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*The summit was optional.*

*The descent wasn't.*
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## A NOTE ON THE NOVEL

*Icefall* is a work of fiction. The mountain, the range, the border dispute, and all characters are invented. The altitude physiology, mountaineering logistics, and high-altitude medicine are drawn from published research and expedition literature and are rendered as accurately as fiction permits.

HACE - High-Altitude Cerebral Edema - is a real condition. It kills experienced and inexperienced climbers alike. It does not distinguish between the prepared and the unprepared. It is, in the language of the mountain, indifferent.
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# Chapter 1 - Fixed Lines

The anchor was good. Elena had set it herself three weeks ago on the first rotation, a snow picket driven to its hilt and backed by two ice screws threaded into the headwall at opposing angles, the whole arrangement equalized with a cordelette she'd tied with half-numb fingers at 5:00 AM on a morning much like this one. She pulled on it now - full weight, both hands, her crampon points biting the 55-degree ice - and it held without complaint. She moved up.

The headlamp beam swept across the fixed rope in a pale cone. At this hour, in this cold, the rope had gone stiff, more cable than cord, and she had to work it through her jumar's teeth with deliberate pressure rather than letting it feed. A minor thing. She catalogued it and moved on.

The headwall above Camp III ran for two hundred and thirty meters at angles ranging from 50 to 65 degrees before easing onto the shoulder. Elena had climbed it six times on this expedition - twice in storm, once in wind that had made it necessary to stop every four meters and simply wait, pressed against the ice, until a gust relented. She knew the headwall the way she knew certain roads at home: not consciously, but in her hands and feet, in the calibrated lean of her body against the slope.

She moved steadily. In the darkness below, the tents of Camp III were three orange and yellow smears against the snowfield. No movement. The team was sleeping, as ordered, as needed. They had a summit window opening in thirty-six hours and every hour of rest before then was an investment they could not afford to waste.

Elena stopped at the second anchor station and checked the rope below it. The section between stations one and two had been under the most traffic - Dawa and Pemba used this line daily for load carries, and she'd noticed a twist developing in the last week. She worked the twist out, clipped a new keeper hitch above the anchor, and kept climbing.

At altitude, her thoughts ran differently than they did at sea level. There was a narrowing. Tasks became very clear. The horizon of concerns shrank to the radius of what her hands could touch, and this was something she had learned, over fourteen years and nine expeditions above 6,000 meters, to value rather than resist. She was not a person prone to meditation, but she understood what people meant by it. The headwall at 5:00 AM was a kind of practice.

The third anchor station was where the angle steepened. She clipped in, backed off the jumar, and swept her headlamp across the ice above.

There, to the north, perhaps eighty meters beyond the headwall's top edge, the seracs stood.

She had been watching them for three weeks. They were the residue of a glacier that had retreated significantly over the past decade, leaving behind a chaotic architecture of ice towers and blocks, some the size of a car, some the size of a house, all of them in slow, geological conversation with gravity. Seracs calved. That was their nature. She had seen this particular field produce two calvings in the last three weeks - both small, both in the night, both depositing debris in the gully below the north face rather than above the headwall. The gully was not their route. The debris was not their problem.

She studied the formation for a long moment. The towers looked different in the darkness than in daylight. Everything did. She could not trust her eyes at this hour on something this consequential, and she knew it, and so she filed the observation - something felt slightly different about the base of the central tower, the way the fracture lines ran - and continued the climb.

What she was doing was not required of her. The fixed lines were in place. The anchors had been checked four days ago. The summit push was twenty-four hours from now and she had a list of tasks at Camp III that didn't include solo headlamp inspection at 5:00 AM. But she had woken at 4:15 and lain in her sleeping bag listening to the tent fly and known that she would not sleep again, and after twenty minutes she had dressed in the dark and gone out.

This was the part of her job that she did not know how to explain to clients. The management of her own worry. The conversion of it, through action, into information.

She reached the shoulder at 5:47 AM and turned off her headlamp. The first light was building behind the eastern ridge, a deep blue thinning toward gray, and she could see the route to the summit - the angled traverse to the northeast, the rock band at 6,900 meters, the final snow slope to the top. Clean. Accessible. The mountain in a cooperative mood.

She looked at the seracs again from here. Better angle. The central tower was - she squinted - intact. The fracture she'd thought she'd seen from below was a shadow, or nothing. She exhaled.

Condition: acceptable. She would note it in the morning briefing and move on.
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By the time she descended and unclipped at the base of the headwall, the camp was stirring. Pemba was already up, crouched over the small gas canister stove outside the cook tent, melting snow for the morning's water. He glanced at her when she came off the fixed line and she could see him reading her face - the efficient assessment of a man who had spent twenty years on high mountains and could tell the difference between a guide who'd seen something and a guide who'd cleared something.

"Anchors good," she said.

He nodded and went back to the stove. The snow in the pot was just beginning to move.

Elena unclipped her jumar and stuffed it into her jacket pocket - the friction device was still cold from the line and she'd warm it against her body before the summit push. She pulled off her outer gloves and checked her hands. The rope had given her minor friction burns on the palmar surface of both index fingers, beneath the glove liner. She pressed each in turn. Not a problem.

Dawa emerged from the sleeping tent, folding his body through the low door with the practiced compression of a man who did this every morning. He was fifty-one, older than most working high-altitude porters, and carried himself with the unhurried specificity of someone who had made peace with the fact that every movement at altitude costs. He looked at Elena and tipped his head toward the headwall.

"You were up early."

"Couldn't sleep."

"Good or bad?"

"Neither. Anchors are solid. Second station had a twist."

Dawa accepted this the way he accepted most information: completely, without editorial. He crouched beside Pemba and said something to him in Nepali. Pemba responded without looking up from the stove. Dawa laughed once, quietly.

Elena went to her tent to change her base layer and check her pack.
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The morning briefing was at 7:30. She ran it from the equipment cache at the center of camp, with all five of them gathered in a loose semicircle and the ridge catching the first real light above them. She had set a thermometer out the night before. It read –21°C at dawn. She noted this on her laminated data sheet.

"Weather window opens in thirty-two hours," she said. "Forecast from base camp shows a twenty-hour period of stable conditions - winds at the summit dropping to under fifteen kilometers per hour, visibility clear, temps warming marginally above the current low. That's our window. We summit tomorrow morning, early start, and we descend within the window."

Marko Hale was standing with his arms crossed, his oxygen mask hanging loose around his neck. He was wearing a red down suit that had been custom-made by a British manufacturer for this expedition and he wore it well - the suit was technically excellent and he moved in it without restriction, which was a function of how much he had prepared. She noted this. It did not tell her he was ready for what the mountain was about to ask of him. Preparation and readiness were related but not equivalent.

"What's the window on weather deterioration?" he asked. "After the twenty hours."

"A system builds from the southwest. Winds increase significantly by hour twenty-four. We want to be at or below Camp III before that."

"Margin?"

"We'll have four hours. That's adequate."

He nodded in the way of someone who was used to having his questions answered with precision. She had worked with clients who asked questions as performance, to demonstrate their engagement, and clients who asked questions because they genuinely processed information. Marko was the latter, which was useful. What was less useful was the tendency, visible in the way he'd handled the past three weeks of acclimatization rotations, to believe that processing information was equivalent to having a body that could act on it. The mind at high altitude ran ahead of the body. It always did with this type. She'd watched it before.

"Summit start time?" Dawa asked.

"One AM tomorrow morning. That puts us at the rock band at first light, summit by ten, descent completed by two PM."

"Oxygen flow rates?" This from Arun Mehta, who was holding a small notebook. He had been taking notes throughout the briefing. Elena had initially found this slightly irritating - she ran tight briefings and people with notebooks tended to fall behind the conversation - but she'd come to understand that Arun's notes were not about the briefing at all. They were about his patients. He was recording everything everyone said and watching how they said it.

"Two liters per minute on ascent," she said. "We have enough supply for sixteen hours at that rate per person. That's conservative. Summit day should run twelve to fourteen hours from start to camp return."

"And if it runs long?"

"We drop to 1.5 liters. It's uncomfortable but manageable for a few hours. I've done it."

Arun wrote something. Elena had a good idea what.

"Questions?"

Marko had one more. "The serac field - the one north of the headwall. I noticed it on the way up last rotation. Has that been assessed?"

She had not expected him to ask about the seracs. She looked at him for a moment before answering.

"I've been monitoring it since we arrived. Two minor calvings in three weeks, both north of our route. Current assessment is acceptable risk."

"Acceptable risk," he repeated, not skeptically. More like noting the terminology.

"In mountaineering, the word acceptable is doing real work," Arun said, pleasantly. "Elena means she's weighed it against all available alternatives and concluded the risk is manageable relative to the objective."

"Which is the summit," Marko said.

"Which is the descent," Elena said.

A small silence. Then Dawa said something to Pemba in Nepali and Pemba replied and they both made a sound that was not quite laughter but belonged to the same family. Elena let it go.

"Eat well today," she said. "High carbohydrate, high calorie. Drink at least four liters each. Arun will do rounds this afternoon. Rest. The alarm goes at midnight."

—-
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She spent the rest of the morning on inventory.

The oxygen cylinders were staged in a steel-framed sled cache at the edge of the equipment site: twelve cylinders for the summit push, four held in reserve at camp. She checked each cylinder with a pressure gauge, recording the reading on a strip of athletic tape wrapped around the body of each tank. All twelve were in spec. One of the reserves showed a slow loss - she marked it and moved it to the secondary stack. If they needed that cylinder on the descent, they would know to monitor it.

The food cache was a different kind of math. They had brought up sufficient supplies for five people for six days, which was conservative for a two-day summit push from Camp III. But she had learned, early in her guiding career, that high mountains ate margins. A day of weather. A slow client. An anchor problem. She always planned for the thing she hadn't planned for.

She reviewed the figures on her data sheet:

- Day 1 (summit push): high burn, supplemental calorie packs

- Day 2 (descent): medium burn, standard rations

- Day 3 (buffer): emergency rations only

Three days of food beyond the planned operation. She felt the rightness of this the way she felt the rightness of the anchor system - not comfort, exactly, but competence made visible.

She was stacking the calorie packs back into the insulated cache when Marko appeared around the side of the supply tent.

"Can I ask you something?" he said.

"Yes."

"Off the record, or whatever the climbing equivalent is."

She waited.

"Arun told me this morning my O2 sat at rest is seventy-four. He wanted me to take an extra day." He paused. "You overruled him."

"I weighed the options. The window doesn't give us an extra day."

"Is seventy-four a problem?"

"It's low," she said. "Not disqualifying."

"But Arun thought it was."

"Arun's job is to identify risk. My job is to manage it in context." She looked at him directly. "Do you feel impaired?"

He thought about this with the seriousness she'd come to associate with him. "My thinking is slower than usual. I notice I'm repeating myself sometimes. Forgetting words."

"That's altitude. Seventy-four percent SpO2 at rest means your body is working harder to do less. That improves when you're moving and on supplemental oxygen. The summit day, you'll be on two liters per minute from the start."

"And if I deteriorate faster than expected?"

"Then we turn around."

He looked at her for a moment. "You've done this before. Turned around."

"Twice. Once for weather, once for a client who developed HAPE on the headwall."

"What happened to that client?"

"She recovered fully. She also went back the following year and summited."

He nodded. Then he said: "I need you to know that the photograph - the summit photograph, the branding -" He stopped. Started again. "If we have to turn around, I want you to know that I understand the call is yours. I won't make it difficult."

She studied him. She had been misreading him, she thought. Or rather, she had been reading one version of him - the corporate client, the man with a flag and a camera - and not the other version, the one that was capable of saying this at 6,200 meters the morning before a summit attempt.

"I appreciate that," she said.

"Good." He looked at the cache. "Can I help with anything?"

"Do you know how to read a pressure gauge?"

"I can learn."

She handed him the gauge and showed him the range. He worked carefully and correctly and she checked his numbers afterward and they were all right. They worked in silence in the thin air until the inventory was done.
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At dinner, the five of them ate in the cook tent with knees overlapping and breath misting above the food. Pemba had made dal bhat, which at this altitude tasted like something assembled from memory rather than actual spice and heat, the flavors stripped by altitude and cold, but it was hot and calorie-dense and Elena ate two bowls.

The conversation was easy. Dawa told a story about a previous expedition on which a client had attempted to secretly carry a small battery-powered television to base camp. Pemba added details. Marko asked questions. Arun wrote nothing; he was simply present, watching the group in a way that was clinical but not unfriendly.

At 9:30, Elena called an end to it.

"Sleep," she said. "Everything you can get. I'll brief again at midnight."

She went to her tent. She wrote the day's inventory numbers in her expedition log, updated the weather chart, and then put out her headlamp and lay in the dark.

The tent fly moved in a light wind. Below, the valley was invisible - cloud-filled, a gray absence. Above, the stars were the particular stars of high altitude: too many, too bright, the sky so black between them that the light seemed pressurized.

She listened.

The mountain was quiet. Not silent - there was always sound: the creak of ice under temperature change, the distant slip of snow on a far slope, the low freight-train murmur of wind higher than their current position. But quiet. Calm.

She knew better than to trust the quiet.

She lay awake for forty minutes anyway, listening to it, before something in her settled and she slept.

—-
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# Chapter 2 - Acclimatization

*From the expedition log of Dr. Arun Mehta, Day 19:*

*SpO2 readings, 0700h, Camp III (6,200m):*

*E. Ward: 81% - within acceptable range for altitude and acclimatization history*

*D. Sherpa: 84% - excellent; multiple seasons above 7,000m*

*P. Sherpa: 82% - consistent; no concerns*

*M. Hale: 74% - low; borderline for summit attempt; recommend extended acclimatization*

*Self: 79% - adequate*

*Hale's resting heart rate: 94 bpm. Elevated. Peripheral edema: mild pitting at ankles, bilateral. He has not mentioned this. I noticed it when he pulled off his boots to check for blisters this morning. He is not the kind of man who mentions things.*

—-
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He worked by headlamp for the first thirty minutes of every morning. This was not preference but logistics: the medical rounds took time he could not borrow from the rest of the day, and so he had learned, across four expeditions and a career in emergency medicine, to manufacture time from the hours before dawn. He was not a natural early riser. He had become one out of necessity, and the conversion had been permanent in the way that most adaptations made under pressure are permanent.

The pulse oximeter was a Nonin device, small enough to fit in his breast pocket, which he kept against his body overnight to prevent the battery from failing in the cold. He moved from tent to tent in the pre-dawn dark, unzipping doors carefully and crouching to clip the sensor onto an outstretched finger. Most of the team offered the finger before he asked. They had the routine by now.

Dawa was already awake when Arun reached his tent - he was always awake - and sat up cooperatively, extending his right index finger. The reading came back 84%. Arun recorded it without comment.

"Pemba?" he asked.

"Sleeping," Dawa said. "He was up late."

"Any coughing in the night?"

A slight pause. "Some."

"How much?"

"He said it was nothing."

Arun unclipped the sensor and moved to Pemba's tent. Pemba was awake too - they all woke when the zip went on the tent door, that much the altitude had given them, a hair-trigger awareness even in sleep. He looked at Arun with the expression of a man who had been medically managed for three weeks and had developed a certain resigned acceptance of it. He extended his finger.

82%. One point lower than yesterday. Arun checked Pemba's face - no periorbital edema, eyes tracking well, speech clear when he said good morning. He palpated the cervical lymph nodes briefly; Pemba submitted to this with the patient stillness of someone who understood the protocol even if he found it mildly unnecessary.

"Any headache?"

"Small one. Morning headache. Always."

"Rate it."

"Three."

"Yesterday morning?"

Pemba considered. "Two, maybe."

Arun wrote it down. A one-point increase in morning headache at acclimatized altitude was within the range of normal variation. He would watch it.

He saved Marko for last.

—-
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Marko Hale's tent was the largest in camp - a four-season two-person dome that he occupied alone, a configuration Elena had silently approved because a client who slept poorly was a client who made bad decisions, and Marko sharing with Arun had seemed, after the second night of their first acclimatization rotation, like a reliable recipe for neither of them sleeping. The tent was scrupulously organized in the way of a man who managed chaos professionally. Everything in its place. The sleeping bag rated to –40°C and not a sleeping bag one would expect on this mountain from a commercial outfitter. He had clearly done his research.

He was awake when Arun opened the door. He was always awake.

"Morning," he said.

"Morning." Arun pulled the oximeter from his pocket. "Hand."

74%. He kept his face neutral, recorded it, ran the reading again. 75%. He chose not to average them.

"Same as yesterday," Marko said. He had been checking his own readings with a personal oximeter he'd brought from home - a consumer device, less accurate than Arun's but directionally correct. "I noticed."

"Yes."

"Is it improving or not improving?"

Arun sat back on his heels and looked at Marko directly. This was something he had learned in emergency medicine: the moment when hedging stopped being kindness and became a failure of the relationship between doctor and patient.

"It's not improving significantly," he said. "Over nineteen days at altitude on the rotation schedule we've used, a well-acclimatized person at your fitness level would typically be in the high seventies to low eighties at rest. You're at seventy-four. That tells me your body's response to altitude is at the lower end of the distribution - not pathological, but not ideal."

Marko absorbed this. His face was doing the thing Arun had noticed before: a kind of organized reception, processing rather than reacting.

"What does that mean for tomorrow?"

"It means I recommended this morning to Elena that we consider taking an additional acclimatization day before the push."

A beat. "And she said?"

"She said the weather window doesn't allow it."

Another beat. "Do you think she's wrong?"

"I think she has to weigh more variables than I do," Arun said carefully. "From a purely medical standpoint, I'd prefer to see your numbers higher before a summit attempt at seven thousand meters. From an expedition standpoint, the window is what it is."

"What's the risk if I go tomorrow at seventy-four?"

"Increased likelihood of accelerated altitude sickness. HACE - high-altitude cerebral edema - becomes more probable as you go higher with an already-compromised baseline. The symptoms start with confusion, severe headache, ataxia. If they progress, the timeline is fast."

"How fast?"

"Hours, not days. Which is why I'll be watching you closely."

Marko nodded slowly. "And you have - what - in the kit if that happens?"

"Dexamethasone - a steroid that reduces brain inflammation and buys time. A portable hyperbaric chamber - a Gamow bag - that simulates descending by pressurizing around the patient. Oxygen. The bag and the oxygen together are very effective at stabilizing someone for evacuation."

"Evacuation to where?"

"Lower altitude. Ideally base camp or below." Arun paused. "The bag is at Camp III. We're bringing dexamethasone and oxygen on the push. The bag stays."

Marko looked at the tent ceiling. "The bag stays because it's too heavy."

"It's sixteen kilograms. On a summit push at this altitude, that weight is prohibitive."

"So if I develop this - HACE - on the summit day, the plan is dexamethasone and oxygen and rapid descent."

"Yes."

"And I may or may not have enough cognition to cooperate with a rapid descent if I'm in HACE onset."

Arun said nothing for a moment. Then: "That's why I stay close to you."

Marko looked at him. Not with fear - with the particular attention of a man who was revising his model of a situation. "Does Elena know you're telling me this?"

"She knows I tell clients what they need to know."

Marko exhaled through his nose and pulled his hand back. "All right," he said, in a tone that was not resignation but something more deliberate. Acceptance that had been worked for. "What do I need to do today to be in the best possible shape for tomorrow?"

Arun gave him the list: calories, fluids, rest, supplemental oxygen for two hours this afternoon from the reserve, early sleep. He wrote it on a small card from his notebook and handed it over. Marko took it with both hands, read it, and set it beside his water bottle.

"Thank you," he said.

Arun zipped the tent closed and stood in the cold.

—-
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He took his own reading outside: 79%. Down one from yesterday. Expected. He was healthy, he was acclimatized adequately, and his body was nonetheless reminding him, as it did every morning, that it would prefer to be at sea level.

He went to the cook tent for breakfast and sat across from Elena, who was reviewing her laminated topo map with a pencil and a cup of tea. She looked up when he sat.

"Readings," she said.

He gave them to her. When he reached Marko's number she paused slightly, then continued reviewing the map.

"You've spoken to him?" she said.

"Yes."

"And?"

"He understands the situation. He'll follow the rest protocol today. He asked good questions."

"He usually does." She set the map down. "Arun. The window is real. If it closes before we go, it may be the last viable opportunity this season."

"I know."

"If he deteriorates on the push, what's your assessment of bringing him down from above the rock band?"

Arun considered the route. The rock band at 6,900 meters was the technical crux - a 40-meter section of mixed climbing above which the terrain opened into the final snow slope. Descending a HACE patient through a technical rock band was not something to be improvised.

"It's manageable with Dawa's help," he said. "We fixed a good line through the band. As long as he's ambulatory and cooperative, we can get him down. If he's unconscious, it becomes extremely difficult."

"What's the threshold? When do you call a turn-around on the ascent?"

"Ataxia - loss of coordination - is the line. Severe headache alone I'd manage with dex and oxygen and continue. Ataxia means the brain is significantly compromised. At that point we descend immediately regardless of position."

She nodded. "Tell Dawa as well."

"I will."

She went back to the map. Arun poured himself tea and ate a bowl of porridge that tasted like warm cardboard and was, at this altitude, one of the most important things he would do today. He ate all of it.

—-
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The afternoon was the slowest part of expedition life at high camp. The morning's work was done. The summit push was not until midnight. The body needed rest, and rest at altitude was its own kind of work - the breathing never entirely settled, the heart rate never fully dropped, every period of stillness marked by the awareness of thin air and the faint altitude headache that lived behind the eyes like an uninvited guest who had learned to keep quiet.

Arun organized his medical kit on the tent floor, which he did at the end of every acclimatization rotation. It was not necessary to do it again today - he had inventoried it yesterday - but the activity gave him something useful to do with his hands while his mind ran its circuits.

From the bag: the dexamethasone ampoules, twelve of them in a zip-locked pouch kept against a hand warmer to prevent freezing. The nifedipine tablets for HAPE - pulmonary edema, the other altitude killer, the lungs filling from the inside. Four syringes. The suture kit, which he had used once this expedition already on Dawa's split knuckle. The portable pulse oximeter. Blood pressure cuff. Ibuprofen, acetaminophen, codeine for severe headache. Ondansetron for nausea. A written protocol card in waterproof sleeve.

He had designed the kit himself, then had it reviewed by a colleague who ran expedition medicine courses. The colleague had made two small suggestions that he'd adopted and one larger suggestion - include a second Gamow bag - that the weight restrictions had made impossible.

The kit he had with him tomorrow was adequate for anything he could stabilize and descend. It was not adequate for anything that required staying in place.

He had known this going in. He had decided it was acceptable. Most of expedition medicine was the management of that word.

He thought, as he always did when he inventoried the kit, about Rajan.

Rajan Sharma had been twenty-nine years old, a fit, experienced climber on his fourth expedition above 6,000 meters. He had developed HACE on a descent from 7,400 meters on a peak in the Indian Himalaya during Arun's second expedition as team medic. The symptoms had been subtle at first - a missed step that could have been fatigue, a repeated question that could have been distraction. By the time Arun had recognized the pattern, Rajan's ataxia was Grade 2 and his speech was beginning to slur.

They had used the Gamow bag. They had given dexamethasone. They had descended through the night in weather that made every step a deliberate act of will.

Rajan had died at 5,400 meters. Not because the treatment was wrong or the decisions were wrong. Because HACE at that stage, in those conditions, did not reverse.

Arun had read the autopsy report three times. He had analyzed every decision point and found, each time, that the decisions were defensible. The diagnosis had been late but not negligent. The treatment was correct. The outcome had happened anyway, because outcomes at altitude operated by their own mathematics, indifferent to effort and intention.

He still thought about it. He expected he would always think about it. This was not, he had decided, a pathology. It was a form of professional memory. He carried Rajan's case the way a carpenter carries the memory of a bad joint - not to torment himself, but to work accurately.

He repacked the kit and zipped it closed.

—-
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At 3:00 PM he administered Marko's supplemental oxygen: a regulator and mask fitted to one of the reserve cylinders, flow rate set at two liters per minute, Marko sitting up in his sleeping bag reading a book he hadn't mentioned the title of. After fifteen minutes, Arun took his reading: 83%. He noted it. The supplemental oxygen brought Marko's numbers to adequate. Tomorrow, on the push, the numbers would have to speak for themselves.

He checked in on Pemba before dinner. The headache had moved up to four on the ten-point scale. Arun gave him 600mg of ibuprofen and watched him take it, and made a note that the evening reading - 81% - represented a one-point decline from morning. This was still within the range of daily variation. He would watch it.

"I'm fine," Pemba said, preemptively, before Arun could say anything else.

"You're fine," Arun agreed. "How are you sleeping?"

"When the doctor isn't coming to wake me up? Very well."

Arun smiled. Pemba had a quality he'd valued from the first day - a dry, precise humor that operated at the exact frequency of the situation and no higher. He was also, Arun knew, somewhat immunized to complaint by the culture of high-altitude work, in which demonstrating weakness was complicated by the fact that weakness, on this mountain, was not a performance but a liability. He had to gauge Pemba carefully, always. He kept his number at the top of his mental stack.

Dinner. Rest. Midnight.

In his sleeping bag that night, Arun wrote in his log until his hand cramped with cold, and then he lay still in the dark and listened to the mountain settling around him.

He thought: five people in adequate health at 6,200 meters, weather favorable, route prepared, kit checked.

He thought: acceptable.

He thought about Rajan.

He slept.

—-
[image: ]


# Chapter 3 - The Sponsor's Mountain

The camera had been sent to him by the manufacturer three months before the expedition, with a handwritten note from the VP of marketing that said something about partnership and shared peaks and the language of outdoor brand collaboration that Marko had learned to read as fluently as a contract. He'd used the camera on Mont Blanc two years ago, on Elbrus last summer, on a sea kayaking trip in British Columbia that had been, he now understood, considerably less demanding than he had believed at the time. The camera made good photographs. He was not a good photographer. The combination produced images that were technically fine and compositionally mediocre, which was, he had decided, all that was required.

The shot he was planning was specific. He had thought about it for eight months, since the expedition had moved from concept to contract: himself, summit, looking past the lens, no forced smile, the company jacket - branded, not aggressively - the flag held in a way that looked incidental rather than planted. The flag was the company flag, not a national one, which he'd spent some time thinking about and ultimately decided was the right choice. He was not making a statement about his country. He was making a statement about his company, which was a different kind of claim.

The jacket would photograph well. He had approved the design specifically. Crimson, with the firm's name in a font that was readable from three meters but not intrusive from twenty. The marketing team had been enthusiastic. He had been measured about it. The jacket was a tool.

He lay on his side in the sleeping bag looking at the camera case in the corner of the tent. The afternoon light was flat and gray through the tent fabric, giving everything the color of old bone.

His head ached. It had ached every morning since Camp II and most afternoons and sometimes, unpleasantly, in the night. The ibuprofen took the edge off it without resolving it. He had learned to operate alongside the headache the way you learned to operate with any chronic low-level discomfort: by maintaining enough engagement with other tasks that the sensation never filled his entire attention. He was good at this. Twenty years of managing large organizations, which were always, at some level, sources of low-level pain, had prepared him.

74 percent oxygen saturation. He'd taken the reading himself that morning before Arun arrived: 74, then 73, then 75 on three sequential measurements. He'd thought about calling Arun to discuss it, then decided to wait for the doctor's scheduled rounds. This was, he recognized, not a medically sophisticated decision. It was the decision of a man who did not want to hear, earlier than necessary, the thing he was already sure Arun was going to tell him.

He pulled out his satellite communicator. The device was a Garmin unit he used on every expedition, and it was one of the items he most trusted - partly because it had been reliable on four previous trips and partly because it was genuinely high-quality equipment rather than the kind of gear he'd sometimes bought in the past based on price and found wanting. He pointed it at the tent mesh overhead and waited.

Searching. Searching. Searching.

He could message his assistant, Priya. She would be at her desk in the London office at this hour, managing his calendar with the particular efficiency that had made her, in three years, indispensable. He had called her from base camp ten days ago and given her instructions on the board presentation - a working outline with placeholder slides that she would flesh out when he sent summit photographs and confirmed his return date. She had asked whether the presentation would be ready for the March meeting. He had said yes.

The presentation would not be ready for the March meeting.

Or rather: the summit photographs would determine whether a presentation about the expedition was the right vehicle at all. He had been planning to open the board presentation with an image - the summit photo, full screen, twelve seconds before the first slide. He'd seen this done effectively before, at a conference in Singapore: a speaker who had climbed Everest opened with a still, no sound, his face at the summit against the sky, and held it until the room settled, and then said: *This is what we're talking about when we talk about the next phase of the business.* It had been corny and he had found it effective anyway. He'd wanted to do something similar.

The board, he had felt, needed to understand something about risk and persistence and the execution of difficult plans. He had thought the summit would demonstrate it.

He was now, lying at 6,200 meters with a headache that lived behind his left eye and an oxygen saturation that Arun clearly found concerning, less certain about what the summit demonstrated. He was also aware, in the more honest regions of his thinking, that this uncertainty had been building for some time - not since the expedition began, but since he had watched, on day six of their first acclimatization rotation, Dawa carry a 25-kilogram load up the headwall in conditions that had reduced Marko himself to a shuffling, stopped, step-by-step fight against his own body. Dawa had gone up and come down in the time it took Marko to go up. At the bottom, Dawa had unloaded the pack and offered Marko a thermos of tea and there had been, in his expression, absolutely no unkindness and absolutely no pretense. Just the acknowledgment of what the mountain already knew about both of them.

The communicator beeped: *Signal acquired. 4 satellites.*

He stared at it. He typed: *Still on schedule. Summit tomorrow. Will update on completion.*

He sent it. He powered the unit down. Battery at 62%. He had brought two spare lithium batteries in his pack for the summit push.

—-
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Pemba came around the side of the tent at 3:00, carrying a thermos. He crouched and offered it through the tent door without speaking, in the manner of someone who had understood that this was a service rather than an interaction. Marko accepted the thermos, poured a cup - sweet tea, heavily sweetened, which he had initially found unpleasant and had come to understand was an altitude nutritional strategy, not an aesthetic choice - and drank it.

"Thank you," he said.

Pemba nodded.

"Pemba." Marko gestured vaguely at the space around them. "Have you done this - this mountain - before?"

"Twice," Pemba said. He was crouching with his arms resting on his knees in a posture of perfect ease. At rest, Pemba occupied a smaller volume of air than any person Marko had watched doing it. Nothing was wasted. "First time was summit. Second time was turn around at the rock band."

"What made you turn around the second time?"

"Weather. We could see it coming." He shrugged fractionally. "You don't argue with weather."

"Do you argue with anything? On the mountain?"

Pemba thought about this. "You argue with yourself sometimes. You say: a little more. You say: one more step and then we stop. But you don't argue with the mountain." He looked past Marko toward the ridge. "The mountain doesn't have any position."

Marko looked at him for a moment. "No position," he said.

"It's just a thing. A big thing. It doesn't care."

Marko turned the cup in his hands. The tea was almost gone. "I keep thinking - I mean, I've been thinking since we started - that I understand what this is. Physically, logistically. I did eight months of preparation. Hypoxic tent, high-altitude fitness protocol, gear review." He paused. "But I don't think I understood what it was actually going to feel like."

Pemba said nothing. He was listening, but in the way of a man who is not managing the listener's emotion but simply receiving the words.

"What I keep noticing," Marko continued, "is that I know exactly what I should be doing and I can only do about sixty percent of it. My body just - there's a disconnect between what I tell it and what it does." He stopped. "I suppose you don't have that problem."

"I have the problem," Pemba said. "Less than you because I have more rotations behind me. But still the problem." He picked up the thermos. "The first time I came above six thousand, I thought I was dying. I told the sirdar I wanted to go down. He told me to sleep and eat and see how I felt in the morning. In the morning I felt a little better. Then a little better." He screwed the lid on the thermos. "You get more used to it. You never get all the way used to it."

Marko nodded. He was about to say something further when he became aware - and this was the oxygen saturation, probably, the slight slowness of his processing - that he had just had an honest conversation with Pemba, which was not what he had initiated the conversation to have. He had initially reached for Pemba in the way he sometimes reached for service staff at hotels: a reflex of pleasantry, a light social transaction. And Pemba had answered him plainly, without performance, as one person to another.

He felt, briefly, a prickle of embarrassment that was not quite embarrassment. More like the sensation of seeing a gap in your own reasoning that you had not previously noticed was there.

"Thank you," he said again.

"Yes," Pemba said, which was not an acknowledgment of thanks so much as a statement that the exchange was complete. He rose, picked up the thermos, and moved to the next tent.

—-
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Marko spent an hour before dinner reviewing his pack.

He had developed a packing protocol across the previous three expeditions: categories in order of access priority, weight distribution checked against his pack's load transfer system, redundancy for critical items. He checked it now not because it needed checking but because the review occupied his hands and imposed order on the afternoon.

Summit pack, departure version:

- Water: three 0.75L bottles, insulated

- Nutrition: 12 Clif Shots, 4 bars, one bag trail mix

- Camera: main body, two batteries, four memory cards, lens caps

- Satellite communicator and batteries

- Personal first aid: blister kit, paracetamol, personal dexamethasone (prescribed by Arun and self-administrable in emergency)

- Extra liner gloves

- Goggles (backup) and sunscreen

- Summit flag
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