolen it.”

“Don’t call them natives,” said Lens.

“Whatever, dude,” Vegas grunted, rolling onto
his back, scratching the hairs on his chest. “Just kind of a bummer
she’s a chick, you know? Another bro would’ve been more
useful.”

Lens shrugged. “I don’t care; we need that
publicity, Batman.” He chewed his gum thoughtfully. “We’ll leave it
right to the last minute before we tell her, when we get to the
boards and gear. We don’t want her changing her mind when she finds
out, and there’s a lot less risk of her blabbing that way. She’ll
more or less have to carry on.”

“I don’t think that’ll be a problem, not
after she’s been hiking for ten days,” said Vegas.

Lens grimaced. “Probably not, but you never
know. Pete, nice work, buddy.”

Pete just shrugged.

“All right,” said Lens. “I need coffee and a
big pile of greasy dead animal, and then we’d better start packing
this lot up.”

 


Sam took a quick swig of water from her
bottle as she walked up the hill to the hotel, sidestepping a
rickshaw with a wild-eyed driver and narrowly avoiding a pile of
rotten cabbages. She’d sent the query letter to the nineteen
editors on her list, plus National Geographic magazine –
because, what the hell, they were the best and you never knew. Now
it was just a question of keeping her fingers crossed. She felt in
her pocket for the printout of the email from her mother. She’d
been putting it off. But she had to face it before she left; she
was going to be out of touch with email and everything else for
over a month. Reluctantly, she pulled the folded sheet out and
started to read:



Dear Samantha,

 


We are all bumping along without you here in
Jeffersonville. Grandma misses you lots, she’s always asking where
you are and what you’re doing – I’m sure you can imagine.

So the exciting news is that the paper in New
York phoned up yesterday looking for you – they want you to come
back, with a promotion and a pay raise, isn’t that something? Of
course, I didn’t ask them how much (!), but I’m sure it’ll be very
good, as they sounded pretty damn anxious to have you back.

Now the other news – Tim called! I didn’t
realize that you hadn’t given him your new email address. He
sounded so sad, and you know how much I always liked him. I’m sure
he just wants to say hello and find out how you are, rather than
hearing it from me.

I told him all about the new job and how you
were sure to come home now, and he told me how much he wanted you
back! Isn’t that wonderful? We are all so looking forward to having
you home.

Anyway, gotta fly now, there’s lots to do.
Penelope has left things in a bit of a state.



Yours with love,

Mother

 


Sweet Jesus. She crumpled the letter – it was
every bit as bad as she had thought. Promotion. Huh. She couldn’t
go home now; she couldn’t prove her mother right.

It was almost four by the time she got to her
hotel room. She stripped and showered, somehow making it a quick
one, toweling hard and fast. Then she saw the bag of dirty clothes.
Tomorrow was wash day; she was all out of clean underwear. Well,
not quite. There was a single black lacy thong she kept for special
occasions. What the hell, at least it was clean, which was more
than you could say for any of the selection of shirts and trousers.
She dressed – unhappily – in the least dirty clothes she could
find, and then packed the rest in her backpack. The few toiletries
neatly lined up above the sink followed into the bag. And that was
about it; she never unpacked much of her stuff. She transferred a
few things that she wouldn’t need on the trek into her day sack,
zipped up both bags and took a last look in the mirror. Her hair
was everywhere. She found a hair tie in her pants pocket and
gathered it up into a single bunch, then fished a wool beanie out
of her pack and pulled it down to her ears.

She checked out, getting a receipt for the
day sack that she would leave in storage until she returned. Once
out of the hotel gates, she turned left for a phone center she’d
used a couple of times previously, got a booth and dialed the
number. The ring tone sounded far away, but when her mother picked
up the line was clear and crisp. Sam faintly heard a truck start in
the background during the pause before her mother spoke.

“Blacketts.”

“It’s Sam,” she said.

“Samantha, honey, where are you calling
from?”

“Still in the Himalayas.”

“Oh. Did you get my email?”

“Yes.”

“Isn’t that wonderful news – the job, Tim,
everything?”

“Well...”

“When are you coming home, darling?”

It was an eye-closing moment. All that came
down the line from Vermont was the deep-throated background burble
of the truck ticking over. She would have to reply, everyone did.
Even monks that had taken a thousand-year vow of silence would be
reduced to pointless jabbering in the face of her mother’s loaded
silences. “I just called to tell you I’m going on another trek and
won’t be in touch for three or four weeks.”

“Three or four weeks...”

“It’s a pretty special trip, a great
opportunity for an article. And I’ve already paid up front...” Sam
tailed off after the lie, but it was all right, she had her fingers
crossed. There was another silence, and she picked at the peeling
Formica that lined the table of the booth. She had to fill it
somehow. “So how’s Grandma?”

“You know it’s difficult on my own, her hip’s
not so good. When are you coming home, Samantha?”

“I don’t know. I’ve got a lot of things I
want to do.”

“But what about the job, and Tim?”

“We’ve discussed this over and over. I want
to write more than I want to be a sub-editor, even at the Daily
Standard, and I don’t want to be with Tim.”

“I just don’t understand, Samantha, it’s a
fabulous job, and Tim would be such a wonderful catch, so nice and
reliable. You should be so happy he’ll still have you back.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the job, it’s
just not what I want. I want to write, to be a journalist. If I
don’t give this my absolute best effort, then I’ll regret it for
the rest of my life.”

“And you won’t regret being alone, unemployed
and penniless at fifty? I won’t be around forever, darling, and
Tim’s such a lovely boy.”

“Mother. That’s ridiculous and you know it.
The choice is not that stark. And we’ve been over this a thousand
times. You know I think Tim’s very sweet, and we get on very well,
but he just isn’t...”

“What?”

Sexy, exciting, my type, thought Sam.
He’d caught her on the rebound and that should have been it – but
he was everything that her mother thought she needed, and the path
of least resistance had led to a relationship that became a
difficult habit to break. “I dunno,” she said, finally.

“You were so good together.”

“No! It was a mistake. I dunno... I changed
my mind. I’m allowed to do that. I’m a girl. I’m not in love with
him. He’s got no fire.”

“Darling, your father had enough fire to set
forests ablaze, but where’s he when I need him?”

Sam slammed the phone down and swore loudly.
There were only three people in the phone center and, not
surprisingly, they were now all looking at her. She barely noticed,
glowering at the phone. That could have gone better – but what had
she expected? It was always like this, it wasn’t enough that they
were poles apart on the little things, like soft furnishings, crop
tops and whether a thong and black lacy bra were essential features
of a girl’s lingerie drawer. Well, OK, those were quite big, but
there was the “assign a priority from one to five to the following
items” stuff too: marriage, financial security, job satisfaction...
But despite these differences they should be able to get along,
shouldn’t they? All her friends got on great with their mothers...
but there was this other thing, this spark that could light a
conflagration that could last for days, weeks – even months. It was
an absent father, a dead husband – a man her mother would never
forgive for dying a hero instead of coming home alive.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


At the bus station, Pete Halland tapped Sam’s
arm as she was pulling her pack out of the back of the rickshaw.
“Come on,” he said.

She looked around, her mind still on the
argument with her mother. The air was thick with diesel fumes. The
shouts of bus drivers, rickshaw men and hotel wallahs competed to
be heard over the rumble of engines.

“We’ve got the tickets and right now we’ve
still got our seats,” he went on.

She squatted down and dragged her pack onto
her back. Pete was now ten yards away, dodging through the crowds,
and she had to jog after him.

“I was starting to think you weren’t coming,”
he said over his shoulder. “I said four o’clock, it’s nearly half
five.”

“I said I had plenty to do and you told me
not to worry, we’d leave when I got here,” she barked back at
him.

Pete turned, then bumped into a woman
carrying a wooden crate with two chickens in it. “Sorry,” he said
to her. “Did I?” he said, swiveling back to Sam. “At least you’re
here now.” He pointed to a battered-looking grey bus with a fading
go-fast red stripe. “It’s that one. Get your pack on board if you
can, it’s safer.”

Pete led the way up the steps and Sam
followed. She heard the other two before she saw them. They were
the only westerners on the bus, and they were engaged in a heated
argument with a very overweight man about the two unoccupied seats
behind them – currently full of their backpacks. Pete charged in,
passing the packs forward to make a space for her. Seeing that the
argument was lost, the man moved on up the bus. Much swearing and
shoving followed, before finally the four of them were settled,
their gear jammed on their laps and between their knees.

She found herself at the window with Pete
beside her. She reached forward to the other two in front. “Sam
Blackett, pleased to meet you, again. Vegas, isn’t it?” she said,
noting ginger, collar-length hair and catching a glimpse of an
expression that was all features and no face.

Vegas wriggled until a muscular forearm –
stretching a “Skate and Destroy” tattoo – punched out. He took her
hand. “Sure is, honey. Vegas by name, Vegas by nature.”

She nodded. She didn’t like being called
‘honey’ by someone she’d barely met, but she had to concede that
she might have given him good cause last night. She didn’t remember
the nose ring he was now wearing either, but it had been pretty
dark in that bar. And she had spent most of the time looking at
Pete. She sat forward until she could just see the third guy’s
face. “Hi,” she said.

“I’m Lens.” His stubble creased into a smile.
“Pleased to meet you.” The fingers propped on the top of his bag
came up in a brief hello.

She sat back in her seat. “So here we are,”
she said more softly to Pete. “When does this thing leave?”

“When it’s ready,” he replied. “Now. Later.
Who knows?”

“Oh...” she replied. She slumped back against
the window, glad to be sitting down after the rush to get to the
bus. “So, aren’t you guys missing something?”

“What?”

“Snowboards?”

Pete smiled. “We already took the boards and
food supplies in, and dumped it all just before the final approach
to the mountain. We won’t have to carry them till the end.”

“Smart,” replied Sam, wriggling to try to get
comfortable. Now that she’d sat down, tiredness was creeping up
like a rising tide. When was the last time she’d had a friendly
conversation with her mother? Just before she broke the news that
she was going traveling. Sam’s throat tightened and she sniffed,
turning her face to the window – god, she was tired.
Outside, a young mother was reaming out her son. No time for
tears, girl, better buck your ideas up, or these guys will dump you
before you get anywhere near the mountain. Then the thought
surfaced that maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Four weeks,
three strangers, to the middle of nowhere – with her future
dependent on the outcome. Brilliant, Sam, how did it come to
this?

“You OK?” It was Pete’s voice.

“Fine,” she said, tightly, conscious that her
voice was shaky, blinking to clear her eyes. She carried on staring
out of the window, trying not to think about her father... Then the
engine sparked to life after several cranks, and they were off. She
wrestled her black jacket out of the top of her pack to use as a
pillow. “How long is this going to take?” she asked Pete, plumping
the down into place.

“Best part of a day.”

“Oh boy,” she mumbled, staring out of the
window into the gathering darkness. Then, more practically, she
tidied her hair away from her face and tried to get
comfortable.

When she woke, her head was banging against
the glass. The jacket had slipped as the bus slowed up a hill.
“God,” she muttered, “this is nearly as bad as flying economy.”
There was no response from beside her; she could just make out Pete
in the gloom, slumped on his backpack, using his arms as a pillow.
She tried to settle again, but it was a long night of broken sleep
and cramped muscles, her thoughts whirring to life sporadically –
about her mother, her father; about what lay ahead. Daylight came
eventually, the bus stopped; a crate with two rabbits in it was
passed over their heads to join the owner at the door. She bought
pastries and drinks from roadside sellers, handing stuff through
the window. Then off again, grinding up hills at barely walking
pace, another stop at the next village, the routine repeated over
and over as they wound their way into the highlands.

It finally ended with Pete’s elbow in her
ribs, jolting her from her somnolent stupor. She opened both eyes
slowly; the bus was stationary, engine off. It was still daylight;
she could see a dirt road and a hut with a Coca-Cola sign hanging
askew over a muddy terrace. Wooden buildings with tin roofs were
scattered ahead – was this another road stop? Although the idea of
movement, food and a bathroom was attractive, she was going to have
trouble persuading her body that it was worth the effort. Lethargy
had glued her to the seat.

“How’re you feeling?” asked Pete.

She settled for a shake of the head.

“This is it, our stop,” he said.

Passengers were rising to exit; Lens, Vegas,
Pete and finally Sam followed. Lens led them to the hotel; no one
spoke a word, numbed into silence by the journey. After she’d had a
wash and the chance to lie down flat for half an hour, she felt a
little better, and desperately hungry. She laundered some clothes
and headed out to meet the others for dinner.

“We got a meal in the Himali last time we
were here – pretty little waitress with pert boobies and no one
puked, so we thought we’d head there again,” said Vegas.

She was about to pick up on the waitress
remark, and then a sudden lightheaded rush had her grabbing at the
wall for support. She took a few slow breaths until the feeling
subsided. The others were already headed out onto the street and
hadn’t noticed. She hurried after them, now painfully hungry. The
smell of spices and the sound of laughter greeted them from the
kitchen of the Himali and it only made it worse. The dining room
was dark, lit by candles, the tiled floor scuffed and dirty.
Fortunately, the food came quickly, the beer quicker – both were
good, but conversation lagged; the others were almost as tired as
she was, and just as hungry.

She tilted her chair back onto two legs as
she finished the meal, the rough wooden joints moving under the
strain; but she kept going until she was balanced with her head
resting against the wall.

“So,” she said, to no one in particular, “I
know we could have flown here, there’s an airfield two days’ walk
down the road. For myself, I’m happy enough to take the bus – all
grist to the journalistic mill – but it seems to me that you
shit-hot pro-sportsman types ought to be traveling in a little more
style. So what happened? Did the sponsorship checks bounce this
month?”

Lens tossed his fork on his empty plate and
said, “You got the wrong guys.”

“How do you mean?” she asked.

“We’re doing this differently, this is
guerrilla filmmaking. The concept is just a couple of guys busting
their ass to ride the toughest line in the world. No planes, no
choppers, no glamour, just total backcountry commitment, maximum
exposure.”

“Good, honest toil,” said Pete, with a flick
of the eyebrows that suggested it wasn’t the whole story.

“Huh. Speak for yourself,” grunted Vegas, as
he chased another mouthful round his plate.

“So, Sam, what sort of stories did you come
up here to work on originally?” asked Lens, before anyone else
could say anything.

Sam looked at him for a moment, and then
glanced at Vegas – had Lens changed the subject deliberately? If
so, there was no time to worry about why; the question was
dangerous territory. “Just a general research trip, really, it’s
partly a holiday – hoping to turn up something interesting,” she
said.

“You certainly did that,” replied Lens.

“Let’s hope so,” answered Sam, a little more
tartly than she’d intended.

There was a brief silence, and then Vegas
growled, “You’d damn well better make us interesting, because we
sure as shit aren’t dragging your pretty ass along for the ride.
All that food you’ll be eating – you need to pull your weight,
girl, and that ain’t easy for a chick in the mountains.”

Sam opened her mouth to speak, or maybe it
was her jaw dropping. Either way, nothing came out. She closed her
eyes, and her head started to spin again. She opened her eyes
quickly and managed to mutter a single word. “Idiot.” Then she
kicked her chair back and walked out. She heard the raised voices
behind her, but didn’t look back. It was Lens who eventually caught
up with her about a hundred yards down the road. He slowed to her
pace.

“I can tell you weren’t very happy about
that,” he said.

“Prick,” she muttered.

“Hmm, quite,” murmured Lens, running a hand
across the stubble of his hair. “Vegas has a pretty unsophisticated
view of the world, but, er...he’s one of those people that it’s
really not worth arguing with – he’s always right, even when he
doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Especially if you’re a
girl.”

“Maybe I should have just slapped his ugly
mug,” she replied, shaking her head.

“I don’t think that...um, violence is ever
the answer...”

She looked across at him. “That’s a sweet
idea – but in practice, a good smack is the only thing that some
people understand,” she said.

“I can’t agree with you,” replied Lens, “but
apart from that, I don’t think that Vegas is the type to make too
much distinction between hitting men and women. I calmed him down
this time, but...”

She looked over at him; in the darkness she
couldn’t see his expression. “And what? I should be
frightened?”

“No, well, I mean... It’s just that we’re all
going to be together for a while, so we need to get along. And that
means working a little harder at getting along with Vegas than
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