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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Vila Feliz

          

        

      

    

    
      “Pew, pew, pew, pew,” Donato mouthed as he transformed his clasped hands with pointed forefingers into a laser gun, replaying the sci-fi television show he watched earlier. He stood on a ladder at the top of a water tank in the park of Vila Feliz, perched on his spaceship. Imaginary aliens crept towards him in the dimming light, as the sun disappeared behind the western hills. He zapped each one out of existence as they showed their alien faces, satisfaction showing on his face with each hit.

      The park spread out beside a slowly flowing stream in the village of Vila Feliz, a village like many others in the expanse of the South American countryside. The green grass contrasted with the dusty brown-red streets and multi-colored buildings dotted throughout the rest of the village. A smell of stagnation rose from the bottom of the tank, but Donato ignored the stench. He bent his elbows and raised the laser gun close to his face. A curious smile remained as he scanned the area for any remaining aliens.

      “Donato? Donato? Where are you Donato?” his mother, Catina, called from the front door of the family home.

      Hidden from view, Donato looked towards his house from his elevated vantage point. He climbed out the tank and negotiated the external ladder to the ground. Dusting off his clothes to remove the grime, he noticed that instead of cleaning his clothes they were becoming increasingly grubby with each swipe of his hands. He frowned, but the disappointment quickly evaporated as he started running home.

      “I’m here, Mama,” Donato said between gasps as he ran up to her, smiling, the excitement of his adventure still lingering in his mind.

      “Where have you been? Supper’s ready. You shouldn’t be outside in the dark. You could get lost and then how would you find us again? Look at your clothes and hands. Wash up and come to the table. I was hoping they would have lasted the day.”

      His mother’s rebukes buffeted Donato. “Sorry, Mama,” he said, hanging his head. He disliked disappointing Mama, and the frown on her face said ‘disappointed’ to him. The walk of shame to the bathroom accompanied his remorse. Washing his face and hands, he returned to the kitchen and to the table where dinner stood waiting.

      Papa sat looking at him with a slight smile, a smile Donato liked. He sensed love behind the smile. Papa looked at Mama. “He’s only a boy.”

      “It’s all right for you. You don’t have to clean his clothes.” Mama’s words sounded stern, but her look was anything but when she gazed at Donato. That same sense of love flowed over him.

      Papa sighed. “You know Mama doesn’t like you playing in that tank. She wouldn’t get so cross if you tried to keep yourself cleaner.”

      “Sanchez! Don’t put ideas in his head.” Mama looked at Papa firmly.

      Papa laughed. “Catina, you know you look so beautiful when you frown like that.”

      Mama huffed. “Let’s just start supper,” she said as she sat.

      Papa, still grinning, folded his hands. Mama and Donato did the same. “Heavenly Father, bless this food, for life and health and every good.”

      “Amen,” they all said.

      Donato grabbed his knife and fork and started eating hungrily, the smell of the beef and salsa in the burrito making his mouth water as he devoured the food.

      “Eat properly,” Mama berated. “You need to chew it properly, so you don’t choke.”

      Donato nodded and slowed his chewing.

      “I’ve got tomorrow off,” Papa said, taking a break from his eating. “It’s supposed to be a pleasant day. How about we have a picnic lunch in the park?”

      “Yeah,” Donato said, leaning forward as he looked at Papa and then Mama.

      Mama smiled. “That would be nice. I might even put on that dress you fancy.” Her eyes sparkled.

      Papa laughed and wagged his fork at her. “It’s a deal.”

      A loud rumble disturbed their conversation. Mama tensed and looked out the window. “Why do they have to blast when we’re having dinner?”

      “You know why. They do it at the change of shifts, when everyone’s out of the way,” Papa said.

      “Well, it’s very disconcerting.”

      Conversation escaped them, and they ate the rest of the meal in silence. Donato finished his supper and took his plate to the sink.

      “It’s time to have a bath and get ready for bed,” Mama said.

      Donato nodded. He suddenly realized how tired he was after his busy adventures that afternoon. He ran the bath and took off his clothes. Hopping into the bath, he watched the water splash over him as it rose to halfway and turned off the taps. The warmth of the water soaked into him as he lay there. Knowing Mama would come in soon, he grabbed the soap from the holder and started rubbing the grime from his body and face, dunking his head to shampoo his hair.

      Mama came through the door and smiled. “All clean?”

      Donato nodded.

      “Let’s get you dry and off to bed then.”

      Standing up, Donato carefully hopped out of the bath. Mama held a towel ready and started drying him off, starting with his hair and slowly descending to his feet. She gave him his pyjamas and grabbed a comb, gently pulling the tines through his hair.

      “Ouch.”

      “It’s just a knot.” She untangled the strands of hair with her finger and continued until his hair sat neat and straight. “Now clean your teeth and off to bed. Papa will come to tuck you in.”

      “Goodnight, Mama.”

      “Goodnight.” She bent over and kissed him on the cheek. Donato smelled the slight scent of perfume. “We can all have a fun time at our picnic tomorrow.”

      Donato beamed. “Yeah.”

      Mama left, and he quickly brushed his teeth. He went to bed and waited for Papa.

      “Where’s my adventurous little boy?” Papa asked as he came into the room.

      Donato grinned. His Papa always teased him with similar remarks each night at bedtime. “I’m in bed.”

      “That’s a good boy. But where’s super teddy?” He grabbed the teddy bear at the base of the bed and tucked it in beside Donato. Mama and Papa had bought the teddy bear on one of their shopping trips to El Grieta for his sixth birthday. It was brown, furry all over and soft, with leather soles on the feet, black button eyes and black leather nose. “He’ll keep the monsters away.”

      Donato’s smile widened. “There’re no monsters.”

      “Not with super teddy protecting you there aren’t. Now say your prayers.” Papa sat on the side of the bed and Donato recited the prayer his parents had taught him. Papa rose and leaned over, kissing Donato on the cheek. “Goodnight.”

      “Goodnight, Papa.”

      Papa switched off the light and closed the door as Donato closed his eyes.
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            Disaster

          

        

      

    

    
      “Time to report,” Jose told Rodriguez over the radio from the Vermelho Mine control room. As field inspector, Rodriguez had to provide regular updates on the dyke system that contained the tailings of the processed ore. He trudged around the dyke wall, feeling lethargic as he negotiated the narrow path. As he inspected the outer face, he saw brown liquid weeping down the steep slope to the trickling watercourse below. He conducted the required measurements and pulled the radio mouthpiece from his belt. “All stable here. Same as last time.”

      “Roger.”

      “Coming back in.”

      “Roger.”

      As Rodriguez was packing up his instruments to start the long walk back, the dyke wall started shaking. The inspector shifted to keep his balance as the wave passed over him. He grabbed his radio. “Jose, what was that?”

      Jose looked at the monitors across his control desk. A light was blinking, signifying a minor earthquake. “Just another tremor, nothing to worry about. Come on in.”

      “Roger.” Rodriguez kept walking but a creaking sound made him turn around. His mouth dropped open in disbelief. The dyke wall was cracking! The seepage had become a steady flow and the wall above bulged until it split open, freeing the trapped tailings corralled behind it. Rodriguez started running away from the fissure as he frantically called the control room. “Jose!” he yelled, panting from fear and effort. “Emergency! The dyke is collapsing. Repeat, the dyke is collapsing!”

      Jose pressed the radio button. “What?”

      “I’m telling you. The dyke is collapsing.”

      “Get out of there!”

      “That’s what I’m…” The radio went dead.

      “Rodriguez, are you there? Copy?”

      “…”

      “Rodriguez…?”

      “…”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sanchez’s body warmed as he lay on the picnic rug in the park by the creek, enjoying a much-anticipated picnic with his wife and son on his day off. He lay with his head nestled in Catina’s lap, under a cloudless sky, with a slight cooling breeze wafting over him. The lawn, manicured to perfection, extended to the creek and had the smell of fresh cut grass. Catina wore her promised halter dress, the vivid one Sanchez liked. He looked up past the cleavage of her breasts to her face, as she gazed toward Donato in the playground. He felt content.

      “Mama, Papa!”

      Sanchez turned his head, wondering why Donato wanted their attention.

      Donato hung upside down from his knees on one of the horizontal bars, swinging back and forth, his shirt hanging inside out over his shoulders, threatening to come off.

      “Be careful,” Catina said, raising her voice.

      “Ahh, the joys of childhood,” Sanchez said.

      Catina looked down, love flowing between them. She smiled. “Yes, the joy.” She caressed Sanchez’s hair, its slight oiliness evident to her touch. Sanchez stroked her cheek in response. She tilted her head to let it rest in his palm and closed her eyes, enjoying the pleasure, like a cat purring.

      Sanchez’s phone beeped, destroying the moment. He took his phone from his pocket and frowned. “The boss wants me to call him. Says it’s urgent.”

      Catina sighed, disappointed by the interruption. “You better call him then,” she said.

      “There isn’t much reception here. I’d better go up the hill to call him.” Sanchez strolled up the mound at the edge of the park, about fifteen metres above creek level, and called.

      “Hi Sanchez, good of you to call back. Sorry to disturb you on your day off.”

      “It’s Catina you’ll answer to,” Sanchez said as he looked over to his wife.

      The supervisor, Enrico, laughed. “We’ve just received an urgent order for… what’s that noise?”

      “What noise?” Sanchez asked, looking around. “Oh… mercy be…” His eyes widened in terror as he watched a viscous torrent of red mud oozing down the creek bed like a stream of fresh magma towards the park.

      “What’s happening?” Enrico asked.

      Sanchez couldn’t answer. The red demon was heading straight for Catina and Donato, who sat and played in its path. Dread held him as he saw the inevitable. Panic froze him in place. He couldn’t reach them before the flood engulfed them, and they were too far away to make it to higher ground.

      Catina stood, puzzled by the unexpected noise. She saw the wall of red and screamed, turning towards Sanchez, fear in her eyes.

      Donato heard the scream and looked at his mother, confused.

      Sanchez looked left and right, frantic for a solution to save his family. He seemed out of danger, but certain death flowed towards his loved ones. He spied the corrugated iron water tank close to Catina, the same tank Donato used as a spaceship. The free-standing tank could be easily moved as people regularly drained it to prevent mosquitoes breeding. The tank stood about two metres in diameter and three metres high, with a ladder inside and outside. Sanchez hoped it would dislodge from its concrete base and float on the viscous fluid. “The tank… the tank!” he shouted down to Catina, as the rumble of the expanding mudslide grew louder around them.

      Catina realised what Sanchez was telling them to do and cried out to her son. “Donato run… run to the tank!”

      The little boy dashed to the tank, stopping just before he collided with it.

      His mother was by his side. “Up the ladder. In the tank,” she said, puffing from her sprint.

      The ladder was rusty and some of the supports were fractured from corrosion, but Donato climbed in with practiced ease.

      Catina looked up as he climbed, waving for him to get to the top. She saw him disappear over the edge as she glanced over her shoulder. The approaching front had reached the edge of the park and was steaming towards her. She climbed, fumbling for a rung in her panic. After a few rungs, her foot slipped, and she lost a shoe, but she didn’t stop. Catina reached the top as the vanguard of the attacking torrent prepared for its assault. The engulfing stain wrapped its tentacles around the tank, jolting it to one side. Catina overbalanced at the sudden movement and catapulted towards the opposite side, losing her grip on the ladder. She collided with the wall, falling to the base like a rag doll. The tank jerked and jostled, rocking and rotating as it floated on the evil flood, almost like a trophy for the demon destroyer.

      Sanchez looked on, helpless. The cataclysm of oozing destruction shattered houses like matchsticks with the weight of sludge and detritus; cars and uprooted trees bobbed on top of the passing force. The flood peaked about three metres below him. That didn’t help the rest of the village, though. He didn’t realize he was still holding his phone when Enrico’s shouting drew his attention.

      “What’s happening?” Enrico yelled.

      “The flood… a red flood… flowing through village… destroying everything… Catina… Donato… in tank… floating,” Sanchez said blankly, as the tank disappeared around a bend. He dropped the phone as his knees buckled and he landed on the ground, curling into a foetal position, screaming.
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            Roland

          

        

      

    

    
      Roland Cavendish, Chief Executive of Zagreus Minerals, was roused from his siesta. He always had one after lunch when he didn’t have meetings he couldn’t avoid. His desk phone bleated for his attention. Rubbing the remnants of sleep from his eyes, he fumbled for his phone and saw his personal assistant’s image on the screen.

      “Yes, Laura.”

      “Sorry to disturb you sir, but Santos from Vermelho Mine is on the line. He says it’s urgent.”

      “Okay, Laura. Put him through.” Music replaced Laura’s voice for a few seconds before being reconnected. “Santos?”

      “Mr Cavendish, I must speak with you. We don’t know—” Santos blurted.

      “Whoa, whoa, slow down Santos. Take a breath.” Roland snapped into focus. Santos usually remained calm under stress.

      After a few deep breaths, Santos started again. “Sir, there’s been an incident at the mine.”

      “What sort of incident?”

      “The tailings dyke wall has burst.”

      Perspiration dampened Roland’s forehead and his heart hammered as adrenalin spiked in his system. He knew the implications of the news, but prayed it would not confirm his worst fears. “How much escaped?”

      A few seconds of silence bridged the gap in conversation. “All of it, Sir.”

      Roland closed his eyes, hoping to wake up from the nightmare. The tailings dam held 46 billion liters of tailings. He dreaded asking the next question, but knew he had to ask it. “Anyone hurt?”

      A longer silence followed before Santos replied, “Nineteen employees are missing… most presumed dead, as they were downstream of the dyke wall…”

      Roland waited for Santos to continue. “And?”

      “And there are untold civilians missing, Sir. There are many villages along the path. Some are the families of our employees… whole… families…” The tragedy was clear in Santos’s agonized voice.

      Roland’s mouth went dry. He tried moistening it with his tongue but couldn’t get any moisture anywhere. His mind raced to develop an action plan. “Okay Santos, I’m on my way to the mine. The media won’t be far away, if they haven’t already got the story. Just tell them you are assessing the situation, if they contact you. Tell them I am coming, and I’ll provide a statement when I arrive. You have that, Santos?”

      “Yes, boss.”

      “I can’t fathom what you’re going through, but keep calm, and implement the site’s disaster plan with the people still there. I’ll contact you when I arrive. And may God’s mercy be with you… with you all.”

      Roland slumped back in his chair in disbelief. For several minutes he let the disaster sink into his psyche before raising Laura on the intercom.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Please organize transport to Vermelho Mine. I need a private jet for Carlos City, not a commercial flight. And hire me a helicopter at Carlos City airport to take me to the site. Co-ordinate with Felicity at our Carlos City office. I’m going home to pack on the way to the airport. Tell Sid to bring the car around. Forward the arrangements to me when you’ve made them.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And… you’ll see some confronting images in the media. Pray it isn’t as bad as the media is reporting.”

      Roland packed his briefcase and put his laptop into its protective sleeve. With a quick backward glance over his desk, he caught the elevator down to his waiting limousine.

      Sid stood erect, holding the rear door open as Roland slid into the back seat. Checking that Roland and his belongings were inside, he closed the door and walked around to the driver’s side, taking his position in the driver’s seat. “Where to Mr. Cavendish?”

      “My home, and then to the airport.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The vehicle started moving as Roland reached over to the drinks cabinet and pulled out a bottle of scotch. His hands shook as he poured a double shot into the tumbler. Bringing the fiery liquid to his mouth, he took a large gulp and waited for his nerves to settle.

      “Are you okay, Sir,” Sid asked, looking at Roland through the rear-view mirror. “You look a little pale.”

      Roland peered in the mirror. “Not really. There’s been an incident at Vermelho. It doesn’t look good.”

      “Oh.”

      Silence filled the air.

      “Nothing you haven’t been able to sort out in the past, Sir.”

      “Yeah… hope you’re right.”

      After the side trip home to collect his belonging, Roland made a mental note to call his wife Deborah, who was away at the time. As he took a deep breath, he was overcome by a panic attack and flung open his briefcase, sighing in relief as he saw his passport lay there. His phone chirped. A message from Laura. “Atchison Aviation, Sid. It’s in the private operator’s terminal.”

      “Laura has forwarded the directions to my navigation, Sir.”

      “Oh… Good.” The marvels of modern technology. He sat back and tried to relax.

      Sid switched on the video and tuned to Roland’s favourite news channel. Typical news stories broadcast from the unit. Roland remembered he needed to call Deborah, so he muted the video. Several rings went by before Deborah answered.

      “Hi honey. I didn’t expect a call from you.”

      “Hi sweetie. Yeah, well, I wish I didn’t need to call.”

      “Why? What’s up?”

      “I’m going to Carlos City. An incident has occurred at Vermelho Mine, and they need me.”

      “That sounds serious.”

      “It is. You’ll hear about it on the news before the day’s out.”

      “Anything I can do?”

      “Stay calm. Don’t talk to the media, keep the daggers at bay, and pray it isn’t as bad as the news reports.”

      “Oh… and what about you?”

      “I’m coping… I think. I’d better go. We’re nearing the airport, so I’ll call you later today or tomorrow. I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

      “Love you, honey.”

      “Love you, too.”

      Roland turned up the volume on the video but didn’t pay much attention.

      Ten minutes later a Breaking News banner appeared at the top of the video screen with ‘Mining Disaster Near Carlos City’ below it. A news anchor appeared as Roland focussed on the screen. His body filled with dread.

      “In news just in, a mining disaster occurred earlier today at the Vermelho Mine, located two hundred and seventy kilometers from Carlos City. Zagreus Minerals owns the mine. We have a reporter on location, and we will switch over to him for further details.”

      A man sitting in a helicopter with headphones and a microphone sat in silence, concentrating, as if waiting for his queue. “Yes, Malcolm,” the reporter said, raising his voice above the noise. “I am circling above the Vermelho Mine site. I understand that at approximately one-thirteen this afternoon, the dyke wall for the tailings dam on the site collapsed, releasing the entire contents of the dam into the valley below. Details are sketchy, but we have footage of the disaster, which we’ll show you now.” A red snake appeared on the screen, bursting forth from the dam and weaving its way through the valley to the Plata River, where it stained the water red.

      “The dam collapse has released a significant quantity of tailings, producing a potential environmental disaster of unknown magnitude,” the reporter said as the doomsday images continued on screen. “We believe the release has destroyed several villages.”

      “Any reports of casualties?” the anchor asked.

      “I understand there have been casualties, but I have received no official reports suggesting numbers at this early stage.”

      “We will leave you there, Earl. We’ll return to you for further developments as they become available.”

      “Will do, Malcolm. Earl Thompson reporting from Carlos City.”

      The visual changed back to the studio. “We will keep you updated with developments in that story, as we receive them.”

      Roland turned it off. His shaking hands reached for the whisky bottle and he downed another shot under Sid’s watchful eye.

      They reached Atchison Aviation’s terminal and, half an hour later, Roland was taxiing to take off for the six-hour flight. He was relieved no media greeted him at the airport and he settled into the flight determined to have an action plan on arrival.
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            Donato

          

        

      

    

    
      As the tank bumped and bounced its way along the cascading deluge of red poison, Donato clamped his eyes shut to block out the nightmare and clung to the ladder for his life. He heard his mother scream with each shudder. He ached to move and find her protective arms, but couldn’t let go. The tank, empty except for a thin layer of mud, rolled Donato around the bottom, caking him with dirt. Welts turning into bruises covered his body as he crashed into the tank walls. He cracked his eyes open and looked up to the sky. It rocked back and forth with the rhythm of the tank’s motion.

      A violent jolt reverberated through the iron shell, as if they hit an object solid and hard. The ladder came loose, and he lost his grip, catapulting him across the vessel. His mother shrieked and then went silent.

      The violence subsided, and a gentle rocking resumed. He wondered why his mother had become so quiet. He screamed. His mother sat by the ladder supports with one sightless eye looking at him. A rusted support from the ladder poked out of the other eye. It had pierced her skull and lanced her eye. She died instantly.

      “Mama?…”

      He sobbed and tried to block out the sight of his dead mother. Donato, alone and helpless, wanted someone to come and save him.

      Day transformed into evening and night, and the rocking tank cradled Donato into a tortured sleep.

      The sound of birds greeting the day woke him, as dawn transitioned the darkness to light. Donato was again confronted by the horror of his mother, still staring at him with one sightless eye, now becoming milky and sleepy, as the top eyelid drooped. He looked away and cried for his mother. He felt so alone. Thirst and hunger were his only companions as he sat in his open top prison, sobbing and shivering with the lingering chill of the night, the tank drifting on its merry way to wherever.

      Flies buzzed around his mother as the day temperature rose. He tried shooing them away, but the numbers proved too many. He wanted to touch his mother, but fear prevented him. The tank smelled putrid, maybe because of the tank’s contents, maybe himself, but Donato knew his mother was part of the reason. He had never seen something dead, not that he could remember, anyway. Their dog died a few years ago, but Papa buried it, so he only had a fleeting look before Papa whisked it away. He now knew death, and he didn’t like it. It hurt, it hurt so much.

      The sky clouded over mid-afternoon and the sound of thunder approached. Flashes of lightning lit the tank as rain started falling. Donato held his tongue out to catch a few drops and cupped his hands to catch whatever he could, his thirst barely satisfied before the rain stopped and the sky cleared again. Donato fell into a bad-tempered brooding mood, one his parents often rebuked him for. The hopelessness of his predicament crushed him. How could he find his father? Where on earth would he end up? The tank continued to bob and revolve. There seemed no end to his travels in sight.

      Day changed into night, and Donato settled into a fitful sleep until daybreak. His stomach grumbled and complained and he felt thirsty again, his mouth parched. Midway through the morning, the bottom of the tank scraped against something hard. It steadied and came to a complete stop. The rocking and rotating finally ended. He had landed somewhere… but where?

      Even though the tank gave him protection, he needed food and water. He had to get out. The ladder teetered from its mounting support at the top. It needed straightening but that meant placing it on top of his mother. He was heartbroken but knew he must escape the tank. Leaning against the wall and fighting the pain from his cuts and bruises, he staggered over to the ladder as the stiffness in his joints eased. He looked at the cadaver that used to be his mother. “Sorry Mama,” he said, as he straightened the ladder. The end did not reach the bottom of the tank so all the weight was being supported from the flimsy mountings at the top. Donato placed his foot on the bottom rung and lifted himself off the tank floor and onto the ladder. It swung to the side as the center of gravity changed, causing Donato to yelp in surprise. He lifted his foot for the next rung when the ladder support fractured and fell to the bottom of the tank. He yelled in frustration and pain but rose to his feet and studied the ladder to find a solution. The ladder rested halfway up the side of the tank. He needed to get it closer to the tank rim. He raised the ladder on an angle, resting the top half a meter from the edge. Donato hoped he could swing over the top from there. He moved the ladder to the left, bringing it into line with the outside ladder. The ladder felt steady when he placed his weight on it this time, and he scaled it with caution until he reached the top rung. He almost overbalanced but clutched the top lip of the tank to steady himself.

      The tank had settled on a sandy beach on a bend in the river. He wondered about the river’s name. Donato was overcome with shock when he saw the water stained red as far as he could see. Fish lay upside down in the shallows, gulping for oxygen as they surrendered to death. A thick forest approached the river’s edge and the ground rose to a green undulating landscape. Rocky outcrops blemished the otherwise pure verdant scene. A slight breeze wafted past him, cooling him as it flicked at his hair. The scent of flowers and death intertwined.

      Donato grunted in frustration as he saw no outside ladder, torn off at some stage in his voyage away from his home. Resigning himself to falling into the river, he lifted himself over the edge of the tank and lowered himself down, falling the two meters into the water, which only just covered his prone body. He jerked his head up and gulped for air. At least I get a wash, he thought.

      He walked over to the dry river bank, turned and said with sadness, “Bye Mama.”
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            Sanchez

          

        

      

    

    
      Sanchez lay motionless in a catatonic state, unaware of time. He didn’t care since his dear Catina and Donato no longer shared his life. A helicopter flew overhead in the late afternoon, but its significance escaped him. Sometime later, he heard its presence again, and the noise became louder as it hovered overhead. The downdraft of the rotors buffeted him as he watched it descend, coming to a stop twenty meters above him.

      A winched rescuer descended on a rope. “Are you injured?”

      “No. But my family…” Sanchez collapsed.

      “Okay. Let’s get you somewhere safe and we can continue from there. Does that sound good?”

      Sanchez nodded.

      “Okay, I’ll put this harness on you and hook this rope onto you. We’ll winch you up to the helicopter. I’ll be with you to help.”

      Sanchez nodded again, as he meekly succumbed to the harness. The rescuer signalled to be winched up to the helicopter and Sanchez found himself dangling in mid-air as they rose from the ground.

      “You’re doing good,” the rescuer shouted above the whirring blades. “At the helicopter, they will swing us both up and we’ll be safe. We’ll take you to a recovery center and register you and you can rest.”

      Everything was happening too fast for Sanchez. He became disorientated but took deep breaths before settling in for the ride to safety. The landscape flashed past as they flew along, and he wondered how he could move forward in his life. He observed the carnage wrought by the red flood. It looked like a blood-stained tapestry and he shivered as he recalled the wall of destruction coming towards him not so long ago. How many have someone missing? How many others are dead? He stared at the floor and retreated into self-pity. You never realize how much you take for granted until fate takes it away from you. Taken away? More like ripped out of my life while I watched, feeling helpless. What will life hold for me now? They could have found Catina and Donato and they’re waiting for me. That tank was robust. But you saw how it destroyed those houses like paper. How could anything survive that? They must be alive. I have to find them. They’ll be there, waiting for me.

      Sanchez noticed they were flying towards El Grieta, a larger urban center upstream of the disaster. He travelled there often with Catina and Donato on shopping trips. They reached the outskirts of the town where the forest turned to suburbia. A large sporting complex lay ahead, where people played football, and other sports. A large pavilion stood on the sports field, and he wondered why it stood there. The helicopter approached the complex, guided by someone waving paddles. The rescuer helped Sanchez out of the cabin to safety where a medic was waiting for him. Moments later, Sanchez watched the helicopter lift off in search of anyone else still alive.

      “Are you injured?” the medic asked.

      Sanchez shook his head.

      “Good, come with me and I’ll take you to our admittance section for a check-up and registration.”

      Sanchez allowed himself to be guided in silence. A few moments later, they entered the pavilion Sanchez saw from the air. It was filled with injured people, medical staff with Red Cross armbands, and other volunteers and helpers, busy trying to help. A mass of people with vacant eyes and mud-stained clothes sat, defeated. Several of them looked up as he entered. But one by one they lowered their heads in disappointment and despair, as they realized he wasn’t who they hoped for. Sanchez scrutinized the survivors, hoping to see Catina and Donato, but their absence was a lead weight. The rip in his heart lengthened with the anguish, his head sagged, heavy with grief.

      A Red Cross worker was asking him if he was injured. “Do you have any pain?” she asked as she lifted Sanchez’s chin.

      “No.”

      She shone a bright light into his eyes. “What is your name?”

      “Sanchez Barbosa.”

      “Good, well Mr Barbosa, there’s no concussion and you appear uninjured. You’re one of the lucky ones. Please check in at the registration desk. Hope everything goes well.” She moved off to her next patient.

      One of the lucky ones, Sanchez thought with a note of bitterness. But when he surveyed the crowd, he realized many people were swathed in bandages and dressings. Some even rested on makeshift hospital beds. Maybe he should count himself lucky. He joined the queue at the registration desk and turned his head, hoping Catina and Donato stood behind him, but hope turned to despair.

      “Next,” a person behind a desk announced.

      Sanchez walked over to her.

      “Please take a seat,” she said. “My name is Maria Diaz, and I have some questions for you. You can eat and rest afterwards.”

      Sanchez thought she seemed pleasant and had a caring smile.

      “What is your name?”

      “Sanchez Barbosa.”

      She wrote the information on a form she had in front of her. “Is that spelled correctly?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where are you from?” she asked, poised to write the response.

      “Vila Feliz.”

      Maria’s head jerked up and she stared at Sanchez in disbelief. “You are the first from that village,” she mumbled as she wrote. “What were you doing when the incident happened?”

      Sanchez looked at the floor, the memory overpowering him. He inhaled and then said, “I was picnicking with my family, but I went to higher ground for a phone call and…”

      Maria looked at Sanchez, pity in her eyes. “I’m so sorry,” she said as she wrote her notes.

      “But they’re alive. They must be alive.”

      She moved her hand to comfort Sanchez. “As I just said, you are the first survivor from Vila Feliz. The flood destroyed it. It’s unlikely others survived.”

      Sanchez became agitated. “But you don’t understand. They climbed into a tank. It floated away. They could still be alive.”

      Maria’s eyes brightened as she realized there was some hope. She pulled her hand away and exclaimed. “You are sure?”

      “Yes, yes, I saw it.”

      “What are their names?”

      “Catina is my wife and Donato, my son.”

      “Such beautiful names.”

      Sanchez smiled forlornly.

      “Can you remember anything else?” She considered what might be useful. “Can you describe the tank? How large is it?”

      Sanchez tried to recall the size of the tank. “It’s two meters in diameter and three meters high, made of corrugated iron and very rusty, but it holds water.”

      “Wouldn’t the tank be full of water?”

      “No, they drain it when it rains but they close it afterward.”

      Maria scribbled what Sanchez said. “How did they get into the tank?”

      “It has a ladder outside the tank… and inside too.”

      “Anything else?”

      Sanchez shook his head as he reached out to grab her forearm. “You must find them. Please…”

      “We will do our best, Mr Barbosa. You’re the first person to tell us there might be more survivors out there. A rescue team will place your case in a priority list.” She placed her free hand on top of Sanchez’s as she looked into his eyes. “I hope and pray they find them,” she said, with the hint of a tear. “Now go have something to eat and drink and whatever else you need. It’s getting dark. You need to rest.”

      Sanchez headed for the buffet while Maria got a red pen from her desk and wrote a large red ‘R’ (for Rescue) on the form. She took it over to the tray for the rescue team and noticed with sadness how few forms rested there.

      Sanchez filed past the buffet table, where people served him chicken stew with rice and a bread roll. He sat at the nearest trestle table and soon realized how hungry he was. The food vanished.

      He found people who were handing out bedding and blankets and searched for a bed. He found one in the section for unaccompanied men. Tiredness overcame him, but the torment of feeling useless kept him awake. He should be out there doing something, trying to find his family. But he knew his best bet lay with the rescuers finding them.

      “Where are you from?” someone next to him asked.

      “Ha…” Sanchez said, surprised that someone was talking to him.

      “Where are you from?”

      “Vila Feliz.”

      “Oh, I heard they got hit hard.”

      “Yeah, and you?”

      “Vila Rio Ver.”

      “That’s near Rio Plata, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You lose anyone?”

      “No, I live alone. Lucky, I guess. A lot of others have lost everyone… and you?”

      “Wife and son are missing. They could be alive. They were the last time I saw them.”

      “I hope they are.”

      “So do I.”
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            Carlos City

          

        

      

    

    
      Roland landed in Carlos City just before midnight. Two security officers were waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs when he disembarked.

      “Your office has arranged for us to escort you through Customs and keep you away from the media, Mr Cavendish,” the taller man said.

      Roland followed them to a private entrance of the terminal building where an Immigration Officer stamped his passport and waved him through. “Have a pleasant stay,” the officer said.

      Roland glanced back to see if the man was making fun of him, but realized he was on automatic pilot and didn’t realize what he was saying.

      Felicity, the company country manager in Carlos City, met him as he entered the luggage hall. “Good Evening, Mr Cavendish.”

      “Evening, Felicity. Good of you to meet me.”

      “It’s been a rough day for you, Sir.”

      “It’s been a rough day for everyone.”

      They retrieved Roland’s case and left the airport terminal.

      After they got into the waiting limousine, Felicity yawned, unable to suppress her tiredness.

      “Have you had any rest?” Roland asked.

      “There’s too much to do.”

      “Can you give me an update?”

      In her professional voice, Felicity said, “Yes, the government has declared a national emergency and rescue efforts are in progress. There are 14 employees missing. I believe Santos told you 19. We have located five. Authorities have counted 105 dead and 63 survivors have been taken to rescue camps.” Felicity looked at Roland, tears in her eyes.

      He patted her hand, digesting the unbelievable horror. “Felicity, it’s a tragedy. It shouldn’t have happened, but it did. We must recover from this as best we can.” Felicity crumbled and wept. After a few moments she regained control and wiped her eyes. “Sorry, Sir.”

      “No need. Can you fill me in on the potential environmental crisis?”

      “The tailings have entered Rio Plata and are dispersing downstream. That’s all I know.”

      “Okay. Where is Santos now?”

      “He’s still at the mine. They’re bulldozing a levee in place, but the tailings have all escaped.”

      Roland sat in silence for a while.

      “Sir?”

      “Yes.”

      “The media are demanding blood for this.”

      Roland smiled sadly. “I expect nothing less. Let me handle the media. I want you to concentrate on helping me find out what happened, helping who we can, and minimizing whatever damage we can.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      After a few minutes, Felicity asked, “Mr Cavendish?”

      “Yes.”

      “I know I’m being selfish, but will we have jobs after this?”

      “A good question. I don’t know, but I’ll look after you. Don’t worry.”

      They arrived at the Carlos City Office for Zagreus Minerals and drove into the secure parking garage. Roland noticed a pack of press outside as they disappeared into the bowels of the garage. Felicity and Roland disembarked from the vehicle and used the elevator. They ascended in silence.

      A hive of busyness greeted Roland as he entered the office. Tired faces looked up at him as he surveyed the scene. He sensed he should give words of sympathy and encouragement, but couldn’t find any that met the severity of the disaster. A few people gave wan smiles, while others nodded before they returned to their work. His silence made him feel inadequate.

      Felicity showed him to his office which would become the base for operations. “I’ll be next door if you need me. I’ll send a secretary to organize coffee or food.”

      “Thank you.” Roland leaned back in his chair and considered his country manager. Felicity is caring and quick. She can be hard-nosed when she needs to be too. Roland chuckled to himself. I’ve been on the receiving end of that. He retrieved his laptop and other items from his briefcase and set himself up for work.

      A woman knocked on his door. “Shall I get a coffee for you, Mr Cavendish?”

      Roland looked up, seeing another tired person. These people need to get some rest. Otherwise they won’t be any use in the days ahead. “Yes please, just black.”

      “I’ve been informed,” she muttered and disappeared.

      She returned with coffee and biscuits.

      “Thank you…” Roland looked at her nametag, “Viki.”

      Viki nodded and turned to leave but stopped. “Excuse me for interrupting you. I know you are busy, but the media is overloading the switchboard, wanting a comment. What should I tell them?”

      “Tell them we are still assessing the incident. I will give a press conference later today… wait. Come with me.” Roland walked into Felicity’s office, Viki close behind. “Felicity, I need a helicopter at first light to see the aftermath. We can then fly to the mine to meet Santos and the others. Should we conduct the press conference at the mine or back here?”

      Felicity paused to think. “At the mine. It shows you are in the center of the action and not staying apart.”

      “Good idea, should midday give me plenty of time?”

      “It should. I suggest one o’clock just to be sure.”

      “Okay.” Roland turned to Viki. “Tell them I will give a press conference at 1pm at the Vermelho Mine Office.

      “Felicity, we need to send these people home. Start two shifts. Otherwise they will collapse from exhaustion and won’t be here when we need them.”

      “That’s what I think. I’m outlining a plan before talking to them, although convincing them to go is another matter.”

      “Okay. When will the helicopter be ready?”

      “I have arranged it for five.”

      Roland looked at his watch. Another three hours. “Thanks.” He walked back to his office and sipped his coffee while considering his plan for the day. He logged onto his computer and opened the financial accounts for the business. The balance sheet showed the business had $100 million dollars in available cash. The bottom line will suffer, but Roland thought it the least of the company’s problems, given the ongoing ramifications in the months or years ahead. Legal fees may come to that before they settled everything. Goodness knows what the stock market will do when it opens today. He wanted to offer the money as goodwill for the rescue effort. He needed to call a few board members before the press conference for approval, but he felt confident.

      They must find the cause of the collapse. They needed the best civil engineering consultants to review the data and work out what happened. One of Felicity’s people can handle that.

      Roland wanted to meet the families of the missing employees personally. He hoped Santos knew who they were. Then he realized they may not find the families, they might be gone, too.

      Roland busied himself for another two hours before he decided he needed to shower and change for his trip to the mine. Refreshed but still in shock, he and Felicity boarded the chopper where his country manager promptly fell asleep. Roland couldn’t blame her. Her day had been exhausting. He stayed awake as sunrise dawned on the horizon in the east.
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