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    It is called the “death zone”: the point on Everest, nearly five miles high, above which a climber cannot be rescued. More than 250 souls have lost their lives there. Most of the bodies remain, abandoned, frozen in place. When an earthquake leads to a miraculous recovery, Dr. Temperance Brennan is hired to identify the frozen mummified human corpse. The victim is the daughter of a wealthy Charlotte couple who never got the chance to say goodbye. But far from offering solace and closure, Tempe’s findings only provoke more questions. What happened on Mount Everest? Was the young woman’s death an accident? Why aren’t the other climbers talking? And how far will those hiding the truth go to make sure the past stays buried?
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  The transport van backed into the receiving bay, dark and silent. Standard. Morgue vehicles have no need of flashing lights or screaming sirens. There’s no urgency. Logos on the van’s windowless side panels proclaimed: INTERNATIONAL MORTUARY SHIPPING. My daughter, Katy, would’ve dubbed the thing a rolling kidnap trap.


  The doors winged open and two uniformed techs hopped out and circled to the back. The taller of the pair had a shaved scalp marred by angry nicks. The shorter had buzz-cut hair and full-sleeve tattoos starting on his forearms and spiraling up toward rolled cuffs.


  The men moved quickly and efficiently, opening the rear doors, hauling an oblong cardboard air tray from the van, and transferring it onto a gurney. It landed with a grating clunk.


  Snapping on latex gloves, I stepped forward. The carton’s outer surface was stamped with three grisly words: HUMAN REMAINS. At one end, HEAD. The latter made me think of directions on a case of wine. THIS SIDE UP.


  Shaved Scalp handed me a clipboard thick with paper. I skimmed a death certificate, a burial/transit permit, U.S. embassy international transport documentation, certification of noncontagious disease, an embalmment waiver.


  Setting the paperwork to one side on the gurney, I used an X-Acto knife to slice the plastic binders, then eased off the carton’s cardboard cover. Inside was a zinc-coated metal container.


  I flipped the butterfly hasps to unfasten the lid of the transport coffin. It opened with a hiss and a puff of icy vapor. I pulled back a large subzero gel pack covering the contents like a chill blanket and searched for the body bag’s ID data. The orange pouch was bunched, as if its occupant had been restless during the long journey home. After much rummaging, I found the tag, wiped frost from the plastic, and confirmed that the name and numbers matched those on the documentation.


  “Will you wait for the container?” I directed my question to either tech.


  Tattoo lifted a shoulder. “One use only.”


  “Seems a waste.” Eyeballing the chilled metal box.


  Another inky half shrug. “My granddad used one like it for storing fish that he caught.”


  Shaved Scalp shot his partner a look of annoyance. To me, “If that’s all, ma’am?” Ready to go. Another corpse awaited. Another passenger who wouldn’t complain.


  “That’s all. Thanks.”


  While Shaved Scalp started the engine, Tattoo closed the van’s rear doors with a double thunk and climbed into the passenger side. Quick finger wave, and they were gone, leaving me alone with my frozen cargo.


  Muscling the gurney through the bay doors, I was relieved to see Tim Larabee, my boss and Mecklenburg County’s chief medical examiner, loping toward me. He moved with the wiry grace of a longtime runner. Read: marathon junkie.


  “Where do you want me today?” I asked.


  “Take her into five.”


  The new whiz-bang Mecklenburg County Medical Examiner facility, or MCME, completed in 2008 and LEED certified, boasts a shared refrigeration unit and four standard autopsy rooms. Two additional rooms are outfitted with special ventilation and disposal systems for postmortems involving decomps and corpses with potential for contamination. Number five was a “stinky” room and had its own cooler.


  “Remind me why I won this lottery?” I wasn’t panting, but I was close. My load was heavy and the gurney had a bad wheel.


  Larabee regarded me, puzzled but not breaking stride.


  “Forensic anthropology? Bones? Mummies? Decomps?” I cocked my chin at the freight I was pushing. “Does this fall into one of those categories?”


  “Not exactly.” Larabee did something with his lips meant to be a smile. “But, Tempe. You are the Queen of Ice and Snow.”


  My eyes rolled at the tired old joke. At the label derived from my parallel position as forensic anthropologist for the Bureau du coroner in the Canadian province of Quebec. Yes, I split my time between Charlotte, North Carolina, and Montreal. Long story.


  The split, I might add, is truly a wide one. A chasm. Different language, different city, different lab, different justice system. And the big gorilla: different climate. When temperatures move into the sixties, Charlotteans reach for jackets and gloves. Les Québécois break out their sandals and shorts.


  North of the forty-eighth, death comes in ways rarely seen in Dixie. The hunter caught in the unexpected blizzard; the drunk staggering home from a bar; the underdressed driver leaving her broken-down car; the diaper-clad toddler wandering out into the night. Arctic winters mean hypothermia and bodies frozen solid.


  Such cases usually don’t require my expertise. Cold kills, but it also preserves. I catch the long-gone dead. The family submerged in a frigid lake since the 1950s. The skier mummified for a decade then coughed up by an avalanche. The student fallen into a ventilator shaft and freeze-dried for five winters. Enter the Ice and Snow Queen of balmy North Carolina.


  “You know the reward for winning the pie-eating contest, right?” I asked.


  Again, the long Larabee stare.


  “More pie.”


  “They asked for you by name.”


  “So you said.”


  I pushed through the door into autopsy room five, bum first. As Larabee helped maneuver the gurney, I recalled our previous night’s conversation. He’d caught me at the Peculiar Rabbit with my best friend, Anne Turnip. Friday night. Trendy restaurant. Planning a trip to the Turks and Caicos. Not thinking about Ryan. Not thinking about The Proposal. Good times. Larabee’s call had not made my evening.


  “We have an unusual case.” I knew from Larabee’s tone the news wouldn’t be good.


  “Unusual?” Dunking a mussel in wine sauce, then popping it into my mouth.


  “Frozen.”


  I felt an urge to belt out a few lines of “Let It Go.” Anne and I were in that kind of mood. Instead I asked about a recent MP. The cops liked the husband for the lady’s disappearance, but so far no body. Perhaps wifey had turned up in hubby’s subzero.


  “Melissa McLaughlin?”


  “No. This case involves an accidental death on Mount Everest.”


  I motioned to Anne that I needed to step away. The restaurant was packed and vibrating at runway decibel level. Obviously I’d misunderstood Larabee.


  “Sorry, say that again?” Outside on the street.


  “The victim is a Charlotte kid who died trying to summit Everest.”


  Many questions jockeyed to be first in line. “Nepal is a bit out of our jurisdiction.” Or was it Tibet?


  Larabee answered indirectly. “The family is… well connected. The mother, Blythe Hallis, is a friend of the mayor. And the police chief. And the governor. And…”


  “I get it.” I did. A billion Charlotte landmarks bear the Hallis moniker. A boulevard. A park. A school. An endowed chair at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte. Big bucks. Big philanthropy. Big political influence.


  “What’s the vic’s name?” I asked.


  “Brighton Hallis.”


  “How did she die?”


  “It’s unclear. There were no witnesses, but the presumption has been a combination of high altitude, hypoxia, exhaustion, maybe disorientation…” Larabee let the grim thought hang.


  Flashbulb image. Ice. Snow. Vacant-eyed Jack Nicholson from the end of The Shining. Despite the warm night, I shivered.


  Point of information. The Queen of Ice and Snow detests cold weather. And is not wild about heights. I can’t imagine why anyone would want to climb any mountain. Ever.


  “What’s the PMI?” I was asking about postmortem interval. Time since death.


  “Three years.”


  “Wasn’t the kid ID’d in Nepal?” Tibet?


  “Yes.”


  “So what’s the problem?”


  “The mother’s concerned about chaos caused by the earthquake in Nepal. Thinks they’ll say anything to move another body along. Wants ID confirmed locally.”


  “Shouldn’t they hire a private—”


  “By us.”


  A truck passed on the street, the driver grinding gears like a dirt biker gunning uphill.


  “There’s no question of foul play?” Stalling. Larabee had already answered that.


  “No. It’s a question of peace of mind. You wouldn’t believe what was required to bring this girl’s body back to Charlotte.” Larabee paused. A hitch in his breathing told me something was coming that I wouldn’t like. “Mrs. Hallis has requested, specifically and firmly, that you do the analysis.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Because you’re the best.”


  “Spare me.”


  “Should be a piece of cake.”


  Behind me, a couple argued loudly. Something about beer and a guy named Weed. Or maybe a guy with beer and weed.


  My contrary side wanted to be free to plan a summer vacation with Anne. To buy a new swimsuit, maybe some snorkeling fins. I also had to get to Montreal. I didn’t need extra work. Especially unofficial “do the mayor’s wealthy friend a favor” work.


  A woman passed, leading what might have been a poodle. Behind me the squabble ratcheted up. The girl was definitely peeved at someone named Weed.


  It shouldn’t be that difficult, my helpful side admonished. Dentals. Maybe prints. Match. Done.


  Shit. I hated my helpful side.


  “When does the body arrive?” Sighing with as much drama as the two at my back.


  “Tomorrow, seven A.M.”


  Seriously?


  “Don’t worry.” At my nonresponse. “I’ll be up at dawn, too.”


  And here we were. At eight-fifteen on a Saturday. In autopsy room five.


  “Full-body scan?” Larabee asked.


  “Eventually. Do we have antemortem facial shots?”


  “Candids. And dentals.” Larabee handed me two envelopes I’d seen tucked into his breast pocket, one small and brown, one letter-size and white.


  “I’m hoping for visual confirmation. If I can open the jaws, I’ll compare dental X-rays. If I can access the fingertips, I’ll take prints. Is she in the system?”


  Larabee shrugged “who knows.”


  “Hopefully that won’t be necessary for the prelim.” I was optimistic about an eyeball ID. Hypothermics are eerily preserved, if bluish, at the moment they slip away. “Once the body thaws, I’ll finish a complete analysis.”


  “Is that necessary?”


  “I do the exam right or I don’t do it at all.”


  Larabee accepted this. All or nothing is how I roll. “So today some, Monday some?”


  A frozen human isn’t like poultry you can zap and tease apart. If hurried, the body’s exterior warms faster than the gut, allowing the outside to decompose while the organs remain rock hard. Evidence can be lost. A corpse must thaw slowly, at a steady thirty-eight degrees. Depending on size and weight, the process can last three to seven days. Larabee knew that, too.


  “Let’s hope she’s skinny” was all I said.


  “Right. If you need more information, contact Blythe Hallis directly.”


  “Will do.” Fervently hoping no call would be necessary.


  “I’ll leave you to it.” Larabee headed off to have a proper Saturday morning. Maybe to run to Cleveland and back.


  After snugging the gurney parallel to the autopsy table, I toed the brake, crossed to the counter, and scooped up the envelope holding Brighton Hallis’s dental X-rays. Sliding the contents onto a lightbox, I flipped the switch and arranged the small films by quadrants: upper, lower, front, back. The teeth appeared opaquely pale against the gray of the bone and the black of the background.


  A crown on a first maxillary molar and fillings in two mandibular incisors glowed like dense white clouds in the surrounding enamel. I noted an odd curvature to the root of a second mandibular molar. A slight twist to one upper canine. No wisdom teeth.


  Happy day. ID would be straightforward.


  I crossed back to the metal transport container. Zinc. Good for temperature control, bad for X-rays. I used the wall phone to call for a tech.


  While waiting, I masked and reopened the coffin. As before, chill damp air wafted out. Already it carried a hint of something familiar. Something sweet and fetid. Something inevitable. Oh so faint, but already sending out feelers.


  On top of the orange body pouch lay a document noting gel pack replacement times throughout the long trip from Kathmandu, a protocol meant to ensure that a corpse remained frozen. International Mortuary Shipping was thorough.


  I removed the paperwork and tugged free the gel packs, keeping one, chucking the others. When I’d finished, the body bag lay exposed. Lumps and sharp angles suggested the position of a hip, a knee, maybe a shoulder, a head. I gripped the zipper and tugged. It slid downward with a wet buzzing whrrrp.


  Most victims of exposure die seated or lying down, perhaps having paused for a “quick rest.” That might account for the lumps. Or might not. Other than the gel packs, I had no idea how these remains had been handled in recovery and transport.


  The body lay on its side, frozen, curved in on itself. It was fully clothed in serious mountaineering gear, feet encased in bright red gaitered boots. Long strands of hair emerged from a stiff North Face cap. Brassy now, the color was probably once blond.


  The sight sent an unexpected wave of melancholy through me. The colorful puffy sport garments conjured images of bracing air, flushed cheeks, youth, adventure. Not sudden death. They did not belong here.


  With almost no flesh exposed, I could determine zip about the body’s state of preservation. Impatient, I checked the time. Just after nine.


  I assessed. The vic appeared to be tall but slender. There was little room in the container, but some manipulation was possible.


  Hoping for a glance at the facial features, I grasped the downside shoulder and knee and lifted. Nothing. I tightened my grip, pull-shoved, and the corpse rotated with a soft pop and a rustling sound.


  Nose to nose with the grotesque face, my spirits plummeted.
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  In her pre-ascent photo, Brighton Hallis stood smiling in front of a snowcapped peak. Blond and athletic, she could have stepped from an ad for a Ski Vail campaign. Tan, confident, pretty enough.


  The face in front of me was shrunken and stained a deep mahogany brown, the shriveled lips drawn back in a rigor grin. The lidless eyeballs stared at me, disconcertingly lifelike, beseeching. How did this happen to me?


  There would be no visual ID. Worse, not a tooth remained. In a face otherwise unnervingly intact, the dentition was shattered. Save for an outside chance on the odd root configuration, the antemortem dental records would be useless. Brighton Hallis’s charmingly crooked left canine remained as nothing but a jagged splinter.


  The tech’s arrival interrupted my colorful expletive. He didn’t hear it. Or pretended not to. His name badge read J. Ortiz. I didn’t know him. I wasn’t that familiar with the weekend crew. Yay work-life balance.


  After introductions and a brief strategy discussion, we got to work. Ortiz wasn’t a talker; I like that in a tech. Together we transferred the remains from the metal container to the autopsy table, then eased them free of the body bag. While Ortiz set up the camera, I penned info onto an ABFO ruler that would act as both scale and photo identifier. Then he snapped pictures as I jotted observations.


  For several minutes the only sounds in the room were the squeak of Ortiz’s rubber soles and the click of the Nikon’s shutter release. Then, “No paradoxical undressing.”


  At my raised eyebrows, Ortiz expanded. “I did some search and rescue in the Cascades, hikers and climbers lost during storms. Lot of them turned up with their clothes half-off.”


  Severe hypothermia causes a nasty divorce between body and brain. One short-circuits the other. Disoriented, victims may begin taking off their clothes. The behavior is referred to as paradoxical undressing. Misinterpretations have led more than one investigation down the wrong path, untrained personnel suspecting a sexual assailant instead of Mother Nature.


  “Paradoxical undressing occurs in only twenty to fifty percent of cases,” I clarified.


  “Damnedest thing.” Ortiz moved the marker and shot from another angle. “You’re freezing, so you strip.”


  “The cause is unclear, maybe malfunction of the hypothalamus.” That is the part of the brain that regulates body temperature. “Or loss of muscle tonus.”


  “That can make you want to show off some skin?” More repositioning and framing. More clicks.


  I gave him the 101 version. “When you get cold, your muscles slow the flow of blood to your limbs. As you weaken, the muscles become exhausted, relax, and there’s a sudden surge of blood. This creates a hot flash, which fools people into feeling like they’re burning up.”


  “Some turned animal. We’d find ’em naked, dug into holes.”


  “Terminal burrowing.” Absently.


  Terminal burrowing, also called hide-and-die syndrome, refers to victims seeking small, enclosed spaces—hiding under beds, nesting in closets, digging burrows. Another agonal behavior not well understood. Another source of confusion for untrained law enforcement. A body in a wardrobe or trunk taken as evidence of foul play.


  Hypothermia: accidental death masquerading as murder.


  “Freezing seems a horrible way to go.” Ortiz tossed that out unsolicited.


  “It’s probably like falling asleep.” I might have been premature on my “strong, silent” assessment of Ortiz, although I didn’t disagree with his statement.


  Photos done, Ortiz put the camera away. “You want help stripping him?”


  “Her,” I corrected. Presumably, her.


  “We’ve got a lot of intake, a four-car wreck out on I-77. But I can stick around if you want.”


  The failure at visual ID was disappointing. Ditto the absence of teeth. I shook my head. Reluctantly. I was going to have to do this the hard way.


  “Go ahead,” I said. “I’ll call down if I need you.”


  “I’m here until four P.M.” And he was gone.


  I should be so lucky.


  Before starting my long list of tasks for the prelim, I slipped out to grab a Diet Coke. Thus fortified, I cranked the AC as low as possible and began the most hated part of my job: paperwork.


  Dropping onto the stool at the computer terminal, I logged into the network and opened a file. Larabee had assigned a case number: ME215-15. I filled in the date, my name as the investigating anthropologist, and various administrative data. Then I moved on to information about the victim.


  Name: Brighton Hallis. Presumed.


  I paused, realizing how little I knew about this young woman. Eye color? Height? Weight? Tattoos? Scars? Surgeries? I left all antemortem descriptors blank.


  I had one fact. Brighton Hallis was twenty-four when she set off to climb Everest. Same age as my daughter, Katy. The death certificate reported this tidbit, and listed manner of death as “accidental.” Meaning what? Hypothermia? Exhaustion? Hypoxia? Blunt trauma from a crack on the head? Botulism from a bad energy gel shot? A coil of rope in the library with Colonel Mustard? Frustrated, I sat back.


  Had Brighton been alone at the end? In pain? Frightened? Had she thought of her family? Her best friend? Her dog? Or had death been quick, an odd noise, a change in air pressure, then oblivion?


  I pushed these thoughts aside. Channeled scientist. The body would tell the story.


  Abandoning the keyboard, I donned the tools of my trade: plastic apron over my scrubs, mask, goggles, fresh latex gloves. Thus garbed, I approached the remains.


  The form on the table looked more like a gaudy pile of bundled laundry than a human being. I couldn’t help but admire the quality of the North Face and Mountain Hardware garments. Three years’ exposure in a harsh high-altitude environment, yet fabric damage was minimal. Macabre brand marketing, but impressive.


  Slowly, I worked my way around the body, taking in detail, making notes. Not much to say. The victim liked vibrant colors. The clothes were expensive. When satisfied that I’d missed nothing, I took scissors from an under-counter drawer and began excising fabric in stiff swatches.


  Down floated upward, then drifted to rest. I cut through red, yellow, lime green. Polar down jacket and pants. Gore-Tex. Fleece. Thermal long underwear. Layer after layer, like an archeologist digging through strata. No single item had been enough to protect her. Together, they’d fueled the hubris that she was armed against an environment antithetical to life.


  Ninety minutes after starting, I reached flesh. Ninety more and the victim wore only her red boots, still frozen to her feet, impossible to dislodge.


  In contrast to the dark, desiccated skin on the face and hands, the rest of the body glistened alabaster. And, now that it was unwrapped, I understood its twisted alignment. Brighton Hallis had died and frozen solid while seated, knees partly flexed, torso gently slumped, head tilted to the right, one porcelain arm angled across her chest. Defensive? Movement with her last breath? I suspected Hallis had hardened while leaning, one helpless arm dangling.


  I studied her hands, stained and dry as toughened leather. There would be no prints until I rehydrated the fingers.


  The lab phone rang. I broke free to answer. “Brennan.”


  “Progress?” It was Larabee.


  “Some.” Not really.


  Not the answer he wanted. “Is the body skeletonized?”


  “No. The extreme cold protected against putrefaction. At that altitude, there’s no scavenging.”


  “Not even bacteria? Insects?”


  “The highest-altitude organism on the planet is a moss that can grow at sixty-five hundred meters. Above that, there’s literally no life. Even if something could live that high up, the bacteria responsible for aerobic decomposition don’t function below zero Celsius.” No rodents, birds, bugs, or microorganisms. None of the usual companions to death.


  “So she’s intact.” A reformulation of his first question.


  “The protected parts of the body, yes. But the combination of frigid temperatures and high winds, with a UV assist, led to mummification of the face and hands.”


  “Like the Iceman.”


  There are numerous ancient and modern examples of bodies preserved in ice. The most famous is Iceman Ötzi, discovered in the Alps in 1991. Ötzi was so well preserved, he was first thought to be a hiker who’d succumbed to exposure the previous winter. Forensic analysis bumped his date of his passing to 3,300 B.C.


  “Exactly.”


  “That case was extraordinary. They’ve catalogued his tattoos, ascertained his last two meals, where he grew up, how he was murdered. They’ve even sequenced his DNA.” I’d rarely heard Larabee wax so enthusiastic.


  “I’ll have all of that by five.” I said.


  “Leave the report on my desk,” Larabee deadpanned back, then disconnected.


  I began a mental checklist of my next steps. Topping it was fluoroscopy, meaning a full-body scan. The victim’s pretzel position would make that difficult. I elected to wait until she was thawed enough to lay her flat.


  Fingerprints. Not easy on a mummy. Rehydration took time. I’m told I have many good qualities. Kindness. Generosity. Humor. Intelligence. Patience is not on the list. I detest waiting.


  My stomach grumbled, suggesting I add food to my to-do list. I ignored the input, anxious to get on with what I could.


  One hand was accessible. The leathery appendage looked like a workman’s glove, at the end of a gypsum arm. Returning to the drawer, I selected a tool that looked like small pruning shears. Positioning the hooked blades around the thumb, I applied pressure to the handles. A lot of pressure. No go. It was like trying to cut through steel.


  I considered my options. I didn’t like them. That “patience” thing again. But I didn’t see a way around it. I didn’t want to damage the body.


  With nothing left but the waiting, I returned to the dentition. Though I work with bone, I’m fairly competent with teeth. Still, complicated dental analyses fall to the forensic odontologist. Given that Brighton Hallis did not have a single intact tooth, she’d clearly be filed under “complicated.”


  The jaws were frozen in a half-open grimace. Grabbing a handheld magnifying lens, I adjusted the over-table light and peered in. I couldn’t see the entire dental arcade, but one thing struck me as strange. The damage appeared uniform from front to back, on both uppers and lowers. Every tooth was toast from the gum line up. The result of a deadly impact? Had she face-planted into a rock during mountain removal? Or was a three-year wait in an unforgiving climate that tough on teeth?


  Back to the computer. A Google search using the keywords “freezing” and “dentition” revealed that scientists could now harvest and cryo-preserve stem cells from extracted adult molars. Interesting. But not helpful. Too edgy to sit, I left research for another time.


  One potential source of information remained. Returning to the clipboard, I reviewed each piece of documentation more carefully. Every page was resplendent with official foreign stamps and indecipherable squiggles I took for Nepali. Tibetan? I had to look that up.


  Nothing in the file to enlighten me concerning Brighton Hallis’s last moments on earth.


  My eyes fell on a phone number with a familiar area code.


  Crap.


  I braced myself. Then I picked up the handset and dialed.
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  A man answered on the second ring. Deep baritone, full of smoke and grit. Or maybe the guy was working on a polyp.


  “Hallis residence.”


  “Mrs. Blythe Hallis, please. It’s Dr. Temperance Brennan calling.” Delivered with full Katherine Daessee Lee Brennan Daughters of Dixie charm. My mother is pure sugar and peaches on the phone. And I was trying to contact one of her tribe.


  “Please wait.” Husband? Jeeves the Butler? I couldn’t tell.


  I waited. Far too long for my already agitated nerves.


  “Dr. Brennan.” The voice was female. A fusion of cut crystal and Carolina honey. Yep. Mama’s folk. “I’ve been expecting you.”


  “Mrs. Hallis, I’m so very sorry about your daughter. We received the remains this morning.” They are thawing as we speak. I didn’t say that. “Unfortunately, the dentition is badly damaged, a fact that will complicate positive identification. I was hoping you might have access to additional medical records or X-rays.”


  “Of course. Five o’clock today is good for me. Raleigh will provide you with details. Casual, of course.”


  No asking after my convenience. My preference of time or location. My desire to meet at all. A directive, a presumption of compliance, and she was gone.


  A brief pause, then Raleigh was back on the line, dictating an address I knew to be in one of Charlotte’s most expensive zip codes. Still couldn’t slot the guy.


  I hung up, conflicted. While I detest taking orders, I do appreciate telephone brevity. I decided not to dwell. It was my current mantra. Don’t dwell on Ryan and his alarming proposal. Don’t dwell on Mama and her cancer. Don’t dwell on Katy and her deployment to Afghanistan.


  My watch read four-ten. Unbidden, a hand floated to my hair. I couldn’t see myself, but knew my hasty predawn topknot hadn’t improved through the course of the day. And I’d opted to go sans makeup. So be it.


  After rolling ME215-15 into the cooler, I hurried to the women’s staff lounge and changed from scrubs to the jeans and knit top I’d thrown on that morning. Following a thorough washing of face and hands, I tugged the elastic band from the remains of my do, gave my hair a quick brush, two fast twists, a snap of the binder, and I was ready to go.


  As I navigated my Mazda through the late afternoon sun, long strokes of light and shadow kicked across my windshield, flashing the city beyond like an old-timey movie reel. Flick flick flick. At first, small businesses and plants whose functions I couldn’t imagine. Then the shops, restaurants, and steel-and-glass skyscrapers of Trade and Tryon streets. Johnson & Wales University. Bank of America Stadium.


  South of uptown, I took Fourth Street through the heart of the medical district, past the colonial-red-brick-and-modern-box complex comprising Presbyterian Hospital. Shortly I was in Eastover, a neighborhood of stately residences surrounded by overprivileged lawns.


  The Hallis home was set back from the street, down a long driveway swooping below oaks that could have gossiped about sightings of Robert E. Lee. After parking in front of elegant double wooden doors, I killed the engine and got out. The air smelled of wisteria and honeysuckle. Of American Express black cards, Italian espresso makers, fifty-year-old Macallan single-malt scotch.


  The doorbell placement was so subtle it took some searching. Wasted effort. Before I could ring, the door was opened by a very large freckled man in a very large uniform. Pinstripe jacket, trousers, and tie. No gloves.


  Question answered. Raleigh was a butler.


  After inspecting my ID for so long I thought he was memorizing the content, Raleigh led me through a marble-floored foyer to a small office that had lost a battle with Laura Ashley. Floral drapes, chintz armchairs, embroidered pillows, desperately complicated rug. Wordlessly, he gestured an ungloved palm toward an overstuffed Regency something-or-other. I perched.


  “Refreshments?”


  “No, thank you.”


  “Madam will be taking refreshments.”


  “Lovely.”


  When Raleigh had withdrawn, with an unsettling absence of sound, I inventoried the cluttered space. Felt anxiety rise at the proximity of a quadrillion fragile baroque decoratives. Arms tight to my side, I catalogued porcelain, crystal, wood so polished I could have used my reflection to apply eyeliner. An ornate clock marked time with the cadence of a hummingbird heart. Tick tick tick tick.


  A large brown envelope lay on an iron and marble sidepiece so petite and scrolly I wasn’t sure if it was a desk or an end table aspiring to more. An exterior stamp denoted X-rays.


  Hearing the staccato click of footfalls, I glanced toward the door. The woman matched the room. Pale pastel Chanel suit. Oscar de la Renta kitten heels. Diamond the size of a Krispy Kreme donut.


  It wasn’t just the clothing. In a town changed by a four-decade infusion of big-money bankers and financiers, Blythe Hallis retained a commitment to old-style Southern feminine beauty. And did it well.


  Though I knew Hallis’s age to be north of sixty, her hair was a flawless ash blond; her pale, softly lined skin was a testimonial to years of sunscreen and wide-brimmed hats. Her body was slim and muscular, suggesting regular workouts with a personal trainer or at an upmarket Pilates studio.


  My point, she looked good. Except for her eyes, which were gray and cold. Eyes that suggested she could serve you sencha in Haviland Limoges cups, smiling over the rim as you died from the strychnine in yours.


  My hostess seated herself on a Queen Anne armchair, crossed her ankles with a steel magnolia elegance as natural to her as drawing breath. I couldn’t help noticing the pantyhose. I endure them for weddings and funerals. Maybe. Hallis was wearing them in her own home.


  “Thank you for coming.”


  I got straight to the point. “The ME is eager to settle this matter to your satisfaction, Mrs. Hallis. Any details you can share about your daughter’s accident will be helpful.”


  Blythe Hallis was not a woman to be hurried. Or challenged. “It’s after five. Raleigh is preparing tea.”


  Not a question. An expectation. I said nothing.


  “Do you need a writing instrument?” A pointed look at my empty hands.


  Not really in the mood to play “Who’s Got the Bigger Ones,” I dug in my purse for notebook and pen. I was about to begin posing questions when Raleigh appeared with a tea party setup that would’ve turned the Mad Hatter green. Hallis and I took a few moments pouring and stirring. Then she launched in. Showing who was in charge?


  “Brighton was my wild child. And a very gifted athlete. She was good at all sports, but preferred those in which she could excel individually. Did you know she ran high school and college track?”


  “I did not.”


  “She was offered scholarships, but of course that wouldn’t have been appropriate.” Hallis’s tone implied that accepting scholarship money would have been akin to selling one’s kidney on the black market. “But it was extreme sport that she truly loved.”


  “When did she begin climbing?”


  “On a camping trip with her father and brothers when she was twelve. She was too young, of course, but I had no say.” Long-suffering glance down at fingers curled motionless around her cup. “Brighton was just like her father. My late husband, Sterling, was addicted to the thrill of risk. His poison was speed.”


  I took a sip of the unwanted tea. Meaning drugs?


  “Sterling would’ve been at the track every weekend if other responsibilities hadn’t kept him away.” The cool gray eyes met mine. “It’s a definition of insanity, don’t you think? Driving in circles as fast as possible, never going anywhere?”


  “Mm.” Setting my cup on its saucer, the saucer on the table between us. Damn, that was good tea.


  “My children were like that, too. Always running loops to get Sterling’s attention with one daredevil antic or another.”


  “Did Brighton sustain any injuries that required medical attention?” Trying to get back on track.


  Blythe placed her cup and saucer beside mine, delicately rotated the handle to an aesthetically pleasing position. Or she was being OCD.


  “Everything’s in there.” She gestured to the envelope. “As you’ll see, there were many ER visits. Of greatest interest will be a broken ulna and calcaneus.”


  “Thank you.” I helped myself, placing the envelope beside my purse. “Is there anything you can tell me about the events on Everest?”


  “Very little, I’m afraid. My daughter passed three years ago. As I understand it, she made the top and died just below the summit on her descent. She was twenty-four.”


  “You don’t know the specific circumstances of her death?”


  “I have only secondhand information. I was told that her climbing team had already descended. Bad weather moved in suddenly and there was much confusion.” Delivered by rote. A story she’d told before. “The next day another climbing group discovered Brighton’s body. They collected her personal effects and had them shipped to me. None of Brighton’s team revisited the site.”


  It sounded callous beyond words. “No attempt was made to recover your daughter’s remains?”


  Wry twist to the delicately tinted lips. “Do you know anything about conditions on Everest?”


  “The climate’s not up to my standards.” I regretted the quip as soon as the words left my mouth. But the woman’s gracious superiority was grating as hell.


  “Before ascending, every climber must choose a form of body disposal, opting for leaving remains in place, cremating in Kathmandu, or paying for recovery attempts—a fee that can be upwards of thirty thousand dollars.” Another smile lacking humor. “It’s also a form of madness, isn’t it? Pursuing recreation that requires death disposition? We elected to pay for recovery, of course.”


  “Of course. Why did it take three years?”


  “Mount Everest doesn’t care about one’s personal preferences.”


  Hallis took a sip of tea, again centered the cup on its saucer. Again adjusted the handle. Her face remained a mask of composure.


  “The area above eight thousand meters is called the death zone. Bodies in the death zone are not recoverable.” Eyes lowered. Concealing what? “Rough terrain and lack of oxygen make it far too dangerous. So Brighton remained where she was. Frozen in place. Observed and passed by each subsequent wave of foolish dreamers blind to reality.”


  “But something changed,” I prompted.


  “Are you aware there are more than two hundred bodies atop Mount Everest?”


  She didn’t expect a response. I didn’t offer one.


  “One section is called Rainbow Valley, named for the multicolored jackets and gear attached to numerous corpses strewing the slope.” The gray eyes rose to mine. “Litter has become a real problem up there. In recent years, groups have attempted to clean the mountain and reclaim some of these poor, abandoned souls. Methods for this sort of thing have improved. I contacted one such organization, but Brighton remained out of reach. Until the recent earthquake. I assume you followed reports of events in Nepal? So heartbreaking.”


  I nodded. The disaster had been all over the news. Death toll over 8,500. A country of few resources devastated. The calamity had been the story. Until a fatal train wreck outside Philadelphia lured the media on to the next human tragedy.


  Hallis continued. “I’m afraid it’s a sad case of one person’s misfortune being another person’s gain. After the quake, local Sherpas identified bodies sufficiently shifted by avalanche activity to allow recovery. Brighton’s was among them. I was happy to pay the bill.”


  “Your daughter was airlifted out?”


  Hallis surprised me with a shard of a laugh. “Isn’t it funny the things one learns in the course of necessity?” Deep breath. “Helicopters cannot function above Camp Two. The atmosphere is too thin for safe operation. Absent a life-threatening emergency, airlift to Kathmandu occurs only below Camp One. Cadavers taken from above that altitude must be strapped to canvas and lowered by rope and the body’s own momentum, hand lifted over crevasses. At points, the angle is as steep as sixty degrees. The process takes six to eight Sherpas an entire day.”


  I pictured brittle, frozen bones jouncing down a rocky cliff on a fabric sled. It wasn’t a forensically encouraging image. “Rough descent may have introduced further damage to the body,” I cautioned.


  “Not more than the ascent, I’d hazard.” Devoid of emotion.


  “I was surprised that the remains arrived at our facility still frozen. International law normally requires embalming.”


  “International Mortuary Shipping is a highly regarded enterprise. Their personnel were able to acquire the necessary waivers. If possible, I wanted Brighton to arrive home in the same condition in which she left the mountain.”


  And you are Blythe Hallis, I thought. Friend of the mayor, the governor, probably the pope.


  “I’m confident that Dr. Larabee and I can confirm identity. Beyond that, I’m uncertain what our analysis will be able to determine. Three years is a long time in such harsh conditions.”


  Hallis’s eyes locked on to mine. “I know you deal in physical rather than social science, but it’s important that you understand how driven my daughter was. Of my three children, she was the most determined, and the cleverest. Once she was set upon a goal, nothing could stop her.”


  “Did your daughter have experience climbing other top-tier mountains?”


  “Oh yes. Her ambition was to complete the Seven Summits. Do you know what that means?”


  “Ascending the highest peak on each continent.” There. I wasn’t a total dunce.


  “Brighton began immediately after college. She and Sterling plotted endlessly. Everest was going to be their crown jewel. She was halfway through the cycle when Sterling died unexpectedly.”


  “Racing accident?”


  “Colon cancer. It devastated Brighton. After his passing, summiting Everest became her obsession. My daughter’s trust fund allowed her to focus full-time on training. I tried to reason with her. Nothing mattered but that hideous mountain.” Hallis blinked rapidly. The first crack in the façade?


  I felt a stab of sympathy. A lost husband, a lost daughter. Offspring who’d preferred another parent.


  “My point is that when Brighton was focused, nothing got in her way.” Hallis had recomposed her face. “It astonishes me that a context as knowable as Everest could have defeated her.”


  Did the woman cradle the delusion that her daughter was incapable of error? Or was she implying something else? Something more sinister?


  Hallis misread my look as one of disdain. “Please don’t judge me, Dr. Brennan. I’m no fool. I don’t believe my daughter was faultless. But climbing was her passion. She spared no expense on training and equipment. No one was more aware of and prepared for the risks. I simply need to know how she died.”


  I was confused. Was that the real ask? Point a finger elsewhere so her daughter’s image remains unblemished?


  “I can’t make any promises,” I said.


  “All I desire is a thorough examination. If there’s any indication this accident was caused by faulty equipment or poor instruction, I want to know.”


  Bingo. Lawsuit. How the wealthy deal with loss. My budding sympathy began to ebb.


  “I promise we will do our best.” I stood, slung my purse over one shoulder, and tucked the envelope under my arm. “My findings will be in my report.”


  Hallis rose, the Chanel showing not a hint of a wrinkle.


  “I’ve arranged for you to interview Brighton’s climbing team. Dara Steele, Cash Reynolds, and Damon James will meet you at Leroy Fox tomorrow at noon. I left venue selection to them.” Her tone apologized for the lowbrow choice of one of my favorite gastropubs. “The bill will come to me, naturally. Feel free to ask them anything. In my experience, they won’t offer.”


  Hallis’s smile was accustomed to being returned. I didn’t. The woman’s assumption of submission was astounding.


  “I’ll check my schedule,” I said.


  “My friends and I are grateful for your efforts.” No need to name the “friends.”


  One manicured hand came forward. We shook, Hallis not contacting a molecule more of my skin than necessary.


  Outside, the sky was pink streaked with yellow, aiming for night. I stood a moment, listening to the whisper of wind in the ancient oaks. Taking in the smell of crocus nudging through earth newly released from winter’s long grip. Enjoying the serenity of an early spring dusk.


  Not knowing it was the last peaceful moment I’d have for some time.
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  Sunday began with a white furry paw batting my nose. Birdie wanted breakfast. After a few ineffective elbow shoves, I gave up and hauled myself out of bed. Sleep hath no enemy like an unrelenting cat.


  Bird’s penance was to dine solo. I took my bagel and coffee outside to the patio, ignoring a voicemail I knew to be from Ryan. Face buried in kibble, the cat bore the slight with aplomb. Or didn’t notice.


  Around me, azaleas winked pink and white among the waxy green leaves of bushes planted years before I moved into Sharon Hall. The air was rich with the scent of spores and pollen, with the promise of life and allergies about to burst forth. Over the wall, a lone church bell called out to the faithful.


  The sky was unblemished, the sun soft and warm on my shoulders and hair. It was a morning for hiking or biking, for gardening or reading a novel on a lounger. Not for mummified corpses and icy death.


  The buzz of my mobile interrupted my thoughts. I answered and clicked off the ringtone silencer in one move.


  “You missed a good time last night.” Anne and I had been invited to a dinner party at the home of a mutual friend. She’d gone, I’d bailed. After meeting with Blythe Hallis, I’d been too bummed.


  “But I’m enjoying a great morning.” Garbled by cream cheese and dough.


  “What are you eating?”


  “Bagel.”


  “How’s the corpsicle?” Never subtle, and not totally sober, Anne had phoned the previous evening demanding the whole story. Naming no names, I’d given her the bare bones.


  “Frostier than a Greco-German economy summit,” I said.


  “Good one.” Anne and I liked making up outlandish similes. It was a game we played.


  “Strained,” I said.


  “A bit.”


  For a moment, empty air hummed across the line. I took another bite of bagel. Coffee. Anne spoke first.


  “My view? Jumping out of planes or scrabbling up precipices is batshit crazy.”


  Amen to that.


  “It’s still sad,” I said. “Life shouldn’t end at twenty-four. But I agree. I don’t see the point of deliberately endangering yourself for a rush. Hang gliding. Crocodile bungeeing. BASE jumping. Ice climbing.”


  “Buying sushi from a street vendor in Tijuana.”


  “Why do it?”


  “Costs less.”


  “I mean extreme sport.” Eyes rolling. Which she couldn’t see.


  “The thrill of the chase? The chase of the thrill?”


  “More like a subliminal death wish. Did you know that the odds of dying in a random accident are three percent? The odds of dying on Everest are more than double that. This kid had everything. Now she’s lying in a cooler with a tag on her toe.” Close enough.


  “Aren’t you being a teeny bit hypocritical?” Anne needled.


  “What?”


  “You’re always all clappety-clap for women who put it all out there.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Amelia Earhart? Sally Ride? Diana Nyad?”


  “That’s totally different.”


  “Is it?”


  The conversational twists and turns were making me dizzy. An effect not uncommon when talking to Anne. I switched tack.


  “The mother claims all the daredevil antics were for Daddy’s approval.”


  “Well blow me down. Do I hear shades of connection to young Tempe and her elusive mother?”


  “Why is it you called again?” Mock annoyed.


  Anne launched into a tale of a morning adventure involving a hose, a raccoon, and a badly bruised knee. I half-listened, chewing and inserting comforting sounds at appropriate points. Following a particularly long pause, I said, “Good for you.”


  “It was his ass or mine.”


  “Gotta run.”


  “Seeyalaterbye.” I always appreciate Anne’s speedy disconnects.


  I raised my chin, eyes closed, to let the fast-warming rays bathe my face. In my mind I saw Blythe Hallis in her chic couture and designer makeup. Recalled her arrogance. Also remembered that moment when the mask slipped. Whatever her faults, the woman had lost a daughter.


  I rose, massaging the waffle ironwork pattern imprinted on the backs of my thighs. There was little point in going to the lab. No way ME215-15 could be thawed yet. But what the hell? I’d give it a shot.


  I stopped mid-step, mug and plate half off the table. Was that where Anne had been going? Was I driven? Was I like Brighton Hallis after all?


  The MCME facility was deserted save for a minimal weekend crew, and humming with such absence of activity that every sound seemed to crack like gunfire. A puff of HVAC air hitting a vent. A door clicking shut. A phone ringing out of sight down a hall. I geared up, went to autopsy room five, and rolled Brighton Hallis from her chilly overnight resting place.


  The porcelain skin had grown pallid and lost its gleam. I pressed a thumb into the flesh of one shoulder. Noted some softening. Encouraged, I tried flexing the right elbow. While far from supple, there was some give. Mimicking therapy Gran had undergone following knee replacement surgery, I massaged each limb, slowly, methodically, in my mind easing the body toward prone. Ninety minutes later, my headway could have been measured in fractions of microns.


  “It’s a start. You’ll do better tomorrow.” Rewrapping the girl on the table in plastic sheeting. “Soon we’ll have you flat enough for Victorian sex.”


  Jesus! Did I really say that? Time to go.


  Stripping off gloves, mask, and apron, I washed up and headed to Leroy Fox, a spot with several things in its favor: Good food. Easy parking. Proximity to home. Not part of the ladies-who-lunch set, I was pleased Blythe Hallis had left venue selection to others.


  Bingo. A spot right at the door. Inside, the décor was industrial chic meets locker-room manly. All around, balls of various sizes and shapes were dribbled and arced and pitched and scratched on screens sharp enough to beam satellite images from Mars. The hostess, a twentysomething in tight top and black jeans, whispered “Hallis” to her cohort, another twentysomething in tight top and black jeans. Smiling broadly, a mistake given the calamity that was her dentition, Black Jeans Two led me to one of a row of booths lining the back wall.


  A man and woman sat shoulder to shoulder on one bench. Neither looked on speaking terms with thirty. Hearing my approach, they exchanged slicing sideways glances before facing me, expressionless. I took the woman to be Dara Steele. Him, I wasn’t sure.


  “Dr. Temperance Brennan.” Thrusting a hand forward and flashing my most disarming smile.


  Steele’s grip was as limp as her straggly ponytail. Dropping her hand to her lap, she recoiled as though trying to mold her skinny frame into her companion’s negative spaces.


  “Cash Reynolds.” The guy shook with more snap, but zero friendliness.


  “May I?” Cocking my chin toward the empty bench.


  Reynolds nodded, making as little eye contact as possible.


  I slid into the booth, discreetly assessing the pair. Reynolds was big and muscular, probably used to being told he was good-looking. Dark brown eyes. Walnut hair carefully arranged to look carelessly disarranged. Toned forearms bulging from rolled chambray cuffs. Steele looked like a colorless scarecrow burrowing into his leftover air.


  “Mrs. Hallis said I’d be meeting with three members of Brighton’s team?” Inflection implying the question.


  “Damon’s late.” Reynolds, one thumb working condensation on the side of his mug.


  “As usual.” Steele’s pitch suggested she wasn’t amused.


  A waitress appeared at our booth. Yep. Tight top and black jeans. Hers were draped with a little apron tied at the waist.


  “Who knows with Damon. We should order.” Without querying my readiness, Reynolds asked for burgers and fries for himself and Steele, refills on their ginger ales. Showing he was a take-charge guy? Anxious to be gone? A self-focused prick?


  Reserving judgment for the moment, I went with fried chicken, fried zucchini, and Diet Coke. What the hell? It was Sunday. And I hadn’t had time to read the menu.


  “Thanks for meeting with me.” As though we’d gathered by choice. “I’d like to learn as much as possible about what happened on Everest the day Brighton died.”


  Again, the flicking eyes, the closed faces. And a whole lot of silence.


  Seconds ticked past. A full minute. Another.


  Alrighty, then. New approach. Side door. “How did you all meet?”


  “SheClimbs Charlotte.” Steele sounded, well, steely. “It’s a woman’s climbing group.”


  Reynolds looked uncomfortable. And silent. Red burned high on each of his cheeks.


  “Go on, Cash.” Steele prodded. When Reynolds didn’t comment, she did. “Brighton and Cash used to date.”


  “Christ, Dara. Let it go!”


  Steele’s eyes dropped and her body drew inward, like that of a chastened puppy.


  “You and Brighton were a couple?” Directed to Reynolds.


  “Briefly.”


  “On Everest?”


  More silence.


  “Depends who you ask,” Steele answered cryptically. Reynolds studied his fork.


  I was about to follow up when our waitress delivered enough food to feed a ninth grade. We took a moment with seasonings and condiments and dipping sauces. Then I asked, “Who else was on your Everest team?”


  “Damon James was Bright’s business partner,” Steele answered, after a glance at Reynolds, who ignored her. “She knew Elon Gass from college. Bright began pulling together an Everest team, like, eons before the contest.”


  “Contest?”


  “Reality show,” Reynolds corrected. “The Heights. Like Anthony Bourdain’s Parts Unknown, but about mountaineering. The production company was looking for a host. The climbing community was going apeshit.”


  “Brighton wanted to be cast?” To Steele.


  “Who didn’t? Get paid to wear cool gear, travel to amazing places, test out hotels and commercial guide groups, be a celebrity? Everyone was wetting their pants to get picked.”


  “Including you?”


  Blank look.


  “Were you hoping to be picked?”


  One bony shoulder lifted ever so slightly.


  “Like that was ever gonna happen.” Reynolds’s tone was harsh. I was definitely leaning toward the prick theory. “Right out the door, these guys loved Brighton. She was sure the gig was in the bag once she nailed the tallest mountain in the world.”


  “Bright convinced us we needed Everest to be serious contenders,” Steele agreed.


  “And now the field’s wide open.” Habit. My brain was already going to a dark place.


  Reynolds shook his head. “Elon’s their new golden boy. If he ever gets back from Russia.”


  Steele snorted. “Whatever. They can’t pick the dude who turned back before reaching the top.”


  “Elon didn’t summit Everest with you?”


  “No. And now he’s a finalist. Show’s a joke.”


  It was the most emotion I’d seen from Steele. A sore point?


  “So Brighton was your guide?”


  “Are you kidding?” Reynolds mashed a fry into ketchup, downed it. “None of us is qualified to be a guide. We’re Seven Summits people.”


  “The highest points on each of the seven continents.” I repeated my nugget of climbing knowledge. But something had bugged me since the subject had arisen with Blythe Hallis earlier. I’d gophered around in my freshman-year world geography memories. “Aren’t there only six? Africa, Antarctica, Australia, Eurasia, South America, and North America.”


  “Geologically, yes. Politically, no. Europe and Asia are considered separate, so you include Mont Blanc between France and Italy, and Elbrus, along Russia’s southern border with Asia. It’s actually eight, because you have to do two for the Oceanic continental mass. Kosciuszko is the highest point on the Australian mainland, but the Carstensz Pyramid of Papua New Guinea is technically taller.”


  Reynolds might be obnoxious, but he wasn’t dumb. I started to ask a question, but he cut me off.


  “The point is”—air jab with a fry—“that none of the Seven Summits are extreme mountaineering climbs. Even with the altitude challenges, Everest isn’t technical. We thought we were trained and in shape.”


  “We really thought we could do it,” Steele echoed.


  “So what happened?” I was growing less patient with their skirting and dodging.


  “Altitude.”


  “Go on.” Bunching and tossing my napkin onto my plate. Which was largely empty now.


  “We didn’t really know what we were getting into. None of us were eight-thousanders.”


  “Pretend I don’t read Outside magazine,” I said.


  “Eight-thousanders are the fourteen peaks in the Himalayan and Karakoram ranges with summits in the death zone.”


  “Altitudes at which there isn’t sufficient oxygen to sustain human life.” There. I knew that, too. Tough on humans. Above eight thousand meters, oxyhemoglobin levels plummet.


  “We were all death zone virgins.” As Reynolds answered, Steele shrank even more, eyes down, face still as a moth on a branch. I gathered she hadn’t enjoyed her visit to the death zone. “Everything’s a bitch above eight thousand meters. Breathing, eating, pissing, sleeping. Ever hear of HAPE and HACE?”


  Reynolds used the acronyms for “high-altitude pulmonary edema” and “high-altitude cerebral edema.” In lay terms, fluid in the lungs or brain. Triggered by oxygen deprivation, HAPE and HACE are the primary causes of death related to high-altitude exposure.


  “Is that what killed Brighton?”


  “What am I, a doctor?” The retort carried some strong emotion. Anguish? Guilt?


  Flash of insight. “You weren’t with her when she died. Neither of you.”


  From Steele, a haunted stare. From Reynolds, a nervous thumb working sweat on his mug.


  I pushed my plate to one side. Sipped my drink. Let the silence stretch. Reynolds broke it first.


  “You don’t know what it’s like up there.”


  “Tell me.” Waving off the waitress who was heading our way.


  “Everything’s wrong—the air smells different, your clothes feel different, your food tastes different. If you can manage food at all.” He paused, struggling, dissatisfied with what he’d just said. “At the top, your brain doesn’t work. Taking one step feels like running a marathon.”


  “I had to walk around a dead body,” Steele’s voice floated like smoke from her shadowy corner. “My brain was telling me to cry, but all I could think about was getting up, getting down, getting away.”


  “Getting down is the hard part,” Reynolds said.


  “That’s what got Bright.” Steele.


  “We’ve no idea what got Bright,” Reynolds snapped, then refocused on me. “The last we saw her, we were going down and she was heading up.”


  “Why didn’t you climb together?” I asked, nothing in my voice.


  “Elon turned back at Kangshung Face. He was feeling awful.” Steele’s pale face was all eyes and trembling mouth. “We lost Bright at the top of the Hillary Step. She—”


  Reynolds cut in. “That’s a twelve-meter vertical face. The last challenge before the summit. Everyone has to ascend with fixed ropes, and it can turn into a bottleneck. But not that day.” Reynolds swallowed. Drew a deep breath. “Bright was ahead of us.”


  “Always,” Steele interjected.


  “She stayed at the top to help another climber who was ascending behind us.”


  “We kept on and made the summit just before turnaround.”


  “Turnaround?”


  “You have to head down by two P.M. or you can’t make it back to camp by dark.”


  I nodded understanding.


  “Above eight thousand meters you need supplemental oxygen all the time. You can’t bivouac that high because you’ll run out. We each had just enough to summit and return.” Reynolds sounded defensive.


  “We only stayed at the top ten minutes.” Steele’s saucer eyes were haunted. “No one stays longer than that.”


  “Dial back the drama, Dara.” Reynolds gave a tight shake of his head. “On the way down we passed Bright, about a hundred meters below the peak.”


  “With a guide?” I asked.


  “You kidding? We were too cool for guides.”


  The voice came down hard from outside our booth.


  Startled, we all turned.
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  The man was bearded and sinewy tall, dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt with the sleeves cut off at the shoulders. Holey tee underneath. Boots. Startling green eyes. Uninvited, he dropped to the bench beside me. Assuming this was the tardy Damon James, I slid left to make room.


  Chilly nod to the new arrival, then Reynolds resumed his story.


  “We used a semi-independent or ‘supported’ company, as they’re called. Sherpas who provide tents, food, supplemental oxygen, fixed ropes. But no guides.”


  “Because we’re badass and can get ourselves up and down unassisted.” James was doing sardonic. Maybe his usual demeanor. “Bright’s choice. Or The Heights’s choice.” To me. “They told you about the climbers’ Holy Grail?”


  “They did.” Back to Reynolds. “So Brighton should have been able to summit by turnaround? She had thirty minutes to go ninety meters.” The length of a short home run. Three NBA courts. One football field.


  Just three sets of eyes, staring.


  James spoke first. “Doubtful.”


  “People don’t understand.” Steele, forward now, elbows on the table. “You’re dizzy all the time. Your brain doesn’t work. One morning I sat in my tent staring at boots for God knows how long, clueless which pair was mine. I had to rest twenty minutes between putting them on and tying the laces.”


  “Imagine climbing a thousand stairs, carrying fifty pounds of gear, breathing only through a cocktail straw,” said Reynolds. “One step can take ten minutes. The rule is to never exceed sixty percent of your physical capacity.”


  “Which is near zero up there,” offered James.


  “The rule is to turn around by two P.M.,” Steele repeated, moving toward petulance.


  “Rules meant nothing to Bright.” From James. “I tried to talk her into coming down with us but she’d have none of it. She was determined to summit. And absolutely certain it wouldn’t take her past time.”


  “We should’ve made them turn around,” Steele said.


  “Them?”


  “She and the woman she stopped to help,” Reynolds said.


  “You couldn’t make Bright do anything.” James, now doing scornful.


  Something didn’t ring true. “If Brighton was so focused on summiting, why did she stop to offer help at Hillary Step?”


  “It was weird.” Steele’s voice trailed off.


  “Weird?” I prompted.


  “Bright always had to be first.”


  “Maybe she did have HAPE or HACE.” Reynolds didn’t sound convinced. “It’s like being drunk. Causes you to make bad decisions.”


  “It might have been fine, but for the storm,” Steele said.


  “There was a storm?” Were these guys for real, or feeding me the plot from Into Thin Air?


  “Squall.” James corrected. “It came up fast and slowed everything down.”


  “We were half-frozen by the time we got to camp,” Steele said. “My oxygen regulator was choked with ice. Cash was hallucinating and nearly wandered off the side of the mountain.” Disgusted exhale from Reynolds. “We passed out in separate tents. It was after dark when Elon realized Bright hadn’t come back.”


  Again, the feeling their story didn’t track. “Nap time over, everyone’s ready to share mountaintop selfies, and no one notices your ringleader’s not there?”


  “We had no idea she was in trouble.” Steele was vehement. Too vehement? “She didn’t radio. After passing her below the summit we never heard from her again. It made no sense.”


  “Another guide alerted our Sherpa,” Reynolds picked up the thread. “Said the second late climber came down in bad shape, had to be escorted to Camp One and airlifted out. Damon wanted to go up after Bright, but it was impossible. We were exhausted, it was dark, and—full honesty—we lacked the skills to get the job done.”


  “We couldn’t raise her on the radio. It was horrible.” Steele was either genuinely devastated or an Emmy-class actress.


  “Nature one, humans zero.” James pantomimed marking a score sheet. “The next day, a Taiwanese group found her body in an alcove on the South Summit, about a hundred and fifty meters below the top. A couple of Sherpas tried to dislodge her but she was frozen in place. Not barely alive frozen, like Beck Weathers or David Sharp. Dead frozen.”


  Seeing my look, Reynolds explained the reference. “Sharp was a climber who got frozen to the ground while still breathing and had to be left. His body’s now a trail marker, of sorts. Weathers, they genuinely thought was dead when they left him behind, but he somehow wandered into camp the next morning. They were able to get him off the mountain.”


  “Most of him. He left behind a nose, an arm, and most of his toes,” James said. “But I saw the before pics. He wasn’t so great-looking to begin with.”


  Jesus flipping Christ.


  James rolled on, matter-of-fact. “Brighton was dead. There was nothing we could do. It was descend or die. Everyone knew the risks going in.”


  “What do you think happened to Brighton?” Not barely alive frozen. Dead frozen.


  James shrugged. “She was either too exhausted or too disoriented to work the ropes down Hillary Step. She sat down to rest and froze in place. It happens.” He paused. “She might have made it overnight if the temperature hadn’t taken a nosedive. But it was just too fucking cold and she had too little oxygen.”


  Steele chimed in. “The other climber told the Sherpas that Bright insisted she descend Hillary Step first. Claimed she waited at the bottom but Bright never showed. Said she didn’t have the strength or oxygen to go back up, so she headed to camp to find help.”


  “What was the other climber’s name?”


  Ten seconds of nothing.


  “She was Italian, I think.” Steele looked to Reynolds.


  “No. Colombian.”


  “She was a solo climber,” James said. “We didn’t know her.”


  “You never tried to locate her? I mean later, after you were all down off the mountain?” These three were a piece of work.


  “What was there to say?” Reynolds shrugged. “Bright was dead.”


  The new silence was broken by Steele. “I’m sorry but I can’t keep kicking myself. It’s been three years. Time to let it go.”


  By implied command, Reynolds swung his feet from under the table and stood.


  Also rising, Steele said, “It was hard.” Almost pleading. “You just don’t know.” Then, Reynolds in the lead, bodies not touching, the two strode toward the door.


  “Ain’t she a darlin’?”


  My gaze swung to James. He was watching Reynolds and Steele, his face unreadable. But the venom in his tone was clear.


  “You don’t like Dara?”


  “If anyone had motive to leave Bright on that mountain it was Dara.”


  I didn’t see that coming. “Seriously?”


  “Dara hated Brighton. As in, wanted to be her.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Stand by your man.” The lyric half-sung, half-whispered.


  “Dara wanted to be with Cash?”


  James did something meaningful with his brows.


  “She seems so passive.”


  “Passive as a coiled mamba until it takes off your face.” At my look. “Fine. I shouldn’t single Dara out. Everyone verbally loooooooved Brighton, but they were all trying to score something off her. Even me.”


  “Oh?”


  “You know we were business partners, right?”


  “Dara mentioned it.”


  “Bright came up with the idea to start a nonprofit to help Nepali Sherpa. Called it Bright Ascents. Hidden agenda: boost our profiles and make us reality TV worthy. I had the Everest connections but Brighton had the charisma. She was the star power with the rich friends. In less than a year she raised over a million bucks.”


  “Your role?”


  “My handsome face and boyish charm.” Getting no reaction from me, he went on: “I knew the climbing community. Could navigate Nepali red tape. If we ever started a project, I was going to grease the wheels. Until then, I was just along for the ride.” Winsome wink. “Looking pretty.”


  “And a small salary?”


  “Do you work for free?”


  I dipped my chin, acknowledging he had a point.


  “Elon Gass?”


  “Poor Elon never had a dime to his name. Bright funded his trip. He owed her upwards of thirty thousand dollars.”


  “Pretty steep for a walk up a mountain.”


  Too late I realized my bad pun. James ignored or failed to catch it.


  Derisive expulsion of air. “And that’s the budget version, ma’am.”


  “Depends on how you count costs.” My reply was acid. Brighton Hallis had paid the highest price possible.


  James scooched right and stood in one quick, controlled move, all angles and knees and sharp shoulders. A long meeting of our eyes. Then, “There’s no love lost between Dara and me. My view? She’s not the brightest bird in the cage. But she’s got one thing right. You weren’t there, you can’t judge. Brighton put herself at risk and ‘paid the price.’ ” Air quotes like angry little hooks. “Hell, she put the whole team at risk. We all could’ve died. I’m sorry she’s gone, but it wasn’t our fault, and I refuse to feel guilty just because she was a pretty blonde with the last name Hallis. Case closed.”


  With that, he stalked off.


  In a short forty-eight hours I would learn how wrong they all were.
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  It was Tuesday before my informal “knee therapy” yielded results. At 10:47:22 EST, I was finally able to fully extend Brighton Hallis’s right leg. I checked in with Larabee.


  “You’re doing fluoroscopy?” His muffled voice told me he was shoulder-snugging the phone, doing something else.


  “Yes.”


  “You’ll have to work alone.”


  “Fine.” It wasn’t.


  “Ditto if you’re ready to roll her for prints.”


  “I think the fingers are thawed enough to rehydrate.”


  “Any thoughts on what happened to her?”


  “Hypothermia, hypoxia, HACE, exhaustion, exposure, head trauma…” I ticked off the lineup of suspects. “A brain scan may be in order if you want to nail specific cause of death.” Soft tissue and organs are Larabee’s department.


  He grunted and hung up. Or dropped the phone. Hard to tell.


  Suited and gloved, I organized my approach. Prints first. Then radiography. Then. I wasn’t quite sure about the next then.


  Maneuvering free the accessible hand, I clamped the shears around the thumb and squeezed firmly, using both palms as before. The blades slowly bit into the desiccated flesh. Severed the bone. The thumb dropped to the table with a soft thup. I repeated the process with each finger. When finished, my palms felt bruised inside their layer of latex. But five partial digits lay on the table, dark and hard as petrified twigs.


  I placed a stainless-steel bowl in the sink and filled it with a tissue-enhancing solution, the kind used by morticians to plump up Grandpa or Aunt Dee. After submerging the digits, I stepped back and stared, “watched pot” style. Pointless. The process would take hours, perhaps even days.


  On X-ray, superimposed bones can be difficult to interpret. Horizontal bodies are easier to sort. Applying cautious but steady pressure, I eased the bent figure toward a supine and fully extended posture. Not easy, but I got the job done. Except for the boots, which were still frozen solid, giving new meaning to the expression “died with her boots on.” For now, they had to stay. Cursing inwardly that every tech was tied up elsewhere, I wheeled the body out of autopsy room five and down the hall to X-ray.


  Fluoroscopy is a type of real-time imaging in which X-ray images are sent to a monitor. Overly simplistic, but you get the idea. I hoped a full-body scan would reveal any abnormalities, trauma, or evidence of disease in the skull, skeleton, musculature, or gut. The technology would also allow me to make hard copies of specific views that might prove useful for comparison to Brighton Hallis’s antemortem medical records.


  After rolling the gurney next to the apparatus, which looks sort of like an open-air MRI or CT setup, I muscled the body across onto the platform, head and shoulders first, followed by legs and booted feet. Then I donned a lead apron and radiation glasses, set the dials as I’d seen scores of technicians do, and stepped to the viewing monitor.


  A lot of whirring. A few clicks. Then showtime. The arm hooking over the body began its slow journey from the head to the toes, firing images as it progressed. A constantly changing panorama in grays, blacks, and whites lit up the screen.


  Watching the inside of Brighton Hallis pass by, my heart sank. The skeletal trauma was beyond my worst fears. Clean breaks and jagged edges suggested that a lot of fracturing had occurred postmortem. I wondered what the hell had happened in the course of the dislodging, ride down the mountain, airlift, and overseas flight. I repeated the scan twice to take it all in, knowing that separating antemortem from perimortem from postmortem injury would be a bitch.


  Irritation flared. Piece of cake, Larabee had said. Right. Mummified and distorted face. Shriveled hands. No teeth. Shattered bones. I felt a stab of a headache behind my left eyeball. A stab of guilt. The girl in that X-ray unit hadn’t asked for this, either. Focus on the job.


  Basics first. ID. Having a full body, I’d been able to take a proper height measurement. Sixty-eight inches, subtracting for the boots. Muscle development suggested small male or large female.


  The pelvis, though in several more pieces than it should have been, remained articulated by flesh. I noted a broad sciatic notch, wide pubic bones, and a U-shaped subpubic angle where the two pelvic halves met in front. Good female traits.


  That and the gray smudges that were her uterus and ovaries. And the vagina I’d noted when the body was undressed. What we in the business call anatomical “clues.”


  The proximal and distal ends of the long bones showed no gaps or indications of recent epiphyseal fusion, the medial clavicle maybe a trace. Given the stage of skeletal development, I jotted an age range of seventeen to twenty-five. Consistent with Brighton Hallis’s known age at death.


  Race. Always the puzzler. Pale skin and fair hair straight down to the roots suggested Caucasoid. But death can play strange games with pigmentation. Narrow zygomatics and a nonglobular cranial shape supported a conclusion of European ancestry. The rest of the facial architecture told me little.


  Why? The facial distortion hadn’t been due to freezing alone. Along with the dental trauma, both maxillary bones and the lower nasal cavity exhibited breakage in a fairly circumscribed pattern. My first guess was a deadly face-plant on an unyielding surface, probably a conical rock or gorilla hunk of ice. Interpretation was complicated by the fact that the facial damage was superimposed over an area of fracture at the back of the skull.


  After forty minutes at the monitor, my notes read: Female, probably white, age 17 to 25, hair blond, height 5′8″. The bio profile was consistent with Brighton Hallis, but not enough for a positive ID.


  Confident that would come via the medical file, I popped Brighton Hallis’s antemortem X-rays onto a row of wall-mounted lightboxes and thumbed the switches. Slowly, I walked from plate to plate, taking in detail. In addition to the broken ulna, I spotted a healed stable fracture of the left calcaneus. Not much else of interest.


  Back to the monitor. Within minutes, I found an opacity suggesting the old healed ulnar break. Or thought I did. There were now multiple fractures of that forearm, impacting both the ulna and radius. And overlying bones and tissue prevented an unobstructed view. Pressing a button to make hard copy, I moved on.


  Not a chance of getting a peek at the feet. Millet Everest Summit GTX mountaineering boots had enough metal in their components, fasteners, and lining to make X-ray impossible.


  Frustrated, I arched my back and rolled my shoulders to ease the tension. Maybe antemortem ulnar fracture. Maybe Caucasoid traits. It seemed this body was determined to vex ID at every turn. I was going to have to do it the old-fashioned way. Boil and deflesh, then eyeball the bones. Piece of cake my ass.


  I snagged a cuff of my glove and checked my watch. Almost noon. A quick Diet Coke and egg salad sandwich, then I returned, rolled a stool to the monitor, and began cataloguing and diagraming ME215-15’s cornucopia of injuries.


  The images on the screen showed superimposed road maps of diverging, converging, paralleling, and crisscrossing bones and fracture lines. Read: a Wyeth-painted haystack jumble of skeletal trauma. My task was to sort through the damage and pull out the relevant.


  The cranial trauma seemed to suggest two direct impacts, one anterior, one posterior. Okay. That worked with the theory of a fall. Maybe the head whipped on the neck, smacking both the face and back of the skull. Or maybe the blows were sustained while jouncing down the world’s tallest rock on a canvas toboggan. As I watched the body cross the screen yet another time, my attention was snagged by damage near the neck, at the level of the third and fourth cervical vertebrae. I leaned in, staring, mind running a zillion explanations.


  The wound appeared similar to a type often seen at the MCME. To injuries incurred in a form of violent death more native to urban contexts.


  I took in more detail. Made notes. The right transverse process of each vertebra was displaced sharply downward. I saw no brittle edges or sharp, dry-stick splintering. No signs of healing. The fracturing definitely looked perimortem. But that wasn’t what had my heart beating faster.


  The damage was limited to one side, clustered tightly, and flowed with similar directionality. That suggested a single, penetrating blow. Perhaps caused by a fall onto something hard and sharp. Perhaps resulting in a punctured vessel.


  Had I stumbled upon manner of death? Had Brighton Hallis fallen so hard that an object was forced deep into her neck? On falling, had her head whiplashed, striking both in front and in back?


  But something cold and dark was slithering across my brain. What?


  Warily, I prodded the source of my uneasiness. The prodding led to Ortiz.


  No paradoxical undressing.


  It doesn’t happen every time, I chided myself.


  It happens often enough, my brain insisted. Rob Hall, Scott Fischer, almost all the dead atop Everest exhibited some form of paradoxical undressing.


  Still.


  This woman died gloveless, my mind insisted.


  Yet her outerwear was zipped to the chin.


  If Brighton Hallis had removed her gloves, her exposed hands would have quickly become frostbitten. I hurried to the platform and studied the victim’s remaining digits. Mummification was uniform. The fingertips weren’t misshapen, blistered, or blackened.


  In other words, I saw none of the typical signs of frostbite. Meaning blood hadn’t been diverted away from her fingers prior to death. No hypothermia. Translation: She died quickly.


  Over and over. Round and round. A fall? Tumbling rock? An equipment malfunction leading to hypoxia and disorientation?


  Hallelujah. I was still at first base.


  Then a thought. Hurrying to the computer, I pulled up the photos Ortiz had taken and entered into the ME215-15 case file.


  There was Brighton, curved on her side, the polar jacket in place and in remarkable condition. More keystrokes. More photos. Underneath layers showing rips and tears. Cheaper fabric? Note to self: Examine the clothing.


  Returning to the platform, I tucked the limbs and rolled the body onto its stomach. Under the harsh fluorescents, the back and buttocks looked dimpled and morgue white. Gashes in the pallid flesh bore witness to the woman’s last rough ride down the mountain. One large abrasion lined up with the damage I’d seen on X-ray at the level of the third and fourth cervical vertebrae.


  I found a handheld magnifier and brought the wound into focus. The abraded area was rough-edged, approximately two inches across, and shallow. Except at the centermost point. There it was deep. Very deep.


  I leaned in closer.


  My breath froze.


  7


  My statement got pretty much the reaction I expected.


  “Murder?” Larabee’s brows were smacking his hairline.


  We were three, cloistered in Larabee’s office. Homicide detective Erskine “Skinny” Slidell of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department (CMPD) was gracing us with his presence, but zero patience.


  “What the shit?”


  I turned to Slidell. His slouching posture and outstretched legs mooted all benefit intended by the ergonomic seat under his substantial polyester-clad buttocks. I explained. Again. Slowly.


  “I believe someone killed Brighton Hallis. Or incapacitated her and left her to die on the mountain.”


  “You called me over here ’cause some kid got whacked in China?” Even Slidell’s orange socks looked pissed.


  “Nepal.” I’d checked.


  “Whatever. It ain’t my jurisdiction.”


  “She was twenty-four. And from Charlotte.”


  “She was stupid to go up that mountain. And stupid killed her.”


  “That is not what the X-rays suggest.”


  “The images are…” Larabee struggled for a word. Settled on “…conclusive?”


  “The images are a mess,” I admitted. “But once the bones are cleaned, they will show that Brighton Hallis suffered intentional perimortem injury resulting in death.”


  Larabee looked dubious. “With causation?” Meaning, did violence kill her before something less deliberate, like falling. I think.


  “I believe the fracture patterning will show that the trauma inflicted on her either killed her directly, or unavoidably led to her death under the circumstances.”


  “According to that gobbledygook”—Skinny jabbed a thumb at the X-ray I’d just displayed—“the mountain or the Sherpas got in a few good whacks. My money’s on a jury blaming Everest, not some moron crawling up its side.”


  “She didn’t accidentally impale her neck on an ice pick or a tent stake or whatever.” Terse. I’d been thinking about whatever. Come up with no good candidates.


  “Ever heard of the perfect weapon?” Skinny’s mouth mashed up at one corner.


  I cocked a brow.


  “Icicle. Perp stabs his vic, weapon melts.” Slidell was dragging up an age-old crime scene riddle. “Poof. No evidence.”


  “An icicle would not have cut into the vertebrae.”


  “The detective has a point.” In a rare move, Larabee sided with Slidell.


  “Seriously? An icicle?”


  “No, no. But it’s quite a leap to homicide. A blow from falling rock or ice might easily mimic intentional blunt or sharp force impact.”


  “I understand the biomechanics of fracture.” A bit sharper than I intended. “And I appreciate that the death zone provides the perfect setting for concealing foul play. That’s my point. The killer used knowledge of the mountain to his or her advantage.”


  “Say you’re right. It don’t matter.” Slidell spread beefy palms. “Whatever went down, it went down in China.”


  “Nepal.” Curt.


  “I don’t care if it was in freaking Neverland. It wasn’t here. Not my turf. Not my problem.”


  “The perp is,” I snapped.


  Now the hand flapped, dismissive. Wait. Had Skinny gone for a manicure? “You ain’t got shit.”


  Dial it back, Brennan. Calming breath. “Five went up, four came down.”


  “And a Sherpa or two and five hundred other yahoos who think freezing their nuts off makes for a good time.”


  Larabee jumped in, partly to keep the peace, partly motivated by the tower of files on his desk. “It’s a bit of a stretch, Tempe.”


  “Agreed, but the X-rays show physical evidence of stabbing and blunt force trauma. There is soft-tissue evidence to contradict hypothermia as cause of death. And the perp may be right here in Charlotte.” Blank looks. “It’s a closed universe of suspects. Except for Elon Gass, who is expected back soon, Brighton Hallis’s climbing buddies are all right here. I talked to three of them. You need motive? This trio is lousy with motive.” I looked from Larabee to Slidell. “What’s the harm in digging a little?”


  “And we’re done here.” Slidell slapped the arms of his chair and heaved himself up. With less effort and grunting than usually required? Had he lost weight?


  “Detective. I can demonstrate that a Charlotte girl was killed.”


  “Call me when you can prove she was killed here.” Tossed over one shoulder, heading for the door.


  Images flashed in my mind. Brighton Hallis, radiant and youthful before a snowy peak. Alone and frightened as life drained from her in a bitter mountaintop wind.


  Play the card? Cheap trick, but I went for it.


  “I’m sure Blythe Hallis won’t be too disappointed when I explain that the CMPD can’t investigate her daughter’s murder. Did you know she’s besties with the chief? He’ll explain all about jurisdiction while she’s keeping her checkbook safely in her purse at the next police fundraiser.”


  Slidell froze. Larabee’s face swung to me, expression saying exactly how he felt about being caught in the middle.


  “This is horseshit.” Slidell’s shoulders slumped. He held a moment, then turned, crossed to us, and dropped back into the chair. Which protested loudly.


  “So what’s your next step?” Larabee, resigned.


  “The bones.” I was going for the gold.


  Larabee pinched the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger. “You want to deflesh the body.”


  Put that way, it didn’t sound like I was on Brighton’s side. “Just the parts that show trauma.”


  “How long will that take?”


  “A while. But the end result will be worth the effort.”


  “Uh-huh. When you speak to Mrs. Hallis, spare her the details.”


  “Of course.” I turned to Slidell. “What do you need from me?”


  “All the dirt you have on your new pals.”


  “In my office?”


  “Over lunch.” Slidell again lumbered to his feet. “You’re buying.”


  Slidell’s choice of eatery didn’t surprise me. The King’s Kitchen is one of his favorites, topping Wendy’s and Burger King by a hair. What did surprise me was his selection of salmon over the “Southern meat and three,” his usual. I didn’t ask. But something was up.


  I went for a chicken salad sandwich. Filled him in between bites. To his credit, Slidell listened with little interruption. Then, “So this kid, Brighton Hallis, whistles her merry crew up Everest to make dead Daddy proud. They come down, she doesn’t. Turns out she’s stuck to the mountain like a tongue to a flagpole.”


  “At that altitude, a person freezes in place within an hour.” Ignoring Slidell’s unsettling simile. “One climber, David Sharp, stopped to rest in a place called Green Boots Cave, so named because of the other dead climber inside.”


  Slidell’s fork paused, butter beans halfway to his lips.


  “More than thirty climbers passed by as Sharp sat immobile and hypothermic. By the time someone realized he was still breathing, it was too late to pry him loose. Had to leave him to die. Now he’s a guidepost along the route.”


  The beans made it into Slidell’s mouth. Didn’t slow his speech. “You say your vic was dead before she hit the snow.”


  I nodded. “One way or another. With her injuries, she wouldn’t have survived a descent down the mountain, even if she wasn’t dead when her killer left her.”


  “That don’t equal murder.” Still resistant? Or playing devil’s advocate?


  “You need to talk to Hallis’s climbing team. They’re like a motive vending machine. Pick your flavor.” I spoke around a mouthful of cornbread. Complimentary upon request. Mind-blowing upon ingestion. “Maybe I’m misreading them, but no one seems to be mourning Brighton’s passing.”


  Slidell summarized what I’d told him. “So the boyfriend maybe wants to move on. The girlfriend wants the boyfriend. The college pal owes a chunk of change. Everyone’s dying to be star. And the business partner looks like a creep.”


  “Okay. Maybe Damon James doesn’t have motive,” I conceded. “But he has a name like a bank robber.”


  Skinny ignored my joke. “All sucking the Brighton Hallis teat.”


  “As far as I know, she underwrote only Gass’s trip. But I’ll bet my grandma’s china everyone benefited from her trust fund.”


  “Coin is what gets most folks clocked,” Slidell agreed. “Not to devalue sex and drugs.”


  “And you’re right. Everyone wanted a piece of the reality show action.”


  “I’ll run down this Gass character.” Skinny wiped his mouth and inspected the napkin. “What kind of assclown calls a kid Eee-lon?”


  “He’s on some sort of expedition in Russia. Supposedly back soon.”


  “I’ll put the screws to the three stooges first, see if something shakes loose.” Pushing back from the table, he tossed a “Thanks for the grub” over his shoulder and left.


  I paid the bill, leaving extra for the soup kitchen supported by the restaurant, then headed back to the lab. En route, I phoned Blythe Hallis. Hands free. Gotta love Bluetooth.


  Raleigh answered, as before asked me to wait.


  “Ms. Brennan, you have news?” Blythe Hallis’s overly long vowels glided like silk across the line.


  “We’ve completed a full-body X-ray on your daughter. As I feared, the damage caused by recovery was extensive.”


  “I’m confident you’ll overcome.”


  “I did notice some anomalies.” I paused to gather just the right words. “Based on certain injury patterns, we believe your daughter may have been the victim of foul play.” Not quite fair to use the plural pronoun, but I did.


  Nothing but a sharp intake of breath.


  I made a left, then a right. Pulled into the MCME lot. Finally, Hallis spoke, voice modulated as always. “Are you suggesting someone intentionally harmed my daughter?”


  “It’s a theory I will have to verify with more detailed analysis of the bones.”


  More silence. Then, “And how may I be of help?”


  “To study the skeletal trauma more closely I must—”


  “Do what you need to do. An open casket was never an option. But please. No more defacement than necessary. Is there more?”


  “You mentioned that a Taiwanese climbing team collected Brighton’s personal effects and returned them to you.” Perhaps a clue lurked among the tools of her trade. Right. And what were the chances she’d kept them all this time?


  “I have the box. But it will take some time to have it brought out of storage.”


  “I’d like to examine those items.”


  “With the exception of a necklace, I’ve removed nothing.” In a quieter voice. “Funny, but we always hope, don’t we?”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Hope what? It was all a mistake and Brighton would come home someday? Evidence existed that would spur a large legal settlement?


  “One last thing.” I always hate making this request. It sounds so final. “Would you be willing—”


  “You’d like a DNA sample.” Hallis was way ahead of me.


  “Yes, ma’am. The queue for analysis can sometimes be long.”


  “Would you prefer a cheek swab from me or a sample of Brighton’s hair?”


  “If you have a brush that was used solely by your daughter, that would be perfect.”


  “Can you use a cutting from when she was young?”


  “The hair has to retain the root bulb, I’m afraid.” Has to have been forcibly removed.


  “I will have her brush ready for you tonight.”


  “I’m in my car now. Is there any way I could swing by in fifteen minutes?”


  A beat of hesitation. “Yes.”


  With that she was gone and Raleigh was back. We arranged for me to pick up the hairbrush immediately and return for the box from Everest after six. The diversion added no more than fifteen minutes to my drive.


  Entering the lab, I tossed a quick greeting to Mrs. Flowers, the receptionist, and hurried to autopsy room five, eager to collect samples from ME215-15 for DNA sequencing. After suiting up, I cut specimens from the untouched digits, placed them in a vial, and marked the cover with the case number, the date, and my initials. Then, as a precautionary backup, I plucked several strands of hair, with root, and packaged them in the same manner.


  That done, I added the Ziploc containing Brighton Hallis’s brush and phoned Slidell. Detective Delightful didn’t answer, so I left a message asking that he collect the samples and deliver them to the CMPD forensics lab. Results wouldn’t come with TV crime drama dazzling speed, but turnaround times in Charlotte are far faster than average. This case wasn’t high priority, so I expected a report in a matter of weeks.


  Next, I checked an erasable board hanging in the hall. My lucky day. Joe Hawkins was on duty. The best death investigator on staff.


  A quick call, and Hawkins came up from the morgue. I explained and demonstrated what I wanted him to do.


  “You want me to make a cast of the stab wound located in the back of the neck near cervical vertebrae three and four.” He pointed it out. “And take those two vertebrae out and clean them.”


  “Yes.”


  “Then you want me to reflect the scalp and face so you can examine cranial trauma, especially near the nasal-maxillary areas in front and the parieto-occipital areas in back. That about it?”


  “Ink and roll her.” I considered. “While you’re at it, dissect out and clean the right ulna and left calcaneus. And go ahead and take X–rays of them. Could be useful if ID becomes complicated.” As in, you can’t get readable prints. “Can you manage all that today?”


  Hawkins checked his watch. “Maybe.”


  “Perfect.”


  “What do you want me to do with the scalp and face?”


  “Would removing them intact be too difficult?”


  Hawkins gave me the long Hawkins stare.


  “Place them in a formalin solution. If the tissue has to come off in sections, I can deal with that.”


  Hawkins tipped his chin in the direction of the sink. “The fingers are rehydrated?”


  “Ready and waiting.” I’d tested. The mummified flesh had puffed up nicely.


  “Priority?”


  “Skull, postcranial bones, cast, X-rays, then prints.”


  Ever taciturn, Hawkins just nodded.


  “See you later!” Big smile. Wasted. Hawkins was already on the move. I left him to his grisly tasks.


  Changing to street clothes in the staff lounge, I was pumped. Progress! I balled my apron and shot a J into a biohazard bin, my shoulders doing a jazzy little dance. But at my office door, my exuberance fizzled a bit.


  Bones would be boiling. Prints would be taken. Samples would be submitted for DNA sequencing. What to do? My momentum stubbed its toe.


  As I stepped through the door, my eye fell on a magazine I’d been looking at for research lying open on my desk. On an ad for Millet Everest Summit GTX mountaineering boots that I’d been checking out. My gaze drifted to a local insert on the facing page.


  Try it! a tiny voice urged from some corner of my mind.


  No way.


  Fieldwork.


  Yeah. Right.


  Might help your analysis.


  Valid point.


  Scared?


  What the hell. I’m the Queen of Ice and Snow. I had time to kill and yoga pants in my trunk. I tore out the flyer and headed for my car.


  Minutes later, at my destination, I wasn’t so sure. Was even less sure as I powered through double glass doors into an overly bright lobby with way too many posters.


  “Hello!” a perky broomstick with a bouncy bob and sun-leathered skin greeted me from behind a reception desk. The patchouli tsunamied strong as I crossed to her. “Welcome to Inner Peaks Climbing Center!”


  More and more, I was regretting my rash impulse.


  “Are you here to climb?” Overly cheery.


  No. I’m here to learn neurosurgery. I nodded.


  “First-timer?” Wide, sincere eyes.


  “Yes.”


  “Great! Over eighteen?”


  “Yes.” Last time I was eighteen “Stayin’ Alive” was a new release. I didn’t add that.


  “Our first-timers package includes a day pass, harness, shoes, and gri-gri lesson.”


  “Gri-gri?”


  “An assisted braking belay device.”


  “I’ll take the package.”


  “Great! You’ll need a qualified belayer—that’s the person handling the ropes—to help you climb. Got a friend?”


  “Not today.”


  Earnest frown. “I’m not sure…”


  “I’ve got this, Amy.” The voice came from behind me. Familiar. I turned.


  Damon James, chest stretching a tee to its tensile limits, the Inner Peaks logo centered on front. Sleeves razored off at the shoulders.


  “Dr. Brennan, I presume.” Boyish laugh. Like he’d practiced in the mirror.


  “Moonlighting?” I stepped back. For some reason, the guy made me want to run for the showers.


  A shrug. “My former business pipeline’s a little frozen right now.”


  My breath caught. Was the asshole referring to Brighton Hallis?


  James drew an arm across his waist and tipped his head. “So you get Prince Charming.”


  “Great!” Chirped from Amy. “Please sign the waiver, we’ll swipe a credit card, and away you go!”


  “Great.” James raised his eyebrows at me.


  “Great.” I raised my eyebrows at James.


  After signing and paying, I trailed my belayer, whatever the hell that was, into the inner sanctum. In the gear room, James sorted through brightly colored straps and ropes, selecting and handing me some that, to my eye, were indistinguishable from others.


  “How’s it hanging with Brighton?” he asked, casual as hell, crouching by a bin overflowing with metal clasps.


  “I’m not at liberty to discuss an ongoing case.”


  “Fair enough.” He stood, holding the climbing equivalent of bowling shoes. “I watch TV. I’m hip to how cops roll.”


  I frowned. James couldn’t know Hallis had been murdered. Why mention cops?


  “All set.” Quick jerk of the head. “This way.”


  The main climbing gym looked like the love child of Mars and Tim Burton. Fake rock escarpments curved upward, their ochre walls speckled with modular grips resembling brightly colored wads of leviathan chewing gum. All around, people in ropes and helmets dangled in various stages of ascent and descent.


  James led the way to a fairly straightforward “cliff.” “We’ll start simple.”


  Have I mentioned that I dislike unprotected heights? My heart was already inching up my throat.


  I slipped into the climbing shoes, then James flopped me about like a rag doll, affixing harness, ropes, carabiners, gri-gri, and helmet. When finished, he assessed his handiwork, again shot the practiced grin. The contrived boyish-charm thing was wearing thin fast.


  “How’s your upper-body strength?” Still grinning.


  “Decent.”


  “Let’s find out.” James began issuing instructions, his style methodical and concise. “Climbing’s as much about your hands as your feet.”


  I listened. Whatever his personality, the guy knew his stuff.


  A final check of my gear, then he pointed out the route.


  I wiped sweaty palms on my pants then stepped to the wall. Curtain time.


  “On belay?” I called, following the script James had provided.


  “Belay on,” James replied.


  “Climbing,” I said.


  “Climb on.”


  A moment passed. Another. I hadn’t moved.


  “Climb on,” James repeated, tone not mocking, but close. Deep breath, then I reached to find purchase and hauled myself up.


  My form wasn’t pretty, but slowly I worked my way up the rock face, pits damp, heart hammering, totally oblivious to the passage of time. To anything outside the rhythm of grasp, pull, step.


  I was close to the top when a high shriek echoed somewhere below me. A cacophony of sound followed. My adrenaline-stoked fingers flinched, my grip faltered. I fell.


  I felt air whoosh past my ears. Was bracing for impact when the rope tautened, snapping me around wildly. My body slammed the wall. I scrabbled for a handhold, a toehold. Clung, gasping, not looking down.


  “Dr. Brennan.” Pause. “Dr. Brennan.” Calm. “Please look at me.”


  I opened my eyes. Saw serpentine green ones. Level. I risked a glance toward the ground. Saw that I was two feet above it. Trembling, I released my grip, and eased onto terra firma.


  “I’m sorry.” James raised his hands, apologetic. “I got distracted by the kids.” He indicated a mushrooming gaggle of children flowing in from outside. “You okay?”


  I nodded, not trusting my ability to speak. The same thing had distracted me. But still.


  “I haven’t lost a climber yet.” Lame attempt to lighten the mood.


  “I’m fine.” My voice was squeaky, my knees rubber.


  “Ready for another try?”


  “I’m good.” Wiping a shaky hand over my face.


  “You know what they say about getting back on the horse.”


  “I’ve got to go.” Glance at my watch. Five-thirty. I’d never make it to Blythe Hallis by six.


  “You definitely got the hang of it fast. Must have a primo instructor.” James was back to cocky and smiling. “You sure?”


  “I’m sure.” Crazy, but somehow the invite felt threatening. Funny how raging adrenaline distorts one’s perception. “Thanks for the primer.”


  “I’m really sorry,” James apologized again.


  “It’s no big deal,” I assured him.


  “Duty calls?” The reptilian green eyes, measuring. Prying?


  “More like a hungry cat. I’m edging into tuna-or-pay time.”


  James stepped close, morphing from stillness to motion so quickly I had to steel myself not to recoil. Another practiced grin as he unclipped my harness and helped me free. Then we moved toward the lobby.


  “It’s good to push yourself,” James said as we went through the door, his body so close to mine I could smell his sweat and the onions he’d had with his lunch. “It’s not good to push others.”


  What the hell?


  “Bright’s death hurt a lot of people.” Pausing in the narrow hallway, one hand on the lobby door. “So did her life. Dredging up all that baggage will just cause trouble.”


  “What are you saying?”


  He thought a moment. Or appeared to. When he answered his voice sounded different, deeper. “It may have been better if she’d stayed where she was. Nothing good will come of bringing Brighton down off that mountain.”


  With an aggressive shove James pushed through the door. In the lobby he was all sunshine again. “Y’all come back and see us now, hear?”


  “Don’t keep the light on for me.”


  Hurrying out, I felt the small hairs rise on my neck. Cooling sweat? Or the pressure of steady eyes watching my back?
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  In my dream, I was belly-sliding down a sheer precipice, fingers clawing but catching nothing but air. Below, a hollow-eyed Brighton Hallis was positioning herself to catch me, arms frozen to her sides. Above, two pairs of eyes were peering over the cliff’s edge, one green and one gray, both cold as a grave. A song floated from somewhere far off, blurry and indistinct.


  As I edged into consciousness, the lyrics crystalized into Neil Young singing “Harvest Moon.” From my nightstand. A squint at my iPhone yielded two bits of information. It was damn early. Slidell didn’t care.


  “What’s up, Doc?”


  “Apparently I am.”


  “The freeloader’s back from Russia. I’m meeting him for a chat. Any interest?”


  “Give me fifteen.” I disconnected and rolled out of bed, shoulders suggesting that the previous night’s hot bath had been insufficient to placate overworked muscle groups. I popped two Advil and hurried to get ready.


  Twenty minutes later, I climbed into what normally constituted a rolling biohazard zone. To my shock, Slidell’s Taurus was cleaner than I’d ever seen it. No trash. No fast food reinventing itself as mold. No reeking footwear.


  “Wow. Spiffy floor mats. Someone die in here?”


  “I also got a new eject button, if you have issues.”


  I bit back a retort. Watched a pine tree air freshener do a trapeze act on the crossbar of the rearview mirror. The cloying spruce odor made my nose itch. But it beat the usual stench packing Slidell’s car.


  “Did you reach out to Steele and Reynolds?” I asked.


  “Boris and Natasha? Annoying as boils but harmless, especially him. Don’t see either as the doer.”


  “James says Steele is a nasty piece of work. Timid on the outside, hard as nails at the core.”


  “Motive?”


  “She wanted Reynolds. And she wanted her shot at stardom.”


  Slidell waggled his head, weighing the notion. “I could buy that the little mope could be a sleeper. But it don’t matter. They’re alibied up the wazoo.” Slidell made a left, an impatient gesture toward a pedestrian in the crosswalk. “All three claim they were together. Say they left the summit way before Hallis arrived.”


  I described my encounter with Damon James and the wall. Left out the embarrassing tumble. My hallucinations of menace. “Maybe check James’s finances.”


  “Gee, I never would have thought of that.”


  Nope.


  “I’m seeing him later. And I can assure you, the guy ain’t thrilled. Want to come?” Slidell’s idea of a peace offering?


  I thought of the malignant green eyes. “Thanks. I’ll pass. Did you get the DNA samples?”


  “Already delivered.” Slidell made another turn. We were now in a burgeoning hipster area called Third Ward. “And, while some of us were logging beauty sleep, I also called Catawhatsis.”


  “To the literate, it’s Kathmandu. Capital of Nepal.”


  “Right. I think they use tin cans and string for communication over there. Forty-eleven numbers and hours bouncing around, I finally connected to a constable in Lukla.”


  “You actually phoned?”


  “I like to hear a guy’s voice.”


  Slidell’s skill set does not include the use of computers. He typically leans on subordinates to run prints or enter info into databases. I let it pass. “Lukla is the nearest real town to base camp. It’s big enough to have an airport.”


  “It also has a clown named Raj with jurisdiction over Everest. Must be lonely. I thought I’d have a birthday before he’d let me off the phone.”


  “Comparing notes on modern crime?” I could imagine the conversation, felt sympathy for Raj.


  “Aside from what they charge climbers?” Sarcastic snort. “But, yeah. The guy wouldn’t shut up. Sounded mostly like Wild West stuff–prostitution, drugs, petty theft, drunken brawls. Oh, and news flash: A lot of oxygen tanks walk off on their own.”


  “But no murder?”


  “If you don’t count abandoning the lame and disabled to freeze to death.”


  I counted it. Though I’d never been there, I couldn’t imagine walking past a dying human being.


  “So what did you learn?” Other than the deficiencies of Himalayan telecom.


  “I wanted the story straight from the Sherpas who were with Hallis at the end. Not gonna happen. One died of HACE the following year. The other bought it in the avalanche of 2014.”


  “Tough life up there.”


  “And, it would seem, short.”


  “So that leaves only the climbers.”


  “And they’re sticking with their stories.” Slidell turned into a lot fronting a silver dining car that looked like it had chugged straight out of the 1950s. A neon sign proclaimed Mattie’s Diner. “Let’s see what Eee-lon has to say.”


  The restaurant’s retro interior matched its vintage exterior. Stools lined a long counter on one side; red vinyl booths with miniature jukeboxes filled the wall opposite.


  The sole patron was a man sitting alone in a booth. He was small, with scruffy dark curls and black-framed glasses that looked about the same era as the place he’d chosen for breakfast. On seeing us, he raised a hand. We crossed to him.


  “Thanks for coming to ‘my office.’ ” Gass stood to greet us. Up close I could see that his face was dark with stubble. Not the “groomed to look ungroomed” style so fashionable of late. The “I haven’t bothered with a razor in some time” style.


  Slidell and I shook hands with Gass. I slid into the booth and scanned a menu that offered, among other temptations, the Hunka Hunka Burning Toast and the Ya Might Be a Redneck Breakfast Plate. Just what I needed. More artery-clogging Southern fare.


  A waitress in a black Eat At Mattie’s tee, leather shorts, and Doc Martens plunked three mugs of coffee onto the Formica. Waited expectantly. I wondered what she’d do if I asked for tea.


  “Hey, Carla,” Gass greeted her.


  “Usual?” Carla shifted her weight. A fairly impressive maneuver. Gass nodded.


  Carla turned heavily mascaraed eyes on me.


  “Nothing, thanks.”


  Slidell also stuck with coffee. Added Sweet’n Low. When Carla retreated, he went in hot.


  “Someone took Brighton Hallis off the board on Everest. You know who?”


  All color drained from below the dark stubble. “What? You mean, like, killed her?”


  Slidell said nothing. Gass looked to me. Back to Slidell.


  “You’re joking, right?”


  “You think it’s funny?”


  “No. Of course not.” Bobbing Adam’s apple. Eyes jittery behind the thick lenses. “Why? I mean, how?”


  “Chop to the neck. You know anything about that?”


  Gass gulped his coffee. Winced, as though scalded. “I thought she died of hypothermia.” Faintly.


  “Apparently not.”


  “But who would do that? She was by herself.”


  “Was she?”


  Gass shook his head. “I don’t know. I never made it above Kangshung Face. I was afraid of exhaustion and turned around.” Fingers to his lips, testing for a blister. “Most climbing deaths come from human error. Fatigue, ascending too slowly, ignoring the signs of altitude sickness, refusing to turn around. I freaked, I guess. Wasn’t going to let that happen to me.”


  “Easy to turn around on someone else’s tab.” Slidell was hitting hard.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Little Miss Trust Fund footed your bill.”


  “I didn’t ask her to do that.” Voice rising. “She insisted. Said she owed me for getting her through college.”


  “How much?”


  Gass looked up, as though receipts might be affixed to the ceiling. Back to Slidell. “An Everest pass runs $25,000 per, but we got a group rate. $70,000 for seven–five hikers, two Sherpas. A fully guided expedition runs upwards of $65,000 per person. A trip like ours, with support but no guides, tops out around $30,000.”


  “So you owed Hallis thirty K?” Slidell was verifying what James had said.


  “A little more. Everything costs, man. Your gear, your flight, your yak. Oxygen is five hundred dollars a bottle and you need six to summit. Each group chips in for base camp. Brighton was a champ at fundraising but everyone had to pony up.”


  “Except you.”


  “I could’ve paid!” Shooting forward in his seat. “I secured sponsorship before we left. When she changed her mind at the last minute and switched from a guided to an assisted trip, everyone thought it was because of me. But it wasn’t. The sponsorship would’ve paid. Going the cheap route was Brighton’s call.”


  “What kind of sponsorship?” I was curious, suspected competition was stiff. Gass didn’t strike me as a mountaineering poster child.


  “The Sure Foot Society. They’ve been incredibly supportive of my Yeti research.”


  Slidell’s mug paused in midair. “Your what?”


  “The abominable snowman. Bigfoot,” I translated.


  “I prefer Sasquatch.” Prim. “Or Yeti. The creature is indigenous to the Himalayas of Nepal and Tibet. For me, the trip was less about scaling Everest, more about gathering proof.”


  “Proof.”


  “Of the creature’s existence. I’m a cryptozoologist.” Gass referred to a pseudoscience centered on the search for animals whose reality is questionable: Bigfoot, Loch Ness, Chupacabra. “I specialize in megafauna cryptids.”


  “And you thought you’d run into Bigf— Sasquatch on Everest?” Was the guy for real?


  “A sighting would have been incredible, but I was mostly compiling evidence. Interviewing locals, examining fur samples, scat, possibly finding a snowprint. Most print discoveries occur between six and seven thousand meters. So you can see why summiting wasn’t my priority.”


  “Naturally,” I said. Slidell was taking in our exchange, mouth hanging open.


  “Many have found physical evidence over the years. In 1960, Sir Edmund Hillary retrieved what he claimed was a scalp. Reinhold Meissner diaried that he killed a Yeti in 1986. A Japanese trekking guide reported a sighting as recently as 2003. They’re out there.” Vehement. “You can believe it. They are out there.”


  As are you, I thought. Way, way out there.


  Slidell rolled his eyes but, to my surprise, remained relatively reserved. “So where’s this sponsorship money now?”


  “I used it to pay for my trip to Russia. Yeti sightings are emerging from a remote region of the southwestern Adygea Republic. Video and plaster casts of footprints. Amazing stuff. I had to investigate.”


  “Brighton disappears, so does your debt.” Slidell leaned back, pooched out his lips, and folded his arms. “Maybe worth greasing a few climbers’ palms for the sake of an alibi.”


  “What?” Aghast. “No! I told you. I tried to pay Bright back before we left the U.S. She refused.”


  “Got proof?”


  Carla returned and placed eggs, bacon, and grits in front of Gass. Filled our mugs. Headed toward the kitchen.


  “There’s an email.” Gass stared at his food as though he had no idea what to do with it. “Honestly, I wish she’d taken the money. Bright wasn’t as liquid as people thought. Her trust was locked up tight. I don’t know how she managed her champagne and caviar lifestyle off the small distribution she got each year.”


  “Wasn’t she pulling a salary from her nonprofit?” I asked.


  Gass gave a short cough of a laugh. “Bright Ascents? What a joke. Bright needed me to carry her through sophomore econ for a very good reason. Bright Ascents sounded sexy, funding medical care for Sherpas and cleaning up the mountain. But the operation was a disaster. A shell game.”


  “It pulled in over a million dollars its first year,” I said.


  “Maybe in promises. But the cupboard was bare. Damon was a saint.”


  “James wasn’t getting paid, either?”


  “Only in handshakes.”


  “What about The Heights?” Slidell jumped in. “TV can be a cash cow.”


  “You bet your sweet ass!” Behind the stubble, red flamed his cheeks. “Sorry. Language. I’m in the final eight. The producers are really interested in my Yeti angle.”


  Figured. Katy once forced me to watch an episode of Here Comes Honey Boo Boo. Crazy makes for good reality TV.


  “Word on the street says Hallis had the gig wrapped up.” Slidell.


  “Maybe according to her.” Diffident sniff.


  “Maybe that’s why someone wanted her gone. Maybe you.”


  Gass tipped his head, slashing a dotted line of overheads across his lenses. “You’re barking up the wrong tree, man. I wasn’t being considered because of my climbing skills. I was in the running for my Yeti slant. I’m the guy who never made it near Hillary Step. And I’ve made no bribe payments to co-conspirators. Talk to people who know me. Climbers at Camp Four. Search my bank accounts. I’m an open book.”


  “You can take that to the bank. Anyone else on the mountain maybe wanted the Heights gig? Or had a beef with Hallis?”


  “Part one is easy. Everyone wanted the Heights gig. But I doubt anyone was plotting murder to get it. Up there, all your energy goes into surviving. You stick with your group. You huddle in your tent. There’s no swapping email addresses.” Gass considered. “As to hostility, no. No opportunity. The only person I saw Bright talk to, other than us, was a solo climber from somewhere in South America.”


  “The woman she helped up Hillary Step?” I asked.


  “Hell-o? I never made it that far. I only noticed her once, at Camp Three, didn’t pay much attention because I was worried I was getting HACE.”


  “Did you catch the other woman’s name?” I asked.


  “Sorry. I think Damon joined them. I never talked to her.” Gass abandoned his eggs. Laid down his fork. Seemed to go deep into thought. Deep into another time.


  Slidell and I exchanged glances. Waited.


  “On the mountain, you’re one-dimensional. You exist as a jacket color. A shape. A stereotype. The Japanese in the red cap. The dude with the Canadian flag. The Australian with the lavender boots. Bright was the American blonde in the lime-green jacket. To me, that woman was just the girl talking to Bright.”


  Gass’s eyes reddened. He whipped off his glasses and swiped them angrily with the heels of his hands. The first sign of grief I’d seen.


  “Sorry.” Repositioning the specs. “I never got to say goodbye. Bright was just… gone. Killed by the Nepalese government.”


  “S’cuse me?” Slidell’s tone was razor sharp. “You talking a serious suspect?”


  Deep sigh. “Everest isn’t being regulated rationally. There are no prerequisites for climbing experience, no rules covering who can be an outfitter. Any fool can hang out a shingle. One guide from Connecticut Photoshopped a fake summit for creds and has since abandoned three clients at the top. He claimed they were beyond help, but he didn’t report the situation for two days!” Gass was winding up for a topic that was clearly upsetting for him. “And no one does anything! It’s like open season for high-altitude death.”


  “You think some con did in Hallis?”


  “No. Crap, I don’t know. It’s hard to imagine mustering the energy to kill anyone up there. Just wait and the mountain will do it for you. A blizzard, a rockslide, a crevasse, an avalanche. That bastard’s the perfect crime scene. Sorry.”


  “Maybe the abominable snowman did it.” Slidell snapped his notebook, pocket-jammed it, and got to his feet. I stood.


  “The Yeti is a peaceful creature.” Gass, craning up at us.


  “Yeah, well, leave him to the Russians for now.” Slidell’s parting words. “Stick around town.”


  Gass, voice solemn, eyes unreadable behind the tilted lenses. “Bright was my friend. She could be tough, but I loved her. The others, not so much. I want to help if I can.”


  Slidell flipped some bills onto the table and I followed him outside. We rode without talking until he dropped me at my car. I knew the reason for his silence. Though squirrelly, Gass seemed believable. So we hadn’t a single viable suspect. If not Sasquatch, then who?


  At the annex, I got straight behind the wheel. Eager to examine the bones, I gunned the engine and fired toward the lab.


  Where the body would deliver its second bombshell.
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  As it turned out, I got back to the lab much later than I’d planned. Mama phoned. Which required a series of calls back and forth with my sister, Harry. Which meant I had to go inside. Then I discovered that I was out of cat food. A trip to Petco. Back home. By then I was hungry and decided to stop for a quick taco.


  When I finally arrived at the lab, Hawkins had left. But he’d followed my instructions with his usual precision.


  In autopsy room five, Brighton Hallis’s face and scalp floated in a large glass jar, flattened, lidless eyes staring through the murky fluid in which they were submerged. A hunk of white silicone rubber sat on a tray on one counter. A collection of bones and cranial fragments lay on another, drying on towels. Beside the bones was a stack of three-by-five color prints. Beside the prints, a fingerprint card.


  In the cooler, ME215-15 was chilling on her gurney, prone, covered in blue plastic sheeting, which I flipped open. The skull was angled up, forehead tight to a rubber headrest, stripped of flesh to the level of the neck. The bone looked pale yellow, the suture lines squiggly dark in the artificial light. On the neck, a deep gouge and tiny white flecks marked the spot where Hawkins had painted his casting material.


  I wheeled Brighton Hallis out of refrigeration. Then I turned on the fans. All of them.


  After gloving, I examined the area of damage in the neck region. A shallow track angled downward from the skull base toward the gash overlying the third and fourth cervical vertebrae. I considered its form and depth. Studied the photos Hawkins had taken. Then I walked over and picked up the cast.


  The thing looked like the beak of a petrel seabird. I closed my eyes, willing an idea to form in my mind. An image. A link.


  Nothing.


  I laid the thing down and returned to the body.


  The second area of trauma was on the skull, with impact blows to both the front and back. This one was easier. Or maybe it was because this injury involved bone. My turf.


  I started with the back. On the ectocranial surface of the right parietal, three inches superior to the lambdoid suture, was a classic example of a depressed fracture. Concave center, radiating cracks, the full Monty. But something was off.


  Puzzled, I found a hand lens and brought my eyes close. With the damage magnified, I could see what was actually going on. What I’d mistaken for a single depressed fracture actually showed two points of impact. Fractures radiating from the second impact ran up to, but didn’t cross, fractures radiating from the first. That meant two separate blows to the back of the head.


  I thought about that. About the size and shape of the concavity. A brick? A paddle of some sort?


  I circled the gurney and, using two hands, rotated the skull so that I could see the face. What was left of the face. The damage to the nasal-maxillary region was extensive. The bones were shattered in the region below the nose, the teeth virtually obliterated.


  I returned the skull to its original position. Thought about two blows to the back of the head. About the anatomical location of the anterior and posterior injuries. The picture was not one that I’d expect from a fall. Unless Hallis lost her balance and cracked headfirst onto a rock. Then backward. Twice. Or a giant bird dropped two boulders onto her skull.


  But she wore a helmet. Unless she removed it.


  Or someone did.


  
    Holy crap!


    A bird!

  


  Neuron-fired recollection. A quick fumble through a cardboard carton. Faded clothing. A headlamp. An ice axe. Bright blue rope.


  I dropped the lens and shot back to the counter. Picked up and angled the cast this way and that.


  Holy flying crap!


  I raced to my office, grabbed the box I’d collected from Blythe Hallis, rummaged wildly, finally yanked out the object I sought. Pulse going double time, I pumped back to autopsy room five and positioned my prize side by side with Hawkins’s cast.


  The resemblance hit me like a punch. The Grivel Quantum Tech ice axe was a perfect match for the beaklike shape of the silicone rubber. For the wound in Hallis’s neck. And the handle could easily have created the damage to the skull.


  Could have been used to knock out the teeth?


  Hot damn! Though I knew my informal comparison would never hold up in court, I was certain I’d found the weapon that had killed Brighton Hallis.


  I dialed Slidell. Got voicemail. Left a message.


  Two calming breaths, then on to the vertebrae. Gross observation showed greenstick fracturing, uniform staining, and no remodeling, indicating that the stab wound to the neck was definitely a perimortem injury.


  Next step, reassembly. Not the whole skull, but the relevant sections. Using good old Elmer’s and toothpicks, I started in. Yeah. Low tech. And tedious. Especially when the head has not been removed from the body. But I had promised Blythe Hallis. No more mutilation than necessary.


  By ten-thirty my back was screaming and my vision was blurring. I’d had it. But I’d reconstructed enough to get a pretty good picture. After snapping an autopsy diagram onto a clipboard, I began sketching in detail.


  When finished, I knew what had happened to Brighton Hallis, if not the specific sequence. A stab wound to the neck. Repeated blows to the face and dentition. Two blows to the head. And the angling of the posterior damage suggested that the ice axe had penetrated at roughly a forty-five-degree angle. Given the size and shape of the weapon, and the victim’s height, if standing at the time of the attack, I estimated the assailant’s height at somewhere between sixty-five and seventy inches. Fantastic. Slidell would have a field day with that. Only Sasquatch could be crossed off the list.


  I paused, visualizing the one fuzzy photo taken during recovery of Hallis’s body. Not crystal clear, but the slope appeared to have been moderate, with very few rocks.


  I stepped back, considering. An ice axe to the neck. Multiple blows to the face and back of the head. I was unsure which injury killed her, but certain of one thing: Brighton Hallis’s death was not accidental.


  I stripped off my gloves and dialed Slidell. This time he answered.


  “A little payback, Doc?”


  I had no inkling what that meant.


  “I call you at dawn, you call me at night when I’m catching some hoops.”


  While I’m busting my ass in an autopsy room. Without apologizing, I explained what I’d found.


  Slidell made a noncommittal sound in his throat. In the background I could hear the frantic sound of play-by-play coverage.


  “Ever think maybe the kid offed herself? Dove from a ledge?”


  “Where the hell did that come from?”


  “Your vic was in trouble up to her tits. I started digging into Bright Ascents, found a trail that led to Bert Malle over in Financial Crimes. You know him? He’s that asshat wears—”


  “Why financial crime?”


  “Your golden girl was engaged in some good old-fashioned embezzling. Fraud guys were about to pop her when she split for Everest.”


  “But she was wealthy.” This didn’t make sense.


  “Eee-lon was right. Her trust had a leash tighter than a—”


  “Meaning?” Not up to a raunchy Slidellism.


  “The kid was spending way beyond her means. Mostly on Everest.”


  “How much went missing?”


  “About a mil.”


  “Roughly the amount Bright Ascents took in.”


  “It was a small charity with a lot of dumb donors.”


  “No one caught that the money wasn’t going where it was intended?”


  “It wasn’t like contributors were hopping over to China to check on progress.”


  “Nepal.” Jesus. Why did I bother? “What about Damon James?”


  “Hard to say. Malle didn’t have a handle on James. Looks like Hallis kept her cards pretty close to her chest.”


  “They’re sure it wasn’t mismanagement? Gass said Hallis had no head for business.”


  “They claim their evidence is solid. Despite the Hallis name, the kid was facing prosecution. Question was when, not if.”


  “Where’s the money now?”


  “Hadn’t thought of poking down that hole.”


  Dead air.


  I slammed down the handset and rubbed my eyes. Which felt like someone had lit them on fire. Time to go.


  As I packed away the photos, bones, and cast, my gaze fell on the detached face pasted to the inside of the jar.


  Uh-oh, that tiny brain-corner voice whispered.


  What? Was I missing something? Or was it just fatigue?


  I viewed the flat, lifeless features through the liquid and glass. The boneless nose. The shriveled lips. The elongated ears.


  The tiny voice drew in its breath.


  The ears? I looked more closely.


  Sweet God in heaven!


  As before, I flew to my office. This time I pulled out an envelope and jiggled a photo out onto the blotter. A blond young woman smiled in the sunshine under an immaculate blue sky.


  I grabbed a lens and brought her face into focus.


  Son of a bitch!


  Fingers trembling, I logged onto the Internet and googled for more images of Brighton Hallis. Page after page popped up. I clicked through them.


  Son of a freaking bitch!


  In every shot in which her ears were visible, Brighton Hallis wore earrings. Studs mostly, but also loops and a few dangly numbers. It wasn’t her taste in jewelry that had my heart banging. It was the undeniable fact that Hallis had pierced ears.


  The mummy in the cooler did not.


  Back to room five. To the lightboxes. To every X-ray I’d made into hard copy. I stared at the pickup-sticks jumble that contained within it the record of Brighton Hallis’s youthful calamities.


  Or did it? I’d been so focused on cause of death, I’d neglected the question of ID. Taken it for granted. Violated my own first rule.


  Time to fix that.


  Pulling on fresh gloves, I picked up and studied ME215-15’s right ulna. Then I carried the bone to a magnifying scope, leaned into the eyepieces, and adjusted focus.


  At sixteen, Brighton Hallis broke her arm while racing BMX. I searched the entire shaft, looking for gross evidence of an old healed fracture. Saw none. Only damage that was recent and postmortem.


  My scalp tingled.


  At eighteen, Brighton Hallis jumped into a quarry, hit bottom, and cracked her heel. I repeated my actions with the calcaneus.


  No fracture line. No remodeling.


  I checked the X-rays Hawkins had taken. Not a hint of old injury on the foot or arm bone.


  I stood, eyes burning, the undeniable truth slamming home. The woman on the gurney in the cooler was not Brighton Hallis.


  “What about DNA?” Slidell and I were back on the phone. The sports announcer was still sounding frenzied. Surprisingly, Skinny wasn’t taking off my head.


  “I’ll phone in the morning, plead extraordinary circumstances. But I doubt that’ll do any good. Fingerprints are a better bet.”


  “Call me when you have something. Tomorrow.” Slidell hung up.


  I drummed agitated fingers on my desk, recalling my earlier statement to Slidell. Five went up, four came down.


  Was it true? Was Brighton Hallis still on Everest? If so, who was the unnamed guest in our cooler?


  One candidate popped to mind right away.


  The mysterious solo climber of confusing South American origin. The woman last seen with Brighton Hallis? I checked my watch. Checked the Internet, source of all knowledge. Kathmandu was ten hours ahead of Charlotte. Morning. Business hours. I picked up the landline, already hearing Larabee’s lecture about fiscal restraint.


  Slidell was right about both the quantity of numbers and the switching required to reach a knowledgeable official in Nepal. I finally got one in Chitra Adhikari of the Nepal Ministry of Tourism, Mount Everest permit and statistics office.


  Chitra’s English was limited, but eventually we do-si-doed into useful territory. In 2012, his agency issued thirty permits to expedition teams comprising 325 climbers. A veritable conga line up the mountain. They also issued nineteen unguided, or solo, permits.


  “Can you fax me a list of those names?” I asked.


  Chitra could. “Two thousand twelve, very bad year. Eleven people die on Everest.”


  It took a lot of repetition and word searching, but in the end I learned that seventeen climbers were airlifted alive to Kathmandu that season. Only one on May 20, 2012. The day Brighton Hallis died.


  “Viviana Fuentes.” The name sounded odd with Chitra’s lilting accent. “Solo climber. Very sick.”


  “Did she survive?”


  “Big puzzle. Woman disappear.”


  “On the mountain?”


  “No. After. Helicopter fly woman to Kathmandu Medical College Teaching Hospital. So sick, carried on stretcher. Doctor arrives, patient is gone.”


  “She was dead?” Wanting to be clear.


  “No. She walk out.”


  “She could walk?”


  “Maybe she not so sick at lower elevation. This happens. Maybe she confused. This also happens. No one knows.”


  “Then, nothing?”


  “Not quite nothing.” I could almost hear his smile. “Chitra, he a curious guy. I call a friend in Immigration. Learn someone using Viviana Fuentes’s passport fly from Kathmandu, Nepal, to Santiago, Chile.” I heard paper rustle. A lot of it. Then, “That happen on June 5, 2012.”


  After thanking Chitra, I disconnected. Thought. Rubbed my temples. Thought some more. Then I hit the keyboard.


  The images weren’t as numerous, but they were there. Praise the Lord for social media.


  A woman smiled at a camera from the deck of what looked like an Alpine ski lodge. Her blond hair was a little shorter, her frame a smidge stockier. Otherwise, the resemblance between Viviana Fuentes and Brighton Hallis was startling. I clicked more images. The two could have been twins.


  I learned that Viviana Carmen Fuentes was born in Santiago, Chile, in 1987, a year before Brighton Hallis entered the world. She attended the University of Santiago and, after graduation, worked as an independent software consultant.


  I learned that Viviana’s resemblance to Brighton Hallis went beyond the physical. An avid climber since her youth, she’d attained brief notoriety at age nine as the youngest person to summit Ojos del Salado in the Andes. Viviana was taught to climb by her father, Guillermo Fuentes, an accomplished mountaineer in his own right. Fuentes Sr. died in a storm on Denali when Viviana was fifteen.


  I learned that a charitable website linked Viviana’s summiting endeavors to Alzheimer’s fundraising efforts in honor of her afflicted mother. Viviana’s Facebook page boasted that Everest would complete her Seven Summits. Surprisingly, the page went silent after 2012.


  I also learned that Viviana Fuentes was dead.


  Fuentes fell while attempting to summit Aconcagua, a mountain she’d successfully climbed in the past. The accident had taken place four months earlier.


  I don’t trust coincidence.


  A new series of Google searches yielded what I needed. I again checked the clock. Revisited the time conversion site. Mendoza, Argentina, was one hour ahead of EST. Far too late to call at that hour. And far too late for me to still be working.


  Frustrated and exhausted, I logged off the computer. I’d never hit so many twists in one case. As I drove home, questions swirled in my overwrought, overtired brain.


  Had Brighton Hallis swapped identities with Viviana Fuentes? Why? To avoid prosecution? Had the trade been made willingly? Was Viviana Fuentes the woman lying in my cooler? If not Fuentes, who? And whom had the killer intended to put there?
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  I was back at it early. Before making calls, I educated myself about Aconcagua. Located in Argentina, east of the Chilean border, the 6,900-meter peak is the tallest in the world outside the Himalayas. Though technically an uncomplicated climb, Aconcagua sees multiple casualties each year, and holds the dubious distinction of having the highest mountain death rate in South America. The most recently recorded was that of Viviana Fuentes.


  Aconcagua also happened to be one of the Seven Summits still on Brighton Hallis’s bucket list. A theory was congealing in my brain.


  “Couldn’t resist, could you?” I reached for my phone and dialed a lengthy string of numbers. Listened to a harsh international brrrrppp. “Had to make Daddy proud.”


  Another brrrrppp, then a woman answered speaking shotgun Spanish. “Centro de Visitantes de Aconcagua Parco Nacional.”


  I replied in Spanish, considerably more slowly.


  “Yes, please may I help you?” She shifted to flawless English.


  Fine. My Spanish was rusty. Taking the hint, I rolled with her and stated the reason for my call.


  “Let me find the dossier.” I heard the squeak of a drawer. Flipping. Shuffling. Actual paper files. “Ah yes, so tragic. Ms. Fuentes purchased an unguided, high-season Valle de la Vacas permit.”


  “Can you explain that?” Por favor.


  “Of course. The park has two entry points and multiple climbing options. Permit prices vary depending on the season and whether a trip is guided. Ms. Fuentes intended a solo ascent along the Direct Polish Glacier. It is our most difficult route.”


  “How difficult?”


  “The Direct Polish Glacier is secluded and significantly more challenging than the Ruta Normal. It has fifty- to seventy-degree snow and ice gradients requiring technical ice mounting skills, protection, and roped climbing. Few climbers choose this path. Ms. Fuentes did. Her résumé qualified her for such a permit.” More shuffling. “According to our records, she entered the park at Pampa de Lenas station on December twenty-eighth.”


  “How many others were on the mountain during the period of her climb?”


  This time keys clicked. “Three groups were up the Polish Glacier when Ms. Fuentes entered the park. We registered one other new climber that same day. An American. He ascended solo.”


  “Do you have the name of the other climber?”


  “I have aggregated data with numbers and nationalities. Individual permits are filed by name rather than date. To match them up requires hand-sorting through records.” She sighed. “If you leave contact information, I will phone you back.”


  I accepted her offer and provided my mobile number. “I’d appreciate the names of anyone summiting around the same time as Fuentes.”


  “According to the aggregate data, no one else checked in for the Polish Glacier until December thirtieth, when a German team began the trek up.”


  “The Germans found her body?”


  “No. When Ms. Fuentes didn’t return within an expected time, a ranger went looking. The German crew reported seeing a male climber descending solo, but never encountered Ms. Fuentes. It is presumed she perished shortly after summiting.”


  “Do I understand correctly? Rangers track the climbers?”


  “Formally, there is no monitoring on the mountain. Permits are valid for twenty days. Climbers are encouraged to carry radios. If concerns are raised, a ranger will deploy.”


  “In Ms. Fuentes’s case, concern was raised by…” I let the question hang.


  “Pace is dictated by weather and ability. Most climbers arrive at the park acclimatized and ready to proceed. From the ranger station at Pampa de Lenas, it’s a two-day trip up to base camp. It’s another day to Camp One, and another to Camp Two. Summit day, departing from Camp Two, should take no more than twelve hours.”


  I did the math. Nine to twelve days.


  “So the ranger went looking after two weeks?” I hazarded.


  “Exactly. He located the body on January sixteenth at an altitude of sixty-four hundred meters, in a deep channel. It appeared Ms. Fuentes had fallen to her death. The remains were retrieved and transported to authorities in Mendoza.”


  “How was identity confirmed?”


  “Identity was never in question.” Puzzled. “Ms. Fuentes was carrying her permit and her passport.”


  “Do you have the number of the Mendoza morgue?”


  I scribbled the information, hung up, and immediately punched in more digits. Minutes later I was connected to Dr. Ignacio Silva of the Cuerpo Médico Forense, Morgue Judicial. Again, I started in Spanish. Again the reply came in English. Well, muchas friggin’ gracias.


  “I remember the case.” Silva’s words were music to my ears. “It is a great pity when such a young woman dies.”


  “Can you describe Ms. Fuentes?” Barely breathing.


  “Caucasian female, blond, approximately one hundred and seventy-three centimeters in height.”


  More quick math. Sixty-eight inches.


  “Fit, no signs of disease or abnormality. Or course, there were significant injuries resulting from her fall. The drop was estimated to be a minimum of twenty meters.”


  “Did you take X-rays?”


  A moment of hesitation. When Silva spoke again, there was a very slight edge to his perfectly honed English. “Due to budgetary constraints, there are times when we must make difficult decisions. I deemed X-ray unnecessary in this case. It was clear to me that the victim had died as a result of a fall followed by exposure.”


  Shit.


  “Next of kin had no reservations?”


  “Sadly, there really were no next of kin. Ms. Fuentes had a mother who was institutionalized with advanced Alzheimer’s disease. But identity was never in question.” He paused. “We did take fingerprints, for our records, before cremating the body.”


  “Is there any way you could share those?” Masking my excitement.


  “Certainly. Provide an email address and I’ll send you images.”


  Silva was true to his word. And efficient. Minutes after we disconnected, my inbox pinged notice of an incoming message. I opened the file and took a quick look. Then I sat awhile. Thinking and sipping coffee.


  When that approach triggered no hundred-watt lighting up over my head, I pushed from my desk and went to make hard copy of the image Silva had sent. When the machine spit out its product, I checked the detail. Each dark little oval was full of loops or swirls or arches or whatever.


  On to autopsy room five. I looked at the cast. The isolated bones. The card showing the prints taken from the mummy in the cooler. I lay Silva’s prints next to those obtained by Joe Hawkins.


  Considered.


  Quick call to Blythe Hallis. Decision. I dialed Slidell to explain what was winging his way. And what I needed.


  “Get someone to run them through AFIS.”


  I was asking that the prints I was sending be input into the FBI’s Automated Fingerprint Identification System.


  “The guys in the lab ain’t gonna like it.”


  “Then you do it.”


  “What’re the chances she’ll be in the system?”


  “She could be.” It was a long shot, but I was hoping.


  “Eeyuh.”


  “Look, only law enforcement can submit prints to AFIS.”


  “No shit.”


  “Tell them it’s for me.”


  “That should do the trick.”


  It did. Or maybe it was Slidell’s captivating personality. Ninety minutes later I had my answer.


  I leaned back in my chair. Stunned. Not really believing.


  I’d learned from Blythe Hallis that Brighton had interned with the National Park Service during her college summers. And I knew the AFIS database includes prints of individuals employed by the federal government. My long shot had paid off. One of the candidate “matches” generated by the search was Brighton Hallis.


  Brighton Hallis had indeed perished atop a treacherous Seven Summit peak. But not on Everest. And not in 2012.


  Brighton Hallis had died four months ago on Aconcagua. She’d been autopsied and cremated under the name Viviana Fuentes.


  More phone time with Slidell.


  “You’re saying Brighton Hallis offed Viviana Fuentes to steal her identity?” Slidell sounded as though I’d suggested the outlawing of soup.


  “The physical resemblance is remarkable. If they’d switched outerwear, it could easily fool the casual observer.”


  “I change jackets all the time. My ma still knows it’s me.”


  Skinny had a mother? I stored that away for future consideration.


  “Neither of the women encountered a KA after Brighton’s death.” I used cop lingo for known associate. “A woman wearing Viviana’s jacket was airlifted to Kathmandu and subsequently disappeared. A woman wearing Brighton’s jacket and gear was found by strangers, frozen to death. People see what they’re told they see. And in Viviana’s case there was no one to raise questions.”


  “What the flip does that mean?”


  “Her only relative was a mother with late-stage dementia. Fuentes worked as a software contractor for herself, alone, from home.” Slidell tried to interrupt. I rolled on. “And even if someone did raise questions, there was no body to exhume.”


  “How’d Hallis get Fuentes’s passport?”


  “Unguided climbers carry their own. Brighton probably helped herself when she switched gear.”


  “The two were pals?”


  “I found nothing to suggest they’d met before Everest. It could have been a crime of opportunity. Brighton saw her chance to start a new life with a new name and a cool million. Took it.”


  Slidell made that throat noise he makes.


  “That late in the day, they’d have been the only climbers foolish enough to remain that high up. It explains why Brighton loitered at Hillary Step, waiting for Fuentes.”


  “Not to help her, but to bash her.” Slidell was coming around. “So Hallis arranges to be alone up top with Fuentes, takes her down with an ice axe, cracks her skull, maybe twice, smashes her teeth, switches gear, and skips on down the mountain with a fake Spanish accent, a new name, and a feigned case of the dizzies.”


  Not bad, Skinny. “Yes. The location of the head trauma is consistent with an assailant matching Brighton’s height and weight.”


  “Risky business.”


  “So’s prison.”


  “But Hallis is now toast?”


  “Ash, actually. The body was cremated.”


  “Sonofaflyingbitch.”


  “Yeah.”


  For several seconds silence hummed across the line. I broke it.


  “The only other climber up that route that day was a guy. I’m trying to track him down to see if he remembers seeing Viviana along the trail.”


  “What do you need from me?”


  “See if you can find a connection between Hallis and Fuentes before Everest. Any evidence of collusion or premeditation. See if Hallis got sloppy after Everest. Slipped. Contacted someone. Used an old bank account. Got arrested for jaywalking. Anything to prove Hallis was living the good life in South America after 2012.”


  Clearly Slidell didn’t share my enthusiasm. “Not sure the point. They’re both history.”


  “Justice for Viviana Fuentes,” I said.


  “This ain’t gonna make Blythe Hallis happy.”


  “But it will make her go away. And it puts a solve on your score sheet.” Both persuasive arguments for Slidell.


  After we’d disconnected I ran through everything I’d learned in the last few days. Got snagged on something Elon Gass had said.


  I think Damon joined them.


  Damon James had met Viviana Fuentes. Had talked to her and Brighton at Camp III. Might he have something to contribute? I looked up his number and dialed.


  “Yeah.” Distracted.


  “It’s Dr. Brennan.”


  “What?” I could hear a lot of commotion in the background. Kids. A whistle. A dull echo that sounded like a train.


  I repeated myself, louder.


  “Sorry. I’m at my other glamorous job.” James barked an admonition to someone named Brian. “At the Whitewater Center.” I assumed he meant the U.S. National Whitewater Center, a state-of-the-art kayak and rafting facility on the outskirts of Charlotte.


  “You’re into kayaking?”


  “They also have climbing and bouldering tours. I—Hey! Ease back!”


  “I have a few quick questions…” I began, but he cut me off.


  “Put it down… Now!” To me: “I can’t talk in this chaos, and there’s another busload of third graders showing up any minute. Can we do this after I clock out?”


  Damn. “Sure.”


  He hesitated. “Actually, I caught a ride with another instructor today and she had to split to collect a sick kid. Any chance you could pick me up?”


  Was he serious? The place was halfway to Mount Holly. Still, I wanted information. Nothing more to do here. Favor curries favor, blah, blah, blah.


  “What time?”


  “I’m done at eight. Drive around to the employee gate in back. It’s never locked.”


  Three beeps indicated he’d disconnected.
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  The rest of the day passed at the speed of continental drift. I ran a few errands. Did some paperwork. But my mind kept seeing fractures, prints, mummified tissue. Kept looping through theories. It was a relief to finally steer my Mazda into the remnants of rush-hour traffic at seven o’clock.


  Forty-five minutes after setting off, I was at the U.S. National Whitewater Center. I parked as instructed and followed a sign pointing out the employee entrance. I’d almost reached the gate when my phone rang. Sang.


  “Temperance Brennan.”


  “Dr. Brennan? It’s Paola Rossi.”


  Total blank. “Excuse me?”


  “At the Centro de Visitantes de Aconcagua Parco Nacional.”


  “Of course, Señora Rossi. I’m sorry. The connection is poor.”


  “I found the name you wanted.”


  “That’s so kind of you.” I began digging one-handed in my shoulder bag, looking for paper and pen. Stopped when Rossi spoke again.


  “Can you repeat that?” Stunned.


  Slowly and clearly she restated the name. “Damon James. He was the other climber ascending Aconcagua’s Direct Polish Glacier route on December thirtieth. Mr. James listed his place of residence as Charlotte, North Carolina, United States.”


  Pulse humming, I thanked Rossi and disconnected. Around me, dusk was fast yielding to night. The lot held few vehicles. I heard no voices, no sounds of activity.


  In my brain, disparate facts were snapping into place. Damon James was Brighton Hallis’s business partner. Snap. Damon James had talked to Viviana Fuentes on Everest. Snap. Damon James had been on Aconcagua.


  I dialed Slidell. Got voicemail. Left a message explaining my whereabouts and asking for a call back.


  More snapping. This time questions.


  Was James dirty? Had he and Hallis acted together to embezzle from Bright Ascents? Had he killed Viviana Fuentes on Everest? Why? To help Hallis switch identities? Were James and Hallis lovers? Did they have blood money stashed in some secret offshore account? Had James killed Brighton Hallis on Aconcagua? Why?


  A woman in jeans and a bright green U.S. NATIONAL WHITEWATER CENTER tee approached. Smiling warmly, she held the gate open for me. I hesitated.


  Jesus, Brennan. The slalom team trained for the freaking Olympics here. The place is probably crammed with people. Go. Find the creep.


  “Thanks.” I passed through the gate.


  While crossing the grounds, I reviewed what I knew about the center. What I’d learned online before heading out. I’d never visited.


  Four hundred acres, adjacent to the Catawba River. Nonprofit. Training facility for the serious athlete. Recreational facility for the not-so-serious. Rafting, kayaking, canoeing, zip-lining, hiking, mountain biking, and, apparently, rock climbing.


  I entered to the right of the main building. Registration, guest services, rentals, conference center, snack bar, gift shop. A few women sat outside under umbrellas at iron tables. Soccer mom types—Lululemon yoga wear, Jack Rogers sandals, Tory Burch shades. They played on iPhones, bored, waiting for progeny.


  Beyond the building, a steady flow of people were exiting the main gate toward the general parking lot. A sign on an exterior wall provided two important facts. The last “put-in” was at 7 P.M. Closure was at 8 P.M.


  I entered guest services and asked for Damon James. Was directed outside, to a towering faux-stone V jutting skyward beside the Upper Pond. James was at the base, coiling ropes into a box. He straightened on hearing my footsteps, turned. Big surprise. Whitewater Center tee with the sleeves razored off. The guy was predictable.


  “Good timing.” James flashed the movie star grin. “Let’s walk and talk. I have to do a sweep. Make sure no kids are hiding out.”


  Though James was relaxed, I felt my pulse pumping hard. I followed him to a paved path skimming along the bank of the simulated river. Signs warned walkers to stay five feet back from the water’s edge. Zip lines threw looping shadows from overhead.


  James walked so quickly I had to lengthen my stride to keep up. Now and then we passed a late straggler heading for the exit.


  To hide my nervousness, perhaps my suspicions, I tried casual conversation. “Is the circuit a complete loop?” Indicating the river. Not really caring.


  He glanced at me, then nodded. “The water goes around two islands and forms multiple channels, but basically it’s a big circle.” He pointed to a landmass on our left. “That’s Belmont Abbey Island. It’s got a music venue and beer garden. Hawk Island’s on the other side of Lower Pond. You’ll see. It’s wilder, has the obstacle and ropes courses.”


  “Mm.”


  “Tough crowd.” James wagged his head. “How about this? You’re looking at the largest and most complex recirculating artificial whitewater river on the planet.”


  “Impressive. And you teach here?”


  “Seasonally. Rocks only.”


  We curved past tents on our right and a music pavilion on our left to a point where the wide Lower Pond stretched between us and the main center opposite. Pines towered above our heads and needles carpeted the ground at our feet. We were now the only people on the trail. Now or never.


  “Elon Gass said you drew no salary from Bright Ascents.”


  James did a mock double take. “Well, well. I’m guessing the little lady didn’t come out here for the pleasure of my company. I’m wounded.”


  “Were you paid?” asked the little lady.


  James stared for so long I thought he wasn’t going to answer. Then he surprised me. “I was supposed to get a salary. Didn’t happen. I’m not really a delayed gratification kind of guy, but Brighton had a way of getting people to do what she wanted.”


  “The fund had a million bucks. Why didn’t she pay you?”


  “Guess we can’t ask her.”


  “Did you know the police were investigating Brighton for fraud?”


  “Not until your cop pal called me yesterday.”


  “What was the nature of your relationship with Brighton?”


  “What are you getting at?”


  “Were you together?”


  “No. Nor were we thieves.” Too pat.


  Before I could poke at that, James spun and strode off at a pace even faster than earlier.


  Momentary hesitation. Follow? Every neuron in my brain screamed no. I ignored them.


  The river narrowed. The water now whirled and frothed in furious hydraulics. The sound was deafening.


  “Tell me about Viviana Fuentes?” I shouted to be heard.


  James wheeled on me, face a tight mask. “Let’s not play games. What is it you really want to know?”


  “What happened to Brighton Hallis?”


  “What happened to Brighton Hallis? She got greedy, stole a million bucks, and left me holding the bag.”


  I said nothing.


  “Shit was going to hit the fan after Everest.” Spit so loud his neck muscles bulged taught. “And I was the chump about to be flattened by the Hallis Express.”


  “So you couldn’t allow her to come down.” My heart was going ninety. I knew I should back off, but couldn’t stop myself. “With Brighton dead the investigation would go away.”


  James’s chin hiked up, sending shadows slicing across his face. It was dark now, but a crescent moon was hanging above the tree line. And scattered floodlights kept the grounds from total blackness. When he spoke again his voice was ice. “When Brighton died on Everest, I had no idea that money was missing.”


  “You expect me to believe that?”


  “I have an alibi, sweetheart. I was nowhere near Brighton when she bought it.”


  Every nerve tingling, I went for the kill. “Except Brighton didn’t die on Everest. Did she?”


  James regarded me, eyes glistening cool and green in the moonlight. Then, he startled me by chuckling. “You are fucking crazy.”


  “You knew of Brighton’s plan to disappear. You were in on it from the start.”


  He circled an index finger at his temple. “Cra-zy.”


  “Tell me your version of events.”


  James crossed his arms. Spread his feet. “Imagine my astonishment when I spotted my former business partner, supposedly dead, coming out of the Aconcagua permit office in Mendoza, Argentina. Brighton Hallis, alive as a nasty rumor.”


  “What did she say?”


  “She never saw me.”


  “You want me to believe that you both just happened to be in Argentina at the exact same place on the exact same day. Totally by coincidence.”


  “No. We’d planned the trip together.”


  “So—”


  A chop of his hand cut off my question. “Before Everest. We’d scheduled our outings years in advance. After, when everything went sideways and no one was climbing, the trips were canceled. But Aconcagua fell on the anniversary of Sterling Hallis’s death. For some fucked-up stick-it-to-myself reason I decided to make a pilgrimage in honor of Bright.”


  James’s words were tumbling with fury now, carrying with them a note of madness.


  “Go on.”


  “When Bright was gone, I went into the office and got the same permit she had. I knew her plan. I’d written the bastard. I trailed her every step, staying close behind, until I lost the benefit of crowd cover at Camp One. She spotted me. Son of a bitch, you should’ve seen her face. Pure terror.”


  “Continue.” As unobtrusively as possible, I inched back a step. Why hadn’t Slidell returned my call? Or had he? I couldn’t risk checking my phone.


  “The dumb bitch confessed everything. Her plan was to disappear in the icefall right above Everest base camp. The world would think she’d fallen into a crevasse when in fact she’d slipped down the trail and away to a beach in Goa or Rio.”


  “That’s why she switched the Everest climb from guided to unguided.”


  “Made it easier to ditch me holding the bag.”


  “What about Viviana Fuentes?”


  “Bad luck for Viviana, wrong place, wrong time. But that was pretty much Brighton. One lucky break after another.”


  Somewhere in the darkness, an owl hooted. I forced myself not to jump. “So it was a crime of opportunity?”


  “I honestly don’t know. Bright said it was. The resemblance between them was spooky.” James was talking more softly now. I had to strain to hear. “Bright befriended Fuentes, learned her background. Saw a chance to walk into a new life and took it.”


  “Home free until she ran into you.”


  “Oh, she never gave up. That wasn’t Bright. She tried to buy her way out.”


  “She offered you half.”


  “She did.”


  “You refused.”


  “Why would I do that?” Astonished. “What was done was done. Fuentes was dead. We discussed our glorious life of shared wealth all the way to the top.”


  “You continued up the mountain?”


  “Why not?”


  This guy really was certifiable.


  Or was I? Alone on a deserted path with an accomplice to murder. I put more space between us.


  “Honest truth? Until the bitch transferred my share, I didn’t want her out of my sight. Phones were useless at lower elevations. We had to get close to the summit to get an unblocked sat phone signal.”


  “She trusted you?”


  “Of course. We were planning a long and happy life with our loot. She couldn’t rat on me, I couldn’t rat on her.”


  “But she died.”


  The reptilian eyes bore into mine. So flat they seemed to suck all warmth from the night. “Tragic, wasn’t it? So close to the summit. Such a terrible accident.”


  Not just an accomplice. A stone-cold killer. The neurons again screamed a warning. This time I decided to comply. Too late.


  In one lightning move James bent and charged. The impact of his shoulder knocked the breath from my lungs and catapulted me backward. I’d barely processed that I was falling when frigid, churning water closed over my head. I couldn’t see. Couldn’t breathe. Blood pounding in my ears, blind, I swirled with the current.


  Kick! Fight!


  I smashed into a boulder, winged off, spinning. My ribs screamed. My lungs burned. I tried to pull myself to the surface, but my waterlogged clothing dragged me down. Stars burst on the backs of my lids.


  I forced my eyes open. Could see nothing but swirling brown chaos. Pulling with my arms, I angled my head in a direction I thought was up. I kicked. Kicked again, legs frantic, adrenaline firing through every fiber of my being.


  Seconds seemed like eons. Finally my head broke the surface. I gulped air. Was dragged under again. Went wheeling. Fought my way back up.


  I tried to get some bearings. To gain control of my flailing limbs. Failed. My body slammed another rock. Pain exploded up my back. Roaring filled my ears.


  Then something. A shape in my peripheral vision. The pump house. I was being washed toward the filtration system.


  My brain shot an image. Details taken in during my walk along the path with James. A narrow chute. Boulders forcing twelve million gallons of racing water through a three-foot gap. I was barreling straight for it out of control!


  Before my mind could spit out a plan, I slammed the first boulder. Quickly pinwheeled to another. With animal desperation I struggled, finally managed to reorient my body. Despite the pain, I plastered myself like a barnacle to the rock’s surface. Clung with every ounce of my strength.


  The surging water pushed me hard toward the chute and the pump house. Straining against the flow, I clawed my way crablike around the rock’s slippery circumference. Finally, I was able to heave my body topside out of the river.


  I lay gasping. Too tired to turn my head. Too tired to look for James.


  I don’t know how long I stayed there before I started to shake. Cold. Shock. Both. Trembling, I rolled to my bum and sat up. Surveyed my state.


  Soaked. Chilled. Possible fractures. No phone. No keys. But I was out of the water. And connected to land. Hawk Island.


  On hands and knees, I crawled from the boulder to solid ground. Another brief rest. Then I rose on unsteady legs and headed for the nearest building. The pump house.


  A man stood in the control room, doing something with switches and knobs. Denim overalls, look of surprise.


  “Hi,” I said.


  The man’s eyes went even wider, then dropped to the puddle forming at my feet.


  “Do you possibly have a phone I can use?”
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  “And then”—Anne flourished her fork for effect—“the damn rodent reached out a filthy paw, never breaking eye contact, and flicked my glass candle jar right off the patio table. Shattered into a million pieces.”


  “She didn’t like the way you’d abused her man.” I didn’t point out that raccoons are not rodents.


  “Maybe. It was some coon Bride of Chucky action. And those crafty buggers can get in anywhere. I slept for days with a bat by the bed.”


  I chuckled, then winced. Undirected, a hand went to my tightly wrapped torso. “Don’t make me laugh.”


  Anne’s look was a sympathetic question mark.


  “Rib fractures take time to heal,” I said.


  “And the rest of you?” I knew she wasn’t querying other physical injuries. Those had turned out to be minor. Even so, Slidell, the recipient of my pump house phone call, had insisted on ambulance transport. The sum total of my grievances included two cracked ribs, abrasions, and sore muscles. Seriously, seriously sore muscles.


  “Right as rain,” I said.


  As if cued by my flippant response, my phone sang from below the table. I glanced into my open beach bag. The screen showed a caller with laser-blue eyes and wind-tousled hair. Surreptitiously, I hit decline. I’d tell Ryan all about the past few days. But not now.


  “Here’s to Isle of Palms.” Anne lifted her wineglass and chinked it against my ice tea. “Flat as a twelve-year-old.” After a swallow of Chardonnay, she asked, “What’ll happen to Damon James?”


  “Hard to say.” I pushed some lettuce around on my plate. Scored a crouton. The real reason to eat Caesar salad. “He didn’t get far. After Slidell issued a BOLO, a CMPD cruiser picked him up at a gas station near Kannapolis. He’s cooling his heels in the box right now.”


  “For murder?”


  “Doubtful. There’s no proof he killed Brighton Hallis.”


  “But you think he did.”


  I pictured cold green eyes. Remembered a bony shoulder slamming my gut.


  “I do.”


  “Why did he do it? He had access to the money.”


  “Greed? Revenge? Rage? Feeling used can mess with a person’s mind. So can the promise of a large sum of money. Maybe he wanted the whole pot. Maybe Hallis pushed him past the tipping point. Maybe it was a split-second impulse. Or maybe she just slipped.” I didn’t really buy the last option. “James is lawyered up and not talking. I wouldn’t, either, were I in his shoes.”


  “But the asshole tried to kill you.”


  “They’ve charged him with assault and battery and attempted murder. He says I fell into the water. There were no witnesses. It’s my word against his.”


  “So he walks?” Anne refilled her glass. To soothe her outrage.


  I was outraged, also. Two girls dead in the most godforsaken places on earth. Fuentes on Everest. Hallis on Aconcagua. A good possibility no one would pay.


  “James will definitely do time,” I said. “There’s a very patient, very determined crew over at Financial Crimes. They and the DA are working hard to ensure a conviction.”


  Anne nodded her approval.


  I tilted my head to allow the offshore breeze full access to my flushed skin. “The paper trail is apparently a thing of beauty. Proving embezzlement was easy. So was tracking the missing money to James’s Cayman Islands account.”


  “Dumb shit.” Anne rarely minced words. Or held back.


  I inhaled salt-laced air. Savored the roughness of Anne’s beach house deck on the soles of my bare feet.


  “How did Blythe Hallis take the news that her little angel was a crook?”


  “As you’d expect,” I said. “Composed, ever the lady.” I thought a moment. Added, “She insisted on paying for Viviana Fuentes’s burial in Santiago, next to her father. She’s also making good for every penny of the stolen money.”


  “Really?” Anne took another sip, then settled back, legs up, ankles crossed on the railing.


  “Same nonprofit. Same mission. New name. Vivi’s Fund. Dara Steele and Elon Gass are going to run it.”


  “Out of the goodness of their little snake hearts.” Anne chortled at her own joke. She did it a lot.


  I shrugged. “Guess we’ll have to watch The Heights to find out.”


  “Pass. If I want to observe narcissism in high places, I’ll tune in to C-SPAN. How about a beach walk?”


  “You’re on.”


  She rose and carried our plates to the kitchen. I lingered. Wondering. Had Damon James been right? Or had something good come from bringing Brighton Hallis down from Everest?


  Yes, I decided. Definitely yes.


  Viviana Fuentes was mourned, if only by me. Lying safely beside her beloved father, she would not spend her eternity as a macabre landmark in a top-of-the-world death zone. It wasn’t much. But it was something.


  “Let’s hit it.” Anne had reappeared wearing a hat the size of her table.


  We stepped out into the Carolina sun. Wind teasing my hair, sand caressing my toes, I felt the frozen knots of frustration begin to thaw.


  Author’s Note


  Bones on Ice was inspired by a story I read in the fall of 2014, describing more than two hundred bodies frozen in the so-called death zone of Mount Everest. The body of the legendary mountaineer George Mallory has remained intact on the peak since 1924. Others have evolved into more recent climbing landmarks, such as “Green Boots Cave,” or “Rainbow Valley,” named for the multicolored down jackets and climbing gear of corpses dotting the hillside. I was horrified and fascinated, and couldn’t help wondering what would happen if one of those bodies came down and revealed unexpected secrets.


  I immersed myself in researching the triumphs and perils of high-altitude climbing and began to write. This story was nearly complete when tragedy struck on April 25, 2015. A magnitude 7.8 earthquake hit northwest of Nepal’s capital, Kathmandu, killing more than 8,000 people, injuring 23,000 more, destroying thousands of homes, and flattening entire villages.


  An avalanche triggered by the earthquake slammed into Mount Everest base camp, killing nineteen, making it that mountain’s deadliest day ever. Dozens more were injured and hundreds were stranded above base camp, futures uncertain.


  On May 12, 2015, a second earthquake, magnitude 7.3, rocked Nepal, bringing further loss and destruction.


  I stopped writing, uncertain. I didn’t want to exploit such a tragedy. At the same time, I more than ever wanted to share the stories of Everest. I’d been touched by the heartbreaking losses and the triumphant victories.


  I decided to complete this work to honor those lost, and to direct attention to organizations providing disaster relief, and to groups dedicated to improving long-term conditions for the indigenous communities of Everest.


  Sherpas are a Nepalese ethnic group numbering around 150,000. They are renowned for their climbing skills and superior strength and endurance at high altitudes. They are essential to any Everest outing, acting as guides and porters, doing everything from carrying loads to setting up camps. They secure the climbing routes, fix lines, ferry supplies, and conduct clients to the top of Himalayan peaks. They also face the highest risks.


  Devastation in the wake of the earthquakes is severe. Nepali relief efforts continue, and financial support is desperately needed. If you have been moved by the news, please visit the websites of these worthy nonprofit organizations:


  
    ActionAid USA


    International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies


    Nepal Red Cross Society


    Oxfam International


    World Vision

  


  Nepali Sherpas serve as the bedrock of an industry with the highest mortality rate in the world, and do so for a fraction of the pay received by Western guides. Conditions in the region are harsh. Many worthy groups strive to ameliorate the Sherpa standard of living. Please visit the websites of the following nonprofits:


  
    American Alpine Club Sherpa Support Fund


    Himalayan Trust


    The Juniper Fund


    Sherpa Education Fund


    Sherpa Healthcare Nepal

  


  This work is dedicated to all those who perished in the Nepal earthquakes of April 25, 2015, and May 12, 2015, and to all the responders who fought to put things right in the aftermath.
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  The dangers of climbing the tallest mountain on earth are legion, yet generation after generation responds to the siren song of Mount Everest. My story could not exist without theirs, so I tip my hat to all those determined to summit an impossible peak “because it was there.”

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
3 I@t hy
I

No. 1 Sunday Times bestselling authot





OEBPS/Images/ex_libris.png





OEBPS/Images/EPL_logo.png
N

epublibre





