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Part One

The Tangle


One


  This morning Lwin killed an owl with his slingshot and ate it.



  He didn’t bother plucking or gutting the bird. He threw it on the coals with its beak, talons, feathers, and large golden eyes, whole, flipped it once with a stick, then consumed it. He offered to share it with me. I told him that I was full after eating my mildewed energy bar, which he didn’t understand. Lwin does not speak English. I don’t speak Burmese.



  Alessia speaks a little Burmese and can communicate with Lwin, after a fashion, but she was in her tent shivering with malaria and missed the owl-over-easy meal.



  Lucky for her.



  Ethan took off two hours ago, at dawn, for the nearest village to find a doctor, which is a three-hour trek through the rainforest, the jungle, or as I call it, the tangle.



  We trudged through the village yesterday. It wasn’t much of a village. Seven stilted bamboo huts. Beneath the huts were a couple emaciated dogs, a pig, and six bedraggled chickens, which Lwin eyed hungrily from atop his elephant, Nagathan, who has to be the nastiest elephant that ever walked the earth. The people inside the huts did not venture outside to greet us, or ask who we were, where we were going, or why we were going, like every other villager in every village we’ve walked through the past seven days, or maybe it’s been eight days. I’ve kind of lost track of time, with every day being as miserable as the previous day. My point is, there will not be a doctor at the village. There isn’t a doctor within two hundred miles of here.



  I don’t think Ethan took the long trek back to the village to find a doctor. I think he went there because he is almost incapable of staying still. He’s like a shark. If he doesn’t move, he will drown.



  Alessia will live. Her fever broke an hour after Ethan left to fetch the phantom doctor. I spent the night by her side listening to her wild hallucinations in a combination of French and English, which I won’t share here, or anywhere for as long as I live. I liked her a lot before the malaria attack. I like her even more after having listened to her unleashed ravings. Alessia has a wild side that I don’t think she is even aware of. I thought I was going to lose her for a while. Those were the worst moments of my life. I’m not sure that I’m in love, but when I’m with her, I feel anchored. When I’m away from her, I feel adrift. I guess I am in love with her. And I think that she feels the same way about me.



  This is the first time I’ve had a chance to write in this journal since I arrived in Burma. The two Peas, Patrice and Paula, my twin half sisters, nine years old, gave this journal to me at the airport in New York. I didn’t tell them that I already had a journal in my backpack. The one I had picked had swollen to the size of a dictionary in the saturated air. The journal the Peas picked has waterproof pages, which is perfect for the humid jungle.



  Mom’s last words when I got out of the car at the airport were “At least there are no alpine peaks in Burma.”



  I didn’t think there were either. It turns out we were both wrong.



  Lwin just said something to me, which I couldn’t understand, then disappeared into the green tangle to either relieve himself or kill a little animal with his deadly slingshot. We’ve been with him for over a week. In that time, I’ve never seen him miss. When the rubber goes back, something dies. He carries his projectiles (steel ball bearings, I think) in a little pouch strapped around his longyi, which is a brightly colored tube of cotton cloth. Lwin’s longyi is especially garish. Red with bright yellow snakelike squiggles on it. Most all Burmese wear these skirts, knotting the longyis around their waists. Longyis are practical attire in the jungle. They are light and cool and take up virtually no space in a bag or a pack. They can be washed in a stream and dried in the sun within a few minutes. Well, not totally dried. Nothing really dries out here.



  Ethan started wearing a longyi as soon as we left Yangon on the train. Alessia donned a longyi three days out, and looks a lot better in one than Ethan does. I’m still wearing my nylon pants and T-shirts in the ridiculous belief that they will protect me from biting insects. My entire body is one big bite. Many of the bites are infected and have turned into weeping sores, which will no doubt leave lifelong scars. Both Ethan and Alessia have begged me to switch to a longyi. They have as many bug bites as I do, maybe more, but their logic is that they are cooler while being slowly eaten to death. “Peak, give yourself over to the little Asia skirt. You will be happier,” Alessia said in her sweet French accent. So far I have stuck to my T’s and pantalons. (I’ve been taking French at school for a year.) I would rather itch in pants than itch in a skirt.



  A minute ago, a glob of stinking black ooze hit my chin and neck. Some of it got into my mouth. I spat it out, cursing Lwin’s elephant, Nagathan, who is always flipping crap at us with his gigantic and agile trunk. He’s as good with his trunk as Lwin is with his slingshot. I used to love elephants until I met the murderous Nagathan.



  Elephants are Burma’s four-legged loggers. They are trained almost from birth to harvest trees from Burma’s vast teak forests. Teak is one of the country’s most valuable exports, along with rubies—​and opium. A timber elephant lives its long life deep in the forest with its human handler, or oozie. All of this was explained to me by Ethan, who seems to know everything there is to know about Burma, except for the language and where we are. I forgot to mention that we have been lost for several days.



  Back to Nagathan . . .



  He’s what’s known as an iron bell. A dangerous elephant.



  When it becomes too hot to work in the timber camps, the oozies set their elephants free in the forest to forage for the night. The following morning, the oozies wake up at dawn, eat a simple breakfast of rice and green tea, then wander into the forest to find their elephants. The oozies find their elephants by listening for their elephants’ bells. The oozies make the bells out of teak. Each one has a different tone, and the oozie knows what his elephant’s bell sounds like.



  Nagathan wears an iron bell around his thick neck, which sets him apart from the other timber elephants. The sound of the iron bell is a warning that a potentially aggressive elephant is in the area. According to Lwin, via Alessia, Nagathan has killed three people; two of them were oozies. The third victim was a young woman who had wandered out of the elephant camp into the forest early one morning and ran across the foraging Nagathan.



  Lwin claims that the military was going to execute Nagathan, which Alessia did not believe. She didn’t challenge him on his story, but she told me later that she knew of timber elephants who had killed a half dozen people and were still working in the forest. “Timber elephants are worth much more than the drivers on their backs,” she said. The government owns most of the timber elephants. Lwin said he talked the military into giving Nagathan to him under the condition he take Nagathan upcountry where he could no longer harm the teak workers. Ethan thinks that Lwin got sick of working hard in the forest for ten dollars a month and decided to go into business for himself by turning his logging truck into a transport truck.



  Nagathan threw a second trunkful of rot at me just now—​it missed. The stinking glob hit the tree to my right. He might be thirsty. Or maybe he’s bored. Lwin has him cross tied between two giant trees. There’s a stout rope around his right front ankle and another around his left rear ankle. At first I thought Lwin did this because he didn’t want to take the time to find him every morning when we broke camp. But Ethan thinks Lwin ties him up so he doesn’t kill us in our tents while we’re sleeping.



  Nagathan appears to have fallen head over heels, or trunk over tail, for Alessia. Can’t say I blame him. Everyone does. Nagathan never throws muck at her. Aside from Lwin, Alessia is the only person Nagathan allows on his back. Ethan and I have to walk, and keep our distance so he doesn’t try to whack us. I think Lwin has a huge crush on Alessia as well. Before she came down with her fever, he stayed within whispering distance of her every step we took through the jungle. We keep a close eye on him, making sure he’s never alone with her. We’d like to ditch him, but then we’d be stuck with three hundred pounds of gear and no way to haul it. For now we’re stuck with his leering at Alessia and his mumbling to himself when he thinks we can’t hear him.



  The past couple of days, Alessia has been on elephant back, but yesterday she became too weak to even ride, which is why we had to stop in this little patch of paradise. After we got her into her tent, Lwin wanted to crawl inside to take care of her. Fat chance of that happening. When we told him, he threw a hissy fit about it. We don’t know what he said, but as a precaution, I put my tent two inches from hers just in case he tried to slither in at night.



  Great. Nagathan tossed yet another clot of stink at me. It missed, but not by much. I think he’s trying to get me to move just for the fun of it. I’m not giving in. I’m sitting in the coolest spot in camp. I’m sweating. My clothes look like I took a shower in them. If I move I might melt.


 


  Lwin walked back into camp with a bucket of water in his right hand and a large dead snake draped over his left shoulder. Lwin was smiling. He dumped the snake on the smoking fire, which was too small to accommodate it. I’d say about one fifth of the snake was cooking. Lwin nudged a little more of the body onto the hot embers with his sandaled foot, then walked over to Nagathan and held the bucket up for him to drink from.



  This is how he always waters Nagathan. I’m not sure if he does this because he’s afraid Nagathan will smash his only bucket, or if he’s reminding Nagathan of who’s in charge.



  The cooking snake started to squirm and sizzle on the coals as if it was still alive. Lwin walked over to the fire and prodded it with his panga—​a short knife he carries on the rope around his longyi opposite his slingshot and elephant hook. He gave me a big orange-toothed grin. It seems everyone in the tangle chews betel nut—​men, women, even children. Betel nuts come from the areca palm. The nut is wrapped in a leaf smeared with lime to cause salivation. Ethan, Alessia, and I tried it. It made us dizzy and a little sick to our stomachs. Another downside to the mild narcotic? It turns your teeth permanently orange after long-term use.



  Lwin pointed at the snake and made an eating motion with his hand. He was either still hungry after eating the owl, or he had killed the snake and grilled it for me, thinking that I preferred snake flesh over owl flesh.



  I did not want to eat a snake for breakfast. Or at any other meal. Ethan would have eaten the snake. He probably would have taken a bite of the owl too. Ethan’s two best skills are adaptability and optimism. Alessia would not have eaten the owl or the snake, but she would have refused in such a charming way that Lwin would remember later that she had consumed both animals whole.



  Lwin pointed at my pocket. I glanced down, and to my disappointment, saw that I’d left my spoon there from last night’s dinner. I wondered if this was why he had slaughtered the owl and the snake. If you have a spoon in your shirt pocket, you must be hungry. Right? Ethan carries a special spoon in his pocket too.



  The scaly skin burst when I touched it with my spoon. I hoped the steamy white meat under the skin would taste like chicken. It did not. I wasn’t sure what it tasted like, but I wish I hadn’t put it in my mouth.



  A couple of nights ago, Ethan needed medical assistance. He’d gotten an insect bite on his calf that had gone septic and was very painful. He asked me to lance it to relieve the pressure. I sterilized my knife and put the tip of the blade to the sore. It burst open, just like the snake, and a white grub came wiggling out. I should not have put the white snake flesh in my mouth. I should not have thought about Ethan’s grub while I was trying to choke down the bite of snake. It was launched out of my mouth by the energy bar I had swallowed earlier instead of the owl.



  After I finished retching, I looked up at Lwin and Nagathan. They were both staring at me like they had never seen a human puke before.



  Alessia called out from her tent.



  “Hkakabo Razi! Hkakabo Razi!”



Two

Twelve days earlier, I was sitting on a canopied bed in a beautiful room inside the residence of the French embassy in Rangoon, Burma—​or as the military renamed it, Yangon, Myanmar.

Alessia had left me in the bedroom to “freshen up before dinner,” which would take me days, not minutes, after my twenty-four-hour flight from New York, during which I hadn’t slept a minute in my excitement to see Alessia again. We hadn’t seen each other since Christmas. Nearly six months earlier.

I took a long shower and came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around my waist to find Ethan pacing back and forth in front of my window. I hadn’t seen him since our ill-fated climb in the Pamir mountains of Afghanistan, where five of our teammates had been brutally murdered. Ethan had managed to save the rest of us by paragliding off a cliff and shooting the man who had abducted us.

He didn’t see me as I came out of the bathroom. I watched him pace back and forth in front of the barred windows. He reminded me of a caged cat.

Alessia’s mom is the French ambassador to Myanmar. Before this posting, she was the French ambassador to Afghanistan. After the disaster in the Pamirs, Ethan had been hired as Alessia’s bodyguard. I was certain that protecting Alessia had given him plenty of time outdoors, because Alessia despises being trapped inside. I was also certain that this was not enough time outdoors for Ethan. The only roof he can tolerate is the nylon top of a windblown tent.

I noticed that he had a step tracker on his wrist.

“How many steps have you taken today?” I asked.

He turned around and gave me a broad grin, then walked over and gave me a bone-crunching bear hug.

He backed away from me and laughed. “You’re buck-naked, man!”

“Thanks to you!” I picked up the towel from the floor and put it back around my waist. “So how many steps?”

He looked at his tracker. “Twenty-two thousand.”

It wasn’t noon yet.

“Do you sleepwalk?”

“Nah. But I don’t sit down much. Alessia gave this wrist thing to me. She’s more interested in my step count than I am. But I have to admit that it’s interesting. How many steps do you take a day?”

I had no idea. I’m not into electronic gizmos. I had a smartphone, which Mom had charged before I left New York. The only reason I had carried it was to get in touch with Alessia at the Yangon airport. Now that I was anchored, there was no reason to charge it.

“I don’t know how many steps I take a day. Enough to get me where I need to go. And not too many for the last couple of days, because I’ve been flying.”

“That’s why I don’t like to fly. I feel like canned meat.”

I told him that I was going to get dressed. When I came out of the bathroom, Ethan had resumed his pacing and had probably put a thousand more steps on his wrist.

“So, you’ve heard that Alessia’s mom has been recalled to France,” Ethan said.

I nodded. Alessia said that her mom might be there for a month.

“Her mom wanted her to go too, but Alessia said no way. She wanted to stay because you were coming.”

“I would have happily gone to France,” I said. “Much shorter flight.”

“But France is not Burma,” Ethan said.

I looked out the window at the busy street filled with people, motorcycles, cars, and exhaust fumes. It was worse than New York City.

“I thought you were going to stay in Afghanistan and help save snow leopards,” I said.

When we were in the Pamirs, we were stalked, or followed, and maybe even saved by a snow leopard. I’ve thought about this cat every day since I left the Pamirs, and I still can’t wrap my mind around what it was doing on the mountain. All I know is that the ghost cat appeared when we needed it and may have been as responsible as Ethan for saving us.

“I did three treks in the Pamirs looking for snow leopards and didn’t see a sign of one,” Ethan said. “I talked to locals, hunters, and poachers. They claimed a snow leopard hadn’t been spotted in the Pamirs in decades, insisting that it had been completely hunted out.”

“But we saw a snow leopard,” I said.

“I know. But it’s like it showed up just for us. Kind of like Zopa does. Have you heard from him?”

Zopa had been our climb leader in the Pamirs. He had also been with me on Everest. Ethan was right about him. Zopa always showed up when I needed him the most.

“Zopa doesn’t write letters, send emails, text, or call. He shows up in odd places face to face. But I have heard from his grandson, Sun-jo. He was in New York a couple of months ago promoting a new line of climbing gear.”

“That could have been you promoting gear,” Ethan said.

“Yeah. If I wanted to sell climbing gear, which I don’t. And if I had summited Everest, which I didn’t.”

“But you could have summited Everest,” Ethan said.

I let the statement, or maybe it was an accusation, hang for a few moments. Ethan was a good friend. I didn’t want to lie to him, but I didn’t want to diminish Sun-jo’s accomplishment, or his needed fame.

“Since I didn’t summit,” I said, “I guess I’ll never know.”

Ethan looked like he wanted to push the issue further, but he gave me a grin and let it go.

I changed the subject. “Sun-jo told me that Zopa is back at his monastery being a faithful Buddhist monk. He said that after what happened in the Pamirs, Zopa swore off climbing.”

“Do you believe him?”

I shrugged. “Who knows with Zopa. He’s a mystery. You’ve probably heard that my dad is trying to break the record for the seven summits.”

“Who hasn’t?” Ethan said. “He’s on track for smashing the world record.”

“He hasn’t climbed Everest yet. But the reason I bring it up is that he asked Zopa to climb with him. Zopa passed and told my dad not to make the attempt.”

“Which your dad ignored.”

“Of course.”

What I didn’t tell him was that Josh’s climbing company, Peak Experience, was nearly bankrupt. The seven summits record was a publicity stunt. If he was successful, he’d become the most famous climber on earth and get some sweet endorsement deals. Maybe enough to get his company back on its feet. In a way the stunt was my fault. Josh hadn’t said anything to me, but he had been counting on me being the youngest person, at age fourteen, to summit Everest. When I passed on the opportunity, Sun-jo got the glory and the gear endorsements. Sun-jo was technically not on Josh’s team. He didn’t even have a climbing permit. The Chinese blamed Josh for Sun-jo’s summit. They were furious with him. It’s not good to have a billion people against you. Josh and his company were banned from climbing the northern, or Tibetan, side of Everest forever. Not only that, the Chinese had an arrest warrant out for him. This had really hampered his ability to travel in Asia. If he stepped into China or any of its territories, he would be arrested immediately and thrown into prison. The Chinese also had a warrant out on Zopa, but I doubted Zopa cared.

“Your dad is a little past his prime,” Ethan said gently. “He has the skills, the climbing chops, but knowing what to do and being able to physically accomplish what you want to do are two different things.”

“I agree. I’m worried about him.”

“Are you going to catch up with him while you’re on this side of the planet?”

“That’s the plan, but it’ll be difficult. He doesn’t really have any time between summit attempts. He’s on a good track right now, but bad weather, climbing conditions, and a dozen other things could ruin his time in an instant. You know that JR, Will, and Jack are filming him?”

“Yeah.”

“They can’t do all the climbs themselves, so they have crews stationed on different mountains in various camps. I was kind of surprised that you didn’t join them.” Ethan’s a good climber and had been asked to join the Pamir trip as the film crew’s climbing advisor and to help out with the videography.

“What happened to us in the Pamirs was rough. I suspect they didn’t want to be reminded about it by having me with them. If they had asked, I think I would have turned them down. I like this gig.”

I glanced out the window again at the polluted, crowded, noisy street. “I find that hard to believe. This doesn’t seem like your kind of place. There are no alpine mountains here.”

“That’s what most people think.” Ethan opened the bedroom door. Alessia was standing there holding a large manila envelope. She stepped into the room and set it on the table beneath the window. There were two words scrawled on the outside: Hkakabo Razi.

“What’s this H . . . I can’t even pronounce it.”

“Maybe that’s why people don’t know about it,” Ethan said.

“It is pronounced Kah-kah-boo Rah-zee,” Alessia said.

“What is it?”

“A mountain.”

“In Burma?”

“Northern Burma on the border with China,” Alessia answered.

“How tall is it?”

“Well, that’s the thing. No one really knows,” Ethan said. “Only a couple of people have reached the summit, and they didn’t have the right GPS equipment to measure the exact height. It’s thought to be the highest peak in Southeast Asia. Nineteen thousand plus.”

I looked at him with suspicion. “What do you have in mind?”

“Alessia and I think we should climb Hkakabo Razi and find out if it’s the tallest peak in Southeast Asia,” Ethan answered.

I looked at Alessia.

“It was actually my idea,” she admitted. “The Pamirs were a nightmare for us. I want to replace those terrible memories with good memories. Does this make sense? We have the whole summer to do what we like. I would like to spend it climbing a mountain with you.”

The Pamir climb had been a nightmare, the memory of which had almost made me want to never climb again.

After a couple days of debate, we agreed to give it a try, or at least to get close enough to take a look. I had some conditions, which Alessia and Ethan readily agreed to. No cameras, cell phones, computers, tablets, or drones. I wanted to do a clean climb, an old-fashioned climb, without the chance of glory. I was sick of documentation. The only electronics we would take were GPS watches and a satellite phone, which Ethan insisted upon. As Alessia’s bodyguard, he had to be able to reach the embassy in case of emergency.


Three

Alessia was sitting up on her sleeping pad inside her tent.

“Pic,” she said, which is French for Peak.

I kneeled down next to her. “Are you okay?” I asked her.

“Yes. Of course.”

She didn’t look okay. Her normally olive complexion was gray. Her beautiful pale blue eyes were swollen and bloodshot. Her long black hair was tangled and greasy-looking. She was sweating, but that was usual. We were all sweating in this steam bath, except for Lwin, who never seemed to sweat.

“You must not look at me,” Alessia said. “I appear too horrible.”

“Tu es belle,” I lied.

“I am not beautiful.”

“Drink some water.” I handed her a bottle.

“Is it purified?”


  “Oui.”


She drank the bottle almost dry.

“I’ll get you another bottle.”

“No. Stay with me.” She squinted. “What is on your shirt front?”

I looked down. “Nagathan threw some rotted rainforest at me.” At least I hoped it was rotted rainforest, and not my snake bite and energy bar.

“The elephant, he does not like you.”

“No kidding. But he doesn’t like Ethan either.”

“He does like Lwin.”

“He tolerates Lwin like we do.”

“Lwin is, how do you say? Creepy?”

“That’s an understatement.”

“I cannot believe that I have the malaria. I took my pills with religion. You and Ethan do not have the fever?”

“No. At least I don’t think so.”

“Where is Ethan?”

“He went to the village we passed through yesterday to see if they have a doctor.”

Alessia laughed, which was good to see. “There will be no doctor in that village.”

“I know, but it gave him something to do.”

“He will not be able to even speak to them,” she said. “The language. They will not even come out of their homes.”

“I don’t think that was because of us. I think the sound of the iron bell spooked them.”

“Spooked?”

“Frightened them,” I clarified, then changed the subject. “You were shouting out ‘Hkakabo Razi.’ That’s why I came in here.”

“Really? I do not remember shouting anything. I have had many strange dreams. Have I shouted anything else?”

“No.” Another lie, but I didn’t want to upset her. “You know, we could turn back. We don’t have to climb Hkakabo Razi. I didn’t come to Burma to climb a mountain. I came here to see you.”

Alessia smiled. “Ethan suggested the same thing last night. I will tell you the same thing I told him. I am climbing Hkakabo Razi.”

Wanting to climb a mountain and actually climbing it were two different things. At this point climbing out of the tent would have been difficult for her.

Nagathan’s iron bell started clanging, and he let out a trumpet as loud as a locomotive engine. I looked through the tent opening.

Ethan had returned, and he wasn’t alone. He could not possibly have gotten to the village and back in this short amount of time.

“What is it?” Alessia asked, crawling up behind me.

Ethan had five people with him and several donkeys loaded with supplies. He had Lwin pinned to the ground and was holding his panga.

“I’ll be right back.”

I hurried over to Ethan and asked what was going on.

“One of the donkeys got startled when we came into camp and kicked Lwin. He pulled his panga and was going to kill it. Couldn’t let that happen to our guests.”

He let Lwin up, but kept the knife. Lwin jumped to his feet and started shouting.

Ethan grinned and ignored him. “I told you I would bring help,” he said.

It looked like he had brought an army. The porters were busily unloading the donkeys. Nagathan was stretching out on his rope, trying to reach the porters and donkeys, presumably trying to murder them like Lwin had tried to do.

“You found a doctor?”

“I said I would. Come on. I’ll introduce you to Dr. Freestone.”

I followed him over to the fire, where Lwin and Dr. Freestone were having a shouting match—​well, Lwin was shouting. Dr. Freestone was squatting near the smoking fire, poking the half-eaten snake with a stick, talking calmly in what sounded like Lwin’s dialect. He was an older man, mid to upper sixties, with long gray hair and a carefully trimmed beard. He was wearing mud-spattered nylon pants, a matching shirt, and snake-proof boots that went up almost to his knees.

He poked through the ashes with his walking stick as if he were looking for something, then looked up at me.

“You must be Peak,” he said with an Australian accent. “Unusual name.”

“Unusual parents.” This is my standard answer when someone questions my unusual name as if I don’t know it is unusual.

“Tell me, Peak, did this snake have a head when it came into camp?”

I told him that Lwin had brought the snake into camp draped over his shoulder minus its head.

“You were there when he decapitated the snake?”

I shook my head.

“Pity. I don’t believe that I have ever seen this species of python before, but I would need the head to confirm this.”

“Are you a herpetologist?”

Instead of answering, Dr. Freestone picked up a feather out of the ashes and held it to the light.

“Lwin ate an owl before he ate the snake,” I explained.

“Lwin ate an owl?” Ethan asked.

I nodded.

“Protein is protein,” Dr. Freestone said. “And to answer your question, I’m an amateur herpetologist and ornithologist.”

Lwin started shouting at Dr. Freestone again. Dr. Freestone stood.

“What’s he saying?” Ethan asked.

“He thinks I’m trying to take over his porter business, and he’s threatening to let the iron bell loose to kill us all.”

Ethan stepped toward Lwin. “I’m sick of this guy.”

“No need for violence,” Dr. Freestone said. “At least not yet. I take it you haven’t paid him.”

“Half,” Ethan said.

“Good. Pay him the other half and tell him to leave. I’ll take you and your gear to Hkakabo Razi for free. I’m headed that direction, anyway. I think your guide might be crackers. I would not trust him. I doubt he knows the way to the mountain.”

I looked at Ethan. “What do you think?”

“I say we pay him off. And thanks, Dr. Freestone, for helping us out.”

“No worries,” Dr. Freestone said. “And please call me Nick. After I explain the new deal to Lwin, he will leap for joy. The worst part of your trek is yet to come. Lwin will get paid, but he doesn’t have to go.”

The worst is yet to come. I didn’t like the sound of that. It had already been horrible. When we got off the last train stop, we rented motorcycles to continue our northern journey. Alessia had never driven a motorcycle, and I’d only driven one once. To complicate things, we each had to carry nearly one hundred pounds of gear. One by one, the motorcycles broke down. Within eighty miles, we were on foot with three hundred pounds of gear to haul. We tried to hire porters, but no matter how much we offered, no one wanted the job. We were sorting through our gear on the side of a muddy road, deciding what we could abandon, when Lwin lumbered up on Nagathan.

Nick quietly
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