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PROLOGUE

Deep in the Northern Territory, hours from anywhere, Kip Malloy stepped out of the air-conditioned comfort of the ute and a wave of parched hot air hit him as though someone had opened the furnace door. The month of March was coming into autumn, but out here in the bush it was still blisteringly hot, even for a hardened local like Kip, who’d been born and raised in these parts and had never left the Territory in all his sixty-two years.

He’d been driving for hours, and turned off the highway a long way back. The road to Mad Mick’s homestead was little more than a rocky trail though the wilderness, dangerously easy to lose your way on for the last fifty clicks or so. But Kip had been coming here since he was a boy and knew it better than anyone alive, now that the old man was dead.

Pulling in through the dilapidated gates and heading up the long, dusty track, like always Kip couldn’t avoid that feeling of awe at the sheer scale of his late uncle’s spread. Australian outbackers were pretty used to long distances and big, wide-open spaces. Kip’s own land, far to the north of here, ranged across several hundred acres of the Northern Territory coastal wetland areas, too big an area for one man to patrol in a day or even two. But it was dwarfed by the size of Mad Mick’s place, stretching from the southern edges of the coastal wetlands over the arid empty grasslands, across canyons and steppes all the way to the northern fringes of the outback desert regions, what folks called the Red Centre.

Several generations of Malloys had striven hard to make whatever agricultural use of their land they could, though even the best of it was only good for grazing cattle, too arid to support cropping. Once upon a time Mick’s grandfather, Kip’s great-granddaddy the legendary Shelby Malloy, had proudly farmed more than ten thousand head of prime Hereford stock over nearly half a million acres. But Mick, on inheriting the vast spread from his father in 1964, while still only twenty-four years of age, had other ideas and staunchly refused to farm an inch of it. He’d sold off the entire herd and spent years tearing down the hundreds of miles of fencing his forebears had laboured over generations to erect, intent on letting the land revert back to wilderness. He’d never married, seldom ventured beyond his borders, let alone anywhere near what some people termed civilisation, and as the decades rolled by his increasingly eccentric ways had earned him the nickname by which he was now universally known.

For the next half a century and more, ‘Mad’ Mick Malloy had lived the life of a solitary wanderer, roaming his enormous territory, sometimes on horseback, mostly on foot, communing with the wild side of nature, often disappearing for weeks on end into the bush equipped with only a tent, an ancient rifle and the barest minimum of kit. It had been on one of those long rambles, while camping out at a remote place called Horseshoe Ridge, that he’d encountered the deadly taipan snake that finally had put an end to his long, colourful life. Had Mick been carrying any antivenom along with the sat phone he’d used to call in the flying emergency medics, he might have been saved. In the event, it was too late.

Mick’s younger brother Keith had been killed in 1970 when his light aircraft came down in a river gorge, leaving a wife and a ten-year-old son. Growing up without a father, young Kip had been extremely close to his uncle, and as he’d got older he’d been a frequent visitor to the homestead. When Kip’s mother passed away from cancer just twelve years later, Mick was the only family left to him. And now that Mick was gone too, it seemed as though an era had come to a close. As his sole remaining relative, Kip had been informed by the deceased’s solicitor, a lawyer based in Alice Springs named Rex Muldoon, that he had inherited everything: ‘everything’ being the few pennies the old man had to his name, a run-down old house with a few outbuildings, a derelict Holden Wagon, and some five hundred thousand acres of land.

Kip had been left wondering what the hell he was to do with this unexpected inheritance. With a thriving business of his own to run, he was too busy to look after a bloody great spread hours and hours away to the south. Yet at the same time, the idea of a stranger taking it over had seemed plain wrong. For weeks, he’d wrestled with the problem of what to do.

Then, on his first visit to the homestead after his uncle’s death, Kip had made the discovery that changed everything.

Back again now, he walked inside the empty house. The place was just as he had left it. Stepping into the hallway he could feel the old man’s presence so vividly that it would have come as no surprise if he’d suddenly appeared from a doorway, the crusty white-bearded face burned deep mahogany by a life spent under the fierce sun, wearing that battered old leather broad-brimmed hat of his and grumbling out some sour greeting to his beloved and only nephew.

But only the ghost of Mad Mick inhabited the homestead now. Kip wandered from room to silent, empty room, noticing with sadness how the dust was already layering the surfaces. Dust was a fact of life out here, like the flies and the spiders. The air was stifling, even hotter than outside, and Kip’s shirt was sticking to him within a minute. Along a dim passage was the small, cluttered office where he had made his sensational find among a stack of his uncle’s papers.

Mick hadn’t been a great one for neat filing and his personal documents had been in a predictably chaotic mess. And there, carefully secreted away in an old cigar box at the bottom of a drawer stuffed with unpaid bills and vehicle registration paperwork, had been the pair of items whose discovery startled Kip almost out of his wits.

For as long as he could remember, going back half a century to the days of his childhood, he’d been enthralled by his uncle’s flamboyant tales of what he believed lay hidden somewhere beneath his land. Mick Malloy’s relentless, decades-long quest to locate it had in no small part helped to earn him the reputation of being as nutty as a fruitcake, a few stubbies short of a six pack, ripe for the funny farm, a dipstick, a dingaling, or any of the other uncomplimentary epithets that the locals had labelled him with for spending his life chasing after a myth.

Kip had always been perfectly certain that his uncle wasn’t crazy, and strongly defended his good name against such accusations – in fact he’d got into more than a couple of fistfights over it as a younger man, when guys in bars teased him about being Mad Mick’s nephew. Eccentric, for sure. A difficult and bloody-minded sod with little in the way of social graces and no scruples whatsoever about saying what was on his mind, however offensive. Without a doubt. But mad? Not an effing chance, mate. Kip had come up hard, never been slow to respond with his fists and would blacken the eye of any bastard who dared use that name in his presence.

And now here had been the proof that the old sod might have been right all along.

The first item inside the cigar box Kip had found hidden in his uncle’s office was a metal nugget about the size of a galah’s egg. It was raw and lumpy and didn’t look like much, but Kip knew that it was solid silver, because that was what his uncle had been searching for all those years.

The second item in the box was a hand-drawn map. It was crude and rough, with nothing on it to indicate its significance, but taken together with the silver nugget there was no doubt in Kip’s mind that it marked the location of the rich subterranean deposit, uncle Mick’s long-sought-after mother lode. So the crafty fox had actually found it! All those stories had been true. All the years of searching had been vindicated, all the naysayers proved wrong.

How long had Mick known the truth? Not so very long, Kip reckoned. The map wasn’t old. He could tell that for a fact, seeing as it had been sketched on the back of a nasty letter from the Australian Taxation Office, dated just a couple of months back. There was still some fresh dirt encrusted in the rough surfaces of the silver nugget, and the cigar box in which Mick had concealed the items still smelled faintly of tobacco. The evidence all seemed to point to a recent discovery.

As stunned as he was by the revelation, what astonished Kip even more was that the old man had never breathed a word about his find. He’d been down here twice to see him during those last few weeks before he died, checking on his health, making sure he was looking after himself properly. How could Mick have kept something like this from his own nephew, after having confided in him all these years? Kip had felt a sense of hurt at being excluded, at first. But then on reflection, he thought he knew the answer. The reason why the old man had been so secretive could be summed up in just two words.

Wiley Cooper.

Now that Kip understood why his uncle had made the choices he had, his own mind had soon been made up and he’d known what needed to be done. He’d entrusted the silver nugget to the special care of someone best placed to keep it securely hidden. Someone his uncle would have trusted too. Kip regretted that he hadn’t let his wife, Lynne, in on the secret. He’d never lied to her before now and hated doing it, but he reasoned that she had enough concerns to deal with already and he didn’t want to worry her – that was how he justified it to himself, anyway.

Sad how one lie tended to lead to another, for all his good intentions. Poor Lynne didn’t even know Kip had returned here today. He’d fed her a fictitious cover story about driving out to Yulla Yulla to see a man about a horse, and he felt rotten for having deceived her. The truth was, he didn’t even know himself exactly why he’d felt impelled to return here today. Perhaps he just needed to say goodbye to the place and all its memories, before that chapter of his life closed completely and forever.

Kip took his time, lingering from room to room. After a while, thinking he was letting maudlin sentimentality get the better of him, that his uncle would have poured scorn all over him for being pathetic and unmanly, he decided he should go. He probably shouldn’t have come here.

That was when they turned up.

Hearing the crunch of tyres outside in the dirt yard, Kip went to a window and peered through the dusty pane. Who could this be? Visitors were not expected at the homestead. Half a dozen brawny men in a crew-cab four-wheel-drive truck, even less so.

The dust cloud thrown up by the crew-cab drifted away like smoke on the wind. Kip watched as its doors opened and all six men stepped out into the searing bright sunlight. They couldn’t have failed to notice his own ute parked in front of the house, and they looked as surprised as he was that someone else was out here at the remote homestead. After exchanging a few words that he couldn’t make out, two of them ambled over to check his Toyota. He’d left it with the doors unlocked, the windows wound down to stay cool in the sun, and the key in the ignition. He was already bridling at the appearance of the strangers, but when they opened his driver’s door and started poking around inside his vehicle, he knew something was wrong.

Then when they pulled out the registration documents he kept in the glove compartment, verified the vehicle owner’s identity and plucked the key from his ignition with a lot of hostile and cautious glances towards the house, he knew something was very wrong indeed.

The man who’d taken his key hurried back to give it to one of his pals, a tall burly character in a denim shirt and a broad-brimmed hat, whose dominant body language made Kip think he must be the boss man of the group. The boss man said something else Kip couldn’t catch. He looked thoughtful. The rest were still looking sullenly over at the house. Then the boss man motioned to them, and three of the men reached into the back of their truck and came out with scoped hunting rifles. The boss man grabbed a weapon for himself and worked the bolt. Snick-snack. Loaded and locked.

Now Kip was getting alarmed. Many folks in rural Australia routinely carried firearms for hunting or protection against wild critters. He himself owned various rifles, but they were all back at the farm. As his tension quickly began to escalate and he realised these men meant business, it occurred to him that his uncle’s trusty old bolt-action Weatherby .30-06 was still in the bedroom wardrobe where Mick stored it when not in use.

Moving quickly away from the window, he hurried into the bedroom and retrieved the weapon. This was the same rifle Mick had taught him to shoot with as a boy, and he could still hit what he aimed at. It was always kept loaded. He worked the bolt and chambered a round from the magazine. His heart was thudding as he walked back out of the bedroom with the aught-six clutched in his fists. He’d never seen these men before, but he had a pretty fair idea who they were, and who they worked for. Which meant he could guess what this was about. And that made his blood boil.

Looks like good news travels fast, he thought angrily as he strode towards the front hallway. But how had the bastards found out the secret?

He told himself to stay calm. The guns were probably just for show, for intimidation. There was no real reason to suppose they were going to start shooting. But if they did, they’d be damned sorry. Kip hadn’t backed down from a fight in his entire life and he wasn’t about to start now.

By the time he’d reached the front door and marched out to confront the men, they’d scattered and spread out. Four of them, he couldn’t see at all. One was just visible behind the corner of an outbuilding, about forty yards from the house. The boss man with the hat was hunkered down low behind their truck with his rifle resting across the bonnet, watching the house through his scope. As Kip emerged into the sunlight he saw the gun barrel twitch his way.

Another man might have flinched and ducked for cover, but Kip stood his ground and immediately brought the wooden stock of the Weatherby up to his shoulder. Iron sights. The old man always said that if your target was big enough to see with the naked eye, you didn’t need a scope.

Kip fixed his aim on the brim of the boss man’s hat and held it there. He yelled, ‘Whatever it is you mongrels want, you’re not welcome here. So I suggest you turn around and bugger off right now!’

‘Drop the gun, Malloy, if you know what’s good for you!’ the boss man roared in reply, still aiming back at Kip.

‘You’ve got five seconds to do as I say, mate, or this is liable to get ugly.’

‘Relax, we just want to talk!’

‘Yeah?’ Kip shouted. ‘Well, I’m not interested in hearing it!’ His finger slipped inside the trigger guard. The old man had the trigger set so light you only had to caress it to touch off a round.

‘Come on, Malloy. We’re not looking for trouble.’

‘Then put the gun down.’

‘You put yours down first.’

A sharp, cracking report came from behind the corner of the outbuilding. Whether or not it had been intended to hit him, the high-velocity round shattered a window of the house behind Kip. He didn’t flinch, but stood his ground and fired back at where the shot had come from, the rifle recoiling hard against his shoulder. The shooter quickly ducked back out of sight around the edge of the wall as Kip’s bullet tore out a fist-sized chunk of masonry and howled away into the far distance. He stayed planted and worked the Weatherby’s smooth bolt to eject the empty round and chamber another. Swinging the muzzle across towards the truck he fired again, this time deliberately blowing out the truck’s left headlamp. That was all the warning shots they were going to get.

‘Hold your fire!’ the boss man yelled from behind the truck. ‘Hold your fire!’

‘You drongos want a war, you’ll get one,’ Kip promised them. His third round was chambered and this next bullet would be in earnest.

‘It was an accident! Pete didn’t mean to shoot!’

‘Then tell the bloody fool to put that gun down before he does something else he’ll regret,’ Kip shouted back. ‘Three seconds left, boys. Or someone’s going to get hurt.’

‘No need for that, Malloy. Like I said, we just want to talk!’

‘Two seconds,’ Kip said.

‘Don’t be stupid, Malloy! Put the gun down and come with us. He wants to work this out!’

‘He can go to hell. One second.’ Everything about Kip’s steely expression, his body language and his tone of voice made it absolutely clear that he meant it.

But that one second never came. Because in the next instant something hard and heavy struck him a blow to the back of the head. His vision exploded into a dazzling white starburst and then faded instantly to black.








Chapter 1

Switzerland

Ben Hope was on the road when he got the call, winding his way through the tight twists and switchbacks of the Grimsel Pass, climbing to over seven thousand feet with the rugged green valleys and blue reservoir lakes spread out below him like a picture postcard.

More than just the most breathtaking views anywhere in the Swiss Alps, for a man of a sporting disposition the remote thirty-eight-kilometre pass offered some of the most exciting and challenging driving to be had anywhere in the world, and Ben was someone who found it hard to turn away from a challenge. The throaty roar of the twin-turbo engine all but drowned out the jazz blaring from his speakers – Courtney Pine with Zoe Rahman had been his soundtrack for the last hour – as he accelerated hard out of one switchback and sped into the next with all the fierce concentration and aplomb of a racing driver. The windows were wound down and the cool mountain wind was whipping at his hair.

Yes, he had to admit that life was pretty good for him at this moment, partly because he’d given himself a couple of weeks’ holiday and intended to enjoy his time off to the hilt. For the last two days he had been making his way across France from his home in Normandy, into Switzerland. It was a drive he could have made in a matter of hours in his high-performance BMW Alpina, but he’d been taking his time, staying in nice little out-of-the-way guesthouses and enjoying the local food and wine. He’d navigated the even twistier and stunningly magnificent stretch of road from Santa Maria through the high Stelvio Pass; and of course while he was in the area he’d had to check out the world’s smallest whisky bar, located in the small Alpine village of Müstair: 280 varieties crammed into little over eight square metres of space, and his only regret was that he hadn’t had time to sample them all.

The joys of being your own boss. And Ben also felt good, because the real purpose of this pleasure-trip through Switzerland was to pay a long-anticipated visit to one of his only two remaining relatives, someone he hadn’t seen in a long while and was looking forward to catching up with again. Right now on this perfect, sunny early afternoon he was less than two hours’ drive away from Zermatt, where his younger sister Ruth had recently built herself a beautiful new ten-bedroom home in the countryside.

By all accounts, Ruth’s life was on the up, too. On top of being the youngest female executive director of a Fortune Global 500 company, the Swiss-based Steiner Industries business empire she’d taken over from her adoptive tycoon father Maximilian, she had a new man in her life and it sounded as though they were serious about a future together. Ben was extremely happy for her, and he looked forward with pleasure to making his possible future brother-in-law’s acquaintance later that afternoon.

It hadn’t always been this way. Like the dramatic peaks and plummeting troughs of the mountain road he was travelling at this moment, there had been many ups and downs on Ruth’s bigger journey through the years, and it had been the same way for Ben, too. There’d been a time, a long, long time in fact, when he’d thought she was lost to him forever. Of all the incidents that had marked and shaped the course of his life, her abduction from a Moroccan street market as a child and the many painful years of searching for her had been the thing that had changed him most, not just because of the agony he’d suffered, or the way that her disappearance had led directly to the deaths of both of their parents. More than that, the traumatic event had ultimately set Ben on the path to becoming a kidnap and ransom or ‘K&R’ specialist, rescuing the victims of the most evil, cruel industry in the world that preyed on innocent people and profited from tearing them away from their loved ones. A career at which he’d excelled and one he’d been especially qualified to pursue, thanks to his prior years with 22 SAS, the British Army’s most elite Special Forces regiment. He’d saved a lot of people and put a stop to the nefarious activities of many a kidnapper.

That was all in the past now. Or was it? As well as catching up with his sister, Ben was also planning on using this break to do some serious thinking about his own future. It had been a few years since he’d officially quit his dangerous job tracking down kidnappers, moved from his then home in Ireland to a sleepy corner of Normandy and set up a tactical training establishment with his old friend Jeff Dekker.

He and Jeff had first got to know one another back during their days in Special Forces, though Jeff had been with the Special Boat Service, the SAS’s naval counterpart. Their training facility, known simply as Le Val, had over the years become the go-to place for private security, specialist police or military units wanting to sharpen up their skills in VIP close protection, hostage rescue, raid and counterterrorism operations. Ben and Jeff had poured everything they had into their school, aided by their business partner the redoubtable Tuesday Fletcher, and their efforts had paid off handsomely. They were all deeply proud of Le Val’s reputation as the best in the business, and their achievement in building it from the ground up.

But Ben was a restless man, who’d always had an aversion to settling down in one place for too long. There were times when he worried that he’d become too set in his ways, stuck in a rut and getting stale. He had a recurring dream in which he’d become prematurely old and grey, trapped inside a cage from which he yearned to break free. Outside the cage was a white sandy beach leading to a vast blue ocean dotted with beautiful, enticing forested islands that nobody had ever explored. And on the shore was a jetty with a motor boat moored up, just waiting for him to jump into it and take off.

You didn’t have to be Sigmund Freud to work out the symbolism.

Lately that dream had been troubling him more often, and his self-questioning nature had caused him to wonder if perhaps, just perhaps, it might be time that he changed direction again. Maybe he’d done all there was for him to do at Le Val; maybe he needed a fresh challenge to sink his teeth into, new horizons to explore.

But what could he do? He’d been self-employed ever since leaving the army, and his was a particular skillset not well suited to normal civilian life. He lacked the qualities that his sister Ruth possessed in such abundance. He’d be terrified at the prospect of having to go into an office each day, wearing a suit and tie, chained to a desk when he wasn’t dragging his heels in and out of brain-numbing corporate meetings. That was assuming anyone in that world would even have employed him. So what other options did he have? Get back into K&R?

Ben wasn’t especially good at expressing his innermost emotions and anxieties to people, but he planned on talking to Ruth about these feelings. She was someone he could confide in, and she had a lot of wisdom. Maybe she’d tell him that these self-doubts were just a phase he was going through, and that he should hold on to a good thing and not make any rash decisions.

All these things were turning over in Ben’s mind when his phone went. He eased his foot off the gas and pulled into the side of the straight stretch of road he was on to take the call. The caller ID told him it was Tuesday phoning. Which was a little out of the ordinary, because the guys wouldn’t generally contact him unless something was up at Le Val that they couldn’t handle on their own.

Tuesday Fletcher was one of the cheeriest, most laid-back and imperturbable people Ben had ever known. The situation had to be pretty damn dire to wipe that megawatt grin off his face. But the moment Ben heard his voice on the line, he knew this had to be bad news. Ben tensed, anticipating the worst.

‘It’s Jeff,’ Tuesday said. ‘Something’s happened.’

Ben’s mind was instantly filled with anxiety. Jeff was a qualified pilot and kept an old Cessna Skyhawk at a flying club near Le Val, which he liked to take out for a spin now and then. Had there been a crash?

He was momentarily too stunned to speak. Before he could say anything, though, Tuesday had already dispelled his worst fears.

‘He got a call from Australia.’

Which came as a relief, but didn’t sound too good either. Jeff’s mother, Lynne Dekker, had emigrated Down Under some years ago and remarried, to a local guy named Kip Malloy. Jeff had confided to Ben that his mum had some health issues. Ben was relieved to hear Jeff was okay, but worried that Lynne must have died.

But in the next moment it turned out that Ben was off track there, too.

‘Kip’s gone missing,’ Tuesday said.

Ben reached for his cigarettes. Tuesday’s news was shocking, though on reflection maybe not completely unexpected, given what Kip did for a living. He was a farmer, but not the kind of farmer who raises crops or herds sheep. He was the owner of a considerable spread in the coastal regions of Australia’s Northern Territory, where he bred saltwater crocodiles for the meat and leather trade. Ben had come across his fair share of crocs in Africa and alligators in the American Deep South. Those were nasty enough, but he happened to know that their Antipodean cousins were far and away the most dangerous reptiles in the world. These throwbacks to the age of the dinosaurs could grow to outlandish sizes and had jaws that could snap a sturdy canoe in half with a single bite. Just why anyone would want to have anything to do with the creatures, Ben had no idea. And Kip’s place had over a thousand of them.

A vision came into his mind of poor Kip getting dragged into a river or tipped out of his boat and torn to pieces. You’d disappear after that, all right, because there wouldn’t be much left to find.

He said, ‘Missing, or gobbled up by one of those things?’

‘That was my first thought too,’ Tuesday replied. ‘But that’s not what happened. He didn’t go missing on the farm. Apparently he’d gone off to a local town to see some guy about buying a horse, and he never came back.’

Ben shook a Gauloise from the cigarette pack and took out his lighter. ‘When did this happen?’

‘Six days ago. Lynne started to worry when he didn’t come home that night, and called the police. They’ve searched all over the place and drawn a total blank. His car’s vanished, too. Not a trace of him to be found anywhere. And the guy he was meant to have gone to see says he didn’t know anything about it and never saw him. Neither have any of the residents of the town. Kip’s well known there, and you’d think someone would have seen him and talked to him. But it looks as if he never reached the place. Or went somewhere else. Nobody knows. It’s a mystery. Lynne’s going to pieces.’

Ben asked, ‘How’s Jeff taking it?’

‘Not well,’ Tuesday said. ‘He’s been climbing the walls and chewing holes in the carpet ever since he got the news. And in case you’re wondering why I’m phoning you about this and not him, he doesn’t know I’m calling. I told him he should, but he said no. I asked him why not, and he said, “Because Ben would want to offer to help, and I don’t want him to.” So again I asked why not, and he said, “Because Ben would deal with a situation like this on his own, and that’s what I’m going to do.”’

That sounded like Jeff, all right. Ben’s old friend was independent-minded to a fault and capable of being extremely stubborn.

‘Let me talk to him,’ Ben said.

‘He’s on the other phone right now, speaking to travel agents and getting nowhere fast. He’s determined to jump on the next plane to Australia, but he’s going nuts because they’re all booked up, even from Heathrow, and the soonest he can get a flight is three days from now.’

Ben put the cigarette to his lips and thumbed the wheel of his lighter. At the same time, the wheels inside his head were turning, too. Times. Distances. Margins. Options. Connections. Pieces moving around his three-dimensional mental globe of the world like chessmen laying out their strategy on a board. He’d fallen silent, deep in thought.

It could work.

‘Hello? Ben? Are you there?’ Tuesday said.

‘I’m here. I’m thinking.’

‘Thinking what?’

‘Thinking that there might be a way to get there a lot faster,’ Ben said. ‘Hold on a minute. I’ll call you back.’

Ben ended the call and immediately punched in another number.

‘It’s me,’ he said when Ruth answered on the first ring, as if she’d been standing right by the phone expecting him to call. She sounded cheery and upbeat.

‘Hello, me. What time are you getting here? Don’t forget I have restaurant reservations for eight o’clock this evening.’

Ben took a breath and came right out with it. ‘I’m sorry, Ruth. Change of plan. I hate to do this to you, but I’m not going to be able to make it after all.’

Her tone changed to one of dismay. ‘But I’ve been so looking forward to seeing you. And I really wanted you to meet Lukas.’

‘Me too.’

‘Let me guess. Something’s come up, correct?’

‘You might say that.’

‘Can’t be helped, I suppose,’ Ruth said, irritation creeping into her voice. ‘What is it this time? Let me guess. I know. Someone’s threatened to shoot the US President and only you can stop it from happening?’

Ben wasn’t sure that he would actually make much effort to stop that from happening. ‘Not exactly.’

‘Then what? It’d better be good, whatever it is.’

‘Jeff’s father-in-law. He’s gone missing.’

‘The Australian crocodile guy?’

‘That’s him.’

‘Missing how?’

‘Missing, as in, he’s disappeared and nobody knows where he’s gone.’

‘I can help with that one. It’s a no-brainer. He’ll be inside the belly of one of those scaly green monsters of his.’ Ruth didn’t sound entirely sympathetic.

‘Apparently not,’ Ben said. ‘It happened somewhere else.’

‘Where? What?’

‘Can’t say. Nobody knows. That’s the whole point of being missing, isn’t it?’

‘All right, I get it. And I’m sorry if I seem uncaring. It’s terrible, it really is. I hope the poor man’s all right and that they find him soon. Have they called the police?’

‘First thing they did.’

‘Then surely the police will help?’

‘Just like they helped so much when you went missing that time, Ruth,’ Ben said. The moment the words were out of his mouth, he regretted being so direct.

‘You sound like you’re taking this very personally, big brother.’

‘Jeff’s my friend.’

‘I know he is. But what can you do? Australia’s a long way away.’

‘Yes, it is,’ Ben said. ‘And that’s also what I’m calling about. I need a small favour, Ruth.’

She grumped. ‘That’d be a first, you asking for a small favour.’

‘Maybe not that small,’ he admitted.

Five minutes later, he was back on the phone to Tuesday at Le Val.

‘Tell Jeff to get his Cessna ready to be at Le Bourget airport in Paris by eleven o’clock this evening, to hitch a ride on a Steiner Industries business jet that just so happens to be going his way.’

‘Just so happens? Tuesday said, sounding amazed.

‘With a quick pit stop in Dubai for refuelling, barring delays and weather permitting, he should be able to make the trip in less than a day. It’s only about nine thousand miles.’

‘Just a hop and a skip,’ Tuesday said. ‘I’ll let him know.’

‘Tell him there’s just one condition,’ Ben said.

‘Which is what?’

‘Which is that I’m coming too.’








Chapter 2

The plan worked out just the way Ben had anticipated, though it had meant a mad scramble for both him and Jeff separately to reach the private jet terminal at Le Bourget in time for their RV with the Steiner Industries Bombardier Global 7500 jet. When Ben screeched up to the terminal with only minutes to spare, Jeff had only just landed, and the jet’s crew, headed by their chief pilot Pierre, were impatient to get going.

The privileges of private air travel meant there was the minimum of hassle involved. Ruth had been busily pulling strings and taken care of everything from her end; for all intents and purposes Ben and Jeff were executive associates of the company, employed to scout contacts for a new Steiner Industries corporate venture. That vague language was enough to sneak them under the cordon of red tape, and provided them with a fast-tracked business visa that allowed free movement within Australia for thirty days. Ben had called on favours from his sister before; this was a big, expensive one, but she’d come through brilliantly for him.

That had been the easy part. Persuading Jeff to accept his help had been another matter. Still, they were here now. Jeff’s initial proud reluctance to accept anyone’s help had softened over the course of his trip to Paris, and as they met on the tarmac he gripped Ben’s hand with emotion. ‘I don’t know what to say. I owe you one, buddy.’

‘Let’s find Kip first,’ Ben said.

The Bombardier Global was one of the longest-range private aircraft in the world, capable of flying more than seven thousand nautical miles nonstop. It also had a passenger cabin six feet longer than a Gulfstream’s, and they would have been wallowing in luxury if not for the pressing anxiety of the moment. They landed in Dubai with fuel to spare, topped up their tanks as quickly and smoothly as these things could be done, and set off again on the second leg of their journey. Nineteen hours after their departure from Paris, the jet touched down on the runway at Darwin International Airport, Northern Territory.

It was two a.m. local time and the scorching early-autumn daytime temperature had dropped to a chill, the tarmac slicked to a black mirror by a downpour of heavy rain. Ben and Jeff were no strangers to long-distance travel, but the jetlag was a killer and their body clocks were all screwed up. The journey was far from over, however. This was a big, big country and they were still more than six hundred miles from their destination. For the next leg, independently of Steiner Industries, they’d chartered a twin-engined Beechcraft Baron to transport them southeast across the Northern Territory to the remote town of Borroloola, whose airstrip was unsuitable for landing anything much larger than a light turboprop aircraft. Borroloola was situated on the McArthur River, just sixty or so kilometres upstream from Kip Malloy’s spread at Hobart’s Creek near the Gulf of Carpentaria.

But as the Bombardier Global finished refuelling and flight checks for its return journey, there was as yet no sign of their charter plane. ‘Looks like we’ve been left in the lurch, damn it,’ grumbled a frustrated Jeff.

Ben glanced up at the ink-black sky and the pounding rain that formed haloes around the floodlamps of the taxiway. He doubted whether any light aircraft pilot in their right mind would want to take off in this, with visibility down to near zero. There was nothing for it but to wait.

The private terminal had a small waiting area where they spent the next few hours. Jeff, exhausted with jetlag but too nervy to settle, alternately dozed for short periods in a chair and resumed his restless pacing, constantly glancing through the window for any sign of their plane. Ben sat quietly defying the no-smoking signs and listening to the steady drum of the rain on the roof. On and on it went, not easing until the first blood-red glimmers of dawn were breaking in the east. Shortly afterwards they saw the lights of their charter aircraft coming in to land.

‘The guy certainly took his bloody time,’ Jeff muttered irritably, snatching up his kit bag. As the Beechcraft Baron taxied around towards the terminal they stepped outside into the fresh dawn light. The side hatch swung open and a figure emerged, and it was apparent that the guy wasn’t a guy after all. Their lady pilot was a petite blonde of about thirty or thirty-five, dressed in shorts and flip-flops, a red baseball cap and a rumpled old paratrooper jacket a size too large for her. She jumped down and came striding confidently up to them with a beaming smile and an extended hand. Her eyes were the most startling blue, so bright they could have been lit from behind.

‘Abbie Logan. Which one of you is Mr Dekker?’

‘What time do you call this?’ Jeff said brusquely.

Her smile widened and she shook her head. ‘Sorry to keep you waiting, mate, but I’ve got rules about flying blind through a bloody rainstorm. Even for two handsome gents like yourselves. Now, if you’re ready, let’s see if we can make up a bit for lost time, eh?’

Soon the city of Darwin was far behind them and they were heading into open country with the blossoming crimsons, golds and purples of the sunrise spanning a vast disc from one end of the horizon to the other. Jeff was glum and taciturn and hunched in a seat towards the tail, while Ben moved up front to sit with the pilot, watching the scenery roll by below. Abbie Logan looked completely at ease at the controls, wearing her headset over the red baseball cap. She’d rolled up her jacket sleeves and her arms were tanned and strong. ‘Didn’t catch your name,’ she said to him over the thrum of the twin props that filled the cabin.

‘I’m Ben.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Ben. First visit to the Territory?’

‘First time in Australia,’ he replied.

Her cheeks dimpled into another smile that contrasted whitely against the tan of her face. ‘Yeah? Welcome Down Under. You and your grumpy mate here on business?’

‘You might say that.’

‘Only you don’t look like the regular business types. Travelling kind of light.’

Ben glanced back at Jeff and saw that he’d dozed off again. ‘I’m sorry if he came over a bit rude before. He’s just a little uptight.’

‘Hey, no worries,’ she replied with a cheerful shrug, and went on flying.

The rising sun was soon a burning orange ball on their port quarter as they maintained their steady course southeast. Abbie flicked out a pair of teardrop aviator sunglasses and donned them against the glare, hiding those vivid blue eyes. ‘Going to be a scorcher, I reckon,’ she declared. Ben was inclined to agree. It was a long way from the cool springtime temperatures of Switzerland and Normandy. Come to that, it was hard to imagine a world more different to either. Abbie had levelled the plane at a low cruising altitude of five thousand feet and the landscape that rolled by beneath them was an endless, virtually flat wilderness that seemed to stretch for a million miles in every direction, punctuated here and there by great river gorges, spectacular rock formations and escarpments, wetlands and patches of tropical forest.

‘We’re over Kakadu National Park,’ she explained. ‘Two hundred thousand square kilometres of it. Some of the Aboriginal peoples have been here for at least sixty-five thousand years.’ As she spoke she eased back on the stick and let the plane gain altitude to soar over a huge striated rock formation. Dropping down the other side of the rocks they skimmed over a vast lake where clouds of mist drifted like smoke on the water. Disturbed by the roar of the low-flying plane, a large flock of egrets erupted from the lake’s surface and took to the air, a rippling, pulsing white wave of thousands of beating wings.

‘That’s Anbangbang Billabong,’ Abbie told him. Then pointing at another towering escarpment to their port side she said, ‘And that’s Nourlangie Rock, but the Aboriginal people call it Burrungkuy. See those caves down there? They’ve got some of the oldest cave art in the world. Painted by Neanderthals, they reckon. Though I know a few modern-day Neanderthals who couldn’t paint a picture to save their bloody lives.’

‘Amazing scenery.’

She flashed a grin at him. ‘Pretty awesome, isn’t it? Looks like Paradise. But believe me, mate, you wouldn’t want to be stuck out here alone. Plenty of tourists go missing, if they’re daft enough to go wandering off into the woop-woop without the right kit. Now and then some poor bugger gets taken by a croc. Last one, all they ever found was a bit of his leg with the shoe still on it.’

That brought Kip Malloy back to Ben’s mind. Dangerous country it might be for the unwary traveller, but even a seasoned outbacker like him could be unlucky. ‘I take it you’re from these parts yourself?’ he asked Abbie.

‘Born and bred,’ she replied proudly. ‘Never been out of the Territory.’

‘Not even once?’

Abbie shook her head. ‘This is the only world I know. Can’t say I’ve ever been tempted to see more of it. Why should I, when I’ve got everything I want, right here?’ She looked at him. ‘What about you, Ben? Where do you call home?’

‘I’ve moved around a lot. These days I live in France.’

‘But you’re a Pom, right?’

‘Half Irish,’ he replied. ‘I lived there for a long time, too.’

She smiled. ‘That’s better. Nothing against Poms, mind you. Not really.’

‘You don’t sound so sure.’

‘My people were from Limerick, going back a while. My great-great-great-great-great-granddad was transported to a penal colony for his part fighting the British in the 1798 Irish Rebellion. Just one of the forty thousand folks from the old country who were stuck on ships and brought over here to be worked half to death in their concentration camps. Thanks to the good old British empire, about a third of non-Indigenous Australians can trace their roots back to Ireland.’

Ben said, ‘Then it looks as if I’m going to fit right in here.’

‘Planning on staying long?’

‘As long as necessary.’

‘What is it you do?’

‘Right now I’m in education,’ Ben said.

‘Teacher?’

‘More like a trainer,’ he said. He glanced back again at Jeff, who was still fast asleep with his head lolling on his shoulder. ‘After that, I don’t know what I’m going to do, or where I’ll go.’

‘Could always move out here,’ Abbie said with a smile.

He chuckled. ‘I’ll certainly think about it.’

The morning wore on. By the time the sun was halfway up in the sky it was already searing hot. There was a sheen of perspiration on Abbie’s face. The aircraft’s pressurised cabin meant you couldn’t simply crack open a window, the way you could in Jeff’s prehistoric Cessna back home. She reached out a tanned, toned arm and turned up the air conditioning full blast. ‘Told you it was going to be a scorcher, didn’t I? Still, got a nice tailwind happening and I should be able to get you into Borroloola in about another hour or so.’

‘So how long have you been flying?’ he asked her.

She looked at him over the top of her sunglasses. ‘Hope you’re not going to give me that “what’s a pretty girl like you doing in a job like this” crap.’

‘Not in a thousand years. I’ve known quite a few female pilots.’

‘My dad taught me to fly before I was sixteen. He used to say, “Life’s problems all seem pretty small when you’re looking at them from high up.”’

‘Wise words,’ Ben said.

‘I love it up here. Room to breathe. I’ll fly anything, go anywhere. No runway, no problem. We also operate an old chopper, for when the landing gets a little tight. That’ll set you down in places where there aren’t even any places.’

Ben smiled. Abbie Logan was someone with a passion for her job. He asked, ‘Is this a regular route for you?’

She shrugged. ‘I used to fly the mail plane over that way. Drop-off was twice a week. So I know the area pretty well, yeah.’

‘That’s the only way they get their mail around here?’

‘It’s a big country, mate. The Northern Territory has 1.35 million square kilometres. Reckon that’s about six times the size of the UK. With a population of just 245,000 next to your sixty-odd million. I can’t believe those poor sods even have room to breathe.’

‘So all these remote communities must be pretty close-knit,’ Ben said. ‘I’m guessing everyone must know each other.’

He was thinking of what Tuesday had told him, about the strangeness of nobody having seen Kip Malloy when he supposedly visited the nearby town the day he disappeared. What she was telling him seemed to tally with that. Which lent more weight to the idea that maybe Kip hadn’t actually gone there.

That in turn threw up more ideas. Such as the one that had come into Ben’s mind even as he was driving back from Switzerland: why would Kip Malloy have lied to Jeff’s mother about where he was going when he disappeared? Had he been leading some kind of double life? Beyond what little Jeff had been able to tell him, Ben knew comparatively little about the missing man, far less than the extensive background dossier he’d have compiled about one of his kidnap cases back in the day. And that meant anything was possible – but for the moment at least, he hadn’t any intention of expressing these troubling thoughts to Jeff.

‘For sure, most folks around here know one another,’ Abbie replied, bringing him back to the present moment. ‘That’s if they’re not actually related to one another,’ she added with a laugh. ‘We don’t see a lot of new faces.’

‘Can’t be easy keeping secrets in these small communities,’ Ben said.

‘Dunno about that, mate,’ she replied. ‘I mean, everyone’s got a secret, haven’t they?’








Chapter 3

Abbie’s flight time estimate proved to be right on the money. Just a little over an hour later, they came in to land on the bumpy, loose-surfaced runway at Borroloola airport. Jeff was awake by then and watched with a keen pilot’s eye as Abbie buzzed in low and expertly set the plane down.

‘Here we are, boys,’ she announced, taxiing to a halt next to a cluster of buildings and a small refuelling station. ‘Welcome to the official capital city of Nowhereland.’

Jeff had been here before, on a previous visit to his mother’s new home, but for Ben this was a new experience. Stepping out of the aircraft transported him back to his memories of any number of Special Forces deployments in the hottest, dustiest and remotest theatres of operations across the world. If it hadn’t been for the pair of kangaroos he could see hopping across the beaten-earth runway, he might have been on some remote plain of Afghanistan or even somewhere in the barren wilderness of east Africa. As far as the eye could see and probably much further than that, the endless reaches of open, empty, scrubby grassland extended for 360 degrees all around them, dotted here and there by patches of parched, crooked trees. After the cool pressurised cabin of the aircraft the air felt like dragon’s breath.

‘Well, nice meeting you, mate,’ Abbie said as Ben collected his one piece of luggage from the plane, the old green canvas haversack that had accompanied him on many adventures around the world. ‘You need me again, you got my number. Enjoy your stay.’ Then she was off again, taxiing away towards the runway to fly to her next job. Ben watched the plane take off and climb into the pale, cloudless sky, shrinking until it became a tiny white dot over the emptiness.

He caught himself wondering if he’d ever see Abbie Logan again. Her smile seemed to linger in his mind. He shook his head to clear his thoughts. There were more pressing matters to focus on.

When the plane was finally gone, he and Jeff were alone again and feeling like the last two humans alive on a deserted planet. The silence was absolute. ‘Terry should be with us soon,’ Jeff said, looking at his watch. He shielded his eyes with his hand to scan a lonely, distant stretch of road. Terry Napier was one of Kip’s employees, who was due to drive them the sixty kilometres north to the remote farm at Hobart’s Creek.

They didn’t have to wait for very long. Far off in the distance Ben spotted a dust cloud tracking roughly south-west towards them. It took a good ten minutes to reach them; at last the dirt-streaked pickup truck rolled up. Terry Napier was a big, rough-featured man in his forties, with a face the colour and texture of saddle leather and a nose that had been broken more than once in his life. A broad-brimmed hat shaded his eyes from the sun and that, together with his bandy-legged gait as he got out of the pickup to meet them, gave him the look of a cowboy. He stuck out a rough, square hand. ‘G’day, Jeff. How was your trip?’ He glanced at Ben but didn’t acknowledge his presence.

‘We got here as fast as we could,’ Jeff replied. ‘What’s the latest? Anything new?’

Napier shook his head. ‘Wish I could say there was, mate. Nothing.’

Jeff puffed his cheeks. ‘Christ. How’s my mum?’

‘She’ll be glad you’re here. Lynne’s a strong woman but at a time like this she needs all the support she can get, I reckon.’

‘This is my friend and business partner, Ben Hope,’ Jeff said. ‘He’s come to help us find Kip.’

Napier gave a sort of grunt and thrust the big hand Ben’s way. It felt as dry and tough as a catcher’s glove, with a grip that could throttle a saltwater crocodile. ‘Best be on our way, then,’ he muttered. ‘Lynne’ll string me up by the bollocks if I don’t bring you home quick.’

They loaded their stuff in the back of the pickup and got on board, Jeff riding up front and Ben in the rear of the crew-cab. ‘Bad business,’ Napier kept muttering as they set off along the dusty road. ‘Bloody bad business, and that’s a fact.’

‘Any idea what happened to him, Terry?’ Jeff asked.

‘Dunno, Jeff. Not a clue.’ Napier glanced back at Ben in the rear-view mirror. ‘So your cobber here lives with you in frogland, eh?’

‘We work together,’ Ben said.

Napier gave another grunt. ‘Never been there myself. Tried a bottle of their froggy wine one time. Didn’t rate it much. So this your first trip to Oz?’

‘I’ll try anything once,’ Ben said.

‘Thought you’d come and help us out with our problems, did you?’

Ben couldn’t say he was feeling too much love emanating from Terry Napier. Maybe he just had that effect on some people. He replied, ‘Finding people is what I used to do.’

‘Ex-copper, are you?’ Napier asked, his eyes meeting Ben’s in the rear-view mirror with an icy stare.

‘Not in this life,’ Ben said.

‘Ben and I go back a long time, Terry,’ Jeff said.

Napier obviously had some awareness of Jeff’s military past. Making the connection he said to Ben, ‘So you’re another soldier boy.’

There was a lot Ben could have said in reply, but rather than be bothered making the effort, he just shrugged.

Napier was still watching Ben, his eyes flicking back and forth between the mirror and the empty road ahead. He said loudly, ‘I’m sure we all appreciate you coming all this way out here to the back of beyond to give us simple locals a helping hand. But the fact is, if anyone can find Kip it’s someone who knows this land inside out. That’s if he can be found. Nobody’s got bugger all idea where he’s gone and this is a—’

‘A big country,’ Ben finished for him. ‘So people keep telling me.’

‘You know this place like the back of your hand, Terry,’ Jeff said. ‘What would you say the odds are?’

Napier seemed to enjoy being asked for his opinion, even though he wasn’t slow to offer it anyway. ‘You ask me, mate, if Kip was coming home he’d be there by now. I reckon he’s a goner.’

‘You don’t seem too upset about that,’ Ben said.

Napier fired another cold look back at him in the mirror. ‘I’ve known Kip for fifteen years and been his farm foreman for the last eleven. He’s one of the best mates I ever had. Don’t see the point in going around blubbing like a sheila about it, that’s all.’

In sixty kilometres the only other vehicle they saw was a heavily laden camper van with canoes and mountain bikes strapped to its roof. From the dry scrubland around Borroloola the terrain had gradually morphed into subtropical forest and lush coastal wetlands, the greenery intercut with countless winding waterways, some of them little more than swamps, others fast-flowing rivers. Where the road passed close to the water’s edge, what Ben had taken for a brownish-green log lying among
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