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An excerpt from 
FEARFUL SYMMETRY 

By Michael McBride 
 

 

Prologue 

 

Yarlung Tsangpo River Basin 

Motuo County 

Tibet Autonomous Region 

People’s Republic of China 

October 17th 

 

Today 

 

The branches of the camphorwoods and elms whipped his cheeks and clawed at his 

eyes despite his best efforts to shield them with his forearms. The wet leaves threw water 

into his face. He could barely see the narrow, muddy path through the darkness and the 

fog and the suffocating forest. Every muscle in his body burned from the exertion and his 

pulse pounded loudly in his ears. He could barely hear the roar of the river over the storm 

lashing the upper canopy, which sealed off what little starlight managed to permeate the 

dense clouds. If he strayed from the trail, he was a dead man. Probably already was. He 

could feel his lead shrinking by the second and there was nothing he could do about it. 

The Yarlung Tsangpo urged him on with a rumble so loud he could feel it in his chest. 

The path sloped steeply downward. He slipped in the runoff sluicing across the path and 

slid into a rhododendron that mercifully allowed him to gain his balance once more. 

A crashing sound behind him. 

He didn’t dare look back. He knew exactly what it meant. 
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Whatever separation he had created between them had evaporated.  

He wasn’t going to make it. 

More crashing sounds uphill and to his left. The cracking and snapping of breaking 

wood. Boughs swayed violently in his peripheral vision. 

He wasn’t going to make it. 

A strobe of lightning froze the world around him like a snapshot. It reflected from 

the droplets of water hovering around his head, the rivulets draining through the 

canopy, and the broad, leathery leaves that crowded him from all sides at once. He saw 

the bend ahead, marked by a pile of stones where a cairn had once stood. The trees beyond 

it positively shook. 

And then there was nothing but darkness again. 

He wasn’t going to make it. 

Thunder grumbled overhead as he burst from the forest and was assaulted by the 

driving rain. The wind screamed through the valley, clearing the omnipresent fog and 

causing the suspension bridge over the river to sway. The rickety wooden construct 

spanned the six-hundred-foot chasm carved by the Yarlung Tsangpo, three hundred feet 

straight down. It flowed high and fast and churned with uprooted trees and debris. 

The camphorwoods had grown over and around the bridge. Vines reached from their 

branches and entwined with the aged ropes. The trees on the steep escarpment below 

grew up through the gaps between the wooden slats. He had to duck underneath the 

faded and tattered prayer flags that whipped at his head as he sprinted out onto the 

bridge. The ruckus of his boots striking the ancient, moss-covered planks was barely 

audible over the river. He was grateful he couldn’t hear the cracking noises of the warped 

boards threatening to give way underfoot.  

He drew the ice axes from either hip on his climbing belt without slowing and prayed 

the picks would be sharp enough to do what needed to be done. 

Five hundred feet. 

He was out of breath and on the verge of collapse. Through the gaps he could see the 

brown river raging. It was so far down there. So far… 

Four hundred fifty feet. 
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A ferocious gust swung the bridge nearly thirty degrees, forcing him to lunge for the 

rope rail. He slipped on the wet boards. Fell to his knees. Glanced back in time to see a 

shadow emerge from the shivering branches that concealed the mouth of the path. 

He wasn’t going to make it. 

He pulled himself to his feet and sprinted for everything he was worth. 

Four hundred feet. 

Three hundred fifty. 

He wasn’t going to make it. 

Taking his chances with the river wasn’t an option from this height. The impact 

would be like landing on concrete. Even if he managed not to break his legs, he’d be swept 

under before he could catch his breath. 

Another glance back. 

The shadow stood silhouetted against the forest, framed by the ropes. Another 

shadow materialized from the trees and fell in behind the first. Neither of them moved. 

They just stood there, watching him. 

Waiting. 

Three hundred feet. 

Halfway. 

Why weren’t they coming after him? 

The answer struck him hard enough to halt his momentum. 

He looked up toward the other end of the bridge in time to see more shadows 

materialize from the underbrush and eclipse the trail. 

It was all over now. 

He turned and watched his pursuit slowly advance onto the weathered bridge. 

Spun to see the others on the opposite end do the same. 

He’d never stood a chance. 

He leaned over the rope and looked down at the water speeding past far below him. 

The trunks of massive trees fired downstream. The troughs hid jagged boulders beneath 

the rising river.  
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The wind momentarily abated and the heavy raindrops struck his shoulders like 

pebbles. He closed his eyes and turned his face skyward. 

When he lowered it again, the cold water drained from his nose and chin. He opened 

his eyes and appraised the Black Diamond Cobra ice ax in his left hand. It had a reverse-

arched carbon fiber shaft with a four-inch serrated pick on one side of the head and a 

hammer on the other. He adjusted his grip on the rubberized handle, at the end of which 

a bungee cord connected it to a carabiner hooked to his belt. Hefted its weight. Less than 

two pounds. Looked at its twin in his right fist. 

If this was the end, then he would at least go down swinging. 

He raised the ice axes high and stared first one way, then the other. A flash of 

lightning illuminated the hunters at either end of the bridge. 

“What are you waiting for?” he shouted. 

The echo of his voice was swallowed by a clap of thunder. 

And the drumroll of running feet striking the decrepit bridge from both directions at 

once.  
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Part I: 

 

Hidden Lotus 

 

One 

 

Johann Brandt Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology 

Chicago, Illinois 

October 3rd 

 

Two Weeks Ago 

 

“You wanted to see me, Dr. Brandt?” 

“Ah, yes. Jordan, my boy. Do come in, won’t you?” 

Dr. Jordan Brooks stepped inside and quietly closed the door behind him. Entering 

the enormous office of the founder and chief financier of the entire institute never failed 

to amaze him. It was like a museum unto itself. Enlarged and framed photographs of Dr. 

Johann Brandt in the field covered the walls. Nearly three-quarters of a century’s worth, 

Brooks figured. They traversed the spectrum from black and white to color, and all of the 

myriad shades in between. Brandt was readily identifiable in each of them with his regal 

profile and almost pompous bearing. He had the presence of a stage actor and stood apart 

from the other subjects, yet somehow seemed to bring them into the perpetual glow that 

radiated from him. That and, of course, his trademark black spectacles. The pictures had 

been taken at major anthropological digs all around the world, from Lake Turkana in 

Kenya to the Serengeti in Tanzania; the peat bogs of Scotland to the Denisova Cave in 

Siberia; and from the Nazca Desert in Peru to the petroglyphs of Alberta. Brandt beaming 

as he held human remains and stone tools and all kinds of relics for the camera to see. 
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Climate-controlled display cases on pedestals showcased the partial and complete 

skulls of the human lineage from the apelike Ardipithecus ramidus and Homo habilis 

through Homo erectus, Homo neanderthalensis and Homo sapiens idaltu, culminating in 

Homo sapiens sapiens, the skull of which wore a pair of Brandt’s old glasses to comedic 

effect. There were fossilized hand and footprints, idols, tools, grave goods, and 

everything in between. A near-complete history of mankind in one room. 

Yet for as intimidating as the office was, it was nothing compared to the man who 

had personally collected every artifact, the giant in the field who sat across the room, 

silhouetted against the bank of floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the massive 

courtyard with the hedge maze filled with bronze statues of all of the incarnations of 

humanity. 

Dr. Brandt pressed a button on the arm of his wheelchair and the windows changed 

from crystal-clear to a solarized gold reminiscent of the foil NASA used. He spun the chair 

to face Brooks, who failed to hide his expression of shock. 

Brandt smiled and waved away his reaction. 

“I know how I look. Believe me, my young friend. I see that same look on my face 

every time I catch a glimpse of my reflection.” He laughed and the momentary tension 

vanished. Brandt’s laugh had that effect. It was infectious, and somehow seemed to 

encapsulate everything he was in a single sound: warm, brilliant, open and honest. No 

one could meet the man and not be affected by him. He was simply one of those special 

people who rose above the crowd and disproved the old adage that only the good died 

young. “Come, come. There’s something I must show you.” 

He thumbed the control knob on his chair and blew past Brooks, who followed him 

through the maze of pedestals to a short hallway at the back of the office. Brooks had 

never been back here before and was surprised to watch Brandt speed right past the 

bathroom and the closet and stop in front of what appeared to be an ordinary wall at the 

terminus.  

Brandt removed the oxygen tubing from around his ears and the cannula from his 

nose in order to slide his necklace out from beneath his collar and over his head. 
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Brooks had seen its ornamentation before. The charm was a three-inch-long section 

of four tapering, spade-shaped human vertebrae. They were the texture of stone and the 

color of clay and despite the inherent ugliness, represented an archaeological finding 

unique in all of the world. Brandt had found it himself in the Great Rift Valley, near the 

Congo, and prized it above any other object in his personal collection, for it was the 

validation of his life’s work, proof positive of the theory of evolution. 

It was a vestigial human tail. 

Brandt caught him looking, grinned like a child, and pulled the bones apart to expose 

the key hidden inside. He cast a wink back over his shoulder and slid aside an electrical 

outlet cover. Behind the false façade was a metal panel with a single lock in the center. He 

inserted the key, gave it a twist, and then removed it before the entire wall slid back into 

a recess and revealed an elevator cab with mirrored paneling. 

Brooks saw the reflection of Brandt’s smirk before settling on his own dumbfounded 

expression. He followed Brandt inside and turned to face the doors as they whispered 

closed. 

“How long have you been the director here, Jordan?” 

“Apparently not long enough to get the full tour.” 

“Then it’s high time we rectified that, my boy.” He smiled. “Push that bottom button, 

would you?” 

Brooks did as he’d been instructed and, with a hum, the cab descended. He watched 

Brandt in the mirror. The old man wore an amused expression that belied his age, unlike 

his old-fashioned, double-breasted Canali suit, which made him look like he’d stepped 

right out of the twenties. Brooks, in contrast, never failed to look rumpled, no matter how 

hard he tried to keep himself from tugging at his collar and pushing up his sleeves and 

adjusting his slacks. He was better suited for fieldwork, as his physique and mannerisms 

attested. There were times when he felt as though the deal to become director had been 

struck with the devil—and, in a sense, it had—as it was the price he had to pay to fund his 

own research. Yet in his eight years at the Johann Brandt Institute, he’d never even 

suspected there was an elevator in Brandt’s office, let alone a sublevel separate from the 

others. It was one thing not to be told when he was a graduate student, and maybe even 
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during his years as a department head and assistant director, but he’d been the director 

of operations for nearly four full years now. Nothing should be allowed to go on within 

these walls without his implicit approval. Or at least his knowledge. 

As soon as the doors parted, he understood why the secret had been so closely 

guarded. 

The elevator opened upon a chamber approximately twenty feet wide and the length 

of the entire building. He realized the main sublevel where they received, stored, and 

curated artifacts was just on the other side of the wall. Either he’d never noticed the 

basement was smaller than the floor above it or this section had been poured at the same 

time as the initial foundation, sealed off, and buried. Considering construction on the 

original building, which had grown and metamorphosed into the architectural marvel 

that it was now, had commenced in 1978, the secret Brandt housed down here was one 

he’d been prepared to keep since before Brooks was even born. 

“You’ll be able to see better if you actually step out of the elevator,” Brandt said as he 

rolled down the main aisle of his own personal exhibition. An exhibition of a much 

different nature than the one in the office above their heads. 

Brooks followed slowly. His footsteps echoed from the walls. The air was 

dramatically cooler and the humidity was controlled to help preserve the delicate relics. 

He was just about to ask Brandt where he had secured so many rare and remarkable 

objects when he recognized the gleam of pride in the benefactor’s eyes. Like everything 

in his office, Brandt had personally collected these, too. Suddenly, he realized there was 

far more he didn’t know about his boss and mentor than he ever imagined. 

There were rows and rows of long glass cases, inside of which were plaster casts of 

faces mounted in such a way as to appear to be looking right at Brandt as he rolled past. 

They were discolored by age and crumbling in spots, but the care that had been invested 

into their creation was readily apparent. This was the foundation of evolutionary 

anthropology back in the late thirties and early forties, although from a different school 

of practice than the one in which Brooks had been groomed. Scientists had traveled the 

world with their calipers and eye charts, measuring and comparing every possible 

physical dimension from weight and height to the length and width of noses, eyes, and 
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foreheads. They’d established conventional ranges of eye color, dimension, and acuity 

for the different races and creeds. And then they’d immortalized the faces of their 

subjects in plaster.  

It was a horrible process during which the subjects were forced to close their eyes and 

mouths and breathe through reeds inserted into their nostrils while layer after layer of 

plaster were applied to their entire faces. Over their noses and eyes. In their ears and hair. 

The experience took hours and was often described as similar to being buried alive, which 

was why indigenous peoples tended to vanish when white men arrived and many early 

scholars shied away from its practice. In fact, there was really only one faction notorious 

for its use. 

The government-sponsored scientists of the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche 

Arbeiterpartei. 

The Nazis. 

The pictures on the walls confirmed Brandt’s involvement. Were it not for the eyes 

and the smile, Brooks might not have recognized the man in the pictures—who barely 

looked out of his teens—as the elderly gentleman he’d known for nearly a decade. In 

most, he was bearded and wearing heavy wool sweaters and coats and hats in the field, 

where he mugged for posterity with his expedition mates in front of tents in remote 

locations or greeted foreign rulers and dignitaries at whose identities Brooks couldn’t 

even begin to speculate. There were black and white photographs of bundled men leading 

trains of overburdened mules up steep switchbacks and across glacial fields of ice, 

animals previously unknown to science and since driven to extinction by the men who 

“collected” them, and Brandt with natives of all nationalities as he poked and prodded 

with calipers and rulers and needles with a smile on his face. 

And then there were others. 

Men in pith helmets with the twin sig runes of the Schutzstaffel insignia. Men in gray 

uniforms readily identifiable by the SS eagles and death’s heads on their peaked caps, by 

the Sigrunen and rank on their black collars, by their knee-high black boots and, most 

notably, by the swastikas banded around their arms. These were the same men doing the 

exact same things, only to a different type of subject. To naked men, women, and 
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children, emaciated and branded, young and old, on the verge of death. Filthy and 

terrified. Surrounded by guards with rifles and in overcrowded barracks and behind 

barbed wire fences with smokestacks in the background, churning the ashes of their kin 

into slate-gray skies that wept cold rain. 

Brandt was in nearly all of them. The same man whose eyes and smile had 

undoubtedly had a much different effect on his subjects behind the fortified walls of 

Dachau. 

“I am an old man,” Brandt said. “Much has changed during my ninety-five years on 

this planet. Everything, in fact. We live our lives in the times, as you’ll one day learn. 

Judgment is reserved for subsequent generations; history is written by the victors of 

wars.”  

He turned around in his chair to face Brooks, who couldn’t bring himself to meet the 

old man’s stare. 

“I was just a child when the French and Belgians invaded the Ruhr and seized my 

father’s land as compensation for the unreasonable and punitive reparations demanded 

by the Treaty of Versailles, which my country had been unable to pay. Our families met 

soldiers with a display of passive resistance. They responded by executing more than a 

hundred civilians, among them mein vater.” He cleared his throat. “My father. I was three 

years old when he was bayonetted before my very eyes. I knew nothing of reparations or 

finances, nor did I care about the resulting hyperinflation that doomed our economy. All 

I knew was fear. And as I grew older, hatred. Like the rest of my generation. And that 

combination is a recipe for disaster, as history has shown us since. Maybe we knew as 

much at the time. But even history can’t show us how it all could have played out any 

differently.” 

“There’s no justification for the atrocities you committed.” 

“I committed no atrocities. Mine were crimes of inaction. Or perhaps failure to 

recognize the need to act would be more accurate. Maybe even deliberately so. You have 

to understand that this was a time of great scientific and technological advancement. A 

wonderful time to be a scientist. We were all swept up in it. Fields like theoretical and 

atomic physics, aerospace and genetic engineering were in their infancy and we made 
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enormous strides thanks to the active support and funding of a government with its own 

agenda, which we believed at the time aligned with ours. Our prized evolutionary 

anthropology was elevated from a speculative pseudoscience to legitimacy by the office 

of the Ahnenerbe, Heinrich Himmler’s society for the study of Germanic ancestral 

heritage. He used his power and position as Reichsführer of the SS—the state police—to 

advance his personal theories about the enlightened origins of the German people, whom 

he believed descended from a mystical Nordic race that escaped the sinking of Atlantis, 

fled across the Gobi Desert, and settled high in the Himalayas, in a holy place known as 

Shambhala. These were the ancestors who would prove that the Germanic peoples were 

not meant to be ground beneath the heels of their European oppressors, that they were 

inherently superior. It wasn’t about the Jews. Not then, and not to us, anyway. It was 

about finding proof of the transcendence of our bloodline, about showing not only our 

own people that they were better than those who held them down, but the entire world. 

And thus, it was to academia and the field of anthropology that the Ahnenerbe turned 

when it commenced its quest to find the origins of the Aryan race.” 

“The Atlanteans who fled their sinking city and settled in the highest mountains on 

the planet.”     

Brandt smiled. 

“I know how it sounds now. So many of us believed it because we wanted to. Because 

we needed to. Despite how fantastic the legends sounded, even at the time. It wasn’t 

about the blond-haired, blue-eyed ideal. That was propaganda of Western creation. Did 

anyone really think that men with dark hair and eyes could sell such a notion to an entire 

nation? It was about the bloodline, the lineage. We were all caught up in the populist 

völkisch movement and the concept of returning to the greatness of our roots. Most of us, 

anyway. I didn’t buy into any of that, but I kept my feelings about the matter to myself. I 

was an anthropologist with a blank check drawn on a seemingly inexhaustible account 

with the freedom to truly advance my field. I might not have believed in the existence of 

Himmler’s Aryan race, but I did subscribe to the theory of human evolution and set out 

on my own personal quest to discover the origin of the species.” 
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Brandt turned his chair and drove beside the long rows of preserved faces. He 

gestured with his left hand as he spoke. 

“At the time, I believed ours to be a collection of races descended from common 

ancestors. Still do, really. I traveled the world taking measurements with calipers and 

rulers and scales and all of the tools they now chuckle about in schools. I found the 

consistent differences between the peoples of this planet, the subtle physical variations 

that developed through the eons thanks to geography and the climate, behavior and 

society. I catalogued the spatulate-shaped incisors, advanced musculature, and 

steatopygia of the African peoples and the epicanthal folds and brachycephalic skulls of 

the Asian races.” He waved at the cases, where men, women, and children, most of whom 

were undoubtedly long gone, stared back at him with perpetually blank expressions. “I 

studied the brow ridges and nasal bone configurations of the indigenous tribes of South 

America and the traits both common and unique to Pacific islanders isolated by water 

and time. The subtle similarities between the Jews in Dachau and the peoples of Arabic 

descent, and their more prominent similarities to their fellow Germans, despite the 

lengths to which my colleagues went to demonstrate otherwise. And in all of them I 

found the commonalities of an analogous evolution—the trunk of the family tree of man, 

if you will—and yet I also found countless points of divergence I felt—and still feel—were 

distinct enough to warrant subspecies classification. But only once in all of my travels 

and explorations did I truly encounter something—shall we say—unclassifiable.” 

“Why are you telling me all of this? Why now?” 

“My boy, if there is one thing I understand, it is the nature of mortality. I may not be 

afflicted with some fatal disease, but I assure you, I am dying. It is simply the fulfillment 

of my biological destiny, and my time will come sooner than later.” 

“I can’t offer you absolution.” 

“I seek none. The choices I’ve made along the journey have been my own. They were 

educated, and yet informed by the times. Were I to have the chance to live my life again, 

I would certainly make the same choices in the same historical context. Science has never 

been a field beholden to morality. Roentgen sacrificed his own wife to radiation when he 

discovered x-rays. Marie Curie nearly blinded herself and suffered from anemia caused 
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by carrying radioactive isotopes in her pockets. I merely utilized my station to gather the 

data that proved to be the foundation of a field devoted to the study and advancement of 

mankind. The world is and will be a better place for the existence of this institute and the 

dozens of others like it.” 

“So why bring me down here? Displaying any of this will destroy the reputation of 

the institute and cast a pall over the entire field.” 

“You remind me a lot of myself. A lifetime ago, anyway. Ambitious and adventurous, 

with a lust for knowledge and discovery for its own sake. Not for the money or the 

acclaim or the prestige, but simply because there are mysteries out there to be solved 

using clues hidden all around the globe, from the deepest oceanic trenches to the highest 

snowcapped peaks. Your work with the evolutionary impact of viruses is beyond 

anything I could have imagined in my wildest dreams when I exhumed my first partial 

hominin skull. You are the worthy inheritor not just of the leadership of the institute, but 

of my greatest discovery, one I’ve spent the majority of my life trying to understand.” 

Brooks stopped and looked around him before affixing his stare on the frail old man’s 

back. 

“We’re nothing alike. I would never sacrifice my soul for my research.” 

“Soul? Let me know when you dig one of those up.” 

“My morality then.” 

“Morality is dictated by the prevailing winds of the time. Were our roles reversed, I 

have no doubt you would have made the same choices I did.” 

“I think maybe we should head back upstairs. I have actual job duties—” 

“I haven’t shown you what I brought you down here to see.” 

“I’ve seen enough.” 

“You haven’t seen anything yet.” 

The whirring sound of Brandt’s chair echoed in the vast room as he led Brooks toward 

a central display case taller and wider than all of the others, with its own set of 

environmental controls. It was dark inside to protect its contents from the damage of 

even the weak ultraviolet radiation emitted by the fluorescent lights. Brandt pressed a 
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series of buttons on the control panel built into the pedestal and, with a shushing sound, 

the glass became transparent and the internal lead shielding retracted. 

Brooks found himself staring at the plaster mold of a face simultaneously both like, 

and completely unlike, all of the others. He stepped forward and appraised it. Turned and 

stared at Brandt, who smiled indulgently and tented his bony fingers in his lap. Looked 

back at the object in the case. It was positively surreal. 

Millions of thoughts collided in Brooks’s head as he scrutinized the object in the case. 

He managed to pluck four words from the tumult without once so much as blinking. 

“When do I leave?” 

 

Two 

 

Pai Village 

Motuo County 

Tibet Autonomous Region 

People’s Republic of China 

October 12th 

 

Five Days Ago 

 

Brooks shuffled out of the lodge that had been billed as the “Grand Scenic Resort.” In 

reality, it was little more than a rectangular wood-frame structure built on two-foot 

block stilts to keep it above ground that was hard and frozen and snow-packed nine 

months out of the year and flowing with mud and seasonal runoff during the remaining 

three. The walls were composed of irregular planks and the construction was shoddy 

even by backyard fencing standards back home. The exposed roof joists were covered by 

a patchwork of sheets and blankets, which also served as the doors over the open 

thresholds and the curtains covering the cutouts that passed for windows, a superfluous 

luxury considering he could see straight through the gaps between the slats. The resort 
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claimed it was the foremost attraction in Motuo County and received four stars for its 

accommodations on a scale that must have been established by the frogs that had 

descended from the forest beneath the mist to take shelter under the floorboards, 

through which he could not only hear the cacophonous croaking, but see them squirming 

and flopping on top of one another through the cracks below him as he lay on the warped 

elm slab that passed for a bed.  

All five of them had been crammed into that one room, four along the back wall and 

one lengthwise beside the feet of the others, with barely enough space to walk between 

them. The outhouse was spacious by comparison and the smell was almost preferable to 

the continuous exposure to the wind and rain that passed straight through the walls and 

extinguished the diminutive flame in the stove they had lit for heat. 

All in all, though, he’d stayed in worse. 

He found a seat on a planed stump and wrapped his arms around his chest. He 

watched an elderly woman crumble brick tea and salt into a cauldron over the fire while 

he waited for the others to drag themselves out of bed, which, on a frigid morning like 

this one, was easier said than done. Especially considering they all knew they had a long, 

arduous day ahead of them. Several, in fact. Each of which promised to make this look 

like a night at the Ritz. 

Pai Village was internationally renowned as the springboard of the brutal trail to 

Motuo and their ultimate destination in the low-lying valley of the Yarlung Tsangpo 

River, enclosed on four sides by the towering Himalayas. It was a biome unto itself, 

completely isolated from the rest of the world, and the only one of China’s 2,100 counties 

to remain inaccessible by road, despite numerous attempts to construct highways that 

were thwarted by mudslides and avalanches. An air drop would be risky, thanks to the 

unpredictable weather, tempestuous winds, and mist-shrouded peaks, even if one could 

find a pilot willing to risk creating an international incident and being fired upon by the 

Chinese entrenched in the mountains, defending their borders from the “autonomous” 

Tibetans to the southwest and the Indians to the south, who themselves grew 

increasingly wary of the red tide rising to the north with each passing day. Thus the 

necessity for the four-day trek, which had required a staggering amount of money to 
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bribe a Sichuanese trail boss named Zhang to escort them since westerners were 

forbidden from entering Motuo—“hidden lotus” in Tibetan—which Buddhist scripture 

designated the purest and holiest region due to its unique contiguous environment 

where frozen peaks descended into sub-tropical jungles.  

Brooks gratefully accepted a steaming wooden bowl of tea and a dollop of yak butter, 

which melted into the brew as she stirred it with her gnarled finger. His nod of thanks 

elicited a beaming grin and she shuffled back to the fire and commenced with arranging 

the ingredients for the morning meal. The sun was still an hour from rising, but already 

the curious Lhoba people eyed him from their windows, doorways, and alleys with open 

suspicion while he drank his tea and his colleagues emerged from their shared room and 

crossed the bare earth to warm themselves by the fire. 

Dr. Warren Murray was the Assistant Director of Hominin Studies at the Brandt 

Institute and President of the Department of Evolutionary Biology at the University of 

Chicago. At forty, he was the elder statesman of the expedition, but carried himself as 

though he were even older than that. He was a native Australian who immigrated to 

Texas during his formative years, earned his undergraduate degree at NYU and his 

doctorate at Harvard, and had the unique accent to show for it. He was the most widely 

published of them by far, yet had remarkably accomplished that feat with a minimum 

amount of actual fieldwork. As an academic, however, his fingers had ready access to the 

purse strings of benefactors Brooks had never even met and his refined good looks—with 

his almost feminine lips and soul-deep blue eyes—generally got him whatever he 

wanted, which, in this case, had been to insinuate himself onto a high-profile expedition 

that would allow him to put to rest once and for all the rumors that he was soft. Knowing 

Warren, he’d probably also arranged endorsement deals and media exclusives, which 

was more likely the case. 

He was the first to join Brooks beside the fire and greeted him with a grunt. He 

beckoned the woman with a snap of his fingers. For as surprised as he was when she 

dropped the yak butter into his tea, he was even more repulsed by the unwashed finger 

she used to stir it. He mumbled something incomprehensible under his breath while he 

stared at the yellow swirl diffusing into his tea. 
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“Sleep well, Warren?” 

“If you call tossing and turning on a lumpy wooden slab all night sleeping, then yes, 

I slept magnificently.” 

“You’re lucky you slept at all with that chainsaw roaring,” Adrianne Grayson said as 

she emerged from the blanket that served as the front door. She had her sleeping bag 

wrapped around her and a woolen Tibetan hat with earflaps over her blond hair, and still 

managed to pull off the look. With her blue eyes and the freckles on just the very tip of 

her nose, she was positively adorable. She was twenty-six, but looked eighteen, and one 

of the most ambitious graduate students Brooks had ever interviewed. She was a doctoral 

candidate from Penn whose thesis about the effects of vector-borne diseases on 

population models dovetailed nicely with his own regarding the physiological effects of 

viruses on human evolution. Thus the reason she had all but beaten down his door to join 

his department. 

“I have sinus issues, you know.” Julian Armstead swatted the blanket out of his way 

as he followed her. He had curly dark hair, a long face, and a straggly goatee. He was the 

kind of guy who wore socks with sandals and undoubtedly wouldn’t pass a surprise UA, 

but he’d spent more time in the field than any graduate student who applied. Most of it 

was in more tropical locations than the one towering over the small village, where he’d 

probably done little more than comb the underbrush for mushrooms and marijuana, but 

he was an experienced climber, which was what had initially attracted him to Northern 

Arizona’s prestigious anthropology department in general and the sheer red plateaus and 

gorges of Sonora specifically. His doctoral thesis, while ill defined, revolved around the 

idea of creating a pharmacopeia of ancient holistic remedies that he not-so-secretly 

intended to use to impress his old man, the managing director of U.S. operations for 

pharmaceutical giant Bristol-Myers Squibb. And then sell it to him at a cost that would 

avenge every childhood slight. “And a deviated septum. It’s a legitimate medical 

condition. There’s nothing I can do about it.” 

“I can think of plenty of ways to take care of that for you. I’ve heard the quickest way 

to learn to breathe through your nose is by having someone hold a hand over your 

mouth.” 
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“You wouldn’t dare.” 

“I wouldn’t?” 

Adrianne sat on a rock beside Brooks and rubbed her hands together over the fire. 

The silver polish on her nails reflected the flames. She must have just had them done 

before receiving his last-minute invitation. Julian crouched beside her, but moved when 

the smoke blew into his face. The old woman laughed and clapped him on the back when 

he started to cough. 

“Everyone make sure to eat and drink your fill,” Brooks said. “We have a rough 

journey ahead of us.” 

“How far is it to the next camp again?” Warren asked. 

“Only five thousand feet—” 

“That’s not even a mile,” Julian interrupted. 

“—straight up.” 

With the clopping of hooves, their trail boss, Zhang, appeared from the road on the 

other side of the wooden hovel, leading a hairy mule. Its breath plumed around the bit in 

its mouth. All of their packs were strapped to its back in a gravity-defying mound. Their 

hydro bladders were holstered on its flank for easy retrieval. The last thing they could 

afford to do was become dehydrated, especially as they ascended into the mist 

surrounding the peaks. 

Zhang beamed, showcasing a smile lacking the two front teeth in the upper row. His 

skin was wrinkled and leathered by the elements, his dark eyes hooded, and his slender 

frame concealed beneath multiple layers of clothing. His black braids hung from beneath 

his fur-rimmed hood. He gestured to the mule like a showcase model presenting a new 

car. 

“You like?” he said. 

“That’s a world-class mule, for sure,” Brooks said. “You didn’t steal it, did you?” 

“No, no. I buy. I pay with money I find in bag here.” 

His smile grew impossibly wider. 

Brooks regretted asking. He didn’t trust Zhang as far as he could throw him. Anyone 

whose primary skill set involved moving unnoticed across hotly contested borders 
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without incurring the wrath of the Chinese or the Indians or any of the bands of thieves 

stalking these trails suggested he was accustomed to smuggling a lot more than tourists 

through the mountains. That Brooks had already heard him converse in Tibetan, two 

different dialects of Chinese, a kind of pidgin Indian, and passable English suggested he 

was also a lot smarter than he wanted anyone to believe. His rural bumpkin façade might 

have been just for show, but his allegiance to the money they were paying him seemed 

genuine enough. 

A reddish-orange aura spread across the jagged horizon to the east as the sun 

prepared to rise. 

Brooks stood and turned to face the Himalayas. Somewhere up there was what he 

had traveled all this way to find. He could feel it. There was just one thing that continued 

to gnaw at him, despite his best efforts to rationalize it away. If Brandt had known it was 

up there all this time, why had he not returned to gather more evidence to share with the 

world? After all, it was a discovery of the highest order, a revolutionary finding that 

would change the field of evolutionary anthropology forever. And why would he wait 

until death was imminent to share what he had found with Brooks, when any of his 

predecessors would have jumped at the chance to be a part of history? 

Or maybe Brandt had done the exact same thing with them and had simply withheld 

that information from Brooks. Perhaps Brandt himself had returned on numerous 

occasions and been unable to find what he had simply come upon by accident the first 

time. For all Brooks knew, he was just another in a long line of anthropologists Brandt 

had wound up like tin soldiers and turned loose in the Tibetan wilds. After all, as he had 

learned only recently, it wasn’t out of character for Brandt to hide the truth. Who knew 

if there was really anything up there at all? He couldn’t rule out the possibility that the 

plaster cast was an elaborate fake. Or perhaps he just didn’t want to. 

None of it mattered in the grand design. If there was a chance that Brandt’s story was 

true and the discovery of a lifetime was up there, then it was a chance he had to take. In 

this case, even returning home empty-handed wouldn’t be considered an outright 

failure. This was the adventure he needed to break out of the monotonous routine into 

which he’d settled. This was what he had envisioned for his life when he first realized 
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that anthropology was his calling. One of the four most remote areas on the planet 

awaited him, where few humans had ever set foot, and even fewer Westerners. If there 

was one place where life could have evolved and thrived in complete isolation, this was 

it. 

Brooks felt a surge of adrenaline and turned to face the others. 

“All right people. Are you ready to make history?” 

 

Three 

 

Duoxiongla Pass 

Motuo County 

Tibet Autonomous Region 

People’s Republic of China 

October 12th 

 

Five Days Ago 

 

A damp fog clung to the steep foothills through which they trekked for the majority 

of the morning. At best, the visibility was maybe a quarter of a mile; at worst, Brooks 

could barely see the others, mere feet away. The path was formed of smooth stones the 

size of baseballs, polished by hundreds of years of brutal wind and seasonal runoff, and 

glazed with a layer of ice that made it nearly impossible to remain upright. The ferns and 

rhododendrons enclosing the path sparkled with a layer of frost that seemingly turned 

from water to ice at will. The meandering route followed the topography, skirting granite 

escarpments hundreds of feet tall and bridging whitewater streams that plummeted 

from the mist and raced unimpeded down the mountainside. Only occasionally did the 

snowcapped peaks appear high above, taunting them. 

Somewhere beyond them was what they had traveled all this way to find. 



Fearful Symmetry Excerpt Ó 2021 Michael McBride 21 

Brooks had never experienced weather even remotely like this. It didn’t rain or snow 

as much as the air itself seemed to turn to ice against what little bare skin remained 

exposed. It felt as though microscopic organisms were taking bites from his cheekbones 

and forehead. He tried not to dwell on the cold because he knew it was only going to get 

worse. 

He wore a hybrid hoody that zipped up to his nose, almost high enough to conceal his 

neoprene balaclava. The jacket had a Pertex shell and synthetic microfiber thermal 

insulation that was supposed to be nearly impervious to everything the environment 

could throw at it, but he doubted the manufacturer had ever tested it in wind like this. It 

buffeted him with such force that he’d taken to walking nearly doubled over and bracing 

himself with a walking stick. The skin around his sunglasses was abraded to such an 

extent that it was dotted with blood. There were even times when he had no choice but 

to drag his pack behind him for fear of the wind using it to lift him like a kite. He knew 

better than to complain, though, not that anyone would have been able to hear him over 

Warren’s incessant griping. 

It was almost a relief when they finally ascended from the fog and into the snow, 

where at least they occasionally felt the presence of the sun on their bodies, despite the 

howling wind that battered them with snowflakes. 

The path vanished beneath the seamless accumulation, the top layer of which was 

crisp and sounded like Styrofoam when they broke through it. The first time Adrianne 

fell, she slid nearly fifty feet straight down the mountain before she managed to catch an 

ice-rimed granite pinnacle. They all strapped on their crampons after that. The spikes 

made the mere act of walking difficult, but they granted solid traction. Most of the time, 

anyway. 

Zhang claimed to know exactly where the trail ran beneath all of the snow. He wore 

a parka with fur reminiscent of a lion’s mane around the hood and a gap-toothed grin 

that never left his face. He shouldered the mule’s haunches when it balked at some of the 

steeper switchbacks and brushed the frozen spume from its muzzle. When it tired he fed 

it one of the dried roots he stored in his jacket pocket and kept clenched between his 

molars like a toothpick.  
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“You eat, you no get tired so fast,” he’d said and laughed when Julian spit the offered 

piece onto the ground and shoveled snow into his mouth. 

“Christ, man! It tastes like ass!” 

“You no like ass? Good news for Dorje.” 

He clapped the mule on its flank and urged it faster. 

Despite his initial reaction, Julian persevered and made seemingly endless notes 

about the root. He believed to it be of the Rhodiola genus, but couldn’t be certain of the 

species. Whether or not the effects were psychosomatic, he claimed to feel less fatigued 

and mentally sharper and searched for the source plant in the windswept lee behind 

every rock outcropping. 

Faded prayer flags beaten to ribbons by the wind snapped with such force that they 

nearly bent the sticks to which they were moored to the ground. Mountains of talus 

reared up from the accumulation at random intervals, rubble left behind from crumbled 

cairns and structures that Adrianne said were originally built some forty thousand years 

ago by a nomadic tribe known as the Qiang, who herded long-horned Tibetan sheep 

through these mountains and erected these stacked-stone domiciles as shelters from the 

elements. What little remained of the largest of these dwellings hardly deterred the 

insistent wind long enough for them to eat protein bars and drink what little water 

remained thawed in the hydro bladders against the mule’s flank. 

The trail grew even steeper from there, forcing them to crawl in spots.  

By the time they reached the summit of the trail, it already felt like they’d been 

climbing for days in the thin air. The sun vanished behind the clouds and the storm 

commenced in earnest, sheeting sideways with such ferocity that the snow looked like 

the fin of a shark where it blew from the peak of Mt. Duoxiongla. It froze to their clothing 

on contact and somehow found its way under their sunglasses and inside of their clothes. 

Or at least that was how it felt. It became impossible to separate the wind from the frozen 

needles it hurled through them in the same fashion as a tornado impelled blades of grass 

through telephone poles. They had to shout to be heard and none of them risked looking 

up from the treacherous footing. 
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The mule Zhang had apparently named Dorje brayed when he drove it over a slick 

precipice, beyond which there appeared to be nothing but open air. It locked its legs and 

skidded down the narrow switchback, its burden threatening to send it careening over 

the edge. The wind blew so hard across the northeastern face that the snow had no 

chance to stick. The loose talus was covered with ice and slid out from beneath their feet, 

tumbled down the path, and bounded out over the sheer pitfalls. 

At the top of an especially steep section, the mule planted its haunches on the ground 

and refused to take another step. Zhang gave a sharp tug on the reins, but it didn’t budge. 

He braced his feet and tried again. The mule lost traction and slid down at him so fast he 

had to lunge uphill to keep from being plowed over the edge. The mule righted itself on 

trembling legs within inches of plummeting to its death. 

“We have to unburden her!” Brooks shouted over the screaming wind and reached 

for one of the straps. 

Zhang slapped his gloved hand. 

“You must not make lose balance! She will get cargo down!” 

“The trail’s too steep!” Adrianne shouted. “She’ll fall to her death!” 

“You no understand. This what mule do.” 

“I’ve had just about enough of this nonsense!” Warren shouted. He pushed past Julian 

on the narrow trail. “I need to get off of this infernal mountain before—” 

He lost his footing and slid on the ice, a scarlet-jacketed blur streaking past their feet. 

With a scream and a spray of snow, Warren fired down the path and launched out over 

the rocks and into the storm. 

Brooks dove for his colleague’s hand. He caught a fleeting glimpse of the terror on 

Warren’s face. 

And then he was gone.  
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Four 

 

Excerpt from the journal of 

Hermann G. Wolff 

 

Courtesy of Johann Brandt, Private Collection 

Chicago, Illinois 

(Translated from original handwritten German text) 

 

November 1938 

 

It is hard to believe that a mere six months ago I had never set foot outside of the 

Fatherland, nor had I any reason to believe I ever would. Now, here I am, half a world away 

from the only home I have ever known and standing on the brink of this new and wondrous 

frontier. The vessel that ferried us from Genoa to Ceylon—across the Mediterranean and Red 

Seas and the Indian Ocean—is but a distant memory and already I feel like I have known my 

new friends all of my life, even though we were only recently introduced. We were all recruited 

for the expedition by the Ahnenerbe—upon Augustus König’s recommendation and Heinrich 

Himmler’s personal insistence—from the ranks of the Schutzstaffel and academia. None of us 

had the slightest idea what we had been volunteered for, only that declining such an honor 

would not be a prudent choice. Not that we objected. Let it not be said that when the 

Reichsführer promised the world, he did not deliver. Not only would we have the unprecedented 

freedom to pursue our professional agendas, upon our return we would be granted the highest 

academic standing offered by the NSDAP. 

By the time we reached Calcutta, the staging grounds for the journey to come, our group 

was as tight-knit as any family, with the exception of König, who maintained separate quarters 

to demonstrate his authority even when we transferred ships in both Colombo and Madras, on 

the Bay of Bengal. 

While the rest of us explored the sweltering, seething streets of Calcutta, experiencing the 

outrageous contrast between squalor and excess, and haggling with merchants who would sell 
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their very souls for the right price, König sought refuge from streets that reeked of the 

impoverished in the wilds, with only his rifle to keep him company. 

None of us cared, for we were boys turned loose in a fairytale land, albeit one inflicted 

upon the land like a festering wound, between the ricelands and the bustling bay. We drank 

whisky [sic], took tea, and gorged ourselves upon festive-colored meals that curled the hair in 

our nostrils, singed our tongues, and passed through us like fire while we awaited news from 

the Viceroy in Simla, who ultimately granted our request—thanks in no small part to pressure 

exerted by Berlin—to travel on to Sikkim, where we would again find ourselves ensnared in a 

morass of bureaucracy and diplomacy. 

Unlike its repugnant Bengali cousin, Sikkim is a majestic land. It is a steep slice of land 

rising from within sight of the ocean up into the clouds, like a great tent spike driven into the 

black heart of an otherwise vile and uncivilized land. The narrow-gauge train that carried us 

as far as Siliguri reminded me of a toy I played with as a child, especially as it passed through 

forests of bamboo that towered thirty meters over our heads and across trembling wooden 

bridges that spanned waterfalls of such violence that their roar drowned out even the 

omnipresent ruckus of the engine and the clamor of the wheels. I filmed it all with an awed 

sense of fascination for which words alone are insufficient. It was as though I were on a 

faraway planet, surrounded by species of flora and fauna so unlike anything with which I was 

familiar it is as though they shared no commonalities whatsoever. I found myself thinking that 

if there were indeed one place in this world where the roots of our mystical Aryan origin could 

be hidden, it was this. 

The monsoon rains fell warm and with such ferocity it was as if the globe had been 

suddenly turned upside down and the seas had become the skies. The very hillsides crumbled 

before our eyes, opening chasms through which the floodwaters swept with murderous intent. 

One mudslide nearly buried half of the train and it took us three days to dig it back out. While 

König hunted this strange land on his own, of course. 

Every stop along the way found Johann Brandt with his calipers and eye charts, measuring 

and cataloguing the native populations with a boyish grin on his face. Despite his inability to 

communicate with the natives, nearly every man or woman he approached allowed him to poke 

and prod to his heart’s content, thanks to his natural charm and charisma. We are not even 
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close to our destination and already he has accumulated more plaster casts of faces than we 

can comfortably accommodate and has crates filled with racial and hygienic documentation 

for the Kaiser Wilhelm Society and its eugenicists, with whom he is in frequent contact. 

Kurt Eberhardt and Otto Metzger are content to take in the sights and sounds and the 

unusual culinary delicacies made from Lord only knows which kind of meat and seasoned with 

spices forged from the flames of hell themselves. Like me, their mission lies ahead of them and 

there’s little we are able to contribute, outside of documenting everything we see for posterity. 

Looking back now, I hardly remember Ghoom or Darjeeling, for the moment the 

snowcapped Himalayas reared from the horizon and impaled the clouds, I could think of 

nothing else. It was unconscionable to even imagine that we would soon be up there, standing 

on top of the world itself, where few men have ever dared venture. It was a feeling unlike any I 

had experienced before. Metzger described it as a physical sensation of euphoria, like the 

moment before climax, but that was too commonplace an occurrence to do it justice. 

We are on the verge of making history—whether or not we find mythical Shambhala and 

the tracks of our Aryan ancestors—and the film of our expedition will be not only the first of 

its kind, it will play in theaters and universities alike. It will be a documentary of historical 

significance that will allow us to bring the same sense of awe we feel right now to an entire 

generation of Germans who have known little more in life than the taste of shoe leather from 

the heels of their oppressors. 

From Kalimping we traveled by auto, while our supplies completed the final leg of the 

journey to Gangtok heaped on the backs of yaks. The dwellings reflected an interbreeding of the 

neighboring styles, from the Indians to the Chinese, and especially the Mongols. The 

monasteries and temples stood apart from and towered over the adjacent structures and could 

be seen from every vantage point. Their walls were slanted and their windows made of paper. 

Their ornate eaves made them look like they were wearing enormous golden hats. The streets 

were bare and windswept and as hard as marble. They led upward into hills bristling with trees 

that reminded me of those back home. 

Everything appeared dirty, from the tattered prayer flags snapping on the constant gales 

to the whitewashed buildings to the people themselves. Even the sheep and goats herded down 

the main thoroughfare were a shade of brown I found more than a little repulsive. 



Fearful Symmetry Excerpt Ó 2021 Michael McBride 27 

We passed men and women dressed in a style beyond my limited comprehension. Monks in 

red robes chanted mantras and counted prayer beads with such speed it was impossible to 

believe they could keep accurate count. There were chortens with spinning prayer wheels, like 

slabs of meat on vertical spits, and offerings of objects of all types, from the exquisite to the 

mundane and everything in between. Incense filled the air in fingers of smoke that dissipated 

on the breeze. Eyes followed our procession, from faces chafed by the elements and eroded by 

age. We were accompanied the entire way by the clatter of prayer wheels that looked like rattles 

and made a distinctive clicking sound when their handles were spun between two rubbed 

palms. 

We passed from nomadic communities where entire families lived in tents alongside their 

herds to homes built from stacked stones and hovels of the most primitive materials to palatial 

manors as the town ascended the forested mountain in defiance of gravity, it seemed. 

And over it all lorded the distant Himalayas and our gateway to Shambhala. 

Unfortunately, before we could even get a peek at Tibet, we had to seek permission inside a 

ramshackle building that looked just like all of the others, with the notable exceptions of the 

Union Jack flying from its ramparts and the uniformed officers of the British Indian Army 

watching our approach from the balcony. 
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Five 

 

Duoxiongla Pass 

Motuo County 

Tibet Autonomous Region 

People’s Republic of China 

October 12th 

 

Five Days Ago 

 

Brooks scurried to the rocky ledge in time to hear Warren scream, before the furious 

wind swept the sound away. Through the blowing snow Brooks saw him, seemingly 

floating in midair. 

“Help me!” Warren shouted. 

He dangled from the mule’s reins, his legs flailing over the mist, hundreds of feet 

straight down. He’d managed to grab hold with his right hand, but couldn’t seem to reach 

it with his left. 

The mule brayed and skidded closer to the edge on the loose talus. Palm-size stones 

tumbled over the edge and fell past Warren, who stared up at them with an expression of 

sheer desperation. He’d lost his sunglasses and his eyes were wide with terror. His tears 

froze in his lashes. 

Brooks reached out over the nothingness. The wind threatened to pry him from the 

ledge. 

“Grab my hand!” 

Warren swung his left arm, but didn’t come anywhere close. The movement caused 

the mule to slide even closer to the edge. Her legs trembled. Zhang wrapped his arms 

around her flank and braced his feet. Adrianne and Julian grabbed the straps they’d used 

to lash down their packs and pulled with everything they had. 

Warren closed his eyes when a wave of rocks cascaded down onto his face. 
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Brooks could see the man’s grip on the rein slipping. The mule lowered her head clear 

down past the ground. The muscles and tendons in her neck stood out as she fought the 

treacherous footing in a vain effort to inch away from the precipice. Even her most 

concerted efforts cost her ground she couldn’t afford to lose. If they didn’t get Warren’s 

weight off her reins, both of them were going over. 

Adrianne lost her footing and fell. The mule slid right up to the very edge. She 

stamped her feet and raged against her fate. 

“Listen to me, Warren. You have to do this now. Grab my hand!” 

He made another feeble effort and was rewarded with a rain of stones. 

“I can’t reach!” 

Each time the mule slid, Warren dropped farther away. As it was, Brooks barely had 

a grip on the rock around which he’d wrapped his left arm and he could feel the wind 

against his chest. He extended his arm as far as he could reach. Any farther and he’d lose 

his own tenuous balance. He looked Warren directly in the eyes. 

“Either you take my hand now or you’re going to fall.” 

Zhang hollered and slapped the mule’s flank. She strained and took a half-step back, 

bringing Warren momentarily closer. He reached again for Brooks as the talus gave way 

and the mule slid right back to the edge. Warren nearly lost his grip with the sudden drop. 

“You can do this, Warren.” 

“Don’t let me fall, Jordan!” 

“I won’t. You have my word. But if you don’t go now—” 

Warren lunged and caught his hand before Brooks was ready. He felt his grip on the 

rock slip and the toes of his crampons clatter across the ice. Warren released the rein and 

grabbed on with his other hand. 

The mule bucked backward and knocked Zhang to the side. Loose rocks poured over 

the edge. 

Brooks bellowed as he slid over the ledge, his eyes locked on Warren’s. The fog rolled 

past far below his feet. 
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Weight on his legs, arresting his slide. The ledge bit into his abdomen. He stared 

straight down at Warren. He could feel the other man’s grip slipping, his gloves peeling 

from his hands. 

Warren looked up at him with an almost resigned expression. 

“Please, God. Don’t let go.” 

Brooks felt arms wrap around his left leg. Fists curled into the back of his jacket. He 

shouted with the pain as he was pulled back over the ledge. The stone bit into his chest, 

clipped his chin. It felt like both arms were going to rip out of their sockets. And then he 

was tasting snow. 

The pressure abated and he raised his face just far enough to see the others hauling 

Warren up onto the trail. He rolled onto his back and bellowed up into the storm in 

triumph. 

Warren was on all fours, trembling, when Brooks stood. He looked from Adrianne to 

Julian and finally to Zhang and thanked each of them with a nod. Had they not come to 

his aid when they did, he would have either been forced to release Warren or fall to his 

death alongside him. He rubbed the mule’s smooth cheek, then extended his hand once 

more to Warren. 

“What do you say we get the hell off this infernal mountain?” 

Warren clasped his hand and struggled to stand. He looked as though he were about 

to say something, but instead blew out a long, pent-up breath and started tentatively 

down the decline. 

Brooks did his best to put the near tragedy out of his mind as they negotiated the slick 

path, which leveled off, if only slightly with each foot of descent. It led them into the lee 

of a rugged ridge, where they were spared the brunt of the wind. With the surge of 

adrenaline waning, Brooks felt an overwhelming sense of exhaustion that threatened to 

deposit him right there in the snow, but he drew upon reserves he didn’t even suspect he 

had. Eventually, the frosted leaves of the groundcover peeked out from beneath the 

accumulation. The brittle crust gave way to slush even slicker than the ice in the higher 

regions. Fortunately, the path had widened enough that it no longer felt as though they 
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were walking an icy tightrope over the abyss. The mist rode over their ankles and waists 

as they descended into the thick fog, which clung to them in the absence of the wind. 

Another quarter of a mile and the snow retreated into memory. Rhododendrons 

encroached from all sides, wet with the drizzle that hung in the air as though in defiance 

of gravity. For as quickly as the temperatures had plummeted, they rose even faster. The 

cool air combined with the layer of sweat beneath their suddenly sweltering clothes 

caused the goosebumps to rise almost electrically.  

It struck Brooks how few people had ever made it this far, to a place that seventy 

years ago had been unknown to the Western world. For as magical as it felt to him, he 

could only imagine how it must have felt to be Brandt and his party, the first to penetrate 

the shroud of mystery that hung over this entire region, where only a select few 

indigenous people had ever passed, most of them nomadic herdsmen whose bones had 

turned to dust long before the first permanent settlements were erected.  

They wended through narrow valleys cut by whitewater streams, which flowed 

nearly straight down and with almost unnatural speed. Birds came to life in the thickets 

and frogs chirruped from the branches and the moldering detritus. A premature dusk 

crept down from the high country, staining the cloudy sky momentarily crimson before 

the shadow of Mt. Duoxiongla fell heavily upon them. 

The wooden roofs of several small dwellings materialized from the trees and the 

mist. They’d finally reached Lage, the first layover point on the arduous journey. Smoke 

from a cooking fire filtered through the valley and Brooks smelled a heavenly aroma that 

reminded him of how hungry he was. He felt victorious for making it this far and 

surviving the harrowing trials of the mountain pass, but he had to caution himself that 

the journey had only just begun. 

This was still only the first day. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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