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Chapter I

	Calderon, Sierramar 1996

	The rain poured down on Calderon, obscuring the El Grande volcano which loomed over the capital of Sierramar, throwing a heavy shadow of doom over the city. Every time Sam Harris landed at Calderon airport, she wondered why people lived on the slopes of an active volcano. On each occasion, she dismissed her fears of an eruption, reasoning it would not happen while she lived there, an irrational belief at odds with her geological knowledge.

	Outside the airport terminal, the usual gaggle of taxi drivers fought over the tourists, desperate for their gringo-based fares into Calderon. Sam held tight to her trolley and stood on tiptoe to avoid their pleas. A high-pitched shriek parted the taxi drivers like the Red Sea, and a brightly coloured tornado whisked her up in a tight, perfumed hug.

	‘You’re here. I can’t believe it,’ said Gloria, fat tears of joy leaking down her cheeks, taking globs of mascara with them.

	‘If you cry, I shall leave again,’ said Sam. 

	She squeezed her friend with real affection and then released her with fake efficiency. ‘Now, where’s David?’

	‘He’s over there in the car.’

	‘By himself?’ said Sam.

	Gloria shrugged. Sam headed for Gloria’s car, pushing her suitcases in the ancient trolley, and countering its efforts to keel over. David, Gloria’s six-year-old son, waited in the back of the car, his blonde thatch visible in the window. He turned to watch them with his solemn grey eyes. When Sam opened the back of the jeep to put in her suitcases, he turned to her and gave her the sort of dirty look her mother was famous for.

	‘Hello there, handsome,’ said Sam, grinning. ‘Wow. That’s astounding. David’s identical to you.’

	David squirmed in his seat.

	‘No, he isn’t. What makes you say that?’ said Gloria. ‘He’s got all his father’s genes and none of mine.’

	Sam didn’t need a discussion with Gloria, so she climbed into the front seat and put on her seatbelt.

	‘Well, he’s cute as a button,’ she said. ‘Vamos, chica. Let’s go home.’

	The evening traffic clogged the streets with slow-moving buses, infuriating Gloria who puffed on a stream of cigarettes muttering under her breath. The smoke flooded over the back of her seat and shrouded David in a grey cloud. He coughed but he didn’t complain. Sam longed to say something but there was no point discussing the dangers of smoking near young children, as Gloria might increase her intake. If she wanted Gloria to do something, she had to pretend she wanted the exact opposite.

	They pulled into the driveway of Alfredo’s house where the couple now lived. Hibiscus flowers and climbing plants covered the cracked walls and appeared to be holding them up. Spongy green moss grew in the gaps between the red-clay roof tiles and blocked the gutter outlet. A large green stain spread outwards and down across the creamy coloured plaster.

	The front door of the house hung open and a flustered maid was sweeping water out of the hall over the doorstep. Gloria jumped out of the car. Her hands on her hips, she planted herself in front of the maid.

	‘What on earth happened, Araceli? Is the washing machine flooding again?’ she said.

	The maid spun around at the sound of her voice, her hands tight on the brush handle, knuckles white. She shrugged.

	‘Señor Alfredo,’ she said, rolling her eyes towards the stairs. ‘He turned on the taps to run a bath and then forgot about it. I heard water running down the stairs and I rushed straight up to switch it off.

	‘Have you managed to dry the floors?’

	‘Most of them. This is the last of the water, but the parquet floor got saturated and may lift.’

	‘Where is he now?’ said Gloria, in a tired voice.

	Araceli looked at the ground, unwilling to voice her suspicions. Gloria sighed and looked to the sky.

	‘Let’s go inside,’ said Sam. ‘We can make a pot of tea and I’ll show you the contraband I’ve brought you from London.’

	Gloria shook her head as if to dislodge the unpleasant truth and leaned into the car to release David from his car seat. She turned around to Araceli.

	‘Take him in please,’ she said.

	But Araceli had her hands full with the mop and bucket.

	‘He can come with me,’ said Sam.

	‘Are you sure?’ said Gloria.

	‘I’m an expert now. Hannah’s son practically lives at my flat.’

	‘Don’t you find that awkward?’ said Gloria.

	‘Not now. In the beginning perhaps, when I still cared about Simon, but now he’s married her, it’s different.’

	‘I’m glad I don’t have a sister. I’d have stabbed her if she took my boyfriend.’

	Sam grinned.

	‘Hung, drawn and quartered more like. It’s complicated.’

	Sam stuck out her hand to David for holding. He glared at her.

	‘I’m not a baby,’ he said.

	‘And who said you were? I want you to take me into the house,’ said Sam, with mock severity.

	A look of astonishment appeared on David’s face.

	‘He’s not used to being told what to do,’ said Gloria. ‘He won’t like it.’

	Sam locked eyes with the boy. She drew her eyebrows together in an imitation of stern determination. He peered up at Sam from under his giraffe-length eyelashes, looking so like Gloria that Sam spluttered with laughter. To her surprise, he took her hand with his small sweaty one and gave her a smile that melted her heart like cheese under the grill.

	 ‘Come on,’ said Gloria.

	Soon they were perched on stools at the breakfast bar in the kitchen, sipping tea from the new mugs Sam had brought with her from London. Gloria eyed them with suspicion.

	‘Why did you bring me cups? I have hundreds of them,’ she said.

	‘Actually, I didn’t bring them for you. The average size of mugs here qualifies them for use in a doll’s tea set in England. I’ll need to take one to camp and leave another one in your house. I don’t have any patience with tiny cups.’

	‘So, they’re not for me?’

	A classic Gloria glare almost singed Sam’s eyebrows.

	‘Um, not really. But you can keep them when I go home. Anyway, I brought you half of Tesco’s.’

	Sam produced jars of chutney and pots of curry powder and other treasures unobtainable in Sierramar from her suitcase, unwrapping them from protective layers of clothing and bubble wrap. She lined them up on the breakfast bar for Gloria to admire. Gloria picked up a packet of tea and read the label.

	‘Twining’s Earl Grey. My favourite.’

	‘I remembered.’

	 Gloria relaxed and sat popping the bubble wrap with her cigarette.

	‘Thanks for the presents,’ said Gloria. ‘I needed cheering up.’

	It wasn’t like her to admit this. The absence of Alfredo hung over them but Sam was loath to open that particular Pandora’s box so soon after her arrival.

	‘You’re welcome. It’s lovely to meet David at last. He’s such a treasure,’ said Sam.

	Instead of accepting the compliment, Gloria’s face creased in misery and she looked away, catching a sob in her throat.

	‘Oh, Sam. What am I going to do?’

	‘Whatever’s the matter?’

	‘There’s something wrong with me. My milk dried up and I couldn’t feed him. I felt like such a failure, and then I had postpartum depression.’

	‘Don’t be silly. You’re not a failure. Lots of women bottle-feed their children. Anyway, that was ages ago.’

	‘It hasn’t improved. I didn’t realise how hard it would be to love my own child. He doesn’t even like me. He only loves his father. His first word was Dada.’

	The raw emotion in Gloria’s voice cut her to the core. Sam, who struggled with strong emotions at the best of times, went to science for comfort.

	‘But Dada is the first word for most babies because it’s the easiest thing to say. It doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you.’

	Gloria ignored her. She folded her arms and sniffed.

	‘How could he love his father more than me? Alfredo’s a drunk.’

	Life was so ironic. Her sister Hannah, who didn’t want children, got pregnant by mistake and was now a fabulous mother. Poor Gloria, who was desperate for a baby, had a miracle child she couldn’t love.

	‘I’ve no idea. I love you even though you are grumpy and difficult,’ said Sam. ‘Show me my room. I’ve got to reorganise my suitcases into Calderon office clothes, and Cerro Calvo project gear and boots.’

	Gloria watched Sam separate her belongings into piles, making unhelpful comments and bossing her around as usual.

	‘You have the weirdest things in your luggage,’ she said, poking around in one of the piles and pulling out a chunky piece of coloured plastic with a handle on the side. ‘What on earth’s this?’

	Sam took it back from her and placed it in the Cerro Calvo pile.

	‘That’s my father’s contribution. It’s a wind-up torch. He likes to give me new products to test.’

	‘Hasn’t he heard of batteries? You could leave it here if you want.’

	‘That’s okay. I’ll take it with me. My father would be disappointed if I didn’t report back on its efficiency.’ 

	Gloria shrugged and fiddled with her hair.

	‘What’s going on with this new job?’ she said. ‘I didn’t understand what you told me on the phone.’

	‘Well, from what I’ve been told, the company that offered me the position has been taken over by a famous mining magnate called Jim Ballard.’

	‘But he’s still going to hire you, isn’t he?’ said Gloria, her brow furrowing.

	‘Oh, yes, I’d already signed the contract. Anyway, if he bought the company, it must have excellent prospects, so that’s great news. I’ll meet the new boss tomorrow at work.’

	‘What’s Jim Ballard like? Is he handsome?’

	‘I don’t know, but he’s a she.’

	‘A woman? Isn’t that unusual? What about Jim Ballard?’

	‘We’re talking hen’s teeth,’ said Sam. ‘His daughter Amanda is my new boss.’

	‘Wow! That’s amazing. You must be thrilled to have a woman boss at last.’

	‘Um, sort of. It’ll be different, but the press reports about her were not polite. Amanda Ballard has a reputation for being difficult to deal with, so I’m feeling a little nervous.’

	‘She’ll love you. I do,’ said Gloria.

	‘Yes, but you have terrible taste. You married Alfredo,’ said Sam, immediately wishing she hadn’t. She had meant it as a joke but Gloria’s expression was desolate.

	‘I did,’ she said.

	Alfredo stumbled home later while they were eating supper. David leapt out of his seat and rushed to hug him. Alfredo mussed his blonde mop in an absent-minded way, a look of adoration on his face.

	When he looked up, he noticed Sam sitting at the table and screwed his eyes up to get her into focus. His mouth dropped open and he slapped his brow.

	‘Sam? I forgot. Forgive me. I’m an idiot,’ he said, throwing his arms around her in a boozy embrace. His tweed jacket smelt as if he had used it to wipe the floor of a bar. Sam held her breath, trying to look delighted at his pungent embrace.

	‘Put her down,’ said Gloria. ‘You don’t know where she’s been.’

	Her voice cracked. Alfredo released Sam but stood gazing at her with a squiffy smile on his face while swaying on his feet.

	‘It’s Sam. She’s come to see us,’ he said, waving his arms about.

	‘She’s come to work,’ said Gloria.

	‘And see you,’ said Sam.

	‘Are you staying?’ said David, tugging her arm.

	‘Yes,’ said Sam.

	 

	


Chapter II

	Thick creamy-coloured clouds lay over the city of Calderon like the froth on a newly poured pint of Guinness. The El Grande volcano poked through into the sky, its summit covered with snow, and a plume of smoke rose from a vent at the side. One of these days, the whole thing will blow, thought Sam as she got dressed in the small back bedroom of the house.

	What should she wear? Normally, she threw on her uniform of khaki and stomped into a new job pretending to be one of the boys, but an office-based job might be different. Would she be expected to have office clothes? The luggage allowance in economy did not allow for a suitcase full of suits and smart shoes as well as the goodies for Gloria, and Sam had her priorities, so she had thrown a few smart fitted shirts in pastel colours and some linen trousers in with the chutney and mint jelly.

	She put her hair up in a bun and used Gloria’s hairspray to glue down the halo of fine stray hairs that refused to cooperate. A smear of lipstick completed the look. She stood in front of the full-length mirror and sighed. Her sleeked-back hair and lipstick gave her the appearance of one of the models from the Addicted to Love video but her wrinkled shirt and trousers had more of an Indiana Jones vibe.

	The older she got; the more jet lag combined with the high altitude of Calderon affected her. An impending headache signalled the need for tea and a couple of paracetamols. Right now, the only thing that would improve her situation was breakfast. She brushed the hairspray out of her hair and put it back in a wispy bun before wandering downstairs.

	Gloria gave her a withering glance and raised an eyebrow.

	‘Honestly, Sam, you can’t go to a new job like that. You look like a refugee,’ she said. ‘Take your clothes off and give them to Araceli so she can iron them for you.’

	‘What about Alfredo?’

	‘Don’t worry about him. We’ll be lucky if he appears before midday.’

	Sam considered protesting, but hunger got the better of her. She handed over her clothes and perched on the kitchen stool in her underwear while Araceli tutted and puffed her way through the ironing. A cup of tea and a couple of excellent boiled eggs killed the jet lag and warded off her headache.

	‘Where’s David?’ said Sam.

	‘He leaves early for school. Put your clothes back on and I’ll drive you to the office,’ said Gloria.

	The office was on the same side of town as Alfredo’s house but traffic was much worse than Sam remembered. The ancient cars, which used to populate the roads on her first trips to the city, had disappeared to be replaced by bright hatchbacks and flashy jeeps which had bred like rabbits and clogged the streets, dodging the still decrepit buses used as public transport. These relics pumped thick smog into the thin air, making it harder to breathe.

	The rush-hour jams were compounded by a power cut in the sector where Sam’s new office was located. The traffic lights were dead. Stressed policemen stood at the junctions whirling their arms like windmills and trying to avoid being run down by ministerial cars that did not stop for anyone. Beggars took advantage of the standstill to sell sweets and newspapers to the frustrated drivers, making progress even slower while they searched for change and dithered over the choice of candies in the boxes shoved through their windows.

	Gloria drove a brand-new Toyota 4Runner, which she forced through the traffic and the swarms of disappointed traders with the single-mindedness of a tank commander. A present from her father no doubt. Hernan Sanchez, the self-made man, never let his daughter go without. Since the majority of the ministerial cars were of the same make and shape as hers, Gloria could drive around like she owned the town, flashing broad smiles at the harassed officials. She dazzled them with her glamour which had not dimmed in the slightest despite the burden of being married to a drunk and having a child she found hard to love.

	Despite the jams, Gloria managed to get Sam to the office on time for her first day, pulling up in front of the Bonita Mining office, which occupied the second floor of a new three-storey building inserted into a crescent of residential housing like a marble in a pod of peas. The building was faced with beige pebble dash and had blue tinted glass in the windows. Calling it a monstrosity would be an insult to monstrosities, thought Sam as she got out of the car.

	‘See you later, chica,’ said Gloria, and she sped off without making any plans.

	This did not faze Sam who was used to her friend’s lack of organisation and knew Calderon well if she had to get home by herself. She waved at the departing car and headed through the glass doors to the atrium, turning her attention to the security man sitting behind the reception desk.

	‘Good morning. My name is Sam Harris. I’m here to meet Amanda Ballard. Can you please tell her I’ve arrived?’ 

	The man looked blank and shook his head.

	‘Nobody told me about Miss Ballard meeting a woman this morning.’

	‘I’m starting work today.’

	‘I don’t know anything about that. They’re expecting a geologist today, but that’s all.’

	The security guard used the term ‘ingeniero’ in Spanish. The ‘o’ on the word ending indicated he was expecting a man. Sam smiled.

	‘That’s me,’ she said. ‘Ingeniera Sam Harris.’

	The man sighed and picked up the grubby telephone with a studied reluctance. The tangled and twisted cord meant that he had to tug it towards him. Sam’s fingers itched with the desperation to take it from him and unwind it. Perhaps when he was away from his desk?

	‘It’s Stalin. There’s someone here to see Señora Ballard. She says she has an appointment.’

	Sam smirked at his name. She never got used to the custom of hijacking the names of anyone or anything famous for naming offspring in Sierramar. A tinny voice answered but Sam could not make out what was said. Stalin snorted and leered at Sam.

	‘She’s a gringa,’ he said.

	‘I’m not a gringa. I’m English,’ said Sam.

	To her surprise, his attitude changed. He put his hand over the mouthpiece. ‘Manchester United,’ he said. ‘My team.’

	‘Oh? You have excellent taste,’ said Sam, who had a vague leaning towards Chelsea because her aunt Lottie lived there.

	He beamed, showing her a row of rotting teeth which resembled the worst parts of Hadrian’s Wall and replaced the phone.

	‘Go on up,’ said the guard. ‘They can sort it out.’

	The steep stairway took her breath away and she stood outside the door panting. She had forgotten about the altitude. Calm down. Arriving breathless and flustered is not a good look.

	Having recovered her composure, Sam opened the door into the Bonita Mining offices. Cheap-looking, grey nylon carpet tiles covered the floor as far as she could see. Aluminium-framed partitions made of frosted glass upper sections and badly painted chipboard bottoms divided the floor into offices furnished with cheap desks and chairs. She wrinkled her nose in protest at the unwelcoming décor.

	A harassed young woman in a loose-fitting suit emerged from a doorway at the end of the corridor. She leaned back on the door with her palms against it as if keeping a monster trapped inside. Her chest heaved with emotion. She pushed herself off and started back down the hall. Then she noticed Sam standing at the entrance and jumped. 

	‘Who are you?’ she said.

	‘I’m Sam Harris. I’ve come to work for Bonita Mining. I was expecting to meet Mr Maclean here?’ She let her voice float up expectantly.

	‘You’re Sam. Oh, we were expecting someone else. I don’t know…’ Her voice tailed off.

	‘What’s your name? said Sam, hoping to avoid awkward discussions about the sex of geologists.

	‘Marina, I’m Miss Ballard’s secretary.’

	‘Of course. I forgot. Is Miss Ballard available?’

	The door to the office at the end of the passage swung open with a bang that reverberated around the open-plan room. A female voice barked an order.

	‘Where’s my coffee? Get a move on, woman. It’s a matter of life or death.’

	Sam swung around at the noise and a laugh caught in her throat. Standing in the doorway was a woman who looked like a clone of Gloria, but at twice the volume. Louder clothes, more makeup, ludicrously high heels and blinding red hair made up the intimidating package that filled the door frame.

	Refusing to be cowed, Sam forced herself to walk into the path of the hurricane. She offered Amanda Ballard her hand, half expecting it to be rejected.

	‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I’m Sam Harris.’

	Amanda took Sam’s hand with caution as if she might be concealing a joke electric buzzer. Her stubby fingers with their garish painted nails held on to it for a moment, putting her head to one side as if examining a weird creature from outer space.

	‘You’re Sam?’ she said, her eyebrows knitting together to form a long fake line, which had been pencilled in with a shaky hand.

	Sam held her breath. Then Amanda smiled, a lavish display of teeth and lipstick. 

	‘Oh my God! You’re a woman. I can’t believe it. We’re going to have such fun.’

	Sam tried not to look startled as she took in this unexpected development. ‘Um, yes, I’m really looking forward to it,’ she stammered.

	‘What’re you doing standing out here in the corridor? It’s time us sheilas got to know each other,’ said Amanda.

	She headed for her office, shouting over her shoulder, ‘For God’s sake, Marina, get us some coffee now!’

	Sam followed Amanda’s bright pink shape into her office. For someone accustomed to the conventional oak desk and trophy photographs, Amanda’s office was an eye-opener. It contained an eclectic mix of décor resulting from recent attempts to accommodate the tastes of its new occupant. Plastic sofas with straight backs and chrome legs had been covered with lurid patterned throws from southeast Asia.

	A wall hanging of a koala and its cub covered a damp patch on one wall and a corkboard with maps on it had been embellished with flower stickers. There were also thick red lines and exclamation marks on the maps highlighting areas of interest. My Little Pony with attitude.

	‘Sit,’ said Amanda.

	Sam eyed the options with suspicion and chose a chair with a stained grey seat that looked as if a cup of coffee had been spilt over it.

	‘Not there. Come and sit here on the settee. I won’t bite,’ said Amanda, patting the plastic sofa and sitting down on it herself. The sofa emitted a loud farting sound and she guffawed. ‘Bet you can’t make it fart as loud as me,’ she said.

	Taking a deep breath, Sam plonked herself down, bracing for impact, but it seemed that the air had already been ejected and no noise resulted. Amanda poked the cushions with her false nail, as if suspecting a trap.

	Marina knocked and entered the room with a tray that held two mugs, a glass jug of coffee and a ceramic one filled with hot milk which she set down on the coffee table.

	‘At last,’ said Amanda, waving her hand in dismissal at Marina. ‘I’ll be mother.’

	She poured them both a cup of half milk, half coffee without asking and handed one to Sam.

	‘Thank you,’ said Sam. ‘That’s exactly how I like it.’

	‘Oh, me too. We are going to get along famously. Now tell me all about yourself.’

	To Sam’s surprise, her tales of derring-do seemed to enchant Amanda who did not interrupt or interject once during her self-deprecating summary of her career to date, except to ask questions about what happened next. They had started on the slaughter of elephants in the forests of Lumbono when the door opened and a fine-featured man with a pencil moustache stepped into the room.

	‘Amanda, I…’ He stopped and stared at Sam, a frank stare like a laser peeling off her skin.

	‘Hello there. You must be Sam. I’m Rhett Taylor.’

	Sam took his soft hand and shook it, noticing the manicured fingernails and lack of calluses. Rhett Butler more like. She felt like Scarlet O’Hara the way he was looking at her, barely concealed amusement dancing in his eyes like a cat with a cornered mouse.

	‘Good to meet you,’ she said.

	‘Can’t this wait?’ said Amanda, pouting. ‘Sam and I were getting to know each other.’

	‘You girls can catch up later. Do you mind?’ He looked pointedly at Sam and held the door open.

	Sam did mind. There was something about him that repulsed her but she couldn’t put her finger on it. He hadn’t been unpleasant but the hairs on the back of her neck stood to attention in warning and alarm bells went off in her brain. She stood up to leave and he put his hand on her lower back to guide her out the door. She dropped her arm by her side, trying to brush it away without making it obvious.

	Amanda tutted.

	‘Don’t manhandle the staff, Rhett,’ she said. ‘Come here and light my cigarette.’

	Rhett stiffened and Sam took advantage of his distraction to remove herself from his reach.

	‘I’ll be outside if you want me,’ she said.

	‘Get Marina to show you to a desk,’ said Amanda. ‘We can resume our nice cosy chat later. You haven’t told me about your love life yet.’

	Rhett snorted and looked Sam up and down, disdain written on his face. She ignored him and left them puffing on their cigarettes, the atmosphere as thick as the smoke.

	Sam shut the door behind her and looked up to see Marina observing her from behind the partition. She grinned at the tense face which relaxed into a shy smile.

	‘Where’s the geology department?’ she said.

	‘Oh, there isn’t one. All of the geology is done on site at the Bonita project. There are some maps here though,’ said Marina.

	‘Great. Can I see them?’

	Marina coloured and looked at the floor.

	‘They’re in the basement storage locker. Amanda said they were cluttering up the office.’

	‘Can you show me?’

	***

	After Sam had left, Rhett walked around the coffee table and sat on the sofa beside Amanda. He reached out and touched her cheek with the caution of a child stroking a ferocious cat. She flinched and hissed at him.

	‘Don’t touch me.’

	‘There’s no need to treat me like a leper,’ said Rhett. ‘I didn’t ask to come here, you know. Your father forced me.’

	Amanda batted away his hand and turned her back on him.

	‘And who said I wanted you here? This is my company. I want to run it my way,’ she said.

	‘And you will. Be patient and I’ll soon be out of your hair.’ He changed the subject. ‘What do you think of Maclean’s hire?’

	Amanda smirked.

	‘She looks like a tramp but she comes highly recommended. Beggars can’t be choosers you know. We can’t pay top dollar in this bull market. We could only afford women, drunks or child molesters on our budget.’

	‘Talking of markets, we need to discuss our strategy,’ said Rhett.

	‘It’s not rocket science. The share prices of junior exploration companies are roaring ahead despite the stagnant gold price. Investors have got gold fever and they are terrified of missing out. Stan Gordon of Granoro’s got the right idea. Look at their share price. It doubles every month. We need to surf the wave before it breaks.’

	‘I can’t believe how many investors are piling in.’

	‘Don’t jinx it. We need them to be like lemmings off a cliff. I want to ramp up the price of Bonita Mining and offload at the top. I’ve no interest in mining anything except the market.’

	‘That’s my girl. I couldn’t agree more. Do you want to go on the razzle tonight?’

	***

	A sharp smell of urine emanated from the basement locker as Sam forced the door open, fighting against its rusty hinges. Sliding her hand along the wall, she located the light switch and pressed it. The bare bulb hanging from a thick white cable illuminated the space, which was filled with broken chairs and light fittings. A plastic storage box perched half-on half-off one of the chairs. The lid had an oily golden lustre. The transparent walls of the box advertised its contents: the maps.

	Sam reached out to lift the box but Marina grabbed her arm.

	‘Don’t touch. That’s rat’s pee. It’s toxic. I’ll get some disinfectant.’

	While Marina went back upstairs, Sam watched the light swing gently on the long cable, throwing shadows around the storage room, musing on her new position. An exploration company that kept maps in the basement because they were ‘cluttering up the office’ was not a wonderful advertisement for their priorities. What have I got myself into this time?

	Once the box had been cleaned of its revolting lacquer, Sam and Marina struggled upstairs with it. They placed it on the meeting table and prised the lid off. The contents of the box emitted an odour of mildew but were otherwise undamaged. Sam pulled out the first map and opened it on the table in the small meeting room.

	The map was hand-drawn and someone had carefully coloured in the different rock types; a good sign that at least one conscientious geologist worked on site at Bonito. The geology itself did not look promising, but every deposit had its own quirks. Sam ignored her gut instinct about its contents.

	A shrill buzzing sound made her jump.

	‘That’s the radio,’ said Marina. ‘They order food and supplies for the Cerro Calvo project when they can get through.’

	Marina picked up the receiver and pressed the button on the side of it, holding it to her mouth.

	‘Calderon receiving you. Over.’

	A barely discernible voice crackled over the airwaves. ‘Can you… sack of ri… of beef. Over.’

	A man’s voice, more tenor than baritone, mumbled through the airwaves.

	‘Repeat please. Over.’

	‘Rice… of beef. Over.’

	‘Is that a sack of rice and how much beef? Over.’

	The conversation was fraught with difficulty. Marina kept asking him to repeat the order. Finally, she was satisfied.

	‘You’ll have to do this when you get there,’ she said to Sam. ‘Speak clearly and slowly. It’s a bit of a mission to get the order right, but you speak more clearly than Javier so I expect it may get easier. Don’t forget to say over when you are finished speaking and copy when you understand what has been said to you.’

	‘What happens to the order? Do you send food to the project from Calderon?’

	‘I call the suppliers in Arboleda or San Pedro and they send it up to the project.’

	‘I’m guessing the project is quite remote?’

	‘Yes, it’s up in the mountains north of Arboleda.’

	‘How did Maclean find it?’

	‘Some of the members of the Cerro Calvo cooperative came to our office looking for investment and Mr Maclean went out to see the project.’

	‘Is it a joint venture?’

	‘Sort of. The cooperative’s share is reduced in proportion to the investment we make. They’ll end up with a free carry of about six per cent if we find anything and develop a mine.’

	The day passed quickly as Sam reviewed the maps and made notes on the geology of the area. She tried to make cross-sections and got frustrated with a lack of information on the maps. What was going on underground? Someone had mapped the surface but no one had extrapolated the geology using the information from the artisanal workings, or offered an opinion on how deep the deposit ran or lateral extension of mineralisation.

	Marina brought her a shrimp ceviche and popcorn, which she hoovered up without tasting. She was leaning over a map trying to make out the angle of a dip which had been smudged when a voice broke her concentration.

	‘How does our baby look?’

	Rhett was standing right behind her, far too close for her liking. Heat radiated from his body and he smelled as if he had had sex. She turned around, almost sitting on the table in her efforts to avoid brushing against him.

	‘Um, difficult to tell from here. I can’t wait to go to the project and get started.’

	‘We’ll be going on Monday.’

	We? When did that happen?

	‘Are you a geologist too?’ said Sam.

	‘Absolutely not. I’m an engineer. I collect the samples from Cerro Calvo for processing here in Calderon before they are sent for analysis.’

	‘We don’t do that in camp?’

	‘The equipment wouldn’t survive the trip to site. We send quarter core samples down to the bottom of the mountain by mule and then transport them by lorry to Calderon. It takes a couple of days to get here.’

	‘But doesn’t…’

	Marina interrupted them.

	‘Your friend Gloria is waiting downstairs for you.’

	Sam looked at her watch. It was half-past five. Where had the day gone?

	‘Okay, thank you.’

	‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ said Rhett.

	Not if I see you first.

	Sam fetched her jacket and skipped down the stairs. Waving at Stalin, she stepped out into the sunlight, blinking as she tried to spot Gloria’s car. Amanda had beaten her to it and she produced a squealing noise like a child who had seen a cute puppy. She made a beeline for David who had got out of the car and was poking an insect with a stick. Sam hung back, fascinated to see what Gloria would make of this.

	Gloria had been smoking a cigarette on the tarmac in front of the building and spun around when Amanda’s squeal pierced her eardrum. She wore a silk shirt and jeans with her signature cowboy boots, and her highlighted hair glinted in the sunlight. The sight of Gloria in her warpaint stopped Amanda in her tracks. The two women faced off like gladiators in an arena staring at each other’s outfits with laser-like focus.

	‘Hello,’ said Amanda, who broke first. ‘You must be Gloria. Sam’s told me all about you. I love your shirt. Is that Chanel?’

	She ran her fingers through David’s hair in an absent-minded way. The boy stood rooted to the spot with embarrassment and rolled his eyes at Sam, who winked. Gloria blushed and looked as pleased as a junior school pupil with a crush on the head girl.

	‘It’s Yves St Laurent. I bought it in Miami,’ she said. ‘Those are great boots.’

	‘Louboutin. He’s new, but I think he’s fabulous.’ Amanda faltered, and feigned awkwardness. ‘Are you from Calderon? I don’t have any friends here yet. I’d love it if you could show me around.’

	‘Of course. It would be my pleasure.’

	Gloria hung on every word Amanda said as if hypnotised by a cobra. Sam, who didn’t have a fashionista bone in her body, felt a bit jealous of the obvious mutual admiration they were generating. She walked past them to the car and said ‘let’s go then,’ opening the door and getting in. She was followed by David, who got into the back.

	‘Who is that lady?’ he said. ‘I don’t like her.’

	‘She’s my new boss. Don’t worry, you don’t have to like her but she’s not so bad once you get used to her.’

	‘Will you play with me when we get home?’

	‘Absolutely.’

	Gloria kept them waiting another five minutes while Amanda complimented her clothes, her hair, her son ‘what a precious angel he is’. Gloria usually had a good bullshit filter but she seemed to be under Amanda’s spell. Sam was tempted to sound the horn but resisted. It might be good for Gloria to hang out with someone even more self-absorbed than her. There was no harm in her having a little fun.

	While she waited, Sam reflected on her choice of job in a tinpot company in Sierramar when she might have got something better. She had her reasons. While it was not the best-paid job or the most senior on offer, she hadn’t had the chance to manage a drilling campaign on a complex deposit before. Her last roles had been in management, and her abilities in that field were not in question, but this represented a chance to get back in the field and do some real geology.

	But it was not the opportunity to hone her geological skills out of the spotlight which brought her back to Sierramar. She had been concerned about Gloria and Alfredo for a while. The last few conversations they held had highlighted Sam’s concern when even Gloria, famous for her vibrant and no-nonsense attitude to life, could not hide the misery in her voice. Sam’s heart had a habit of ruling her head. Conscious of it, she knew it might hold her back in her career, but love always won over money in Sam’s world.

	‘Do you like Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles?’ said a voice from the back of the car.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter III

	The sun struggled to burn the heavy mist off the runway as it rose over the ridge parallel to Calderon’s airport. Sam crouched shivering beside her luggage in the draughty airport departure building. She had never been a fan of getting up before dawn and she craved her bed. A cup of tea would have sorted out most of her woes but the outlets were still closed, and only sold black coffee almost solid with sugar.

	Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Rhett enter the building and scan the departure hall for her. His outfit suggested Clark Gable on safari and made her snigger. Only the ludicrous hat, complete with corks, marked him out as an Australian. Despite being used to eccentric gringos in their midst, local people had their jaws on their chests.

	She straightened up and waved at Rhett, trying to look untroubled by the hour or his bizarre outfit. He glided across the tiled floor towards her as if he were on wheels.

	‘Ready to rumble?’ he said. ‘I’ve got the tickets.’

	‘Great, let’s get checked in.’

	‘That your bag? I don’t know how you’re going to get it to camp.’

	Sam didn’t rise to the bait. Every problem had a solution. After nearly ten years as an exploration geologist she had learned to take each challenge on its merits. She gave Rhett her passport and he handed it to the man at check-in along with the tickets and his own passport. The airline’s representative took the tickets and made a show of checking them against a list he had clamped to a clipboard in front of him. He shook his head and grunted.

	‘We do not have a reservation on this flight for you,’ he said, in Spanish.

	‘What did he say?’ said Rhett.

	‘He says we aren’t booked on this flight.’

	Rhett’s face fell. ‘Again? Typical,’ he said, ‘this always happens. We need a new travel agent.’

	‘No, we don’t,’ said Sam.

	‘Did I miss something?’

	‘A misunderstanding. Leave it to me,’ said Sam, and stepped in front of him. 

	Having previous experience in Sierramar meant that this excuse about reservations had not convinced her. If they needed spaces on a flight, the local airlines always picked on tourists or gringos to bump off first. Sam fixed the check-in clerk with a steely gaze.

	‘Colonel Fernandez will be most disappointed if we don’t travel,’ she said in crisp Spanish. ‘Please can you check the list again?’

	‘Colonel Fernandez?’

	‘Yes, the boss of the Geographical Institute. We’re doing a survey for him in Arboleda.’

	The man had gone pale. He had obviously turfed them off the flight for another General or politician, and now found himself in a quandary. He fiddled with his clipboard. Sam peered over the desk and spotted her name and Rhett’s on the list. They had been crossed out with a blue ballpoint pen. Bingo.

	‘Ah, there we are,’ she said, pointing at them. ‘They have already been ticked off your list. You must have done it by mistake.’

	‘Oh, yes, there you are. Silly me.’

	He had the grace to look embarrassed. Sam plonked her bag on the scales, staring at him in defiance, daring him to remove it. She held out her hand, waiting until he placed two boarding cards and a baggage tag in it. Nodding curtly, she turned away in triumph to receive Rhett’s approbation but Rhett had not waited to see the result of her game.

	She sighed and went to look for him, finding him outside the terminal where he leant against the wall smoking a cigarette.

	‘Where’s your bag?’ he said. ‘Aren’t we going back to the office?’

	‘On the plane, I hope. Here’s your passport and boarding pass. See you on board.’

	She smirked and turned to head for security. Rhett grabbed her arm, swinging her around. 

	‘How did you manage that? he said. ‘Did you bribe him?’

	Startled and insulted, she shook herself free.

	‘I’ve never bribed anyone in ten years at this job. I used my local knowledge to persuade him to look again.’

	Rhett took a deep drag on his cigarette and narrowed his eyes as if seeing her for the first time. ‘I was wrong about you,’ he said. ‘You’re far more dangerous than you look. I like that.’

	He smiled but Sam did not reciprocate. Prick. She stomped off to clear security, leaving him to finish his cigarette.

	 

	The flight to San Pedro bucked and weaved in the turbulent skies over the Andes. The woman beside Sam had her rosary beads out, and recited incantations and prayers interspersed with mutters of ‘God have mercy on us,’ every time the plane bounced. There were gasps as the wings waggled and some of the overhead lockers opened to release plastic bags full of groceries onto people’s heads.

	Queasy herself, Sam tightened her seat belt and interlaced her fingers on her lap, trying to appear stoical. Rhett did not bother to hide his disquiet.

	‘Holy crap,’ he said, trying to look out at the engines. ‘It gets worse every time.’

	‘Have you been to the site often?’ said Sam.

	‘Once, when we first got here a couple of weeks ago. This bouncing is something to do with the heat rising from the land. The flights can’t land after midday because the turbulence gets so bad.’

	Before long the engines cut back and the wheels came down with a reassuring clunk. A hair-raising landing later they were on terra firma. In true South American style, all the passengers applauded. For once Sam could sympathise. She let out the breath she had been holding and unfastened her belt.

	‘Still got both your kidneys?’ said Rhett.

	‘I hope so’ said Sam. ‘Let’s go and find a taxi.’

	Sam did a recce of the taxi stand to ask local people questions about standard fares to Arboleda. Armed with the information she had gleaned, she bartered with the owner of one of the less ancient cars to take them there. With her brisk manner and grasp of Spanish, she bamboozled him into accepting a mere ten per cent increase over the local rate. He heaved her bag into the back of the vehicle.

	‘Vamos,’ he said.

	‘How much are we paying?’ said Rhett.

	‘The equivalent of thirty dollars,’ said Sam.

	‘But I paid twice that.’

	‘Stick with me. I’m a cheapskate. Money is not infinite where I come from.’

	After examining the plastic-covered back seat, Sam produced a cotton sarong from her rucksack and laid it on top before sitting down.

	‘You’ve done this before,’ said Rhett.

	‘I can’t lie,’ said Sam, trying not to be pleased. Grateful that he was willing to follow her lead on local matters, she tried to adjust her initial dislike into something more neutral.

	The first hour of the journey took them along tarmacked roads through straggling villages that petered out metres before the next one started. Most of the houses were old style adobe with tiled roofs, but some breeze block constructions with rebar poking out through flat zinc sheeting broke the monotony. Poverty abounded, visible in the eyes of the skinny children begging at the side of the road and the ragged clothes flapping on the ubiquitous clothes lines.

	‘This place is a dump,’ said Rhett, winding up the window.

	The sealed road petered out and soon they were driving on gravel. The shock absorbers creaked and groaned as the car was thrown around by the multitude of potholes pitting the surface. The road narrowed until it was a single lane with passing places every hundred metres or so.

	As they rose up the side of a steep valley, the drop-off at the side of the track became more and more alarming. There were no barriers to prevent vehicles from slipping off the road and down the cliff. Sam had an unwelcome view of the chasm from her seat in the car.

	‘Bloody hell, this road is terrible,’ she said. ‘Are we getting danger money?’

	‘A bus fell down the cliff recently and they still haven’t found it,’ said Rhett.

	‘Aren’t you afraid to drive on this road,’ said Sam to the taxi driver.

	‘Of course. But God will protect me from the road of death.’

	‘The road of death?’

	‘That’s what they call it.’ The driver crossed himself, causing the car to swerve. Sam grabbed the back of the passenger seat in fright.

	‘What did he say?’ said Rhett.

	‘It’s called the road of death.’

	‘That figures.’

	By the time they arrived at Arboleda, their nerves were in tatters, not helped by the taxi having to reverse around a blind corner to make way for a bus that would not. The taxi shuddered to a halt between a shop and restaurant on what passed for a main street. The houses were mostly breeze block construction or wooden and raised on stilts. Rain lashed down on the zinc roofs, causing a cacophony of sound which deafened them. It ran off the edges and down into the street, filling the hand-excavated gutters with muddy slush cascading over the discarded rubbish that threatened to dam them.

	They tottered out of the vehicle and Sam paid the driver who gave her a receipt with his name, Carlos, and phone number on it.

	‘Call me when you want to go back to the airport,’ said Carlos. ‘I’ll come and collect you.’

	He reversed with difficulty in the muddy street and set off for San Pedro, spattering them with mud.

	‘We’d better eat now,’ said Rhett. ‘It’ll take at least four hours to get to Cerro Calvo.’

	‘How far is it?’ said Sam, observing the leaden skies with a heavy sigh.

	‘About nine kilometres. But it feels like twenty. You’ll see.’

	They went up the rickety steps of the restaurant and sat at a corner table beside one of the windows. The manager was smoking a cigarette behind the counter and did not move when they came in.

	‘Do you want lunch?’ she said, wiping her nose with the back of her hand and sniffing loudly.

	‘What have you got?’ said Sam.

	‘Chicken soup and pork chops with potato cakes.’

	‘Two lunches, please.’

	‘What did she say?’ said Rhett.

	‘She has chicken soup and pork chops for lunch.’

	‘Is that all?’

	‘Yes, the only choice around here is lunch or no lunch so I ordered one for you. Do you want a fizzy drink?’

	‘I’ll have a Diet Coke.’

	‘I can’t guarantee that but I’ll ask. Señora, can we also have a fizzy drink please? Do you have coke?’

	‘I have Inca Cola and Fioravanti.’

	‘One of each please.’

	The woman pushed her way through a beaded curtain that looked as if it was made of mouse droppings. The sound of a fridge opening and bottles clinking came from the next room. She emerged with two bottles and two murky glasses. She wiped inside of the glasses with her filthy apron as a prelude to opening the bottles.

	‘Oh, that’s okay said Sam. ‘I have an opener.’

	The manager thumped the bottles and glasses down on their table and disappeared into the back room. Rhett sat looking at the bottles with their rusty tops, an expression of disgust on his face. Sam took out her penknife and opened the bottles. She spat on the corner of her T-shirt and wiped the glass at the top of her bottle, feeling Rhett’s eyes boring into her.

	‘Spit is antiseptic,’ she said. ‘There could be fly shit or rat pee on the bottles.’

	She took a long swig of the Fioravanti which was so cold it gave her brain freeze. The high content of sweetener made her feel sick. Rhett did not move. The bottle sat in front of him, condensation running down the glass and onto the table.

	‘How do people live like this?’ said Rhett.

	‘I guess they’re immune to germs. I avoid anything that isn’t cooked or bottled unless I’ve washed and peeled it myself. That seems to work most of the time, but every now and then…’

	Rhett shuddered.

	‘I don’t know why I agreed to come here.’

	‘Why did you?’ said Sam.

	‘Amanda’s father made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. He’s not a man who accepts no for an answer.’

	‘Ah. My friend Gloria’s got a father like that.’

	‘Gloria? Isn’t she the sheila who Amanda’s adopted?’

	‘She’s my best friend. I’ve known her for years.’

	Rhett sneered.

	‘You mean she was your best friend. Amanda doesn’t share. You don’t stand a chance.’

	Sam had already seen evidence of this. From the moment Amanda clapped eyes on Gloria, and vice versa, the two women had lived in each other’s pockets, becoming inseparable. They went out late at night to all Gloria’s former haunts, downing tequila shots and dancing the night away. Gloria didn’t invite Sam to these drunken parties.

	‘You hate parties. You always want to go home early,’ she had said when Sam objected.

	This was unfair. Sam loved dancing, but she preferred to get home before dawn on a school night. Amanda arrived at work later every day, but as the boss and owner of the company, no one complained. Rhett seemed happy enough squiring the women around town. Sam hadn’t figured out his role yet but he wasn’t the soul of discretion so she was sure to find out sooner or later.

	Gloria’s absence hurt Sam’s feelings, but it meant she could get to know David and hang out with him without Gloria getting jealous. David took a while to warm to her, but once he realised Sam would make Lego and play adventurers with him, he became infatuated. They watched Power Rangers and Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, and old episodes of Scooby-Doo, which gave David an excuse to cuddle up to Sam and pretend he was afraid of ghosts.

	Alfredo still disappeared every evening for a couple of hours but he started to join David and Sam on the sofa in the afternoons. He often smelled of drink and Sam had to bite her tongue not to lecture him. No one knew better than Alfredo how trapped he was by his drinking.

	‘It’s my fault, you know,’ he said. ‘Gloria doesn’t love me anymore because I can’t stop drinking. Do you think it’s too late to win her back?’

	‘Not yet,’ said Sam. ‘She’s got a crush on Amanda right now, but I think you’re safe.’

	Alfredo snorted. Sam had taken her chance.

	‘If you want a serious opinion, I’d say you have to choose, and soon. You can’t have both. Gloria won’t compete, she’ll dump you and move on.’

	 

	The rain continued to fall on the town, pouring off the zinc roofs into the street, pitting the surface and filling lake sized puddles. There was no sign of a let up. All around the black clouds sat on the hills, collecting more ammunition to drop on the sodden streets.

	The manager brought their soup, a watery broth with bits of chicken in it. Sam’s soup contained a head that she wrapped in a paper napkin before forcing herself to down the soup, which was quite tasty. Rhett didn’t see the head or he might have been forewarned. A pair of hen’s feet floated to the top of his bowl of soup.

	‘What the fuck?’ he said, and pushed the bowl away, slopping it over the sides.

	‘They don’t like to waste anything,’ said Sam. ‘Take them out and eat the soup. It’s pretty good.’

	‘You must be joking.’ He sat with his arms folded, chewing on a stale bread roll with concentrated fury.

	The second course was less edible as the pork chops were so overcooked, they could have been used to re-sole shoes. Sam ate some of the chop, the potato cakes and ignored the lettuce and tomato garnish.

	‘Can you give me some cash please? I want to buy some cases of water and hire a mule to carry them up,’ she said, standing up.

	‘Get a mule for me too.’

	‘Okay.’

	‘Aren’t you taking a mule?’ he said.

	‘No, I’ll walk, thanks. I’m not keen on riding.’

	Rhett raised a rude eyebrow but she ignored him. There was no way she was going to admit that her aversion to riding came from a holiday in France. She had been given a riding lesson on a frisky horse and had to grip on with her legs for hours. The next day, she could not sit down or walk without pain, and the family she was staying with invited people to their house to mock the English girl who could not sit down. Once bitten.

	Sam wandered into the local shop and bought two cases of water and a case of tonic water.

	‘How much do they charge for a mule to the Cerro Calvo Project?’ she asked as she was paying.

	‘Five dollars up, or three dollars down. My son Pepe is outside with his mules if you want to use them, but you’ll have to go soon. He doesn’t like to do the trip down after sunset. Lots of thieves loiter up there because of the rich pickings.’

	‘Rich pickings?’ said Sam.

	‘People coming down the hill from Monterico with their gold production have been robbed at gunpoint, and worse.’

	Seeing Sam’s bewilderment, she added, gesturing up the mountain, ‘Monterico is across the ridge from Cerro Calvo. It’s an artisanal mining town built on top of a gold deposit. Fortunes have been made and lost there. It’s a hell hole.’ 

	She drew her finger across her neck. Sam shuddered. If she needed an incentive to walk quicker, she now had one but she was also intrigued. If Monterico had a high-grade gold deposit, Cerro Calvo might not be a dead loss after all.

	‘We can leave straight away,’ she said.

	‘How many mules do you need?’

	‘Three, please. Two to carry the water, tonic and my suitcase, and one to carry a tall gringo.’

	‘How much does he weigh?’

	‘About a hundred and ninety pounds.’

	‘Okay, pay me for the mules and I’ll tell Pepe to get ready. Where’s the suitcase?’

	‘On the front steps at the restaurant.’

	‘I’ll get him to put it in a hessian sack. Have you got a rubbish bag?’

	‘No, do I need one?’

	‘We need to put your suitcase in plastic so it doesn’t get wet when the mules cross the stream.’

	‘Thank you. How much is a bag?’

	‘Don’t worry. I have an old one. Come with me and we’ll find my son. My name’s Lorena Verdoza, by the way.’

	Pepe saddled up three mules and strapped the cases of water and tonic and Sam’s suitcase to the wooden saddles while Rhett stood smoking a cigarette on the steps of the restaurant. When he saw the mules were ready, he sauntered over and mounted the free mule by swinging his leg over it. Lorena Verdoza gave Sam a cheery wave but it didn’t erase the memory of her warnings about the journey up to Cerro Calvo. Sam blew out through her cheeks.

	‘Let’s go then,’ she said.

	They set off up the gravel path following the stream in the valley between two steep green ridges which formed part of a forested chain of mountains. The rain had not relented. Water ran off Sam’s waxed jacket and down her fingers in a continuous stream. Her trousers were stuck to her legs within minutes.

	At first the path was even and relatively flat and they made good progress despite the downpour, but soon it became steep and rocky with intermittent patches of knee-deep sticky mud. Sam struggled not to lose her boots as they were sucked into the quagmires. From his seat on the mule, Rhett scoffed at her efforts.

	‘Shanks’s pony is no substitute for travelling in style,’ he said.

	‘We’ll see.’

	


Chapter IV

	Theirs was the last mule train to leave the village that day, a soggy procession starting up the daunting hill. It wasn’t long before they met another one coming back from Monterico. The tired mules thundered down the path, empty plastic diesel cans clacking together, the sound acting as an advance warning of their approach. Sam and Pepe had to leap out of the way to avoid their determined descent. Rhett’s mule spun around and tried to join them. Despite all his efforts, he fell off and landed in the mud on his back with a splash.

	‘Are you okay?’ said Sam, trying not to gloat.

	‘Yes, only my dignity is bruised,’ said Rhett, hauling himself back onto the saddle.

	The path wove back and forwards across the stream. At first it was easy to ford but as they continued upwards, the channel cut deeper into the ground, leaving steep banks with muddy sides. There were tree trunks placed across the banks as makeshift bridges. Sam scrambled across the first two, but she fell off the third and ended up sitting in the shallow stream. Rhett did not disguise his glee.

	‘That’s one all, I believe,’ he said, smirking.

	When they got to the next crossing, Sam readied herself to wade across but Pepe put his hand on her arm and handed her the reins of the mule transporting her suitcase.

	‘Wait here and watch me,’ he said, and threw himself over the saddle of the other mule so his arms hung on one side of the mule and his legs on the other. The mule carried him across the stream and he jumped back off at the other side.

	‘You do it,’ he said.

	Despite her misgivings she followed his leave and lay across the saddle. It was not comfortable but it was effective. The mule crossed the stream and Sam jumped off at the other side. Rhett made a face.

	‘I don’t know why you don’t ride,’ he said. ‘It would be a lot easier.’

	After walking for nearly two hours, they arrived at a platform with a wooden hut built on one side.

	‘Refreshments,’ said Pepe.

	‘No thanks,’ said Rhett. ‘I’ll have a cigarette.’

	Sam staggered indoors, glad of the rest. She asked for a couple of fizzy drinks and handed one to Pepe.

	‘I’ll have one,’ said a voice from the corner.

	Sam peered into the gloom. A man stepped out of the shadows and approached her. Evil seemed to seep from his pores. A shiver ran up her spine. He glared at Pepe, who took his drink outside. Sam had not yet paid for the drinks so she stayed at the counter. A challenge had been issued.

	‘Sure. Would you like some crisps too?’ she said, with studied nonchalance.

	The man did a comical double-take and winked at the shopkeeper who pretended to organise something behind the counter. Sam did not react, waiting for an answer. As usual she had blundered into something she didn’t understand and would have to wing it.

	‘No crisps. Buy me a ham roll.’

	Sam nodded at the shopkeeper who handed one over.

	‘Come and sit with me,’ said the man.

	It was the last thing on earth she wanted to do, but Sam hated to back down and her legs were begging for respite.

	They sat at an ancient Formica table with a full ashtray and a trail of ants carrying crumbs of sugar across the top and down the leg. The man brushed them off and sat down with his legs open, arms folded across his chest.

	‘Do you know who I am?’ said the man.

	Sam shook her head and took a swig of her drink. The bubbles tickled her nose and she fought the urge to sneeze.

	‘My name is Señor Muerte.’ Mr Death. Sam didn’t react but her grasp tightened on the lukewarm bottle.

	‘I’m Sam,’ she said. ‘What do you do?’

	‘I kill people,’ he said, and reaching into his bag he pulled out a handful of identification cards, which he spread on the table like a poker player with a full house. Normal-looking people with faded faces growing old in his rucksack. She trembled.

	‘You must be good at it,’ she said, trying to quell the tremor quivering in her throat. ‘I’m a geologist.’

	She searched in her rucksack and pulled out her compass, which she gave to him to examine. He gazed at it, turning it in his calloused hand, watching in fascination as the needle returned to the north. Suddenly bored, he thrust it back at her, and pulled a gun out of his bag. He pointed it at Sam, waving it to and fro. She didn’t flinch despite her rising terror. Señor Muerte seemed disappointed, as if he had imagined that she might cry or beg for mercy.

	 ‘Are you going to kill me?’ said Sam. Her heart thundered in her chest as a rush of adrenaline threatened to overwhelm her.

	A nasty leer crossed his face as he enjoyed her consternation.

	‘No, not this time,’ he said.

	He leant forward. Sam could smell the cheap aguardiente on his breath like liquorice. He took her unwilling hand and stuck his fingernail deep into her palm. She winced but did not pull her hand away. He then seemed to lose interest in her and contemplated his gun.

	Sam stood up, leaving her drink on the table.

	‘I’ve got to go,’ she said.

	‘Finish your drink.’

	She glugged it down, still standing, and to her horror, a loud burp escaped before she could stifle it. She stood rooted to the spot with embarrassment and terror. Señor Muerte lost his evil air and giggled like a schoolboy.

	‘Ah, Sam, you’re more precious than any treasure,’ he said. ‘You shall have a free pass today but I will expect payment later. Don’t forget.’

	Not sure whether to be thrilled or terrified by the encounter, Sam went back outside and started walking up the hill without saying anything to the two men, who picked up her mood and did not comment. She struggled up the slippery path, forcing herself to put one foot in front of the other, anything to get further away from that maniac. The physical exertion reminded her of her sedentary lifestyle in London and the many times she had announced she would go to the gym but hadn’t.

	The road was not empty. Many people passed them going down to the village, half-running on the difficult ground like human goats. Sam envied their agility and high-altitude lungs. As often happened in her career, she wondered what on earth had possessed her to become a geologist when she could have had a nice cushy desk job.

	They did not speak again until the lights of camp came into view as they tramped through the gloom of the approaching evening.

	‘Home, sweet home,’ said Rhett, indicating the silhouette of the camp against the pink sky with a sweep of his arm.

	The exploration camp sat on one of a pair of parallel ridges buttressing a higher one which ran at right angles to them. Blankets of almost virgin forest covered the ridges and hills around the site like swell on the high seas. The highest part of the mountain chain stuck out of the trees like a bald head and gave the project its name: Cerro Calvo. Sam stood transfixed staring out across the rolling waves of trees.

	‘It’s wonderful,’ she said.

	The Cerro Calvo project’s main building rested on short stilts at a precarious spot on the end of the spur. It was built on a platform which had been levelled for the purpose, constructed out of wood cut from local trees without drying it first. As a consequence, the wood had shrunk, and there were now large gaps between the boards which had been covered with random planks and sheets of tin. The top floor of the building was surrounded by a balcony, which led to the doors of senior staff sleeping quarters. The guard rails were covered in laundry drying under the eaves of the zinc roof.

	A second building, tucked into the hillside at the back of the platform, had a shower and toilet block at one end and housed the more junior workers. A slab of concrete covered the ground between the two buildings with rain channels running on either side, which fed into a discharge pipe that snaked down to the stream bed far below. The shed housing the generator emitted clouds of black diesel smog.

	A plump couple emerged from the main house beaming their welcome.

	‘Señor Rhett, welcome back. And is this your wife?’ said the man, shaking Rhett’s hand and turning to Sam. ‘I am Javier Perez and this is my wife Selma.’

	‘I’m not married. My name is Sam Harris and I’m the new boss,’ said Sam.

	Javier’s eyes widened as he took in this information but his wife stepped into the breach.

	‘Welcome to the Cerro Calvo project,’ said Selma. ‘You must be tired. Dinner is ready.’

	‘I’d like to take off my boots and give them a wash. Is there a tap?’ said Sam.

	‘Leave your boots here. I’ll get one of the boys to clean them. Follow me and I’ll take you to your room.’

	Sam’s room was on the right-hand corner of the house facing up the valley. From the balcony she had a view of the parallel ridge where the core shed and old mine entrance were situated. The mountains around the project were pitted with old tunnels and exploratory workings which followed narrow quartz veins into their core. Bill Maclean, the former owner of Cerro Calvo, had hoped to prove that the surface veins had arisen from a large mineable body at depth. Only time would tell if he was correct.

	Sam’s job was to explore the area and drill into the mountain to test that theory. A frisson of excitement went through her as she imagined finding a giant deposit. She still felt slightly sick from the adrenalin rush that hit her following her encounter with Señor Muerte. Only in my life.

	Dinner was served downstairs in the open-plan canteen. Selma and her helper doled the food onto plates and distributed it to the hungry crew. Even the appearance of their food did not distract the majority from staring at Sam as if an alien had landed and popped in for a meal. When she smiled at one young man, he blushed and looked back down at his food, shovelling in the rice as if someone was about to remove his plate.

	After the men left for their bunkhouse, Rhett sat at a table with Javier gesticulating and looking up words in a Spanish-English dictionary. Sam offered to translate but the men did not respond except to shake their heads.

	Sam shrugged. It had been a long day and she hated politics. On the outside looking in as usual. As she started up the stairs, gloom wrapped like a cloak around her shoulders. Selma put out her hand and touched Sam’s arm.

	‘Give them time,’ she said. ‘Men think they rule the world until they need us.’
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