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To Gary, who helps me untangle those twisty plot knots.








CHAPTER ONE










JULIE BRADSHAW SANG loudly, revelling in the bright sun sparkling through the gum leaves as she drove the ATV down the long, dirt driveway. It was her job to pick up the mail today, a task she always relished, as it gave her a chance to get out of the office and into the heat of the northern outback. The large, intricate, wrought-iron gates appeared over the small rise and Julie smiled. Everyone at Stormcloud called them the Taj Mahal of gates, they were so ostentatious. Her stepmother, Daniella, had the monstrosity commissioned because she thought they’d impress the guests when they arrived at the entrance.


Julie slowed the all-terrain-vehicle and expertly maneuvered it so she could reach into the mailbox without having to leave her seat. A cloud of fine, red dust surrounded her as she stopped. They had roughly twenty ATVs on the property; a sort of four-wheel-drive buggy, with a canvas roof to keep out the sun and the rain, but open on all sides for a three-sixty-degree view. The ATVs were so easy to operate, even the guests got to drive them.


The mailbox was nearly as impressive as the gates. Steve had crafted a miniature version of Stormcloud lodge and erected it on a sturdy metal pole on the edge of the main road. Julie lifted the flap gingerly and peered inside, checking each corner thoroughly before reaching in to retrieve the bundle of mail. The mailbox might be miniature, but that didn’t mean the spiders were miniature. Even though she’d been brought up a country girl, she never could get over her fear of spiders. Especially the big, hairy huntsmen that had a knack for jumping.


The mail bundle was a big one today. Julie toyed with the idea of quickly flicking through the pile but rejected it; she didn’t want to ruin her good mood. With the stack safely sitting on the passenger seat, she took off back down the long driveway, singing her favorite song.


“Baby, you’re a firework.


Come on, let your colors burst.


Make ’em’ go, ah, ah, ah!”


She shouted the last line at the top of her lungs. As she picked up speed, the wind whistled past her ears, and she nearly lost her Akubra. Shoving the hat more firmly on her head, she accelerated around a corner, enjoying the last few moments of freedom before she had to go back into the office and help Daniella sort out a missing payment for the truckload of cattle feed they’d ordered last week. Although, it was hot today, and perhaps she should think herself lucky she got to spend most of her day in the air-conditioning. She’d get enough time baking in the Queensland sun when she went out on muster next week. Skylar had assigned Julie the job of camp cook, and the excitement was already curling enticingly in her stomach. It was an enormous responsibility for someone on their first real cattle muster, but Julie loved a challenge and knew she’d be up for the task.


Parking the ATV near the front door to the lodge—she’d run it back up to the shed, where all the rest of the vehicles were parked later; Daniella hated it when she left the ATV in full sight of any arriving guests, she said it ruined the aesthetics of the lodge—she leapt out of her seat and snagged the stack of mail as she went. Most of it would be invoices or bills for Daniella, but there might be some personal mail for staff members. Removing her sunglasses, she headed toward the front steps, where a group of guests was slowly ascending, chatting amongst themselves.


“Hello. You look happy today, dear,” a gray-haired woman called to Julie as she joined the rear of the group. Barb was holding hands with her husband, John, as they mounted the steps. The couple were in their sixties, enjoying early retirement, and had come with two of their friends to celebrate their fortieth wedding anniversary to do something spectacular, in Barb’s words. Julie liked Barb and her open enthusiasm for everything and everyone around her.


“I’m always happy,” Julie quipped. “Why wouldn’t I be? I have the perfect job and I live in the perfect location.”


“Yes, you do,” John agreed, stopping at the landing, where the rest of the group waited. “If only I’d found this country when I was younger. Perhaps we might’ve moved out here, hey, love?”


“Don’t be silly, John.” Barb slapped her husband playfully on the arm. “You and me are city folk, through and through. This country would kill us. But I’m really glad to experience it this way, in the lap of luxury.” She waved her hand in a semi-circle, encompassing the green slope leading down to the captivating view of the billabong glinting in the sunshine.


Julie quickly perused the group standing in the doorway. Chase and Maya stood at the back, Chase towering over his diminutive wife. Newlyweds, they never seemed to leave each other’s side. Next to them stood Joseph Gambino and his father, Dominic, who were here on a father-son bonding vacation, but it seemed they spent most of their time bickering between themselves. And when they weren’t bickering, they were strutting around like some kind of mafia duo as if they owned the place, with their slicked-back, black hair, wearing too-tight pants and stretchy T-shirts that might look good on a muscle-bound weightlifter, but only served to make the father-son duo’s sagging stomachs look all the more pronounced.


“Hey, how ya doin’, pretty lady?” Joseph called to her with a seductive wink, and Julie held in a sigh.


“Great, thanks. How about you? What have you all been up to this morning?” she asked, diverting attention back to the others.


Chase spoke from the back of the small crowd. “We’ve been taking it easy this morning. Went exploring down by your beautiful billabong.” He pushed his glasses back up his nose and stared at her. She smiled to herself. Chase was the epitome of a nerd. Clean shaven, and conservatively dressed in slacks and shirts buttoned up to the neck, he had to be boiling in this Queensland heat. His stunning young wife was also modest in her dress, wearing a plain, black skirt and blue, high-necked, silk blouse. Julie was unsure of the age gap between them, but it must be fifteen years at least, as he looked to be in his early forties, and she couldn’t be more than twenty-five. But they were sweet together, and they obviously adored one another. They’d met through their church, and she’d heard Chase mention more than once how their faith had brought them together.


“We’re looking forward to the trail ride this afternoon, though,” Chase continued. “I hope you’ve got a docile horse for Maya, she’s not very confident around large animals.”


“I’ve got just the horse for you.” Julie turned to smile at Maya. “George Brown is part Clydesdale, and he is so sweet-tempered, you’ll fall in love with him,” Julie said. “I’ll take good care of you, don’t worry. But you will need to wear jeans, or long pants of some kind,” she warned, glancing at Maya’s skirt.


“Oh, yes, I will,” Maya gushed. “I can’t wait. My first time on a horse. I’m so excited.”


Julie made a mental note to let her father know they had a rank beginner in their midst. Which wasn’t a problem, they catered for all levels of riding skills. It meant the ride would be slower than normal, that was all. She’d lead Maya herself, Julie decided.


“You’re going to love the view from the top of the escarpment. It makes the ride worthwhile,” Julie said, edging past the gathering; she had lots to get done before she was due to help with the trail ride this afternoon. “Anyway, enjoy the rest of your morning. Lunch will be ready in around an hour.” Julie waved a hand as she pushed open the front door and let the cool air flow over her, leaving the guests out on the veranda discussing who else was going on the afternoon ride.


She flicked through the pile of letters as she strode through the main great room and into the hallway behind. Her fingers stilled and her heart gave an extra beat as she stopped on one addressed to her. She recognized the loopy handwriting.


Her happy mood fled, replaced by a much darker emotion. Fear.


Julie dropped the rest of the mail on the corner of Daniella’s desk. Her stepmother was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps she’d gone out to the stables to have a word with Steve. An urge to throw the letter in the bin overtook her. But no, she should open it; there was no point in behaving like an ostrich and burying her head in the sand. She needed to know what this asshole was saying. Perhaps, after she’d read it, then she could throw it in the bin, like she’d done with the others.


Exiting Daniella’s office, she made her way toward the family wing. The family lounge room would be empty at this time of the day, and she needed somewhere quiet to open the letter.


Just as she hoped, the lounge was vacant when she poked her head around the door. She dropped her Akubra and sunglasses on the solid, wooden, coffee table and stared at the envelope in her hand. Better to do it quick, like ripping off a Band-Aid.


Oh, no. Julie covered her mouth with her hand as she read the letter. It was more of the same, but much worse this time.


She sat heavily on the leather lounge; her legs no longer able to hold her weight. Her fingers shook so much, the piece of paper tumbled from her hand and landed on the rug at her feet. The letter landed face-up, and there was no escape from the words scrawled there in that untidy handwriting.


Baby killer.


Murderer.


Bride of Satan.


I prayed for you to make a better decision this time. But you went ahead and did it, anyway.


Get ready to pay for your sins.


And tell your family to get ready to pay for their sins, as well.


I will not be cheated on a second time.


He was escalating. His words were becoming more violent and deranged.


Julie stifled a sob. Why was this man persecuting her? Why had he singled her out for his sick obsession? Not that she knew who he was. He was a stranger stalking her, hiding behind his vicious words and online persona. But why did he mention being cheated on a second time? It made no sense. Had this madman mistaken her for someone else?


This was the third letter in as many weeks.


Julie thought she’d given him the slip after she left Brisbane. The call from her father asking her to return to Stormcloud eighteen months ago to help him out of a tight spot had seemed to come at the exact right time, and she’d jumped at the chance. And up until three weeks ago, she thought she was safe. She’d arranged for the sale of her two-bedroom flat a few weeks after she left Brisbane. Deleted all her social media accounts, even closed her email, and was careful not to leave a digital trail that anyone might be able to follow. Her last name was different to her father’s—she’d taken her mother’s maiden name after her parents divorced when she was five—so there should be nothing to link her back to Steve or Stormcloud. How had he found her?


The exterior door to the family living area opened and her father entered, a gust of wind following him in. Noticing Julie sitting on the lounge, he said, “It’s a hot one today.” He removed his battered Akubra and ran a hand through his sweat-soaked hair. His plaid shirt was covered in streaks of dust, and he carried a bridle in one hand. Julie abstractly decided he must’ve come straight from the stables.


The breeze lifted the letter and swirled it across the floor, where it came to rest against the leg of one of the armchairs.


Steve strode into the room and picked it up just as Julie realized what he was doing and jumped to her feet. “Wait, Dad, don’t…” But it was too late.


His eyes scanned the paper.


“What the hell is this?” Her father’s normally placid face was a mask of shock and alarm.


Shit. She couldn’t meet her father’s gaze. No one knew. About the abortion. Or the stalker. She’d kept it all to herself. Because… Well, because she didn’t want to see the disdain and disappointment on any of her family’s faces when they found out. Because a tiny part of her agreed with her stalker. She’d made a decision to end her unborn baby’s life. She had every legal right to do so. But that legal right wasn’t enough to banish the flashes of doubt over whether she’d done the right thing.


“Julie.” The sharp edge in Steve’s voice forced her head up. “Answer me.”


“It’s exactly what it looks like,” she answered tiredly, lowering herself back onto the sofa. “A threatening letter from a crazy stalker guy.” She tried to raise a smile, to pretend that none of this mattered, but her customary grin had abandoned her.


“Jesus Christ, Julie. Why didn’t you…? What have you…? This can’t be true,” he finished lamely.


Julie didn’t answer. She couldn’t answer. An unexpected swelling of fear and sorrow closed her throat. Covering her face with her hands, she tried to hold back the sob building in her chest.


She felt the cushion sink beneath her as her father sat on the couch next to her and he placed a comforting arm around her shoulder.


“I’m sorry, honey, I didn’t realize…”


She sobbed even harder.


Why was she breaking down like this? She was twenty-nine years old. A grown woman. She should be able to handle this better. But all of a sudden, the weight of her seemingly insurmountable problems felt too much to handle. Like she had when she was a toddler, Julie buried her face in her father’s broad chest and wept. The familiar aroma of hay and dust and sweat only made her cry harder. It was the first time she’d let go of her feelings since the stalker began sending her threatening letters. Since the abortion. Until now, she’d kept it all bottled up inside.


“Oh, honey.” Her father’s soft words only made her weep harder.


Julie wasn’t sure how long it took for her eyes to stop streaming and her chest to stop heaving, but when Steve took her by the shoulders and gently handed her a handkerchief, she looked up and realized she felt…better. No, that wasn’t the right word. Perhaps released from a heavy burden was closer. In some ways, it was a relief to have everything out in the open. Not to have to keep it a secret, at least not from her closest family.


“You should have told me,” her father admonished gently.


“I know,” she replied, still sniffling.


Blue eyes the same color as her own held her gaze until he was sure she was okay, then he stood and began pacing across the room. Julie blew her nose again and stared out the large, floor-to-ceiling windows at the picture-perfect North Queensland day. The sun beat down out of a sky as blue as a cobalt ocean, the view down the grassy embankment to the large billabong surrounded by clumps of eucalyptus trees so classically Australian. Even though she couldn’t hear them from inside, Julie knew the small birds would be twittering in the branches without a care in the world. If only she could be one of those birds right now.


What must her father think of her? Not only had he just found out that she was being stalked by some crazy stranger, but he now knew she’d had a termination. Julie wasn’t sure which was worse in her father’s eyes. She glanced at him from beneath her long eyelashes. Would he think less of her? Steve was a fair-minded man who’d always treated her with unconditional love and supported all her decisions. But he also had high standards, and she knew he’d be battling his own internal morals with this sudden slap in the face. Now he knew his daughter was less than perfect.


She opened her mouth, but had no idea what to say. Her father saved her from finding the words.


“Have there been more of these?” He waved the letter in the air.


“Yes,” she admitted. “This is the third one in as many weeks. But he started sending them while I was living in Brisbane.”


“We can’t let this continue,” he said gruffly. “This stalker…or whatever he is, needs to be stopped.” He clenched his hands tightly by his sides. Julie had always thought of her father’s hands as skilful, hardworking, gentle with the animals. But at this very moment, those hands looked ready to commit violence. “If he dares to come anywhere near you, I’ll—”


At that second, her stepmother, Daniella, bustled her way into the living room. She took in the mood in the room and instantly narrowed her eyes. “What’s going on?” she asked.


Julie sat on the sofa, mute. This was all getting out of hand. It was one thing her father finding out, but she didn’t want the rest of the family—or the staff, for that matter—knowing her dirty little secret. If need be, she’d tell them, but she wanted it to be on her own terms.


Steve answered for her, before Julie could even open her mouth. “Some bastard is sending Julie threatening letters,” Steve said, his voice getting louder with each word. “And if I find out who that scumbag is, I’m going to hurt him so bad.”


Julie was shocked by her father’s outburst. Steve was normally the calming influence around the station. Daniella was the uptight one. She kept the luxury resort organized and running like clockwork, but she also had a steely persona that brooked no argument. Steve was the only person who could talk sense into Daniella when she got into one of her moods. But today, it seemed that Steve was the one who needed to be pacified.


“I’m not sure what you’re talking about?” Daniella said in an even tone, glancing quickly in Julie’s direction, then concentrating on Steve.


Steve shoved the letter in her hands and started pacing again.


The only sign that Daniella was shocked by what she saw was a slight crinkling of the lines around her eyes.


Steve let out a loud grunt of frustration.


Julie stood and shuffled from one foot to the other, not sure what to do next. She’d never seen her father this angry before. Not even when they’d found out one of their trusted staff had murdered another of their team. He was always the rock people turned to in their time of need.


“Steve,” Daniella said. But instead of the sharp tone Julie was expecting, Daniella’s voice was low and soothing. “You need to calm down.” She went up and lay a hand on his arm. Steve flinched at her touch, like a flighty horse, but then Daniella caught his gaze. “We can handle this. But you won’t do anyone any good by getting angry.” Steve stared into Daniella’s eyes. It was in an intimate moment, and Julie was uncomfortable, as if she were somehow intruding. It suddenly became crystal clear how strong a connection these two had. Julie sometimes wondered what her father saw in Daniella, she could be a difficult woman to be around. But right in that moment, their special connection was laid bare, and Julie could see how much they truly loved each other.


Steve let out a breath between pursed lips. “You’re right,” he replied. “But I can’t just stand around idle, while this…asshole threatens my little girl.”


Julie wanted to say that she wasn’t his little girl anymore, but she bit her tongue.


“I know.” Daniella stroked his arm in a soothing motion. She speared Julie with her gaze. “Have you told the police? About the stalker?” Daniella qualified. Both she and Steve were apparently avoiding the topic of the abortion for now, which suited Julie fine.


Julie merely shook her head. If she’d gone to the police, then she would’ve had to tell them why the guy was harassing her. At the time, she’d merely wanted to forget the whole thing. Going through the abortion had been traumatic enough, but to also air her dirty laundry was unthinkable. She had no idea how the guy had found out about the termination, or why she’d become the victim of his attacks. She’d contacted the clinic after she’d received the first few threatening letters, but they assured her all patient information was kept strictly confidential, and they were at a loss to help her figure out who this person was, or how he’d found her. Julie had wracked her brain ever since to figure out how he’d obtained information about her abortion. One option was that this guy had something to do with a group of protesters outside the clinic on the day Julie attended. But that seemed so far-fetched it was almost ridiculous. At first, Julie had decided she could handle it by herself, and then just as things had escalated, she’d been asked back to Stormcloud, and thought her problem had disappeared.


“Right.” Daniella began to pace across the rug, much like Steve had been doing, but her brow was furrowed with deep thought, rather than anger. “We need to report this to the police. Nash will be able to help.”


Julie cringed inwardly. She liked Nash. Her stepsister’s new man was the best thing that’d ever happened to Skylar. Nash was also the Senior Constable at the police station in the nearest town of Dimbulah.


“I really didn’t want everyone else to know.” Julie screwed up her face in a grimace. “Especially not about…the abortion.” It was a testament to the emotions that were rolling around inside her. Shame. She was ashamed of having to terminate her pregnancy. There had been mitigating circumstances, and she knew the decision had been the right one, but people would judge her, nonetheless. She wasn’t sure she was ready for that sort of judgment.


“I can understand that,” her father replied. “But it’s going to be hard to keep the truth from them.”


Yep, it seemed the genie was well and truly out of the bottle. Julie sat down again and ran an agitated hand through her short hair. She wasn’t sure she was ready to deal with any of this.


“I also think we should look at getting a private detective,” Daniella mused, almost to herself. “They can often find out things much more quickly than the police.”


Julie wanted to roll her eyes. Surely that was going a little too far. But once Daniella took hold of an idea, there was usually no stopping her.


“Dean might be able to help. I’ll call him.” Daniella tapped a finger to her mouth.


“Do you think so?” Steve seemed to brighten at the idea.


“Of course,” Daniella replied.


Dean was Daniella’s brother. He lived in Montana and ran a sister resort to Stormcloud, called Stargazer Ranch. That luxury ranch had been running for over fifteen years. Dean had been the catalyst for starting Stormcloud three years later, and he was part-owner of the station. Julie had only met her step-uncle once, when he’d visited a few years back. She liked his jovial optimism and his big, open smile. Dean was also mega-rich, and Daniella would probably be hoping that he’d have connections and perhaps even help them pay for a private detective.


Daniella stopped her pacing and looked directly at Steve. “I think we need to beef up security around here.” She glanced quickly at Julie and then away. “You saw that letter. He not only threatened Julie’s life, but he hinted at hurting us, as well.”


Steve went as still as a statue, as if the idea hadn’t yet occurred to him. They might all be in danger.


Julie wanted to scoff at the idea. Surely this guy’s spiel was all rhetoric? He didn’t really mean it, did he? She thought about the hatred behind those words on the paper and a small shudder went through her.


“We need to look at getting some protection for Julie. And for us, as well, at least in the short term.” Daniella’s blue eyes went steel-gray as she formulated her plan. “I’m going to look up one of those bodyguard companies, we should—”


“I don’t need a bodyguard,” Julie broke through Daniella’s deliberation. This was crazy talk. Almost as crazy as the idea she had a stalker. Enough was enough. She was not going down the path of getting a personal security guard. She wasn’t that desperate.










CHAPTER TWO










TWENTY-FOUR HOURS later, Julie was back in the family lounge, staring out the same window. Her foot tapped restlessly on the wooden floorboards. She clenched her teeth and then worried at her bottom lip. Today was a carbon copy of yesterday; merciless sun lighting the indigo sky as the eucalyptus leaves hung limply, the heat shimmering off the branches. A fish surfaced in the billabong, sending out ever-increasing ripples toward the rushes lining the edge of the water. Most likely a big barramundi—her father kept the billabong well stocked so the guests could go fishing. The bush vista outside the window was oblivious to her internal struggle, however, and she let out a small hum of annoyance.


Her father had ordered her to stay indoors. She was allowed to help Skylar in the kitchen, and Daniella with any administrative tasks, like paperwork, or returning phone calls. But she wasn’t allowed to take part in any outdoor activities. Which meant she’d been banned from the horse trek up to the top of the escarpment yesterday afternoon, and wouldn’t be allowed to go on the ride out to the abandoned gold mine today, either. Instead, Dale, her stepbrother, would be taking her place, with Wazza, the lead station hand, helping him out.


She ardently wished that Steve had never seen that damned letter. Now it was as if he and Daniella had taken charge of her every movement; her every thought. She didn’t want to seem ungrateful; they only had her safety—as well as their own—in mind. But this was taking it all a little too far. Julie liked to stay positive, it was the best way to be. There were too many negative people in the world already. Skylar often teased her by saying they were exact opposites; while Skylar was an introvert who loved nothing better than to be left alone in her chef’s kitchen for hours on end, Julie was an extrovert who loved to chat to anyone who’d listen and who always had a funny story or a silly dance to make people laugh. Her father had often called her the light in a dark room, always quick with a smile and a warm touch. But she didn’t mind being called a joker, if that’s what it took to brighten the mood.


But over the past few days, she hadn’t been able to find much to smile about. And when she had smiled, it’d felt forced.


Steve had called Nash in to talk to her last night. He’d turned up in his police uniform, the blond surfer curls and easy-going smile hidden behind his serious, professional façade. Nash’s solemn face and his myriad of penetrating questions had made her stomach flutter with concern.


But that was last night. In the cold light of day, all this anxiety seemed a tad ridiculous.


Now three people knew her secret. At least they’d agreed not to let anyone else know. Yet. Julie had had to plead hard to persuade them to keep her problems private, saying she just wasn’t ready for everyone to know. It was her confidential business, and she had a right to keep it to herself. Nash consented, saying he could wait until he did a bit more digging first, to see if he could find out any more details. But Nash had also qualified his statement, by saying that if he felt the threat posed by this guy became imminent—which Julie took to mean that Skylar in particular, or any of the rest of the family were put in danger—then he’d be honor-bound to inform them. It was a daunting thought, having to tell everyone; reveal to them all not only did she have a stalker, but guess what, he was obsessed with her because she’d had an abortion. How would they react? Nash hadn’t seemed disapproving in any way as he’d taken her statement, even as she’d studied his eyes to check for any flash of cynicism. But there’d been none. How would he keep the details away from Skylar, she wondered? But then perhaps it was part of the job, and perhaps Skylar had learned not to ask of Nash what he wasn’t willing to divulge. And neither Steve nor Daniella had brought up the subject again.


Nash had agreed with Steve that added security around the station wouldn’t be a bad idea. Told Steve he could use the excuse that he’d been meaning to do an upgrade for ages, and no one need be any the wiser. It was really Julie’s safety they were worried about. Daniella had jumped on the idea, saying she was going to make some calls straightaway, while Julie had sat, quietly fuming. There’d been no more mention of a personal bodyguard, which calmed her fears a little. This stalker guy hadn’t given them any reason to think he’d follow through on any of his sick threats. He was back in Brisbane, close to two-thousand kilometers away. So, there was no reason for protection. She was perfectly safe enough here on the station, surrounded by her family and all the staff—most of whom Julie considered to be family as well—and Daniella was taking this way too seriously.


Julie’s attention returned to the view outside the window. Steve’s orders chafed at her soul. She didn’t want to spend the rest of her life cooped up inside the lodge. Her booted foot again tapped agitatedly on the floorboards as she stared out at the billabong. A kingfisher swooped from a branch and skimmed across the water, catching an unsuspecting insect on the wing. It looked so inviting, and she longed to get outside, just for a while. Holy jeezes, she wasn’t going to let this stalker guy rule her life.


Ramming her Akubra on her head, she slipped on her sunglasses and put her hand on the door to the hallway, determined not to stay locked up inside on this beautiful day. If she snuck down the hallway, she could escape out the door at the other end of the building that led to the staff quarters. She would go down to the billabong and breathe in the fresh air. No one would miss her for half an hour. And she’d make sure to stay vigilant at the same time. But her stalker wasn’t going to travel all the way out to the middle of far North Queensland to follow some stupid obsession. It just wasn’t going to happen.


A helicopter had landed on the pad down near the long driveway a few minutes ago—probably bringing a new group of guests to stay at the lodge—and now she heard its blades getting louder as it lifted off again. The coast would be clear, as Daniella would be off making sure the new visitors were settled properly, and Steve would be up at the stables getting the horses ready for the ride this afternoon.


Pulling the door open, she swung out into the hallway.


And collided with a solid, male chest.


“Oh, God,” she squeaked, nearly losing her footing. A pair of strong arms came out to steady her.


She stared up into the face of a stranger. 


The man stared back at her. One blue eye. One brown eye. A memory flickered. She’d known a man once with those same eyes.


No! It couldn’t be.


Aaron?


Aaron Powell?


She stepped backward as if he’d branded her with his touch, his name frozen on her tongue.


“Sorry, ma’am, I didn’t mean to scare you.”


Oh, God, that voice. Even deeper than she remembered. With a hint of a rasp that also hadn’t been there before. A familiar thrill ran through her, but she tamped it down and stared at him, speechless.


“Are you okay?” He stepped toward her, as if he meant to touch her again, concern etched deep into the frown lines on his forehead.


She retreated another two steps down the hallway. “Yep, I’m fine.” She wheezed the words out between locked vocal cords. Normally, she would have given him a breezy grin and laughed off the encounter, but her smile was frozen on her lips. “Pull yourself together,” she muttered under her breath.


“Are you sure?” That slightly bland, concerned look hadn’t left his face, and he peered at her as if trying to see through the tinted lenses of her sunglasses. A pair of mirrored sunglasses sat atop his own head, and Julie couldn’t help but notice how tall he’d gotten. And how his black T-shirt underneath his sports jacket stretched enticingly across very broad shoulders indeed. Big. He was definitely bigger than she remembered; she could see how muscular he’d become beneath that shirt. He towered over her. Her gaze caught for a second on a scar bisecting his left eyebrow, giving him a rather devil-may-care appearance. That hadn’t been there last time she’d seen him.


She nodded, but her mind was whirling with unanswered questions. Didn’t he recognize her?


“If you’re sure you’re not hurt, then perhaps you could point me in the direction of the meeting room, please?” His tone was formal and polite.


No, he clearly didn’t recognize her. What was he doing here? Was he a guest? Perhaps she should walk on by. Leave bygones to be bygones. If she merely indicated the meeting room—which was two doors down on the left—and went on her way, would he be none the wiser?


A sudden, fathomless anger began to boil deep down in her gut. Nope. Twelve years ago, he’d walked away from her without a word. Aaron Powell wasn’t getting away with it that easily this time.


She flicked off her hat and slowly drew down her sunglasses until he was looking directly into her eyes.


“Holy shit,” he whispered. “Julie?”


Oh yeah, he recognized her now, all right.










CHAPTER THREE










AARON TOOK AN involuntary step backward. Had he really just run into Julie Bradshaw? Her blue eyes stared up at him, and he was suddenly hit with images of her from his past. A past he wasn’t keen on revisiting. She was the absolute last person he’d expected to see. What was she doing here?


Aaron opened his mouth, but no words would come.


He coughed, trying to regain his equilibrium. He was never lost for words. And he was never caught unawares. It was his job to stay professional and calm at all times.


But goddammit, there was Julie, standing right in front of him. Looking just as sunny and sexy as she had when she was seventeen. Well, perhaps her face showed a few more fine lines, but the high cheekbones, aquiline nose, and pouting lips were the same. And still as alluring as ever. The only real difference was her hair. The long, blonde locks were gone, replaced by a modern, short style, with chunks of warm caramel highlights throughout. It was kind of sexy, and Aaron decided it suited her. A quick flick of his gaze showed well-worn jeans hugging her hips over a pair of dusty cowboy boots, with a white T-shirt to finish off her look. Not much different from what he’d last seen her wearing. Although those hips seemed a tad more luscious. She seemed to have blossomed into one helluva good-looking woman over the past decade. And why wouldn’t she? The only thing that seemed to be missing today was the ever-ready, buoyant smile Julie was so well-known for. It was missing, because she was now glowering at him.


“Julie,” he said, testing that his tone was even and controlled. “Nice to see you again. I wasn’t expecting to—”


“What the fuck, Aaron?”


Aaron tried to hide his shock at her vitriol. He supposed he deserved it.


“What are you doing here? Do you think you can just walk in here and pretend everything is all right? Greet me like some long-lost friend? Because that is not how this works.” She was practically spitting at him like a farm cat.


“No, not at all. But you need to understand. I had no idea—”


“You stroll in here, looking exactly the same as you always did…” The way her gaze flickered up and down his body as she spoke told him that perhaps she still liked how he looked, too. “…but you sure don’t act like the man I used to know. Or dress like you used to,” she added. “You have a hell of a lot of explaining to do, Aaron Powell.”


Goddammit, how was he supposed to explain himself when she kept cutting him off like that? “Look, Julie, I’m not the same person I was twelve years ago.” He held his hands up, palm outward. What else could he say? Neither of them was the same person they used to be. But he was pretty sure he’d changed a hell of a lot more than she had.


“I can see that,” she replied darkly.


If only she knew the truth behind those words. That day he’d last seen Julie—on his nineteenth birthday—had been the day his whole world had come tumbling down. Everything he thought he knew about himself had been thrown into doubt by his mother’s drunken words. It was better that he left. Julie wouldn’t have wanted him if she ever found out the secret that’d driven him away.


“You left without a word?” she said, accusation thick on her tongue.


He drew in a deep breath. “Are we really going to do this now?” It wasn’t the place. They were standing in a dark hallway, glaring at each other like wary jackals circling their kill. He was supposed to be meeting his client, Steve, not arguing with a long-lost lover over whether he should’ve said goodbye or not.


She speared him with her gaze. Normally, her eyes reminded him of a watercolor painting, all pastel and pale blue, but today they were definitely arctic; as cold as ice.


“Fine. Tell me what you’re doing here, then.”


He should ask her the very same thing. As far as he knew, Julie should still be living in Dalgety, down in New South Wales, with her mother and stepfather. That’d always been the plan, that she’d stay on and help Connie and Tony with the sheep farm. What the hell she was doing on this cattle station up in North Queensland, he had no idea.


His boss, Jake, had told him to hop on the first flight out from Brisbane up to Cairns, and then to charter a helicopter out to this Stormcloud Station. Aaron had been momentarily distracted by the sweet ride, a Bell 505, five-seater helicopter, bright-red in color, with two seats up front and three in the back. It was different than any helicopter Aaron had ever flown before, and on the trip over, he’d quizzed the pilot about the controls, and what it was like to fly for a charter company.


But as soon as they’d landed, Aaron had forced his mind off the chopper and back onto the job, the details of which were sketchy. Jake said Aaron would learn more when he got there, but it seemed the daughter of a wealthy landowner, Steve Clements, was being harassed by a stalker and she needed protection ASAP. There was no name given for the daughter. It was unusual protocol not to have the full details on a client before he went out on a job, but when Aaron questioned Jake, all he’d say was it’d been a request from an old friend, someone Jake had known from his time in America. A wealthy gentleman named Dean Williams, the uncle of the girl in question.


“I’m here on business,” he stated flatly.


“What sort of business?”


Should he elaborate? He didn’t know who or what she was in the scheme of things here. But it did seem as if she belonged. She certainly had an air of authority. Was she part of the staff? She was still staring at him with those arctic eyes.


“Shield Solutions sent me. I’m a protection agent.”


Her eyes widened as she processed his words. “You? You’re a bodyguard?” She took another step away, putting more space between them. “I don’t need a fucking bodyguard.” Julie’s face turned red, her lips thinning into an angry line.


Her outburst surprised him. But then, some of the puzzle pieces began to fall into place. He wasn’t sure how to make the connections, but it seemed she might be the woman he’d been sent up here to guard. Oh, hell no. His day was just getting better and better. He unclenched his hands and let them fall limp by his sides.


Then he drew in a deep breath, and said, “That’s good, because I’m a protection agent. Not a bodyguard.”


“Since when did you become a…protection agent?” She sneered the words. “I thought they were all military dropouts, with sniper skills and such. You were never in the army. Were you?” The last part was said with a hint of confusion.


“No, I wasn’t.” He kept his tone even, not letting her biting words get under her skin.


“But being an agent isn’t always about shooting and fighting skills. It’s more about making intelligent decisions, quick thinking, and good preparation.”


She put her hands on her hips and opened her mouth, probably ready to spout more venom at him, judging by the flash of anger in her eyes. Just at that moment, a man came around the corner of the end of the hallway.


“Are you Aaron Powell?” When Aaron nodded, he continued. “I’m Steve. Sorry I wasn’t there to meet your chopper; I had a lame horse to tend to.”


“Not a problem, sir.” Aaron turned to look at the man, continuing to watch Julie out of the corner of his eye. So, this was Julie’s dad. He’d never met the man, but he could see a likeness already.


“Well, Daniella is on her way, so come on in.” Steve removed his Akubra and dusted it against his leg, slipping a key into a lock and swinging open a door, then used the hat to indicate into what Aaron assumed was the meeting room. “I see you’ve met Julie already.” Steve beamed at Julie, but she merely scowled at him until his smile fell away. “You may as well join us,” he said to his daughter with a weary sigh.


“Oh yes, I’ll be joining you, all right.” Julie brushed past Aaron and stomped down the hallway. He had to keep his gaze from drifting up to her rather nice ass, swaying along in those jeans that seemed to be made for her body. “But only to nip this conspiracy in the bud and make sure this…gentleman leaves on the next helicopter out of here.” She cast a quick look backward at him. It seemed Julie had lost none of her fire. She’d always been a feisty woman, even when she was seventeen, not afraid to go after what she wanted. Which was one of the things that’d attracted her to him.


Steve gave her a wan smile as she swanned past him into the room.


Aaron followed and watched as Julie dumped her hat and glasses on a large, boardroom-style table and took a seat on the opposite side, then sat and glared at him.


Aaron shifted his bag to his other hand and extended his arm. Steve shook his hand in a surprisingly warm handshake. Aaron noted a hint of relief in the other man’s demeanor. It seemed he’d been more worried than he was letting on. And to his credit, Steve never gave any indication that he’d noticed Aaron’s multicolored eyes. Aaron was used to various forms of scrutiny, some people even going as far as flinching away from him. He wasn’t some alien being; he was merely a man with different-colored eyes.


“Thank you for coming at such short notice.”


“Not a problem. Nice to meet you, sir.”


“Steve. Please call me Steve,” the older man replied.


Before Aaron could answer, the sound of boots on the tiled floor alerted him to more arrivals. He turned in time to see a smartly dressed woman in white moleskin pants and light-blue, cotton shirt buttoned up high, with brown, bobbed hair enter the room, followed closely by a slim blonde carrying a tray laden with what looked to be coffee and homemade cookies. His stomach rumbled; he’d had nothing to eat since six this morning, when he’d grabbed a piece of toast and an instant coffee on his way out the door.


“I’m Daniella Williams.” The older lady offered her hand to shake. “And this is Skylar, my daughter and chef here at the lodge.”


“Nice to meet you both.” He acknowledged the blonde with a nod and noticed how firm Daniella’s handshake was in his own. At the same time, his mind scrambled to keep up with meeting these people, with all these different last names. This was why protocol dictated a good dossier on clients before taking a job, so he wasn’t left floundering, trying to figure out who was who.


As if Daniella read his mind, she said, “Take a seat and we’ll explain everything to you, before we get down to the real reason you’re here.” She waved him to the other side of the table where Julie was sitting, much to her distaste, if the curl of her lip was anything to go by. Daniella pulled out a chair for herself, and Steve sat next to her without a word. Aaron took the chair next to Julie, tucking his backpack beneath the table as he did so, and ignoring the aura of displeasure he could feel emanating from her, as if it were oozing out of her very pores.


Skylar placed the tray next to Daniella and then excused herself, pulling the door shut quietly behind her. But not before Aaron noticed a look pass between her and Julie; one of confusion—she obviously wanted to know who this stranger was—but also solidarity. Aaron remembered that Julie had once told him about a stepsister and a stepbrother, but at that time, she didn’t have a lot to do with either of them. It looked like things might’ve changed since then.


“So,” Daniella said, pouring the first coffee and handing it to him, then pushing the plate of cookies toward him. “The man who hired you, Dean Williams, is my brother. He used to work with the owner of your company, Jake Stillton, I think.”


Aaron merely nodded. That much made sense. Jake had spent time in America, learning the protection trade, so he could bring his skills back to Australia and start up his own company.


He reached over and snagged one of the sweet snacks. “Oh, wow.” The words were an involuntary exclamation as Aaron bit into one of the warm cookies. He was suddenly transported out of the meeting room, caught in a memory of his best friend’s mother baking something similar when he’d been only eight or nine, where he and Jason had sat in the cozy kitchen, stuffing their faces. He almost smiled. Until he remembered that his mother had never baked him cookies. She’d barely even been able to raise a civil smile for him, most days.


“Yes,” Daniella smiled. “Skylar is a very good chef.”


That was an understatement. He devoured the cookie and reached for another one.


Daniella passed more coffees around, one to Steve and one to Julie—who was still scowling—and then poured her own. Aaron watched the interplay between everyone seated at the table. Steve was deferential to Daniella, but that didn’t mean he was submissive. Aaron noticed a few times Daniella threw him a look as she spoke, almost as if searching for endorsement or consent. A man of few words, but not a man to be stepped on, either, it seemed.


“Dean is part-owner of this station. He helped me and Steve get Stormcloud off the ground. Steve and I are life partners.” She flicked him a warm glance. “But we never married, hence our different last names.”


“We were both married before, and decided once was enough for each of us,” Steve added.


That seemed fair enough to Aaron. As far as he could tell, marriage seemed far too overrated. His own mother had never married and had raised him as a single parent, and he’d turned out fine. Although, once he found out who his father had been… He halted that thought in its tracks; it was best not to go down that slippery slope.


He refocused his gaze on Julie and cleared his throat. It was time to see if he could draw her into the conversation.


“I admit, I was a little confused as to how your…extended family all fitted together. So, you’re Steve’s biological daughter, then?” He wanted to add that if he’d known he was coming up here to guard Julie Bradshaw, he would’ve refused the mission.


Julie sat up straighter. “You always knew I took my mother’s maiden name when my parents divorced. I certainly didn’t want to take on Tony’s name, after my mother married him, that was for sure.”


He turned his head and speared her with his gaze. “Yes, I did,” he replied. But it seemed the details of her father’s last name had slipped his mind. Perhaps he could call Jake and get Marco swapped in on this job. There was now a huge conflict of interest and surely Jake would understand that he could no longer take this job. “But that was a long time ago, and your name wasn’t in the brief. Besides—”


“Wait a second.” Daniella held up an imperious finger.


What was with this family? Were they all intent on interrupting everything he said?


“You two know each other?” Daniella asked.


Julie was the first to answer. “You could say that.” She pushed her half-drunk coffee away, and Aaron stiffened, wondering what she might be about to say. “But he was very different back then. Aaron worked as a jackaroo on Tony’s farm, Roseby Downs in Dalgety. We were…friends. I have no idea who this…” she waved a hand up and down, encompassing Aaron “…person is. The last time I saw Aaron, he was wearing jeans and plaid and wanted to start a farm of his own one day. Not become a protection agent, that’s for sure.” Julie’s lips curled in disdain. At least she’d left out the part about them being much more than friends. About the times he’d snuck into her bedroom. About the intimacy they’d shared.


“Oh, is that all?” Daniella dropped her shoulders and pushed the plate of cookies toward Aaron. “I don’t think that’ll be a problem. Will it?” She directed her question at Steve.


Steve was studying his daughter through narrowed eyes, rubbing a hand across his stubbled chin. “No. Not unless Julie says it’s a problem. This gentleman looks highly capable, and he comes well recommended by the company.”


Julie stuttered for a few moments before finding her tongue. “No, I guess that’s not what’s worrying me.” If she wasn’t going to reveal their true relationship, then she had no real reason to object to him. She’d caught herself in her own trap. “My problem is that I don’t want a 
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