

    
        
          Fool's Gold

        

        
        
          Sam Harris Adventure Series, Volume 1

        

        
        
          PJ Skinner

        

        
          Published by PJ Skinner, 2017.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      FOOL'S GOLD

    

    
      First edition. December 17, 2017.

      Copyright © 2017 PJ Skinner.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1913224165

    

    
    
      Written by PJ Skinner.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by PJ Skinner

	    

      
	    
          
	      Sam Harris Adventure Boxsets

          
        
          
	          Sam Harris Adventure Box Set: Classic Adventure series Volumes 1, 2 and 3

          
        
          
	          Sam Harris Adventure Box Set: Classic Adventure series Volumes 2, 3, and 4

          
        
          
	          Sam Harris Adventure Boxset volumes 5, 6 and 7

          
        
          
	          Sam Harris Adventure Boxset: Complete Classic Adventure Series Books 1-7

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sam Harris Adventure Series

          
        
          
	          Fool's Gold

          
        
          
	          Hitler's Finger

          
        
          
	          The Star of Simbako

          
        
          
	          The Pink Elephants

          
        
          
	          The Bonita Protocol

          
        
          
	          Digging Deeper

          
        
          
	          Concrete Jungle

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Seacastle Mysteries

          
        
          
	          Deadly Return

          
        
          
	          Eternal Forest

          
        
          
	          Fatal Tribute

          
        
          
	          Toxic Vows

          
        
          
	          Mortal Vintage

          
        
          
	          Last Orders

          
        
          
	          Purrfect Crime

          
        
          
	          Grave Reality

          
        
          
	          Lethal Secret

          
        
          
	          Malign Fortune

          
        
          
	          Poison Politics

          
        
          
	          Final Script

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Mortal Mission

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at PJ Skinner’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By PJ Skinner

Dedication

Chapter I

Chapter II

Chapter III

Chapter IV

Chapter V

Chapter VI

Chapter VII

Chapter VIII

Chapter IX

Chapter X

Chapter XI

Chapter XII

Chapter XIII

Chapter XIV

Chapter XV

Chapter XVI

Chapter XVII

Chapter XVIII

Chapter XIX

Chapter XX

Chapter XXI

Chapter XXII

Chapter XXIII

Chapter XXIV

Sign up for PJ Skinner's Mailing List

Further Reading: Hitler's Finger

Also By PJ Skinner

About the Author

About the Publisher



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For My Family
 
This book was written using British English spelling and grammar. Some of the spellings and word usage are different to those in American English.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​Chapter I

[image: ]


LINDOS, RHODES 1987

Mike Morton gazed over the railing of the yacht into the translucent water where shoals of small fish glided past the hull, their scales flashing in the sunlight. He couldn’t believe his luck. Dinner the night before had begun in acrimony, and could have resulted in the end of his association with his financial backer. Despite the intense heat on deck, the memory of Edward Beckett’s verbal attack made him shiver.

‘The whole Sierramar venture’s been a complete cock-up,’ said Edward, his face purple with fury. ‘My money’s been flushed down the drain, and we’ve got nothing to show for it. You spend it faster than my wife does.’

‘Things haven’t gone as planned yet, but it’s new ground for us,’ said Mike. ‘We need to give it time.’

‘That isn’t an excuse. I’d expected better from you. I don’t know why I waste my money funding your farfetched schemes.’

Mike had blanched, but soldiered on, unwilling to back down and give Edward time to consider cutting off his finance. 

‘There’s still plenty of opportunity to make a big discovery. We need to chalk this setback down to experience,’ he said.

‘Experience, eh? In my humble opinion, that’s exactly what we’re lacking. We need a geologist.’

‘Well, yes, in ideal circumstances, but we’d have to pay for one.’

Edward had glared at him over the lip of his glass, his grey eyes empty, like a shark circling its prey.

‘You mean, I’ll have to.’

Mike looked around for a distraction. He spotted a young woman sitting alone in the corner, eating her meal with the ferocity of someone from a large family, or a stint at boarding school. 

‘Hungry?’ he said, trying to be funny.

Her face had coloured a bright traffic light red. She ate the last mouthful, chewing with savage intent.

‘I apologise for my friend,’ said Edward. ‘He has no class. What’s your name?’

The young woman gathered her things and stood up to leave.

‘Sam Harris.’

‘Don’t leave. I didn’t mean to embarrass you,’ said Mike.

She wavered. Despite her scarlet face, Mike couldn’t help noticing that Sam was attractive, in a boyish way, not the type of woman who interested him, but there was something about her, an independent spirit, a proud bearing. Her obvious disinterest in their attention had only made her more intriguing.

‘Are you alone?’ Damn. The wrong thing to say. Sam frowned and folded her arms over the book she carried.

‘Are you enjoying your holiday?’ said Edward.

‘I’m not on holiday. I’m here to finish the dissertation for my master’s degree,’ she said.

The two men looked at each other.

‘What subject?’ said Edward.

‘Geology,’ she said, heading for the exit. Mike glanced at her to see if she was joking, but her rigid back told him she was not. She hit the doorframe at speed and stumbled like a startled deer.

‘Are you okay?’ said Edward.

But she had left, rubbing her shoulder as she took the stairs two at a time. An opportunity lost, but Mike pretended to be sanguine. He raised an eyebrow at his companion who looked amused and raised both in reply.

‘So, what were we saying about needing a geologist?’ said Edward.

He chortled into his whisky. Mike snorted. He was not accustomed to being upstaged. He smiled at Edward, the tension dissipating from his broad back.

‘The one who got away?’ asked his friend.

‘No woman has ever escaped from me. When I want a geologist, I snap my fingers,’ said Mike.

‘So, you’d employ a female geologist, then? I didn’t realise you were a feminist.’

‘Edward, Edward, where have you been all your life? I guarantee you she’s desperate for a job. She hasn’t a chance of being offered work in mining. It’s almost one hundred per cent male dominated. It might be nineteen eighty-seven, but she hasn’t a hope of being taken on in the real world.’

Edward rubbed his chin, his manicured nails catching the light.

‘You may have a point,’ he said. ‘Well, Lindos is a small town. You’re sure to see her again. I suppose it’s worth a try.’

Mike sighed with relief.

‘She’ll come cheap and accept crap conditions. It’s a win-win for us.’

‘Ha! You’re even more of a bastard than I thought you were,’ said Edward. ‘Don’t tell my wife. She’ll start a diatribe on women’s lib. Do you fancy one for the road?’

‘Yes, that sounds good. Waiter?’

***
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ON HER RETURN TO LONDON, Sam stayed at her Aunt Charlotte’s home in Chelsea, a cosy two-up, two-down, Victorian terrace house lined with books and paintings, on a side street behind the King’s Road. With the encouragement of an infinite supply of coffee and cake, it didn’t take her long to finish her dissertation. She printed and bound a couple of copies and handed them in to the university. She bumped into several students from her course who were doing the same thing and had an impromptu drink at the University bar. Buoyed by a couple of pints of Guinness, and some fighting talk from the other graduates in her year, she attended an appointment at the university’s career office. Like her, they were all contending with a falling jobs market and empty resumés. Unlike her, they were male, but they all admired her spunk at entering such a male domain and told her so.

After the interview, she headed for home, her bubble pricked and her head spinning with thoughts about her insecure future. The career advisor had shaken his head at her optimism.

‘You’re ahead of your time, Sam. I’m not sure the world of exploration is ready for women. You might be better advised to try for a doctorate.’

‘I don’t think academia is ready for me, either. I wouldn’t fit well into the world of quiet corridors and tweed suits,’ said Sam.

‘I can’t stop you trying, but you must be realistic. The closest you may get is a secretarial position in one of the large oil companies.’

‘Yes, well, you don’t know that. I’m not giving up before I’ve even started.’

She had left with a bitter taste in her mouth. Have I made a terrible mistake? How will I pay my student loans?

Sam’s Aunt Lottie opened the front door of the house as she struggled to get the key in the lock, almost throwing her to the floor.

‘A man telephoned, looking for you. He said his name was Morton. Is he a new boyfriend?’

Sam flushed with excitement. When she had belatedly realised who he was, Mike Morton’s offer had appeared to be fictitious. The man was a celebrity. Born in the East End of London, he had become a successful businessman, but his unfortunate habit of abandoning his get-rich-quick-schemes and leaving his investors to flounder around without him had made him notorious in City financial circles. Her father had fallen prey to one of these schemes and Mike Morton’s name was rarely mentioned in the Harris household without being linked to an Anglo-Saxon insult.

Despite this, turning down the chance of a job in Sierramar, however badly paid, seemed like the worst option. Being pragmatic, Sam had already decided that if he didn’t ring her, she would take temporary secretarial work until something better came along. Temp work paid relatively well, and she developed a good typing speed doing her dissertation. At least she would earn money instead of sitting at home moping, and if she worked in an oil company, she would hear of any job opportunities as a geologist.

‘Not really, Lottie. I’m hoping he might offer me a job.’

‘A job? How splendid! Do I know him?’

‘I don’t think so. I met him in Greece. On a yacht.’

‘Sounds like a wonderful boyfriend,’ said Lottie.

‘Too old, I’m afraid, and too married.’

‘Ah, that is a problem. The job will have to do instead.’

‘When did he want to meet me?’

‘Tomorrow at one o’clock in that little bistro on the King’s Road, opposite Boots.’

‘I know the one you mean. Thank you.’

‘Perhaps he’ll get divorced,’ said her aunt, an eternal optimist where Sam was concerned. Sam had not told her about the reasons for her breakup with her boyfriend, Simon, and Lottie was unaware of her niece’s determination to avoid boyfriends for the foreseeable future. 

‘Maybe,’ said Sam, who had no intention of ever getting married, but had given up telling people this, as they appeared to think it was compulsory, like being born and dying. 

The next day, Sam arrived at the bistro ten minutes early. She had paid more attention than usual to her appearance. Her straight, light-brown hair hung to her shoulders, and she wore a green silk shirt that made her green eyes pop. The waiter showed her to a table with a red-checked tablecloth and a candle holder made from an empty bottle of Mateus Rosé. The minutes passed with no sign of Mike. She tried not to get concerned when he hadn’t arrived on time, or to consider the possibility he might not turn up at all.

She picked at the wax running down the neck of the bottle, flicking the pieces across her plate. The waiter glared at her, so she transferred her attention to the breadsticks instead. Mike strolled in as she finished the last one. He arrived twenty minutes late, but he did not apologise. Sam doubted if he even noticed that she had been waiting. 

‘Ah, Sam, you’re here. How are you? Did you have a good trip home?’ said Mike. ‘Master’s finished?’

Sam realised he had no interest in her health or her flight and answered the key question.

‘I handed in my dissertation yesterday. Well, they still need to tell me if I’ve passed or failed, but I have no worries on that front.’

‘Excellent. Shall we order?’ 

He signalled to the waiter who, to Mike’s obvious exasperation, went through the menu in minute detail.

‘Don’t bother with all that. I’ll have the rack of lamb, please,’ he said.

‘Me too,’ said Sam, thrilled to order her favourite, which was normally way beyond her budget. 

Mike cleared his throat.

‘I want you to come and work with me in Sierramar,’ he said. 

Well, that was cutting to the chase. She felt a frisson of excitement.

‘That’d be fantastic,’ she answered. ‘What would you like me to do there?’

‘You’ll be my project manager, reviewing the exploration projects I get offered in Sierramar and ruling out the scams and worthless properties.’

Sam gulped. The job sounds wonderful, but am I qualified to do it? I have a strong nose for bullshit, but is that enough?

‘When would I start?’ she said.

‘Straight away. As soon as I can organise you a ticket. You can go on a tourist visa for the time being. We’ll see about getting you a work visa once you’ve settled in.’

‘How much will I earn?’

She would have worked for free, but she couldn’t tell Mike that. He looked nonplussed for a second, as if it had never occurred to him she would expect to be paid. He fiddled with his napkin.

‘Um, I can’t afford to pay you a salary in cash.’ He raised his head and looked her straight in the eye, his voice more confident. ‘But I’ll give you shares in the venture, which will be worth a fortune when the company floats on the stock exchange.’

Sam had no experience of owning shares in a start-up company, but she understood what it meant money wise. She didn’t want to risk annoying him and changing his mind, but she had no funds left after paying for her master’s degree.

‘So how will I cover my expenses in Sierramar?’ she said.

‘I’ll pay your round-trip ticket to Calderon and put you up in the company apartment while you’re there. I’ll sort out your board and lodgings and give you petty cash for the occasional trip to the disco. You won’t need much money if you’re working in the jungle most of the time.’ 

‘And when are you planning on floating the company?’

‘I’m not sure. Probably in a year or so. That depends on you too. If we get a good portfolio of properties together quickly, it might be sooner,’ said Mike, avoiding her inquiring glance.

‘That’s quite a long time to work with no salary,’ said Sam.

Annoyance and frustration showed on Mike’s face. Sam forced herself to think rationally. He was banking on me being desperate. I’m honest to a fault, a character trait I doubt Mike is familiar with. He needs to work with someone he can trust, someone cheap. I must call his bluff. And I need this job. There is no likelihood of being offered anything else in this market. The recruitment guy at university had made that crystal clear. This is a unique opportunity, and I want it. She soldiered on.

‘The thing is,’ she said, ‘I took out a loan to pay for my master’s degree. I must cover the monthly repayments if I’m to accept the position.’

‘How much are you repaying the bank a month?’ asked Mike

‘One hundred pounds.’

‘I think we can manage that.’

He looked relieved. Obviously, he had imagined a much bigger payment.

‘Give me your bank details, and I’ll organise a monthly transfer. Does that suit you?’

Sam didn’t know Mike well enough to question the likelihood of him setting up a monthly payment into her bank account. From what she had read in the newspapers, she doubted the chances of a rich haul from one of his schemes but having a geology job on her CV was priceless. She had also told a white lie as she only had to pay the bank fifty pounds a month, but she wanted to have some pocket money, and she would not beg.

‘I’d be happy to go to Sierramar. You won’t be sorry. I’m a quick learner, and I love working in the field,’ said Sam.

This was not strictly true as the only times she had been in the field were during geology trips while at university, when she had slept in a hotel or hostel. She had no idea what it would be like in a jungle or if she could cope with the limited facilities. There was only one way to find out. Besides, it was exciting to be offered a job. Getting work as a junior geologist was difficult at the best of times. This was a genuine launching pad for her career, and she could learn to speak better Spanish, too.

‘Okay then,’ he said. ‘Sort yourself out and I’ll phone you when I have your ticket.’

***
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SAM RETURNED HOME TO her parents’ house to get her field gear from the loft. She crawled up the rickety ladder, which wobbled and almost fell as she reached into the cobweb-filled darkness and pulled her gear toward her. She had stuffed it up into the rafters after her last field trip, and some clothes were still dirty. She dropped it onto the floor of the landing from where her mother, Matilda, surveyed her antics with concern. 

‘Do be careful, darling. Those steps are lethal,’ she shouted up at Sam.

‘Don’t worry. I’ve finished. I’ll be down in a minute. Just shutting the hatch.’

‘We’re so excited you’ve been offered a job. Where will you be working?’

‘Sierramar.’

‘That sounds rather exotic. South America, isn’t it? Which company?’ said Matilda.

‘None of the companies are hiring right now because of the recession. Do you remember Mike Morton?’ said Sam, biting her lip.

‘How could I forget?’

‘I met him on holiday in Lindos and he’s offered me a job.’

‘Mike Morton offered you a job?’

Her mother did not hide the disapproval in her voice. Hardly surprising under the circumstances, but Sam pretended not to notice.

‘I can’t believe it. I’m so excited,’ she said, knowing her mother would be reticent to burst her bubble.

‘That’s nice, dear,’ her mother said.

She picked Sam’s field gear off the floor and sniffed it cautiously, wrinkling her nose in disgust.

‘Ugh. These clothes smell terrible. Do you want me to wash them? I can put them in the dryer, and they’ll be ready before you leave if you stay the night. I’ve put clean sheets on your bed and we’re having lamb chops for supper.’

Sam thought about refusing, but she wasn’t sure how easy it would be to get anything washed in Sierramar, and she needed babying before her first big trip. Also, she noticed the strategically offered bribe of lamb chops her mother considered a deal maker. She didn’t know Sam had eaten the same with Mike days earlier.

‘Yes please, Mummy. You’re an angel.’

She hadn’t expected her mother to be keen on her going to Sierramar with Mike Morton. The fact he had swindled her father was not something that Sam found comforting regarding her new employer, but she had to focus on her budding career and getting experience on her resumé, whatever it took. She needed some moral support. Her sister Hannah would understand.

Hannah was the antithesis of Sam, physically similar in height and build, but in character they were poles apart. Older by a year and bossy with it, she had a confidence that eluded Sam and a conservative outlook on life. She was also girly and couldn’t understand why her sister was more like a brother and couldn’t be persuaded to play with dolls or steal their mother’s lipstick. She could be economical with the truth and let Sam take the blame for her misdemeanours when they were younger. Luckily, this had not affected their deep bond, and they always agreed when it was important.

‘I hear you’ve got a job. That’s brilliant,’ said Hannah.

‘Yes, I’m off to the tropics,’ said Sam.

‘That’s amazing. Who will you be working for?’

Sam hesitated.

‘Mike Morton.’

‘Jesus. Are you serious? Mike “the swindler” Morton?’

‘Don’t be like that. He’s not all bad.’

‘How do you know? Are you sure this is a good idea?’ said Hannah.

‘I have the choice between temping in tights or going off to the jungle like Indiana Jones. What would you do?’

‘I work in an office.’

‘I meant what would you do if you were me, silly? I hate tights, and offices. This may be my only chance to be a real geologist.’

‘How much are you getting paid?’

‘I’m getting paid in shares and he’s paying my expenses.’

‘Is that a joke? You’ll never get paid anything,’ said Hannah.

‘It’s my dream. I don’t need money. I need a job on my CV so I can kick-start my career. It’ll be fun and great to experience something new. I can learn more Spanish too.’

‘Couldn’t you go to Malaga and pick up a waiter?’ said Hannah.

‘Don’t be silly. It will be great. Think of it as a free holiday to Sierramar with expenses paid and a boost to my CV.’

‘Now you put it like that. I suppose it could be an adventure.’

‘Exactly, and you know how I love an adventure,’ said Sam.

They both snorted.

‘And, on the positive side, Simon will be nearly six thousand miles away,’ said Sam.

‘Now that is positive. Okay, you’ve won me over. Have a fantastic time. Will you be able to telephone me?’

‘Thanks. I will, though I don’t know if I can call you. I imagine it’s expensive from over there. How about a postcard?’

‘A postcard? Lots of postcards would be better,’ said Hannah.

‘Okay, lots of postcards. See you soon.’

‘Bye, sis.’

***
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LATER, WHILE SAM WATCHED television in the sitting room, Matilda Harris cornered her husband in the kitchen.

‘I’m not enthusiastic about Sam working with that man,’ she said. ‘Do you think it’s a good idea?’

‘Ah yes, the dreaded Mike Morton, scourge of the private investor,’ said Bill Harris.

‘Don’t joke, darling, this is serious.’

‘It certainly is. That man took my money and made it disappear.’

His wife looked cross, and he raised a conciliatory hand to her face.

‘I know what you mean, pumpkin, but it’s a job. Experience is worth its weight in gold these days.’

‘But what sort of experience will it be? Will he ever pay her?’ said Matilda.

‘I doubt it, but I don’t think that’s the point. Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on her bank account and make up for any shortfall. She told me he’s only paying her a hundred pounds a month. Even he should be able to manage that,’ said Bill.

‘How much?’

‘One hundred a month.’

‘But that’s terrible. We should stop her going.’

‘No, I don’t think so. Even if she gets no money, she’ll have valuable experience that will give her more chance of getting the next job, one that pays more. It may even get her past the “women can’t work in mining” thing.’ He sighed. ‘Poor old Sam. She’s such an idealist. No one can tell her women’s lib is a pipe dream, and most people don’t believe men and women are equal.’

‘She’s always wanted to be a boy, ever since she was little. She got furious when I told her it wasn’t possible. I despair of her ever settling down to a normal life like her sister,’ said Matilda.

‘Sam will be fine, darling. You’ll see. A trip to the jungle could be what she needs to work things out. She can look after herself, you know. She’s tough, she’s got your genes.’

‘You’re right. Anyway, she’s so excited. Did you see the way her eyes are shining? Nothing will stop her now.’

They kept their counsel and waved Sam off the next day without giving her a lecture on the evils of Mike Morton. Her father had tried a word of caution, but Sam didn’t want to hear anything bad about her new boss.

‘I’m a grown-up, Daddy. He’s no angel, but I’m not naïve. I know what I’m doing and why I’m doing it. It’ll be fun.’

‘Watch out for those Latino men,’ quipped her father.

‘I’d say Mike Morton is far more dangerous,’ muttered her mother.

Sam shrugged off her parents’ worries. Working with a dodgy entrepreneur who couldn’t pay her in cash, and might not pay her at all, wasn’t the most desirable of situations, but having experience on her resumé represented the key to getting better paid work. She couldn’t resist the chance of adventure that Sierramar offered. She had no idea what awaited her in the mountains and coastal jungles, but she was off to Latin America, if not to make her fortune, at least to make a start on her career.

***
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WHEN THE DOORBELL RANG at the house on Eaton Square, Edward Beckett and his wife, Ophelia, were in the throes of a bitter argument.

‘I don’t know why you tolerate him. He’s a charlatan,’ said Ophelia.

‘Now darling, don’t be a bore. We’ve already talked about this. It’s my money and I have a right to enjoy it. I earned it.’

‘But why waste it on his cockeyed schemes?’

‘It’s not a waste. I love the thrill of the chase. It’s more than unlikely that we’ll ever strike it rich, but I enjoy funding a ludicrous adventure now and again,’ said Edward.

‘Ludicrous. Yes, that sums it up. You make me so cross.’

‘Look, it’s my casino money. I don’t gamble or womanise. You should be happy it’s such a small indulgence. There’s the doorbell. Answer it like a good girl.’

His wife turned on her heel muttering and went to open the door.

Mike Morton stood outside composing himself. He was sweating after his trip across town on the underground train surrounded by cute French exchange students with adorable accents, nearly distracted from his mission by the lure of the ingenue. Concentrating long enough to get off at the right stop, he inhaled the scent of the long brunette hair of the nearest student as he got off. What a pity!

He steeled himself for the sarcastic comments about his latest ‘sure thing’ and knocked on the door again. Ophelia opened it, glaring at Mike as if he were something nasty she had picked up on her shoe.

‘He’s in there,’ she said, indicating the study with a flick of her head. ‘He’s waiting for you.’ She stepped back as if to avoid being contaminated by contact with the visitor.

Mike was immune to disapproval. He had the skin of a rhinoceros, vital to any entrepreneur who relied on other people’s money. 

‘How nice to see you again so soon after our trip,’ he said and headed straight for the study, where Edward Beckett sat in an armchair reading the newspaper with fake concentration, his greying hair coiffed. His manicured hands grasped the pink sheets in their soft fingers. He oozed wealth and privilege. Sometimes Mike hated the bastard.

Edward Beckett was a man born with the proverbial silver spoon in his mouth. A product of Eton and Oxford, and lots of family money, he treated Mike like an exotic pet from the East End, one he could flush down the lavatory if he lost his allure.

‘Edward, old mate. How are you? Back to the grindstone?’

Mike forced himself to sound as upbeat as possible. Stoney broke after his run-in with the first project in Sierramar; he needed to get Edward on his side again. He was confident he could still interest him in the possibility of owning a gold mine in South America, if only for the kudos he would gain down at the club.

Asking for more than he needed was the best policy, as he had had the experience of being bartered down in similar circumstances. Edward Beckett could afford to be generous. He loved making money, and he understood Mike’s need to get rich quick. Edward looked up from his newspaper with a warm smile, a sign that it would be a good day. He smiled back. 

‘Let’s hear it then,’ Edward said, knowing his friend needed no encouragement.

‘I’m, um, sorry that our first venture in Sierramar didn’t go well. They did me up like a Christmas turkey on that one. I’d like to have another go. Do you remember Sam, the geologist we met in Lindos?’

‘Of course,’ he answered, ‘we had dinner with her. She seemed like an interesting young woman.’

‘I’ve convinced her to come over to Sierramar for a modest salary to help me select projects. It’s more than I expected but she has experience. I believe she’ll prove her worth,’ said Mike.

He felt bad lying to Edward about Sam, but he might need extra funds if he got into a tight spot. Sam needed the job more than the money, and she would profit from the shares in time, so everything would turn out all right. He went on.

‘Armed with our experience of the first dud project and Sam’s help, we’ve got a much better chance of success. We’ve a first mover advantage over there. There are amazing projects lurking all over the country. If you want to get involved again, I guarantee you it’ll go better this time. The gold price is on the move and there’s lots of money to be made. We could make millions with the right deal. Millions.’

Edward looked at his friend, who sweated with anticipation. He couldn’t help feeling that frisson of excitement that kept him investing with Mike, time after time. He would not miss out on a gold mine. That was for sure.

‘What’s the deal?’ he said.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter III
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‘YOU’RE A GEOLOGIST? Don’t geologists have beards?’

The hum and chatter of the airport filled the silence that followed as Sam searched for a comeback. The man smirked at his friends. Why did I speak to this idiot in the first place? I should have told him I’m an air hostess. There was no point in fighting back. She had learned this the hard way.

She shifted from foot to foot on the tiled floor, her face burning with shame.

‘Um, well, I’ve tried, but it’s not working.’

She rubbed her chin as if searching for bristles and tried to smile, desperate not to be labelled as a humourless feminist. That fine line again. The combined effect of faking a smile and choking back a retort resulted in more of a snarl.

Uncertainty replaced the gloating expression on the man’s face. He stepped back, falling over a suitcase behind him and landing in an undignified heap at the feet of his companions. He kicked the bag and swore. She allowed a delighted grin to creep over her features, and she memorised the scene for future reference. She turned away from her aggressor and sat in a quiet corner of the airport to wait for her next flight.

Although uncomfortable, the plastic chair felt like a refuge. The encounter had unsettled her, but she shrugged it off. If she wanted a simple life, she had chosen the wrong career. Yet, of all the people in her master’s year, she was the only one with a job. A beard was optional; a brain was better.

Once she settled into her seat on the aircraft, Sam dug around in her rucksack and pulled out her new book The Lost Treasure of the Incas. She had picked it up in a charity shop while she searched for some second-hand clothes suitable for field gear. Her rummaging had yielded two pairs of khaki trousers with lots of pockets, one of which was a little tight, but she planned on losing weight. She spotted the book on a shelf behind the counter when she paid for the trousers and felt compelled to buy it.

She could not resist reading several chapters before her trip, and while the style was dry, the story of the lost hoard had fascinated her. Tales of El Dorado and ancient treasure troves in Latin America were old hat, but there appeared to be at least a grain of truth to this story of Inca gold. The best bit was that someone had hidden the hoard in the mountains of Sierramar. Sam speculated on how much it might be worth. She wanted to believe it was still there, no matter how unlikely it seemed. Geologists spent months looking for the tiniest traces of gold. Imagine finding mountains of it.

The landing at Calderon, the capital of Sierramar, alarmed and exhilarated her in equal measure. The plane swooped low over the city, right over a circular stadium, so close Sam could see the individual seats. The jet landed with a big thud on the patched runway and continued along it for an age before it slid to a halt in the thin air.

As the aircraft pulled up at the gate, the crew swung the door open and Sam staggered down the steps, stiff from twelve hours in the small seat. She had moved to the non-smoking section of the aircraft, but she still smelt as if she’d been to a pub. The bright sunlight assaulted her eyes, and she fumbled in her bag for her cheap sunglasses. Some airport security guards with large guns and of small stature watched her as she joined the queue of passengers at immigration. The process of stamping their passports took ages because of the lack of agents. The desperation on people’s faces grew with each passing minute. Sam’s mother would have prescribed a nice cup of tea, but then she would have done the same for someone suffering from bullet wounds. Mike Morton better remember to turn up. 

When Sam got to the front of the queue, the man stamped her passport with a ninety-day visa, and he waved her through with a big smile before she could explain what she was doing in Sierramar. She soon found her bags, which were already doing an endless loop on the carousel. She threw them onto a wonky trolley, pushing it through customs, veering further and further to the left until an agent grabbed the front wheel and pulled her through. He didn’t show the remotest interest in her, being far more focused on the locals arriving home from Europe with their bulging suitcases of contraband and more clothes than Liberace.

Sam emerged from the airport building and spotted Mike Morton waiting for her, surrounded by the excited relatives of the other passengers on her flight. It was Sunday afternoon, and he had the air of a man only recently emerged from his bed. Puffy-faced with big dark rings under his eyes, he forced a smile at her.

‘Hi Sam. Good trip?’

‘Yes, thanks. Like clockwork.’

‘Did you see the Andes as you flew in? We’re at over two thousand five hundred metres here.’

‘The view was amazing. We flew over a stadium as we were landing. Do you know what it is? A round thing?’

‘Ah yes, that’s the bullfighting plaza. They have a festival once a year with matadors from all over the world. When the bullfights are boring, the aficionados shout “Ole” at the planes instead of the matadors. That your bag? Okay, let’s go then.’

‘How are you?’ said Sam. ‘You look tired.’

‘Not bad. I’ve got a terrible chuchaqui.’

‘Chuchaqui?’

‘Hangover. It’s a Quechua word, the most common of the indigenous dialects in Sierramar. The Spanish is bastardised here. I use the word a lot,’ he said, grinning at her.

They got into a battered four-wheel-drive vehicle and then drove along pitted roads with rows of dangerous looking concrete bumps up the middle, lined by low-level, shabby buildings made of breeze blocks with zinc roofs. Here and there, with increasing regularity, a tall new building broke up the lines of houses. They drove along the middle of the valley as the city of Calderon rose away up steep hills on both sides. To the west, an enormous mountain with a skirt of conifers loomed over the city. Above the trees, a black cone covered in snow rose into a sharp peak.

‘Wow. A volcano in the suburbs,’ said Sam.

‘Yes. And it’s still active, in case you were wondering.’

‘Funny place to build your capital.’

‘Funny people. They live day to day here. That it could blow them to smithereens at any moment doesn’t register.’

‘Like Mount Etna?’

‘Yup.’

It occurred to Sam that Mike was living there, too, but it didn’t seem like the right time to comment. They turned up onto the eastern flank of the city and into a long avenue lined with modern blocks of flats, each one newer and taller than the last.

Mike stopped at one made of glass and chrome and pressed a button to open the security gate to the basement carpark. He drove down the ramp and parked in a numbered parking bay near the elevators. They got into the lift and rose through ten levels of luxury apartments, stopping at the eleventh floor. The chrome doors opened to reveal an entrance hall with a large wooden door.

‘You’ll like the apartment, Sam. Since you were looking out of the window as you landed, you may have noticed that the plane swooped over an avenue of tall buildings on your way into the airport. That is the Avenida Miranda where we are now.’

‘It looks wonderful.’ 

Mike opened the door and Sam entered what looked like a show flat. It was huge, light and airy with shiny wood floors. She tried to hide her surprise at the almost empty rooms, but Mike saw her expression.

‘We’re short on furniture,’ he said, ‘but we’ve ordered more. Your bedroom is the one on the left at the back. Let me show you.’

They walked around the apartment, looking into the rooms as they went. There were three large bedrooms, all with en-suite bathrooms and built-in wardrobes. The dining area occupied the central part of the apartment, which was open plan. It led into a huge, empty living room with a stereo system on the floor against the back wall.

There was also an area off the living room that served as an office. This held two desks and a filing cabinet. There were no carpets, rugs or curtains and the walls were bare except for a map of Sierramar with illegible scribbles all over it. 

‘That’s the master plan,’ said Mike. ‘It’s sketchy right now.’ He gestured at the windows. ‘The furnishings
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