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Prologue
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The Andes Mountains –

Fifty miles north-west of La Paz, Bolivia.

She ran lightly, like a vicuña skipping with graceful elegance as it evades the jaguar, but the jagged rocks of the mountain slope cut into the soles of her bare feet. María cast a fleeting look back, but all she could see was the impenetrable blackness of the night. 

The shimmering moon appeared from behind high, wispy clouds, illuminating the stinking gown that had been her only clothing for weeks. She saw her own breath condense ahead of her, before it was blown away into the frigid night air. Sweat poured from her forehead, from her temples and silvery droplets splashed to the ground. Within minutes they would be frozen, along with the specks of blood she left in her wake.

All she could do was run. She had to escape. Run, run, and keep running. If God was willing, she might just elude them. She risked another brief glance behind and thought she caught a movement, before the forest of sawtooth stones once again became still.

Salvation was close, she was sure, its warm fingers beckoning her on. She was galvanised by fear; as palpable as a living entity and she quickened her pace, almost exhilarated by the terror. Her pursuers could not be far, but she tried to put thoughts of them aside. She was close, and ran ever faster toward the lights of the Aymara village below.

A loose rock was all that it took.

The saucer of granite swivelled as soon as her bare foot touched it. She heard a crack of bone even before the spear of pain shot up her leg, sending her sprawling to the ground with an agonised shriek.

A pair of Viscachas, the timid, skittish rodents common on the Altiplano, leapt for the safety of their burrow, long rabbit-like ears and squirrels' tails disappearing into the mountain.

María writhed on the unyielding rock as she clutched the wounded foot. Tears of pain and fear poured down her face, creating flowing rivulets on her grime-encrusted cheeks. She ran her fingers gingerly over the injury, wincing again as she felt the broken bone beneath flesh that had already begun to swell.

She attempted to stand, reaching for a rock and heaving herself upright whilst keeping the damaged foot away from the ground, and tried to put some weight on the injured leg. She was engulfed by excruciating pain immediately, overwhelming her and sending her crashing once again to the ground.

She sobbed openly, dizzy and nauseated, hope disappearing like the sun dropping below the mountains. Even if they did not find her, then the bitter cold would finish the job before the dawn. But a slow drift into a never-ending sleep would be preferable to the alternative. María shivered, shock and the numbing cold taking their toll.

She dragged herself along the path, every inch causing searing pain to course along her leg and through her body. Her head swam, unconsciousness threatening to overwhelm her. After just a few, tortuous yards, she realised there was no way she could continue and had to give up.

The moon once again emerged from the clouds, bathing the mountain in its luminous glow. María blinked away the tears, and the landscape gradually came into focus. The rocks and serrated peaks seemed different somehow. Some had grown; some had changed in shape; some even seemed to appear from nowhere.

Then one of the rocks began to move, followed by another, then another, then another. The mountain was coming alive as the shapes moved toward her.

She shivered in the cold, but those shivers soon turned to convulsions of terror as the shapes resolved themselves into human forms.

María's heart sank. She would not be permitted a restful drift into sleep and a peaceful, dignified death.

They had come for her.
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The Land Rover lurched violently as it hit one of the gaping potholes on the mud-spattered road, an ugly crunch of metal against metal coming from the tortured suspension. Logan Quinn clung to the wheel as it snapped around, all four tyres screaming in protest as the tail slithered back and forth, spitting out a spray of clinging dirt.

A camión, lumbering along in the opposite direction, swung away from the car as it slewed across the road, the driver leaning on the horn and shouting abuse as they passed, his eyes wide, whites flashing.

With the car back under control and the horn from the camión still jangling in his ears, Quinn dropped a couple of gears, wincing at the squeal as metal teeth gnashed together. Shaking his fuzzy head and blinking away the fatigue, he wound the window down. The cool air of the Altiplano would keep him alert for the final few tortuous miles of his six-thousand-mile journey. Behind him lay La Paz, capital of Bolivia. Ahead was Lake Titicaca and the great Andean peaks of Ancohuma and Illampu.

Mist swirled in the thin air behind the car as it approached Achacachi, drab buildings closing in around him. Aymara women, wearing traditional bowler hats and voluminous, brightly-coloured skirts, stopped to watch the car as it tore through graffiti-adorned lanes. Street vendors lined the road, waving trinkets and garish linens as the car sped past. 

Achacachi quickly fell behind him and Quinn was thankful to see the construction site entrance come into view. Apart from a flimsy chain link fence and an ill-fitting iron gate, only the Wilderness Construction sign gave any indication of what lay beyond. The board hung at a slight angle, mud attempting to obscure the text:

The Wilderness Construction Company

Rio Challana Highway

Linking the Challana Sphalerite Mine

with Lake Titicaca

Achacachi (+591) 342 628

London (+44) 020 7437 5959

Director: L. Quinn

The gate was already half open so he used the nose of the car to nudge it aside, the hinges issuing a whining squeal as he pushed past.

Spread out ahead of him was Achacachi Base, an unimpressive amalgam of prefabricated huts, corrugated steel sheds and an ancient stone blockhouse. Assorted vehicles were dotted around the site: a sad looking collection of four-by-fours, trucks, a few old Japanese cars, two dilapidated buses, bitumen layers.

When completed, the Rio Challana Highway would stretch over forty miles, cutting through some of the most extreme terrain in South America.

It had all looked simple enough on paper. The road would run west from the new sphalerite mine on the eastern edge of the Altiplano, and then roughly follow the Challana river almost to its source on the lower slopes of Ancohuma. From there it would head down to the port on Lake Titicaca, near Achacachi. The mountain was the most challenging obstacle. There was no practical way to circumvent the twenty-one-thousand-foot peak, the only solution being to bore right through its southern edge.

He pulled up at the administration building: a grandiose title for what was nothing more than three prefabricated huts bolted together.

A man stood on the steps. He almost matched Quinn's six feet in height. The difference though was that Brodie McKnight seemed almost as broad as he was tall. But there was not an ounce of fat on him, his chest a wall of muscle, his arms like tree trunks.

'Hey Mac,' Quinn said, trying and failing to disguise his fatigue.

'Welcome back to hell, chief.'

McKnight opened his mouth to speak again, but instantly erupted in a fit of coughs. The thin Andean air did not agree with him. Quinn waited for the Scottish engineer to regain control, resting his weary frame against the scaffold railing.

'You want the good news or the bad?' McKnight was finally able to ask.

'There is good news?'

'Naw, just trying to improve your disposition. Babs was down for eight hours yesterday.'

The German-built tunnel boring machine, affectionately known as "Big Babs" was the most expensive piece of equipment that Wilderness possessed, and the quarterly repayments were crippling the company. If he were not so drained, Quinn would have enquired about the problem. No doubt it had been included in the production report that would be lying on his desk. He made a mental note to check on the details later.

'Anything else?'

'Aye, but I'll leave Lyell to tell you about that. How'd it go in London?' McKnight asked the question in a nonchalant way, but his eyes betrayed his interest.

'Not great. Assemble the crew chiefs for a meeting in ten minutes.'
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Twenty minutes later the meeting was convened.

'Are you sure about this, Elliott?' Quinn asked, leaning back on the table his backside was propped against and flicking through a sheaf of papers.

The diminutive and wiry geologist nodded, huge plastic rimmed glasses hanging off a pointed nose. 'There has been a definite increase in seismic activity. It may well pass, but we've got to look at the possibility of escalating geological instability.'

'Recommendations?'

'It's dangerous to have men out in the Rio Challana area at this time, chief, and as for the tunnel...' Lyell shrugged his shoulders. 'It's just too risky.'

'In your opinion.'

'Granted, in my opinion. But it's backed up by sound geological evidence.'

Quinn knew this to be true. He didn't need a geologist to warn him of the risks of a cave-in. Any tremor over a three pointer was dangerous with the tunnel in its present condition. When completed, it should, theoretically, be capable of withstanding an earthquake up to seven-point-five on the Richter Scale. Perhaps even an eight. But not now. Why did the mountain have to choose this time to stir?

'I appreciate your concerns, Elliott, but we're just talking about aberrations on a seismograph, aren't we? The truth is: we could sit here for the next year and nothing would happen. Right?'

'I felt a tremor the other day,' McKnight said from the back of the room, the low and resonant Aberdonian voice instantly attracting the attention of everyone in the room.

'Minor tremors we can cope with,' Quinn said, irritated by the Scotsman's interruption. 'Keep a close eye on it, Elliott, but we have to keep going. Our friends at BTB are getting fidgety. They're talking about cutting their losses and pulling the plug. They do that, and we're all out of a job.'

'You willing to bet your life on this?' McKnight asked. 'You're betting all of ours.'

Brodie McKnight was the best geotechnical engineer in the business, and could have earned twice what Quinn was paying him elsewhere. But sometimes the intransigent Scot was just a pain in the arse.

'The last time I looked, Mac, the global economy wasn't looking too rosy. Now, you may be able to get another job somewhere else, but those guys out there,' he gestured with a raised thumb in the vague direction of the accommodation huts, 'might find it a bit more difficult.'

'Aye, that'd be rough, but I'd rather be out of work than dead.'

'Then be out of work. That's the way it is. If we fall behind, and miss just one more deadline, Wilderness is finished. It really is that simple.'

'You going to be out there with us tomorrow?'

'We're blasting in the Chiaraco Ridge area, aren't we? I'll be leading the team.'

McKnight merely grunted in response.

A female clearing of the throat drew everyone's attention. Lizzy Fleming was the site secretary: only five foot five, but her impossibly slim build, long legs and the absurdly tight jeans she habitually wore made her seem taller. Being the only British woman among a hundred men meant that a single word or gesture would ensure every eye in the room was immediately focused upon her.

'Logan, there's a woman who wants to talk to you. She's been waiting quite a while.'

'Thanks, Lizzy.' Quinn did not take his eyes off the engineer. He addressed the whole room, but stared unblinkingly at McKnight. 'Inform the crews we set off at six a.m. That'll be all, for now.'

Lizzy led him over to the reception hut at the southern end of the site, just inside the perimeter gate. The confrontation with McKnight had drained the last of his reserves and he walked with a plodding step, keeping moving simply to prevent his body from toppling over.

'Thanks for that, Lizzy,' he said flatly.

'It looked for a minute there like you and Mac might come to blows again. You're both as bad as each other, you know? Both idiots.'

Quinn laughed aloud. It was an ugly sound to his ears, like a wretched hobo's hacking cough. He and McKnight had only physically fought once before, and both had emerged so battered that it had taken two full days before either was fit to leave their respective quarters. The slightly offset nose had been a small price to pay for McKnight's loyalty.

'Who is this woman?' Quinn asked, suddenly remembering why he was squelching along the muddy track.

'I don't know,' Lizzy replied, shaking her head above a long, slender neck, flicking away a strand of black hair and returning it to the unruly mop on her head. 'She said her name is Dina Bahané, but beyond that, your guess is as good as mine. She certainly knows who you are, though. Seems to know all about you.' That was not surprising. Most of Bolivia seemed to know the Gringo building the Rio Challana Highway.

They arrived at the reception hut, built to the same specification as the administration building, but kept significantly cleaner. The reception desk was empty, the two English-speaking local women having left a couple of hours earlier. Seated at the low coffee table across the room was a woman. She was slim but stooped, with hunched shoulders and mousy brown hair flecked with grey and gathered into a severe braid. She waited until Lizzy had left before raising her head halfway to look at him.

'Mr Quinn?' she said in a well-spoken English accent. 'Thank you for agreeing to see me.'

'You're welcome.' He was a little taken aback, having expected to meet some local dignitary or a Bolivian entrepreneur. 'What can I do for you, Ms Bahané?'

She stood and stared at him, her gaze a little disconcerting. Something in her eyes made him uneasy. They moved slowly over his face, like a prizefighter sizing up an adversary. He returned the look, not allowing his fatigue to show. Finally, she spoke again.

'I represent a religious order in this area. We believe this mountain is an ancient burial ground, and that any disturbance would anger the spirits of the dead and be an act of desecration. The construction work currently being carried out must cease. Immediately.'

Quinn remained impassive. He was not a spiritual man and had little time for fringe religious groups. But he had to be diplomatic towards all interested parties.

'I can appreciate that, but the route for this highway was approved by the Bolivian government nearly two years ago. The project is much too far along now to be significantly altered. Any objections should have been raised during the planning stage.' He could almost hear himself saying this in the chanting tone of a well-rehearsed mantra.

'They were, Mister Quinn. We were ignored by the government. Our very reasonable requests for negotiation have been rejected. I now appeal to you to end this before more desecration occurs.'

It was a ridiculous request and the woman had to know it, but there was a steely earnestness about her demeanour that said otherwise.

'I don't see what I can do,' he said with a bluntness that was unmistakably final.

She stared at him and he could see that she genuinely had expected him to capitulate. This business was nothing to do with him, though, and he was too tired to let the exchange develop into an argument.

'Was there anything else?'

'You intend to do nothing then, Mister Quinn?'

'I'm sorry, it's out of my hands. Now, if that's all?'

'The spirits will be angry,' she said, the timbre of her voice rising as she took a step toward him. 'The spirits of the dead will be angry, and will take their revenge.'

He felt the first stirrings of anger deep within him.

'I don't take kindly to threats.'

She walked around the table and stood directly in front of him, looking up into his steel-blue eyes.

'It was not a threat. My order has no control over the spirits. If they choose to act, we will be powerless to stop them. Goodnight, Mister Quinn, and I do urge you to reconsider.'

Quinn was left alone in the reception hut. His creditors were threatening to withdraw funding. Earth tremors would probably put the construction programme further behind schedule. Now they had to contend with the possibility of sabotage. This had turned into one lousy day, and he was glad it was nearly over.

Things could not get much worse, he thought.

He was wrong.
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Wilbur Morton emerged from the Chambers club on St James's Square and moved unsteadily down the half-dozen steps to the pavement.

Chambers was one of the more exclusive gentlemen's clubs in London. This establishment was strictly for the most successful and influential of men, men of breeding, men of influence, men to be feared. All men. No woman had ever been admitted through this modern anachronism's oak doors, and it seemed that none ever would. Few of the club's members had a problem with this policy, and those that did discreetly kept quiet about it. Memberships had been cancelled for less.

Morton was quite happy with the status quo, always at ease in the company of other men. When he desired female companionship, there were other establishments that would cater for his specific requirements with absolute discretion. It was not as if he had any difficulty attracting women – a man who wielded power and money never did – he simply did not feel the need to for a complex relationship that could result in unwanted complications and expenses. Casual flirtations with expendable female employees, or the swift gratification that one of Soho's professionals could offer were always sufficient.

The pavement outside Chambers had been coated by a light downpour, but the night sky was once again clearing. The low revving of an engine indicated the location of his chauffeur-driven Mercedes and he walked slowly towards it. He had never insisted that his driver open the door for him, unlike some of his contemporaries. He was not quite that vain.

'Pleasant evening, sir?' the driver asked.

'Most enjoyable, thank you George.' He had to concentrate to avoid slurring too heavily. That last double scotch had probably been a mistake.

'Will it be straight home tonight, sir, or will we be moving on somewhere else?'

Morton's alcohol-clouded mind considered the question for a moment. A brief stop at the club in Great Windmill Street would be a pleasant conclusion to the evening, but he had an early start tomorrow. Besides, the whisky had probably ensured that he would not get the satisfaction he desired.

'No, straight home, I think.'

'Very good, sir.'

The Mercedes pulled away and headed toward Piccadilly Circus. Even at this late hour traffic was heavy, the West End theatres disgorging wealthy and not so wealthy audiences.

Everything was in place. The finance was there. The legal obstacles had been overcome. All that remained was to convince Bach, Trestain & Brewster that Morton Industries could earn them far more than Logan Quinn had promised. He could smell the blood of a bitter rival, a rival who had been an annoyance to him for years.

The creation of Wilderness Construction had been the turning point. Quinn could take on projects outside of Morton Industries' interest, and for a while the company had flourished. Wilderness would tackle the construction jobs that few other companies would dare undertake, in the wildest and most inhospitable conditions.

However, Morton's enmity was not satiated. He had pursued his former friend around the world, snatching lucrative contracts from under Quinn's nose. It was mainly spite, he acknowledged, but it also made good business sense to crush the competition.

He felt a buzz in his pocket and retrieved his phone. There was a text message waiting for him. Blinking away the blurriness, he opened the message.




Mr Morton

I can be of help to you.

I know things about Logan Quinn. I am well placed within the company and would be happy to assist you. I am sure this relationship will be mutually beneficial and most stimulating. I will contact you again soon.

[image: image]LS



LS? He tried to think, but his mind was fuzzy. Maybe he knew an 'LS' but he couldn't place it. And the lips emoji? That meant he was dealing with a woman. A woman who may wish to provide more than just information.

Morton felt a small stirring; the genesis of arousal.

Through the haze of alcohol, he smiled. This project would finish Quinn and he, Wilbur Morton, would finally have beaten him. It had taken fifteen years, but his rival would not recover. Not this time. And now he had some extra help. Possibly some very attractive help, he thought, his mind conjuring up images.

'On second thoughts, George, I think we will take that detour to Great Windmill Street.'

'Right you are, sir.'
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Quinn could smell himself. All those hours sitting in cramped aircraft cabins and equally inhospitable airport terminals had left an ugly, pungent stench of sweat mixed with an unhealthy dollop of grease. His skin itched from dried sweat. His scalp itched. His hair had not been washed for two days. He looked at his reflection in the mirror; dark hair with a few flecks of grey at the temples, skin grey, the hollows beneath his eyes an even darker shade.

What was it all for? The faint possibility that he could make a success of it this time? But he had to try. To give up would hand victory to Wilbur Morton, and he could not let that happen. Not again. Not this time.

He needed to shower. Once naked, he stared into the mirror again. His lower arms and a triangle around his throat were still brown from the weeks of labouring on the road. The rest of him was grey; the kind of grey a man never wants to see in his own reflection. A two-day growth of stubble carpeted the lower half of his face. Even that looked grey, and itched like hell. He needed to shave and nipped out of the bathroom, stopping for a second to throw a towel around his waist and went in search of his travel bag.

'I suppose you're the bastard responsible for the butchery of this landscape?' a female voice said from the doorway.

He spun around and caught her regarding his lack of apparel with surprise, but she continued with barely a pause.

'You are Logan Quinn, are you not?'

'Who the hell are you?'

She had long, blond hair, drawn back into a loose and unruly ponytail. Errant strands hung over her face. She wore an ill-fitting man's khaki shirt beneath a blue jacket; a bright, happy blue that belied the look on her face. Fawn chinos covered her legs. A flap of material had been torn away revealing a glimpse of pale thigh, and the knees were almost completely worn away. Muddied hiking boots that looked at least three sizes too large completed the ensemble. All this he took in in an instant. Then he focused on her face. Blue eyes, a small flared nose, and lips thinned by a smouldering anger.

'Amelia Temple. Doctor Amelia Temple.'

He was tired. Beyond tired. And he felt more than a little self-conscious with just the towel for protection.

'No one's sick, Doctor Temple, so you can just turn around and get the hell out.' He waved a dismissive hand in her direction as he retrieved his razor and turned back to the bathroom. He was angry at the intrusion. Normally he wouldn't complain if a good-looking woman invited herself into his quarters. But not tonight. And certainly not with that attitude.

'I'm a doctor of archaeology,' she said, stepping forward.

'I thought I told you to get out?'

She stepped another pace toward him. 'I have a team working on a dig in the Chiaraco Ridge area.' The anger in her voice now matched his own.

He reached the bathroom door and turned back. 'Listen, I know about these burial sites of yours, and I'll give you the same answer I gave that religious nut earlier. It's not my problem. You want to complain to someone? Go to the economic development ministry in La Paz.'

'Don't try to dismiss me like that. Don't you dare just walk away from me. I have people working in that area. I guarantee you, if any one of them is injured by your band of cowboys, I'll have your hide.' She spat the words out with venom.

Quinn heard the threat. He waited before responding, allowing it to sink in. After all the arguments of the past thirty-six hours, this was the final straw. He could feel the anger rise within him. It simmered, then boiled. It began to erupt into rage, but he was just able to keep it contained.

'Well?' she demanded. 'What are you going to do?'

That was it. That was the trigger that had itched to be pulled. The fury that had churned at the rim of his consciousness now exploded with the violence of a volcano.

'This,' he said with a dangerously hushed voice.

He strode towards her. The expression of thunderous indignation on her face now turned to uncertainty as she realised something had just changed.

'What – what do you think you're doing?'

She braced herself for a blow, squeezing her eyes shut.

Quinn grabbed her by the waist and, despite his fatigue, hoisted her easily over one shoulder in an approximation of a fireman's lift.

'How dare you!' she shrieked, kicking wildly, fists hammering his back.

He kicked the door open and marched out onto the veranda.

Several men had heard the shouts from the chief's cabin and had come out of the accommodation block to watch. So had Lizzy Fleming, still struggling into the skin-tight, two sizes too small jeans she habitually wore.

'Put me down!' the furious woman shouted.

'Certainly.'

'Logan,' Lizzy screamed, 'No!' But she knew it was too late.

In one fluid movement he tossed the struggling woman from his shoulder and briefly into his arms – avoiding the limbs that thrashed violently – and flung her to the ground. It was not that far. Not really. Not enough to cause her serious injury. Besides, the puddle and soft mud would help to cushion the impact. A bit.

She landed with a satisfying splash, golden hair instantly coated in thick lumps of sticky mud. There was a cacophony of whoops and raucous laughs from the assembled group of construction workers as she floundered in two inches of wet filth.

Lizzy rolled her eyes skywards and grabbed two handfuls of black, spiky hair in frustration.

Logan Quinn went back inside and calmly closed the door, ensuring that it was properly locked this time. From outside he could hear a tirade of abuse being hurled in his direction.

After a couple of minutes everything was quiet again. The construction workers returned to their quarters. It would give them something to chuckle about tomorrow.

It was finally safe to take his shower.

Thirty minutes later the knock on the door came, and he opened it to find Lizzy, a look of thunder on her freckled face. She looked at him. He knew that look.

'You stupid, stupid bastard.'

'Go to bed, Lizzy. We've got a tough day tomorrow.'
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At five the next morning, the piercing sound of the alarm clock cut through Logan Quinn's consciousness like a hot blade. He had slept for just four hours. Not quite enough. Not quite the ten hours his body craved.

Memories of the previous night edged their way into the foreground of his mind, elbowing aside the other hundred or so thoughts that vied for his attention. Perhaps, on reflection, physically launching the archaeologist from his cabin and into a muddy puddle – arse first – might not have been the smartest thing he could have done. Lizzy was probably right. She usually was, but it was too late to worry about that now.

The team set off at six as planned. To the east, the horizon glowed a deep aquamarine. Within half an hour the sun would be climbing above the mountain peaks, bathing the convoy in a rich amber glow as it trundled towards the cutting at Chiaraco Ridge.

The Rio Challana Highway – such as it was – stretched away from Achacachi Base in two directions. The westbound route followed a meandering course to the dock on Lake Titicaca. The eastbound section of road ran across the landscape, following the contours of the terrain. Like a river it followed the most natural route available. The virgin tarmac had already been caked with mud, the constant movement of construction vehicles continually coating and recoating its surface. There was little point in trying to keep it clear until it was opened for mining traffic. But that was not due for another eighteen months at least.

The old school bus, painted a garish and eye-catching canary yellow and blue, carried most of the construction workers. It was led by a pair of Land Rovers. Brodie McKnight sat at the wheel of the lead vehicle, while Quinn occupied the passenger seat. Neither said much during the journey. There was certainly not a hint of small talk. Quinn asked the occasional question, mainly clarifying various ambiguous points in the construction report. McKnight would do his best to answer with a single aye or nae, or preferably a mere grunt. Occasionally, though, he would have to give a more detailed answer. Even then he kept his explanations as succinct as possible.

As the sun came into view, so did the mouth of the tunnel. In fact, the tunnel had three mouths. The northern shaft had successfully been bored through to the far side of the mountain. The southern shaft was currently about halfway through.

Off to the left, a little further north, a third 'exploration' tunnel had been driven some way into the rock to analyse its structure prior to work beginning on the main shafts. The mile-long passage was now all but abandoned.

The bus and second Land Rover peeled off and headed for Chiaraco Ridge, but McKnight continued on. He made straight for the 'completed' northern shaft, and the car was initially engulfed by darkness, before their eyes grew accustomed to the makeshift interior lighting.

The headlights of the Land Rover lit the road ahead, but Quinn was unable to see much of the tunnel walls, apart from when they passed one of the temporary overhead lamps. At these glowing oases of light he was able to make out the joins of tunnel's cylindrical lining segments. Above, ventilation shafts sucked the impure air from the tunnel complex and replaced it with crisp, fresh air from the surface.

A mile and a quarter in, the light level increased. This was the location of the control centre. They were exactly halfway through, and McKnight stopped to chat briefly with a group of engineers working on the ventilation system. The Scotsman finished his conversation with the men, which was more like an exchange of good-natured insults and profanities, and they set off once more, back toward the ridge.

There was silence inside the Land Rover. The only sound was the noise from the engine and the crunching of loose stones under the wheels.

'How're things going in the other shaft?' Quinn hoped an open question would elicit a more favourable response.

'You've read the report.'

'You know what I mean.'

McKnight thought hard, trying to find some way to give a one-word answer.

'Nae.'

'Nae what? Nae you don't know what I mean, or nae you're not going to answer?'

'Aye.'

'Oh, for Christ's sake!' This was getting ridiculous. 'We've got to keep going, Mac. You don't understand just how much trouble we're in.' He punched the door with the back of his hand in frustration.

'Wrong. You're in.' McKnight kept his voice low, but his anger simmered beneath the surface. 'This is all about you. Your company. Your creditors. Your problems. You dinnae pay these loons to get killed.'

'Don't be naive, Mac. There are always risks in what we do. You know that. I know that. They know that.'

'Risks. Aye. Acceptable risks. But you're pushing it further than that.'

They emerged from the tunnel. Quinn winced in the sunlight and brought the sun visor down.

'They know the dangers. We all do. It's the nature of the job. I don't want to lose you over this, Mac, but I can't back down. Not this time.'

McKnight was silent for long moments. He fished around in his shirt pocket for some gum and popped one into his mouth.

'Nae, chief,' he said at length. 'You're not going to lose me. I've got to stick around to look after you and that lot.' He gestured with a flick of the head in the direction of the bus, a speck of yellow against a giant rock outcropping. 'Besides, dangerous bastard like you needs watching.'

Quinn looked across at the Scot, the ghost of a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

'But I'll tell you this,' McKnight continued, 'if things start getting hairy out there, I'm pulling the plug. Understand?'

'If things get that bad, I'll do it myself.'

McKnight grunted an acknowledgement. 'Mind ye do.' That statement was enough to satisfy him. For now.

'So, who was the young quine?' the engineer asked.

Quinn frowned in confusion. 'Who? Oh, you mean last night. You saw it then?'

'Along with every other bugger.'

'An archaeologist. She wanted me to call a halt to the whole thing.'

'Count yourself lucky she was nae a Scot. She may be a wee lassie, but she'd have kicked your sorry English bahookie all the way back home for something like that.'

'If she was anything like you, she probably would at that,' Quinn laughed.

'Nearly there, chief,' McKnight said, spitting his gum out of the window.
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Mount Jankho Karka towered above the small group. The team of five huddled against the wind in a natural hollow, just above the ridge. The outcropping was a tectonic formation created twenty-five million years before when the South American and Pacific Nazca plates had fought for dominance.

A solitary figure approached the group. She stumbled on the loose rocks of the slope and for the umpteenth time her feet slid from under her. Amelia Temple cursed again. Her backside was already bruised and each fresh fall just made it worse. Bloody useless hiking boots, she cursed. Bloody mountain in the middle of bloody nowhere. And that bloody bastard had pitched her to the ground like that. And all those bloody cowboy labourers had laughed at her.  Bastards.

Doctor Amelia Temple was in a very, very bad mood.

She stumbled forwards, feet sliding away once again, but this time she managed to put an arm out to break the fall.

'Hey Amy,' Tim Flower shouted over to her. 'Watch your step. It's a bit slippery.'

No. Shit. Sherlock. 'Morning Tim,' she said with false cheer. 'Found anything interesting?'

Flower was nineteen years old with shoulder length brown hair and skinny enough to risk becoming airborne in a stiff breeze. He was bright, friendly, eager to please. Nothing ever seemed to get him down. Nothing was ever too much trouble. The archaeology student also had a huge crush on Amy Temple – a crush he had so desperately tried and comprehensively failed to conceal. He was a good student. One of the best. If only he could get over his infatuation.

'Not yet, but this one looks hopeful,' he said, his eyes flicking backwards and forwards, never actually meeting her own.

All the previously examined sites had looked hopeful to the eager young man, and so far had produced precisely nothing.

Amy would not find vast treasures here. A few trinkets were all she could hope for. However, it would be another piece in the vast Inca puzzle.

She dropped lightly into the hollow with the rest of the group and nestled in next to Flower.

'What makes you so hopeful about this one then, Tim?'

The young man was flustered. 'I don't know. I've just got a feeling, that's all.'

'One of the now infamous Flowery feelings?'

There was a snort and a sneer from across the hollow. Debbie Digwood was the only other British member of the team, and did not have the greatest regard for Flower. She was also the only one there who was even less enthusiastic to be on the mountain than Amy. Debbie was tall with indeterminate hair colour. Today it was purple and silver. Tomorrow it could be blue. Or Orange. Or red. Or a combination of any of these shades or a dozen others. It all depended on her mood and access to Schwarzkopf hair products. And she was athletic, which belied her tendency to munch her way through two tubes of Pringles in one sitting before attacking a family-sized bag of Maltesers. With her long legs she could almost be described as possessing feline grace, if it were not for the unfortunate arse-scratching and boob rearranging habits. 

The other three members of the exploration team were all Bolivian students and, unlike Debbie, were thrilled to be out here working with the 'famous' British archaeologist, Amelia Temple.

Flower said nothing, but began to blush. He knew he was doing it, but the harder he tried to stop, the worse it became. The others kept on working. Trowels were gingerly speared into the soil and anything remotely interesting carefully cleaned with a soft toothbrush. In a small receptacle off to one side was a collection of 'interesting' items; mainly fossilised bones, pebbles, and fragments of shells.

Amy ran a finger through the feeble collection. 'What's this?'

Flower followed her finger. 'Just a piece of rock. Obsidian? Maybe anthracite. Or even jet.'

She held the piece between thumb and forefinger. It was just under an inch long and something like a figure of eight in cross-section. 'Interesting shape. Could have been fashioned by hand, perhaps?'

'Maybe.'

She heard diesel engines in the distance. Those bloody builders were back to cause more carnage to the Altiplano. The noise was an unwelcome reminder of the previous night's events. That was an episode she would prefer to forget, if only her sore backside would allow her.

'Box it up, Tim. We'll look at it in more detail later. I'm going down to the next site on the list. That's just below the ridge, isn't it?'

'Yeah, about two hundred feet down, and about a mile off to the left.' He looked disappointed, as if he felt she was deserting him.

'Thought I'd have a look. If it doesn't seem too promising, it'll save us some time tomorrow and we can move on to the next site. Right, back before you know it.'

Amy hoisted herself out of the trench and, ever so carefully, began the treacherous descent to the next site. Soon she was in the shadow of the ridge, which hung over her like a wave about to break.

It would not be long before it did.
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Four
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It wasn't until Quinn stepped from the Land Rover that he realised just how much he'd missed the job. This was where he belonged, among his people. Real people with real lives. Not the fantasy of the jet-setting entrepreneur. He wanted to be where he could smell the dirt, where he could feel the loose ground beneath his feet, could hear the rumble of machinery, sense the displacement of the air as charges detonated. This was his world. If only the other world would leave him to enjoy it.

It had rained during the night. Not heavily, but enough to wet the ground and allow the scent of earth to pervade the air. It smelled like a construction site now. He was happy. He would not stay happy for long. He was under no illusions there, but it would give him a few hours to, if not forget the company's problems, then be able to consign them to a small corner of his mind.

Despite the words of reconciliation, there was still a vestige of animosity between McKnight and himself, but that would fade in time. Lizzy, though, was another matter. She was still furious with him. He hadn't seen her this morning. That was never a good sign. She rarely failed to come out to see the teams off in the morning. A sure indication that her prodigious dander was well and truly elevated.

Elliott Lyell came running over from the second Land Rover, a large reinforced metal box with a leather strap slung over one shoulder. This was the seismic monitoring equipment that he was rarely seen without these days.

'I'm going up to the ridge to place some sensors, chief.'

He looked worried. He always did, heightened anxiety being his default facial expression, but even more so now. The safety of dozens of men rested on his shoulders. In his own way he felt as responsible for them as Quinn himself.

'I'll get a couple of the guys to go with you,' Quinn said. The terrain looked hazardous and he did not want the geologist going up there alone.

'Oh, don't worry about me. I'll be fine.'

'Humour me, Elliott.' He glanced over at McKnight, who gave a curt nod of approval.

Lyell and two decidedly unenthusiastic construction workers began the arduous ascent to the ridge.

McKnight was separating his men into teams of six. The ground ahead of them was uneven, with outcroppings of rock and ominous overhangs. It could have been excavated by conventional means, but blasting would achieve the same results in a fraction of the time, with a fraction of the associated risks.

Quinn looked up at the imposing mountainside. It was truly an awesome sight, its summit covered in a layer of dazzling white snow. Near the bottom, just three hundred feet above them was the ridge. It looked like a skirt, separating the base of the peak from its upper slopes. He felt someone come up beside him, instinctively knowing it was McKnight.

'What's that?' The engineer pointed to a spot some distance above the ridge and off to one side.

Quinn lifted the binoculars to his eyes, resting his elbows on his chest to steady the bouncing image. What had looked, to the naked eye, just a tiny blur of colour resolved itself into a distinct image. There were people up there. He could make out four figures. Perhaps five.

'I think it's those archaeologists. The woman I spoke to last night said they were working on the mountain. I thought we were the only ones stupid enough to be out here.' He smiled wryly to the engineer and handed him the binoculars.

'Shall I get them moved?'

'No, they're well out of harm's way. It should wake them up when we start blasting, though,' Quinn said with malicious relish.

'Aye.'
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Amy had taken nearly an hour to descend the slope and navigate her way around the ridge. She eventually found the site she was looking for. It appeared very much like the one she had just left: a simple, innocuous, uninteresting hole in the ground. Just as hopeful as the rest. Just as unlikely to yield anything useful. Another bloody hole in the ground.

'Stop it,' she said aloud to herself. This gloom was beginning to consume her. Repeated failures were taking their toll. She needed to find some positivity. Adopt a more positive attitude. Positive mental attitude. PMA. Yes, she thought, that's what she needed.

Doctor Temple took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She opened them again and re-evaluated the site. Positive mental attitude. PMA. It wasn't a hole in the ground. It might provide the answers she sought. Nothing worthwhile was ever achieved easily.

She slid down into the hollow, again wincing from the pain in her backside. Was arse-ache a recognised medical condition? Debbie would know. With her reputation, she had to be an expert.

The space was around ten feet across and roughly kidney shaped. She withdrew a trowel from her backpack and crouched down to start sifting through the soil. It came away in sodden lumps. The previous night's showers had soaked the hollow and a pool had gathered, making her workspace a mire. She was in another puddle.

PMA. PMA. PMA.

As she dug the trowel in deeper, the hole was instantly filled with muddy water, but she persisted. Loose pebbles were washed clean and she gave each a rudimentary examination before depositing them with the rest of the excavated material.

Amy found herself thinking back to the piece of black stone found at the other site. Something about it bothered her. It wasn't right. Somehow it just wasn't right. Was obsidian common in this area? What were the other minerals Flower mentioned? Anthracite and jet. She would have to check on this when she got back to the hotel in Sorata. And then there was the shape. A kind of flattened figure of eight. What did that remind her of? She looked down at her faded chinos as she knelt in the mud. The knees had long ago been worn away, and a torn flap hung loosely from her thigh; the result of an unsuccessful argument with a barbed wire fence in Peru the previous year. She examined her thighs. Shapely. Supple. Not bad for a girl just the wrong side of thirty. Shapely. Shaped. Together, figure-of-eight shaped.

'Legs,' she whispered. 'Legs of an animal.' What animal? A human? Maybe. A llama? Yes, that was a possibility. Until now, she had not dared entertain the notion. What if this area truly was a burial ground? If so: which era? God, if this was an early site, it would be the first evidence of an Inca presence in Bolivia before the eleventh century. Wait a minute, she thought. Slow down. She was letting enthusiasm get the better of her. Her positive mental attitude was slightly too positive. The origin of the piece was still little more than guesswork. Scientific study takes time, and there were very few 'eureka' moments in the real world.

The sun had lifted itself well above the horizon and its rays were inching their way into the pit. Soon she would be able to feel its warmth directly.

A glint of light on the cavern wall caught her eye.

She lifted a muddied finger to it, dirt buried deep beneath her nails. It was cold to the touch. Hard and unyielding, but smooth. And gold.

Gold? Here? Her heart was pounding against her ribcage. Adrenalin coursed through her body and perspiration glistened on her forehead, despite the cold.

Amy withdrew a camera from her backpack and began snapping away at the artefact. Only a couple of inches of the convex surface were visible. The rest, and she had no idea how much that would be, was buried in the wall of the pit. With a small plastic knife, she dug some of the mud away from the edges. More of the object was revealed and she had to stop herself chiselling away too forcefully. The excitement was almost too great for her to contain.

As more became visible, the artefact took on a shape. It was an animal. A quadruped. The hind legs were completely free now and she tried to gently lever it from the dirt. It refused to budge. Too much still lay buried. She continued to excavate material from around it.

Then the first shock wave hit her.
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Lyell sat at a small camping table, his nimble fingers dancing over a laptop keyboard.  Next to him Quinn stood like an expectant father. He was pumped up and nervous, exhilarated and terrified, agitated but outwardly calm.

Standing a few feet away, near his construction workers, was Brodie McKnight. He carefully surveyed the mountainside through high-powered binoculars. Everything was set, his men were all accounted for and the archaeologists had not moved from their position. The operation could now continue.

'Well?' Quinn addressed Lyell.

'Charges are all set. Reading a green light from each. I am ready to begin the sequence.'

'Mac?'

'All men present and accounted for. Safety procedures have been followed. We're ready.'

'Begin the sequence.'

Lyell moved the cursor and opened a window on the screen. Then another window. Then another. He typed in the twelve-digit password, known only to himself, McKnight, and Quinn. The next screen asked the question:







DO YOU WISH TO ARM THE EXPLOSIVE CHARGES?

He clicked yes.

DO YOU WISH TO DETONATE THE EXPLOSIVE CHARGES?

Yes again.

ARE YOU SURE?

A final yes.

DETONATION SEQUENCE WILL BEGIN IN TEN SECONDS. TO ABORT, PRESS ANY KEY.

The numbers clicked down on the screen.

Quinn trained his binoculars on the far end of the ridge. That was where the first detonation would occur. There would then be an explosion every five seconds, getting closer and closer to their position, bringing the entire mile-long section of ridge down.

The countdown reached zero, Lyell's screen flashing an angry, insistent red. In the distance, a cloud of dust erupted soundlessly from the rock wall as the first cluster of explosives detonated. Five seconds later came the second blast, preceded by the sound of the first explosion.
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It erupted like thunder. She looked up into the cloudless sky. How could there be thunder on a day like this? Then another crack shook the mountain. Louder. Closer. Amy popped her head over the rim of the pit – just in time to witness a giant section of rock crash down the mountain slope. It was soon engulfed by dust and debris.

'Oh shit!'

A third explosion rocked the pit, and the wall she had been working on seconds before collapsed. The golden artefact was buried in rock and mud. With bare hands, she tore at the pile of rubble. The ground heaved as a fourth detonation rocked the pit, lifting her momentarily, then sending her sprawling to the ground.

For the first time her thoughts turned to her own safety. It was time to get away. The artefact could be dug out of the mountain again later. She probably would not.

Amy vaulted from the pit and began to run. For a fifth time the ground lifted beneath her. This time much, much closer, and she was showered with dust and stones.
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What was that? Quinn caught a flash of colour on the mountain. Was it a trick of the light? He stepped away from Lyell and studied the ridge through his binoculars. There it was again. It was blue. A bright, happy blue – and moving. Blue jacket? And a yellow hat. No, not a hat. Hair. Blond hair. But who would be up there? Oh no. The stupid bitch.

'Jesus Christ,' he whispered.

'Chief?' enquired McKnight.

'There's someone up there.'

Another explosion rocked the mountain. This time a much larger section of the ridge collapsed.

'Lyell,' McKnight shouted. 'Abort the sequence. Now!'

The geologist did so immediately.

Quinn was already sprinting over to the Land Rover. McKnight pursued him, puffing heavily.

The figure had disappeared. He didn't know why, but he thought he recognised it. Her. That woman. He was sure it must be her.

'Wait, chief,' McKnight spluttered.

Quinn gunned the engine. 'Sorry Mac. Not this time.'

The wheels spun until they found some traction and the Land Rover fishtailed away, throwing a shower of mud and stones up behind it.

He felt butterflies in the pit of his stomach. What was she doing up there? Above him, the ridge was crumbling. With nothing to sustain it on one side, its own mass would soon bring it down. As the pressures became unsustainable, a large section sagged. Rocks cascaded down the slope, but the bulk hung precariously in place.

[image: image]

She ran. Ran for her life. The world behind her was disintegrating. She stumbled and fell, rolling upright and continued down the mountainside. PMA, she thought. PMA. Her blue jacket was torn, the rip in her slacks even wider now.

She risked a brief glance behind. A large chunk of granite was about to crush her and she flung herself out of its way. The boulder passed by to one side, but its freshly shattered edge caught her hip. Amy was spun around and thrown through the air. She landed heavily, her skull cracking against the ground.

The sky swirled above her before going dark.
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Quinn swung the wheel around and the four-by-four left the track. He wouldn't have time to make the ascent on foot. All he could do was pray that the Land Rover would get him close to the spot he'd last seen her.

The slope was steep. Too steep. The front wheels were off the ground more often than they were in contact with it. He pushed on. He had no choice. A life was at stake. Steering was difficult, almost impossible at times with so little forward grip.

The Land Rover hit a dip and lurched over to the right. Quinn flung his weight over in the opposite direction. It was a desperate attempt to keep the vehicle upright, but amazingly it worked. It sank back on to four wheels and he gently edged it forwards.

'Less haste, more speed,' he mumbled. But, looking up at the crumbling ridge above him, knew that he didn't have time for finesse.

The radio crackled into life. 'Chief, it's Mac. We saw him running down the mountain.'

'Her. I think it's that damned archaeologist again.'

'Aye. I lost sight of her a couple of minutes ago. But you're in the area.'

'Thanks. Left or right?'

'Ach... A wee bit to the right.'

The Land Rover hit a raised step and was pivoted backwards. The spinning rear wheels helped to flip it over and it crashed onto its roof. But then it kept going, and miraculously landed back on four wheels.

Inside, Quinn was shaken, cursing himself. He would be of no use to anyone dead.

'Mac, that's as far as the Land Rover will go. Am I nearby?'

There was nothing from the radio. The crash had destroyed it.

'Great.'

The mountain looked like the surface of an alien planet: browns, greens, and every shade in-between. But no blue. Just a sign; that's all he needed. A sign.

'Doctor Temple!' he shouted. 'Amelia?'

There was no reply. He stumbled through the rocks, climbing up onto some to get a better look.

Another crack from above. The ridge was about to collapse. Dust and stones crumbled and showered him as he continued to search.

And then he saw it. Half buried and coated in a layer of dirt was a flash of blue. He staggered over to her. She was lying in a shallow hollow in the ground. Blood covered the rock on which her head rested.

Quinn held two fingers to her throat. There was a pulse. She was alive. Alive! He was overjoyed. The head injury looked bad, but head injuries always did. She should not be moved, but he had no choice. He lifted her gently from the ground. Her limbs were limp, though nothing seemed obviously broken. Her head lolled from side to side, but her lips were moving as she drifted in semi-conscious delirium.

He started back to the Land Rover, treating the injured woman as gently as possible.

Twenty yards from the vehicle he heard it. Like the most violent thunderclap he'd ever heard, the ridge gave way. Ten-thousand tons of debris barrelled down the slope. Dust obscured much of the rubble as it descended. But he could hear it. The onslaught was deafening, and he felt Amy stir.

He ran, not worrying about delicacy and finesse now. They had run out of time. He reached the Land Rover and threw her inside, taking valuable seconds to strap her in. Once in the driving seat, he gunned the engine and slammed it into reverse. There was no time to turn around.

The vehicle shot backwards, bounding down the mountainside at suicidal speed.

It rebounded into the air and he heard a sickening thump as Amy's head hit the side window. The tail end crashed into the ground, smashing the rear suspension, crumpling the back of the car. It somersaulted through the air, impacting again and again with the ground. The avalanche of rock reached them, and the Land Rover was swept along with it. Windows shattered. Bodywork was smashed. The occupants were tossed around like marionettes in a washing machine.

The battered remains of the vehicle shuddered to a halt, its crushed body pelted with rocks and boulders.

And then it was over. He could still hear the debris as it continued to career down the slope, but they were clear.

Dust swirled in through the empty window frames, but he could still make out Amy's face.

'Doctor Temple?' he asked, one hand cradling her head, the other holding her cheek.

She opened her eyes. Her lips moved.

'Bastard,' she whispered, as her eyes slipped shut again.
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Five
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Quinn sat on the edge of the bed in the medical hut. It was one of six beds in the prefabricated building. They were seldom employed for medical purposes, though. More often, they were used by construction workers who had smuggled women into the site. Quinn knew this went on but chose to ignore it. As long as his men were fit for work the next day – and he didn't have to deal with irate fathers or husbands – he didn't care.

'Look forward,' McKnight commanded. Along with his other duties, the engineer was also a fair medic, although his bedside manner was somewhat questionable.

'Will I live?'

The engineer-cum-doctor shone a light into his left eye. 'How's your head feel?'

'Like I've got a yodeller with Tourette's living in it.'

'Aye. How many fingers am I holding up?'

'Eleven. Can I go now?'

'Ach, g'way ye go, min. You're nae use to me.'

Quinn stood, buttoning his shirt. He still felt a little dizzy, but he wasn't going to let McKnight see this. He looked across at Amy once more. She seemed to be sleeping peacefully and the cut on her head had been cleaned up. He had been right. It was not as bad as it had looked. Head wounds always bled alarmingly, he knew from personal experience. And miraculously, she had not suffered a single broken bone.

'Will she be okay?'

'Aye, she'll soon be back on her feet again. Maybe have a wee headache and a nasty bruise on her hip.'

'Guess who'll get the blame for that?' Quinn said. 'Time to get back to work. Let me know if she gets any worse.'

Quinn left McKnight to his ministrations. He now had to ascertain how much time had been lost, and how much money. One Land Rover had been destroyed, battered to the point of being unrecognisable. However, of greater concern was the state of Chiaraco Ridge. Because the blasting had been aborted prematurely, much of the debris had fallen into the cutting and would have to be excavated manually. More wasted time. More wasted money. More setbacks. Yesterday was bad, but today had turned out a lot worse.
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Amy could feel the coarseness of the starched sheets against her skin, the harshness of the light as it crept beneath her eyelids. And the pain. Pain in her side. Pain in her head. It ran throughout her body but centred on her throbbing head.

'Headache pills?' she mumbled.

McKnight looked over, relieved that she was at last coming round. He hadn't thought the damage was too severe, but you could never be certain with head wounds.

'So, you're awake, quine. Good, good.'

She opened her eyes a fraction. The overhead fluorescent light magnified the pain in her head and she squinted. 'Who're you?'

'Brodie McKnight,' he smiled. 'Friends call me Mac.' He held a hand to her forehead. No fever. That was good.

She accepted the answer without question. Everything seemed so strange, anyway. 'Where am I?'

He shone a small torch into first one eye, then the other. Her pupils quickly constricted as they should and he was satisfied.

'Achacachi Base. You had a wee accident, but you're going to be fine.' He handed her some pills and a glass of cold water.

She swallowed them and gave him a grateful smile. 'Thanks. What happened?'

'You got caught in a landslide while we were blasting at Chiaraco Ridge. Can you tell me what you were doing there?'

She thought hard, but even this caused the pain to re-intensify. Then she remembered. The entire mountain seemed to collapse. What was she doing there? The archaeological site. The golden artefact. The rest of the team were on that mountain.

'The others. There were more people further along the mountain—'

'They're all safe, lass. We knew where they were when we started. We dinnae know about you, though.'

'I was checking out the next site.' It was gone. It had to be. She made to sit up, but realised she was almost naked beneath the sheets, just wearing panties and bra. 'Did you undress me?'

'No, that was Lizzy. She's the site secretary. She's left some clothes for you. Yours were torn up pretty bad.'

She held the sheet against her chest and propped herself up. Her head swam with pain, but she sat up nonetheless. She had to get used to it sooner or later.

'I want to talk to Mister Quinn.' Her tone made it clear that she would brook no argument.

'Aye, lass. I'll go get him.'

Ten minutes later, Logan Quinn walked through the door. Alone. He seemed surprised to see her still lying in bed.

'Doctor Temple. It's a relief to see you looking so well.'

'I bet it is.' She sat up straighter and the sheet started to slip down, but she caught it and hitched it back up with her elbows. 'I told you what would happen if any of my people were injured because of your antics.'

'Now wait a minute. We have the authorisation of the Bolivian government to carry out work in that area.'

'So have we. I have a letter from the Bolivian minister of culture giving permission for scientific work in the Chiaraco and Jankho Karka areas.' Her head throbbed more fiercely.

'Oh, really? Which do you think the economic development ministry is more interested in: finishing this road so the sphalerite mine can begin operations, or digging up some ancient corpses?'

She fumed. This animal was baiting her. Taunting her.

'No answer? I'll tell you this: if our work is disrupted again, I'll be taking legal action against you and your little gang. Have you got that?'

'You could have killed all of us! And all you can think about is your bloody precious road.'

'I wouldn't expect a grave robber like you to understand the intricacies of modern economics, Doctor Temple. When you're well enough to leave, I'll have a car ready to take you back to your hotel. I don't expect to see you again.' He turned away.

'Don't turn your back on me.'

'Conversation over, Doctor. Goodbye.'

He slammed the door.
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Quinn stomped through the camp. He should have left her on that bloody mountain.

Achacachi base was virtually devoid of people. Most of the construction crews were still out at the tunnel or Chiaraco Ridge. It would be getting dark soon. Work in the southern shaft of the Ancohuma tunnel would continue through the night, but most of the outdoor operations had to be suspended during the hours of darkness.

Smells of cooking came from the mess hall; sounds of machinery from the maintenance blockhouse. He ignored all of it and made straight for his office within the administration hut.

The office was small, and too cluttered to be comfortable. The wood panelled walls were covered with maps, charts, duty rosters. A cheap bookcase sagged with manuals and technical volumes. The desk was buried beneath piles of papers, reports, and engineering sales brochures – as if Wilderness could afford such luxuries as shiny new equipment. At the top of the pile was the latest production report, hurriedly produced by Lizzy Fleming.

It made grim reading. The demolition work at Chiaraco Ridge had been set back by days. Worse than that, what remained of the ridge was now dangerously unstable. He could not send any more teams up there now. The tiniest disturbance might bring the whole outcropping down on the construction workers. It was just too dangerous. More time and money wasted.

All because of that damned woman.

Lizzy's report had also highlighted deficiencies in the company's safety procedures. Safety was something else that needed to be addressed, and before any more blasting took place.

He spent the next couple of hours going through the report; concurring with some of the points raised; refuting others. Lizzy had a knack for cutting through the crap and highlighting the real issues. This was what made her such an asset to the firm. Particularly out here. She was more than a secretary. She was one of his key advisers. He valued her opinion, plain and simple.

Quinn's head was hurting. He had taken quite a knock himself when the ridge had collapsed. Perhaps a little fresh air would do him some good. He closed the report, along with the notes he had made, and left the administration hut.

Apart from those working in the tunnel, most of the men were now back at Achacachi Base. Raucous laughter issued from the accommodation buildings and the mess hall. Loud music blared from somewhere off to the north. Speakers were in the process of being destroyed as the distorted strains of The Foo Fighters, Nirvana and The Chameleons were rammed through them. To the hundred or so construction workers, all was well with the company. None of them could know the extent of the truth. Right now, none of them cared.

After a long, circuitous tour of the camp he arrived at his quarters. They were nothing special, apart from the fact that he had more privacy than most of his staff: a bathroom, what passed for a bedroom, and an office-cum-lounge area. Books and folders were piled up against one wall. Empty whiskey bottles lined another.

Alone again, the only company his own disturbed thoughts. There was no escaping it: Wilderness Construction was in trouble. His creditors at BTB were after him. Wilbur Morton was skulking in the shadows like some latter-day Dick Dastardly, twirling his moustache and plotting his next fiendish scheme. Now, a near-fatal accident. Could the archaeologist really sue him? Would she? Another concern to add to the burgeoning list.

He heard the light patter of footsteps on the porch, a creak of ill-fitting floorboards and the squeak of hinges on his door.

'Logan?' Lizzy poked her head inside, not bothering to knock. 'Thought I might find you hiding in here. I've got some bits here for you to sign.'

She dropped a pile of papers onto the table and flopped into one of the chairs.

'What are they?'

'Legal stuff, mainly. You really want to know?'

'Not particularly.' He went through every page, scribbling his signature. Lizzy had marked a wayward cross wherever he needed to sign. Very efficient.

She poured herself a glass of Jameson's. It burned the back of her throat as she sipped, then she swallowed the rest with one gulp, letting out a satisfied 'ahhh'. She crossed her legs and sat back.

He looked up and saw her cheeks flare red. No matter how hard she tried, she would never pass for 'just one of the guys'. She was not that comfortable drinking whiskey but would gamely make out the contrary. Her freckles stood out even more clearly, her face cocooned in a mop of unruly black hair.

He took the seat next to her and poured himself a generous glass. 'Lizzy, would she have any grounds for suing us?'

'Who? The good doctor?'

He nodded.

'No, I don't think so. It'd be a nightmare. On the other hand, we wouldn't have much of a case either.'

'You're talking about the costs of disruption?'

'Uh-huh. Out here, short of murdering someone or doing drugs, there aren't many rules.' She paused. 'You wouldn't want to sue her, though, would you?'

'I might. I told her we would if she gets in our way again.'

She drained the last few drops from the glass. 'It would take years, Logan. You know what they're like in Bolivia. Even with a clear-cut case, it's doubtful it would ever make it to court.'

There was silence between them as Quinn digested this. He had suspected as much but wanted Lizzy's confirmation.

'What is it between you and her?' she asked.

'What do you mean?'

'Come on, Logan. She's got under your skin.'

'Bullshit.'

'She has,' Lizzy laughed. 'Long time since I saw you as a love-struck teenager.'

'Fuck you.' He laughed too, but wasn't sure whether he was getting genuinely rattled. 'She's a pain in the arse.'

'If you say so.' Lizzy had had enough and stood, stretching long, spidery limbs. 'I'll see you tomorrow. And no repeat performances of last night's episode. Okay?'

'I'll try to maintain my self-control.'

'That'll be a first.' Lizzy winked. She retrieved the signed documents and went to the door and started to sing: 'Logan's got a girlfriend, nah, nah, nah-nah, nah.'

He threw a folder at her which went spiralling off to one side, but she was already through the door and away, giggling loudly.

He was left alone again. No litigation. That was the good news. He would never want the aggravation of suing her, anyway, and it was comforting that he was safe from Amelia Temple.

Legally, anyway.

[image: image]

Bach, Trestain & Brewster had its headquarters in Plantation House, just off Leadenhall Street. Throw a stone one way and it would hit the London Stock Exchange. Throw it the other and it would hit the Lloyd's Building. Wilderness Construction was one of its more minor clients, little more than a pet project of Vernon Trestain. That was why he would be the only major director at the meeting.

Wilbur Morton had told his driver to drop him off at Saint Paul's. It was a pleasant September morning, so he decided to walk the last few hundred yards. That was the beauty of the City of London; nothing was ever that far away. During working hours, it was usually quicker to walk. Besides, the exercise would allow him to mentally prepare for the meeting.

He strolled leisurely along Cheapside until he reached the Bank of England. He knew what he would say at the meeting. He had been planning this for too long to leave anything to chance. Vernon Trestain was interested in only one thing: money. The director had no interest in supporting an unprofitable enterprise. And Wilderness Construction, after four years of operations, had still not made a penny for its investors.

He wandered along Cornhill and down Leadenhall Street. He would be making them an offer that could not be refused, because by this point Vernon Trestain would grasp the first offer that would relieve him of this burden. All that mattered was profit. The greater the profit, the happier they were at Bach, Trestain & Brewster. And he planned to make them very happy indeed. It was of no consequence to Trestain that Quinn would be irretrievably ruined after Morton was through with him.

Plantation House was a throwback to Napoleonic times. For over two centuries it had stood on this spot. Its white stonework had long been tainted an ugly grey. Darker greys ran like rivulets down its imposing façade. Net curtains, yellowed by the sun, were draped across the windows. It had changed little in all that time. The only real sign that this building had been reluctantly dragged into the twenty-first century was an elaborate antennae array that sprouted from the roof like some bizarre tree. There was no outward evidence of what went on inside, just a simple, understated bronze plaque stating the name of the company.

Morton stood at the door and rang the bell. He heard faint two-tone chimes from within and the door was opened presently. A woman greeted him coldly. She was in her fifties, if not sixties, and dressed in a sombre tweed business suit. Pearls adorned her neck. Bi-focal half-moon spectacles rested on the end of her nose.

'Yes, may I help you?' Her voice was clipped and businesslike, resembling a BBC announcer from another era. Her demeanour was intended to intimidate.

'My name is Wilbur Morton. I believe I am expected?'

'Come in, please.' She returned to a cluttered reception desk and looked over the list for the day. 'Yes. You have an appointment with Mister Trestain at...' She glanced at the grandfather clock on the opposite wall with a frown. 'You are early.'

'I know.'

She seemed irritated by this.

'Please wait until Mister Trestain is ready to see you.'

He sat in one of the stiff-backed chairs and waited as instructed. The lobby was gloomy and drab, with the musty smell of age pervading the air. The only sound was the constant ticking of the clock, and the muted rumble of taxis and despatch bikes passing outside. His appointment was for ten o' clock. Ten o' clock came and went, and still there was no sign of movement from upstairs. This was just one of the little ploys used to disconcert a visitor.

At ten past ten a telephone rang on the reception desk and the woman answered it immediately. She spoke in hushed tones, as if any noise in this place was taboo. After a brief conversation, she hung up.

'Mister Trestain will see you now. Follow me, please.'

She led him slowly up two flights of stairs to an unmarked door and knocked twice. A male voice from within ordered them to enter.

This was the boardroom. A large oval table dominated the area. Oak bookcases lined every wall, filled with leather volumes. An ornate, but ancient chandelier hung from the ceiling. Vernon Trestain faced him, seated on the far side of the table. He was in his early fifties, fit and youthful, dressed in an immaculate Savile Row suit, but smiling obviously did not come naturally to him. To his left were four men in grey suits. Lawyers. No one did anything these days without a pack of lawyers to back them up. On his right was a female assistant. She could not have been more different than the woman who had led him here. Young, slim, Sri Lankan and beautiful. She could easily have been a model, but would earn far more with this financial institution than she ever could on the catwalks of Paris or Milan. She held an electronic notepad and would be taking the minutes of the meeting.
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