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Sophie Hynes laboriously continued to stretch the rope binding her wrists. It had loosened a little more from her efforts since she’d been tied. The guard who bound her hadn’t fully tightened the rope in his rush to secure her, which had given her a little slack to start with. That was almost an hour ago. Sweat beaded on her brow. The mid-afternoon oppressive heat wasn’t doing her any favours. She sat at the base of a tree with her tied hands behind her back. Her feet were also bound. Added to her sticky situation, a thin noosed rope around her neck anchored her firmly to the tree, preventing her from moving. A muddy creek was close beside her. The chocolate brown water hid everything in it. She had no way of telling how deep it was. Ten metres wide, it ran ever so slowly. That’s probably why it was so dirty. 

She was in the middle of a jungle-like forest, isolated and nowhere near help. A manmade clearing separated her from the wall of trees. Not much bigger than the size of a tennis court, she guessed it had been here a while. Overgrown long grass and a few regenerated shrubs were well established. The removed trees were stacked in a pile on the far side. They were nothing but solid logs now. All greenery had long died. At one end of the stack was a track. It led to the building where she and McCoy had been overpowered. The guards had used it to bring them here. None of the men had bothered to explain why they were here or what was going on. Dr Crane, a fanatical scientist, had arrived soon after. His visit was short. Disregarding her, he and his guards had taken McCoy away. Sophie was still confused with what was going on. Why take McCoy and not her? Would he come back for her? She was the reason they’d been kidnapped in the first place – to give them information about her late father’s scientific formula. Alex Myers had outsmarted Farrah, the guy running the operation he worked for. Worked for? She’d only recently found out they’d used her life as a lever to force Alex to work for them. He had only accepted the job to keep her safe. Too late he’d realised how dangerous the invention he was working on was, particularly if it was distributed into the criminal underworld. Unbeknownst to Farrah, Alex had changed the formula to make it defective, to ensure it was unusable. It was his way of preventing it being exposed for the wrong reasons in the wrong hands. That was before they’d killed him. Now Farrah was trying to fix his . . . premature decision in eliminating her father. He’d snatched her believing she might know what the original formula was, and Detective Billie McCoy because she was with her father the day they murdered him, hoping he might have said something to her. 

What a mess it was, a big deadly mess. She and McCoy had broken free from one enemy only to fall into the hands of another. They weren’t the best of friends. In fact, they weren’t really friends at all. They’d simply formed an alliance to work together to make an escape only out of necessity. It had paid off. They’d broken out from the cell they were held in and set about targeting the enemy. During their clash with his men, Farrah was unfortunately killed. Outnumbered, the girls were forced to flee. It wasn’t until they’d exited the building were they surprised to find they were in the middle of a jungle – a jungle far from Sydney where they’d been abducted from. They later learnt they were close to Weipa in far north Queensland. With a plan in mind to re-enter the building under their terms, they were ambushed before they could do so and forced into the jungle to this creek. The five guards had secured her and McCoy to two trees beside the creek without any explanation. Neither of them had any idea Crane had taken command until he arrived here. Up until Farrah’s death, he’d been his right hand man. The way the guards followed his orders without question confirmed his authority. Sophie disliked him as much as Farrah. He assisted Farrah with the interrogations by obtaining information from their victims on his homemade computerised electric torture rack that somehow targeted the brain as well as the body. He’d experimented on McCoy soon after they’d arrived. In no time, it locked up her muscles and inflicted severe pain across her whole being. She’d been lucky to come out of it alive. 

Crane hadn’t come near her when he’d arrived at the clearing. He only spoke to McCoy after the guards dragged her across to the log stack. They’d jabbed her with a needle during her struggle with them, no doubt to slow her down and be more controllable. It certainly knocked her around, taking away all her power to resist. After a short conversation between the two, Crane disappeared into the jungle. His men fell in behind with McCoy. Tied and sluggish from the injection, she couldn’t oppose them. Sophie was left alone amongst the heavy quietness and stifling heat of the jungle unable to move. 

Sitting in the eerie ambience, she had to check the sudden panic attack that unexpectedly gripped her. She couldn’t afford to think about the tight predicament she was in. She needed to focus on freeing herself. The sooner she could do that, the sooner she could get out of here and deal with Crane. Her blood stirred at the thought of him. How she despised him for leaving her here like this. She had no idea why he took McCoy. Why didn’t he take both of them? It didn’t make sense. He obviously had something in mind for the cop and gut instinct told her it wouldn’t be good. And what was her fate? If she didn’t get out of ​these ropes, she’d die a slow agonising death of starvation, particularly if no one came back for her. Thinking about it only encouraged more effort in the tedious and time-consuming task of freeing herself. Her wrists were raw from the rubbing but she refused to give up – she had to get out of this. 

Movement caught her eye from the side . . . from the creek. The creek? Checking her surprise, she looked to where the water swirled in the murky calm waters beside the opposite bank. Movement? What would cause movement? What would be in there? The distraction paused her from working on the rope, drawing her total concentration to the disturbed water. Her heart skipped a beat. She didn’t like it. Whatever it was, it had to be big to cause such a swirl. Her question was soon answered. Two small lumps close together broke the surface in the middle of the creek. Sophie tensed. She stared wide eyed, catching her breath. They weren’t simply lumps. They were eyes – vertical, slit shaped eyes. Two nostrils appeared a foot in front of them. A shiver shot up her spine. Any idiot could recognise a crocodile. Her heart pumped faster.

“Oh shit.” 

The yellowy pupils watched her. Another croc surfaced beside it. 

“Are you kidding me?” Was this why Crane had left her here? Did he know there were crocodiles in the creek? He must have. He’d done it deliberately. Shit. She was only a metre from the water’s edge. They’d be on her in no time. She couldn’t move let alone run. Hell, and here she was thinking she faced starvation. This was much worse, much much worse. Eaten alive by crocodiles lifted a painful death to way new heights. She strived to keep her panic at bay and took up her struggle of loosening the rope. 

The first croc glided slowly towards her. Sophie estimated it had to be at least four metres long after glimpsing the end of its tail. Damn Crane. The bastard had set her up as crocodile bait. One thing – it answered her question about him not coming back for her. Back and forth she sawed at the rope with her hands, now with more momentum, and with much more urgency. Shit, this was taking way too long, especially now that she was living on borrowed time. Tugging hard in frustration, one hand suddenly slipped out of the rope. Surprise lit up her face. She’d done it! She was free! She couldn’t believe it. Her adrenaline kicked in. Yanking her other hand out of the now loose rope, she reached behind the tree and fiddled with the knot holding the noose in place, all the while, keeping an eye on the two crocodiles. To her horror, another surfaced behind them. Shit, how many were there? Finally, she loosened the noose, widening it enough to slip over her head. Maintaining a watchful eye on the approaching crocs, she undid her feet. She stood up and backed back, keeping a close watch on the large menacing reptiles. 

One dragged itself effortlessly out of the water, belly crawling onto the bank. There it stood, high on its short powerful legs, motionless, displaying its full length and the solidness of its long muscular scaly body. Even with its jaws closed, the pointy shaped teeth were visible along its snout. Sophie shuddered. She couldn’t imagine being ripped apart by those teeth. Turning, she hurried across the grass to the track. Once on it, she broke into a run. Her heart pumped hard, pounding in her ears, driving her on. She struggled to deal with how she’d escaped such a terrifying death, how she’d evaded the horrible demise Crane had planned for her. And what a demise it would have been – eaten alive while tied to a tree by a number of crocodiles. Hell, what if her ropes hadn’t been loose? No way would she have gotten away. The thought made her stomach churn. Sucking in a deep breath to settle it, on she ran. She attempted to settle her nerves by focusing on the positive things. She’d beaten the odds, beaten the crocodiles, beaten Crane. She relished in the wonderful feeling that washed through her. All she had to do now was find McCoy and free her.

The overjoyed relief of her narrow escape soon dwindled. After about five minutes, she slowed to a halt. Panting slightly, she studied the track. It wasn’t as easy to follow without the help of her unfriendly guards. Frustration staggered her confidence. So glad to get away from the creek, she hadn’t taken much notice where she was running. Was she still on the track? There was no definite path that stood out. Hell, that’s all she needed; to get lost. Checking her panic, she called on her skill and the bush training she learnt in Shadax to guide her. She’d been a lieutenant in the underground army, a hard and disciplined officer whose ranking put fear in the soldiers under her, at the same time, gained their respect, as well as her associates she worked with. The name itself signified what they represented, what they were involved with. Soldiers, headhunters and detachment army in Xanadu, which was conveniently shortened to the acronym, Shadax. 

That’s how she’d met McCoy. The cop had found a way to track down Shadax. That itself was a feat on its own. It wasn’t easy to find, not when entry was by invitation only. What was more surprising, she’d done it purely to inform her of her father’s death, following his dying request to warn her his murderers could be after her. Sophie hadn’t seen her estranged father in five years and didn’t want to believe he was dead. Refusing to accept McCoy was telling the truth, she’d turned her in as a spy. Over forty soldiers had pursued her in a death hunt. Somehow McCoy had not only escaped her execution but had taken out the leaders and shut Shadax down altogether. Regretting her decision of turning on her, Sophie had helped her get away in the end. Regardless of her assistance, her actions to have her executed had built a wall no friendship could tear down. She couldn’t blame McCoy for not wanting anything to do with her. She had forgiven her, to some extent, and she treated her amicably, but they would never be close friends, that she was sure of. A mutual respect and a will to survive was all that united them in this fight to escape. It was enough for her to want to rescue her from Crane. She had no doubt he wanted her for all the wrong reasons, particularly after recalling what he did with her the last time he had her on his torture machine. One thing eased her mind, if not marginally – McCoy had smashed the computers controlling his machine. Crane couldn’t make her suffer using it again. And then the small consolation suddenly took a dive, instigating a horrible deduction in its wake. Shit. Did he have a second one? Is that why he took McCoy, to experiment with her again and put her through more misery? He must have. There was no other reason why he’d want her. A sudden urgency gripped her.

Focusing on the overgrown path in front of her, Sophie had a fair idea in which direction the building was. She pushed on through the thick jungle along what seemed to be the path, at least she hoped it was. Recalling how dense it was on the way in, she focused ahead to look for the narrow track barely visible amongst the foliage. She was confident she was still on it. As imperative as it was to find Crane, she couldn’t afford to go too fast. It could see her wander off in the wrong direction. A sound drifted to her ears. She stopped and listened. The unmistakable thumping blades of a chopper grew louder. Her attention was drawn upwards but she couldn’t see any sign of it through the thick canopy, even after it flew almost straight overhead. She forced back her fears for what it could mean. Was Crane in it? Was he taking McCoy out? If that was the case, she’d have no way out of here and no way of finding the cop. Shit. On the other hand, it could also be Edwards, McCoy’s boss. The cop had contacted him by radio soon after they escaped Farrah. If it was him, he might have already caught Crane and was sending a search party out for her. Yeah right, and pigs might fly. Listening to the fading sound of the thumping blades, the chopper was definitely on a one way path – away from here. Blowing out a sigh, she pushed on, going with her misgivings on the first theory. It was too soon for any rescue to arrive from Sydney. Unfortunately, until she made it to the building where Crane should be, her speculations wouldn’t be confirmed.

It took another fifteen minutes to reach her destination. Appreciating she’d taken longer to return than when she’d been escorted, the lack of guards guiding her was what had slowed her down. At least she’d made it. She stopped and stared at the building from the trees. She sighed a heavy relieved breath. The grey wall facing her was a welcoming sight regardless of the dangers associated with it. Anything was better than being eaten alive by crocodiles. She crossed to the door opposite. She knew it led into the kitchen. She and McCoy had already used it. She tried the handle. It turned. So, Crane hadn’t bothered locking it. And why would he? He’d believed she wouldn’t escape the hungry crocodiles. 

Pushing open the door, Sophie carefully crept in. Her senses were on full alert. The first thing she needed was a weapon. She crossed the deserted kitchen to a bench and opened a drawer. She’d found it on their first visit so knew what was in it. Scanning the variety of kitchen knives on offer, she picked up a chef’s knife. Its broad sturdy blade was eight inches long. Weighing up its grip and strength, she was satisfied it would do. She continued to the door opposite and entered a hall. All was quiet, deathly quiet. It seemed strange no guards roamed around. She guessed they really had no reason to, not now. They’d count her as dead and if Crane had left, McCoy would be with him. Maybe the guards had gone with him. A nice thought but one she couldn’t lay her faith in. She checked out two rooms without a sign of anyone. On full alert, she followed the narrow hallway to a larger room. She stopped at the door and looked in. She froze, staring at the gruesome scene that met her. Two guards lay on the floor, shot through the head. Who would have killed them? She did a quick scan around the room. It offered no clues to answer her questions. She stepped in and, with a firm grip of the knife held ready, walked towards the bodies exercising caution. One thing she could use was one of the machine guns in their lifeless hands. Before she could reach them, a sound behind alerted her she wasn’t alone. 

“That’s far enough,” a voice snapped. Sophie wheeled around. Two rifles were lined on her. She stared at the men covering her, striving to settle her surprise these guys had crept up on her. A quick assessment warned her they were professionals. There was a strong confidence in the way they held their weapons. She had no idea who they were. The fact they were dressed in casual clothes, very different to the guards’ black attire, suggested they weren’t working for Crane or Farrah. That didn’t ease the tense situation. Under the threat of the rifles, she had no choice but to remain still and do what they wanted . . . for now. Holding the knife in a threatening manner, it seemed useless against the two rifles.

“Hynes?” the big blond said in surprise. Sophie was just as caught out. How did this guy know her name? Could they be on her side? Maybe McCoy’s associates? But how could they have arrived here so fast? Weipa was a long way from Sydney, where he would have had to come from. It’s a wonder the guy recognised her. She must look a mess. Standing tense, she was covered in grime with bruises marring her face. Her wrists were rubbed raw. Blood stained her sleeve from a bullet graze on her arm. The dirty bandage around it only added to her dishevelled appearance.

“Who are you?” Sophie asked in a quiet suspicious voice, watching him with narrowed eyes. 

“Detective Mark Burrows. This is Detective Dan Frew.” 

Sophie studied him in more detail. His athletic build, lengthy hair and good looks were deceiving. He looked nothing like a cop. She followed his nod to the dark haired guy beside him with the rifle held steady on her. Shorter and a little heftier, he acknowledged her with a quick nod.

“Lieutenant Edwards received Billie’s message and passed it on to me,” Mark said. “He’s on his way.”

Sophie couldn’t believe it. Hell, Burrows had made it in rapid time. “How did you get here so fast?”

“I was in Cairns on business. It didn’t take much to organise a helicopter and come straight over. Dan happily obliged to fly me here.”

Sophie glanced at Dan before focusing back on Mark. “Well, I’m sure glad to hear that.” 

The three relaxed. The detectives lowered their weapons and stepped to her. She tossed the knife to the floor.

“Are you okay?” Mark asked, glancing over her unkempt appearance, bruised face and bloodied bandage. “What happened to your arm?”

Sophie glanced at it. “I was a bit slow getting out of the way of a machine gun.”

Mark looked up into her eyes. “A machine gun? You’re lucky you only had the one bullet hit you.”

“Yeah. Farrah wasn’t so lucky. He collected a chest full.”

“Farrah?”

“He was the boss man of this organisation, and the guy who ordered our kidnappings. He was also the bastard who had my father killed. He was the guy Dad worked for. McCoy and I planned to use him to get out of here but it didn’t quite work out that way. We managed to escape without him, until Crane, his second in charge, showed his true colours and took over. He ambushed us and then split us up. I’ve only just arrived here after barely escaping the demise he had planned for me.”

“Sounds like you’ve been pretty busy.” 

She shrugged. “Oh, I’ve had a ball.”

“We can see how busy you’ve been.” Dan indicated the dead men with a nod. Doing her best to ignore the accusative tone accompanying the statement, Sophie dropped her gaze to the bodies.

“I didn’t do that.”

“No? Then who did?” 

She looked at him with an impassive expression. Her tone remained guarded. “I don’t know. I just told you, I only arrived five minutes ago.”

“Arrived from where?” Mark asked.

“They took me into the jungle. It took a while to get out of the ropes I was in and then get back. This must have happened while I was gone,” she said, pointing to the two dead men.

“Whoever it was cleaned up the whole building,” he stated. “No one’s alive, at least we haven’t come across anyone alive yet, other than you. These two add up to eleven dead.” 

Sophie pondered his words. Yes, she remembered hearing gunshots within the building when Crane’s five men jumped her and McCoy outside it. Was Crane responsible for it? Had he picked the guards off who were inside, catching them by surprise? With Farrah out of the way, had he taken control by eliminating his followers? Shit, Crane must have slaughtered them all. The men certainly wouldn’t have seen an attack coming from him, not when they believed they were all on the same side. He must want McCoy bad to go to these lengths, and he definitely didn’t want anyone stopping him. What kind of sadistic bastard was he? And what did he have in store for McCoy?

“Where’s Billie?” Mark asked. “She is with you . . . isn’t she?” 

The words snapped Sophie out of her thoughts. Her focus sharpened on his strained features, sensing the protectiveness in his voice. 

“She was . . . and if you’ve searched this place and she’s not here, then Crane must have taken her out already.” 

“What are you talking about? Crane, the second in charge? Why would he do that?”

“Because he’s a crazed demented scientist who gets too big a kick out of experimenting on the human body, or rather the human brain. I’m quite sure he did this,” she said, pointing to the bodies. “As far as I know, he has five guards backing him. They must have wiped out the rest to avoid conflict. If that’s the case, McCoy could be in a lot of trouble. Crane sees her as a challenge and I’d say he wants to get to know her better, in a brutal kind of way, mind you. He’s already experimented with her when we first arrived, so the only reason I can think of why she’s not here is, I’m guessing he wants to continue experimenting with her. He has a thing about the mind and body and its resistance to pain, particularly hers. Last time it took me almost an hour to loosen up her muscles. He’ll put her through hell if he has all the time in the world to assess her.” 

Mark stared in astonishment. Sophie went on, her voice quiet yet urgent. 

“He’s fanatical about it and I don’t like her chances, not if he gets her on that machine again. McCoy wrecked the one here but if he took her with him, I’m pretty sure he could possibly have another somewhere.”

Mark blew out a heavy breath. “How do you know that’s what his intentions are? He could—”

“McCoy sparked his curiosity when she resisted him, enough for him to want to explore his avenues with her. Experimenting on the brain and causing suffering is his speciality. That’s what he does. The machine he uses is like some kind of torture rack, only it’s all done from computers with electrodes attached to the victim. That’s why Farrah used him, to get information out of their prisoners.”

“And you said Farrah was dead?” Mark questioned. 

“Yes. We’d planned to bring him in. Well, McCoy did. I would have killed him outright. She talked me into making him pay for what he’d done the legal way. We took him prisoner but before we could get him out, that’s when he caught a chest full of bullets from the out of control machine gun after a dead guard failed to release the trigger.”

Mark stared hard, taking a moment to cipher what she was telling him. “So why did Farrah nab you guys?” 

“He thought we might know what the original formula was that Dad destroyed, or where he could find it. When we told him we knew nothing about it, he had McCoy on that machine with Crane doing all the torturing to get the answers for him. Farrah planned to put us both on it only we broke out before he could do so. He believed he had plenty of time to play with us. As brutal as Farrah was, Crane is just as dangerous, if not more. He’s passionate about his torture machine and gets his kicks out of inflicting pain. He’s well practiced in sending electric shocks to wherever he chooses within the body as well as the mind to get information. He targets the shocks precisely to bring the worst pain, forcing the prisoners to talk. He’s insane, believe me. McCoy resisted him the first time, held him off somehow. No one has done that before, and that’s what has fascinated him more so, and why he wants to experiment on her again. The thing is, this time he has her drugged. This time she won’t be able to stop him.”

No comment answered her. Mark and Dan stared with sceptical expressions. Sophie easily read their doubt.

“I am not bullshitting, I swear. If you want to go after her and stop Crane from messing with her head, we have to move like yesterday.” 

Breaking the stare from Sophie, Mark met Dan’s eye. His stunned expression reflected his, offering little support. Mark turned back to Sophie.

“Okay, so where would he take her?”

She shook her head. “I have no idea.”

“Oh, that’s a great start. You feed us this crazy story and you don’t know where we have to go to help her?” 

“Hey, back off. I’ve had enough shit to last me a lifetime, okay? I don’t need any more from you.”

“Really. You’re going to be in a lot deeper shit if anything happens to Billie.” 

On the verge of arguing, Sophie stopped. As angry as she was, she could see where Mark was coming from, and going on about it wasn’t going to solve anything. Strangely enough, she appreciated it was only his concern for McCoy that left him so defensive. Blowing out a sigh, she took control of her rising temper. 

“Look, I understand what you’re saying, and I know you’re worried about her but this is not my fault, okay? I don’t want McCoy hurt any more than you do.”

Mark held her gaze, struggling to contain his irritation. Dan cut in.

“How would Crane have taken Billie out?”

“I’m assuming by chopper. I heard one fly over me and head east. McCoy and I circled the building a couple of times after we broke out and didn’t find any vehicles, only a track with a helicopter at the end of it.” She shrugged. “We didn’t actually look too hard, mind you, but going on the density of the jungle surrounding this place, we were pretty sure there is no road in.”

“It’s probably the same clearing we landed in.”

“If he’s in a helicopter, maybe we can track him on radar from ours,” Mark said to Dan. “He can’t have that much of a head start.”

Dan nodded. “Exactly what I was thinking.”

“That’s quite possible,” Sophie said. “I’d say he’s been gone for about twenty to twenty-five minutes if he was in the chopper I heard, unless of course it was your chopper.”

“Not if it was heading east. We came from the south, which is why you probably didn’t hear us.” 

“Okay, well it must have been him.” 

Mark nodded. “Right. Let’s get in the air. Hynes, you can wait here for the backup.”

“No way. I’m coming with you guys.” 

“You’ve had it pretty rough by the looks of you. Help’s on its way. I think you’d be better staying here and taking five while waiting for it.”

“No, I’m okay. I’ll go crazy if I stay here any longer. There’s too many bad memories, if you know what I mean. Besides, I want to make sure McCoy is all right, once we find her.”

Mark held her determined look. Dan broke his stare from Sophie and glanced at Mark, catching his attention. He gave a shrug, confirmation he was willing to take her. Mark sighed and looked back at her.

“Fine. Just don’t hold us up.”

“You won’t have to worry about that.”

“I hope not.” He stepped off. Sophie and Dan fell in behind him. Mark suddenly stopped and looked over his shoulder at Sophie. “Here, you might need this.” He passed her the rifle. “Just in case we meet anyone.”

Taking it, she nodded. “Thanks, but I don’t think we’ll have to worry. Whoever’s not dead would probably have left with Crane.” 

“That might be so but one can never be too cautious.”

“True.”

He pulled a revolver from his belt and strode off, guiding them through the building towards the exit closest to the helipad. The three kept a cautious eye out for trouble, should there be any guards still roaming around. All they met were dead men. They reached the exit door and stopped outside it.

“The chopper’s parked about forty metres from here.” Mark indicated with a nod along a grassy track. Sophie easily recognised it. She and McCoy had come across it twice. It was also where she’d taken on the cop in a fight after a difference of opinion. No way was she about to mention that to the two detectives. 

“Yeah, I know. Like I said, we checked it out. We would have taken off in the chopper had we known how to fly it.” She sighed. “It would have saved us a lot of trouble if we had.”

Mark met her gaze. “No doubt. Let’s move it.”

He took the lead at a steady pace. Sophie and Dan followed, keeping a vigilant eye out for trouble. They made it safely to the clearing. Sophie sighed. The helicopter was a sight for sore eyes. Much the same size as Crane’s, it sat nestled in the cleared grassy patch unattended. The fact no one intercepted them convinced her Crane hadn’t left any witnesses. But what about his five men? Had he taken them with him. She had to assume so. They would have shown themselves by now. The three climbed into the chopper. Dan sat in the pilot’s seat and started flicking switches. Sophie moved into the back. There was room for another three passengers. Mark settled beside Dan in the front. In no time, Dan powered it up. The chopper lifted smoothly off the ground and rose above the trees. The rising height gave Sophie a clear view of the building and thick jungle surrounding it. Banking on its side, the helicopter glided across the jungle canopy picking up speed. Mark was instantly on the radar. Nothing showed up to say there were any other aircraft in the area. 

“There’s nothing here. Damn it. He must be staying low.” 

“Or he’s already landed,” Dan said over the noise.

Mark fitted a headset and called Cairns for assistance. Identifying his status and position, he requested if they had any information regarding Crane’s flight after explaining the situation. They came back with an affirmative answer. The officer passed on the tracking coordinates Crane had taken. Mark looked at Sophie and blew out a sigh. 

“Hopefully we can follow Crane and get Billie back before the bastard starts doing anything with her. He’s heading towards Cairns. Once they pinpoint his landing, we can move in. Are you up for it?”

“Definitely, and you’re right, we’ll need to move fast.” 

He nodded. His gaze ran over her injuries. “How about I have a look at your wound.” 

“I’m okay. You don’t have to do that.”

He climbed into the back with her. “Maybe not, but I intend to anyway.” He pulled a first aid kit from under the seat and opened it. Sophie didn’t bother arguing and sat quietly while Mark cleaned and bandaged her wound. He did the same with her raw wrists. He wiped away the dirt and dried blood from her face. Once finished, he met her eye.

“Anything else you need looked at?”

“No, and thanks.”

“Sure.” Returning the first aid kit under the seat, he climbed back into the front. Twenty minutes later, Cairns notified them Crane’s chopper had set down briefly before taking off again.

“He landed and then took off again?” Dan said, confused.

“Maybe his men offloaded him and McCoy and then departed,” Sophie said above the noise. “He probably doesn’t need them now and they could act as a decoy to put us off.”

Mark thought about it. “You could be right.” He looked at Dan who nodded.

“Sounds like it could be a plan to throw us off.”

Mark spoke into the headset to Cairns. “Could you send through the coordinates of the landing. We’ll check it out. Continue to track the chopper and intercept it as quickly as possible.”

“Affirmative, Detective.” The guy gave Mark the coordinates of Crane’s landing. He quickly jotted them down.

“Thanks for your help. Over and out.” He took out a map from the side pocket and marked the coordinates on it. Sophie leant forward and studied it over his shoulder. 

“He’s landed west of the Atherton Tablelands in the middle of nowhere. Maybe it’s private property.”

“Could well be,” Mark agreed. “And a good place to hide.”

“If it’s pretty isolated, it could be hard to track him if he’s transferred to a vehicle.” 

Mark caught her gaze. “Let’s worry about that when we get there, okay? Until we can assess the situation, we really can’t plan anything. I’ll fill Lieutenant Edwards in. He will almost be in Cairns.”

“What? Already?” 

“He’s on a friend’s private jet.”

“Nice friend.”

“Lucky for him. He’ll probably hire a car or a chopper and meet us there. He’ll want to get there as quickly as possible. If he comes in a vehicle, we can use it if we have to to follow Crane.”

“Okay.”

“How about you take five. We’ve got a little way to go yet and you look bushed.”

She nodded. “You know, I might just do that. Wake me when we’re close.” 

“Will do.”

Sophie rested her head back on the seat and closed her eyes. She couldn’t deny she felt fatigued. A short nap would boost her drive. Doing her best to relax, she couldn’t deny she was worried about Billie. Sure they weren’t close, but she and McCoy had come through too much not to stir her concerns for her welfare. Hopefully they could find her before Crane had a chance to do anything to her. Closing her mind off, she caught up on some sleep as they sped towards the tablelands. 
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Chapter Two
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Detective Johnny Karle slowly placed the phone down in its cradle and looked at the three expectant faces opposite. His welcoming temperament had faded during his conversation on the phone.

“Johnny? What is it?” Jane Walker tensed. She guessed he had news regarding Billie, and going by his sudden change of mood strongly suggested something had happened, something she might not like. She sat forward in the chair, nervously hooking a few loose strands of her long brown hair behind her ear. “Is everything okay?” 

A glance at her two best friends sitting beside her confirmed they thought the same. Sarah Jones and Casey Reynolds’ strained expressions indicated they were just as concerned. Both carried eye-catching figures. Sarah’s unblemished features were highlighted by her short dark hair. Being the tallest of the group, her long legs emphasised her fine physique. Casey’s thick blonde hair was a little longer, reaching her shoulders. The wild style added to her good looks. Her usual visage of cheerfulness that accentuated her dimples was lost in her apprehension. 

They were in Lieutenant Dave Edwards’s office. Being the most comfortable, and offering privacy, Johnny had brought the girls here when they’d turned up at the station fifteen minutes ago. So worried about Billie, they wanted to be close by and not miss what was happening. Dave, Billie’s boss, had called them earlier and filled them in with the good news that Billie had sent out a message of her location and needed assistance, which happened to be way up north near Weipa. He also told them that Detective Mark Burrows was on his way from Cairns to help her. It was much closer than Sydney. Mark, like Johnny, was Billie’s partner. Relieved as Jane was to hear Billie had contacted Dave and that she was all right, she’d be happier when she was safely back home. She couldn’t believe the kidnappers had taken her so far away. Why go so far north, and to such an isolated area? 

The horror of the night before still haunted her. She, Sarah and Casey had been with Billie at her house. It was a common occurrence. The four of them loved getting together whenever they could. They were the best of friends and enjoyed each other’s company immensely. Last night was no different. They’d had a filling meal and settled down to relax with a few wines. It all changed when Sophie Hynes turned up to warn Billie she might be in danger from the same people who killed Alex, her father. Jane couldn’t warm to Hynes. Nor could Sarah and Casey, not after knowing she was responsible for condemning Billie to a death hunt with belligerent soldiers all eager to slay her, and all because she hadn’t liked hearing the news that her father was dead. On Alex’s dying request, and because she felt indebted to him after he pushed her out of the machine gun’s line of fire that took his life, Billie had gone to the trouble of finding Hynes in Shadax to simply let her know her father had been murdered and that the people responsible could come looking for her. When Hynes heard the disturbing news, she turned on Billie, which left the detective fighting for her life. Despite Billie explaining to her friends how Hynes realised she’d made the wrong call and had secretly helped the detective escape, it failed to lighten the girls’ animosity towards her. That was six weeks ago. Hynes had turned up in Sydney a couple of days ago looking for Billie. Surprised to see her, and a little guarded, the detective had complied to Hynes’ request when she asked her to go over the events leading up to Alex’s death. She wanted to know the details. As Billie had been with him the day he’d died, she’d obliged, only because Hynes had helped her escape. They said their goodbyes for the last time. Billie never expected to see her again – and then this happened. They hadn’t had time to do anything when the gas bombs smashed through the windows and took them all down. When Jane, Casey and Sarah woke some hours later, Billie and Hynes were gone. The girls were so worried for Billie. They had no idea where she’d been taken or why, until Dave had called late this afternoon to give them the good news. Weipa was in a remote area, yet Dave had said Billie had given them the exact coordinates of her location, which meant it should make her easy to find. Jane hoped he was right, and that Mark could get there as fast as possible.

On a sudden decision, the three friends had called into the station to be on hand for any developing news. Dave had already left for Cairns so Johnny had met them. A little surprised by their late visit, especially after they’d heard from the lieutenant not long ago, he’d given in to their insistence to stay, and accepted their apologies for coming in and annoying him. He’d invited them to Dave’s office to wait and had only started to explain the situation again to settle the girls’ concerns regarding Billie when the phone call had interrupted their conversation. He met Jane’s gaze and then glanced at Casey and Sarah. 

“That was Dave. He’s just heard from Mark again.” His depressed tone gave away his troubled thoughts.

“Johnny, what’s wrong? Something’s happened, hasn’t it?” Casey asked. “Something to do with Billie.”

He stood and walked around the desk to their side. All eyes followed him, watching him sink onto the desk’s edge in front of them. His tanned face was strained, conveying the worry the phone call had instigated. The clear dark eyes failed to hide the apprehension tormenting them. Jane stiffened. Johnny obviously had news, and it couldn’t be good. He cleared his throat.

“Mark and Detective Frew from Cairns, arrived at the place where Billie was being held. They found eleven guards dead. They’d been executed. They also found Hynes there. She’s wounded and has been through hell but she’s okay.”

“And Billie?” Jane couldn’t keep the anxiousness out of her voice. Why hadn’t he mentioned her? Was it that bad? Johnny looked at her and hesitated.

“Not yet,” he said on a long breath.

“Not yet? What do you mean, not yet? Why not yet?” Sarah angrily cut in. “She and Hynes were together, weren’t they? And Billie was the one who called in their position, didn’t she?”

“According to Hynes, apparently some wacko scientist has taken Billie out. Not Farrah, the guy who organised the kidnappings, and the guy responsible for murdering Alex, but his second in charge, Dr Crane.”

“What? Are you serious?” Jane couldn’t believe it. “Second in charge? What happened to Farrah, his boss? I mean, how come this Dr Crane is in charge? More importantly, why would he take Billie?”

Johnny shook his head. “It seems Crane decided to step up and take over Farrah’s leadership after he was killed in a crossfire. Crane ambushed the guys with a handful of soldiers loyal to him. He also murdered every other guard there. He left Hynes to die a brutal death and flew Billie out. Hynes somehow escaped just before Mark arrived.”

“No. This can’t be happening.” The words slipped through Jane’s lips in disbelief. 

“What does a scientist have to do with any of this?” Sarah asked. “I thought it was all about Alex’s formula. Isn’t that why Billie and Hynes were taken in the first place?”

“It was, and now it’s not.”

“How do you mean, wacko?” Casey asked in a strained voice. “What sort of wacko scientist are you talking about?”

Johnny shrugged. “Pretty extreme, apparently. Dave sounded worried. According to Hynes, Crane is obsessed with Billie and won’t go easy on her.”

“Maybe Billie can get away somehow. She might be able to get the jump on Crane, I mean, she obviously got the jump on Farrah.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Why? You know how tricky she can be. She could—”

“No, not this time.” He eyed Casey with a strained look. It drifted over Jane and Sarah. “What I didn’t mention was, Crane has Billie drugged. She can’t help herself. He has total control of her.”

The three girls stared, speechless.

“Hell.” Jane dropped her gaze to the floor. How could this be happening? It wasn’t fair. Why couldn’t it have been Hynes Crane wanted instead of Billie? She was the one who got her into this mess. Why was she safe and not Billie?

“That bitch. It’s all Hynes’ fault,” Sarah spat, dumping the blame Sophie’s way as if reading Jane’s mind. She jumped to her feet. “How is it she’s free and Billie’s not?”

“Come on, that’s not fair,” Johnny said in Sophie’s defence.

“Isn’t it? She brought them to Billie’s place. They followed her and took Billie when it had nothing at all to do with her. Why couldn’t they have left her alone?”

“Obviously they had their reasons, now calm down. Who’s to say Billie wasn’t already under surveillance? They’d been there before, remember? We don’t know the details or the circumstances.”

Sarah looked away, shaking her head. “I’m going to kill Hynes when I see her. Shit, she almost killed Billie the last time they were together and now she’s going to do it again.”

“Sarah, this isn’t helping,” Johnny said. Her gaze snapped to his, meeting the stern look. She didn’t argue. He sighed. “The good news is, they’ve tracked Crane’s helicopter to where it briefly set down before continuing on to Cairns. Mark is pretty sure that’s where he’s holding Billie so Dave is meeting him there. The police there are keeping an eye on the chopper and are ready to move in as soon as it lands.”

“Is there anything we can do to help?” Casey asked.

Johnny looked at her, and then Jane when she backed her.

“Yes, Johnny, we want to help.” 

Johnny gave a negative shake of his head. “Sorry, guys, it’s more complicated than you think.”

“If you mean it has to be done sneaky like, we’re the best,” Casey said.

“No. Don’t even think about it.”

“Why?”  

“I don’t want to hear any more about this, okay? Leave it to Mark and Dave. They will sort it out. They know what they’re doing. They’re on Crane’s tail and are closing in. They don’t need you three stumbling in to mess it all up. Besides, by the time you arrive up there, it’ll probably all be over.” Johnny lifted a hand and silenced them when they went to argue. “I mean it, guys. If this isn’t handled properly, Billie could be in real trouble. Am I getting through to you?” 

The girls stared in silence, meeting his stern gaze. Finally, Casey nodded. 

“Okay, all right, we hear you.” 

Blowing out a breath, he nodded. “Good.” He stood off the desk. “I have to go and check on a few things. I shouldn’t be too long. You can hang here if you want, just in case Dave calls again.”

“Sure.” 

He gave another nod and crossed to the door. Stopping, he looked over his shoulder at the glum faces. “Hey, have faith. We’ll find her.” 

Nods were all that answered him. Johnny walked out. The stunned silence was heavy for a few moments longer.

“Faith? Hell.” Sarah slumped into the chair and folded her arms. Jane glanced at her, knowing exactly how she felt. The thought was depressing and soul destroying. How could they not help? This was Billie they were talking about, in trouble. She blew out a frustrated sigh and sat forward, resting her chin in her cupped hands supported by her elbows on her knees. Casey slouched deeper in her seat. Leaning her head to one side, she lowered it onto her hand propped on the armrest of the chair.

“You know,” Jane breathed, staring ahead in a contemplative daze. “I’m sure if the situation was reversed, Billie wouldn’t be just sitting here doing nothing.” 

The words cut through the silence like a knife. Sarah and Casey looked sharply at her. Jane turned, meeting their stares with a challenge. They nodded.

“You’re right. She needs us. There must be something we can do,” Casey said.

“Wait, I have a few contacts in Cairns.” Sarah’s tone filled with more confidence. “Maybe they’ve heard of Crane. He’d have to be known in the underworld somewhere. Any information we can find out about him would be beneficial to Dave.”

“That it would. Do you still have their numbers?” Jane asked. Sarah flashed a smile and pulled her phone from her bag. 

“They should be in my contacts.” She skimmed through the contact list, looking for anyone who may be able to help her. 

“Here’s one, and another. Even if they don’t know him, they might know someone who does. Anything we can find out about the bastard would have to help, right?”

“Exactly. It’s worth a try,” Casey said with encouragement. Sarah tapped on a number. Jane sat tense, watching, silently praying someone out there would be able to help. Any remote chance, no matter how minute it might seem, may be of help to Dave. Her best friend’s life could depend on it.

* * *  
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Billie woke slowly. Her heavy eyes opened with little eagerness. Her vision focused on a ceiling. It was clean and sparkling white. She rolled her head to the side. She was on a bed in a room, alone. A bedside table with a jug of water and a cup were within her reach. Two tall cupboards were against the wall opposite. Lying quietly, she let her memory return, recalling what had happened and where she might be. Yes, Crane came to mind. His ugly face drifted into her thoughts. She’d laid him out . . . and had wanted to tie him, then . . . nothing. Obviously the drug had taken her down before she’d been able to secure him. Great. That only meant one thing – she was still in his hands. But where? He’d told her they were leaving so she had to assume he’d followed through with his plans and left the building near Weipa, as well as help. That’s where she’d told Dave to find her. Damn it. He’d have no idea where she was now. Shit, it just got better and better.

Hynes drifted into her thoughts. Billie’s stomach tightened. What had become of her? She remembered the last look they’d exchanged before Crane had split them up. Tied to a tree beside a creek, Hynes had no idea what awaited her. Nor had she until Crane explained the reason why he’d secured her in that specific spot. The creek was a haven for crocodiles, hungry crocodiles ready to emerge for a laid on meal. Again her stomach knotted. The detective knew Hynes’ fate wasn’t good. In fact, it was far from good. Billie refused to believe she’d been a crocodile’s meal like Crane had told her, placing faith in Hynes’ ability and expertise to get out of such a tight situation, hoping she might have escaped somehow. She’d told her the rope binding her hands had been loose. Could Hynes have freed herself in time? Clinging to this small glimmer of hope, Billie wanted to believe it. She and Hynes had their differences, big differences, but she didn’t deserve to die like that. What plagued her more was the fact Crane had given her the decision to choose Hynes’ outcome. To leave her for the crocodiles . . . or shoot her for a quick death. It had ripped Billie apart. She prayed she’d made the right choice. Damn it. Her anger focused on Crane. That bastard had a lot to answer for.

Lifting a hand, she was surprised to find she
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