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            – CHAPTER 1 –

         

         Killing the crow was how the trip began. I should have known that things could only get worse.

         The violent death of the bird was telling me NOT to try and climb Shiva Direct that day.

         I was riding my motorbike at the time. My Tibetan girlfriend Tashi was on the back. We had finished work at the refugee camp and were heading out for a weekend’s climbing on one of Nepal’s most challenging cliffs.

         ‘It looks like another dust storm is coming in,’ Tashi shouted in my ear. ‘Sure you don’t want to change your mind, Ryan?’

         A great reddish-brown cloud was massing ominously on the horizon. 

         These dry storms had become a regular scourge in this zone of Nepal. The monsoon summer rains had failed for two years in a row. Topsoil was blown off thousands of desiccated fields, countless tons of airborne dust particles merging with ferocious thermal currents.

         The result was lightning, not rain.

         The local farmers spoke of these storms in superstitious tones. They were generated by evil spirits, they whispered, by devils and demons.

         Lightning bolts had struck the camp we worked at on numerous occasions in recent months. Forest fires had raged close by.

         I twisted the accelerator. The motorbike engine throbbed like an angry wasp.

         Ahead of us I could see the cliffs. A little kick of adrenaline swept through my body.

         It was a well-timed trip. A wild experience out here would help me focus on my dilemma. My university back in England had written with a final ultimatum: take up my place to study as a vet, or lose the offer for good.

         Trouble was I was still obsessed with climbing Everest. That was why I was hanging out in Nepal, hoping I could find a way back to the mountain.

         I saw an obstacle ahead, birds pecking at some sort of roadkill.

         ‘Ten points for a crow!’ I laughed. I accelerated a little, just for a joke.

         The first of the birds launched skywards, flapping clear. Others followed. I saw the roadkill was a young deer.

         One of the crows was not so sharp.

         It hit the visor of my helmet with a sickening thud. Tashi screamed. The air filled with feathers and a thin spray of blood.

         I stopped the motorbike. The bird was lying dead behind us. Crumpled. Broken.

         ‘Poor thing,’ Tashi shook her head, looking pale.

         I took a tissue and tried to scrape my visor clean, succeeding only in spreading the blood across it.

         ‘Bad karma,’ Tashi said. A moment later she ran to the verge and was sick.

         We kept heading north, the remains of the poor crow gradually congealing in front of my eyes.

         I was seeing the world through a haze of blood.

         But I was too stupid to see what it meant.
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         A year had passed since Tashi and I had been on Everest.

         We had shared an incredible adventure together on the North Face.

         But we hadn’t summited. The ultimate Everest experience was still waiting.

         Hardly a day went by that we didn’t talk about going back. Hardly a day went by that I didn’t take my precious Everest books out of the battered tin trunk that contained my possessions, poring over the images of that most magical of peaks.

         Now we were working in a refugee camp in Nepal, helping to care for the thousands of Tibetans who had crossed the border in search of a new life. Tashi was Tibetan as well, forced out of her homeland by the repressive policies of the Chinese government.

         Most evenings, after the potato peeling and washingup had finished, Tashi and I would take a trek to the top of a small hill next to the camp.

         From there we could see Everest. Far away in the distance. Enigmatic. Alluring. Inescapable.

         I normally took my camera and telephoto lens, capturing the ways the different moods of light played on the high slopes.

         ‘How are you going to get this mountain out of your system?’ Tashi asked me one time with a smile. ‘Is it even possible?’ 

         ‘Only one way,’ I replied. ‘Reach the top.’

         She squeezed my arm.

         ‘You need help,’ she laughed.

         ‘I’d prefer 50,000 dollars,’ I said. ‘Buy my way on to a team.’

         We walked back to the camp, hand in hand as the final rays of light fell across the Himalaya. Both of us knew my Everest dream was likely to stay just that – a dream.
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         Life was simple in the camp but these were uncertain times for Nepal. The collapse of the monsoon had cast a dark shadow over the lands around the refugee centre.

         Hunger was in the eyes of the children who came to the camp gates looking for scraps. Dust storms whipped through the valleys. Vultures scoured the skies, looking for animals too weak to resist another day without water, without fodder.

         A ticking environmental clock was pushing the people of Nepal closer and closer to the edge.

         A clock was ticking for me too. A different type of countdown, but one just as pressing.

         ‘I feel like I’m split down the middle,’ I confessed to Tashi. ‘One version of me wants to go back to England, qualify as a vet, help my parents with the family farm. The other version … well, you know …’

         Tashi looked at me with those jet-black Tibetan eyes. She had been so patient with me, far more patient than I deserved.

         ‘You need a sign,’ she said.

         ‘A sign?’ I laughed. ‘Like a bolt from the blue?’

         ‘Could be anything,’ Tashi laughed. ‘Fate needs to decide for you.’

         ‘Maybe.’

         ‘Why don’t we go to the Buddha Cliffs?’ Tashi said. ‘Climb one of those big routes we’ve had our eyes on? Maybe a change of scene will help you make up your mind?’

         We filled up my motorbike with petrol and packed our climbing gear in a rucksack.

         Two hours later, after the crow incident, we reached the Buddha Cliffs.

         ‘Got to love this place,’ Tashi said.

         The location was spectacular; a vast wall of rock into which a ten-metre-high Buddha figure had been carved. Pilgrims flocked to the spot. Climbers too.

         We had no money to pay for a guesthouse; our trip was low budget, wild camping in a leaky old canvas tent. Food was basic that night, a plate of pasta daubed in tomato sauce. 

         We camped close to the crag, pitching the tent on ground so baked by an unrelenting sun that it felt like sleeping on concrete.

         I reached into my pocket for my lucky charm, the palm-sized metal shrine bell I had been given by my Nepali friends Shreeya and Kami.

         It was unusually cold to the touch.

         I shivered. The crow incident had been a real downer. I felt stupid for shouting that thing about ten points.

         A sense of foreboding suddenly hit me.

         A cluster of dark thoughts crowded into my mind.

         Neither of us had ever been injured on our crazy climbing weekends.

         But there was always a first time.
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         Breakfast was a muesli bar and a cup of sweet tea.

         Then we were off to the cliff, ropes draped over our shoulders, harnesses jangling with the metal chinking of karabiners and other bits of climbing gear.

         ‘Let’s do a couple of warm-up routes,’ Tashi said.

         The morning went well and my depression lifted. Half a dozen pitches with Tashi put me in a great mood, the climbing challenging and fun. 

         A couple of other groups turned up, students from a nearby college and some serious Nepali rock athletes we had seen profiled in climbing magazines.

         We had sandwiches for lunch, sheltering beneath a twisted old jacaranda tree. A distant rumble of thunder broke the air and Tashi turned towards me.

         ‘How about the two of us try Shiva Direct?’

         A jolt of adrenaline rushed through me.

         Shiva Direct was a classic, graded at a level I aspired to but had never yet achieved.

         Climbing it successfully would be a total rush.

         We finished off our cheese butties and trekked up to the cliff face. Shiva Direct soared above us, a blunt and uncompromising wall of vertical rock many hundreds of metres high.

         ‘Better get a move on,’ Tashi said. She pointed to the south where the brooding front of a new dust storm was now gathered. ‘You want to lead?’

         I didn’t need to be asked twice.

         We uncoiled the rope and I tied on. Minutes later I was making moves on the route, climbing rapidly up the strenuous first section, relieved to find a range of decent handholds and footholds.

         ‘Nice work, Ryan,’ Tashi called up. ‘Looking good.’ 

         There were no bolts on the wall. The climb relied on my own skill at finding protection. Every five or six metres I had to find a natural feature, which I could exploit as an anchor.

         A blustering wind began. My body swayed with the power of it. The rock became more challenging as the friendly features of the lower section gave way to a more hostile environment.

         Handholds became finger jams. Platforms that could take a whole foot became narrow cracks in which a toehold was the best that could be hoped for.

         I found myself losing track of time. The problem-solving aspect of climbing meant my mind was utterly focused and absorbed. All the everyday cares of life simply dissolved on a route like this.

         ‘Get some protection in,’ Tashi called up.

         I looked down, finding to my surprise that I had ascended almost half a rope length without putting in any safety gear.

         I slotted a camming device into a crack and clipped the rope into it with a karabiner.

         ‘Come on up,’ I told Tashi. She began to climb, supported by the belay I had rigged.

         Another wind front throbbed through the air. A blast of skin-stinging dust hit the crag. A handful of gravel came pinging down the cliff. I pressed my face close to the rock, the little stones clattering off the plastic shell of my helmet.

         A warning. The wind was dislodging loose debris. Anything bigger could get serious.

         I felt my hair prickle. The dust storm was loading the air with static.

         ‘My brain’s beginning to buzz,’ Tashi called up. Her voice was clipped, serious. ‘We need to get off this route.’

         I stared down the cliff, my heart sinking as I saw how high we were. Abseiling down would be complicated and time-consuming.

         I craned my neck in the other direction, staring up the cliff. Half a pitch above us was a break in the sheer rock.

         ‘It looks like there’s a ledge,’ I told her. ‘I’ll take a look.’
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         A slender crack split the route above me. I finger-jammed my way up it, my knuckles raw and bloodied by the sharp granite. Lightning flashed on the crag top. The air was humming with electric charge.

         The dust was thicker now, a lung-clogging red haze.

         The route became overhanging. My feet scrambled for purchase in a crumbling crack. I could feel lactic acid building in the muscles of my arms. My breathing began to accelerate. 

         The route had a sting in the tail.

         I gritted my teeth, hurriedly smashing in a piton, the steel singing with the hammer blows as a further electric roar filled the valley.

         A sling gave me protection. Three stretchy moves got me through the hard section. I got to the ledge and jugged up on to it.

         A quick glance told me what I needed to know. The ledge was a perfect refuge from the wind and lightning, a stony platform with a scooped-out little overhang at the back.

         ‘There’s space for both of us,’ I yelled.

         Just to the left of the cave was a convenient spike of rock. I draped a sling over it and snapped the rope on with a figure-of eight device.

         ‘Climb when you’re ready,’ I called down. A muffled cry from Tashi came back and I tightened up the line as the anchor took her weight.

         Five minutes later I could hear her panting on the crux section below me. The sound of her boots jamming into the tiny footholds. An occasional grunt. Then two rippedup hands clutched at the rock ledge and a dust-covered face popped up.

         ‘Nice find!’ Tashi exclaimed. She flopped on to the rocky platform beside me. 

         Two minutes of co-ordinated shuffling got us side by side, pressed into the tiny cave. I shivered as the wind rocked us again.

         A flash of intense light ripped the air. Ear-splitting thunder a second later.

         ‘Dust storm getting closer,’ Tashi muttered.

         The sharp, explosive smell of scorched rock swept down. There was a sulphurous tang to the air. A boulder tumbled heavily down the cliff face, passing just a few metres to the left of our ledge.

         ‘You still call this fun?’ Tashi smiled.

         ‘Let’s have a brew.’

         I shrugged off the little backpack, opening it up carefully and taking out the few items it contained. An emergency foil blanket. My drinks flask. A compact camera. A balaclava and spare set of gloves.

         A glint of metal caught Tashi’s eye.

         ‘Should have known you’d have your talisman along for the ride,’ she said.

         She picked up the object, the brass bell that I kept close to me at all times.

         ‘You know how it is,’ I told her. ‘Superstition and all that.’

         Tashi turned the little bell in her hands, tracing the engravings one by one. 

         ‘I remember how you carried this on Everest,’ she said. ‘Maybe it really did bring us luck.’

         Tashi held the polished wooden handle and shook the bell, the delicate ‘ting’ sounding alien and bizarrely out of place amidst the elemental roar of the storm.

         ‘We might need a prayer or two,’ she remarked. ‘Help us get off this climb in one piece.’

         She frowned, juggling the bell from one hand to the other.

         ‘Strange,’ she passed it back to me. ‘It feels like it’s alive.’

         I cradled the bell in my hands, my fingers tingling as the object throbbed. The metal bell was acting as a conductor, the atmosphere alive with lightning charge.

         I had experienced similar events in other electrical storms. Ice axes could spit out sparks as tens of thousands of volts raged through the air.

         We could hear it buzzing in our ears. I could taste it, ferrous, on my tongue.

         ‘Whoa!’ The bell began to heat up. Suddenly it was red hot.

         My fingers fumbled. I dropped it. The bell tumbled on to the ledge, bouncing instantly towards the drop.

         Tashi gasped.

         I lunged out, snatching the bell as it bounced.

         At that precise moment a deafening explosion rent the air. A blinding flash came with it. For the briefest of moments I felt I had been speared through the shoulder. I saw Tashi’s eyes wide with shock.

         I smelled burning flesh.

         Then everything went dark.
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         Crazy dreams assailed me. My mind had lost track of where or who I was. I felt myself shivering with cold, my voltage-jarred brain concluding I was buried in snow.

         An avalanche had swept me away? Was that what had happened?

         Like my friend Kami, I was trapped underneath tons of snow and ice. My body was damaged. I could sense pain but it seemed to be everywhere. I moved my arm, thinking to dig myself out.

         Then I saw Kami’s face. My Nepali friend. He was talking to me from the bed that was now his permanent world, a paralysed prison in which he would spend the rest of his life.

         ‘You’re going to make it, Ryan,’ he was whispering. ‘Don’t give up.’

         I came to with a jolt, super groggy, still utterly unsure as to what was going on. 

         Tashi’s face was just inches from mine.

         Wind continued to whip around us. Had I fallen? Was I concussed?

         ‘The local guys saw what happened. They’re coming up,’ Tashi said, her voice cracking up with emotion. ‘They’re going to rope you off, Ryan, do you understand?’

         I nodded.

         All I had to do was wait, concentrating on Tashi’s face; grey, creased with concern, her eyes two dark pools of fear. She spoke often but her words were lost, my ears were humming with a high-pitched distortion that sounded as loud as a pneumatic drill.

         ‘Hang in there, Ryan,’ was all I heard. Then her words faded like the daylight.

         I drifted in and out of consciousness as the Nepali climbers arrived at our little ledge, shifting me on to a mountain stretcher and lowering me into the void.

         The college minibus became a makeshift ambulance. I rolled around on the back seat as it bucked up the potholed track for what seemed like a thousand miles.

         Back at the refugee camp a nurse cut the sleeve off my Gore-Tex jacket. I sucked my breath in sharply as I saw my scorched flesh.

         ‘You’re lucky,’ the doctor said. ‘Not many people survive a lightning strike.’

         Lightning. Of course. My brain snapped back into something close to a functioning mode. I had reached for the shrine bell. The bolt had hit home. Right in the shoulder.

         ‘OK Ryan,’ the doctor continued. ‘Let’s take a look.’
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         The gentle crackle of burning firewood coaxed my hearing back to life.

         My eyes focused. Pain swam into view.

         Tashi was there, holding my hand.

         ‘Welcome back,’ she said gently. ‘You’ve been unconscious for two days.’

         I began to learn about my injury.

         The lightning had scored a direct hit on the top of my right arm, searing a sickle-shaped burn right around the top of my shoulder and up to the base of my neck.

         It hurt like mad. But I was lucky to be alive.

         In the split second after the lightning strike I had fallen forward, out of control. Unroped at that moment, I would have been killed by a fall down the entire face if Tashi hadn’t grabbed my harness.

         The shape of the wound, which they likened to a crescent moon, fascinated the superstitious Tibetans at the camp. Slipping off my shirt for crowd inspections became a daily ritual as the refugees discussed in laborious detail the various possible messages that fate had been trying to send me.

         ‘They cannot decide if it was a good omen or a bad one,’ Tashi said.

         ‘Seriously?’ I laughed. ‘Getting struck by lightning and almost falling off a cliff is “lucky” by Tibetan standards?’

         ‘It could be,’ Tashi said. ‘It might influence your life in an important way.’

         More of the refugees arrived, chatting excitedly about the chance to inspect the English patient. A man with a smartphone began taking pictures of my injury.

         ‘I should sell tickets,’ I told Tashi. ‘I’d make a fortune.’

         My rucksack had also been hit. Half of it was now an incinerated blob. Tashi did her best to salvage a climbing sling and a jacket from it, but they were welded to the melted nylon of the pack and completely beyond help.

         ‘What’s this?’

         She plucked a charred sheet of paper from the pack.

         It was the university form. I had taken it with me, thinking I’d fill it in and return it after the trip.

         Tashi handed me the burned crisp of paper.

         ‘Wow.’ I was speechless for a few moments. The form was utterly destroyed. 

         ‘You wanted a sign,’ she said. ‘You certainly got one.’

         ‘What date is it today?’ I asked.

         We calculated that there were still a few hours to get the form re-sent from the UK, to fill it in and commit myself to university.

         But the lightning strike had helped me make up my mind. And once I had made the decision, it felt like the right one.

         It wasn’t just about uni or no uni.

         It was about Everest. And the unfinished business that still haunted me.

         Reaching the ultimate summit was still my dream. Somehow I had to find a way to do it.

         Normal life could wait.
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         Gradually my injury stabilised. Pain relief helped me to sleep. My wound was cleaned and sterilised and redressed every day. The camp’s directors offered to get me into one of the big hospitals in Kathmandu, but I didn’t want to be so far away from Tashi so I elected to stay in my tent.

         A hospital room might have been more hygienic but I had become used to the slight squalor of the camp and reckoned I would survive. 

         A week went by. My body was adjusting to the damage. Then Tashi came to my tent in a state of great excitement.

         ‘You’ll never guess what I just heard,’ Tashi said. Her pretty face, usually wreathed with smiles, was even more radiant than usual.

         ‘What?’

         ‘The Dalai Lama is coming to visit the camp!’

         ‘No way!’

         ‘Yes! He’s on an official visit to Nepal. When he found out how many Tibetan refugees are here, he put us on the itinerary.’

         ‘Kharma will be gutted when he finds out what he’s missing,’ I exclaimed. Tashi nodded, smiling at the thought of her mischievous brother. Unable to find any work in Nepal, he had left a couple of months earlier for the Middle East, enticed by tales of high wages on the building sites.

         He would be kicking himself when he found out who was visiting the camp. He had kept a portrait of the spiritual leader of the Tibetan people with him ever since he was a child, even though it had led to persecution and punishment by the Chinese.

         The camp had to be spotless for the Dalai Lama’s visit. A frenzy of painting and cleaning kicked off.

         I was confined to my sickbed, cursing my bad luck. 
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         The great day arrived. I had hoped I would be well enough to join in the celebrations, but I was still bed-bound in my tent, my shoulder and arm bandaged tight.

         The buzz was intense. This was no normal sleepy morning in Camp Delta. From dawn onwards the excited clamour of conversation filled the air, children’s footsteps pounding up and down the path that ran by my tent. I tried not to feel sorry for myself but had to admit I was gutted to be missing out. I was sure I would never get another opportunity to meet the great man.

         Suddenly a cry went up.

         ‘The helicopter is coming!’

         Tashi burst into the tent, smiling broadly, her cheeks flushed with excitement. She had bought a new dress from the markets in Kathmandu and was wearing it for the first time.

         ‘What do you think?’ She flashed me a cheeky grin, performing a pirouette in the middle of the tent, rays of sunlight punching through the holes in the canvas roof, picking out the rainbow colours of her dress.

         ‘Gorgeous,’ I managed to croak. It was the first time I had seen Tashi wearing anything but trekking clothes and I found myself slightly lost for words.

         ‘They got a radio call,’ she said. ‘He’s going to be here in five minutes!’

         Tashi poured me some tea from a flask and produced a couple of sugared dosas – local pancakes – from a wrap of paper.

         ‘I’ll take some photos for you,’ she said. She kissed me and rushed out of the tent as the helicopter swooped overhead.

         I finished my lonely breakfast and listened to the cheers and chanting and singing that greeted the Dalai Lama. The outpouring of affection was hardly surprising given the great man’s status as a living god to the people of Tibet.

         Most of the refugees in the camp had spent their lives under Chinese rule, forbidden to talk about the Dalai Lama or even own a photograph of him. Now, exiled in the free country of Nepal, away from the oppressive all-seeing eye of Chinese spies, they were free to express their true feelings.

         It was a celebration, Tibetan style, the air alive with the crackle of fireworks, the clash of cymbals and the bass drone of huge brass trumpets.

         I tried to concentrate on my book but just couldn’t focus.

         Gradually I heard the procession getting closer to my tent. The honoured visitor was getting a tour of the camp. 

         Seconds later the tent flap was pulled to one side and Tashi dashed in.

         ‘What’s happening?’ I blurted.

         She snatched armfuls of clothes from the floor, stuffing them behind my bed.

         ‘He’s coming in!’ she hissed.

         ‘What?’ I looked around the tent in horror. The place was a total tip and I hadn’t had a shave or a shower for days so I looked – and no doubt smelled – pretty much like a tramp.

         Too late. Three heartbeats later the tent flaps opened again. A saffron-robed figure stepped inside.
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            – CHAPTER 2 –

         

         ‘Is this the English boy you told me about?’ the Dalai Lama asked Tashi.

         ‘Yes, Your Holiness.’

         I raised myself up, leaning on my good arm.

         ‘Please,’ my visitor smiled as he pulled up a chair. ‘Don’t move too much on my account. From what I’ve heard of your adventures, it might be better you rest.’

         ‘S … s … s … sorry about the mess,’ I stammered. A visit from one of the holiest men on the planet was the last thing I was expecting.

         He shrugged, as if it was of no concern. His whole manner was very matter of fact and open; he was a natural communicator without a shred of ego or grand pretensions. 

         ‘The people of the camp are speaking about you,’ His Holiness said with a smile. ‘They seem to think your survival was some sort of miracle!’

         ‘It was my friend here that saved me,’ I replied. Tashi smiled modestly as the Dalai Lama turned, nodding kindly to her.

         ‘You are a man of the mountains, I hear,’ my visitor chuckled. ‘So lightning strike is an occupational hazard, one might say.’

         ‘Maybe,’ I laughed. ‘But I’m not going to make a habit of it.’

         ‘How long will you take to heal?’

         ‘It’s too early to say, sir,’ I replied. ‘But I hope I’ll be back in the mountains soon.’

         ‘Rest is the thing,’ he said. ‘Stay here until you regain your strength. I’m sure they are looking after you well.’

         ‘Your Holiness …?’ An official coughed politely.

         The Dalai Lama’s entourage was clearly keen to resume the tour of the camp.

         The great man patted my undamaged hand.

         ‘I wish you a rapid recovery,’ he said.

         He rose to his feet then suddenly froze, his attention caught by something on the trunk next to my camp bed.

         ‘A shrine bell,’ he exclaimed. ‘May I take a look?’ 

         He picked up the bell, cradling it in his hands, examining it closely. His eyebrows rose. An expression of surprise creased his noble face. He looked inside, scratching gently at the interior surface of the metal with his fingernail.

         The other monks could not contain their curiosity. They leaned in also, watching the actions of their spiritual leader intently.

         ‘Sometimes the monasteries put a mark inside,’ the Dalai Lama said. ‘There’s a lot of dirt and dust collected but let me see …’

         He scraped for a few moments then asked me, ‘Have you got a torch?’

         Tashi found a head torch next to the bed.

         ‘There’s a seal stamped into the metal,’ he said.

         He let out a gentle ‘hmmm’ of surprise.

         ‘What is it?’ Tashi and the others gathered in even closer.

         ‘How old do you think this bell is?’ the Dalai Lama asked.

         ‘I don’t know,’ I replied. ‘Maybe fifty or sixty years?’

         He shook his head. ‘Look at this mark in the metal.’

         He handed me the shrine bell and the torch. Tashi came over to me and we looked inside, seeing a faint seal stamped into the brass.

         ‘I’ve only seen one shrine bell like this before,’ the Dalai Lama said slowly. ‘And that was at the Barkhor temple.’ 

         ‘Really?’ Tashi looked impressed.

         ‘I think this may be hundreds of years old and I believe it might have belonged to someone rather special.’

         ‘Like who, sir?’ I asked.

         ‘That mark is the seal of the seventh Dalai Lama.’

         The other monks stared at each other when they heard these words. Tashi drew in her breath.

         ‘There’s powerful magic in this object,’ the Dalai Lama said. ‘I felt it the first moment I saw it.’

         ‘My friends Kami and Shreeya certainly thought so,’ I said. ‘They believe it will go to the summit of Everest one day.’

         For a moment I thought that the great man was going to speak further. Then he smiled.

         ‘We will see,’ he said simply.

         A photographer entered the tent.

         ‘Just a quick shot please,’ he said.

         He took a photograph of me and the Dalai Lama, the shrine bell still cradled in his hands.

         Then the great man and his entourage left.

         A hot month went by. My shoulder slowly healed.

         Tashi’s family gave me local remedies, herbs and extracts of plants, which were applied in a paste directly on to my skin.

         The refugee camp doctor was amazed at the effectiveness of these traditional medicines. 

         ‘I thought you would need a skin graft,’ she said. ‘But the wound has healed better than I thought.’

         Tashi smiled. She had always had complete faith in the power of natural cures.

         While I recovered, the security situation in Nepal gradually worsened.

         We had seen the country deteriorating as the drought had gripped. The failure of the second rice harvest had been a depressing blow for the people of Nepal, and led to a sharp spike in crime.

         Village stores had been robbed.

         The police had been selling sacks of grain, which were supposed to be distributed free.

         The government had not allocated a single dollar of the billions of aid dollars donated by ordinary people all over the world.
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         Then came a special day.

         ‘Happy birthday, Ryan.’ Tashi brought my favourite milky coffee to the tent then gave me a long hug.

         My parents called from England. Distant voices from a world that no longer felt like my own. A couple of the refugee families gave me gifts. Then the camp’s commander broke the spell by handing me a shovel and getting me to dig a ditch down in the lower part of the camp.

         It was a backbreaker of a job and a good test for my injured shoulder. The tendons complained but I managed to do the task with the help of a couple of painkillers. It was infuriating work though; for every shovelful of mud I managed to get out of that trench, twice the amount would slide back into the hole.

         I worked for a few hours then returned to the canteen to get a late breakfast. Tashi came up behind me. Her hands reaching round to gently cover my eyes.

         ‘I’ve got a surprise for you,’ she said.

         ‘Yeah?’

         Tashi always loved pulling tricks on me. It was part of her mischievous character.

         I looked around. Everyone was looking at me. I smiled and shrugged, unable to see what had changed.

         Then the flap of the tent was pulled aside and two people walked in: a middle-aged Western man, tanned and fit, with a mane of golden hair. And a pretty local girl wearing a traditional silk dress.

         I blinked. For a heartbeat I wondered if I was seeing things.

         Alex Brennan and Shreeya?

         Two friends from the past, from the very first journey I made in Nepal.

         Two friends I had never expected to see again.

         Two friends who had changed my life by introducing me to Everest.

         The shock was total. I just stood there like an idiot, figuring that this could NOT be real.

         ‘There’s someone who wants to see you,’ Alex said.

         The tent flap pulled back once more.

         ‘No way,’ I whispered.

         Tashi gripped my hand.

         A third person walked in.

         It was Kami.

         Kami! Walking! For a moment I thought I must be dreaming.

         This was the Nepali friend I had last seen lying on his back in a remote clinic far out in the wild mountain ranges. The friend who had been paralysed in an avalanche. The friend who had once climbed to within a stone’s throw of the summit of Everest, only to have his dream snatched away from him at the final moment.

         Kami who could hardly move, let alone walk.

         ‘Hello Ryan!’ he said.

         The room went silent.

         ‘You’re walking!’ I whispered. 

         He took a few more steps.

         ‘You’re walking!’

         Kami’s smile was wide enough to light up even this cloudiest of days. He radiated happiness with so much intensity it touched every single person in that tent.

         ‘Kami!’ I ran forward and embraced him.

         He was real enough. And so were his tears.

         ‘How did you find me?’ I asked.

         ‘Because you’re famous,’ Shreeya said.

         She brought out a crumpled page from a newspaper. The photograph of the Dalai Lama and me was there alongside an article about the holy man’s visit to the camp.

         ‘I saw it by chance,’ Shreeya said. ‘Otherwise we never would have tracked you down.’

         A regular old hug-in followed. I introduced Tashi to everyone and Alex explained to her that he had been the expedition leader on Kami’s fateful Everest climb, later giving up his ambitions to be a politician in the USA and building a remote clinic to care for his paralysed Nepali friend.

         We sat at the table, joining the others for a cup of tea. I kept staring at my friends, just so happy to see them.

         ‘How did this happen?’ I asked. ‘What magic spell did you use to get Kami walking again?’

         ‘It was magic,’ Shreeya said. 

         ‘Stem cell magic,’ Alex added.

         We ate rice and lentils, catching up on two years of news.

         ‘Even though I was something of a recluse out there at the clinic, I was still in contact with a few old buddies from my Harvard days,’ Alex said. ‘One of them is a leading expert in stem-cell technology and it turned out he was working on a new treatment.’

         ‘He’s a miracle worker,’ Shreeya said.

         ‘I was a guinea pig,’ Kami added proudly, savouring his use of the words.

         ‘I told this buddy about Kami’s injury,’ Alex continued. ‘And he came out to Nepal to check things out. We helicoptered Kami out to Kathmandu so my friend could do some scans. He was honest about the risks but reckoned it was worth a try.’

         ‘Alex got us passports and visas for the USA,’ Shreeya said. ‘We flew to Washington on a special flight so that Kami’s stretcher could be loaded on.’

         ‘It was always my dream to go to America,’ Kami said. ‘But I have to say it was strange to arrive flat on my back. I couldn’t even see any of the views out of the ambulance window as they drove me to the hospital.’

         ‘They took OECs from Kami’s nasal cavity,’ Alex continued. ‘That’s olfactory ensheathing cells – the type of stem cells that have the power to reconnect tissue. They cultured them in the lab until they had several million.’

         ‘That was the easy bit,’ Kami smiled.

         ‘Then they removed four strips of nerve tissue from his ankle,’ Alex went on. ‘And inserted it into the spinal cord where the damage was.’

         ‘They did about 200 injections into my neck,’ Kami said, shuddering with the memory. ‘They called them micro-injections but they didn’t feel so micro to me.’

         Alex took over. ‘The stem cells encourage the nerve tissue to connect. Build a new bridge between the two severed ends of Kami’s spinal cord.’

         ‘After three months I could feel my legs,’ Kami said. ‘After six I was taking the first steps. I was walking within a year.’

         ‘Check out the video,’ Alex said.

         He brought out a laptop and fired it up. Seconds later we were looking at images of Kami’s fight to walk.

         The pictures showed Kami, strapped into a hoist in a rehab centre. Shreeya and several medical staff were in the room. The hoist came down, allowing him to place his legs on the floor. Kami was standing upright, a huge smile on his face.

         ‘That was the first stage,’ Kami said. ‘All the muscles in my legs had atrophied. I needed to regain some strength; get used to supporting my own weight again.’

         ‘The physio has been brutal,’ Alex said, sipping his tea. ‘Five hours a day, almost every day since the operation. It’s truly down to Kami’s determination that he’s made so much progress.’

         The images changed. Now we saw Kami helped on to a treadmill. Alex Brennan was there, looking on proudly.

         Slowly, with an expression of utmost concentration, Kami took a tentative step on the treadmill. The spectators broke into a spontaneous round of applause. Shreeya embraced him with tears in her eyes.

         ‘That was the first step since the accident,’ Kami said.

         ‘From there, things moved really quickly,’ Shreeya told us. ‘He could walk almost normally by six months, and we were married a few weeks later. After one year, well, you see how he is.’

         ‘I want to go to Base Camp,’ Kami said. ‘Get close to Everest again.’

         And that reminded me. About the shrine bell.

         I rushed to my tent and found it. Returning to the canteen, I placed the shrine bell in Kami’s hands.

         ‘This,’ Kami said, turning the bell in his hands, ‘is a moment I have been waiting for, for a very long time.’

         Tashi told the story of our Everest North Face adventure, how the shrine bell had been with us on our clandestine climb, how we had rescued her wounded brother Kharma from above 8,000 metres.

         ‘I want to see the route,’ Kami insisted.

         We found a book containing a photo of the North Face, talking Kami and Alex through our climb with a blow-by-blow account.

         ‘So that’s twice the shrine bell has been high on Everest,’ Kami said. ‘Surely the third time it will reach the top?’

         ‘The Dalai Lama was fascinated by it,’ Tashi said. ‘He revealed its true origins.’

         We told the story of the great man’s visit. His revelation about the age and sanctity of the shrine bell.

         Kami searched inside the metal bell, showed the inscription proudly to Shreeya, whose family had been the original owners before she had gifted it to him.

         ‘Your family never told you about this?’ he asked.

         Shreeya shook her head.

         ‘I knew it had been handed down from father to son for many generations,’ she said. ‘But no one ever told me it was so ancient.’

         She looked proud enough to burst.

         ‘In that case, we must honour it even more,’ Kami said. 
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         Later that day, one of the workers at the camp took us all to a nearby valley to see his brother’s farm. We walked down a dirt track for a mile, following the dry ruin of an irrigation ditch.

         The farm was carved out of rocky terrain. The fields were barren. The earth cracked and split, desiccated by drought. A few straggly shoots poked from the mud but they were already withered.

         The farmer and his young wife welcomed us with dignity, but, following the traditional greetings, the farmer’s first words revealed his state of mind.
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