
        
            
                
            
        

    
	PRIME

	STOCK

	 THE STOCK SQUAD

	MEL A ROWE

	 

	 

	
Also by Mel A ROWE

	 

	ELSIE CREEK SERIES:

	The Art of Dust

	Diamond in the Dust

	Caked in Dust

	Xmas Dust

	Muster in the Dust

	Rolled in Dust

	Written in Dust

	Doctoring Dust

	Buffalo Dust

	 

	OASIS OF THE OUTBACK DUOLOGY:

	The Station, Volume One

	The Station, Volume Two

	 

	THE STOCKMEN SERIES:

	Stockman’s Sandstorm

	Stockman’s Stowaway

	Stockman’s Stormcloud

	Stockman’s Showdown

	 

	THE STOCK SQUAD:

	Rough Stock

	Cold Stock

	Wild Stock

	Prime Stock

	 

	STANDALONE STORIES:

	Avoiding the Pity Party

	Unplanned Party

	The Football Whisperer

	Winter’s Walk

	Run Beautiful Run

	The Sister Trip

	Forget Forever

	 

	Receive exclusive insights, and news on upcoming releases by joining: https://melarowe.com/newsletter/

	 

	
COPYRIGHT

	 

	PRIME STOCK – THE STOCK SQUAD BOOK FOUR

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is purely coincidental.

	 

	Publication Details

	E-book ISBN: 978-1-7640084-4-0

	Print ISBN: 978-1-7640084-5-7

	Published by R&R Ramblings House, 2026

	Copyright © Mel A. Rowe, 2026

	The moral right of the author has been asserted.

	 

	All Rights Reserved

	No part of this publication may be copied, reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted, or distributed in any form—electronic, digital, optical, mechanical—or by any means, including but not limited to photocopying, scanning, or file-sharing—without the prior written permission of the publisher and copyright owner.

	 

	Without limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited.

	 

	Caveat

	As a courtesy, please note that this story may contain language or cultural references that could be interpreted differently across cultures. These elements are purely fictional and are not intended to offend any individual, culture, or religion.

	 

	 

	This book is written in Australian English.

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	PRIME STOCK:  Refers to elite livestock with superior genetics and high market worth.

	 

	 

	
 

	Zero

	2½ years ago

	They say you only fall in love once.

	They never say how much it hurts.

	Love. It sucks.

	And when you lose it, like really lose it—and all other forms of love—you end up in a place where footsteps echo down a concrete corridor, where chains clink and guards keep that wary step back.

	The air in here is always cold and damp, like the walls were bleeding out every secret ever locked behind them. And someone like Finn Wilde? He was just another ghost in a Victorian relic that reeked of regret, cheap bleach, and old stone.

	Finn never reacted to the sights and sounds in this hellhole. He’d just watch everyone like the apex predator he had fought to become. That’s why they left him alone. Everyone knew not to mess with the inmate in cell twenty-three.

	Even handcuffed and shackled like a dog, you’d know he was trouble.

	The guy who got no visitors. Got no calls.

	And friends? Ha.

	The only one who’d bothered about Finn was the ex. From the other side of the country, she’d send the odd letter and regularly top up his canteen account to buy rations—instant coffee, toothpaste, a chocolate bar now and then.

	Truth was, he didn’t need anything or anyone anymore.

	What he did need was the sun on his back, dust on his boots. The scents of horse sweat, saddle leather, wide skies and open paddocks. Not this. Not concrete, chains, and flickering lights that buzzed like blowflies over a carcass.

	The guard in front led the way, with two behind. They never spoke to Finn. They kept their distance like they were handling a loaded weapon, as they walked him into the interview room—the one they kept for special guests.

	Not that it was that special. Just a large, reinforced cage, without cameras, yet closed in enough for the guards to jump him, if needed.

	Inside, there was a table, two chairs, and the visitor. Andrew Drew Bannon.

	Now there was a ghost from the past.

	‘That won’t be necessary, guard, you can uncuff him.’ Drew stood from the table. In a neat suit, tie done up proper, with his short hair greyer than Finn remembered.

	‘But, Commissioner—’

	‘Say what now?’ Finn arched an eyebrow at Drew, looking all official. A long way from the officer who used to wear scuffed boots and swear at broken printers in the old cop shop that was barely standing in the sticks.

	The guard hesitated.

	But Drew nodded again.

	With a clink of chain, the cuffs came off.

	Finn rubbed his wrists. Didn’t sit. Didn’t speak.

	Drew then smiled like they were old mates catching up over a beer. ‘Still not much of a talker, eh?’

	Finn shrugged.

	‘You look well.’

	Finn glanced at the ceiling light buzzing overhead. ‘Place agrees with me.’

	That earned a laugh.

	Drew dragged out a chair and sat down, motioning for Finn to do the same. ‘I’ve got a job for you.’

	Finn didn’t move.

	Drew smiled. ‘You always did prefer to stand.’

	Finn still said nothing.

	Drew rested his elbows on the table and folded his hands as if in prayer. A closed folder lay in front of him. ‘So, you belted up your OIC. No one’s arguing that. But, if it had been me, and someone had blocked my wife’s messages while my boy was dying…’ Drew peered around, and his voice dropped, ‘I might’ve done worse.’

	You’d think after eighteen months it wouldn’t hurt. But it sure as hell made Finn bitter. This place was good at letting old wounds fester deep into your bones, twisting that bitterness into a heavy numbness that meant nothing surprised him anymore. Not since they’d buried his boy without him.

	Drew slid a folder across the table. ‘There is a way out of this, Finn. As the Federal Agricultural Commissioner—’

	Finn let out a low whistle. ‘Who’d you kill for that job?’

	Drew chuckled, adjusting that fancy tie. ‘Some days, I feel like the job is killing me.’

	‘It suits you.’ The guy always had that politician’s touch of speaking in circles and rarely giving a straight answer. ‘What do you want, Drew?’

	‘I’m trying to set up a federal stock squad.’ Drew tapped on the file. ‘And I want you to run it.’

	He tilted his head at Drew. ‘From in here?’

	‘No, because I got you a pardon.’ Drew pushed the paperwork across the table. ‘This is your get-out-of-jail-free card.’

	‘Nothing is for free.’ Finn knew that. ‘And I don’t work for suits.’

	Drew smiled like he’d been expecting that. ‘You won’t be. But I remembered when you were a kid who’d brought down that string of stock thieves and helped me through the paperwork. You were what…’

	‘Sixteen.’ It’s why he wanted to be a cop. And how Drew had ended up being his mentor, through the bad and the downright ugliness that life kept piling up on him.

	‘I’m not a cop anymore.’ Finn didn’t believe in justice either—not anymore. Not after what they’d done to him. So why the hell was Drew offering him a badge now?

	Drew leaned back, nodding like he’d expected that question, too. ‘But you’re a man who knows what’s right, in a world that keeps getting it wrong. That’s enough.’

	Finn remained silent. He didn’t do speeches.

	‘Listen, son, I’m giving you a shot to do something real, out there…’ He pointed to the high windows, so heavy with grime it effectively blocked out the world.

	‘I need your help, Finn. These farmers, they’re already doing it tough. And when their livestock, their livelihood, goes missing no one cares. I can show you the figures of how rare it is for anyone to catch those thieves. And I want you to help them.’

	Drew leaned forward, his forearms resting on the table. ‘You’ll answer directly to me. There will be no other brass breathing down your neck. Just you and the land, doing what you were born to do. You’re a born stockman who thinks like a cop, which is a rarity these days. And we both know you never back down from a fight. So, this is your shot, Finn, to build something that matters.’

	Finn stared at him, not saying a word.

	This time, Drew didn’t fill the silence. He just waited.

	And, finally, Finn asked, ‘Where?’

	 

	 

	
One

	Present Day—Elsie Creek, Northern Territory

	Taryn Hayes stepped off the tiny plane with her large suitcase, her chunky workbag, and the unshakable feeling that the sun had a personal vendetta against her. Especially when the heat hit like a wall that was thick, dry, and horrifically hostile.

	She adjusted her sunglasses, scanning the bare patch of asphalt they called an airport. They didn’t even have a terminal. 

	But it had an uninterrupted view of the surrounding outback, and a cranky old man in a pair of grease-stained grey coveralls, squinting at her like a geriatric Popeye having a bad day.

	‘Taxi?’ she asked.

	‘Where d’ya think you landed, eh? New York?’

	‘How about some directions—’

	‘I’m not your tour guide, lady. I don’t do tourists.’

	‘I’m trying to get to Elsie Creek Police Station.’

	He barked a laugh. ‘Foot falcon it is, then.’

	‘Huh?’

	‘You’re hoofin’ it. Road’s that way. Unless you can climb a fence. The cop shop’s there.’ He pointed across the tarmac to where a cluster of buildings sat.

	There was a gigantic red cross covering the roof of what she assumed was the hospital. A painted Dalmatian, cocking its leg at a red fire hydrant, lived on another roof. The building next to it, had a masked burglar carrying a sack held back by a very muscular arm, in what could only be described as a comic book scene that covered the entire roof. ‘What is that?’

	‘Strong arm of the law.’

	‘That’s the police station?’

	‘Yeah, it’s good advertising, I reckon. The Sarge put floodlights on it so you can see it for miles.’

	‘He paid for that painting on the roof?’

	‘Nah. It just showed up one day, like all the other roofs that got painted in town. Didn’t you see it from the sky?’

	‘I was looking out the other side of the plane.’

	‘Tourists. Just what this world needs, more bloody tourists.’ He rolled his eyes, wiping his hands on his small hand towel, the same colour as his coveralls.

	‘I’m not here as a tourist, but to work at the police station.’ She pointed to the building.

	‘Well, then, you’ll have to take the long way round, won’t ya? Coz no one walks on my airstrip, especially tourists in a city suit asking twenty-thousand questions.’ He grumbled, disappearing around the side of a plane.

	With a silent curse, Taryn grabbed the handle of her suitcase and trudged forward. Her heels immediately sank into the red dirt. It didn’t take much for the blisters to start forming where the powdery dirt created friction inside her shoes, and that was before she’d even hit the main road.

	And then she saw it.

	A water buffalo.

	Not just any buffalo…

	This one had flowers and ribbons twisted through his horns like he was off to a wedding. Someone had scrawled SUPERMARKET SPECIAL: 50% OFF BAKED BEANS & BULK BOG ROLLS in white chalk across his black coat.

	Taryn froze, unsure what the protocol was for approaching water buffaloes.

	He snorted at her, only to turn around, ribbons fluttering in the breeze as he strolled past the sign:

	 

	Welcome to Elsie Creek

	 

	Behind her, the highway stretched out like a long strip of liquorice left to roast under the sun and disappear on the horizon. The odd dusty ute or two shifted ahead on the haze of heat that shimmered to distort the town.

	Twin railway lines ran alongside the road in perfect unison, making up the boundary line for the stockyards. Although empty now, the yards were a ghost town of chaotic rails and troughs, bigger than the small outback town that was home to the Federal Stock Squad.

	The wheels of her suitcase struggled on the road, her heels faring just as badly, as she kept walking the airport’s outer perimeter. Along a highway that had no cars.

	Suddenly, the ground shook beneath her heels like an earth tremor, as a deep rumble swelled to a roar. Taryn turned, eyes wide, heart in her throat, as a wall of red dust exploded skyward, led by a mountain of metal hurtling straight toward her.

	It was a truck. Technically. But nothing like the semi-trailers she’d seen back in the city. This thing was a monster—three trailers long, and full of diesel fury.

	It thundered past her, sending the wind to slap at her sideways, as a fresh wave of red dirt blasted into her hair, down the collar of her blouse, even into her bra. Leaving her neatly pressed suit streaked in outback grime, to look like she’d just wrestled a dust devil and lost. 

	‘Seriously!’

	Dusting off what she could—although the red dirt seemed part of her DNA now—Taryn resumed dragging her suitcase in a one-woman wrestling match against dirt, rubble, and a supposed road.

	On the corner stood a cluster of sun-bleached signs that pointed this way and that: Hospital, Park Rangers, Aged Care—The Lodge, The First Responders…

	On the right, stood the quaintest firehouse she’d ever seen. It looked like a dollhouse. Now she understood why the cartoon of a Dalmatian, mid-pee on a fire hydrant, was painted on its roof. Even if it was utterly ridiculous, it did give a certain quaint charm and unique character to the building.

	So the other painted roofs she’d seen from the air—a cracked spanner, a vintage 50s styled woman in curlers, a snail racing with envelopes in its mouth, and the Mad Hatter’s tea party—had her curious to see which business matched which painted roof.

	When a puff of warm breath hit the back of her neck.

	Slowly—very slowly—she turned around.

	A really big buffalo stared at her. Ribbons tangled around one horn, and a daisy stuck to his ear, with the supermarket specials smeared in chalk across one side. His big black shiny nose sniffed at her neck, her ear, her hair.

	It was enough for Taryn’s breath to catch somewhere between a scream and a prayer.

	If she moved, would he chase her?

	If she moved too fast, would he jab her?

	Even though the ribbons and flowers made him look friendly, that didn’t change the fact his wide horns could skewer a watermelon without breaking a sweat.

	But there were no cars, and no one to help her. Just her suitcase, and a walking billboard made out of a buffalo with the body of a tank and the manners of a Labrador.

	She eyed the police station just down the street—so close.

	‘Alright, buddy,’ she whispered, as if negotiating with a hostile hostage taker. ‘I’m going to walk. Slowly. And respectfully. And you can just keep on advertising that toilet paper special like a good boy.’

	She stepped sideways, one inch at a time, with her eyes locked on the buffalo.

	He just watched her through long black lashes, tail swooshing with ribbons, as one ear flicked away a fly.

	‘Okay now, we’re doing this…’ Closing her eyes, Taryn turned her back on the beast, and resumed dragging her suitcase while walking on nails, ready to run at the first sign of attack.

	Clip-clop. Clip-clop.

	He was right behind her shoulder, breathing heavily in a way that was going to give her nightmares for a week.

	How did he sneak up on her like this?

	And who in their right mind allowed a water buffalo to roam the streets?

	Almost there.

	The Police sign glowed like a beacon of hope ahead. The car park held a sleek patrol car.

	One step onto the bitumen. Then another.

	The buffalo followed.

	She didn’t dare look back. Not now.

	Just a few more steps and she’d be safe—or at least indoors and out of this scorching heat.

	But as she neared the entrance, her reflection in the glass doors stopped her in her tracks. There she was, a walking dust storm in a suit, hair like a bird’s nest as if coming off a big booze-bender… and behind her, a buffalo.

	How did she end up like a tourist in a wildlife documentary gone wrong? When it was meant to be a simple trek to the office. 

	All she needed now was a David Attenborough voiceover: Here we see the unsuspecting city woman moments before she realises she’s wildly out of her depth…

	Finally, she reached the entrance, the door slid back, and the cool air hit her in a wave.

	But the buffalo kept on coming.

	‘Out, Cecil! You know the rules.’ The Aboriginal officer behind the high counter clapped her hands. The buffalo huffed, as he walked backwards out the doors, which thankfully slid shut.

	Taryn could breathe again.

	‘So, you’ve met Cecil.’

	‘I’m assuming that’s the creature with flowers on his horns?’

	‘Water buffalo. Big sook. Cecil wouldn’t hurt a fly, unless you try to shoot him, that is.’

	‘Naturally…’ WTF!

	The police officer, with perfectly groomed eyebrows and long lashes, blinked once. Twice. ‘Can I help you?’

	Taryn straightened her suit, wincing at the gritty rub of dust that was like sandpaper beneath her shirt, sticking to every patch of sweat. She smoothed her hair—or tried to—dislodging a fresh sprinkle of red dust that rained down around her shoes like confetti at a very unfortunate wedding. 

	Not exactly the impression she’d been aiming for. Still, Taryn lifted her chin, cleared her throat, and announced, ‘Good morning. I’m looking for a Sergeant Finn Wilde.’

	‘And you are?’

	‘Oh, um…’ She rummaged through her workbag, sending up a puff of red dust like she’d just upended a chalkboard eraser. ‘I’m a federal investigator…’ She dragged out her laminated ID card with the flair of someone trying to pretend she hadn’t just face-planted into the outback. ‘Here for the Stock Squad.’ She gave a tight smile.

	The receptionist’s name badge read Tanisha, the letters for Aboriginal Community Police Officer half-obscured by fun stickers of tiny glittery cactuses and cocktail glasses. It gave the impression of someone cheerful. Yet, the receptionist’s gaze raked over Taryn like she was scanning a barcode.

	‘Heard you were coming.’ Like a queen ruling her kingdom from behind the front counter, Tanisha buzzed her through the security door.

	To the right, a door marked OIC sat half-open, revealing a uniformed officer deep in a phone call. On the left, a large table—cluttered with half-read magazines, a closed laptop, and a chair buried under a landslide of folders—bridged the space between the back of the reception desk and a cramped kitchenette.

	‘Down the hall, on the right. Finn’s there.’ Then, Tanisha smirked. ‘Don’t worry. He only bites when provoked.’

	‘Well, okay then…’ Taryn nodded. Although in desperate need of a hairbrush and an industrial dust buster, she marched down the hallway with her heels clicking sharply on the worn lino. 

	The cool air did little to hide the scent of dust, coffee, and whatever secrets old paperwork held onto after decades in a filing cabinet. 

	She tugged her suitcase behind her, wincing at the soft thud thud of its uneven wheels, half-convinced she was leaving a Hansel-and-Gretel trail of red dust.

	When she reached the door it was slightly ajar. Stuck to it was a plain printout that read: 

	 

	STOCK SQUAD

	 

	Beneath it, someone had scrawled in pen:

	 

	THE BATCAVE: Enter at your own risk.

	 

	Taryn brushed down her suit again—though at this point it was more symbolic than effective. But she was aiming for composed. Polished. Government-grade. Professional.

	Even if it had taken the better part of two days with a flight that took her the long way around, that included three cities, and a questionable vending machine sandwich to get to the tiny tropical city of Darwin—where she’d landed just after midnight, bleary-eyed and questioning her life choices. Then five hours in a plastic airport chair with all the ergonomic charm of a cattle crate, until the mail plane took off at dawn.

	What followed was a six-hour rollercoaster ride across the outback skies. Bouncing through turbulence, along with numerous take-offs and landings where the pilot chucked parcels out the door like Santa wearing a hi-vis vest, boots, and denim cut-off shorts. 

	By the time they landed in Elsie Creek, she was exhausted, fried, and sweating through clothes that used to be clean. Just to stare at a door marked Batcave.

	She pushed the door open.

	Inside the long rectangular room, whiteboards lined the walls on the right, crowded with photos, scribbled notes, and red string, that looked more like a murder board than a mission plan. Large maps were spread across a table big enough for a family reunion. On the left were assorted desks. One desk held a graveyard of drone parts. Another, a V8 engine manual. A third sported cowboy spurs, a whip, and—naturally—dust.

	And there he was.

	Finn Wilde.

	Or so she assumed, as he was the only one in the office.

	Yet the man filled the room. With shirtsleeves rolled up, his tattooed forearms flexed as he adjusted something metallic on a workbench, while half-reading a file that seemed small in his heavily inked hands. Yet he seemed quiet. Intent.

	She opened her mouth—

	And immediately wished she’d rehearsed this bit.

	He didn’t look up as his muscular neck corded with tension, while working calmly, like the rest of the world didn’t exist. Another sliver of ink peeked from beneath his collar, no doubt curling down his shoulder where there had to be more bad-arse tattoos. Effectively giving him the presence of someone who didn’t need to announce authority—it just rolled off him in waves. Quiet. Controlled. Coiled. That if danger walked in, it’d regret it quick smart and look for the nearest exit.

	‘You the Fed?’ His deep voice was rough as gravel and not at all surprised.

	Taryn straightened her shoulders. Come on, she’d dealt with worse. ‘Yes. I’m Taryn Hayes. I’m here to—’

	‘Audit. Assess. And tear us down.’ He dropped the folder he’d been reading. ‘Yeah, we got the memo.’

	She stepped forward, holding out a hand.

	He didn’t take it. Just gave her a once-over. ‘You look hot.’

	‘Excuse me?’

	‘It’s thirty-nine degrees in the shade today. Why are you wearing a woollen blazer?’

	Taryn straightened her shoulders, ignoring the heat rushing to her cheeks. ‘I’m here in an official capacity, Sergeant. I’d prefer to keep this professional.’

	‘So would I.’ He walked past her to the filing cabinet that looked like it had survived a flood. ‘You’ll find we don’t pander much to Canberra types around here.’

	‘I’m not a type. I’m a federal investigator operating under ministerial directive with full review authority—’

	‘Good for you.’ Finn didn’t even look up as he rummaged through the files.

	Her jaw tightened. ‘What is that supposed to mean?’

	Finn finally turned to face her, his dark eyes cold and unreadable. ‘It means I’ve got cattle going missing, a tracker in the scrub, and half my team spread across two hundred k’s of dust. So if you’re here to flex a badge, do it quick. I’ve got better things to do with my time.’

	At the filing cabinet, he grabbed a manila folder and dropped it on the empty desk. ‘There are your review requests. The interviews have been pencilled in for the days squad members are around. We run mobile, so don’t expect everyone in the same room. And try not to get in the way when we are. Be nice to the Territory cops, as we share this station’s space as their guests. And whatever you do, don’t tick off Tanisha at the front counter, or she’ll make your life a living hell.’

	Taryn nodded, even if most of that had flown straight past her. Because Finn Wilde had crossed the room. And with every step, her brain had lost its signal to apply any logic.

	Finn moved like a man used to handling trouble, one who didn’t need backup. Tattoos shifted over tanned skin and hard muscle, disappearing into sleeves rolled just high enough to be distracting. With a lazy flick, he popped open the small fridge and grabbed a water bottle, making the veins and muscles shift under his inked skin like a living warning label.

	He was everything her mother had warned her about.

	Tall. Brooding. Built like a threat. Probably smelled like the fuel from lots of bad choices—along with a double load of female-attracting pheromones.

	‘Where are you going?’ Honestly, she wasn’t sure if she wanted the answer.

	He paused in the doorway. ‘Back to work. You want to audit us? Start with your list of requests. Constable Montrose put it together, talk to her if you want more. She’s our paperwork queen.’

	‘You’re just leaving me here?’

	‘I’m not here to hold your hand.’

	She scowled at him.

	And yet his eyes glistened with a hint of amusement.

	The prick.

	‘Email me a memo of what you want. Or better yet, send it by courier pigeon and I might actually read it.’ And just like that, he was gone.

	No goodbye. Just an exit so abrupt it left her blinking in the vacuum he’d left behind.

	Taryn was pretty sure she wanted to throttle him. Still gripping her laminated ID with the folded official memo tucked behind it, that was practically an in-house warrant granting her access to all areas.

	The only other sound in the room came from the squeak of a fan struggling to rotate the air in the corner.

	Taryn turned in a slow circle. Left alone in the Batcave with a suitcase full of wrinkled suits and a truckload of bureaucratic determination. Finn Wilde wasn’t the first hostile to walk away from her during an audit, and he wouldn’t be the last.

	She crossed to the desk he’d clearly meant for her, considering it was the only one not buried under gear, maps, or stockwhips and spurs. Another desk held a PC, but it was so military precise with its layout of pens, Post-it notes, and other stationery items, she didn’t dare upset the meticulous feng shui layout.

	The small fridge hummed more enthusiastically than the outdated fan as she yanked the door open. Snatching up a water bottle, she downed half of it like she’d just crawled in from the Simpson Desert.

	With a long breath, she pulled out her notepad, flipped it open… and froze.

	Tucked into the inner pocket, a photo stared back at her. Her cousin, smiling beside her, like sisters sharing a joke.

	Justice wasn’t abstract. It was a job—and this job was personal. And if shutting down this so-called Stock Squad was the only way to get that justice?

	Then so be it.

	 

	 

	
Two

	Finn let the back door of the police station swing shut behind him with a solid thud. The unforgiving Territory sun pressed down, baking the gravel underfoot. Beyond the meshed fence and token barbed wire, which made up the police station’s small compound, the town’s airstrip shimmered like a mirage.

	Mickey, the airport mechanic, was out there in his oil-streaked coveralls, playing valet with his over-sized golf buggy as he towed a light plane toward the hangar like it was a fancy sports car.

	Word of the Fed’s arrival had blown through town faster than a dry-season bushfire. And Mickey, with his hate for tourists, would have given Taryn Hayes the full tour of nothing as the grouchy welcoming committee. He’d, no doubt, made the Fed walk the long way around the airstrip just to make an entrance—suitcase, blazer, heels and all.

	Finn smirked faintly.

	She’d handled it, though. Didn’t crack. Even looking like she’d just rolled out of a wind tunnel, she still stood her ground with voice steady, and chin high. 

	Taryn hadn’t said much, but he’d seen enough to know she wasn’t just here to tick boxes and shuffle reports—and she definitely wasn’t here to help.

	Which made her dangerous.

	And—inconveniently—interesting.

	But he had better things to do than babysit a bureaucrat.

	Lydia and Brodie were waiting. And if they were right, Red was slipping stolen stock through the yards again.

	He climbed into the troopy. The V8 engine rumbled to life, rough but reliable.

	On the road, he spotted Cecil, the town’s unofficial mascot and full-time traffic hazard, munching weeds by the roadside like he owned the place. Finn slowed down to pass him. 

	Only in Elsie Creek would they have a reduced speed sign for a water buffalo. And only Cecil would be the one to ignore the road rules.

	He shook his head, smirking to himself. Bloody town. Elsie Creek did something to a person. It took in the rough, the worn-out, the ones with nowhere else to go, and gave them something like a home in the dust.

	Sure, it had its fair share of sticky beakers and serial gossipers, but it also had something rarer—real rural spirit. The kind where everyone knew everyone but still gave you space. And when things went belly up, you wouldn’t find a faster helping hand in the country.

	Finn would never say it, but this town was different. Special. 

	This nowhere postcode? It was his—for now, at least.

	The road out of town may be long, flat, and empty with a heated shimmering haze that met clear skies. But out here, there were no office doors to hide behind. No spin. No distractions in a land that remembered. And for those who didn’t respect it, the outback had a way of biting you back.

	He rolled the window down, letting the hot wind whip through. It didn’t cool anything, but it cleared his head.

	Taryn Hayes.

	She was sharp. He’d give her that. She talked like she had the weight of the law behind her. And probably did. But she didn’t know this place or the people. She had no clue what the squad had already sacrificed just to be here.

	He’d let her poke around, but he didn’t owe her any explanations, and he had no desire to be anywhere near her. 

	What sucked was that he had to. Didn’t mean he had to be nice about it.

	Finn didn’t trust in justice anymore. Results drove him now, because if he wanted the Stock Squad to be permanent, he had to prove it mattered. And now he had to convince a stranger in a suit that this rough patch of country, and the people guarding it, were worth the fight.

	That was the mission.

	When Drew had first mentioned the audit, it hadn’t sat right. ‘Just part of the process of making it permanent. Every government department gets audited,’ he’d said.

	But it was what Drew didn’t say that Finn heard louder. And that was the Fed, currently taking up space in his office, had the power to shut them down. For good!

	With the town fading behind him, Finn turned right, crossed the railway tracks, and hit the red dirt roads that made up most of the Territory. To his left, a small church sat on the hill, its graveyard tucked beside it, the place the locals always said had the best view of the outback.

	He turned again, using the back roads to the stockyards back lots where the sheds sat half-hidden in the dried long-grass. The old ag yard was mostly abandoned now, just rusty fencing wire and busted drums baking in the sun. 

	Lydia, the stockyard’s manager, chose this place. She wasn’t comfortable being seen with Finn in the office anymore. Not now they were investigating her husband, Grady Red Galloway—the Stock Agent.

	Finn parked behind a stack of empty lick tubs and killed the engine. He peered around. No one was in sight.

	Good.

	He ducked through the side gate, his boots crunching quietly on the gravel. The back shed’s dented door was halfway open.

	Inside, the air was stale and thick with grease and old hay, but the temperature had dropped considerably.

	Lydia sat on an upturned milk crate, clipboard in hand, sunglasses perched on the brim of her stockman’s hat. Calm on the surface, and worried like hell underneath.

	Young Brodie leaned against a ride-on mower, arms folded, cap pulled low over his eyes. His jeans had more patches than denim, and the soles of his boots looked ready to part ways with the rest. But he had that lean, hungry look—like he’d do whatever it took just to be counted, and to do the right thing.

	Finn recognised that in Brodie. Not just the attitude, but the weight behind the kid’s actions, reminding him of a younger version of himself—before life got complicated. Long before he’d learned that sometimes the people you trusted most were the ones who left the deepest scars.

	‘Sorry I’m late. Had company,’ Finn muttered as he stepped into the shed. ‘The Fed’s landed.’

	‘Aren’t you a fed, too?’ Brodie brows lifted.

	A fair question. One Finn still hadn’t made peace with—not with his criminal record.

	Lydia looked up, calm as ever. ‘I heard you’re being audited?’

	‘Yeah. My first one.’ Happy anniversary to the Stock Squad. Well, since he’d set up shop in this town and started tapping on some shoulders to create a unique team.

	‘I get audited all the time from different departments. All I do is give them a coffee, bring in a camping table and chair for their desk, and show them the files.’

	‘That’s what I did. Kind of.’ He didn’t make people coffee. ‘Anyway, is there a reason you wanted to see me? Not that I’m complaining. I’m half tempted to help Brodie muck out the stalls than head back to the office—not with the Fed sitting in my seat.’

	Brodie chuckled under his cap as Lydia handed Finn a clipboard.

	‘What am I looking at?’ Finn flipped through the notes that held columns with tag numbers, weights, breeds, and dates. 

	‘Red’s pattern.’ Lydia’s voice wavered, as if strained.

	‘We cracked the code.’ Brodie grinned, brushing the dust off his dirty shirt. It was nowhere near the amount of dust Finn had seen on Taryn’s suit.

	‘What code?’

	‘Brodie’s been watching what’s coming off the trucks,’ explained Lydia. ‘Then I’ve been comparing that with what Red logs into our stockyards. And it’s not matching up. Explain to Finn how.’ She gave Brodie an encouraging nod.

	‘The mob that gets loaded at the stations is all legit. I’ve had a few of the stockmen take a video that they’ll DM me, to get ready for their feed and water, and they’ll warn me if any of the beasts are cranky. Keeps the customers happy.’ Brodie scrolled open his phone. ‘That’s what I tell ‘em, anyway. But then I use that video as a comparison. See…’ Brodie played a video of white-coated Brahman being loaded onto a road train. ‘This lot was being loaded in the rear trailer at Tinderflats Station.’

	Finn nodded at the boy, who shouldn’t be working undercover, but he wanted to do the right thing. ‘Go on.’

	‘Well, this is that same trailer unloading in the yards a few hours later…’ Brodie played another video. ‘It’s a different load. Older, mixed breed. Half of them shouldn’t even be in the saleyard.’

	Finn frowned at the video. ‘Can you forward this to me?’ Pity none of this was useable in a court, but it was enough to have his team scan for brands and tags.

	‘Done.’ Brodie tapped away on his phone. He’d come a long way for a kid who could hardly read. The countless scars from cigarette burns were buried beneath the tan and dust, like old sins the sun couldn’t bleach out.

	‘Any idea where the swapped cattle came from?’

	Lydia leaned forward, her lips tight with worry. ‘We think the good cattle are getting offloaded somewhere—a paddock, a holding yard, we don’t know yet. Then the dodgy ones are loaded up and delivered into this stockyard like nothing happened. There’s no change to the number of stock received, where Red signs off on the original paperwork that gets dropped into my in-tray like normal.’ Lydia tapped on the paperwork to show a name.

	Finn looked up, frowning. ‘SW?’

	‘We’ve noticed from the last few SW Rural Contracting shipments that the stock is below par. That’s why Brodie started getting the stockmen to film their loads.’

	Finn frowned. SW Rural Contracting should’ve been shut down when his team had successfully closed their smuggling way station at Dixby Downs. He wasn’t going to forget he’d almost lost one of his team on that Wild Stock Case.

	‘Wasn’t that Sawyer Dixby’s business?’ And he’d been buried, twice. Yet they still weren’t sure if the first time had been an accident.

	‘I think they’ve just set up shop somewhere else,’ said Lydia, with Brodie nodding beside her.

	‘At least we know where to start.’ Finn flicked over the paperwork, making a list of cattle station names. From there, he could work out the stock routes and the truck drivers.

	Finn glanced up. ‘Are you still okay about doing this, Lydia?’ The poor woman. While she’d been instrumental as his informant, she was in a tricky situation with Red.

	‘It’s always been a pet hate of mine, ever since someone stole stock from my father’s farm, where we all felt that loss as kids. So, yeah, I’m still in. Just don’t ask me to watch Red get arrested. I can’t. And I won’t testify in court against my husband. But I’ll give you the paperwork and I’ll tell you what we see.’ She slid her arm protectively around Brodie’s shoulders like a mother. ‘We’ll help how we can, quietly. But I can’t and I won’t risk Brodie.’

	‘But—’ Brodie butted in.

	‘No.’ Her grip tightened around Brodie’s shoulders. ‘We’ve fought too hard to keep you safe from your parents. You’re doing well with your lessons. You’re about to get your driver’s licence and your first car. Once that happens, Cowboy Craig said he’ll give you a job at Dustfire, helping him out between Train Days. Or you can work anywhere you want. You’ve got a bright future ahead of you, Brodie.’

	‘D’ya reckon Red knows?’ Again, Brodie scuffed his boot in the dirt.

	Finn didn’t waste words. And he wasn’t good with the soft ones either.

	‘Yeah,’ he said, brutally blunt as always. ‘Red’s smart enough to know someone’s watching. But he’s not spooked.’ Which made Red cocky or more intelligent than they’d realised. Either way, it made him dangerous.

	‘Is that because Red thinks he’s covered, huh?’ Brodie squinted up at Finn.

	‘Yeah. Because he thinks Lydia would never betray him.’

	‘My husband is watching me.’ Lydia clutched her hands together as if trying to contain the worry. ‘Red now keeps all his paperwork locked in his ute, instead of leaving it on the kitchen table. And he’s asking me questions like he’s checking to see what I know.’

	‘That’d be tense.’

	‘It is. And I’ve lived with that man for thirty-three years. We know how to read each other. And I’ve been honest with him, too, Finn.’

	Finn’s jaw ticked.

	‘I’ve told Red something is wrong at the yards, ever since Amara’s horse got stolen—that the whole town knows about. But Red also knows how much it upset me that someone would do that to us in the yards. It hurts me more to know he’s behind it.’ The heartbreak of the situation weighed heavily on her shoulders. ‘But I know my husband would never physically hurt me.’

	‘But if he thinks he’s cornered…’ The prick would react like any other criminal. Finn had seen it plenty of times—when pushed too far, people often hurt the ones they loved.

	He looked to Brodie. ‘From here on out, we move carefully, yeah? No shortcuts or taking any unnecessary risks. Just act normal, but keep your eyes and ears open, and call me if you need me.’

	‘Got it, Boss.’ Brodie nodded, wearing the cheesy grin of a fearless teenager.

	Finn then faced Lydia. ‘I’m sorry, Lydia, that you’re in this position. But we are going to get Red. I have to. We both know people’s livelihoods are on the line. The stockyard’s reputation is, too. It isn’t just a yard, it’s the beating heart of this town.’

	Finn raked his nails through his hair. ‘I know that stock comes from families who’ve battled drought, fires, floods, and skyrocketing interest rates—who have so little, yet give everything to keep their cattle alive. That includes the stockmen who chose this life. The men and women who’ll carry a newborn calf across their saddle, bottle-feed it through the night, to maybe fight off wild dogs and scrub bulls just to give it a chance.’ He looked between the two of them. ‘So, no—I’m not walking away from this. Not when it’s that work being stolen.’

	 

	 

	
Three

	The office door creaked open, alerting Taryn to someone entering the Batcave.

	‘You’re still here?’ It was Finn’s deep gravelly drawl.

	She lifted her heavy head like she was gracing the schmuck with her presence. ‘Wow, great to see you too, Sergeant. You just missed a thrilling hour of me reading cattle transfer permits, dissecting fuel dockets, and decoding coffee-stained invoices from someone named Cowboy Craig. Real edge-of-your-seat stuff.’ She nodded at the paperwork spread across the table that had taken hours to arrange into some sort of logical order.

	‘Careful. That coffee-stained invoice probably saved a hundred head last month.’ Finn stepped into the room with a presence of an unseen power. ‘And here I thought you’d be halfway back to Canberra by now.’

	‘Tempting.’ And so were those tattooed forearms and how the office lights hit just right. ‘But someone’s got to make sure this squad isn’t running on barbecue sauce and dodgy branding irons.’

	He grunted, clearly amused. ‘Come on. Pub’s waiting. You’re staying there, remember?’

	‘Do I have a choice?’

	‘Not unless you like sleeping in a cell.’

	‘Fine.’ Taryn slid her notebook and laptop into her workbag, then gathered her suitcase and her suit jacket. ‘But if this is some hazing, just know that I’ve lived through basic drills and a Christmas lunch with six colonels and a rogue goat.’

	Finn shot her a sideways glance, the corner of his mouth twitching like he didn’t want to smile. ‘Six colonels and a goat? For lunch or…?’

	Taryn realised too late how that had sounded. ‘Not on the menu,’ she blurted out. ‘Though Uncle Ray tried to smoke it once—’

	‘What? The goat? Or the colonels?’

	She narrowed her eyes at the cretin having fun at her expense. ‘Let’s just say the goat survived. Uncle Ray’s eyebrows, not so much. Turns out the most stubborn one always wins, and it’s rarely the one in uniform.’

	Finn’s smirk deepened, all dangerously calm as he stepped closer—close enough that the heat rolling off him rivalled the Territory sun. He grabbed her suitcase like it weighed nothing, then leaned in, just enough for her to feel the low rasp of his voice brush intimately over her ear and the skin of her neck. ‘Good to know, Fed,’ he murmured. ‘I can see you’re going to be trouble.’ 

	Then he walked away, leaving her standing there with a racing pulse and no comeback. Which was rare. 

	Worse, she was left with no choice but to follow him down the dark corridor to head for the light outside.

	The large troop carrier waited like a dust-coated beast. Beefy tyres, with a bull bar that looked like it had won more fights than Finn. 

	He opened the back and effortlessly tossed her suitcase inside.

	While she struggled to lift her workbag, then hiked up the hem of her fitted skirt just enough to clamber into the passenger seat.

	As she clipped on her seat belt, the scents hit her—red dust, sun-warmed leather, and him.

	The kind of scent no department store could ever sell. Tough, unpolished, and unbothered. Solid as a boulder and twice as immovable, along with a double dose of raw testosterone, that should’ve been bottled and labelled as: Unapologetic Masculinity—The Finn Edition.

	As he started the monster truck, she glanced at the airport and noticed the back gate, directly to the tarmac, where that grey-overalled old man was whizzing around in an oversized golf cart.

	‘That arsehole.’

	‘Who?’

	‘There’s a gate.’

	‘So, the gate is the arsehole?’

	‘No. I mean, I could’ve used that gate and skipped the whole outback trek where I had the pleasure of a heavy-breathing buffalo on my heels, walking kilometres in a blazer, choking on dust—thanks to a passing truck on steroids—after I got snubbed by that airport mechanic who probably just needs glasses to fix his suspicious squint.’ She pointed at the man who’d made her walk, waving at them through the fence.

	Finn nodded at the guy. ‘Mickey’s got standards. Obviously, you didn’t meet ’em. And Cecil probably liked your perfume.’

	She laughed before she could stop herself as Finn drove out of the yard.

	On the map, the town appeared like a speck swallowed by the outback. Google hadn’t offered much either, just a vague dot in the middle of nowhere.

	Curiosity had Taryn sitting a little taller as they rolled along the main street, lined with low shopfronts on either side. There was an assortment of stores, a small supermarket, a post office next to a craft shop, and a hardware store that looked more like a big shed with a drive-thru feed store sign out front.

	There was even a zebra crossing waiting patiently for pedestrians that didn’t materialise.

	At the far end came the real centrepiece: a two-storey pub that rose above everything else, like a king’s castle.

	‘What makes Elsie Creek a town?’ she asked, breaking the silence. ‘Why build here?’

	Finn kept his eyes on the road like he was talking to the town itself. ‘Originally, it was just a piss stop on the rail line.’

	‘Excuse me?’

	‘A place to stretch your legs before heading further into nowhere. Then the Yanks came through in the war and set up camp for a bit.’ Finn rested his hand loosely on the steering wheel as he nodded at the railway station on the left. ‘With the railway, the cattle stations shifted their stock routes to meet the train, to feed the Army during the war. Soon, the stockyards were built, and the trains kept coming. Beef headed east and south, and the exports go north to Darwin Harbour.’

	‘Didn’t peg you for a tour guide, Sergeant.’ Through her passenger window, the town seemed small, weathered, and a little stubborn-looking—like it had refused to disappear.

	But there was something about it. A sense of place, surrounded by all this space. Maybe it was the stockyards, or the way the shops faced the road like old friends. Maybe it was the way people waved at each other, even if they didn’t stop. She couldn’t help but admire it.

	The troopy rolled to a stop out front of the pub. 

	Finn cut the engine and nodded at the building that seemed to tower over the town. ‘The pub is run by Samantha. The locals call her God.’

	‘Is that a nickname or a spiritual warning?’ Taryn raised an eyebrow.

	Finn smirked. ‘Bit of both. She controls the only cold beer for five hundred k’s. And you never get between a stockman and his beer.’

	He leaned on the steering wheel, his voice low and matter-of-fact. ‘Samantha was born in that pub. It was built by her great-grandmother—the original Elsie, the town was named after. And she might just be the youngest publican in the country.’

	‘Why so young?’

	‘Her dad got sick. Rumour has it, she was running the place before she even got her driver’s licence or was legally allowed to drink. But she’s whip smart for business and politics.’

	‘Why are you so invested in the publican’s story? Do you do that with the shopkeepers too?’

	‘The woman has power in this town. Not that you’d know it to look at her. But she’s well respected. So, if you value a roof over your head, and don’t fancy your swag tossed into the scrub, play nice.’ Finn climbed out and went to the back of the troopy. He slung her suitcase over one shoulder like it was filled with feathers, and grabbed her workbag before she could protest.

	‘Seriously, I can carry—’

	‘And I can do it without breaking a heel.’

	‘Rude much,’ she muttered, only to be surprised when he held the door open for her.

	‘Ladies first.’

	Through the glass door, the whoosh of cool air and the scents of ale greeted her. A rustic long bar ran along the left side, and the back wall of windows led to a beer garden and pool tables. On the right, stood clusters of tables and chairs, while ceiling fans spun with zero enthusiasm.

	Yet it felt like she’d entered the Northern Territory’s version of Parliament House. There was no mistaking it. This was where decisions got made. Where reputations were built—or torn down with a single round of beer and a raised brow.

	This small town pub was exactly what she’d expected, with its wall of glass door fridges behind the long bar, the brass rail running along the bottom, and bar mats advertising beer brands covering the top.

	Behind the counter, a woman with a full sleeve of tattoos and black lipstick, wiped down the bar with the casual air of someone who’d break noses and not spill her drink while doing it. Her leather vest looked like it belonged in a biker’s bar. Was that the boss?

	The tattooed warrior nodded at Finn, who replied with a curt nod. Without a word she flipped over a glass and started pouring a beer.

	At the far end of the bar, an elderly man, wearing suspenders and a felt fedora, was perched on a stool. Beside him, leaning against the bar, was a young woman, wearing jeans and a simple T-shirt, her blonde hair pulled into a no-fuss ponytail. Pretty. And surprisingly young.

	That had to be her. God.

	Finn dropped Taryn’s bags by the side door and nodded at the woman with the ponytail. ‘Samantha. Billy…’ Finn dug around in his pocket, dropped some cash on the bar, and scooped up the beer glass. ‘Thanks, Mean-Rene.’

	‘Figured you’d drag the Fed in, eventually.’ Mean-Rene wiped her hands on a towel, blatantly sizing up Taryn like she was a slab of meat at the butcher’s.

	Sooo… Everyone in this town knew Taryn’s business.

	Finn didn’t bother with an introduction—and he’d clearly perfected the art of letting the silence do the heavy lifting.

	‘You must be Taryn.’ The blonde with steady eyes watched her carefully.

	Taryn smiled, grateful someone was offering her any kind of warmth. ‘You must be God.’

	‘Anyone who’s lived in the outback and drinks hard enough reckons they’ve seen God at least once in their life.’ She pushed off the bar and walked over, extending a hand. Her grip was firm, like someone used to shaking hands with men. ‘I’m Samantha. Welcome to Elsie Creek.’

	From behind the counter, the biker-bartender gave a grunt. ‘Is she staying long? Or do I poke the possums in the ceiling for that night-long ambience?’

	‘Mean-Rene,’ Samantha said lightly, not even glancing back. ‘Play nice.’

	Mean-Rene rolled her eyes and muttered something about bloody bureaucrats with handbags and zero sense.

	‘You’ll have to forgive Rene,’ Samantha said smoothly. ‘She’s all bark and slightly less bite these days.’

	Taryn raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s comforting.’

	At the far end of the bar, the man in suspenders and the fedora raised his glass in greeting. ‘G’day.’

	‘That’s Billy,’ Samantha added. ‘Our yardie, bouncer, counsellor, and local card shark.’

	Not exactly the typical nightclub bouncer Taryn was used to, Billy, who had to be pushing eighty, looked more like a retired jazz singer. Wearing a mischievous kind of grin of someone who knew all the rules and how to break them.

	‘Heard you met my brother, Mickey. Made you walk the long paddock, huh? Blighter, he is,’ Billy said with that mischievous grin.

	That arsehole. Did Mickey brag about it? 

	She glared at Finn, who just smirked behind his beer, leaning his elbow against the counter like he’d been there all day.

	‘Listen, luv,’ called out Billy, ‘if you need someone to show you the ropes, I’m happy to do it. Price of a beer will do me.’

	‘You’re cheap,’ muttered Mean-Rene.

	‘I’ll buy you the beer, Billy, just for the gossip.’ Taryn hoped her sass would pass for charm. ‘But, do you think I’ll survive a walk around town with a local legend in a fedora? What’ll the locals say, you being seen with me, the Fed?’

	Billy barked a laugh. ‘Oh, I like this one.’ Tipping his hat to her in an old-fashioned gentlemanly manner.

	Even Mean-Rene cracked the ghost of a smirk from her post behind the bar.

	Taryn took that as a small win.

	Samantha reached behind the bar and grabbed a room key from the hook-board, then tossed it to Finn. ‘The officer has room four.’

	‘Billy’s been up there patching the bathroom floorboards. Mostly solid now,’ piped in Mean-Rene.

	‘Only fell through once,’ Billy added helpfully.

	Were they for real? Or teasing her?

	Samantha ignored them, keeping a measured calm as if trying to read beneath Taryn’s skin. ‘You’ve got a week, yeah?’

	‘Two.’

	Finn groaned, dropping his head as if to drown his sorrows in his beer.

	‘Good. Unpack, remember to keep hydrated if you’re not used to our climate, and don’t poke Karma. But he doesn’t mind the company.’

	‘Karma?’ Taryn asked.

	Samantha nodded at the beer garden door, where a sign hung crookedly above it: 

	 

	KARMA BITES. DON’T FEED THE PET.

	 

	‘He’s a three-legged rescued saltie,’ Billy chimed in. ‘Locals love him, especially on betting days when we feed him.’

	‘You have a crocodile in the beer garden?’

	‘This is Elsie Creek, luv. It is croc country. So don’t go swimmin’ anywhere, unless you wanna be croc bait.’

	‘Naturally.’ WTF? ‘So you have a pool?’

	‘Only for Karma,’ replied Samantha. ‘Just so you know, we don’t do breakfast anymore. You’ll find that across the road at the train station’s food van. It opens at dawn. Brilliant coffee, you won’t be disappointed.’

	‘Coffee’s good.’

	‘You can also help yourself to the coffee and tea in the dining room at any time. We do lunch and dinner, but the chef has strict hours. And trust me, you don’t want to upset the chef.’

	‘And it’s not some veganese-vegetarian menu of muck either,’ declared Billy. ‘This is cattle country, girlie. You’ll get your steak the way it comes. And you’ll like it.’

	‘Ask for almond milk,’ Mean-Rene cut in, ‘and I’ll show you what I can do with a shovel.’

	‘Good to know. I’ll keep my dietary preferences… shovel safe, shall I?’ Was Taryn going to survive her stay?

	Samantha chuckled softly with Billy, but it was the grunt of approval from Mean-Rene that made her breathe easier.

	Finn finished the last of his beer, set the glass down, scooped up her suitcase, and jerked his head toward the side door. ‘Let’s go, Fed, before Billy offers turndown service and Rene puts you to work.’

	Taryn followed him into a narrow corridor that stretched out under pressed tin ceilings, lined with worn floorboards that creaked in protest under Finn’s heavy boots. The office sat on the right, as the unmistakable scent of frying onions and searing meat drifted from the kitchen at the end of the hall.

	It was enough to have her stomach growl like it had a life of its own.

	To the left, the dining room sat with wooden tables polished by decades of elbow wear. A coffee pot simmered on the sideboard, near the simple chalkboard menu.

	But her attention drifted… elsewhere.

	Finn was ahead of her, ascending the narrow staircase two steps at a time. Broad shoulders, rolled sleeves, and a backside that really didn’t deserve to look that good.

	Not that she noticed. Much.

	Taryn cleared her throat and kept her eyes firmly on the banister, like a professional.

	But still…

	It was right there, in her face. How could she not peek?

	Finn stopped at the top, dropped her suitcase, and nodded toward the room. ‘You’re in here. Fresh sheets, working fan, fridge stocked with bottled water. I’d recommend sleeping with earplugs on some nights, especially Train Days and Fridays.’

	‘Naturally.’ Did she ask what Train Days were?

	‘Did Tanisha give you the security card to get into the office?’ Finn handed over the keys, his warm, rough fingers brushing hers fleetingly.

	It shouldn’t have made her breath catch. But it did.

	The touch was nothing. A second. Barely a whisper of skin on skin. And yet her pulse betrayed her, anyway.

	‘Um… Yeah.’ What were they talking about?

	‘Get some rest, Fed.’ He stepped back from her. ‘Big day tomorrow. Wouldn’t want exhaustion clouding your judgement any more than it already has.’

	Taryn blinked. Did he just—

	‘Charming!’ She clutched the key to stop herself from launching it at his retreating back. ‘I’ll pencil that in, between taking a nap and defending your career, shall I?’

	But Finn was already halfway down the stairs, leaving her standing in the hallway to wrestle with the dangerous fluttering in her chest, along with the rising storm of her own frustration.

	Arrogant. Condescending. Impossible. Male.

	Completely detached. Completely infuriating.

	And somehow—unfairly—attractive from every angle.

	How was that even possible?

	Add in a truckload of hostility towards her, just for doing her job, and it was shaping up to be one hell of a long fortnight.

	 

	 

	
Four

	The sun hadn’t fully risen when Taryn stepped out of the pub with her workbag over her shoulder, ready to get on with it.

	‘Morning, Miss.’ Billy tapped his hat brim in a charming salute, falling into step beside her as they crossed the road, becoming her unofficial chaperone. He waved at nearly everyone they passed, introducing her with a cheerful volume and zero shame, ‘This here’s the Fed—don’t hold it against her.’

	It helped. A little.

	Pfft, who was she kidding?

	It was clear everyone already knew who she was as she made her way to the brightly lit food van at the train station. With the stockyards stretched out behind it, the food van was a busy place at this hour, where the stockmen gave her a wide berth. And the station owners, seated at the outdoor tables, sent glares her way like warning shots.

	Even if the whole town saw her as the enemy, she was used to it. The side eye and the suspicion came with her job. Besides, she wasn’t here to make friends—she was here for justice. 

	But to make peace at the office, she loaded up on warm lamingtons and bush-spiced sausage rolls and headed for the Batcave. Because today she started the interviews.

	First, she had to get past Cecil…

	Nibbling on the fire station’s perfect green lawn, the town’s walking billboard was dressed in blue ribbons and a tasteful display of assorted paper flowers. Today’s announcement scrawled across his black sides was:
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