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CHAPTER ONE







FINN STEVENSON BROUGHT the motorcycle to a skidding stop, red dust flying in plumes around him. Cattle streamed in a steady line across the dry plain to his left, driven by the mustering team toward the holding yards. They were nearly back at camp. The long day was almost at an end. Finn lifted his helmet visor so he could wipe the sweat from his eyes. This heat was a killer.


“Watch out!” The call came from behind him. He turned to see an enormous bull bearing down on him at a dead run. Finn barely had time to twist the accelerator, the back wheel spitting dirt in a wide spray as he gunned the motorcycle and got out of the charging animal’s path just in time.


“You need to keep your wits about you,” a woman atop a brown horse yelled at him as she sped past in pursuit of the rogue bull, a kelpie dog at the horse’s heels. Indy Solomon on her horse Gypsy.


Finn’s heart was beating like a drum. Shit, that’d been close. Indy was right, he’d let his concentration slip. After a long day mustering cattle in the Queensland heat, he was hot, thirsty, and tired, longing for that first swig of cold beer back in camp and not focusing.


Putting the motorcycle back in gear, he took off after the bull and Indy. Following as close as he dared, he watched as she zigzagged through scrubby stands of acacia, trying to get alongside the animal and turn him toward the main herd.


He’d only met Indy for the first time around the campfire last night, but she’d definitely made an impression. One of the ringers employed full time at Stormcloud Station, unlike himself, who was a contract musterer, brought in to help with the yearly round-up. She was right at home amongst the cattle and living at a muster camp, and today, her superior horse skills had taken her up another few notches in his estimation; he wasn’t sure he’d seen a better rider anywhere. And don’t forget those chocolate-brown eyes that could melt a man into a puddle of desire at ten paces; sultry and dark beneath her Akubra. She was a petite little firecracker in a pair of blue jeans and cowboy boots. He had to admit, he was a tad intrigued.


Indy and the bull disappeared, swallowed up by more patches of tall, leggy acacia bushes. There were places her horse could go where his motorcycle couldn’t. He could see why some of the staff preferred their four-legged friends over a mechanical beast. Instead of following her into the bushes, he waited, patrolling the perimeter, watching carefully.


A noise alerted him just before the bull burst from the shrubs, heading back out onto the plain, searching for his freedom. Finn took off on his motorcycle, not waiting to see if Indy was on the bull’s tail. The animal put on a good turn of speed, now that he could smell liberty. This was a micky bull, a young, wild, unmarked male that’d been missed in last year’s muster. They were highly unpredictable and dangerous. He directed the motorcycle in a wide arc away from the bull’s trajectory, but then rounded in an arc to head it off. His bike bounced beneath him as he hit hidden potholes and dips in the earth. He stood up on the pedals, using his knees and thighs as shock absorbers to balance on the bucking machine. Gaining on the bull, he came in at an angle. The animal never turned its head or acknowledged his presence. Damn, was this bull going to get free after all? He revved the engine and put the bike on a direct course that meant they’d collide if they continued on their chosen paths. Finn held his breath.


At the last second, the bull lowered his massive head, then swung in a half-circle, slowing his breakneck charge to a lumbering trot, snorting his displeasure loudly, foam dripping from his muzzle. Finn took a long look at the sharp tips on the bull’s horns and was quietly glad he’d decided to comply in the end.


Now that the bull was cooperating, Finn had no trouble herding him back toward his buddies. Indy jogged toward him on her horse as he watched the micky bull trot up and join the growing group of cattle headed toward the camp, just over the next rise.


“Good work. Thanks.” Indy’s horse propped to a standstill beside him. “Sorry, Gypsy got turned around in the scrub.” She patted the brown mare’s neck. “It took us a while to bash our way out. But you seemed to have that bloody bull handled nicely.”


“No probs,” Finn replied, lifting his visor to get a better look at the woman atop her horse. Her kelpie popped up onto the pommel of her saddle and rested there, long tongue lolling from his endeavors.


She swiped a hand across her forehead, leaving a streak of ochre behind. Her light-blue Stormcloud shirt and denim jeans were also covered in a film of red dust. This woman worked hard, and it seemed she wasn’t afraid of anything. A real pro when it came to mustering and living on the land. Finn again found himself impressed. She lifted what looked to be an old-fashioned canvas water container from a small saddlebag attached to the rear of her saddle and took a long drink. Finn watched her throat work as she swigged the water. Even covered in dust, her long, graceful neck had him mesmerized.


“Want a drink?” She offered him her bag.


“Nah, I’m good, thanks.” He patted a water bottle strapped to the front tank of his bike in a leather holder.


“Your name’s Finn, right?” she asked. “Sorry, there were so many new names and faces to learn last night.”


“Yeah, that’s right.” It was true, the first night at a new camp was always full of meeting people and remembering faces. But he’d remembered her face, all right. The second he’d laid eyes on her, he’d felt as if there were an undertow pulling him toward her. Something about the flash of her dark eyes in the firelight and her gorgeous smile made it almost impossible to tear his gaze away.


Which was stupid, because he was here to do an important job. One that didn’t allow for dalliances with a woman. No matter how pretty, or how gutsy, she was.


“Just gotta get them yarded now,” she said. “See you back at camp.” Indy touched her horse’s flank and Gypsy leaped forward, away after another group of cattle who’d decided to make a break for it.


Finn watched her go. A strange thought that in another life she might’ve made a great cop suddenly flittered through his mind. With her sharp intellect and her own brand of courage, she’d make a brilliant detective. He laughed at his own stupidity before lowering his visor and taking off in a plume of dust. He wasn’t here to pick out new police recruits for his team; he was here to do a job.





Half an hour later, Finn cut the engine on his motorcycle and removed his helmet with a sigh. All the cattle were yarded. They still needed to be sorted, branded and loaded onto the big rig road trains—double-trailer trucks that took the cattle out to the nearest dockyard to be shipped out for the live trade, or sent to the slaughterhouse. But that was tomorrow’s job. He needed to wash all this dust off. But that could wait, too. Finn grabbed his folding chair and ambled toward the big tent in the center of the camp. The mess tent was the main hub of the camp, where everyone gathered to eat and sit and talk about their day. The amazing Stormcloud camp cook, Bindi, crafted some of the best meals he’d ever tasted. Most of the team was assembling around the campfire, which Dale, the owner’s stepson and leading hand, was building up with a couple of large logs in readiness for tonight.


The Stormcloud helicopter pilot who’d helped bring the mob in today had already returned to the lodge. Finn had learned the pilot, Aaron, was the boyfriend of one of the owner’s daughters, and was new to the task. But he thought Aaron had done a mighty fine job, if he truly was still learning the profession. He’d flown that little helicopter like a pro, dipping and swooping it close to the ground, to scare up the cattle and get them moving. He took it back to the lodge before nightfall, to refuel and sleep next to his lady.


“Helluva first day,” Dave drawled, raising his can of beer in Finn’s direction. “Did you see Carrot get charged by that angry heifer?” Dave asked with his boisterous laugh. “He jumped off Ryder to free the heifer from a tangle of wire, and she repaid him by trying to gore him,” Dave continued, sloshing beer on the ground as he waved his arms around, re-enacting Carrot’s tussle with the cow.


“Nope,” Finn replied, snagging himself a can from the cooler. The last station they’d mustered had been a dry camp, which meant no alcohol, not even one well-deserved beer after a hard day’s work. Finn understood why the rules were in place, but he was terribly glad that Stormcloud’s owner, Steve Clements, ran a slightly less military-style camp. As long as everyone drank responsibly and got out of their swags in time to put in a full day in the saddle, then Steve was lenient on his riders. Finn didn’t doubt if anyone got too far out of line, that may well change, however.


Carrot—his real name was Hugh, but with all those freckles and shock of red hair, the nickname had been formed from an early age—appeared around the back of the mess tent and followed Finn’s lead, digging his hand into the ice for a beer. “Yeah, the bloody bitch. Lucky her horns were just starting to grow in, or she would’ve stuck me like a squealing pig.”


“I’m pretty sure I did hear you squeal like a pig,” Dave shot back.


“Nah, mate, you were hearing things,” Carrot retorted. “Or else it was Indy screaming, because she was worried about me.”


Indy must still be up at the yards and so wasn’t around to defend herself. The men bantered back and forth between themselves while Finn took a few long swallows of his beer.


Finn had joined Dave and Carrot two months ago. They ran their own contract mustering business, and it’d been just the two of them for the past three years. But they’d been in high demand due to the good season last year, leading to high cattle numbers, and they’d needed someone to join their venture. Finn had been extra keen to get in with this pair; his research showed they worked well together, had no outstanding warrants, and weren’t heavy drinkers. He may have stretched the truth about his experience working with horses and cattle to get the job, but he was a fast learner, and he did have some experience working as a jackaroo, even if it’d been nearly ten years ago. They didn’t even mind that he preferred to ride a motorcycle. They owned a fleet of horses themselves, but it wasn’t hard for Finn to procure a used cross-country dirt bike that was up to the task.


The two ringers had given him a one-month trial period, which he’d just completed, and while he still had a lot to learn, they’d been happy for him to stay on. This was only their second job of the season, with three or four more already lined up. Living out of a stock camp sure took some getting used to. As did traveling around in a sixteen-wheeler truck, with all the horses and equipment they needed for months in the outback crammed into it. But he needed this job. Needed Dave and Carrot to help him achieve his goal. So, he was going to have to get used to sleeping in a cramped folding camp bed, eating dinner by a campfire, and checking his boots for snakes every morning.


Finn set out his chair and sat with a sigh. His gaze roamed out over the flat land of the plains. It was full-on dusk, the golden orb had already sunk below the horizon, leaving pink clouds in its wake. The sky had lost its brilliant blue and was slowly going a darker indigo. A lone hill rose in the near distance, the only outcrop to break the flat monotony. Stormcloud stock camp was a permanent site; they used it every year, and so it was set up well. There was a permanent water source, a natural billabong a few hundred meters away, which was being inundated by bird life settling into the gum trees for the night. The symphony of the birds and night insects was a wonderful backdrop to the encroaching evening.


Except for the dratted crows, who were sitting in the tree nearest the mess tent, nearly drowning out the sound of the other birds. Finn wasn’t sure, but the crows were possibly worse here than at the last camp. There were always crows. The carrion eaters of the world, they hung around wherever people resided, hoping to pick through the detritus left behind. But Dale made sure this camp was kept clean, which is why it surprised Finn the crows were so plentiful here.


Indy appeared out of the dusk, the other station ringer, Mack, right beside her. Mack walked with a slight limp, and someone had mentioned that he used to be a bull-riding champion, and had suffered a bad fall. But then he’d also had a tussle with someone who wanted him dead because of his connection to the bull riding, which’d left him with a broken ankle. Sounded like he was lucky to be alive; perhaps he had nine lives. The guy was an American cowboy, with a cocky grin and playboy looks, but he seemed to fit in okay with the team, and that was all that mattered. Indy and Mack were discussing whether the cattle had enough water to get them through the night. The Stormcloud crew were a tight team, and Finn watched as Dale joined them and they all put their heads together to discuss the water problem, a tad envious of their connection. Steve had given Dale the responsibility of running this stock camp by himself for the first time, and Dale was taking his job seriously. Bindi lifted her head from the gas stove and frowned, as if she’d like to be included in the conversation. It seemed that while Bindi was a great cook, she also played a role in the stock side of things, as well. Finn liked to observe people; it was a necessary part of his job, but he also had a deep-seated curiosity, wanting to know why people did what they did. This was an interesting crew, with a good dynamic. He had a positive gut feeling about them. They were good people. He was pretty sure they weren’t involved with the group he was looking for.


Finn found his gaze resting a little too long on the petite form of Indy and forced his eyes away. Wouldn’t do to get caught staring. Turning his head, he saw his mate, Dave’s eyes fixed on Indy, too. Seemed like he wasn’t the only one who found the woman fascinating. Finn tamped down on the flash of heat that surged through his gut. He had absolutely no call to feel jealous. Indy wasn’t for him. No woman was for him, at the moment.


Then, he suddenly had no choice but to look at her, when she unfolded her chair next to him and took a seat. She crossed her booted feet out in front and relaxed into the chair. He sat up a little straighter.


“Big day, huh?” Removing her Akubra, she dropped it on the ground and ran her hands through her shoulder-length, auburn hair, pulling it out of the short ponytail.


“Yeah.” Finn flicked her a glance, enjoying the flash of her chocolate-colored eyes in the firelight. Enjoying the notion that she’d chosen to sit next to him. The buzz of her proximity sending a tingle up his forearm. “You guys run a tight ship here. I can see why Dave and Carrot were eager to work with you. Your cattle are in great condition, too.”


“Thanks,” Indy replied, sitting back and tilting her head sideways toward him. “I only joined Stormcloud five months ago, but it sometimes feels like I’ve been here forever. They certainly made me feel welcome, and Steve’s a great boss. As is Dale,” she added quickly.


Hmm, another interesting tidbit about Indy. She was right, he would’ve guessed she’d been with the team much longer. He stored the information away for further dissection later.


“Where did you work before Stormcloud?” he asked conversationally.


“Ah… Mountvey Downs. Over in the Kimberly.” She said no more, and Finn was left wondering why she’d clammed up so suddenly.


He changed the topic. “Where’s your dog? The little kelpie you had with you today?”


“You mean Barbie?” Indy smiled, and he knew he’d chosen the right subject. “I tie my dogs up at night. To keep them safe. Barbie is my old faithful. I’ve had her for six years. Then I’ve got Digger, a red male. He’s only two, and boy, does he live up to his name.” Indy laughed and Finn let the happy sound sink into his bones. Two dogs. That wasn’t unusual, but it added to his growing respect. “Dogs are the way of the future,” Indy said, a tad wistfully. “Mustering with dogs is way less stressful on the cattle. A team of them can move a mob of cattle more efficiently and quietly than a whole crowd of noisy ringers,” she went on. It sounded like this was a topic she was passionate about.


Finn was about to ask more, when he looked up to see Brian and Rosie join the group. A husband-and-wife contract mustering team. He and Indy nodded their welcome to the couple. They looked like they were fresh from the shower, changed into clean clothes, and Finn suddenly felt every speck of dust covering his body.


Just as the couple set up their chairs, Bindi called “Grub’s up,” and everyone surged forward, eager to pile their plates high with the slow-cooked beef brisket, and jacket potatoes roasted in the fire that’d been assaulting their olfactory senses for the past half hour.


Finn was happy to see Indy join him again once her plate was full. This time, she had a beer, as well, and she settled happily into her chair and they both ate with gusto. Chasing cattle all day made a person hungry enough to eat an elephant, Finn decided.


Through mouthfuls of food, Finn asked Indy about the brown mare she’d been riding today, another topic he knew she was passionate about.


“Gypsy is such a beautiful girl,” she replied, her face going a tad wistful. “I got her as a barely weaned foal from some ringer over at a station farther east five years ago. He was selling off most of his stock horses because he couldn’t afford to keep them due to the drought, so I got her cheap. I’ve got another horse, a gelding, Beethoven. He’s a lot older, and I left him back at the station for this muster. Between me and Beethoven, we got Gypsy broken in and trained her up to be a brilliant muster horse. She’s the most sure-footed horse I think I’ve ever ridden,” Indy told him. “Poor old Beethoven, I don’t think he really minds being left behind. I’m sure he’s being pampered like he’s a king by the girls at Stormcloud while I’m away.”


Finn savored her conversation almost as much as he savored Bindi’s food, which was delicious. Her face lit up when she talked about her dogs and her horses and her life at Stormcloud, and he watched her with growing fascination. An interesting life, indeed. He wondered if he should broach the topic as to whether there was someone special in her life, when she suddenly stopped speaking and sat back in her chair.


“Are you married?” she asked, her gaze fixed on the gold band on his finger, as if she’d only just noticed it.


“Oh, ah…” Funny, he’d almost forgotten he was wearing it. A sudden urge to tell her the truth had him tongue-tied for a second. But he finally said, “Yes, I am.”


“Oh.” Indy seemed to withdraw from him, her eyes losing their sparkle. “Where’s your wife?”


“She, ah… She works down in Brisbane.”


“Right,” Indy replied, a little too sharply. “And she doesn’t mind that you spend months at a time up here? Away from her?”


“No. Well, yes. But no. We need the money. She understands that.” Finn needed to stick to the story. It was a good one, and it hadn’t failed him so far. Why was he suddenly baulking at telling Indy the same thing he’d told countless people over the past month?


“Yeah, I guess you’re not the only guy up here who lives that way.” She picked up her plate and stood. “I’m going to hit the shower. See you tomorrow.” And she was gone, leaving Finn feeling like he’d just said something wrong. That she’d rejected him. And that was crazy; he wasn’t here to hook up with anyone.


She was correct, he wasn’t the only married man up here who was just trying to eke out a living; who left a wife and sometimes kids behind in an effort to make a buck. There were the odd few, like Brian and Rosie Wagner, who made it work as a couple, and seemed as happy as two cats who’d got the cream. Said they were saving for a property of their own, and this might be their final year on the road before they settled down for good. They were fortunate they could make it work.


Finn turned to Brian and took up a conversation about how much rain this area had had over the last wet season. But his heart wasn’t in it, now that Indy had gone. His gaze kept drifting in the direction of the large water tanks at the edge of the camp, where the shower had been built to utilize the bore water in the tanks. An hour passed, while Finn chatted to everyone around the campfire, getting to know his new workmates better. Apart from Dave and Carrot, Brian and Rosie, there was another contract team working for Stormcloud this season. Mick Scanlon—Scanner to his mates—and his two daughters, Beth and Maddie. There had been three daughters, but the oldest, Sue, had met a guy and got pregnant and was now too fat to join them, according to Beth. Scanner had been doing this contracting thing the longest of all of them, and he regaled them with tales of blood and carnage from his many days as a ringer in his younger days. Finn watched his mates out of the corner of his eye. Dave and Carrot had met the Scanlons during last year’s muster. They seemed to pick up right where they left off, Dave with his eye on Beth and Carrot with his eye on Maddie. And Scanner with his eye on all four of them.


Finn gave a quiet chuckle.


After another five minutes of watching the interplay, he stood and folded his chair, ready to head back to the tent before either of his mates.


“I’m knackered.” He stretched his arms above his head and yawned. That part, at least, was true. “I’m off to bed.”


“Yeah, be there soon,” Dave said, his eyes never leaving Beth’s face.


While Dave and Carrot remained at the campfire, enjoying their last drink, Finn made his way to their shared tent. It was a large, square canvas thing, only one room, but plenty large enough for the three of them and all their stuff. Finn rummaged through his bag until he reached the bottom, then fumbled with the false bottom and dug out his satellite phone from the hidden compartment. Reaching farther into the pocket, he felt around until he found the reassuring shape of his field weapon, wrapped in a T-shirt. He’d tossed up whether to take his handgun into the desert—if anyone found it, he’d be up shit’s creek—but he felt more secure knowing it was there, even if he never had to use it.


He wandered into the dark desert. If anyone spotted him, he’d just say he was out relieving himself and looking at the stars. Which were absolutely amazing. In the past month, he’d become well acquainted with the northern Queensland sky, and its myriad of celestial bodies.


Once he was far enough away from camp that he wasn’t afraid of being heard, he turned on the sat phone and waited to get reception. Then he pushed the pre-programmed button and listened for the ring tone.


“Good evening, Carmody. How’s it going in the new camp?” His boss’s voice was deep and gravelly. He was getting so used to his undercover identity, it felt strange to hear his real name, and it took him a second to respond.


“Good, thanks, Sarge.” Finn tipped his head back to stare at the stars, while he relayed the day’s events to his boss, Detective Sergeant Mike Rogers. “This new station seems a little more relaxed with the rules around camp than Pullman’s.”


“That’s good.” Rogers only paused for a microsecond before he dove into the important stuff. “I have some intel. We received a tip-off today. We think the drugs may be hidden in cattle trucks. If you think about it, it’s a perfect way to move large quantities of drugs. There must be plenty of places you could secrete kilos of the stuff in the body of a truck. We need you to take a good look at any cattle trucks that come through. Are there any at camp right now?”


“Yes, two trucks came in late this evening,” Finn confirmed. The two men had joined them at the fire, and were probably still there. “The truckers will stay the night and load up at dawn tomorrow morning, then get on the road.”


“Good. That should give you time to check the trucks. Can you get near them without being seen?”


Finn thought about it for a second. The truckers were sitting around the fire with the remaining crew. Both of them slept in their trucks in a little compartment behind the driver’s seat. He’d have to go now if he were to make any attempt at a search.


“I’ll give it a try, Sarge. I’ll report any findings tomorrow.”


“Good. But be careful. Don’t do anything reckless. You’re ideally placed to—”


“What are you doing out here?” an accusing voice drifted through the trees. Finn pushed the end button on the phone, cutting his boss off mid-sentence. He raised his head and searched the surrounding bushland, the moon lending enough light to make out shapes and movement.


Indy appeared between the trunks of two ghost gums; he’d know her petite form anywhere.


Oh, shit. Had he just blown his cover?










CHAPTER TWO







INDY HAD TOSSED and turned in her swag, sleep staying annoyingly just out of reach, and now it was nearly morning. Her conversation with Finn playing over and over in her mind. She was sure she’d heard him use the word Sarge, which was odd, because that was a police reference. What the hell was a contract musterer doing talking to a cop? And Finn’s lame excuse that it was the pet name he used when he was talking to his wife didn’t wash with her. No one called their wife Sarge. At least not to their face.


Indy liked to look at the stars before she went to bed. A nighttime ritual. It soothed her, so she could sleep easier. Looking up into all that great vastness made her feel like her own problems were small and insignificant. It put her world into perspective. The stars out here were just as spectacular as they’d been back in the Kimberly, but seen from a different reference point, they were even more intriguing. Back at Stormcloud Lodge, she’d liked to watch the evening star rise up over the escarpment, appearing as if by magic above the large, red cliffs. And out here, it was different again. This was her first time seeing the stock camp, and she enjoyed the way the moon sat atop the distant hill, like a glowing ball dropped by a thoughtless child of the gods from somewhere up high.


Wandering through the outskirts of the camp, she’d heard someone talking, and curiosity drew her toward the sound. In the moonlight, she could see it was Finn, the new ringer, and he was talking on a phone. It had to be a sat phone, because that’s the only way he’d get reception out here. Which was a little odd. He was clearly trying to keep his conversation private, if he’d come this far away from camp. She’d been about to turn away, deciding the man’s conversation was none of her business, when she heard him say Sarge, and alarm bells started ringing.


Finn had shut the phone down as soon as she’d confronted him, and acted all friendly and casual, like she hadn’t just caught him doing something odd. Said that he was talking to his wife, like he did every night—trying to earn brownie points, she’d thought cynically—and he must’ve wandered farther away from camp than he realized as he chatted. Indy couldn’t argue with that, and so they’d walked back to camp together, an awkward silence hanging between them.


Indy wasn’t sure how she felt about Finn. He seemed a little…different from the other musterers, but she couldn’t put her finger on exactly what made him so. She’d appreciated chatting to him around the fire. He was cute. Actually, more than cute, he was damned good-looking, in a square-jawed, fiercely blue-eyed way. A layer of designer stubble set off his strong face nicely; no scruffy, unkempt beard for this man. He wasn’t overly cocky or rude, like his partners, Dave and Carrot. There was a confidence, a seriousness to him, that Indy found terribly attractive. Perhaps that was it. He was more refined than the rest of them. Slightly less rough around the edges, and she’d begun to relax in his presence.


That was, until she’d noticed his wedding ring. She’d almost doubled over as a sharp pain had sliced through her stomach at the discovery. Married men weren’t to be trusted. She should know.


Should she mention her eavesdropping to Dale? Or perhaps wait and tell Nash when she got back to the lodge? The local Senior Constable was a regular fixture at Stormcloud, as his fiancée, Skylar, was the resort chef. She’d got to know Nash well over the past few months, and he wouldn’t mock her for reporting it. He was a good guy, a good cop, probably the only one Indy even came close to trusting. But still. She wasn’t exactly sure what she’d overheard. Perhaps she should keep it to herself.


She worried over these thoughts until finally, the sun touched the sky with fingers of pink and Indy got out of bed and dressed quickly. The outback might be scorching during the day, but temperatures often dipped dramatically at night.


Bindi was already up, Indy could see the gas lamps burning in the mess tent. The camp cook was always first up to make sure breakfast was ready when the hard-working hordes descended before they went out for the day.


“Morning,” she called, heading for the large steel kettle on the stove to pour herself the first coffee of the day.


“Morning,” Bindi replied, looking up briefly from where she was frying up a pile of bacon. “Did you sleep well?”


“Mmm,” Indy replied, noncommittally. No point in burdening Bindi with her lack of sleep woes.


Dale would be around somewhere, too. Steve had entrusted the stock camp to Dale this year for the first time, and he was taking his role to heart. She guessed he would already have stoked the fire for Bindi and got the water she needed for the coffee and to boil the eggs. They carried all the drinking water with them out to camp, as the bore water here wasn’t fit to drink. Indy added a dash of milk and took a few cautious sips. Ahhhh, that was better.


“I can do the toast, if you like.” Indy grabbed a loaf of bread and headed for the fire, where a wire grill was already set up over the low flames. She’d done the same task yesterday morning, and found it gave her a chance to help, while also sipping on her much-needed coffee.


“Thanks, that’d be wonderful,” Bindi sang out, flashing her a bright grin.


Bindi had a great work ethic, and she really seemed to love what she did. Indy liked her immensely. As a matter of fact, Indy got on well with everyone at Stormcloud. Her decision to move from Western Australia to Queensland had been a good one, and she was glad she’d landed here, where the staff welcomed her with open arms and the boss had a reputation of being fair and affable. A nice change from her previous one, she thought darkly.


Indy didn’t want to think about Patrick, it just made her sad. And then she got mad. At him and at herself. How could she have been so stupid? So gullible?


“Morning, gorgeous.” Indy spun her head to see Mack slide his hand around Bindi’s waist and kiss her full on the lips. Those two were so in love. If they weren’t so adorable, it might turn Indy’s stomach. Mack was one cocky bloke, and he liked to dress to impress, but he was a hard worker and underneath all that flashy exterior, he had a heart of gold. And Bindi brought out that side of him every time she glanced in his direction. Bindi was sweet, with large, brown eyes, and a wicked smile. It was no wonder Mack was hooked on her. She looked away, not wanting to intrude on their intimate moment. They were still murmuring sweet nothings to each other, and she had to resist the urge to block her ears. Opening the packet of bread, she slid four slices onto the wire rack to toast.


Come to think of it, all the Stormcloud staff seemed to be loved up and paired off. Dale had married his gorgeous wife Daisy back in December; they’d actually been off on their honeymoon when she’d arrived to take up her position at Stormcloud. Rumors abounded—mainly started by Bindi and the receptionist, Sasha—that Skylar and Nash would be next to tie the knot. They were living together in a rambling, old, colonial house halfway between town and the station. But Indy kept reminding Bindi and Sasha that Nash needed to propose first. Bindi waved that minor problem away as if it were a foregone conclusion.


Steve’s daughter, Julie, was totally in love with Aaron, the sexy, Adonis-like, helicopter pilot. Julie was one of Indy’s favorites, she could make anyone smile with a word or a hug—she was such a warm personality. Indy secretly had her money on Aaron popping the question to Julie before Nash asked Skylar. Then there was Alek, the Polish activities manager, who seemed to be the only unattached male at the station. But he only had eyes for Sasha, any fool could see that. Indy liked the status quo. No one bothered her, and no one took her fancy. She was free to be single and alone, which was how she wanted it.


“Good morning.” It was Finn, wrapped in a warm jacket, his hair still tousled from sleep. “Can I give you a hand?”


She regarded him for two beats. Talking about someone to take her fancy. She ignored that thought and said, “Sure. Could you please grab a large plate and a few clean dish towels from Bindi?” Was he trying to get back in her good books? Not that he was in her bad books, but it was clear they could both feel the slight tension buzzing between them left over from last night.


“Will do.” He flashed her a warm smile. She watched as he walked to the mess tent, unconsciously drawn to the way his blue jeans hugged his nice backside. He was just as delicious from the back as he was from the front. Her gaze wandered up to those broad shoulders, filling out his sheepskin jacket. With his athletic build and chiseled cheekbones, it was hard not to stare. The man was hot. She was surprised for a moment that she’d actually noticed. It’d been five long months since she’d left Mountvey Downs. Five long months since she’d even considered another man in any kind of romantic capacity.


The smell of toasting bread brought her back to reality with a snap, and she only just caught the bread before it burned, flipping the pieces over with a set of tongs. Toast was a tricky thing, especially over an open fire. You couldn’t get distracted, or it’d burn quicker than you could blink. And Finn was a distraction, that much was for sure. A distraction she didn’t need. Her battered heart wasn’t ready for anything more than feeling sorry for herself right now. And he was married, for God’s sake. Why was she even looking at him?


He returned just as she checked the other side of the toast. It was done. He held out the plate, she dropped it on, and he covered it with the cloth to keep it warm while she cooked up some more. He got down on his haunches next to her, eyes trained on the fire, cup of coffee in one hand, plate of toast in the other. It was nice of him to offer to help. Most of the other ringers left the cooking and camp duties to Bindi and the Stormcloud crew. They were here to muster, and they did their job well, worked bloody hard during the day. But they didn’t think it was their job to do any more than that. Finn obviously took a different view. She’d noticed that about him, right from the start. He was keen to jump in and help wherever he was needed; it didn’t matter who was supposed to do the job.


He was a good man, she could feel it deep in her bones.


Right then, she made the decision to keep Finn’s odd nocturnal phone call to herself. For now. Whatever he was up to, she didn’t think it was malicious.


She looked at him and smiled. He smiled back and the tension suddenly evaporated between them.


Someone called out and she and Finn turned as one, to see Swampy puffing noisily into camp. Swampy was one of the two truck drivers who’d arrived last night and shared a meal and a yarn with the musterers. Truckies often stayed overnight in camp. It meant they could get the cattle loaded early, and be off on their long drive north sooner, rather than later. Swampy was a big guy, he reminded Indy a little of a wannabe biker, with a long beard and tattoos all over his body. Truckies were a tough breed, they had to be, to live most of their lives on the road.


“He’s gone.” Swampy looked from Indy and Finn beside the fire, to Mack and Bindi in the tent.


Finn stood and asked, “Who’s gone?”


“Wombat. He’s not in his truck. And he’s not around camp, neither.”


Finn’s eyes narrowed as he glanced at Mack. It looked as if he wanted to say more, but he let Mack take the lead.


Mack shrugged and said, “He’s probably just gone off into the bush for a little…alone time.” Indy silently agreed with Mack. The camp had a bush dunny situated a few hundred meters from the perimeter of the camp. But at least half the truckies and contract crew would rather take their own personal trowel and roll of paper and find a nice tree to squat behind.


“Nah, mate,” Swampy shook his bald, tattooed head. “I’ve been up for an hour, and I checked his truck then because he asked me to make sure he was up; he sometimes sleeps through his alarm.” Indy wasn’t surprised to hear that after the amount of beer the man had consumed last night. “But he’s still not back. It’s not like him. I’ve worked with Wombat before. He might be a bit of a cowboy, but he always likes to check his truck before he takes on a load, he’s pretty fussy about it.”


Indy had taken a quiet dislike to Wombat. Something about his beady little eyes that were just a tad too close together. He was jovial and loved to tell loud, bawdy jokes, while watching the women with his piggy eyes to gauge their reaction. But to hear the man was missing made the hair on the back of her neck stand up.


Dale strode around the side of the tent and they all looked at him expectantly. “What?” he asked, coming to a sudden halt.


Swampy repeated what he’d said, and Dale pursed his lips in exasperation as the story unfolded.


“Bloody hell,” Dale swore quietly. “Get everyone out of their swags. We need to go look for him.”


Indy was surprised, at first. But she guessed Dale couldn’t very well get on with the day’s work if a man was truly missing. The outback was unforgiving. If he’d wandered off somewhere, he wouldn’t last long once the sun got up to scorch the earth. She felt a pang of sorrow for the cattle, who were supposed to be loaded onto the trucks this morning. Instead, they’d be left penned up in the growing heat of the day. She hoped they found this idiot soon, so they could get on with their proper work.


“I’ll go get Dave and Carrot,” Finn said, placing the plate of toast on the folding table at the front of the tent. He cast her a worried glance, blue eyes piercing and sharp, and rushed off. Indy was a tad surprised at his haste. The guy was taking this all a bit too seriously, wasn’t he? The truckie had probably got himself turned around while he was out there taking a dump. They’d find him soon enough.


“I’ll organize us all into search parties while we eat,” Dale called out.


Good idea, a crew always worked better on a full stomach. And by the way Dale rolled his eyes, Indy guessed he was hoping the wayward truckie might wander back into camp before they even got searching.


“I’ll rouse Brian and Rosie and the Scanlons,” Indy volunteered. Most likely they’d all be awake anyway, they just needed a hurry along.


Ten minutes later, the whole group was eating breakfast while standing in a semicircle around the fire, listening to Dale give them directions. He was breaking them into pairs and each pair was given an area to search in a grid-like pattern, starting off at the perimeter of the camp and with each arc getting slowly farther away. The search groups were Brian and Rosie, Beth and Maddie, Mack and Dale, Indy and Finn, Dale and Carrot, and Mick and Swampy. Indy stiffened slightly as Dale gave them their assignments. Did she really want to be paired with Finn? She guessed she didn’t really have a choice.


Aaron had just arrived in his helicopter, so he would also join the search, flying in concentric circles around the camp. Aaron was an ex-bodyguard, and he’d joined the Stormcloud crew last year when he’d been called in to protect Julie from a crazed stalker. They’d fallen in love and he’d stayed on, exchanging his career as a bodyguard for one equally full of adrenaline; the resort’s new helicopter pilot. When Aaron heard the news, he narrowed his eyes—Indy was still getting used to his one blue eye and one brown, but everyone else was totally blasé about his multicolored gaze—and drew his broad shoulders up to his full height. It was Aaron’s tense reaction that made Indy wonder if the lost truckie was indeed perhaps something more alarming than she believed.


Bindi was to stay at camp and let them know if he turned up. That allowed her to continue to organize lunch. If they hadn’t found anything by lunchtime, they were to meet back at camp and Dale would call in extra backup. If they hadn’t found anything by lunchtime, it meant something sinister might be afoot. All the vehicles around camp had been accounted for, just in case Wombat had taken it into his head to steal an ATV or a motorcycle and hightail it out of there. Which would’ve been highly unlikely.


There was some discussion as to whether they should go on horseback or motorcycle. Dale decided that horseback was preferable, as their slower pace allowed for a better scrutiny of the search area. But there weren’t enough horses for everyone. Brian and Rosie had their horses, as did Dale and Mack, and Dave and Carrot, but the Scanlons all used four-wheel-drive vehicles. It was decided to give Finn’s motorcycle to Swampy, and Finn said he’d ride one of Dale’s spare horses. They always brought three or four spares in case of accident or injury.


“You can ride, I assume?” Indy asked over her shoulder as she saddled Gypsy a few minutes later. Others were also saddling their horses around them, and there was the hum of light conversation and the snort of horses impatient to be away.


“Of course, I can,” Finn replied with a wounded look. “Might be a bit rusty, though. It’s been a while since I’ve been on a horse.” He lifted the borrowed saddle over the palomino mare’s whither and bent to grab the girth, tightening it with practiced ease. He was riding Sahara today, Bindi’s preferred horse, and Indy guessed Bindi was probably watching the saddling yard wistfully from the mess tent. “I just prefer motorcycles. They’re faster,” he added with a mischievous grin.


“No, they’re not,” she retorted. “Well, maybe over a piece of flat, open ground,” she acquiesced. “But certainly not over the potholed floodplains where we muster the cattle. I guarantee Gypsy would beat your motorcycle hands down, if you ever want to race.”


“Is that a threat, or a promise?” he asked, as he swung a leg into his stirrup and was in the saddle in one easy motion.


Finn had swapped his bike helmet for a light-brown Akubra. It suited him. Suited him so much, Indy had to look away before he caught her staring. His snug jeans defined his muscular thighs even better when he was astride a horse. And he’d removed his sheepskin jacket and rolled up his shirt sleeves, to reveal nicely tanned forearms. Finn made one damn sexy cowboy. She just needed to keep reminding herself he was married, and to stop drooling over him like some lovesick teenager.


“This way.” She swung into her own saddle and guided Gypsy in a northerly direction to the search area Dale had given them. “Good luck,” she called back to the rest of the group.


“Let us know via the two-way if you find anything,” Dale reminded her, as he, too, swung up onto his horse, Dante.


“Will do,” both she and Finn replied in chorus.


Indy whistled up Barbie and Digger from where they’d been investigating a pile of horse dung. Great, she was probably going to have to wash both of them later on. There was nothing Digger loved better than to roll in the freshest horse poo he could find. It was one of the reasons she usually left him tied up back at camp; he was still young and did immature, stupid things. The dogs were at Gypsy’s heels in an instant. She was hoping they might help her locate the missing truckie with their superior sense of smell. They were far from trained search and rescue dogs, but if they smelled something different or interesting, they might lead them to him.


They walked their horses side by side toward the big, old gum tree that marked the start of their search area, a silence falling easily between them. She watched Finn surreptitiously out of the corner of her eye. He had a natural seat in the saddle, easy and long-legged, hands held lightly above Sahara’s mane. It seemed he hadn’t been lying when he said he could ride. Their knees bumped gently, and she directed Gypsy farther away with a light touch to her flank, ignoring the jolt of heat his touch sent up her thigh.


“Right, let’s find this guy.” Finn’s light bantering mood from earlier seemed to have disappeared. He was now focussed, taking this job seriously. His eyes took on a sharp, intense glow as he surveyed the surrounding area. If Indy didn’t know any better, she might even think Finn had a vested interest in finding this guy. “I think we should stay around twenty meters apart,” he said. “That way we can keep a good eye on the ground between us, as well as cover a corridor about the same distance away on the other side.” Indy shrugged one shoulder. If the guy wanted to take charge, she wasn’t about to argue. The gravel road leading into the stock camp was to be the boundary to their search area on their right, and Indy used that as a rough guide to help her sort out their grid pattern.


They moved apart, and Indy sent her dogs out to range on her far side. They bounded off, bright-eyed, into the scrub. Barbie would stay close, but she’d need to monitor Digger. If he found a bunny trail or something equally interesting, he might well disappear. Walking in parallel as much as the terrain would allow, they set off in their pre-ordained direction. Indy sighed in frustration. This was such a waste of their time. It’d put the whole muster a day behind schedule. She silently cursed Wombat and his odd disappearance.


“What do you think happened to Wombat?” he asked, after a few moment’s silence, never taking his eyes off the ground in front. His question surprised her for a second.


“I don’t know,” she replied carefully. “Why? What do you think happened to him?”


He raised an eyebrow and stared at her, speculation swimming in his eyes. Speculation and something else. Something like misgiving. Or unease. Or both. Did Finn know something he wasn’t telling her? “I don’t know,” he finally replied. “But you have to admit, this is very odd. Have you ever known someone to go missing from a stock camp before?”


She thought about it for a while. “Not like this, no. Not without some sort of clue, like a missing vehicle. Or a fight with a co-worker.” She had to agree with him, it was very peculiar. A strange feeling of apprehension skittered over her skin.


They continued their search, conversation sparse, and eyes locked on the ground. She stopped to take a drink of water occasionally. At one stage they came upon a cattle watering station, and both her dogs hopped into the concrete trough and lapped thirstily, enjoying the cooling sensation of the water.


They were about half-way through their search transect when Digger barked. Indy checked to see that Barbie was trotting at Gypsy’s heels. What had that dog found now? Indy called him back to her, but he ignored her, continuing to bark. It was unusual. Even though Digger was unruly, he always came when he was called, and he rarely barked unless he was chasing a rabbit, or something had scared him.


“Shall we see what your dog’s so worked up about?” Finn called.


“I guess so.” Indy touched Gypsy’s side with her heel and they trotted off in the direction of the barking.


Digger was around a hundred meters ahead of their current search area, near the gravel road that was their right-hand boundary. They would’ve searched this area in the next two or three sweeps, but he’d led them straight to a spot overlooking the edge of a ravine.


“What’s got into you?” Indy asked, half impatiently.


Digger stopped barking and looked up at her expectantly, tongue lolling happily. Then he looked back down into the ravine, which was really a shallow culvert cut out by last year’s heavy rains. Finn pulled Sahara up beside her, and they peered as one into the depression.


“Oh, shit,” Indy breathed. “Is that…?” She didn’t finish her question as Finn leaped off his horse and scrambled down the short incline.


“Stay there,” he commanded. As if she was going anywhere near that…mess. It looked like they’d found Wombat. But he was certainly dead. With all that blood, there was no doubt. Indy recoiled and covered her mouth. She might be sick. “Don’t look,” Finn called back over his shoulder. “It’s…nasty.”
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