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	Zero

	Amara Montrose had always imagined that wearing a tiara and a ballgown would make her feel like a princess. Not some sweaty, outback idiot lost in the dust.

	It was everywhere, dust that settled like sandpaper across her skin, squirrelling beneath the edges of the strapless ballgown, turning the once soft powder-blue a grimy, dusty red. What’s worse, it was hot. And itchy. And ruined.

	Her hair was a mess.

	Her make-up melted.

	And for what?

	Certainly not some fairytale happily ever after—when right now, she’d kill for a glass of water. Even a muddy puddle would do.

	For the first time in her life, she was lost with no clue how to fix this. With only the epic crushing blue sky above her and nothing but a red dirt track that led her deeper into the outback.

	‘You can climb on, Porter. Tempest is strong enough to carry us both.’ She patted the mane of the grey horse that had started all this mess.

	‘Nope. And stop asking.’ Policeman Porter adjusted his grip on his necktie, which he was using as a rope to lead the horse down the track.

	The horse’s hooves drummed a slow, steady beat against the cracked earth. Each step kicked up a whisper of dirt, while the rustle of her many-layered petticoats filled the silence between every dull, rhythmic thud.

	Porter’s fancy suit was in a worse state than her ballgown. His jacket was nothing more than rags. The shine on his boots gone. His white shirt, wet with sweat, showed off his strong shoulders and spine. 

	But he kept trudging along like a true warrior, leading them at that same pace for miles now, carrying nothing more than an old broken rifle in his hand.

	Amara had never seen a more determined man in her life—while she was rendered helpless on a horse.

	To save her ballgown, poor Porter had torn the lining from his suit jacket to wrap her ankle. It throbbed like her headache, with her mouth so dry all she tasted was dust. 

	And that big sky was such a cruel taunt—like a luscious blue lake she couldn’t drink from, with not even a cloud to tempt them with rain.

	It sucked.

	This game sucked, dragging their arses across the red sands like some twisted version of Survivor.

	They trudged through powdery bulldust, that at times was as thick as quicksand. It had Porter using that old rifle like a walking stick to test the dirt track that kept on changing—from buttery cream sands, to compact black soils, then breaking into wide stretches of crushed ochre that crunched beneath the horse’s hooves.

	But it was always the same shimmery watery haze on the horizon, as that glowing sphere of gas and fire rose higher above the distant escarpments, to send its piercing rays of light to burn her skin.

	Great time to wear a strapless gown, huh?

	A few birds squawked, cooed, and laughed—no doubt broadcasting news on the outback telegraph about this little party of three, trudging along the track since before sunrise.

	Porter had insisted on an early start, claiming it’d be cooler. 

	He also insisted they were heading in the right direction. 

	With no phone to use her compass app and no tablet to keep her connected to the world, she had no choice but to trust Porter—and his skills as an outback lawman. He was their only hope of finding civilisation again.

	The heavy, hostile air danced around them, sucking moisture from the soil, their skin, and their souls. Porter still didn’t stop, and the horse willingly followed. 

	He never once let go of the necktie wrapped around the steel-grey stallion’s long neck. And for a man who didn’t know how to ride horses, he somehow kept Tempest calm and kept them moving.

	Meanwhile, all Amara could do was sit there, like some sunburnt princess in a ballgown and tiara, on the back of the grey stallion.

	And Porter? He wasn’t talking to her. Not after what she’d done.

	Which left one question. One she had no right to dare ask.

	But had to…

	‘Are we going to make it?’

	 

	 

	
One

	Two weeks earlier…

	Amara leaned in closer to her tablet’s screen. 

	Was she seeing right?

	The image of the perfect horse.

	Lot number 728.

	Breed: Thoroughbred x Criollo. Check.

	Size: 16hh (hands high) a tall, commanding build. Check.

	Deep chest, strong hindquarters. Elegant but muscular stance, hinting at the possibility of a refined athleticism and brute power. Biiig check.

	Long, arched neck, both commanding and noble. Nice.

	And a beautiful steel-grey coat that was on the right end of glossy and gorgeous. Very nice indeed.

	‘What are you doing out here, my fine friend?’ Taking up space at the corner table in the pub’s dining room, with only an empty coffee mug for company, Amara zoomed in to examine the photo more closely.

	Dinner had finished hours ago, and as a guest with a constant need of the coffee urn, they let her use this area like an office. It was this or hide in her tiny room that only held a bed and a cupboard. 

	She’d learned the hard way that if she sat in the front bar she’d have to suffer some swaggering stockman doing his best at chatting her up.

	Not interested.

	Bad enough she worked with two cowboys. Thanks to them, the rule No cowboys, stockmen, or rodeo riders, had made number six on her Not-to-Love List. The list that would save her from the chaos that came with falling in love and eventual heartbreak.

	But here was something she could fall in love with. She couldn’t help but sigh at the horse on the small screen. He was perfect. 

	And a long way from home.

	For this was sturdy stockhorse country, where horses and dogs had to earn their keep. Certainly not a place for pretty poodles and ponies.

	So why would a horse like lot number 728 end up at the local Elsie Creek Livestock Auction, in outback Northern Territory?

	One forearm rested on the table as she peered closer. It was in her price range. And it checked her dream list of wants.

	Not that Amara believed in dreams, when she was all about being practical.

	Besides, she was living in the pub and had nowhere to put the thing.

	Still…

	Her heart kicked a little harder, the desire making her lick her lips. This horse was a rarity. A prize. A horse of pure prestige. 

	‘Hey, Amara?’ Samantha, the publican, poked her head around the doorway. ‘We’ve called last drinks, and I think your boss needs a lift home.’

	‘Not again!’ Slumping back into her seat, she rubbed at an eyebrow.

	‘I could give him a room, but I doubt we’ll get him up the stairs. Has he got a swag in the back of his vehicle?’

	‘No. I’ll drive him home.’ Amara pushed up from her chair, sliding it back under the table. She tucked her ever-trusty tablet under her arm without thinking—same way she carried it every day. Turning off the coffee urn and the dining room light, she left her dirty cup on the bench in the pub’s kitchen next door, then paused at the end of the corridor that led to the front bar and the stairs. 

	She could skip the drama and go up those stairs to her room.

	But no, dutifully, she headed for the front bar.

	The music was gone and so were the customers. Most of the chairs were already on the tables, with the barmaid wiping down the bar. And her boss, Detective Sergeant Finn Wilde, was crumpled over a table, cradling a beer. Again.

	‘Sir?’ She tapped his shoulder of solid muscle.

	Nothing.

	‘Sir.’ She was tempted to flick his ear, like she used to do to another drunk in her past. Instead, she shook him harder. ‘It’s time to go home, sir.’

	‘Hmph.’ Finn raised his heavy head. His eyes were nothing but bloodshot slits. ‘Leave me alone, Constable. Can’t a man have a beer in peace?’

	‘Come on, Finn. Time to go.’ Samantha swapped his beer glass for a cold stubby. ‘Take that for the road.’

	Finn knocked back his hat to scrub nails over his short hair. ‘I got money.’ He dragged some bills out of his pocket, including the keys.

	‘Keep your cash, Finn.’ Samantha passed the car keys to Amara, the concern clear in her eyes. ‘The constable will drive you home.’

	‘I always do.’ Amara mumbled as she took the keys. ‘Come on, sir.’

	It was a struggle to get him to his feet, when Finn was an easy six-two, built like a freight train, and full of muscles that were covered in some serious tattoos. Izzy always said Finn looked more like he ran a cartel than oversaw the Federal Stock Squad of misfits.

	Even though Amara respected Finn, and had learned a lot from him, but lately he’d been drinking too hard. Unlike the other drunk she’d given up on, she wasn’t giving up on Finn.

	‘Let’s get you to the car, sir. I’ll take you home.’ This was not part of her job description, but then Finn did say in his Stock Squad there was no such thing as a job description. And this was just another day on the job.

	No wonder she had no time for a horse, a husband, a home, or a life.

	 

	 

	
Two

	Porter had worn out three patrol cars in his time as an outback cop. He’d come to recognise every pothole, and every scar on the local roads and hillsides left by mines, cyclones, cattle herds, and road trains that shifted across the hazy horizon like long metal pythons.

	He always got stuck with the glamour gigs—chasing rogue cattle off highways, busting backpackers for dodgy camping, and confiscating enough cannabis to open a wellness retreat.

	There were plenty of times he’d called tow trucks for the odd electric car, driven by even odder tourists who didn’t realise there were no power points to be found along outback roads. Or even sometimes regular cars, whose drivers didn’t realise it was a long haul either way to the nearest roadhouse—where only certain fuels were sold anyway.

	However, they did offer some amusement to his day.

	Like earlier, when he had to delicately explain to the tourists that you can’t scatter your grandma’s ashes over the National Park without an Aboriginal Elder’s permission.

	Only to realise, shortly after he’d pulled in behind them, that all the ash billowing out their car window and hitting his cop car’s windscreen—used to be someone’s grandma!

	Was he a prick for fining them for littering? Because they’d also flung the urn out their window, which now occupied his backseat.

	It did top the list of weirdest cop jobs of the day, but this—now this was entertaining…

	He leaned against his police ute—a twin-cab LandCruiser, caked in dust and kitted out like a ranger’s rescue rig. Bull bar, banks of spotlights on the roof and bumper, long-range antenna, and all-terrain tyres fat with red grit. No rear tray, just a purpose-built cage gleaming beneath its weatherproof shell. Parked on the edge of the pub’s car park, just in time for closing, where the stockmen were putting on a show tonight.

	It was the Hold-My-Beer Olympics—Elsie Creek style.

	Typically, there were no rules to these stockmen games, making it pretty simple for any spectator to follow.

	First, they’d need a schooner of beer. Glass only. No stubbies or cans. Which meant they probably pinched their beer glasses from the pub!

	Next, they had to climb onto the roof of a bush-bashing Hilux ute without spilling a drop of said beer.

	The climb, for the highly intoxicated, was already proving to be an obstacle. Watching drunken stockmen slip and slide like toddlers off the back of the ute, plopping onto the ground with a thud, had Porter cringing as they swallowed the dust.

	But then came the real challenge.

	Standing on the roof of the ute while it drove in slow circles in the dusty paddock, that made up the pub’s car park.

	There used to be a building here once, the Unofficial Elsie Creek Inn they’d called it. A place where the stockmen would stay the night and keep out of trouble. But a Christmas cyclone destroyed it, making the car park a makeshift stockmen’s camp for their assorted utes, horse floats and trailers, where they’d roll out their swags, while their stockhorses were kept in the nearby fenced paddock.

	Tonight, the car park was fairly empty. Tomorrow, it’d be full for the livestock auction, which meant cocky cowboys were coming in from everywhere.

	Oh, the joy.

	‘Oomph.’ The bearded ringer spilled off the roof, chest heavy, into the dirt with a thud. ‘Will ya get a gander at that? I’ve still got some bloody beer left.’

	The half dozen onlookers cheered, as the ute continued to do a lazy circle in the car park with the dust barely rising in its wake. Only two men remained on the roof.

	‘Hold my beer, Blu.’ The larrikin with the woolly moustache, mullet, and bashed hat, grinned like a fool. He spat into his palms, then attempted to do a handstand on the roof of the moving vehicle.

	‘Crikey, you’re doin’ it, Showbag. For once you ain’t full of—’ Blu, laughing so hard, lost his balance and face planted himself onto the bonnet of the ute.

	Oof! That was gonna leave a dent.

	But what made it worse was the driver kept rolling.

	That left Porter with two options: let the genius on the roof fall and crack his skull, or let the one on the bonnet slide off so the driver could mow him down like a B-grade horror flick in slow motion to become roadkill. It was real pick-your-own-adventure kind of stuff meets Mad Max in farmer’s flannel.

	Porter rubbed his face in frustration. ‘I don’t get paid enough for this.’

	For the sake of public safety, and what little brain cells were left in the stockmen, Porter leaned into his ute and flicked on the police lights and siren.

	The blast was short and sharp.

	Enough to wake the dead.

	Or get a drunk driver’s attention.

	The driver in the crusty ute slammed on the brakes, forcing both his passengers to fall hard into the dirt.

	‘You idiots do realise we have seatbelt laws, yeah?’ Porter hooked his thumbs into his police utility belt.

	They just grinned at him like schoolboys caught skipping classes.

	‘You two okay?’

	‘We’re good, Policeman Porter.’ Blu and his mate with the dusty mullet waved their empty beer glasses in the air.

	‘You’re parking up for the night, aren’t you, Wingnut?’ Porter’s warning tone was hopefully enough for the driver to get the message. ‘Don’t make me do a breath test on you.’

	The handbrake cranked back, and the engine was soon silenced, with the driver holding up his keys. ‘All good, officer. Reckon it’s time for some shut-eye anyways. We’ve gotta big day tomorrow.’

	‘Uh-huh.’ They looked like ringers at a B&S car park afterparty—sweaty, sugar-wired, and utterly useless—trying to sort their swags in the dark.

	Then Porter spotted Constable Amara Montrose struggling to get her boss, Finn Wilde, into his vehicle, a beefed-up troopy.

	‘Here. Allow me.’ Finn reeked of beer and bourbon, and was heavy.

	‘Thanks.’ Amara opened the passenger’s door. ‘You on night shift?’

	‘Only until eleven, once this lot goes home.’ Porter nodded at the scattering crew of yahoos, doing the right thing of unrolling their swags, to sleep it off.

	‘The livestock auction is on tomorrow, huh?’

	‘You’d know, being in the Stock Squad.’

	‘What do you mean by that?’ Amara stood with hands on hips, pointing that little nose in the air, with her hair pulled back into a tight bun. He’d never seen it down, not even one hair out of place. She’d have to be the only person he knew who ironed her jeans.

	Porter ignored her question as he dropped the big man into the front seat. Tucked Finn’s heavy legs inside, then passed the seatbelt through to Amara in the driver’s seat, where she clipped her boss in safely.

	‘I’ll follow.’ Not that Porter was giving Amara a choice, closing the passenger door on them. The last few times they’d done this, he’d spent a good five minutes debating with her why it was a good idea for him to follow. He’d rather skip that conversation, and leave this dusty car park, thankfully, without having to book anyone tonight. And that made it a good day in his books.

	 

	 

	
Three

	For the third time this week, Amara drove her boss home with a police escort.

	Was Porter waiting for her or something?

	As she left the pub she’d spotted the annoying Senior Constable Porter—who never ironed his uniform—slacking off, as per usual. Leaning against his police car watching the stockmen behave like boys.

	If it was her shift, she would have written a dozen tickets, then arrested them for drunk and disorderly.

	But not Porter.

	Nooo, he just told them to sleep it off.

	‘Was that Porter?’ Finn sat higher in the passenger seat, as if jerking himself awake.

	‘Yes, sir.’

	‘He’s a good cop.’

	‘Is he?’ Amara didn’t see it. The only policing she’d ever seen from Porter was the Stock Squad’s prisoner transports, or lurking around the coffee machine in the police station. Porter had to be the laziest policeman she’d ever met. He was a disgrace to the uniform.

	‘Porter just got his detective’s ticket.’

	‘I heard he cheated on the exams.’ The detective exam was a future goal for her own policing career.

	‘Porter recently solved a sixty-year-old local cold case that made a lot of people in this town happy.’

	‘Local hero, huh? Like Cowboy Craig and Stone?’ And you, sir?

	Thankfully, no one knew the Montrose name, as this area was as far removed from sheep country as you could ever get.

	Even so, in a town this small you’d think they’d bother to notice her—excluding the stockmen full of booze and bad manners daring to annoy her in the pub.

	But then again, playing shadow to the big man, Finn Wilde, and the rest of the superstars in the Stock Squad, was it any wonder she was nothing more than their secretary.

	But it beat playing a glorified stablehand like she was in her last job.

	‘The livestock auctions are on tomorrow, sir. Do you want me to pick you up?’ With coffee and, no doubt, a handful of painkillers for the impending hangover.

	‘No. I’ll meet you there.’

	‘Will Craig and Stone be there?’ Their part-time consultants.

	‘Craig will be. Not sure on Stone. If he does come, it’ll be to tease you.’ Finn chuckled. ‘You can give it back, Constable. You have my permission to put Stone in his place, if that’s what you’re waiting for.’

	‘Stone doesn’t bother me.’ He was like that annoying big brother who would pull at your pigtails and mess up your desk just for the hell of it.

	‘Good.’ A nod. That’s all he ever gave her, the nod.

	Then he sighed, a sign Finn was lost in his thoughts again.

	She’d never met a man who was such a heavy thinker as Finn. A cop who thought in motion, always moving, pacing, and thinking. And lately drinking.

	The spotlights met with swirls of red dust that made up the road. Along the sides, the lights caught the tops of fluffy leafed eucalyptus trees as they drove deeper into the outback under the black night sky. While Porter’s car lights remained steady in the rear-view mirror.

	‘I went through the auction lists for tomorrow.’

	‘Hmm.’ Finn’s eyes cautiously flashed her way, as if trying to keep himself awake.

	‘There’s a horse, sir…’ 

	‘Stockhorse?’

	‘No, sir. A Thoroughbred cross Criollo.’

	Finn shrugged. ‘Not a stockhorse then.’

	‘Definitely not.’ She shook her head as she gripped the steering wheel. ‘That’s an elite Argentine polo bloodline. And for a horse like that, it’s going cheap.’

	‘Have you got a horse?’

	‘I used to.’

	‘Can’t keep a horse at the pub, unless you use the stables next door.’

	Those weren’t stables, they were more of a holding yard for rugged stockhorses, not pedigrees. ‘Do you have a horse?’

	‘I did. Now I have lots of horsepower made of steel.’ He leaned his head back, giving a lazy grin.

	Of course, he was talking about his Harleys. And Finn had a few.

	‘You like this horse, huh?’

	She shrugged, desperate to keep her breath even, her grip loose, and her posture straight. But Finn was a smart man who could pick up the teeniest of clues from one glance at a person. She’d learned so much in the short time she’d been working for him, and did not want to mess this job up.

	‘You should buy it then,’ he said with his eyes shut.

	She swung her head fast to gawk at him. How did he know? Was he suddenly telepathic?

	‘Hit up Craig for agistment, until you find somewhere else to live.’

	‘But—’

	‘You can’t live at the pub forever, Constable.’

	You can’t drink at the pub like this every night either, sir!

	But she bit her tongue.

	Only to defend herself. ‘Living at the pub is handy for work. It’d be even better if there were officer’s quarters at the station.’

	‘Hmph. Don’t make my mistakes, Constable. Get a life outside the job. And if this horse has your attention…’ He inhaled deeply, as if dropping off to sleep.

	She drove the rest of the way in silence, cruising down the dirt driveway to the small house with a side verandah that doubled as a carport.

	Porter lit up the front door with his police wagon’s roof-mounted spotlights, so Amara could open it—while Porter had the pleasure of dragging the behemoth inside.

	‘Typical.’ A massive Harley motorcycle, in various stages of repair, sat on a tarp in the middle of the living room. 

	The Stock Squad had been stationed in Elsie Creek for nine months now, and Finn still had no furniture—just a crate and a set of large speakers for the record player sitting beside a pile of records stashed in the corner. 

	The bedroom only held a bed, while his clothes sat in piles around a simple duffel bag. At least it had an air conditioner.

	Seeing inside someone’s house really gave you an insight into that person’s mind. And this, for Finn, was only temporary.

	Which made this posting only temporary for Amara, too.

	It was no secret the Stock Squad was on a trial run, but Finn had never said when the clock would run out. Surely they’d earned their shot at a permanent post by now. 

	Which meant it was the wrong time to buy a horse.

	‘There you go, Finn. Nighty-night.’ Porter rolled Finn onto the bed.

	Amara took off Finn’s boots. ‘Goodnight, sir.’

	Back in the kitchen, she found Porter peering inside the massive silver fridge that held only beer and bread.

	‘Not much, huh?’

	‘Sure it is. It’s your average stockman’s staples.’ Porter closed the fridge door. ‘I’ve seen worse. Cowboy Craig used to have stuff growing in his pickle jars.’

	From the near-empty cupboard, she pulled out a packet of painkillers and placed them next to a water bottle on the kitchen counter for Finn to find in the morning.

	Porter paused in the doorway, the spotlights outside catching the lines of his uniform—broad shoulders, powerful arms, and that steady stance she was starting to rely on more than she should.

	She’d never realised how built he was.

	And she really didn’t need to notice that now. Or ever.

	‘Are you driving Finn’s car back to the pub, or do you want me to take you?’

	Her boss was right—she did need to do something for herself. 

	So, she left Finn’s car keys on the kitchen counter. ‘Porter, can I ask you a question?’

	 

	 

	
Four

	The police ute’s chunky tyres crunched over the gravel, chewing up the driveway beneath them. Then back on the road, heading for town.

	Porter flicked on the bank of spotlights that were as bright as a hundred high-powered camera flashes, lighting up the road. Even with all that light, he still warily scanned for wandering Brahman, or the odd water buffalo at night. With no other cars on the road, he had to stay sharp as the wildlife wasn’t exactly trained in road safety

	‘What was your question, Montrose?’ It was rare for Constable Amara Montrose to have conversations, especially not in the police station where she’d just refill her coffee, ask where the photocopy paper was, and go back to her big office, the old boardroom that was now home to the Federal Stock Squad.

	‘Do you know of anyone renting a room, or a house with a stable?’ Amara wriggled in the passenger seat.

	Hold on a second—she’d just squirmed.

	It was enough for Porter to arch an eyebrow at her. What would make the expressionless, serious-as-hell policewoman squirm? ‘For who?’

	‘Me.’

	‘Why? Getting sick of the pub?’ She’d been living there ever since Finn and Amara had rocked up to start the Stock Squad.

	‘I-I…’ She paused, staring out the window.

	It only made him slow down the car.

	‘Why are you slowing down?’

	‘So I can pull over.’

	‘What for?’

	‘To continue this conversation.’

	‘So you can shred it into a story that would entertain this town for a month.’

	He slammed on the brakes, the ute sliding to a stop in the dirt. ‘Where the hell did that come from? When I’m the one doing you a favour, helping you take your drunken boss home—’

	‘Finn is not normally like this.’

	‘I know. Obviously, something’s triggered him recently. Got any ideas what?’

	Amara slumped back into her seat. ‘I wish I knew, so I could help him.’

	‘You don’t have to babysit your boss, Montrose. Finn’s big enough and ugly enough to look after himself.’

	‘And we can all see how Finn’s doing a stellar job at that at the moment.’

	‘I’m not judging the bloke. I’m just concerned that’s all.’ He then pointed at her. ‘Because you’re the one picking up the pieces for him. And if I know Finn, he wouldn’t like it—which makes me think he doesn’t realise it.’

	‘Again, you’re right.’

	Deadset! It was enough to raise both eyebrows at her.

	‘Where’s the smart-arse comeback?’ She narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Aren’t you going to shove a phone in my face and ask me to repeat that so you can record it?’

	‘I’m not Stone. And you should tell him to lay off.’ He put the car into gear, again the gravel crunched under the tyres.

	‘It’s not your battle.’

	‘It’s not yours either.’ But she was sure as hell taking it out on him.

	What was this? Pick on Porter Day?

	‘Look, you’re part of a small team, yeah—but that doesn’t mean you should have to cop it. You deserve to be treated with respect in the workplace. Especially out here.’ It’s what Porter’s boss had taught him. And as an outback cop, with limited resources, teamwork played a big part of their job.

	Her jaw dropped just for a second. Before she slammed it shut, as her spine straightened, tugging on her seatbelt as if preparing for battle. Amara was always on duty, with her dark hair pulled back in a tight bun. 

	The only thing she wasn’t able to disguise or button up were those plump pillow lips. Deadset, no woman should be allowed to have a set of lips like Constable Montrose. It was downright illegal.

	‘I can’t believe you’re repeating the HR speech. Or that you remembered it.’ Her picky eyes glanced over his crumpled shirt, making it clear she thought he’d fail a uniform inspection.

	‘You mean that lecture where I learned the art of sleeping with my eyes open?’ He gave a lazy shoulder shrug as he steered them back towards town.

	‘But to answer your question, I know of a room to rent. Clean. Cheap. Comes with a no-dickheads-allowed policy, in a totally judgement-free zone.’ He side-glanced at Little Miss Judgey, who Stone called Duchess. ‘Although I doubt it’d pass your level of judginess.’

	‘That’s not a word. And I’m not judgemental.’

	He chuckled.

	‘I’m not.’

	‘You’re picky. Snooty. Toffee-nosed—’

	‘I am none of those things.’ She raised her chin like a Duchess looking down at some squatters. Him. The blue-collared peasant in the driver’s seat.

	‘I just have high standards.’

	‘Nothing wrong with that.’

	Instantly she doused her inner fire with a few fast blinks to show surprise.

	Ooh, she must be tired if she was letting her shields down like that. She almost looked human.

	‘What do you mean by that?’ Her tone was challenging—a nice change from her defensive one.

	‘Everyone has standards, some higher than others. You… just judge.’

	‘I do not.’

	He tossed his thumb in the direction they’d just come from. ‘You were judging Finn’s place.’

	‘And you weren’t?’

	‘That’s a bachelor’s pad. It’s not the first house I’ve seen with an engine in the living room.’ Which made him wonder how much experience she actually had as a South Australian Police Constable.

	Not that he was knocking her skills—hell, he’d copped a few hard lessons on the job himself—but Amara had landed a sweet gig transferring into the Federal Stock Squad. She must have more going for her than flawless filing skills.

	‘Like I said, the food in the fridge was a stockman’s staple. That’s basically bread, beer, and some dead horse. You do know what that is—’

	‘Tomato sauce!’ She scowled at him, her armour of police perfection cracking.

	‘So you’d know that’s enough to whack a chunk of roadkill on the barbie and call it a sanga?’

	She rolled her eyes. ‘English, Porter. You are a policeman—allegedly.’

	‘I’m not a cop 24/7, Montrose. And in this town, I’ve seen dirt bikes, quads and outboard motors occupying lounge rooms. Then there’s the countless kitchen tables covered in all sorts from saddles to chainsaws.’

	‘Coz it’s a bloke thing to do.’ She huffed, crossing her arms over her chest.

	Deadset, he was gonna have a cardiac arrest if she started pouting with those pillowy lips of hers.

	‘I suppose you have some vehicle in your living room, too?’ With that hoity-toity tone of hers, no wonder Stone called her Duchess.

	‘No. I have a couch. In fact, I’ve just bought a new one.’ He was looking forward to lounging back on it after this shift.

	‘Why did you get a new couch?’

	‘The dog chewed it up while I was at work one day.’ He sighed heavily, his eyes on the road. ‘Willow.’ He still missed that dog. ‘She was this pretty kelpie. I’d spent a fortune on vet fees fixing her up, too.’

	‘Why?’

	‘I found Willow on this wallaby track in the middle of nowhere, coming back from a hunting trip for ferals. She was barely alive. I had to fight off the large scavenger birds to save her.’ Damn, broke his heart too. But when he’d heard that slight whimper, it filled him with hope. He’d broken speed records to get that dog to the vet that day.

	‘Do you still have her? You said was.’

	‘Willow is living her best life as a muster dog at Elsie Creek Station with one of the Riggs brothers. She placed in the top six in the local muster dog trials this year.’ Adjusting his grip on the steering wheel, he smiled with pride. ‘It was her first trial, too. I’m betting she’ll win it in a year or two.’

	‘You didn’t keep her?’

	‘Couldn’t.’

	‘Because she chewed up your couch?’

	‘Trust me, Willow did not enjoy being cooped up in a house all day. She needs to run.’ The dog still remembered him—greeting him with a big grin as she jumped up to his chest for that cuddle every time he visited Elsie Creek Station. ‘She’s not a pet, Duchess. She’s a working dog.’

	Amara frowned.

	‘You don’t like being called Duchess, do you?’

	She shrugged, but the hurt flickered in her eyes, like a kid copping it in the schoolyard and pretending it didn’t sting.

	The thing was, Stone wasn’t being cruel. He’d defend Amara in a heartbeat—he just had a knack for playing the annoying big brother. Porter recognised it, because he had the same warped sense of humour, too.

	‘Hey? Why does Stone call you that?’

	‘Because he’s a prick.’

	Porter laughed.

	Surprisingly, she laughed with him. And she had such a sweet smile that was rare—but beautiful.

	So beautiful in fact, it made him give in, hoping that this didn’t bite him on the arse later. ‘The place I mentioned, it’s mine. And it has a stable.’

	 

	 

	
Five

	The noise was unexpected. There was the thundering roll of a road train, the roar of a swooping helicopter, the grumble of motorbikes and quads, and the mewling of cattle pressing against the fences—stockmen yelling, whistling, shouting, while their sturdy stockhorses held the line, neighing and pawing at the dirt to block the herd. Dust filled nostrils and stung eyes as hundreds of assorted livestock took their places in the Elsie Creek Stockyards.

	It was a cacophony of organised chaos.

	And the livestock auction hadn’t even begun.

	Amara, wearing her federal police vest that held her cuffs, pepper spray, taser, and other tools, with her handgun holstered to her hip, felt like the odd woman out under the scrutiny of the surrounding stockmen.

	But she was proud of her position on the Stock Squad’s team. She’d fought hard to be here—unlike Craig and Stone, who just got the tap on the shoulder from Finn, and they were in.

	Carrying over the coffees from the busy food van, she spotted Cowboy Craig. He was hard to miss with his blond curls brushed under his hat’s wide brim, along with the swagger and shiny rodeo belt.

	‘Morning, Craig. What brings you here?’

	‘The auctions.’

	‘As a livestock inspector, or for your farm? If you’re here for the job, you need to wear your badge.’ Like she had hers clipped proudly to her vest.

	‘Mostly as a look-see.’

	‘Huh?’ Sometimes she’d swear they were just making words up to confuse her.

	Craig grinned. ‘I’m just looking. Where’s Finn?’

	‘This way.’

	‘Heard he had another bender last night. What is that, three this week?’

	‘Who told you? Porter?’ Who’d asked her to move in. Just housemates, he’d said. But seeing how Porter dressed, and hearing how his dog destroyed his couch, it wasn’t very promising.

	But he did have a stable.

	And being a cop, he was on shift work, so they might not actually spend that much time together.

	They could be housemates. Right? 

	Which also meant being polite to Porter after hours.

	Yet, she missed having a private space, which she didn’t get from living at the pub. Which is why Porter’s proposition tempted her so much. But mostly because he had a stable.

	So really, she didn’t need a horse.

	Just in case, she mentally went through her Not-to-Love List. Designed to save her in situations like this, where her mind mattered more than her heart—that only got her into trouble. And trouble was the last thing she needed when she had a job to do.

	Let’s see, Porter was an incredibly laid-back lawman. That’s a red flag right there. Easygoing meant unreliable. Strike one.

	Good.

	Financially independent—but on a lowly cop’s salary. Which also put him into the territory of being married to the job, like Finn. Strike two and three.

	Good. Really good.

	Porter was also a slob. She hated the disrespect he showed the uniform in the way he’d casually stroll into the police station while in various stages of getting dressed. She had yet to see his work boots polished, and his uniform never saw an iron. How his superior officer let Porter get away with it was impossible to fathom. And that was a big slash off her list, as a big fat no!

	Which meant he’d be impossible to live with.

	But… 

	He had a stable. 

	And a room that came with the stable for a horse she hadn’t yet seen. It was stupid to even contemplate such a thing. Especially when she was not going to buy a horse. 

	Nope. Not gonna happen.

	Besides, living with Porter would only become fuel for the town’s local gossip.

	‘It’s a small town, Amara. And no,’ said Craig, ‘it wasn’t Porter who told me about Finn. I haven’t seen Porter today.’

	‘Who, then?’

	‘One of the stockmen, camping in the back of the pub, spotted Porter carrying Finn to the troopy, and then gallantly drop you back twenty minutes later. So your reputation as the untouchable duchess is safe.’

	She rolled her eyes. ‘Hey, you knew Finn before he was a cop?’

	‘As a stockman, sure.’ He then patted her shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, Amara. Finn will bounce back. Whatever it is, I’m sure it’ll pass. All he needs is another job, or is he still obsessing over the Stock Agent?’

	In all honesty, both Amara and Finn were obsessed in their hunt for the elusive Stock Agent, now responsible for two known cases of stock smuggling. Genetic materials were so much harder to chase down than a truckload of stolen steers.

	‘Here we are, sir.’ Amara passed Finn his coffee. He’d barely said two words to her this morning, with his eyes hidden behind his dark sunglasses and his black stockman’s hat topping off the ensemble.

	Finn nodded at Craig.

	Who nodded back in some secret stockman’s language that usually came with a caveman’s grunt.

	‘Is this your first livestock auction, Amara?’ Craig asked.

	‘In Elsie Creek it is.’ 

	She took a sip of her coffee. It was top notch, despite coming from a food van. She’d become their first customer every morning for breakfast and coffee to take on her way to work. And she loved that walk down the main street in the morning.

	After months of working on the road with Finn, before settling in this town, Amara had discovered she had a thing for small-town main streets. Somehow, the whole place had that homely, cosy feeling—like freshly mowed lawns and sprinklers ticking in summer. Except this town came with a friendly water buffalo named Cecil, who greeted her daily wearing a headdress of flowers and ribbons.

	And yet she was still an outsider, with a job to do.

	Craig nodded to someone in the crowd, then tossed out that laconic, one-fingered salute they all did driving past each other on back roads. ‘The Elsie Creek Auction is a lot different from ones down south.’

	‘I’m pretty sure you’ll find cattle and a lot more sheep in the southern auctions.’

	‘I doubt they’d have buffaloes?’ He pointed to the yard, filled with assorted water buffalo. ‘But it’s more than that…’ His smile faded into something sullen. ‘This small-town auction isn’t just about buying and selling livestock, Amara. It’s a heartbeat check for the district.’

	‘How so?’

	‘Blokes who’ve been working solo for months finally get a chance to talk, shake hands, and have a yarn over a beer. Deals are made, sure—but so are friendships and favours. A lot of them don’t come for the stock, they come for the company. Because out here, knowing you’re not the only one doing it tough, that’s worth more than any cattle sale. Don’t you agree?’

	Amara barely nodded, but she got the message loud and clear. It was more than an auction—it was a mental health check. Making her look at the auction with a different set of eyes.

	The local nurses had set up a blood donor tent beside the food stalls, tucked in like part of a fair. But Amara knew exactly why it was there. She was all too aware of how high the suicide rates were among the men in the Northern Territory. Well, within the farming community as a whole, really.

	There was a group of old stockmen propped up in wheelchairs and walkers, swapping memories like currency. The next generation of kids, with hats too big for their heads, scampered after their fathers. Around the cattle pens, stockmen leaned on the rails, their boots scuffing the dust, nodding, pointing, comparing notes on breeding lines and market prices. But mostly, they were just talking.

	Because out here, connection mattered just as much as the cattle.

	And for a girl a long way from home, she’d never felt lonelier.

	‘Lydia?’ Craig waved over a middle-aged woman in jeans and the same stockman’s shirt everyone else wore, except she was carrying a clipboard and a handheld radio.

	‘Hey, stranger.’ Lydia, smelling of lavender, leather and sunshine, bundled up Craig in a hug like a mother.

	Close behind her, stood a lanky-legged teenager, in a big old hat and even older boots and dirty jeans, carrying a box.

	‘Finn, have you met Lydia Galloway? She runs the clerk’s office and knows everything about the stock in this yard.’

	‘Hush now, you.’ Lydia humbly patted at her neck as if to tidy her hair, while the shade from her stockman’s hat darkened the blush.

	‘We met a while back. Good to see you again, Lydia.’ Finn held out his hand.

	Lydia wiped her hand down her clean shirt, just like the other men did out of habit, before shaking Finn’s hand. ‘Well done on catching that road train of stolen steers.’

	‘Thanks.’ Finn was a man of so few words, he’d mastered the art of creating the awkward silence.

	‘And this is Brodie Cross, the muscle of the yard,’ Craig introduced the teenager.

	‘That I is.’ The kid gave a cheeky grin, playfully flexing his skinny arm like a body builder while balancing his box of stationery items with the other.

	‘And this is Amara. She’s part of our team, too,’ said Craig. ‘Amara is like you, Lydia, our paperwork queen.’

	At least Craig didn’t call her Duchess.

	She shook hands with Lydia. Anyone who could manage an event like this had to be a managerial mastermind, which meant she probably didn’t have time for chitchat, especially on days like this. ‘What do you know about lot 728? This horse.’ She tugged her tablet free from the custom-made pocket in her police vest and, with a quick swipe, showed the screen.

	‘Hmm…’ Lydia’s brow ruffled. ‘Is this about a criminal case?’

	‘Um. No…’ Amara pinched at her collar, smoothing the fabric over her perfectly pressed creases—like it’d never dare wrinkle in public.

	‘It’s for me. Maybe?’ If the horse was as good in real life as on paper, maybe. And that was a big maybe. When she should be saying no and not even ask about it.

	‘Really?’ Craig grinned at her. ‘Have you seen it yet?’

	‘No. I’m good.’ No, she did not need a horse.

	‘You should.’ Finn’s tone was brisk. ‘Craig, go with the constable and use that picky stock inspector’s eye. Here, give me this, Brodie. You can show Craig and Amara where it is, while I help Lydia.’

	Lydia’s eyes widened as she gazed up at the sheer size of Finn, who’d made the box seem small as he led her the other way.

	‘This way,’ said Brodie. ‘Your boss looks mean with all them tatts.’

	‘Finn’s all right.’ Craig gave a casual shrug as they walked through the maze of fenced yards. ‘What do you know about this horse?’

	‘Nothing. It’s just one of ‘em midnight specials.’

	‘The what special?’ Amara scampered to catch up, passing various pens of white and brown Brahman cattle of differing ages. Their mewls rolled in waves. One would call to another, then over the other side more would chorus in, as they shifted their big hooves, stirring the dust to create a red haze in the air.

	‘The midnight specials always come in late at night.’ Brodie’s long-legged gait easily chewed up the distance.

	‘Is that unusual?’ She gave the kid a meek shrug. ‘It’s my first auction here in this town. I only know sheep.’

	‘Yeah, right.’ Brodie nodded shyly. ‘I’ve never seen a sheep, you know. We don’t get them up here.’

	‘I don’t miss them.’ The soft smile she offered him seemed to put the kid at ease.

	‘Go on, Brodie, explain to Amara what the midnight special is.’

	‘Can I call you Amara? Or is it constable? I heard you don’t like the stockmen talking to you in the pub.’

	Hell’s bells! Now she’d done it.

	No wonder the locals kept their distance. 

	Which only made it worse, when Finn told her he used Craig and Stone for an in with locals, until they built up a rapport. Meanwhile, here she was, crashing and burning on the whole friendly-neighbourhood-cop front.

	Sliding her tablet back into her vest’s pocket, she pretended it didn’t bother her. ‘Amara’s fine, Brodie.’

	Brodie’s skinny chest lifted as his smile widened. ‘Amara.’ Just saying her name seemed to give him all the confidence in the world. Suddenly, he had a swagger—like Cowboy Craig on a good day. Or, at least, as much of a swagger a lanky kid still growing into his limbs could manage. He launched into an explanation. ‘Livestock come from all over, day and night. Some owners like to travel in the cool—keeps the stock in better condition, less stress they reckon. Or sometimes the road conditions change and they’ll rock up late. But this one—’

	‘Lot 728.’

	‘Yeah, he’s nice. I mean, I’ve never seen a prettier horse. And I’ve seen plenty.’

	‘Doing what?’

	‘I just muck out the stalls, is all.’ Brodie dropped his head as all that confidence oozed right out of him.

	Craig plonked his hand on Brodie’s shoulder and gave it a hearty pat, as if boosting the boy’s confidence. ‘You’re more than that, mate. Brodie is the backbone of this place. If you want to know what goes on in these stockyards, and all the stockmen’s gossip, Brodie is your man.’

	‘Good to know, Brodie. Do you drink coffee? I don’t mind buying you one for information.’

	‘Um, sure…’ Aw, the kid dropped his head, using his hat to hide his blush, that only darkened his dusty, tanned complexion.

	‘Here’s my card. You can call me, too.’

	‘Sweet.’ The kid’s eyes beamed at the small business card like he was going to frame it or something. ‘I’ll keep it next to Izzy’s.’ Brodie even gave a sigh with a smile that had lovesick teen written all over it. ‘How is Izzy?’

	‘My wife is good. Working on her bees today. I’ll tell her you said hi.’ 

	A hefty bull shoved at the gate as they walked past.

	‘Hang on, I gotta check that chain’s on.’ Brodie jogged off to secure it.

	Craig leaned closer to Amara, keeping his voice low. ‘Brodie’s got a bit of a crush on my wife.’

	‘How do they know each other?’ Izzy was a high-class criminal lawyer, and Brodie a stablehand.

	‘Izzy helps him with his reading. Gives him little tricks for when the letters won’t sit still on the page.’

	Oh. That made her pause. 

	Letters that wouldn’t sit still? She didn’t need a diagnosis to recognise the weight behind Craig’s message. Poor kid.

	‘Which reminds me, yours and Stone’s business cards came in. They’re in the office.’ Amara headed towards Brodie who was waving them over.

	‘You know, Stone will probably use his business cards to wallpaper his corner of the office.’ Craig chuckled as they continued to the far edge of the stockyards.

	‘Stone would…’ The prick. ‘I never realised how big this place was. The view from the station is deceiving.’ She nodded in the direction of the police station that stood just on the other side of the railway line and outback highway. ‘How big are these stockyards?’

	‘Brodie, you tell her.’

	‘Um, as the major hub of this here cattle country, the Elsie Creek Stockyards sit on eighty acres. We’ve got holding pens, sorting yards, plus the loading docks for both road trains and trucks, through to the train carriages. There’s the auction area, quarantine yards, feeding stations, and parking bays, where some days, like today, there are never enough places to park.’ Brodie pointed to the road trains lining both sides of the highway.

	‘These stockyards are bigger than the town.’ Amara glanced at the sturdy steel fencing, the assorted loading ramps, and connecting water troughs. It was not only more complex, but it was easily ten times larger than the livestock auctions she’d seen as a kid.

	‘They handle tens of thousands of cattle per year,’ explained Craig. ‘There are days, like today, where the population of livestock outnumbers the people thirty times over.’

	‘And Lydia manages all of this?’

	‘The paperwork side of it, yeah.’ Brodie nodded. ‘Lydia’s a legend.’

	‘You are too, in knowing where everything is in this place.’ Again, Craig patted the teenager’s shoulder.
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