
[image: cover]


[image: images]

www.hodderchildrens.co.uk


Crocodile
River

Geoffrey Malone spent most of his childhood in Africa and avoided any formal education until the age of eleven. After school in England, he spent sixteen years as a soldier, then joined a Canadian public relations firm in Toronto. During all this time, he travelled widely and developed a fascination with animals in the wild. He returned to Britain in 1991, determined to become a children’s author.

He has written many books for children, each one with a powerful and closely-observed animal interest. His story of a fox, Torn Ear, won the 2001 French Children’s Book of the Year Award and the Prix Enfants grands-parents Européen. In England, Elephant Ben was shortlisted for the 2001 Stockton Children’s Book of the Year Award.

Crocodile River is set in the savage wilderness of the Australian outback, where Geoffrey Malone did much of his research. It is a pitiless land, where death is always close at hand for the careless or the unwary.


Books by Geoffrey Malone

Stories from the Wild 1: Brunner

Stories from the Wild 2: Torn Ear

Stories from the Wild 3: Kimba

Stories from the Wild 4: Crocodile River

Stories from the Wild 5: Elephant Ben

Stories from the Wild 6: Wolf

Stories from the Wild 7: Cadoc

Stories from the Wild 8: Tiger



Pirates!



Available as eBooks from Hodder Children’s Books


Copyright © 2000 Geoffrey Malone



First published in Great Britain in 2000

by Hodder Children’s Books



This edition published in 2002

This ebook edition published in 2011



The right of Geoffrey Malone to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.



All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.



All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.



A Catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library



ISBN 9781444909388



Hodder Children’s Books

A Division of Hachette Children’s Books

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

An Hachette UK company

www.hachette.co.uk


To Sally Graves, my mother-in-law,
with love.


Foreword

Kyrek watched the flock of wild goats pick its way between the anthills. He lay very still, sinking the great weight of his body down below the surface of the river until only the top of his nostrils and his eyes showed. His tail moved very slightly to counter the current that was urging him downstream towards the sea. He could feel it pushing against his jaws.

He had heard the goats coming from some distance away when it had still been starlight. The noise of their hooves echoed across the hard-packed earth and down into the water where Kyrek lurked. The crocodile recognized the sounds immediately and knew the goats were coming to drink. They would come to the same place on the river bank just as they had done for the past two mornings. They were creatures of habit like all warm-blooded animals. Kyrek’s eyes gleamed.

He moved his massive head to one side, assessing their progress and with a delicate paddle of his rear legs, moved out towards the middle of the river. Behind him, the sun had cleared the horizon and was gathering itself to leap up into the sky.

Already, the land was flooded with brilliant light. Twenty miles to the north, it fingered the tops of the mangrove swamps that fringed the great gulf. Ten miles wide, the mangroves formed an impenetrable barrier of twisted roots and stinking grey mud.

It was a world made only for the creatures that hunted or hid in its gloom. And for countless millions of mosquitoes. It was also the only part of the whole continent untroubled by the pitiless glare of the sun.

Across the stony plains and deserts, lizards came out of their holes to greet the new day. They stood motionless, basking in the warmth of the sun. Their thin black tongues flicking in and out, absorbing information on the air all round them. By midday, they would hide under boulders to stop their blood boiling.

As the sun’s rays grew stronger, so the appearance of the land began to change. The low range of hills beyond the river flared into glowing bands of orange, brown and purple rock. In an instant, the shadows melted away into the deepest crevices bringing the outcrops into three-dimensional life.

There was a pause in Creation, a moment of anticipation while the coolness of the night fought a last battle and failed, as it always did. The noise of jet engines high overhead was absorbed in the immensity of the dawn. A warm breeze began to stir, ruffling the surface of the river where Kyrek lay in wait.

The flock was led by an old male with curling horns and a grey beard that straggled under his chin. He was thirsty and impatient to drink. Kyrek could hear him bleating bad-temperedly, chiding the others towards the river.

There were six of them, just as there had been yesterday and the day before. For a moment they milled around, waiting for the old male to assert his authority and lead them to drink.

The billy goat trotted towards the bank where he stopped and looked around. He cocked his head and listened. Reassured, he gave a bleat and jumped down on to the damp sand at the water’s edge. The rest followed him one by one.

With an imperceptible sweep of his tail, Kyrek eased forward. Two more careful thrusts and he was gliding across the twenty metres that separated him from the little flock. The faintest of ripples spread out on either side of his jaws but Kyrek knew they would not be seen. The glare off the water was shining straight into the goats’ eyes. He had already taken that into account. The goats straddled their forelegs in the water and dipped their heads down to drink.

Kyrek had marked his prey, a well-developed kid who was the last to drink. He had been head-butting and tussling with his brother, mimicking the behaviour of rutting males. Ten metres away, the crocodile watched the little hooves skittering across the red sand. And then abruptly, the kid stopped its play and looked at the river. Kyrek measured the spot where he knew it would stoop to drink. With infinite care he drifted closer. He was very near now, the energy for the attack building inside him.

The kid lowered its muzzle. As it did so, Kyrek saw the old male flinch and throw up his head in alarm. For a split second, crocodile and goat stared at one another. Then Kyrek swung his tail in a powerful heave, dug down with his back legs and with jaws gaping came up out of the river in one terrible fluid movement.

For an instant, the great crocodile hung over the little goat. Then, seizing it by the head, Kyrek fell back in a sheet of water, rolling over as he did so on top of the goat, crushing the air from its lungs. A moment later, they both sank from view.

The rest of the flock fled in panic, barging into one another, frantic to get away from that dreadful place. They raced helter-skelter under the thorn trees and away into the surrounding bush. The river boiled and seethed for a couple more minutes then settled down again and the day got under way.


One

‘This your first time in Australia?’ the air stewardess asked.

Tom Woods nodded and grinned up at her. He was a stocky, tousle-haired boy of about fourteen with serious eyes and a friendly smile.

‘So how long you over for?’ the woman questioned.

‘Three weeks!’ Tom told her. ‘School holidays,’ he explained.

The stewardess looked impressed. ‘All right for some,’ she said. ‘Like a packet of peanuts or a drink?’ She indicated the trolley she was pushing.

The flight from Heathrow had taken over sixteen hours. Tom felt grubby and cramped. He had also never drunk so much cola in all his life. He started to shake his head but then on impulse changed his mind. ‘Well, just one more, please,’ he asked, a little shyly.

The stewardess, whose name was Abigail, pushed back a strand of loose hair and laughed. ‘Sounds familiar! So who you staying with?’

‘My aunt and uncle. Bob and Sarah Bradley,’ Tom told her, taking the plastic beaker. ‘They live near Darwin. On a cattle ranch. I’m going to help with the round-up,’ he added, watching to see her reaction.

She looked interested. ‘Well, just keep your wits about you. Cattle up there are pretty wild. Easy to get hurt.’

‘My father’s a vet,’ he replied.

‘That’s fine then,’ she said. ‘You’ll know all about it.’

‘Well …’ he began. Then blushed, thinking of the cramped surgery and tiny waiting room where people from the nearby estate brought their cats and budgerigars for treatment. ‘Well … not that much.’

But she was already busy with the people in the row behind. He looked at his watch and wondered what time it was back home. His parents had both thought he’d been joking when he had told them that he was saving to go to Australia.

‘I’m sure your Uncle Bob would love to see you,’ said his father, ‘but …’

‘It’s far too far away and besides, we can’t afford it!’ his mother interrupted.

But Tom had taken a job after school and at weekends. And that was a year ago. When he told them at Christmas just how much he had saved, they were amazed. They all sat down at the kitchen table and helped Tom write a letter to his aunt and uncle. The reply came back two weeks later. ‘Come for as long as you like. Hope you like hard work!’

After that, life became very hectic. Tom had been flat out, what with school assessments and the job. But it was worth it! The flight alone was magic. Nobody at school had ever done a trip as long as this! Not even Seymour, whose family came from Tobago. That was only a seven hour trip.

He gazed out of the window marvelling at the huge emptiness of Australia. There were no roads, no railway lines, no canals, no towns not even a village anywhere. Just parched red land that stretched unbroken to the far horizon.

He must have dozed off because when he woke the plane was banking steeply and the pilot was telling them that they’d be on the ground in Darwin in twelve minutes. At the airport, he had his first disappointment. There was no one there to meet him. For the next quarter of an hour he watched the arrivals hall empty and was just going up to the information desk, when a voice behind him said, ‘Tom Woods.’

It was a statement of fact not a question. He turned and saw a strongly-built boy of about fifteen standing looking at him. He was what his mother would have called ‘a strapping lad’. He was a good head taller than Tom and wore a sweat-stained T-shirt which had ‘Do It In Darwin’ printed across the front. He was in shorts and workboots. His face was familiar.

‘Gregory!’ Tom exclaimed, mentally placing him from the photograph they had been sent. He had been expecting his aunt or uncle to meet him. Probably both. His shoulder bag slipped down his arm. A magazine fell out.

‘Hi there! Hello!’ he began, then gasped as his cousin’s hand crushed his in a powerful grip.

Tom bent down hurriedly and stuffed the magazine back into the bag. It kept sticking halfway down. ‘I was getting worried,’ he joked a little breathlessly, getting quickly back to his feet. ‘In case I’d got the wrong day or something.’

His cousin moved the gum he was chewing to the other side of his mouth. ‘The name’s Greg. And we’re out the back.’ He jerked a thumb towards the glass exit doors. ‘Better get a trolley. It’s a bit of a way to the car park.’

‘How did you know it was me?’ Tom asked a moment later, pushing his luggage trolley after him.

‘You look like a Pom,’ Greg said matter-of-factly, heading towards a car park. ‘All grey and pasty.’

Tom blinked in surprise and stared at Greg’s back. He decided it was the sort of thing Greg probably would say and shrugged. One of the wheels on the trolley jammed as soon as they got outside. Tom wrestled it round a corner.

Greg walked quickly, keen to get going. ‘I’m a bit late because I had to see the girlfriend,’ he said casually. ‘Know much about horses? Do you ride?’

‘Only buses,’ Tom joked, then wished he hadn’t. It sounded silly. ‘We live in the middle of a city,’ he explained. ‘It’s just houses and things.’

Greg didn’t seem to have heard. He indicated a battered red pick-up truck and went round to the driver’s door. ‘Stow your kit in the back,’ he ordered and watched as a perspiring Tom heaved his two suitcases up over the side.

‘Where the others?’ Tom asked.

‘Like who?’

‘Well, your mum and dad.’

‘They’re around,’ Greg said casually. ‘Hop in!’

‘You’re not going to drive, are you!’ Tom asked in astonishment.

‘Sure! Why not?’

‘Wow! I mean … fantastic! I didn’t think you’d be old enough. That’s all.’

Greg started the engine. ‘We’re a bit more practical out here,’ he said slowly. ‘If you live where we do, everyone drives. They have to.’

‘I wasn’t being rude or anything,’ Tom explained as they backed out of the parking space. ‘Just surprised, that’s all.’

Greg did not reply.

They drove in silence. Tom felt at a loss. The inside of the truck was coated with a film of red dust. There was orange peel on the floor under his feet. He racked his brains for something to say.

‘Do you like football?’ he asked suddenly.

‘Some,’ Greg nodded.

‘I mean United and Arsenal …’

Greg turned his head and looked at him. ‘You don’t mean soccer, do you?’

Tom smiled weakly.

‘Bunch of overpaid softies,’ Greg told him. ‘I thought you meant American football.’

‘Oh yes! That’s good too!’

Greg’s face became animated. ‘Great game. Not as good as Aussie Rules though. You watch much of that?’

Tom thought quickly. ‘They had bits of the final on TV. It looked brilliant,’ he added. ‘How are your parents? I’m really looking forward to meeting them.’

‘Mum’s fine,’ Greg said. ‘She’ll be busy right now on the radio set talking to Dad and the neighbours.’ He looked over at Tom. ‘You haven’t forgotten?’ he questioned. ‘We told you in the last letter. It’s the cattle muster. Always happens this time of year. You’ll see when you get out there. Dad always calls in about now if there’s anything they need at camp. If it’s urgent, he flies the chopper back to pick it up. If it’s too big, I bring it up in this. Anyway, he’s coming back this evening to meet you.’

‘You’ve got a helicopter!’

Greg gave a slight grin. ‘Yeah. Everyone has this time of year. We rent it. Saves weeks rounding up the cattle.’

Tom digested this information, remembering his own family’s battered Renault while they drove through the wide, clean streets of Darwin. It was like being in a film, he thought. At any moment the director would shout ‘Cut!’ and the sky would turn grey and British double-decker buses would swish past in the rain. Instead, a flock of budgerigars flashed in front of them and swooped into the branches of a tree.

‘You’ve got a great tan,’ Tom said a little later as they drove along a wide straight road bordered by shady gum trees, ‘do you go surfing much? I saw some great beaches just before we landed.’

Greg looked over at him and moved his chewing gum around. ‘Don’t get much chance,’ he said.

‘I thought everybody swam in Australia.’

‘Depends,’ Greg shrugged. ‘There’s not much swimming where we are. The rivers get pretty big in the Wet when the rains come, but then you’ve got crocodiles to look out for.’

‘Why don’t you go to the beaches?’ Tom asked, puzzled.

‘We would if we could,’ Greg said. ‘There’s only one slight snag.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Nearest one’s two hundred miles away.’

Tom sat up. ‘But the address you gave us said Darwin,’ he protested.

Greg looked amused. ‘Sure. But it’s a post box number. They deliver weekly whenever they can or we pick it up if we’re in town.’

‘So how far are we going?’

Greg laughed. ‘There’s a turn-off a bit further on,’ he said. ‘Just wait and see.’

He was still chuckling as they drove off the metalled highway on to a dirt road where the solitary sign said, ‘Balgarri 150 miles’.


Two

At the same time in the research station fifty miles beyond Balgarri, a telephone rang. ‘Call for you Mr Dorrell,’ a voice said.

‘Who is it?’ the man in the white coat demanded. ‘If it’s Danny or Coyle tell them I’ll call ’em back.’

‘Don’t know who it is. Says he’s got some stuff for us. You’d better take it.’

There was a pause. Then at the other end of the phone, a man cleared his throat and asked ‘You the guy who wants all these rabbits delivered?’ He sounded truculent. Dorrell guessed he had been drinking.

‘How many have you got?’ he asked.

‘About five hundred I guess. Give or take a few. Say, is this some sort of joke, or what?’

‘No joke, mate,’ Dorrell replied, hitching the laboratory coat higher up over his shoulders. ‘Our usual supplier’s let us down. When can you deliver?’ Dorrell could hear the man talking to someone in the background.

‘Tomorrow. That suit?’

Dorrell nodded, pleased with the news. ‘Great! Like to make it a regular order? Same day every week?’

The other’s voice became more friendly. ‘Yeah. All right. But it won’t be cheap. There’s a lot of work involved. It’s not as easy as folks think, catching rabbits.’

Dorrell cut in. ‘I’ll give you the same terms for every load. Cash on delivery. Now you’re sure you know how to get here?’ They talked a little longer about the exact location and the right CB frequency to use. Then Dorrell rang off.

At the other end, the man stared at the telephone and began to grin. These people were crazy. All this dough for a load of rabbits! He walked over to a battered grey van and pulled open the back doors. Inside, there were rows of cages stacked up to the roof. His nose wrinkled. He had never seen so many rabbits before. It made him feel uncomfortable. And the smell! Some must have already died in the crush.

He slammed the doors tight and went round to the cab. He laid a map on the passenger seat. This was going to be the easiest money he had ever made. The thought cheered him.

He checked to make sure his knife was in its usual place and started up. He waved to a man in the shadows and drove out of the bay. He switched the radio on and reached for a can of beer. Life he thought, was sometimes really good.


Three

Greg was enjoying himself. He reckoned he had handled things pretty well. Staying a bit aloof yet appearing totally knowledgeable about everything he had been asked. But, grief! The British kid never stopped asking questions.

There was a thick clump of eucalyptus trees ahead of them and he knew they were almost home. Less than a mile to go. The dogs would have heard them coming. They’d be tearing towards them by now barking in excitement. The sun was sinking and shadows were gathering under the hills.

‘Sam’s due back in a couple of days,’ he said suddenly. ‘He’s taking us out to the muster in his truck.’

‘Who’s Sam?’ Tom asked.

‘Dad’s mechanic. Fixes all the vehicles,’ Greg told him. ‘Anything you want to know about the bush, ask him. His real name’s Sam Minamurra.’

Tom looked puzzled so Greg elaborated.

‘Aborigine. He can live in the middle of the desert and still survive. And when it comes to tracking,’ he whistled in admiration, ‘he can follow a month-old trail like you and me can read a book. You’ll see.’

‘How do you mean?’ Tom asked.

Greg spat out of the window. ‘Well,’ he said deliberately. ‘Let’s put it this way. If you shape up OK and pull your weight like a proper Aussie at the muster, then Sam and me’ll take you walkabout when the cattle are sorted.’
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