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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Madeline leaned out of bed and reached across to her bedside cabinet. She fumbled in the dark and felt the cool rubbery texture of her vibrator. She sucked it clean and reached down between her legs to insert. There was lube in the cabinet but it wasn’t needed as she was completely slick. 
 
    Madeline squeezed her eyes shut and focused on the idea of her faceless man again. She spread her legs wide and fucked herself with the curved length of her sparkly purple toy. Her orgasm came on hard and fast, thumping through her belly and making her writhe onto her side with her knees up under her chin and her thighs pressed tightly together, her vibrator still buzzing as it oozed from her dripping pussy and slipped onto the bed behind her. 
 
    A few minutes later, Madeline rolled onto her back and searched for the vibrator beneath her bottom. She pulled it from there and twisted it off, the batteries almost having given up anyway. She pushed the thing away and huffed a breath, then patted down the sheet either side of her body, sniffling and tearing up as she stared at the moon shadows on her bedroom ceiling. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2  
 
      
 
    The Ascot bar on the corner of James and Pendington was next to home for Blake Malone. It was a place he frequented almost as often as his actual dwelling, and it was right across the road. It was Saturday night, just after eleven. He was leaning on the bar with his arms crossed, looking over his half full beer glass at three women sitting at a table. The blond one glanced and returned his smile. It wasn’t the first time she had done it, and she shook her head, giggling and blushing as her eyes rolled away. 
 
    Blake had a permanent smile. At twenty-eight he was kind of mature looking, passing for thirty-five easily enough. This was because of his laugh lines and a slight tinge of grey in his short dark hair. Contrastingly there was a boyish quality in the smile. It was game in the face of adversity and cheeky on a Saturday night out hunting skirt. 
 
    He didn’t know the blond—had never seen her before. He had slept with both of her girlfriends, separately, and each only on the one occasion, about a year apart. He wondered whether they had conferred with one another on that matter. They had each glanced a few times and may well have referred to him in their discussion. There was a dance floor and music. He was seated too far away to hear what they were talking about. 
 
    Blake’s phone buzzed. It was a text from his boss. He read it and put the phone back in his pants pocket. 
 
    Checking the girls again, he saw Jolene take Elle by the hand and lead her to the dance floor. It was the first time in the half hour he had been sitting there that the blond had been left alone. He took his beer and strolled over, her gaze flashing past him then returning to meet his. Her smile lit up. 
 
    “I’m Blake. How are you going?” 
 
    “Fine, thanks.” 
 
    Blake cocked an ear questioningly. 
 
    The woman’s blush deepened. “Lisa.” 
 
    “Hey, Lisa… I’ve been trying not to stare. Sorry.” 
 
    “That’s okay. Stare all you want.” 
 
    Blake leaned on the back of a chair. “I actually have to go but didn’t want to leave without at least saying hi. I noticed you smile a few times. I was hoping for your name… Maybe if I see you here again sometime we could have a drink?” 
 
    Lisa frowned. “Oh… You have to go?” 
 
    “I do… Well, in a minute, anyway… How do you know Jolene and Elle—from work?” 
 
    “Yeah. I just started this week. We’re having a get-to-know-each-other night.” Lisa tilted her head, her eyebrows rising. “They called you a shark.” 
 
    “Who—me?” Blake chuckled. “They must have me confused.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. You look kind of sharky.” 
 
    Blake looked down at himself. He wasn’t properly dressed for a Saturday night out—cargo pants and a tee-shirt. His hair was ruffled and he hadn’t shaved that morning. He looked back up, grinning. “How’s this sharky? I’ve got nothing on all the other guys here—fine cut and slick looking. I just stopped in for a beer before bedtime.” 
 
    “Bedtime? Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got to go to work in the morning—a Sunday and all—conscientious as I am.” 
 
    “Your work isn’t even open on Sundays.” 
 
    “How do you know where I work, Lisa?” Blake edged onto a seat. “Do you mind—just for a minute?” 
 
    “That’s fine… They told me where you work. We were just talking about you.” 
 
    “Ahh—anything good or all bad?” 
 
    “That’s hard to say. The difference isn’t always clear.” 
 
    Blake nodded. “I agree.” He had a sip of beer. “So, you’re in accounts as well? Is Jolene still working on her law course—she going well with it?” 
 
    Lisa smiled a little with a blush. “She just finished.” 
 
    “Cool… And Elle—did she ever break away from that dickhead ex? I remember she said he was hassling her online. I hope she had him dealt with.” 
 
    “I don’t know. She hasn’t said anything.” 
 
    “Well, that was six months ago. Hopefully all sorted,” Blake said. 
 
    “Yeah, but you remember… They said you um—well, that you weren’t exactly a good listener.” 
 
    “Jolene has a brother Parker and sister…” Blake clicked his fingers, thinking. “Mary! And Mary was pregnant and pissed off with her husband about his gambling. Elle is from down south, a small town near Tamworth. She moved here to Brisbane when she was twelve. Her parents divorced not long after, and she hasn’t seen her dad since… As I recall, those were the main things going on a while ago… But what about you, Lisa? Did you grow up here in Brisbane?” 
 
    “Yeah—pretty much—the north side.” 
 
    “Cool. A local girl… Local boy,” Blake said, tipping his beer in salute. Lisa met his smile. He looked left and right. “It seems local girls are usually the prettiest around here.” 
 
    She blushed a bit more. “Thanks, sharky.” 
 
    Blake chuckled. Elle returned and sat beside him. “Hey, Blake.” 
 
    “Hi, Elle—how’s it going?” 
 
    “Fine… What are you doing—trying to chat up Lisa, are you?” 
 
    “I was but wasn’t getting anywhere, unfortunately. Someone tipped her off.” 
 
    “What’s he want?” Jolene asked. “That’s my chair!” 
 
    Blake leaned back, smiling up. “Sorry. I just saw you left poor Lisa sitting here all alone and thought I should offer to keep her company until you got back.” 
 
    Jolene scoffed. “Yeah—right… That’s okay. Don’t get up…” She slipped onto Blake’s lap. 
 
    “He doesn’t seem so bad,” Lisa said. 
 
    “Huh! Of course he doesn’t seem bad.” Jolene squeezed his cheeks. “He seems like a nice guy… Don’t you, Mr Slick?” 
 
    “But I’m not—” Blake started. 
 
    He was cut off by Elle. “Yes, he seems all sweet and innocent, but he has a lair.” 
 
    “A lair?” Blake looked from one smiling face to another. “Sharks don’t have lairs, do they?” 
 
    They all laughed at him. 
 
    “Alright—that’s it—I’m not going to sit around here being insulted.” 
 
    “Aw, poor Blakey,” Jolene cooed, squeezing his cheeks again as he slipped from beneath her. 
 
    “You ladies have a nice night… Good to see you again, Jolene… Elle—looking fine—hope you got rid of your stalker… Lisa—it was lovely to meet you.” Blake offered his hand. When she accepted it he lifted hers and kissed it. “Truly lovely,” he added, holding her eyes as she blushed again. 
 
    “Oh my god!” Jolene cried. 
 
    Elle was mouth agape, shaking her head. 
 
    Blake bowed to them and departed, resisting a glance back as he left the bar. 
 
    He crossed the street and entered his building. He was on the fifteenth floor. The elevator was waiting. Aside from the message from his boss to show up at work in the morning, he was also quite tired and not up for a lady visitor, anyway. 
 
    He stripped off and had a quick shower. It was a balmy late spring evening. He poured a dash of Cognac and took it out onto his balcony overlooking the city. He rocked back in his favourite chair and spread his toes on the cool chrome rail—the sounds of traffic and voices of people filling the air with a familiar buzz that was relaxing to Blake. 
 
    He turned on his phone and scrolled back through SMS messages. He didn’t have a number for either Jolene or Elle but eventually found an old text from Elle. He smiled to himself and typed: u girls r hot… He pressed send and turned off his phone, rocking back again with his Cognac. 
 
    * 
 
    The next morning, a little after ten, Blake strolled into his work building three blocks from home. The executive offices of The Brisbane Mail were all but empty. He found his boss at her desk talking on a headset. She waved for him to sit. 
 
    Blake took out his phone and checked for emails. He wondered how Sandy was going. Sandy was a brunette he had seen a few times lately—nothing serious, but he was feeling rested now and up for some fun on his day off. 
 
    His boss put her headset aside. “Morning, Blake. Thanks for coming in.” 
 
    “That’s alright, Amanda. What’s up?” 
 
    Amanda Stone was a career news magazine editor. She had a narrow face and hard features. She ruffled her long red hair. It was sweaty. She had on a white tennis uniform. After fixing her curls in a band, she leaned down to a bag on the floor and pulled out an envelope. She tossed it across the desk to Blake. 
 
    He used his smile. “What—am I fired?” 
 
    “You wish… Or you will shortly.” 
 
    Blake extracted a folded page from the envelope. It was faintly ruled notebook paper. The writing was by hand: Who is buried on Warburton Station? 
 
    He looked to his boss. “I give up… Who?” 
 
    Amanda rested back in her chair and folded her arms. “About twenty years ago, I did a story about the murder of a woman from Warburton Station… Have you heard of Clive Petrov?” 
 
    Blake thought for a moment. “I remember reading something about him—something recent.” 
 
    “Yes, there has been a body found down the south coast somewhere, linked to him. There’s a task force looking into the guy right now.” 
 
    “Okay…” Blake held up the note. “So, where did you get this?” 
 
    “I found it in my post box yesterday. There’s no post mark. Looks like it was hand delivered.” 
 
    Blake checked the envelope. “So, twenty years ago you did a story. Now you get a note… What’s it mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve not had reason to think about the case since the story was published. It was left open—a strangled nurse and an unknown perpetrator. It’s only this recent information that has linked Petrov. I suspected him at the time but there was no proof. I never actually mentioned him in the story, just in my notes, which I can’t find now. I searched half the night. You’ll have to start from scratch, Blake.” 
 
    “I will? Me?” 
 
    “Yes, you. Consider yourself assigned. Here are the keys to the new Jeep.” Amanda slid them across the desk. 
 
    Blake caught them. He chuckled. “Cool. I like the Jeep.” He twirled the keys. “Where am I going, boss? What’s this—a railway station somewhere? Warburton… Where’s that?” 
 
    Amanda Stone smiled, her lined face smoothing somewhat as her eyes sparkled with mirth. “No, playboy, Warburton is no railway station. It’s an outback cattle station… Way outback,” she said with a sweep of her arms. “Better pack your big suitcase.” 
 
    “Oh shit!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The strange thing about the two graves was that the new one belonged to the parent and the old one belonged to his child. This struck Madeline with an extra pang of sadness. She had almost been pleased when her grandfather passed away a month ago. He had been very sick after a good, long life. She had never known her mother—couldn’t remember her. She had been murdered in 1988 when Madeline was three years of age. 
 
    The bright new headstone was for an old man. The faded one was for a woman who would only be in her forties if she were still alive. It just seemed wrong. 
 
    “I think Mum needs a new headstone, Nana,” Madeline said to her grandmother standing beside her. “It’s horrible that hers looks so old.” 
 
    “Good idea, sweetheart. Let’s do that right away… And what are you doing today—are you seeing Terrence?” 
 
    “No. Why would I be seeing Terrence?” 
 
    Nana tossed her head. “Well, I would have thought…” She turned back to Madeline, peering over her pink plastic glasses. “He’s a good boy, that one. He has an eye for you, sweetheart.” 
 
    “He’s great, Nana. He’s a good friend.” 
 
    “Hmm—fussy, aren’t we, miss?” 
 
    Madeline giggled as she took her nosey old grandmother’s hand and placed it into the crook of her arm. They strolled along the row of graves toward the entry gate of the cemetery. “I’m not as fussy as you, Nana.” 
 
    “Yes, dear, but we need a new man for the house now that your granddad has left us all alone. The place feels empty and sterile with just us girls, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Sterile? It feels weird—yes—but we’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “Oh, I hope not… If you don’t bring home a man pretty soon, I might have to find another one myself, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Well, you could. You have lots of good years in you yet, Nana.” 
 
    “Hmm… So, what are you up to, sweetheart? I’ve got a meeting at the CWA.” Nana checked her watch. “Probably around 2 o’clock?” 
 
    “Fine—I’ll pick you up there. I’m having lunch with Juliette.” 
 
    Madeline kissed her grandmother’s soft cheek and left the cemetery in the opposite direction. The Country Women’s Association had a small tin hall across the road and toward the edge of town. Madeline was meeting her girlfriend at a café on the main street. Sunday lunch was the one occasion each week she ate out. She had been coming into town for church since she was a child. The past three Sundays, they had actually skipped the church service, though. Without Granddad, they had begun misbehaving, it seemed. Nana appeared to have lost interest in going. Maybe she had never been interested, Madeline considered. She had decided not to press the point. Whatever her grandmother needed to do to come to terms with the loss of her man was fine. 
 
    Madeline took a seat at the Coffee Club alfresco dining area sectioned off from the sidewalk. It got quite busy in town on a Sunday morning with the bakery open across the street. It was nice to be out amongst people. Cooper’s Crossing was a large town by outback standards. It had a high school, hospital, supermarket, a range of clothing stores and other specialty shops, a motel and two pubs, as well as a Chinese restaurant and more formal dining at the RSL club. There were all sorts of machinery and mechanical businesses along with a Toyota dealership. It was the hub of the area and a hell of a long drive to a bigger town. There was an airstrip with a charter service to get anywhere in a hurry. 
 
    “Hi, Maddy!” Madeline’s friend called gaily. 
 
    “Hi, Jules… Wow, that’s bright.” 
 
    Juliette did a pirouette, her new sundress fanning out. “I know. Do you like it? I felt like being loud today.” She flashed her multi-coloured nails. 
 
    “Yep. That’s loud. I want some too!” 
 
    “Hey—we should dress up for the rodeo. We need to go shopping.” 
 
    “I can’t. I’m riding in the barrel race. I’ve got heats each day.” Madeline was the reigning open barrel race champion. She had beautiful quarter horses, which she bred and trained herself. 
 
    The waitress took their lunch orders. 
 
    “Easy!” Juliette went on. “Stay the weekend in town with me and we’ll get dressed up after your events. They’re during the day, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Yep—morning, morning and the final in the afternoon if I make it.” 
 
    “So? Should we go shopping?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “We could fly to Toowoomba or even Brisbane,” Juliette suggested with a dare in her smile. 
 
    “Oooh—and stay overnight?” Madeline dared right back. 
 
    “Definitely!” 
 
    Madeline nodded. “Deal.” 
 
    “Good… So, what’s happening with Terrence?” 
 
    “Jesus, I don’t know,” Madeline huffed. “I actually hid from him the other day… He’s going to ask me out—I know it!” 
 
    “So, just say no thanks. Or go!” 
 
    “I know, but I don’t want to hurt his feelings. He’s really great. I’ve known him forever. He’s like my big brother.” 
 
    Their coffees arrived. Juliette stirred hers and sucked the spoon. “Well, there’s probably no good way out of it. If he feels that way, it doesn’t matter how nicely you say no.” 
 
    “I know. I was thinking it would be best if he got the message somehow without getting to that point. You’d reckon he would take the hint. If he never asks and I never have to reject him…” 
 
    Juliette hummed ponderingly for a moment. “Confide in him about another man—like asking your brother for advice. That will spell it out without the confrontation.” 
 
    Madeline looked at her friend. “What other man?” 
 
    “Huh—details! Doesn’t matter. Make one up.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m supposed to find one to bring home. Nana said I have to.” 
 
    Juliette giggled. “She did? Why do you have to, exactly?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I think to change light bulbs and kill spiders—stuff like that. She said there’s no man in the house now and we need one… She said it was too sterile now.” 
 
    “Sterile?” 
 
    Madeline shrugged. 
 
    They had ordered a plate of mixed sandwiches to share. The waitress brought them. 
 
    “Actually, that kind of makes sense,” Juliette suggested with another thoughtful frown. “Not sterile but A-sexual—bland and boring!” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess… So, what else is new?” 
 
    “Though I could think of better tasks for a man than light bulbs and spiders.” 
 
    Madeline rolled her eyes. “Me too.” 
 
    “Except they’re definitely all scared of me around here, I’ve decided,” Juliette declared. 
 
    “It’s just your uniform. Everyone’s scared of cops.” 
 
    Juliette held out her hands, motioning to her dress. “Thus the bright colours.” 
 
    Madeline nodded. “Tommy likes you.” 
 
    “What?” Juliette blushed. 
 
    “I overheard the guys talking in the stables the other night.” 
 
    “Oh shit. What did they say? Who was it?” 
 
    “Tommy told Nash you’re hot… Actually he said F…ing hot! They were talking about who they might be able to get onto at the rodeo, and Nash said ‘what about Tracey Myers?’, then Tommy said ‘I wouldn’t mind getting onto Jules—she’s F...ing hot, man… Except she’s a copper!’” 
 
    “Oh shit! See?” 
 
    “I know. I nearly said something.” 
 
    “What do they think I’m going to do—arrest them for looking at me?” 
 
    “Now, there’s an idea. How about when we go to Brisbane you arrest one for me too?” 
 
    They both laughed. They rarely talked about men. Neither were having much luck lately in that regard. There were plenty of single guys around town, but Madeline was busy running her grandparents’ cattle station fifty miles out and missed all the parties. Juliette had been absorbed with her training and getting established with her career in the police force so far. It seemed to Madeline she was only just beginning to look around. 
 
    The girls enjoyed a long lunch together there watching people walking and driving by. They settled on a plan to fly to Brisbane for a shopping adventure as soon as they could both get a few days free. 
 
    * 
 
    Madeline picked up her grandmother from the CWA hall at two. It was a forty-five minute drive into rolling red sandy hills and arid landscape to reach their homestead at Warburton Station. The station stretched halfway to town and further still beyond the house. It was an expansive allotment of grazing land that was dry and barren right then but would soon come to life with the summer rains. 
 
    Madeline went right to her office. She had an annual quality assurance evaluation to prepare for, and work was needed to bring the medication records for the cattle up to standard. She was transferring them from a hand written ledger to a new computer program. That boring task took a few hours of her Sunday afternoon, leaving her with enough time to work a couple of horses and feed the half a dozen she had stabled. 
 
    The station homestead was a sprawling, single level timber building. There were two huge evaporative cooling units mounted on the low, almost flat corrugated iron roof, which were absolutely essential during the long desert summers. The building was a hollow square—four long sections surrounding an in-ground swimming pool. Madeline swam every morning for exercise. She managed the business, spending a lot of time in the office and not so much outdoors. 
 
    The front wing of the house was a living and formal dining area, along with Madeline’s bedroom and en-suite. She had been given the master residence when she turned eighteen. In readiness for me to share with a husband… She giggled at the thought as she pulled on her riding boots. 
 
    The wing extending from her bedroom was a line of guest rooms and a main bathroom. Opposite that was a wing containing the kitchen, laundry and Nana’s residence. The wing across the back of the building was Madeline’s office, the cook’s kitchen and a common room for employees. It had a dining area, pool table, big-screen television, booths set up with computers and internet access, and a small telephone room with a big old leather recliner. 
 
    There was access to the pool from the common room, it being open for use by the employees at all times. It was bordered by a garden of broadleaf tropical plants and partitioned from the interior walkway around the house by glass. The homestead was set in lush green lawns and gardens, an abundance of artesian water available to create and maintain an oasis in the harsh sandy landscape. 
 
    Two of Madeline’s staff were in the pool, others were in the common room watching a movie. She tossed Tommy a helmet she had received in the post. His other one had been damaged. “The old one goes in the rubbish, okay? I don’t want anyone using it by mistake.” 
 
    “Yes, boss.” 
 
    Tommy was twenty-four. He lived in the bunkhouse with two other young men. Nash was a year older and Owen a year younger. They were two aboriginal brothers. Their parents lived in the first cottage in a line of three, which Madeline was strolling past. Their father, George, had been with the company for over twenty years. He was the ringer—second in charge of the crew. The next cottage was occupied by the head stockman, Vern, a sixty-year-old who had been all his life mustering cattle and was a stickler for working on horseback. He didn’t like the way motorbikes stirred up the animals. He allowed their use for other work—getting around checking troughs, bores and fencing—but not when it came to dealing with the livestock. Jerry, the cook, was ex-army and had a wife, Loraine, who took the kids for their school lessons. The half a dozen children currently living on the station were all theirs, anyway. 
 
    The old gardener, Al, was dark skinned but not aboriginal. He had moved from America with his parents when he was a boy and had been employed there at Warburton since before Madeline was born—long before. He had been Granddad’s closest friend. He helped build the oasis and took loving care of it. His gardens were amazing, Madeline thought. She wondered how she would ever maintain them if he decided to follow after her granddad, although he seemed in quite good health. 
 
    Al lived in the bunkhouse with the guys. That was across the driveway from the three cottages. Beyond it was another cottage, used for housing jillaroos. There were two female stockpersons in Madeline’s employ: Trish was around 30, a great horsewoman and tough. Sabine was a backpacker from Germany who spoke enough English to get by. She was dreading the summer, which was heating up fast. 
 
    The driveway through the housing area passed a small school room, the meat safe, which was a slaughterhouse and cold storage, a gravel hill with two huge concrete water tanks mounted on it, and the stables—a long building with room for ten horses and a round yard for lunging or breaking in. 
 
    “Hi, Missy. Are you ready?” Madeline bridled her champion quarter horse and clipped on the lunging rein. Missy knew the drill. 
 
    Beyond the stables, the gravel driveway continued in an ark past a huge workshop and the generator shed then into a grove of tall gums, which created a cool, shady parkland where there was a gazebo with a barbeque and timber benches and tables. The drive emerged from the park to re-join the main gravel road at the front of the homestead. 
 
    There was a landing strip for light aircraft a kilometre away. From the air, the small community was a deep green circular spot in a red and brown landscape of small hills and sweeping plains cut with perennial creeks and rivers. The waterways were tree-lined, mostly dry but with permanent billabongs, and they raged with floodwater during the wet season. 
 
    * 
 
    Nana knocked on Madeline’s door and poked her head in. Madeline was in bed reading her latest romance. 
 
    “Yes, Nana?” 
 
    “Dear, I was wondering if everything was alright. I notice you’re getting along well with that young police woman lately. Are you sure that’s okay—given our circumstances?” 
 
    “It’s fine, Nana. Everything’s fine… Old Al had his niece deliver the letter. No one else knows anything.” 
 
    “But your friend… Are you sure it’s a good time to be inviting interest from the police?” 
 
    “I think we’ve already invited interest, Nana. Juliette has nothing to do with it. We’re just friends. We don’t talk about police business or anything, just about men now, it seems.” 
 
    “Oh! Well, carry on, dear.” Nana chuckled. “Maybe if you got out more?” 
 
    “Yes, Nana. I’m planning to do that.” 
 
    “Okay, then. Night, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Nana…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Withcott. What do folks do in Withcott?” Blake looked from the welcome sign to the line of shops and businesses each side of the road. The small town had pulled him up. 60 kilometres an hour felt like walking pace. He had been hunting along at 100 plus for a while. “You look like a speed trap, Withcott.” Blake glanced at his open map on the passenger seat. He was approaching Toowoomba city. The road ahead wound up into a ridge of mountains. His parents used to take him to visit an aunt in Toowoomba, but he barely remembered the place. It was the Garden City. He had a vague memory of huge parks and lots of flowers everywhere. The speed sign out of Withcott read 100, but a few minutes later he was crawling up the mountain in a line of traffic. 
 
    Blake’s phone jingled under the map on the passenger seat. He took the call. “Hi, Amanda, what’s up?” 
 
    “Morning, Blake. Where are you?” 
 
    “Just coming into Toowoomba. I didn’t get away until ten.” 
 
    “Did you get onto Anthony Bell?” 
 
    “Yeah, he basically said they’re still hunting and gathering. They have six likely victims of this Petrov character all around the eastern states. Your one—Isabel Thompson—lived at this Warburton Station where Petrov was employed for a short time. She was a nurse, and there’s another young nurse missing from the nearby town at about the same time. The task force is working its way out there. There’s only enough resources to research one site at a time, and they’re in Moree, New South Wales at the moment. They should be onto our one within a few weeks.” 
 
    “Alright, Blake. That’s all good. See what the local police know. They were quite open and helpful when I was out there. I don’t know about now… If there are any women on the local force you’ll do okay.” 
 
    Blake chuckled. “What’s that supposed to mean, boss?” 
 
    “Especially any young chicks. Just smile at them.” 
 
    “But that never works on you.” 
 
    “Are you talking on your phone while driving? You get booked for that, you know? Don’t bother putting it in as expenses.” 
 
    “Yeah, looks like I’m in Toowoomba. I’ll check in from Cooper’s Crossing.” 
 
    “Carry water in case you break down, never leave the vehicle, and don’t run over any kangaroos. Drive carefully!” 
 
    “Later, boss.” 
 
    The highway through Toowoomba city was two narrow lanes crowded with trucks. The place didn’t look as picturesque as Blake remembered, although he sort of envisaged the main part of the city to be away from the highway. He followed the trucks and the signs pointing toward the next town on his map. He was hungry and pulled into a Macdonald’s on the outer edge of Toowoomba for a burger and ice coffee. Behind Macdonald’s was a small airport. He ate in the car park watching light aircraft landing and taking off, the planes sweeping past almost directly overhead. It had been a hobby of his since childhood, having been to many air shows with his dad. It brought a pang of sorrow to his heart these days. His dad had been killed in a bus crash in Brisbane two years ago. He’d driven a bus all his life. Blake was the image of his father. 
 
    He put his rubbish bag in the bin and did a few stretches before getting back in the Jeep for another stint of driving. He played around with the radio and found Bluetooth. Setting his phone to speaker, he dialled his mother. 
 
    “Hi, Mum. How you going?” 
 
    “Blakey, is that you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m driving, Mum. I’ll be away for a week or so.” 
 
    “You’re not allowed to talk on the phone while driving.” 
 
    “I know, Mum. It’s on speaker.” 
 
    “Oh… Where are you going this time? Nowhere dangerous, I hope… The horrible things you see on the news these days.” 
 
    “I’m going bush. Way outback somewhere. Out in the desert, I think… There’s an old murder case with new evidence… How did you get on with the doctor, Mum?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing!” 
 
    “It’s not nothing. What did she say?” 
 
    “She’s given me this stupid diet. There’s nothing wrong with my diet.” 
 
    “What—less fatty foods and sugar? You have to listen to her, Mum. I’m going to call Aunt Aileen.” 
 
    “Oh, you are not! Don’t you dare!” 
 
    “Well, do as you’re told, Mum. Did the doc give you any medication?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s supposed to help with cholesterol.” 
 
    “Are you taking it?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m taking it… And never mind me. When are you coming to visit next? I haven’t seen you in weeks. Are you going to be home at Christmas? Your sister’s planning a thing at her house.” 
 
    “That’s ages away, Mum. I don’t know what’s coming up one week to the next… I’ll come see you as soon as I get back from this assignment. I stopped by yesterday but you must have been out.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. Blakey, you should have called.” 
 
    “I know… I just stopped by is all… Got to go now, okay? I love you, Mum.” 
 
    “Okay. Take care. I love you too, son.” 
 
    Toowoomba city vanished from Blake’s rear-view as the highway swept around what looked like an extinct volcano—a circular rimmed mound jutting from the floor of a broad valley. This was the gateway to the Darling Downs of southern Queensland. The highway straightened and rolled on through fields of green and yellowing winter crops. An hour of travel brought Blake to another quite large town where he had to change highways for one headed more to the south west, and three more hours had him yawning and trying to keep his eyes open. 
 
    He had reached the town of St George. There was a Travel Lodge motel advertising 4 stars. The room he was allocated lived up to the rating. It was spacious, clean and had a comfortable queen size bed. 
 
    Blake’s head hit the pillow face-first. His phone jingled. It was an unlisted number. 
 
    “Hello. Blake Malone.” 
 
    “Hi, Blake, it’s Sandy.” 
 
    “Sandy, hey!” Blake rolled over onto his back. “How’s it going?” 
 
    “Good… I found your missed call from yesterday. Sorry, I was um—indisposed.” She giggled. 
 
    “Yeah? That’s what I had in mind.” 
 
    “Great! Come over!” 
 
    “Can’t now. I’m on the road.” 
 
    “Oh yeah—where are you going?” 
 
    “Don’t know… It’s a frigging long way on my map… I just crashed at a motel for the night—some place called St George. I’m going to have a sleep then go find a pub.” 
 
    Sandy’s voice sweetened. “Well, I’m sorry I missed you yesterday.” 
 
    “Me too, Sandy… Maybe some other time, eh?” 
 
    “Definitely! Call me when you get back to town, okay?” 
 
    Blake yawned. “Alright. See ya.”       
 
    He held the button until his phone shut down completely then tossed it on a bedside table by a digital clock. There was a heavy curtain on the window. It was still broad daylight but the room was dark and cool. He closed his eyes and opened them again to the red digits on the clock displaying 8:15. He parted the curtains to a brightly lit street with cars splashing through puddles and rain teaming down. He lifted the window open and filled his lungs. The humidity was familiar but the air smelled different to home. It was clean. It felt good as he partook of another chest full and left the window open. 
 
    Blake was hungry. He zipped open his bag and took out a fresh shirt and underwear and his toiletries kit. Once showered and changed, he wandered along the street and found a pub, which was almost deserted. There were a few men in the gaming area watching the dogs and trotters on a big screen and cheering them on. Blake ordered a meal from the bistro and ate at the bar, chatting with a young barman from Sydney. 
 
    “Nah, it livens up on the weekends,” the barman informed. 
 
    “So, what goes on around here? Looks like all farming country.” 
 
    “Crops and livestock. That’s all wheat and barley coming in for harvest soon.” 
 
    “And what’s out west of here, Josh?” 
 
    “More of the same for a while. Then it gets dryer and hotter. Crops won’t grow and it’s mostly big cattle properties. Where are you headed?” 
 
    “Cooper’s Crossing. It’s about another 800 kilometres—close to the South Australian border. The map says it’s on the edge of the Strzelecki Desert, whatever the hell that is.” 
 
    The barman chuckled. “I don’t know, man. It sounds bad. Glad it’s you and not me.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks a lot…” 
 
    Blake had no trouble going back to sleep after his meal. He woke at sunrise and flew past the 100 sign on the way out of St George. He was munching on a bacon and egg muffin with a cardboard cup of coffee in the cup holder. He had picked up his breakfast at a service station while refuelling the Jeep. He had also tossed four bottles of water in the back seat, remembering what his boss had advised in the event he got a couple of flat tyres or something. 
 
    The sunrise was short lived. Clouds gathered and the rain started. This was useful in cleaning the squashed bugs from the windscreen, and Blake didn’t mind the gloom. He had always liked rainy days—the smell of the wet air. He wound down his window and enjoyed the cool wind against his face. The rain set in for the morning. The highway narrowed and the fields became bushland and brown grass plains. After three hours on the speed limit, he reached the town of Cunnamulla and the end of the highway. 
 
    “Yes, bitumen for another couple of hours yet,” a short, balding man behind the till at the service station said. “After that the road’s dirt, but it’s usually pretty good going this time of year. You’ll be fine in your flashy new Jeep.” 
 
    Blake took the mockery on the chin. He winked. “Nah, man, that’s a company car. Good for out here in the sticks.” 
 
    The old man chuckled. “Except we drive real off-road vehicles around here. Those glossy black ones are made for showing off ‘round the city, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess… I use a little red sports convertible to do my showing off in, but yeah, you see a few of these around too.” 
 
    “That‘ll be forty-six eighty with the snacks. Cash or card, city boy?” 
 
    “Oh—so, you take credit cards out here, eh? Awesome.” 
 
    The old man’s face crinkled into a smile. “Cheeky bugger, aren’t you?” 
 
    Blake collected his arm-full of chips and drinks. “Thanks, man. Have a good one, eh?” 
 
    He tossed his supplies on the passenger seat and picked up his map. The road ahead crossed a river with a sign post saying Thargomindah. It was nearly 200 kilometres, and it looked like that’s where the bitumen road ended. Beyond there, his map had the road drawn in a dotted line. The map key explained that was an unsealed surface—check local conditions. 
 
    Blake buckled up his seat belt and drove on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing there, Nana? Shouldn’t you leave that to old Al?” 
 
    Bethany Thompson peered back at her granddaughter. She scoffed. “Al’s back’s worse than mine, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Well, make one of the guys do it. You don’t need to be crawling around the garden pulling weeds.” 
 
    “So, you could help me.” 
 
    Madeline was in a straight skirt and blouse—her usual business day attire. She turned and walked. “I don’t have time, Nana.” 
 
    Bethany sat on her side and wiped her forehead with the fabric cuff of her gardening glove. She watched the girl stride along the road toward the workshop, papers clutched in her hand. Vern was about to be asked to explain a purchase or something by the look of it. Ron, Bethany’s late husband, had turned the business over to Madeline three years ago, upon her return from college. It had taken her a year or so, but there was no question who was running the station now. 
 
    An hour pulling weeds was enough for Bethany. She went inside and took a glass of ice water to her recliner, positioning a fan to cool down by. It was too quiet. Ron used to listen to the radio all day. Bethany missed the talk and music but it made her sad. It seemed wrong to have things the way they were. Without her man, everything felt weird. She didn’t actually miss the sound of the radio. She missed Ron listening to it. His chair was across from hers, worn to his seat. 
 
    Bethany cooled off for a while with her fan and ice water then set about her planned chores of washing bed clothes and giving her bedroom a good once over to remove the layer of red dust that settled over everything and needed tending to monthly. The wing of the house Bethany and her husband had occupied since giving Madeline the main bedroom was originally a granny flat for Ron’s widowed mother, when the homestead was expanded from an L-shaped building to the current square configuration. Old Ethyl passed away in the 1960s and the wing was empty for a while, until Madeline’s mother came home from work pregnant one day. She had been fraternizing with a doctor colleague at the hospital—a married one. He took a position in the city before Madeline was born and was never heard from, other than transfers to Isabel’s bank account to help with the cost of raising a child as a single mother. Isabel had set up in the self-contained wing of the homestead and brought it back to life since Grandma Ethyl. She had been raising Madeline there and taking her to childcare in town when she went to work, insisting that Bethany had done her time as a mother and shouldn’t have to give up her social life. One August night, though, she didn’t come home from her shift, and Bethany began fulltime care of Madeline, setting the child up in a new room closer to her own. 
 
    Bethany walked along the corridor from the main lounge and entered the now spare room beside Ron’s old office. It was closed up, so not too dusty. She stripped the bed and freshened it. The window had always been tight. It creaked and finally gave as she put her old yet still strong back into lifting it. She wasn’t sure whether the reporter would be male or female. The room was too pink and bright for a man. She had another set of curtains that would fit if necessary. If she removed some of the ornaments and doilies, the ambience could be made less feminine. 
 
    The letter had been delivered several days ago. It wouldn’t be long before someone turned up to investigate, Bethany expected. 
 
    She left the room open to air out and walked further along the cool timber corridor to Ron’s old office. She sat and took his journal from the bottom drawer of his desk. It was a small leather-bound book with entries dating back to Ron’s youth. He had guarded it absolutely throughout his life. Bethany had never been permitted to open it and had never dared. These past weeks, she had been sitting there in his big, squeaky leather chair every day drinking from it—drawing in his thoughts, his life, his essence. Their first meeting was written of. Tears welled as she again read of him telling his best mate Al that he had met this pretty sheila at the Cooper’s Crossing tavern—the daughter of the new publican. 
 
    Bethany could close her eyes and return to the very moment she had been carrying a cane basket of dirty bed linen around the corner and bumped right into Tom shaving at her wash tub. He had almost slit his throat with his razor. She had landed indignantly on her bottom with the washing strewn all over her. It had been love at first sight for her. 
 
    Tom had written in the journal each evening, often just a couple of words, sometimes confessing his wrongs or exercising his troubles. Bethany had read every word several times now. It was the events around the murder of their girl Isabel that had prompted her to confide in Madeline, Al and Vern, and for the four of them to agree a letter to a reporter Bethany once knew was warranted. 
 
    Bethany closed the journal and returned it to the bottom drawer. Organizing so the reporter would conveniently find it was not an easy proposition. They hadn’t worked that out yet. It only just occurred to Bethany earlier in the day that she should try to get them to stay at the homestead instead of in town at least. 
 
    Yes, Madeline’s old room will do fine... The girl can put up with having company for a change. It will do her good.          
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine, Vern. Just see if they’ll spread it out over a few months. They can deliver it anytime they want, but we shouldn’t have to pay for it all up front if we’re doing them a favour.” 
 
    “Okay, boss, I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    Madeline turned to leave the head stockman’s office. 
 
    “You know you’re the image of her now, don’t you, Maddy?” 
 
    She stopped in the doorway, smiling back at the older man who had known her mother. She had asked Vern to pick up the new headstone for her mother’s grave while he was over in Longreach later that week. Madeline had organized it online and had been lucky enough to catch the supplier able to do the job immediately. The stone she had chosen was similar to the one Nana had picked for Granddad, only smaller and kind of dainty, Madeline thought. Her mother had apparently been a slight, delicately feminine woman. 
 
    “You do,” Vern went on, resting back in his chair. “Not just in the photos—in the way you walk and talk.” His smile flashed. “Same bossy attitude.” 
 
    Madeline giggled. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Nah—it’s great. The guys are scared shitless of you. Makes my job easy.” 
 
    “Oh, they are not!” 
 
    “True! Anyone gives me any grief, I just ask if they want to go talk to the boss about it. Shuts them up every time.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Madeline picked at a flake of paint on the doorframe. “I still remember her a little. I can’t get her perfume anymore, but I still have some. I remember her brushing my hair. I can almost still feel her doing it.” Madeline’s chest tightened. Tears welled. 
 
    Vern nodded, his smile lighter, his eyes warm. “Every kid ought to be loved as much as you were, sweetheart. I hope I’m around long enough to see you with kids of your own.” 
 
    “Me too,” Madeline sniffled. “I thought Adam was going to marry me. He once said he would.” 
 
    Adam was Vern’s son, happily married and living interstate after never having returned from college. 
 
    “What can I say? The boy’s an idiot,” Vern said, chuckling. 
 
    Madeline giggled too. “Actually, Juliette and I are going to find husbands in Brisbane in a couple of weeks’ time. I’ll be bringing one back—hogtied if necessary.” 
 
    Vince guffawed. “City fellas are no use. You won’t find one able to handle it out here.” 
 
    “Hmm—maybe, but they look so good on TV and in the magazines. So refined and handsome—I want one of those… And when I find one, you have to give me away, okay, Vern? Now that Granddad’s gone.” 
 
    The older man’s face reddened. His eyes welled with tears. “Oh, sweetheart.” His voice wavered. “Sweetheart, that would be a tremendous honour.” 
 
    “Good,” Madeline went on, dabbing at her eyes and regaining composure. “Better get your suit out, then. I’m seriously going hunting for a husband. I’m never going to meet anyone stuck out here.” 
 
    “What about online? Don’t people meet through dating sites nowadays?” 
 
    “Hey, there’s an idea! What do you know about dating sites?” 
 
    Vern chuckled. He motioned to the laptop open on his desk. “I get around. I’m not so old. Might even sign up myself now that I think about it. ‘Grumpy old stockman seeks voluptuous widow with old money.’ How do you think I’d go?” 
 
    “Better have a shave before you take the profile photo,” Madeline said, waving as she left to hurry and catch the ringing phone in her own office. 
 
    “Hello. Warburton Station. Madeline Thompson speaking.” 
 
    “Ms Thompson, it’s Fletcher Ashley from The Crossing Livestock Supplies.” 
 
    “Oh yes, Mr Ashley, Vern and I were just discussing this. We’re happy to take delivery of the full two pallets of supplement if you need to make room in your storeroom, but that’s three months’ supply for us and we would expect to be invoiced accordingly, even with the discount.” 
 
    “Oh I see… Yeah, I guess we could do that.” 
 
    “Okay. Fine. Speak to Vern about delivery, please. Thank you for calling back, Mr Ashley. Have a nice evening.” 
 
    Madeline googled dating sites. This is crazy. She picked one and clicked on it. There was a search option box and she chose men, 25-35, Queensland, and clicked Find. The page filled with smiling faces and brief profiles. She picked a wavy blond-haired guy from Brisbane and clicked on him. A log in/sign up page popped up. Huh! Like that, is it? 
 
    Not to be defeated, she closed the pop-up window and resumed browsing the smiling faces, noting that most were from Brisbane or somewhere on the coast, a long way from Cooper’s Crossing. She found one or two from country areas as she browsed more pages. Another site let her past the profile list and allowed her to read a little about what all these men were looking for: someone to share their lives with for the most part, some just seeking a fun time. She figured she could join up and maybe contact someone to meet when she was in Brisbane—perhaps talk Juliette into joining up too and to make it a double date. It would beat trying to meet someone at a bar or nite club. 
 
    It was a usual quiet evening eating with Nana and watching a bit of TV. Madeline went to bed early and found herself staring at moon shadows on the wall and wondering about what had become of two guys: Eric Colman and Andrew McQueen. Eric had been her boyfriend during the first year of college—a tall red-headed guy forever cracking jokes, the life of every party they went to. She ended up dumping him because she couldn’t keep up and maintain her grades, which was more a case of cutting him loose so he could go be himself without her too serious personality weighing him down. Andrew had been, she’d thought, her perfect match and soul mate. He had been studying Agri-business, a year ahead of her. He was from a property down south and had grown up there. He was a nice country guy into horses a little bit. They had gone steady for almost two years before he suddenly decided to move to America. He had relatives over there and an opportunity to further his education and experience. Initially, there had been promises to wait the three years until he returned home, but by the end of the first year the relationship had waned. 
 
    As much as Madeline had had in common with Andrew, she hadn’t been particularly excited by him. There had been a tall dark and Italian lecturer at college who excited her, only he was married and—as her and her girlfriends had decided—unfortunately faithful to his wife. 
 
    Antonio… He had been born in Sydney and struggled to speak much Italian, and had insisted it was just plain Tony, but that didn’t matter in Madeline’s imagination as she pulled her pillow over her face, clutching it there and slipping her other hand down her pyjama pants.     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Blake slammed on the brakes. The SUV locked up and skidded. The kangaroo bounded downward out of site. There was a thud, and it tumbled but leapt up and hopped seemingly unscathed into the darkness. “Shit!” The vehicle had come to rest sideways with the back wheels in a rut. They spun before gripping, and Blake surged back onto the road but remained hunched over the steering wheel and kept to a crawl. “Damned roos! Can’t they see it’s a frigging road.” That had been the second one he had clipped. There had been another half a dozen near misses since dark. 
 
    He had just passed a sign indicating he had only another seventy kilometres of travel to reach Cooper’s Crossing. It was almost midnight. Buckley’s chance anything will be open, I suppose. He had stopped for dinner a few hours back at a dusty crossroad pub with rooms available but had decided to push on into the night. 
 
    What’s with all the frigging stars? He peered up through the windscreen, still hunched over the wheel. There seemed an amazing number of the sparkling little celestial bodies visible in the huge panorama of night sky. There had been a moon for a while, but that had disappeared behind a bank of clouds back in the east. All was clear in the west—the scrubby red earth now pitch black apart from the arc of the Jeep’s high beam headlights. 
 
    Another two kangaroos sprung from the roadside and bounded along for a while before disappearing into the night. Blake slammed his foot on the brake pedal and cringed as the SUV skidded to a halt without veering. A big red fellow was sitting there in the middle of the road staring at him. Its head lifted, its nose twitching. Then it turned and casually hopped away. 
 
    Blake screwed the lid off his water bottle and had a drink. He looked around, shaking his head. “Okay, so you dudes own the joint. I get it… Any chance I can get this last few clicks done before morning?” 
 
    He drove on. “Talking to the damn kangaroos now.” He shook his head some more. “Talking to my bloody self!” He tried the radio and picked up easy listening music. “Ah, civilisation at last,” he went on mumbling, hunched back over the steering wheel and glaring at every bushy shadow, expecting it to hop. 
 
    It took another hour to reach the edge of Cooper’s Crossing. Houses started appearing by the roadside, then businesses, all dark and silent. The road turned to bitumen and wound through a parkland and over a river. There were a few lights on in some of the buildings of what must have been the main street, but nothing was open. Blake found a motel, it too in darkness. 
 
    He rolled through the business and shopping district and followed the road through town to the end of the bitumen in a couple of directions. There were a few pubs and an RSL club. Everything was closed, though, and he pulled up in front of the motel and turned off the vehicle. He got out and stretched. The air was cool but dry. There was light inside the motel office, so he approached and peered through the window. He pressed a night bell buzzer, which made no sound that he could hear. A minute or two later, an old man in a chequered dressing gown came from inside and opened the door. 
 
    “Hello. Sorry to wake you, sir…” 
 
    The man cleared his throat. “Fine, fine. You’re not drunk?” He was short and crooked in stature, his grey hair frizzed from a pillow. 
 
    Blake chuckled. “I wish… No, I just arrived in town from Brisbane.” 
 
    “Oh I see. They were closed back at The Crossroads? Folks don’t usually come in this late.” 
 
    “I had a meal there. Wanted to get the driving done.” 
 
    The old man placed a key on the counter. “We’ll do the paperwork in the morning. Suit you?” 
 
    “Suits me. Thanks very much, sir… Again, sorry to wake you.” 
 
    “Fine. Fine. Keep the noise down, please. Others are sleeping.” 
 
    Blake left the SUV parked on the road to avoid disturbing the other guests. It was a two level building. His room was on the lower. He pulled off his clothes and got into bed. Sleep came on fast. 
 
    * 
 
    Upon opening an eye to daylight, it took a moment to figure out where he was. The desert. Kangaroo Crossing!  His mouth was parched. He checked his watch on a bedside table to find it was a little after seven. His armpit was rank. That’s bad… Where’s the shower? Shower then coffee! 
 
    Freshened up and with a steaming mug in his hand, Blake strolled outside and gazed around. A dusty 4WD backed out of a spot along the building, and he raised his drink in response to the driver dipping his sweaty banded cowboy hat as he rolled past. The vehicle was white but caked in the red earth that Blake had traversed the previous day. Another 4WD utility rattled past the motel driveway, also heavily tinged in red. The air was thin and silent. To Blake’s left, an old woman began dusting a rug folded over a rail, the thwack from the stick she was hitting it with echoing into the distance. 
 
    Blake downed the rest of his coffee and called in at the office where the crooked old man from the previous night still had his dressing gown on and his white hair ruffled from his pillow. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. Make it three nights, please.” Blake hoped he could get the job done in short order. 
 
    The old man swiped his credit card and gave him three breakfast menus to fill out. “Welcome to The Crossing. What’s your business?” 
 
    “Reporter.” Blake yawned. “Do you know the local cops at all?” 
 
    “Sergeant Hoffman runs the shop. Why do you ask?” 
 
    A bushy grey eyebrow had been cocked. Blake considered how quiet the little town probably was and how any kind of intrigue would be a relief. He smiled. 
 
    “Apparently there’s a body buried on Warburton Station. Could be a murder.” 
 
    The old man chuckled. “You drive all the way out here for that?” 
 
    Blake offered his hand. “Blake Malone…” 
 
    The old man’s grip was firm. “Ned Jackson. Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “So, you’ve heard of this grave site, Ned?” 
 
    “Sure. It’s a legend. Old Ron Thompson from Warburton has been laughing it off for years.” 
 
    Blake wrote the name Ron Thompson in his notebook. 
 
    “Won’t do you any good. Old Ron passed away last month.” 
 
    Blake nodded. “That’s interesting. He passes away and we hear about this legendary grave site all the way over in the city. Bet that’s no coincidence.” 
 
    “How’d you hear about it?” Ned Jackson had sharp eyes. They had narrowed, his whiskery chin lifting. 
 
    Blake decided to keep the note up his sleeve. “My boss covered the murder of Nurse Thompson here back in the 80s. I think she still has contacts.” 
 
    “Ah! That would be the sergeant. Gerard’s been here that long. He would have been on that old case back then.” 
 
    “Have you ever heard the name Clive Petrov, Ned?” 
 
    The old man shrugged. “Nope. Who’s that?” 
 
    “Some guy from back then who used to work on this Warburton Station. Just a weak lead so far.” 
 
    “Well, before my time here at The Crossing, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks for the chat, Ned. I’ll drop the breakfast menu in later.” 
 
    “Welcome, son. Good luck.” 
 
    Blake strolled out onto the road. His Jeep was fine where it was. He walked past the police station and to what looked like the main intersection in town and an alfresco café. More red-tinged cars and utilities rolled by and parked at the shops. There were lots of cowboy hats being worn, some by girls. Blake smiled at a pretty one strolling by in tight jeans and a little chequered shirt. She looked back over her shoulder and met his eyes again, but his eggs and bacon were placed in front of him and a large bald man in a white apron blocked his view. 
 
    He ate quickly then rested back in his chair and called his boss. 
 
    “Blake! Where are you?” 
 
    “Kangaroo Crossing. Just had breakfast. I’m going to see a Sergeant Hoffman if he’s in.” 
 
    “You better not have hit any kangaroos.” 
 
    “I bumped a couple. Didn’t kill any.” 
 
    “Good. And mention my name with Gerard.” 
 
    Blake grinned. “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Tell him I said hi. And try to behave yourself and just get the story.” 
 
    “Did you and Gerard behave yourselves when you were here, boss? Want to give me the details in case he’s married now and I need some leverage?” 
 
    Amanda Stone laughed. “I’m going to trust you with personal information?” 
 
    “Aw, now that hurts… You’ve got me all wrong, boss.” 
 
    “Yeah right… Play it cool with the sergeant. He’s a good guy. He’ll be helpful if he likes you.” 
 
    “Sure. No worries, boss… I can see the hospital sign from here. Is that bushland behind it where the nurse was found buried?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s a rocky hill. I don’t know how you’d find the actual burial site after all these years. Gerard might show you… Do you want me to give him a call?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know. Let’s see how he responds first… I’ll try for a look at the site then head out to this Warburton Station—see what’s what out there.” Blake checked his notebook. “A Ron Thompson passed away last month, apparently from Warburton.” 
 
    “That would be the father of the nurse. I vaguely remember him. Couldn’t get anywhere near him at the time.” 
 
    Blake caught a glance from another pretty girl walking past. He gave her a smile. She blushed and kept walking. 
 
    “Okay, boss. I’ll check in later.” 
 
    He ended the call and sipped his coffee, meeting a glance from a policewoman entering the café, her long blond hair woven in tight plaits and pinned at the back. She was a slender little thing with a pretty face, Blake noticed. She returned after a moment carrying two coffee cups. He watched her walk down the street to the police station, and he finished his coffee, paid his bill and followed after her.      
 
    There was a vacant counter where he entered the small converted house. The policewoman was sitting at a desk. A large uniformed policeman with sergeant’s stripes walked from another room and turned his head to see Blake standing there. The woman glanced up but returned to her computer screen. 
 
    “Good morning. How may I help you?” the sergeant asked, approaching the other side of the timber counter. 
 
    “Sergeant Hoffman?” 
 
    The big man nodded. His green eyes were penetrative, his face round, a neatly trimmed band of hair above each ear, his white scalp shiny. 
 
    Blake opened his wallet and showed his identification. The sergeant took it from him and lifted his head to have a close look. There were small, square framed glasses upon his nose. 
 
    “Long way from home. What are you reporting on?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet… Clive Petrov, perhaps.” 
 
    The policewoman’s chair scraped. She approached. Blake nodded to her. 
 
    “What’s your interest in Clive Petrov?” she asked. 
 
    The sergeant quieted her with a touch of her arm. “What of Petrov, Mr Malone?” 
 
    “We’re following the task force investigation. Serial killings from the ‘80s, it seems.” 
 
    The policewoman spoke easily. “The task force aren’t here yet. When you follow, you come along behind not in front.” 
 
    “Jules,” the sergeant said, patting her arm again. 
 
    Blake smiled. “You got me there.” 
 
    Juliette shrugged. “There’s a task force investigating a series of apparently related murders. They’ll be here to look into two that occurred here in the late ‘80s. What’s to report?” 
 
    “Two? Yes, I’ve heard there was an earlier victim.” Blake opened his notebook. “What’s the name of the other girl?” 
 
    The two police officers looked at each other. “Vultures,” Juliette commented, and she went back to her desk without offering Blake another glance.  
 
    The sergeant came around the counter and led Blake outside. “Do you have something to report to us?” He leaned back against a police wagon and folded his arms. 
 
    “We received a handwritten note saying there’s a body buried on Warburton Station. My boss, Amanda Stone, covered the murder of the nurse here back in the ‘80s. She sent me to follow up.” 
 
    “Amanda Stone?” 
 
    “Yeah, she said hi.” 
 
    The sergeant chuckled. “How is Amanda these days?” 
 
    “Bossy.” Blake chuckled too. “She seems happy in life, Sergeant.” 
 
    The bigger man smiled. “That’s good to hear.” His eyes sharpened. “Are you going to give me the note?” 
 
    “It’s back in Brisbane. It was addressed to Amanda… What of this grave site? Ned from the motel says it’s old news.” 
 
    “It’s been around for a while. We’re still looking for the remains of the second nurse.” 
 
    “And Petrov worked at this station?” Blake added. 
 
    “Yes—for a short time.” 
 
    “At the time of the two murders?” 
 
    “Yes—up until, but only one confirmed murder—the other a missing person.” 
 
    Blake readied his notebook again, eyeing the policeman questioningly. 
 
    “Gretchen Wilkes… And you’ll have a copy of that note faxed to me today, right?” 
 
    “Fax number?” 
 
    Blake wrote down the number as the sergeant called it out. 
 
    “Do you have any crime scene pics you could show me, Sarge?” 
 
    That question brought a chuckle. 
 
    “How about showing me where the nurse was buried? It was just up there past the hospital, right?” 
 
    “I can do that much. Wait a minute.” 
 
    The sergeant returned from the station shortly and took Blake for a drive through town and up a rocky trail behind the hospital. “Right in there,” he said, indicating a patch of scrub. Blake got out of the wagon. The sergeant showed him the exact spot where the body of Nurse Thompson had been found in a shallow grave with a rock arrangement on top. It was a section of flat ground overgrown with small prickly bushes. 
 
    “What kind of rock arrangement?” Blake asked, sweeping the bushes aside with his foot. 
 
    The sergeant took a moment to reflect. “Small round stones—a bout half a dozen or so. They were covered with a bit of scrub. A witness heard a car on the night but couldn’t identify it. Wheel tracks stopped up here. The grave was pretty obvious with the freshly turned soil… The task force has only got the one other grave so far, down south, which was right in town too.”  
 
    Blake walked over to a rock ledge. They were above the town, the vista extending to the horizon beyond and rolling with the curvature of the Earth. “This is the only hill in town,” he commented. 
 
    “Yep. There are twin peaks. Another one back that way,” the sergeant replied, thumbing over his shoulder.” He toed the red dirt with his boot. “They look like a pair of boobs from the window of a plane. Town’s tits, the guys call them at the pub.” 
 
    Blake chuckled along with his host. “Could you point me in the direction of Warburton Station, please, Sarge?” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured… Can I convince you to keep your nose out until the task force get here?” 
 
    “Ooh, that’s asking a bit much.” 
 
    “How about being careful, then? Murder tends to be a sensitive issue for the family, even twenty years down the track.” 
 
    “I know what I’m doing.” Blake assured. “Upsetting folks doesn’t do me any good either.” 
 
    “Okay. Good enough. Let’s get you a map.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Madeline climbed out of the pool, her legs and arms numb from exertion. She wrung her hair to one side and wrapped her towel around then padded along the hardwood hallway to her bedroom. She stripped her swimsuit and dried off. Her wardrobe was open, half the contents strewn over her bed. The most colourful garment she owned was a floral print halter neck sundress. She held it to her front and modelled it in her full-length antique mirror. 
 
    This was Madeline’s day off. Her phone was diverted to Vern’s office. She didn’t have anything planned that would require dressing up. I guess I could go to town tonight. I wonder if Juliette’s working. 
 
    She quickly combed out her hair and pulled on her riding jeans and boots. “I’m taking Missy for a ride, Nana. Back at about two,” she called through the big empty house. 
 
    “Okay, sweetheart. I’ll make a pie with these apricots.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks, Nana!” 
 
    The cottages and stables were deserted. Madeline saddled up and walked her horse around to Vern’s office. “Where is everyone? Where are the kids?” 
 
    “They’ve got that library excursion today. All packed on the bus. Jerry and Al went with them to do a few things in town.” Vern stretched back in his chair and yawned. “The boys are pulling the Two Trees bore. Trish has Owen and young Sabine mustering over at Corella Creek. You looking for a job, boss?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Vern smiled. “Which way you riding?” 
 
    “The other way!” Madeline declared. 
 
    “Just one little job? Please?” 
 
    “I’ve heard that one before… What little job?” 
 
    “Check out the dam for me over at Toby’s Well? Some breeders have pushed through the fence and we’ve had stuck calves twice this week.” 
 
    “Oh. Sure, Vern. Do you want me to look for strays?” 
 
    “No. I’ll send the boys to fix the fence tomorrow. There’s no point before that. The old girls are just walking through… As long as no one’s stuck again.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll check it out. Have you got rope handy?” 
 
    “It’s there at the well hanging on the windmill. There’s a couple of towels in case you have to take a mud bath.” 
 
    “Lovely! Just what I had in mind today.” 
 
    “Thanks, boss!” Vern called as she left him with a wave. 
 
    Madeline was feeling a bit cranky. She reasoned that as she mounted up and rode out through the garden and along the road. Maybe I need a holiday or something. A couple of weeks at a beach resort. She had spent two hours that morning trying on all her clothes that she never wore. She had nothing new—nothing less than a couple of years old. She didn’t do anything that required her to shop for new outfits. Spending her day off checking a muddy pond for stuck animals was pretty typical. 
 
    It was, however, a nice ride to Toby’s Well. She put Missy to a canter along the airstrip then let her extend into a gallop. The pretty bay quarter horse had a beautiful gait. Madeline rode low, her head against her horse’s neck. Missy’s gallop extended into a run, the airstrip ending in a small service road along a fence line. 
 
    Madeline pulled her steed back to a canter until she unwound and agreed to settle prancing then just walking. About five kilometres from the homestead was an historic site. It was the ruins of an old homestead, now just a few crumpling stone buildings. There was a windmill pumping cool artesian water into a tank with a drinking trough. Missy quenched her thirst while Madeline shivered a little at the creeping feeling she always got there at the ruins. 
 
    This was the location of the unmarked grave. Somewhere amongst the crumbling buildings was purported to be the final resting place of an unfortunate soul. Madeline had grown up keeping the secret. At first it had been a mere legend—something the adults used to spook her with. At the age of ten, Nana had sat her down and explained that the story of the forsaken soul was indeed true. It wasn’t quite what Vern and old Al would tease her with, but there was in fact a body buried there at the ruins. Nana had sat her down at the kitchen table and sent Granddad along. She had told Madeline a secret that absolutely thrilled yet frightened her. At the tender, innocent age of ten, Madeline immediately understood the need to never reveal the secret beyond Vern and Al. 
 
    She shook off her chilling reverie and hunted Missy into the nearby tree line that followed an out of season waterway. It wasn’t the shortest route to Toby’s Well but at least there were no gates. Madeline could happily ride all day but hated gates. 
 
    The waterway had no official name. It was one of many grooves in the ground directing the flow of floodwater into Corella Creek, which was one of the main channels running through the vast allotment of semi-arid grazing land. The junction with Corella Creek was the best natural swimming spot on Warburton Station. There was an abundance of shade and lush grass surrounding a beautiful clear billabong. There was a rock ledge jutting out into the water, beneath it a cave that was at the base of a small hill. 
 
    Madeline took Missy to the top of the hill and looked out over her home. She had convinced herself while riding that she had to get away for a few weeks. She had to leave Nana and Vern to take care of things for a while and just get the heck out of there. The ocean would do it. And a resort with umbrella drinks and cute guys. 
 
    Madeline loved her home. She would never dream of living anywhere else. She was just so incredibly lonely. She was no girl anymore. She was a woman and she needed a man. As far as the running of the station was concerned, she had mastered it. It wasn’t about that. I want to be held—made love to. She wiped at a tear as the familiar sense of utter emptiness rose up within her. Running a cattle station was nothing. It was easy. She could do that and go to bed at night so unfulfilled. 
 
    “You’ve got a boyfriend, haven’t you, Missy?” She patted her horse’s sweaty neck. “I’ve seen the way Big Jack watches you all the while… Do you want to make a baby with him soon?” 
 
    Missy snorted. Madeline giggled and rubbed at another stray tear and turned back down the hill. The trail from the billabong followed the creek for a while then met up with the main road from town. About fifteen kilometres from the homestead was a windmill just off to the side of the road. This was Toby’s Well. There was a dam that was mostly mud, and sure enough there was a calf stuck and a cow bawling at it. 
 
    It wasn’t going to be possible to ride Missy into the mud. The cow was unable to get to her calf either, as she was too heavy and would just get stuck too. Madeline dismounted at the windmill and water trough. The rope and towels were hanging there. She wished she had thought to bring a pair of shorts, but there was no one due from town until the kids’ bus that evening. 
 
    She took off her boots and socks and left her jeans hanging over a rung on the windmill. She then rode Missy as close as she could to the calf and dismounted in the mud, tying one end of the rope to the saddle and taking the other with her while the cow stomped and bawled in protest. She sunk to her knees but struggled the short distance to the calf. It rolled its big eyes at her but was too tired to do anything else. Madeline slip-knotted the rope around its body and struggled through the mud, back to her patiently waiting horse. 
 
    Missy had done this plenty of times before. She carefully dragged the calf to dry ground. Madeline braved the irate cow and retrieved the rope. She led Missy back to the windmill then climbed into the water trough to clean her muddy legs.  
 
    She was busy bathing when a black Jeep suddenly appeared from the trees. It slowed, the driver hanging out his window with a huge smile on his face. Madeline squatted and attempted to pull her shirt down to cover her underwear. It was too short. She squirmed her thighs together and used her hand to cover herself while the idiot driver stared at her, obviously enjoying the show. 
 
    “Look out!” she screamed at him, pointing at the road ahead where the cow and calf were strolling across. “There’s a cow!” she screamed again, waving that one hand frantically while still trying to protect her modesty with the other. 
 
    The guy’s face changed to confusion then he turned and slammed on his brakes. His car lurched sideways and off the road. It ploughed through the scrub and thumped into a dead tree stump. 
 
    “The bloody idiot!” Madeline cried as she got out of the trough and grabbed a towel. She wanted to dress but the guy could have been hurt. She wrapped the towel around her waist as best she could and hunted Missy around the dam. A cloud of red dust had cleared to reveal steam gushing from the front of the car. It had a pointy branch of the stump impaling the radiator. The driver was struggling to get out from behind the airbag. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Madeline called to him as she pulled Missy up and held her towel in place. 
 
    “Shit,” the guy said. “Kangaroos and frigging cows now.” 
 
    “Are you hurt?” 
 
    He wiped his forehead with his arm. “I’m fine, thank you… Sorry, ma’am. I was… I couldn’t help…” 
 
    “You ought to be sorry… Hey! Get out of it!” Madeline cried indignantly, straightening the towel some more. 
 
    “Sorry. I’ve been stir crazy with the endless red dirt and frigging scrub for two days and suddenly there’s a mermaid… Thought I was dreaming.” 
 
    Madeline couldn’t contain a slight giggle. The guy had a handsome face and nice eyes. 
 
    “A mermaid?” she challenged him. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know—a bathing beauty… Are you even real?” 
 
    “As real as that tree stump sticking in your car… Excuse me, I’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
    Madeline turned Missy away and rode back to the windmill, her belly tingling, her heart fluttering. She quickly pulled on her jeans and boots. Oh shit. He’s frigging hot. What the hell am I supposed to do with him? Who the hell is he? 
 
    “That won’t work,” she said as she dismounted beside the guy’s car. He was waving his phone around watching the screen. “There’s no signal out here.” 
 
    “I figured.” He offered his hand. “I’m Blake.” 
 
    “Madeline. Hi. Where were you even going? This is my driveway. It doesn’t go anywhere else.” 
 
    “I was looking for Warburton Station.” 
 
    “Oh! Why? I mean, hello. I manage Warburton. Were you meeting with Vern?” 
 
    “I don’t know Vern. I’m a reporter with The Brisbane Mail. I’m hoping to meet the Thompson family.” 
 
    Madeline blushed. She didn’t lie or deceive well at all. “Oh. And why would you want to meet us?” 
 
    Blake smiled. “Madeline Thompson. Of course.” 
 
    “That’s me!” Madeline said back, showing a big, fake smile. It wasn’t all fake. The guy’s build was making her mouth water, his abs defined beneath his white tee-shirt, his biceps bulging from the sleeves. He had dimply cheeks and a tinge of stubble. His teeth were perfect, his smile flashing so naturally. “So, why on Earth would a big city reporter want to meet us?” she managed to squeak out. Nana was supposed to handle the reporter. 
 
    “I’m looking into the legend of the buried bones out here. We like to splash a bit of mystery and intrigue amongst the serious, boring stuff. It’s fun—sells magazines.” 
 
    “Oh—the unmarked grave, huh? That’s an oldie.” It was obvious he was happy to bend the truth. This made it easier for Madeline. She suddenly relaxed. “Don’t know how you’re going to do much ghost hunting in this,” she said, eyeing the still steaming front of the Jeep. 
 
    Blake approached beside her, scratching his head. “Any suggestions, Madeline? It’s a long walk back to town.” 
 
    “A few… You could wait here for five or six hours. There’ll be a bus load of kids coming by. You don’t look dangerous, so they’ll probably pick you up.” 
 
    “That’s good. I’m not dangerous.” 
 
    “Hmm. Maybe…” Madeline bit a lip, meeting his eyes. “Or you could come with me.” 
 
    “To your cattle station?” 
 
    Madeline nodded. “This is our cattle station. The homestead is about two hours walk or about half that if we ride.” 
 
    “On the horse? Like, with me on the back?” 
 
    “This is Missy. She can carry us both easily.” Madeline’s heart was pounding. She could feel her cheeks on fire. “We have a trailer. The guys will come back with you to get your car.” She swung up onto the saddle. 
 
    “Okay. Perfect. So, I just..?” 
 
    “Put your foot in the stirrup and swing over behind the saddle.” 
 
    Blake grabbed the horn and the back of the saddle. Madeline’s blood rushed as he lifted and settled behind her. His hands went to her waist. They were strong, warm. She sucked in a breath. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked back over her shoulder. He was smiling there. “Have you ever been on a horse before?” 
 
    “Nope, but I’m ready. Let’s go.” 
 
    Missy launched into a gentle lope, Blake’s hands gripping Madeline’s hips. “Press with your knees to hold on,” she called back to him. 
 
    “This is awesome,” he yelled. 
 
    Madeline rode in silence. She couldn’t think of what to say. The guy’s thumbs were above her belt and beneath her shirt, touching her skin. His thick fingers were hooked around and pressing into the front pockets of her jeans, digging into her there and making her feel like she was being held firmly in place. In place for what, was dancing in her imagination. 
 
    She let Missy slow to a walk for a while. The hold on her hips lightened. The man behind her leaned close to her shoulder. “This is the most fun I’ve had since leaving the city.” 
 
    “So, you live in Brisbane?” 
 
    “Yeah—on the river, a high-rise apartment. The view’s nice.” 
 
    “I’ve stayed overnight in Brisbane a few times with city views. It is nice.” 
 
    “I’d like to fly out here. It would be an interesting view from the air.” 
 
    “It’s mostly flat country. It’s pretty when in flood. We usually get floods in summer.” 
 
    “See, now that’s interesting, Madeline. I need to know about this location in general to be able to write about it at all. I’ve never been out here before. I’ve got no idea what life would be like.” 
 
    “And you need to know that just to write a fun interest piece? Is that what you called it?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. It doesn’t matter what kind of story or article—it will come out shallow and un-insightful without the ground work. I spent two weeks in New Guinea a few months ago just trying to get a handle on why rugby league means so much to the people there. Internet research doesn’t cut it with my boss. She’s good like that.” 
 
    “Well, that makes sense. But this grave thing is just a silly campfire story. It’s not like a cultural thing.” 
 
    “Maybe so. It’s interesting, though. There’s a police task force on its way here to reopen an old missing person’s investigation. Maybe I can help out with that while I’m here.” 
 
    Madeline turned. “Help out with it?” 
 
    Blake smiled. “It wouldn’t be the first time helping to solve a crime.” 
 
    Madeline’s chest had tightened at the mention of a missing person’s case. She knew that would be the young nurse taken the way her mother had been. The notion of discussing that with a reporter confused her. She urged Missy back into a lope. 
 
    Reaching the waterhole, she stopped the horse in the shade. 
 
    “Missy needs a rest and a drink.” 
 
    Blake swung down. 
 
    Madeline landed beside him. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “My legs are numb. It’s just unusual holding on like that.” 
 
    “I know. We’ll switch places for the next bit.” 
 
    Blake sat on the grass. Missy had a drink and started grazing. Madeline sat on a rock holding her reins. She wanted to let her horse cool down for a while. Being alone with this man was exciting and frightening. She had to get him to her grandmother for any discussion about the grave or her mother’s murder, but she wanted to know more about his life. He fitted a picture of a guy in a city high-rise apartment quite well. She wondered if he lived there alone. There was no ring on his left ring finger.   
 
    “So, Madeline, is it something everyone does out here? If I’m around for a while, do you think I’ll get to see some other women bathing in water troughs by the road in broad daylight?” 
 
    Madeline laughed. “I was all muddy from the dam.” 
 
    “Ah! So, that was why the little calf was covered in mud?” 
 
    “Yes, it isn’t supposed to be in that paddock. They broke through the fence.” 
 
    Blake nodded ponderingly. “Okay, so the trough you were doing the mermaid act in is on the other side, which is where the cows are supposed to be, protected from the muddy pond.” 
 
    Madeline frowned. “Yes, but I’m not a mermaid.” 
 
    The guy just smiled. “And the windmill—that turns and pumps water out of the ground?” 
 
    “That’s right. It’s called a bore. Some artesian water can be quite brackish. It’s not bad there at Toby’s Well.”     
 
    “Hmm… So, it’s like desert here, but you draw water from underground for your cattle. The summer rains would turn the place green, I suppose?” 
 
    “Yes. It browns off in winter. You need a lot of land for a relatively small number of cattle—a low stocking rate.” 
 
    “And just family, or employees too?” 
 
    “A few families and some single guys and girls.” Madeline’s eyes were being held. The man had a frank and genuine air about him. 
 
    “Cool,” he said. “And you’re the overall manager of the business? Who’s Vern?” 
 
    Madeline blushed. “Um… Vern’s the head stockman.” Did I just get asked if I’m married? 
 
    The big city reporter was fiddling with the grass and taking in the information he had extracted, it seemed. He looked up grinning. “So, we’re switching places, huh? I get to steer this time?” 
 
    Madeline giggled. “You don’t need to steer Missy. She knows the way home.” 
 
    “Okay, so are we going to get moving again before the kangaroos or cows make a nest in my car?” 
 
    “It wasn’t the cow’s fault… If you had kept your eyes on the road!” Madeline presented the horse to be mounted. 
 
    Blake swung onto the saddle. “How the hell was I supposed to do that?” 
 
    Madeline took a proffered arm and swung up behind. “Easier if you were a gentleman, I guess.” 
 
    Blake laughed. “Aw, now that hurts.” 
 
    “Serves you right, running into a stump.” 
 
    “No, that was the good bit. Gave me a chance to say hello.” 
 
    Madeline giggled. “Really? Do you know how long it’s going to take to get a new radiator delivered out here?” She touched Missy’s flanks and sent her into a lope. “Use your knees again!” 
 
    The reporter picked up riding basics quickly. Madeline kept them away from the ruins, taking another route that required her to dismount and get two gates. Missy always galloped the airstrip. She seemed to love doing it, and she sustained a pretty good pace in spite of the extra weight. 
 
    They were laughing as they reined in at the stables. “That was frigging awesome. What a great horse,” Blake cried. 
 
    Madeline swung down. “She is, isn’t she? She’s a powerhouse. She’s my barrel racing champion.” 
 
    “Cool. I’ve seen that on TV. You barrel race?” 
 
    “Yes. There’s a rodeo here in town after Christmas. We have to defend our title.” 
 
    “Well, that I have to see.” 
 
    “Really? You’ll be in town that long?” 
 
    “If not, I’ll come back…” 
 
    Madeline’s face heated. She was unbuckling the saddle. 
 
    “To see Missy race,” the guy added, smiling over the horse’s back and patting her. “You want me to come watch you win that title again, don’t you, beautiful?” he went on cooing at her face. 
 
    He glanced at Madeline. She felt her eyes roll. “You’re interesting,” he said. 
 
    Madeline’s blush fired up again. “Who, me or my horse?” 
 
    “You.” The guy ducked beneath Missy’s neck and moved close. “I hope there’ll be an opportunity to spend some time with you while I’m in town. I’d like to get to know you a little.” 
 
    “Um… Me?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course…” 
 
    Madeline grabbed an old towel and went around the other side to start rubbing down her horse. “You’re welcome to visit anytime, Blake.”  
 
    Saying the guy’s name was thrilling for Madeline. He smiled. He looked dangerous when he smiled. Madeline found dangerous to be powerfully alluring right then. She ducked beneath Missy’s neck and stood close to Blake. He didn’t step back. He was there at her shoulder. 
 
    “Would you allow me to take you to dinner one night to repay for all of this help you’re giving me today?” he asked, his voice deep and mellow.  
 
    “I think I’d like that.” 
 
    “Excellent. I’ll have to hire another car.” 
 
    “There wouldn’t be anything in town. We’ve got an old four wheel drive you could use until yours is fixed… Come and see Vern. He’ll help with your Jeep before the kangaroos get it.” 
 
    Madeline turned her horse loose to roll in the dirt and led Blake across to Vern’s office. Her skin was tingling, her heart light and filled with glee. “Um, Vern, this is Blake. He’s a reporter come to see us. His car’s back at Toby’s Well wrapped around a tree stump. Could you help him go and get it, please?” 
 
    The men shook hands and exchanged greetings. Madeline needed to get away and find some air to breathe. “Oh, and he’ll need to borrow Granddad’s old Cruiser for a while… Blake, could you come to the house when you’re ready, please? You should meet my grandmother.” 
 
    “Sure. It was nice to meet you, Madeline.” 
 
    “I’ll sort him out, love!” Vern called as Madeline left the two of them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Madeline closed her bedroom door and slumped back against it. She clasped her cheeks. Oh my gosh, a reporter. Reporters travel a lot, don’t they? Her mind crunched the quick eligibility calculation. Not ideal but not out of the question. She faced her mirror and the more immediate issue—that the guy would be back within an hour and what was she going to do with herself. 
 
    The floral print was too bright. She didn’t need to further attract his attention. This was more about alluring him—teasing a deeper interest, and she grabbed her short, sky blue and white polka dot bandeau dress. It was breezy and casual enough to wear during the day with flat sandals. 
 
    Madeline tossed her riding gear and quickly showered and pulled on her dress. There was no time to do anything with her hair, so she had kept it dry and gave it a brush. Shoulder length and red, it was always pretty. A touch of eyeliner and lipstick, and she was ready. 
 
    “Nana?” 
 
    “In here, dear… Oh my!” 
 
    Madeline did a pirouette in the kitchen doorway. “What do you think?” 
 
    Nana nodded appreciably. “Is Terrence here?” 
 
    Madeline rolled her eyes. “Better! The reporter from Brisbane!” 
 
    “Oh! A man?” 
 
    “Yes, and he’s gorgeous.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Nana peered out through the doorway wringing her hands in her apron. “Where is he?” 
 
    “He’s with Vern. He smashed his car and they’ve gone to get it. He should be back soon.” Madeline looked under a tea towel on the bench to find the apricot pie her grandmother said she would be baking. She opened the fridge to check what else she had to offer. “He’s probably hungry. I could make a nice salad sandwich. I might go and pinch a couple of beers from the rec room.” 
 
    “There’s beer there, love. Lying down at the back… So, have you spoken to this man? Has he asked anything about the letter?” 
 
    “I doubled him all the way back from Toby’s Well on Missy. He said he’s doing a light interest story on the grave legend, and that he might hang around to see what happens with some new investigation into Gretchen Wilkes. I didn’t say much. It’s best I say nothing and leave it to you and Vern and Al. I’ll just stuff it up trying to trick anyone.” 
 
    “Yes, dear, leave it to us. You were a small child back then. This is our problem… Cucumber?” 
 
    They were making a platter of roast beef and salad sandwiches. Madeline was hungry and Nana hadn’t eaten lunch yet either. 
 
    “Yep. If he asks me anything, I’m playing dumb.” 
 
    Nana stopped cutting sandwiches and smiled from across the counter. “What about some pretty earrings? Those tiny diamond studs I got you last Christmas would look nice.” 
 
    Madeline hurried and put them on. She saw Blake walking toward the front gate and returned to help Nana set the dining table. “He’s here!” she whispered excitedly and rushed to the door at the sound of a knock. 
 
    “Blake. Please come in?” 
 
    His smile flashed. His eyes lowered and lifted slowly. “Wow!” 
 
    Madeline’s blush fired up. “Are you hungry? Come and meet my nana.” 
 
    “This is an amazing house. It’s lovely.” 
 
    Blake followed peering around at the paintings and lounge room furnishings. Madeline remained in front, wringing her hands, her smile out of control. “This is my nana, Beth Thompson. Nana, this is Blake, the reporter from Brisbane I was telling you about.” 
 
    Blake offered his hand. “Blake Malone, ma’am. Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Nana was short. She sidled close, smiling up. “Strapping young fellow, aren’t you? Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Actually, I am.” 
 
    “Good. Make yourself at home, Blake. Sit down, sweetheart. I’ll bring a pot of tea.” 
 
    Madeline motioned for Blake to take a seat. “Would you like a beer?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t say no.” 
 
    She quickly fetched one, meeting Nana’s eyes and exchanging an excited glance. “Isn’t he gorgeous?” Madeline said under her breath. Nana shooed her back to the dining room. 
 
    Blake was waiting, still peering around. 
 
    “Please, help yourself…” Madeline took a sandwich. “So, did you rescue your car?” 
 
    “Yeah. Vern suggested leaving it here—that you have a mechanic who could do the repairs in your workshop when the parts arrive.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I feel responsible, anyway. We shouldn’t have cows with young calves wandering around on the road. We wouldn’t normally.” 
 
    “You and Vern have been very kind, Madeline. This is such an amazing place. I need a better look around.” 
 
    “Well, that can certainly be arranged,” Nana announced as she approached with her tea pot. 
 
    “Definitely!” Madeline agreed quickly. 
 
    Nana poured her cup of tea. “What brings you all the way out here, Blake? Madeline said you were interested in that silly old fable about a desert grave. Surely a big city newspaper has better things to report on than that.” 
 
    “I actually work on the weekend magazine, Beth… May I call you Beth?” 
 
    “By all means.” 
 
    “We do lots of out-there stuff, Beth. Readers like ghost stories and silly fables.” 
 
    “Humph… We’ll have to introduce you to old Al. He’ll fix you up with all the ghost stories you need.” 
 
    “Old Al?” 
 
    “The gardener,” Madeline explained. “He’s been here for ever. He’s good at spooking the kids with that sort of stuff.” 
 
    The conversation meandered along with Nana asking all about Blake’s life in Brisbane and Blake doing just as well with questions about Warburton and Cooper’s Crossing. Madeline mostly just sat there soaking in the scent of the man and noting things like his neck wrinkles, which indicated he was probably around 30, and that his arms were lightly haired and there was nothing showing at the collar of his tee-shirt, so his chest was probably not very hairy. He had a rich laugh, as easy and natural as his smile. He was a tidy eater. He used a napkin to dab his lips and folded that upon his empty plate, shifted to the side. 
 
    Madeline collected his plate, leaning in front of him and noticing his gaze upon her breasts and that he drew a deliberate breath in through his nose, his eyes closing softly at that point. When she had put on the earrings she had also sprayed a wisp of perfume. 
 
    Madeline was returning from the kitchen with the apricot pie as Nana slapped a hand down on the table conclusively. “Well, that just won’t do. What’s the point in driving backward and forward from town when there’s a perfectly good spare room right here?” 
 
    “Here?” Madeline squeaked. “He’s going to stay here?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to impose,” Blake said, holding up his hands. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be silly,” Nana scoffed. “Don’t take any notice of Miss Muffet here.” 
 
    “Oh no, it’s fine. Of course…” Madeline stammered. “It’s just we don’t often get visitors… We’ll have to fix up a room.” 
 
    “I freshened up your old room the other day, dear. It will be fine for our guest.” 
 
    Blake was grinning huge. “Actually, I don’t mind imposing a little if I’m allowed to earn my keep somehow.” 
 
    “Fine, then.” Nana gave Madeline a quick wink. “It’s about time you got out of that office and did some real work yourself, sweetheart. Vern’s got more than he can handle and it looks like we’ll be in flood before Christmas.” 
 
    “Real work?” Madeline scoffed indignantly. “What do you think I do all day, Nana?” 
 
    “Oh, fiddle sticks… Are you willing to get your hands dirty, Blake? Can you ride a horse or a motorbike?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’m up for whatever’s needed.” 
 
    Madeline briefly met Blake’s gaze and steady smile. She looked to her grandmother and saw a familiar glint in her wise old eyes. It was true the weather forecast was predicting several significant rain events in coming weeks. There was a lot to be done outdoors and office work could be caught up on later. 
 
    “He’s offering an extra pair of hands, dear.” 
 
    Blake showed his hands. “Put me to work.” 
 
    Madeline’s blush rose a little. “You picked up riding quite well, I suppose.” 
 
    The guy’s smile broadened. Madeline’s blush intensified as she smiled too. 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Nana declared, standing and taking her tea pot. “No point sitting around asking about life out here. Get in and do it for a week or two and you’ll be able to answer your own questions.” The forthright old woman peered back from the kitchen doorway. “Best Blake here works with you, dear. Those silly boys will just waste his time with their antics.” 
 
    “Yes, Nana,” Madeline replied obediently, delighted at how she was being set up. “Sorry about this,” she said to Blake. 
 
    He finished the last of his apricot pie and shrugged. “It’s cool. It’s perfect for my purposes. I’ll just need to go to town and get my gear.” 
 
    “Okay… Would you like to see your room?” 
 
    Madeline led her guest back through the living area and along the hallway past her bedroom with the door open and her clothes still strewn all over the bed. “This is the bathroom,” she said, opening the next door. “I’ll get you some towels.” 
 
    “Damn!” Blake was looking through the glass at the pool. “That’s huge.” 
 
    “It’s ten metres. It’s good for doing laps.” 
 
    “And what’s that at the far end?” 
 
    “It’s a common area—the rec room. It’s just lounges and a big screen TV, a pool and table tennis table, computers for internet and a telephone room. The crew all hang out here.” 
 
    They had strolled along and stood looking into the rec room. “Awesome,” Blake commented, and he turned and approached the pool, squatting and touching the water. “Salt?” 
 
    “Yes. It works with the water here. It’s easier than chlorine.” 
 
    Blake stood. Madeline drew a breath. She had stepped close and he was within her personal space. She felt no inclination to move right away. She needed to lift her chin to meet his eyes. She couldn’t hold his gaze. It was bold, almost insolent. It made her heart flutter. 
 
    After averting her eyes momentarily she locked with his again. “You don’t really have to work. Nana’s bossy like that.” 
 
    “Are you going to help out, like she said—ditch your office and get your hands dirty?” 
 
    “Yes. Of course. I always do when there’s a lot to be done. The livestock come first.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m in.” 
 
    Madeline giggled a little. The guy was still crowding her. She pushed his chest, stepping past him. “Bet you’re already going to be sore tomorrow.” 
 
    He caught up to her. “I’ll live.” 
 
    “Good… Here’s your room.” She led him into her old bedroom and found fresh folded sheets on the end of the bed. The window was open, the warm afternoon breeze floating grey curtains she vaguely remembered used to be in her grandfather’s office. There were a few photographs and ornaments from her youth, some stuffed toys. 
 
    “Is this you?” Blake had picked up one of the photos. It was of her and two girlfriends at high school graduation. 
 
    “Yes, they’re all of me unfortunately.” Madeline grabbed a couple of them and tried to take the one he was looking at. 
 
    “No need to rearrange,” he said, grinning. 
 
    “This was my old bedroom.” 
 
    “I figured.” He replaced the photo and picked up her guitar from where it resided leaning in the corner of the room. He strummed a few chords. “Do you play?” 
 
    “Sort of…” Madeline left the graduation photo but kept the few more embarrassing ones clutched safely in her hand. 
 
    Blake strummed a few more chords and hummed the tune to John Lennon’s Imagine. “I did a few lessons at school. I haven’t picked up a guitar in years.” He replaced the instrument and looked around. “This is nice.” 
 
    “What about your work? Will you need anything?” 
 
    “The internet for emails with my boss. I noticed there’s no mobile service here at all.” 
 
    “We have wireless. Do you have a laptop or something?” 
 
    “Yes. Wireless is great.” 
 
    “And you can use Granddad’s office. It’s right here in the next room.” 
 
    Madeline led the guy back along the hallway and stopped, leaning against the door frame while he looked in the disused office. He was within her personal space again, the heat from his torso pressing against her arm as he looked over her shoulder, craning his neck to peer around the open door at her granddad’s desk. 
 
    He was saying how nice the office looked and going on about how much he appreciated the offer to use it. Madeline’s mind was delving into a different dimension to regular sound. She was picking up the deep warmth in the tone of his voice, it resonating within her, lost of the words attached to it. She could feel his breath against the side of her neck. She had her hair gathered behind that ear, her skin bared to him. His hand was at her other shoulder, clutching the door frame there, his arm perhaps only inadvertently around her. This was a debate raging in her heart because her mind was struggling to get a grip on any kind of rational thought. She didn’t understand why he insisted on standing so close to her like this. She couldn’t decide whether she wanted to lean even closer or flee. It was as if the invitation she had given him to get on the back of her horse and hold her waist had become an open ended proximity pass. 
 
    She turned and leaned against the door frame with her hands clutching it behind her back. 
 
    He remained there smiling at her. “That’s a nice dress,” he said, his eyes lowering for a slow tour. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Had he figured out she had dressed for him? She bit a lip. His confidence occurred to her right then. How could he be so self-assured? She frowned a little. His eyebrows flickered. 
 
    She ducked beneath his arm and walked. “You’re dangerous,” she tossed back over her shoulder. 
 
    “Who, me?” He was by her side. 
 
    “Why are you always smiling?” 
 
    “I’m happy,” he explained. 
 
    She gave him another frown. 
 
    “Alright. I’m going to get my stuff. Do you need anything in town, Madeline?” 
 
    “Do you mind if I come with you?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Blake sat in the driver’s seat of the old Toyota Landcruiser wagon he had been given the use of. The tantalising redhead was checking with her grandmother for a shopping list. He rubbed his head. Dangerous? Mermaids are dangerous! He craned his neck looking back at the workshop and a huge shed that appeared to be an aircraft hangar. Where the hell’s your boyfriend? That’s what I want to know. 
 
    Madeline came from the house banging the screen door and walking down the steps with the breeze billowing the skirt of her pretty polka dot dress and flashing almost as much leg as he’d seen back at the water trough. 
 
    Blake swallowed at something welling in his chest. This wasn’t home. He liked playing with ladies but never went beyond a bit of fun chat when on assignment. His sister had schooled him often enough on his behaviour when it came to women, and he understood he was readily seen as attractive and appealing. He had two rules: Never take advantage of vulnerability. Never start something you won’t be around to follow up on. 
 
    What was welling in his chest as the delightful creature with the bare legs swung up into the seat beside him had both sets of warning bells ringing. There was also a sense of confusion that had first manifested back in his guest room when he had seen the high school graduation photograph and was struck by how much one of her girlfriends reminded him of Lara Jamison, the girl from next door whom he had grown up boyishly in love with. Bumping into Lara on the occasion they were both visiting home at the same time still rattled Blake. His self-confidence always inexplicably faded away in her presence. The mere thought of her back in that bedroom had made him stop and rationalise what he was doing with this sweet country girl. 
 
    He didn’t know what he was doing with her, though. She was peering out her window as he drove. He looked up from her toned and slender thighs to her bare shoulders and the delicate white skin of her neck. He had drawn the perfumed scent of her from her neck back in the office doorway. 
 
    She picked up the mic for the two-way radio. “Are you on channel, Vern?” 
 
    Vern replied after a few seconds. “Yes, love.” 
 
    “If you get the guys to repair the fence at Toby’s Well first thing in the morning, I would like to take it from there and round up those strays.” 
 
    “Will do… Are you sure? I can get Trish and Sabine onto that.” 
 
    “I’ve got it, Vern. Start them on something else, okay?” 
 
    “No worries, boss. Thanks.” 
 
    She hung up the mic. “Hope your legs aren’t too sore tomorrow, cowboy.” 
 
    Blake chuckled. “I’m guessing there’ll be separate horses?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “That’s too bad.” 
 
    Madeline’s eyes rolled without her head turning. “You’re bad!” 
 
    “Can’t help it after I see a mermaid. Happens every time.” 
 
    Madeline stretched the skirt of her dress down a bit. Blake had his eyes upon her legs again. 
 
    “I’m not a bloody mermaid,” she said, laughing. She pushed his shoulder. “And stop frigging ogling!” 
 
    He took a breath and shook his head. “Sorry. Inappropriate!” 
 
    “Anyway, mermaids don’t even have legs.” 
 
    “Sure they do… When they convert to human form… Then they’ve got fantastic legs!” 
 
    Madeline laughed some more. 
 
    “Except they’ve got to wash them off before they can walk on the land…” Blake had another deliberate look down at her thighs. “That’s what I thought you were doing, you see?” 
 
    “Oh really? And how did I get all the way out here from the ocean in this fantasy?” 
 
    “I couldn’t figure that out,” Blake confessed confusedly. “Couldn’t think straight at all when I first saw you.” 
 
    That comment was met with no come-back, just another of the girl’s sweet blushes as she looked straight ahead. 
 
    “Then a cow and tree jumped up out of the road,” he said, huffing. 
 
    Madeline laughed again. Blake smiled across at her. She had such pretty hazel eyes. Her lips were full, her face understated, kind of friendly and genuine. He looked at her lips again, his thoughts lingering a little before he turned back to the road. 
 
    Blake found it relatively easy to avoid staring at her legs by, instead, enjoying the range of expression in the animation of her face. He liked her laugh. He loved her blush. He picked up on her intelligence in a conversation about her schooling and college studies, and in the clarity and perception in her eyes. He experienced a little intimidation, feeling slightly out of his own depth of intellect at times. 
 
    “Woo up there, cowgirl. Back up a bit. You lost me on that command versus demand thingo. You’re in charge. They’ve got to do what you say.” 
 
    “Yes, but you can’t demand respect. You can only command it. And if you are in command, you will be looked to for guidance, and the person looking to you will also be free to look ahead and take on more responsibility themselves.” 
 
    “Like these guys you’ve got working for you, eh?” 
 
    “Yes. Even with Vern, who has been here since before I was born… Granddad didn’t have the knowledge to prepare me for taking over here. It was weird at first but I think I’m doing okay, but only because of what I learned at college.” 
 
    Madeline raked her hair back, her arms raised, the skirt of her dress inching upward, Blake’s eyes rolling sideways. 
 
    “You can go a bit faster,” she said. 
 
    Blake was sitting on a fair speed. “The road’s kind of strange to drive on, plus this big bus is kind of top heavy.” 
 
    “You get used to it.” Madeline waved onward with a hand. “Come on—a bit faster.” 
 
    Blake took them past 100kph. “I drive fast. I’ve got a sports car, you know? A red one.” 
 
    Madeline giggled. “A red sports car, huh? Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Clairvoyant?” 
 
    “No. Not clairvoyant.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying I’m typical?” 
 
    She turned to look at his face. “No. I’m not saying that, Blake.” 
 
    Blake’s own blush rose slightly. 
 
    “I don’t know you at all…. You seem nice,” the girl added, holding her end of the eye contact. 
 
    Blake had to keep glancing back at the road, otherwise he met the depth in her gaze. “You seem nice too, Madeline.” 
 
    Her cheeks reddened some more, her eyes sparkling excitement. 
 
    He grinned and flashed a look down her dress and back up. “Plus you’re hot.” 
 
    Her mouth opened but she didn’t reply. She just turned her head away. “I’m not the only one,” she muttered, and she fiddled with the hem of her dress while Blake had another look at her legs. “You should watch the road if you’re going to drive this fast,” she told him. 
 
    “I’m trying.” 
 
    “Oh look. Here’s town!” 
 
    Blake chuckled. “Kangaroo Crossing.” 
 
    Madeline frowned. “Are you making fun? That’s brave.” 
 
    “Brave?” 
 
    “Last I heard you’ve agreed to be put to work—and I’m the boss, don’t forget. You have to do what I say.” 
 
    Blake glanced, but the girl was looking straight ahead, defying her smile. 
 
    “I’ll give you Kangaroo Crossing, city boy. If there’s any calves stuck in the mud tomorrow it’s going to be your turn.” 
 
    “I’d probably get stuck too. You’d have to come in and get me.” 
 
    Her blush rose a little. She shook her head. “Turn here, please?” 
 
    Blake turned and pulled up at a supermarket. 
 
    “I’ll do the shopping while you get your things.” 
 
    “Oh okay… So, what are we doing later? Do we need to get back to do any work this afternoon?” 
 
    “No. Tomorrow will do.” 
 
    “Cool. So, we can hang around town for a while—have a beer or something?” 
 
    “Sure! How about I meet you at the pub instead? Say, half an hour?” 
 
    “You don’t need a hand with the shopping?” 
 
    “It’s a couple of things here and over there at the fabric shop.” 
 
    “Oh right… So, which pub?” 
 
    “The one right near the motel.” Madeline walked away, her little dress flaring on the breeze. She tossed a glance over her shoulder and caught Blake checking her out again. He didn’t care. He just went on smiling until she disappeared into the shop.  
 
    He then drove around to the motel and took a moment after packing his things, just sitting on the bed. His primary objective was to get his hands on this pretty farm girl. She needed it. It was in every glance, every inflection. This was going to be easy. 
 
    He wrung his hands, his head shaking slowly. No—you can’t. It wouldn’t be right. 
 
    He was meant to be working, although he considered that he actually was. The invitation to stay at Warburton Station was ideal. It put him right where he needed to be. The head stockman, Vern, had been a bit cagey when Blake mentioned the legend of the desert grave. He had brushed it off as fantasy but had avoided any eye contact in doing so. He was obviously a man given to honesty, Blake figured. There was apparently another old-timer who was around twenty years ago, and Mrs Thompson might simply have been better at lying than Vern. The opportunity to work alongside these people for a week or so would allow Blake to extract any information they had. 
 
    In less than 24 hours he had made a lot of progress, and was surely entitled to spend the evening having a bit of fun. As long as he didn’t go too far with this sweet country girl, all was good, he reasoned as he strode from the room and tossed his bag in the big wagon. 
 
    “Thanks, Ned. I’m happy to pay for today. It’s way past check-out time.” 
 
    The motel manager processed Blake’s account. “You’ll still drop by and let me know how your investigation goes?” 
 
    “Sure, man… It’s looking good so far,” Blake said with a wave from the door. 
 
    He jumped up into the wagon and drove across to the pub. There were a dozen or so cowboys and girls, who all looked at him as he entered. He gave them a collective smile and nod. A thin, middle aged woman served him a beer and went back to chatting with a group at the far end of the bar. He sipped the cold ale and perused a wall decorated in rodeo memorabilia and big glossy photos of bucking horses and bulls. Suddenly an apparition appeared in the sunny doorway. She was a vision of girl-next-door beauty. She had a plastic shopping bag in each hand. 
 
    “You locked the car!” she said, shrugging in question. 
 
    Blake took the bags in one hand and pulled the car keys from his pocket. “Of course I locked it.” 
 
    Madeline waited at the door of the pub while he put the bags in the Cruiser. She shook her head as he approached. “Did you think someone was going to steal it?” 
 
    “I don’t know—maybe. It’s just habit.” 
 
    She followed him back to his seat at the bar and got up on the stool next to his. 
 
    “What will you have?” 
 
    “White wine spritzer.” 
 
    Blake ordered the drink. The bartender had approached, offering Madeline a smile. 
 
    “Hi, Sal.” 
 
    “Hi, Maddy. Who’s this?” 
 
    “Blake, meet Sal. Sal, this is Blake. He’s a reporter from Brisbane.” 
 
    “Hi, Sal,” Blake offered. “Interesting wall.” 
 
    “It’s only six weeks to this year. The pub sponsors the bull riding.” 
 
    “That’s me!” Madeline said. 
 
    Blake looked where she was looking. “Where?” 
 
    “Second from the top.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. That’s Missy too.” Blake recognised the horse he had been doubled on that morning. The picture was an action shot of Madeline rounding a barrel.” 
 
    “He likes Missy,” Madeline explained to her friend. “He told her he’d come back to watch her race.” 
 
    Sal stayed chatting for a while. Blake offered his usual set of answers to questions about his life in Brisbane. They finished their drinks and Madeline got down from her stool. “Come on.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “There’s one more shop we need.” 
 
    She led him out into the street and up to the main intersection then across and into the big saddlery. 
 
    “You need a hat. You can’t work in the sun without one.” 
 
    Blake smiled. “A cowboy hat?” 
 
    “I’m thinking a light colour. What about this one?” Madeline took a flat brimmed felt hat from a shelf and offered it to him. 
 
    Blake put it on and modelled it in a mirror. “Not bad, eh? Would I pass for a cowboy?” 
 
    “You look cute. Is it too tight?” 
 
    “Yeah—a bit.” 
 
    Madeline checked the size and picked another that was a shade darker. 
 
    “Yes—much better,” Blake said, turning this way and that. “This is a nice hat.” 
 
    “You can use it at home for any outdoor work. Do you do any gardening or fishing or anything?” 
 
    “I always do Mum’s lawn when I visit… But what else do I need? Do I get a gun and holster? What about chaps and spurs?” 
 
    Madeline’s pretty face was alight. “Those jeans are fine. Do you have any kind of boots?” 
 
    “Nope. Are those riding boots over there?” 
 
    “Yes, but they’re a bit expensive for a one-off use.” 
 
    Blake walked over to a wall covered in various high and low cut leather boots. “Which would you recommend, Maddy?” 
 
    Madeline blushed a little, her brow crinkling. 
 
    “Is Maddy okay? The woman back at the pub…” 
 
    “Yes. Everyone calls me Maddy. Do you have a nick-name?” 
 
    “Not really. Just Blake. Although a couple of ladies at a pub the other night were calling me Sharky.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Madeline offered a plain looking pair of elastic sided boots. “Sharky, huh?” 
 
    “What about the snake skin ones or that black shiny pair? These are kind of boring.” 
 
    “These are better for riding than those flashy ones. Are you a size 10? They look about right?” 
 
    Blake sat and pushed off his shoes. The boots slipped on easily and fitted snug. He stood and tried them out. “Hey, these are nice. I could wear these.” 
 
    “I know. I use the same brand. They’re great.” 
 
    Blake bought the hat and boots. Madeline led him past a cemetery and to a walkway along the bank of the river. They strolled slowly, chatting about growing up in Cooper’s Crossing and in the Brisbane city suburbs. 
 
    “Yeah, my dad drove a bus all his life. He enjoyed it. He would have done it through to retirement.” 
 
    “I’m sorry… Never knowing your dad isn’t as tough as losing one who loved you.” 
 
    “Yeah—maybe. You have to move on, though. We used to go to air shows together. That was kind of our thing. Apart from losing interest in that, it was just a matter of getting used to the old guy not being around when I visit Mum. And she’s seemed to have gotten on with life okay.” 
 
    “Hmm. That’s where Nana’s up to right now. She looks a bit lost without Granddad.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess it would be tough at first. She looks full of life, though.” 
 
    “Yep. She’s full of life alright. She’s full of mischief too—more so now, it seems.” 
 
    Blake chuckled. “I could say the same about my mum. I think Dad might have been holding her back.” 
 
    “Hmm. So, what’s with the air shows? What are they about?” 
 
    “Ah, all sorts of things. We went to every show that was on for years. Lots of vintage aircraft just being displayed, all the acrobatics and stuff like that, anything the military put on… Mum used to take my sister to her dance group every weekend and Dad took me flying. We also flew model planes. We were right into it for years until I finished school and moved out… So, what’s with the airstrip at your place, Maddy? What’s that about?” 
 
    “Oh, everyone’s got one out here. It’s for emergencies—the air ambulance service. Plus Granddad used to fly, so we’ve always been able to get to the city when we needed to. Which is something I’ve been thinking about lately, now that we don’t have anyone to fly the plane.” 
 
    “You’ve got a plane?” 
 
    “Yes. We might sell it. Either that or I might have to learn to fly.” 
 
    “What kind is it?” 
 
    “Um… A Cessna Skylane, I think it’s called. It’s a single engine, propeller plane.” 
 
    “Awesome. I’m rated to fly that class. You should learn. It’s easy.” 
 
    “You can fly?” 
 
    “Shit yeah! I only lost interest in the shows. I still fly every other weekend when I’m home. I would have flown out here if I knew how bloody far it was and how many kangaroos there are on the road.” 
 
    “Oh wow! Would you be able to take our plane up? Grandad always used to say it was best to keep them flying. He did up until a few months ago when he got too sick.” 
 
    “Sure. Where are we going?” 
 
    Madeline beamed. “I don’t know. Somewhere!” 
 
    They strolled for another hour chatting and getting to know one another then ordered a counter meal at the pub. A slow country number came on the juke box. 
 
    “Dance with me?” Blake requested. 
 
    Madeline blushed. “What?” 
 
    “Come on…” He took her hand and held it as he led along the bar and to a small dance floor in front of the empty band stand. He collected her around the waist and swayed gently to the music. 
 
    “Everyone’s watching.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    Blake was holding her firmly but allowing her room. Their bodies were caressing. She was light to his touch, physically submissive. He had his arm around her, his hand clutching her side as he gently stroked with his thumb. 
 
    They danced in silence. She peered up at him, her lips inviting. He took them gently. It was a soft, dry kiss. Her eyes had closed but opened to meet his again. 
 
    “I’m not supposed to do that,” Blake said. 
 
    “Why—do you have a girlfriend?” 
 
    “Um—no.” That simple question surprised. “Like, not a steady girlfriend, that is.” 
 
    “Oh… So, you have casual girlfriends?” 
 
    He smiled. “I guess.” 
 
    She turned her head and rested it against his shoulder. He drew the scent of her hair. It filled his chest with excitement. She said nothing more, and he just held her, swaying slowly with the music and catching the glances of almost everyone else in the pub. 
 
    Their meals were served. Blake ushered Madeline with a hand upon her waist. She stopped and bumped into him, smiling over her shoulder. 
 
    “Casual might be fun,” she said. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “I’m not naïve, you know? I’ve been to college.” 
 
    Blake sat on his stool and cut into his steak. “You seem to have me figured.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I doubt it.” Madeline swirled her fettuccini on her fork. “I bet you’ve got a whole lot going on that you don’t show.” 
 
    That comment warmed Blake’s belly but inspired a slight tingle of fear at the same time. 
 
    “Not really. My sister says I’m as deep as a puddle. She’s probably right.” 
 
    “What’s her name, by the way?” 
 
    “Talia… She’s great. She calls bullshit when you’re full of it.” 
 
    Madeline chuckled. “Nana’s like that for me. I’ll be going on about some big deal or other and she just cuts right to what really matters. She always did that with my grandfather too. It was so funny.” 
 
    “Yeah, your nana’s cool. Great lady!” 
 
    They ate quietly for a moment before Madeline spoke again. 
 
    “Thanks for the dance.” 
 
    Blake nodded. “Are we going to have another after dinner?” 
 
    Madeline glanced sideways. “Okay.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Madeline swooned in the man’s embrace. It was another slow song. They had gotten up to dance to one, then Sal had winked to her from behind the bar and sent a guy to the juke box, and this was now the third slow, romantic number in a row. 
 
    How amazing the day had turned out raged in her heart. The man holding her right then was the fifth to kiss her, not including a game of spin the bottle at a birthday party once. He was the first to kiss her on the same day she had met him. Madeline had indeed been to college parties and knew all about casual hook-ups. She had witnessed plenty of them—just never actually experienced one. 
 
    Blake’s fingers were intertwined with hers, their coupled hands at her shoulder, her head resting against his chest, his thumb stroking her hair. The arm he had around her waist was keeping her close, that hand gripping her side, the fingers kneading slightly, feeling her. She wondered if he wanted to have sex with her. She blushed at the thought. Could she do that? Could she have sex with a stranger? He had seen her without her pants on, had been checking her out all afternoon, had kissed her and was holding her close. The rate things were progressing would have them hooked-up in bed together by nightfall. 
 
    “This has been an amazing day,” she mumbled, needing to say something. She didn’t know whether she wanted to slow things down. 
 
    Blake kissed her head—said nothing. 
 
    “Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he whispered. “Yes.” 
 
    She peered up at him. He met her eyes. 
 
    “Why don’t you have a boyfriend, Madeline? A husband? You’re like… You’re frigging gorgeous. And smart—accomplished. What’s wrong with the guys around here?” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with them… I’m picky.” 
 
    Blake chuckled. “Oh I see… That’s fair enough.” 
 
    “Plus I never get out. I never meet anyone.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Madeline shrugged. “I need to make the effort, which I’m planning to do.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m thinking about joining a matchmaking site.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Sure. Why not? Lots of people do these days.” 
 
    Madeline realized she was putting the brakes on. The response from the big city reporter struck her as calculating—the half grin and narrowed eyes. He turned her out and spun her back, his smile broadening to playful. 
 
    “So, Blake, how come you don’t have a steady girlfriend? A wife?” 
 
    He laughed. “No one takes me that seriously.” 
 
    “Aw… Why not?” 
 
    The song had ended. He took her hand and led her away from the dance floor. Her question went unanswered, calculation returning to his brow. “Are we going?” he asked. 
 
    Madeline nodded, biting a grin and feeling cheeky. She was led to the car and stood while her door was opened for her. Blake’s eyes still held a question as he pulled her to him and kissed her. She melted into his embrace and was crushed to his body, her head back, his tongue swirling around hers. 
 
    He ended the kiss as abruptly as he had taken it, and he left her standing there and walked around to the driver’s door. He got in, and Madeline climbed up to her seat and put on her seatbelt. Her mouth was wet. She wiped it on the back of her wrist. She turned to look at the guy, her eyes open wide, a silly grin on her face that she could feel but couldn’t do anything about. He backed the vehicle out onto the road and drove. After a little while she turned to look forward, still grinning. He glanced a couple of times and shook his head. 
 
    Town was in the rear-view before he spoke. “You’re frigging gorgeous.” 
 
    Madeline didn’t respond. She saw him glance a few more times, his gaze upon her face, she noticed. He slammed on the brakes, the car skidding in the gravel and a kangaroo bounding across the road in front. 
 
    “Jesus!” 
 
    Madeline giggled. “They like messing with tourists.” 
 
    Blake chuckled too. “That one came from nowhere.” 
 
    Madeline edged around in her seat, her legs getting checked out as she did. She had CDs in the glove box and put one into the player. It was a mix of rock and country. 
 
    Blake turned up the volume after a few numbers. “This is good stuff.” 
 
    Madeline just nodded. She was feeling happy, relaxed and warm right down to her belly. “There! There!” she said, pointing at another kangaroo bounding from the sunset shadows, and spot the next one became the game to play along with the music as Blake drove them slowly home and pulled up in front of the house. 
 
    “Do you need help with your things?” Madeline asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “I’ve got it.” 
 
    Madeline took her shopping bags and left the front door open for him. She went to find her grandmother and walked in on a conversation with Al and Vern. 
 
    “Ah! He’s back, is he?” Al checked, peering out through the kitchen door.    
 
    Madeline put her shopping bags on the counter. "What's going on here? No, I don't want to know..." The phone rang. "Hello." 
 
    "Hi, Maddy." 
 
    "Oh hi!" It was Juliette. Madeline took the phone with her. "What are you up to, Jules? I was going to call you today..." Madeline saw Blake enter his room, and she pulled her bedroom door closed. "Guess what?" 
 
    "Um... A reporter from Brisbane turned up out there snooping." 
 
    "Yeah. How did you know?" 
 
    "He was at the station this morning. The sarge told him how to find Warburton... So, what's going on, anyway? What are you smiling about?" 
 
    Madeline giggled. "How do you know I'm smiling?" 
 
    "Can't half tell... What's going on?" 
 
    "He kissed me. Twice!" 
 
    "What? No way!" 
 
    "Yes way! He's so hot, Jules. I can't believe it. What an amazing day!" 
 
    "But how did he kiss you? What happened?" 
 
    "Everything happened. There's so much to tell but I can't talk now." 
 
    "No way! Don't you dare hang up!" 
 
    "I have to, Jules, he's here. I have to see to him. He's staying in my old room. Nana set me up big time." 
 
    "Well okay, but call me back?" 
 
    "I will. As soon as I can." 
 
    "Tonight?" 
 
    "Yes. Definitely. I don't know what the hell I'm doing, Jules. Give me ten minutes..." 
 
    Madeline clicked off the phone and tossed it on her bed. She scooped up all of her clothes and stuffed them in the wardrobe, straightened her bedspread and opened her door to peer along the hallway. Blake's door was open, his shadow moving about. She approached and knocked softly on the door frame. "Hi." 
 
    He turned from placing clothes in the chest of drawers, smiling. "Hi." 
 
    "Is there anything you need? Anything I can help with?" 
 
    "I need a shower and to hook up online." 
 
    "The Wi-Fi password to hook up online is Warburton. And I'll put fresh towels in the bathroom, unless Nana already did." 
 
    "That bathroom next door?" 
 
    Madeline nodded. "It's all yours." She reached around the door and grabbed a portrait of herself from her old dressing table, clutching it to her chest and smiling defiantly. 
 
    Blake frowned. "Aw..." 
 
    "I'll be in the lounge room if you need anything," she said and left him. 
 
    Madeline had a shower en-suite in her bedroom but used the main bathroom for her baths. She checked for towels and pulled two big fluffy ones from the linen closet. The old-timers’ meeting had broken up. Nana was in her lounge room reading. She peered over her glasses. "Yes, dear?" 
 
    "Um, what are you doing, Nana?" 
 
    "I'm reading, sweetheart." 
 
    "Yes, but we have company..." 
 
    "No, dear. You have company. I'm busy. I have to write Aunt Anna a letter... You'll have to entertain." 
 
    "Oh..." Madeline smiled through a blush. "How do I do that, exactly?" 
 
    Bethany resumed reading. "Either show him the kitchen and invite him to help himself or wait on him." She glanced again. "I'd recommend playing hostess." 
 
    "Hmm, I'm sure you would, Nana... And what was the meeting about? What are you three up to?" 
 
    "Never you mind about that, dear... Run along and see to Mr Handsome." 
 
    "Yes. Mr Handsome. He sure is that... Goodnight, Nana." 
 
    "Night, sweetheart... Good luck." 
 
    Madeline stopped in the lounge room and set the television on the sports news channel then closed her bedroom door and called Juliette. 
 
    She answered immediately. "That was longer than ten minutes." 
 
    Madeline giggled. "Well, he's in the shower now, so I can talk... It's just been the most incredible day, Jules. I'd just pulled a calf from the mud and was half naked washing my legs in a trough when he drove by gawking at me. Then he smashed his car, so I had to double him on Missy. Then we ended up at the pub dancing and he kissed me." 
 
    "He just kissed you? Just like that?" 
 
    "Hmm... Well, I wanted him to. So, I guess he figured that and did it." 
 
    "Twice! You said twice." 
 
    "Oh yeah. That time and then later when he opened the car door for me, he grabbed me and did it properly." 
 
    "Properly?" 
 
    "Uh huh. Bent back in his arms and ravaged kind of properly. Like he meant it." Madeline smiled all the way down to her belly. "Like he lost control and couldn't help himself kind of properly, Jules." 
 
    "Mmm, that sounds nice. Lucky bitch." 
 
    "I know. I wonder if he's going to do it again... What am I supposed to do now?" 
 
    "Well, where are you? What's going on?" 
 
    "I'm in my room. He's having a shower and has some work to do or something. Nana's left me to 'entertain'... What am I even supposed to wear? Should I put my PJs on or stay dressed?" 
 
    "Well, it depends, I guess... What do you want to happen? Are you going to sleep with him?" 
 
    "No... I was thinking about that, and no, I don't want to go that far unless there's a chance of more. I don't want a one night stand. I've never done that before, and as tempting as it would be..." 
 
    "Well, okay, that's cool... I'm glad." 
 
    "You're glad? Why?" 
 
    "Um, no reason. It's just..." 
 
    "Just what?" 
 
    "Well, it's just that I got an impression when I met him this morning—just that it would be good if you went slow." 
 
    "Oh? What impression did you get, Jules? A bad one?" 
 
    "No, not necessarily... He was just doing his job, I suppose. Reporters are all kind of pushy and sneaky looking to me."   
 
     "Yes, well, he's doing an article about the old grave legend." Madeline so hated any kind of deception. She had to say something about it but wasn't comfortable. "I expect he's going to snoop for whatever he can find." 
 
    "I know... But he's only a reporter. There will be a task force here soon, Maddy. They're going to be doing more than a bit of silly snooping. They're going to be reopening the file on your mum and Gretchen Wilkes. It's all about this Clive Petrov guy." 
 
    "Yes, we know, Jules. The sergeant warned us about all of that when he visited last week. Nana's fine with it. There's no worries with any of that stuff." 
 
    Juliette took a moment to respond. "So, I was thinking about coming out for the day tomorrow. Can I?" 
 
    "Of course you can, Jules. Why are you even asking?" 
 
    "So, I won't be in the way?" She giggled. "I wouldn't want to cramp your style." 
 
    Madeline laughed. "What style is that, exactly?" She thought of practicalities. "Oh, but we're working. We have to do some mustering." 
 
    "Perfect," Juliette replied. "What time, though? Not too early!" 
 
    "No, it's only strays at Toby's Well. About nine will do." 
 
    "Okay, that's cool. So, have fun tonight." 
 
    "I know... I'd better go... I still don't know what to wear..." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Blake closed the browser window and made a note in his file document about the Russian Orthodox cross having three horizontal crossbeams, the lower one a slanted footrest. He jotted down a thought that such a symbol on a grave would require more stones than a regular cross, as many as eleven. Since Petrov carried the bible everywhere, it made simple sense that his choice of rock arrangement would be a crucifix. 
 
    The long days driving were catching up. Blake leaned back in the comfy old leather chair and yawned. He closed his eyes and saw Lara Jamison being kissed in the front seat of a silver BMW. It was an image Blake didn't often get anymore. For the first year or so it had haunted him every night. His then girlfriend's blouse had been open at the top, the older man's hand inside. Blake's initial impression had been that she was being groped, the man forcing himself upon her. Blake's chest had been filled with protective pride as he leaped up onto the fence, that emotional surge lifting him to an incredible height from which to plummet when he saw where his girl's hand was and that she was passionately returning the kiss. 
 
    Blake's romantic heart had never been seen since—the image an alarm attached to a trip wire. He shoved it away, chuckling to himself. "What is it with this place?" 
 
    He sat up and addressed his computer screen to close pages and shut down for the night. When left with the last open page, his Google search, he noticed a reference at the bottom to another missing nurse from Cooper’s Crossing. He had read a few articles on Isabel Thompson and Gretchen Wilkes. The heading for this article was: Student nurse Winifred James still missing… Blake clicked and found an article detailing a young student nurse presumed to have run away from home and joined a hippie commune in 1965. He thought it unlikely to be related in any way but added a few notes and the link to his research before closing his laptop. 
 
    The television was on in the lounge room. He found Madeline with her legs tucked up in a recliner watching Happy Days. She smiled. Blake sat on the lounge. 
 
    “Did you get online okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a pretty good speed.” 
 
    “Sometimes…” Madeline turned back to the television for a moment then asked, “Would you like to watch something?” 
 
    Blake smiled. “I like Happy Days.” 
 
    She glanced again after a few more minutes. “Can I get you anything? A beer? A coffee? Hot chocolate?” 
 
    “Hot chocolate sounds nice.” 
 
    “Okay!” Her smile flashed, her pretty hair bouncing, a lacy pink nightie protruding from the bottom of a short satin robe and swishing across the back of her legs as she went to the kitchen. 
 
    Blake took a breath, his hands folding behind his head, Ritchie Cunningham kissing a girl in the front seat of a car on the TV screen. The memory of Lara Jamison pulsed in Blake’s chest again. They had been going steady at the time he saw her being kissed and felt up. He had stopped on top of the fence and had not been noticed there. The older man had bared Lara’s breast and freed his penis, pushing her head into his lap. His name was Anthony McGuire. They had married, then split after five years and two children. Blake used to see him visiting Lara’s parents next door, but it was only ever Lara and her children these days. 
 
    He physically shook off the recollection of how he had felt about her. The images and memories always culminated in a contraction within his chest and gut. He huffed a breath and focused on the television—The Fonz getting a cheek kiss from Mrs C. 
 
    Madeline returned with two mugs of cocoa. She sat on the other end of the lounge with her bare knees swayed toward Blake. They talked about Happy Days and sipped their drinks. Then he crawled over her and took her lips, his chest and gut again contracting, but he pushed through the ridiculous nervousness and tasted Madeline’s warm chocolate kiss. 
 
    She was responding, her eyes closed, her mouth open, her slender body undulating against him as he lay on top of her. He had on track pants and a tee-shirt. Her nails raked his back. He could feel the soft warmth of her skin through their clothing and quickly became erect. Her legs clamped around one of his, his arousal against her groin, her nightie up around her hips and the heat from her sex split over the flex of his thigh. 
 
    He rubbed down her body and clutched her hip. She moaned into his kiss and definitely ground against him. There was moisture in the heat from her crotch. “Blake, I want to but I don’t want to,” she breathed into his mouth. 
 
    He kissed her again. “Me too.” 
 
    “It’s just too soon. I don’t know how to do this.” 
 
    “I get that,” he told her. “This is nice, though?” 
 
    “Mmm, this is wonderful.” She met his eyes, biting a rosy lip. “Tell me more about your job?” 
 
    “Like what about it?” He took another kiss. 
 
    “I don’t know… Do you travel all the time like this? Do you have an office?” 
 
    He lowered to her neck, sucking the delicate skin there. “My laptop’s my office.” 
 
    She clutched his head, her chest shuddering. “Um… That’s um…” 
 
    “That’s what?” he teased, nibbling around to the other side of her neck and up to her ear. “Do you like this?” 
 
    Her body tensed, her thighs clamping hard around his as she softly convulsed. He crushed her to his chest and held her, stroking her hair as she buried her face into his neck. He kissed her head and tried to nuzzle for her lips, but she dug in there. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered to her. 
 
    Her body relaxed. She wriggled from being spread over his thigh and pulled her nightie down. “Sorry, I um… I think I got a bit carried away.” Her face was red, her eyes evasive. 
 
    Blake kissed her cheek, stroking her face with his. “That was amazing. That was so beautiful to feel you just then.” 
 
    She met his eyes but didn’t say anything. There was a tiny frown making her even more girl-next-door adorable. “Now I’m just embarrassed.” 
 
    He waggled his brows. “I’m jealous. Another minute dry humping like that and I would have been there too.” 
 
    She giggled. “Oh… Sorry.” 
 
    He took another quick kiss. “That’s okay. I’m going to bed. I’ll pick up from where we left off.” 
 
    “You can’t tell me that!” she scolded through a mock horror glare. “That’s too much information.” 
 
    “You’re too much information.” He took a final kiss and stood, offering her a hand up. “You’re different,” he added without thinking, instantly confusing himself. 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    He nodded. “See you in the morning?” 
 
    She nodded too, biting her lip sweetly. “Okay…” 
 
    Blake left her and closed his bedroom door, flopping on the bed and pulling the covers over himself. What the hell was that? You’re different! He huffed and rolled over, thumping the pillow into shape. You’re different? Oh my god—what the hell, dude? 
 
    His erection and state of arousal had faded with his mind overpowering his senses, but reliving the feel of that willing female body pressed against his soon had him slipping a hand down his pants and squeezing. 
 
    Blake dozed off to sleep without bringing that idea to any kind of fruition. He woke the next morning slightly swollen and sore down below, the thought of having to ride a horse that day a little worrying, but the pool was the answer. He pulled on a pair of shorts, having not packed any swimmers, and checked out his door to see Madeline swimming laps. 
 
    She was fast. He dived right in and managed to keep pace with her, but not easily. After a dozen or so, he sat up on the side of the pool and watched her. She stopped swimming too and waded back from the pool’s edge, smiling up at him. “Good morning.” 
 
    “It is… It’s a fantastic morning… When’s breakfast?” 
 
    She giggled. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “I’m starving.” 
 
    “Good… Get dressed and meet me in the kitchen.” She lifted from the water and quickly wrapped a towel around herself. “Come on!” she called back over her shoulder. 
 
    She disappeared into her room. Blake quickly dried off and pulled on jeans and his new boots. He didn’t have any kind of cowboy shirt so settled for a loose-fitting tee. He modelled his hat in the dressing table mirror but just carried it to breakfast. 
 
    Bethany was serving. Blake sat opposite Madeline and poured himself an orange juice from a glass jug. His plate was piled with sausages, eggs and grilled tomato. “You need something that sticks to your ribs for a day’s work at Warburton,” Bethany explained, with Madeline offering a sparkly eyed grin in support. 
 
    “Suits me,” Blake said, and he tucked in. 
 
    Madeline had a good sized helping of the same. “I need an hour this morning to tidy up some office stuff.” 
 
    “Sure… Is there anything you want me to do?” 
 
    “Go check out the plane? Can you check the maintenance schedule and that—see if it needs anything done before it can be flown?” 
 
    “Awesome. I can do that.” 
 
    Bethany sat with a bowl of cereal and cup of tea. “If you kids are going to take the plane up, you could do a run over to Amaroo and return Aunty Deidra’s sewing machine. She’ll be needing it to sew bridesmaids’ gowns next month.” 
 
    “Oh okay, Nana. We could do that.” 
 
    “Where’s Amaroo?” Blake asked. “How did your husband do his flight planning, Bethany?” 
 
    “There’s a software program for that. I can show you but I don’t know how to use it,” Madeline said. 
 
    “We flew to Amaroo plenty of times,” Bethany added. “The plane would know the way.” 
 
    Blake chuckled. “That’s good. There’s probably old flight plans. That makes it easier.” 
 
    “We can go tomorrow if the plane’s up to date,” Madeline suggested to Blake. She had finished eating and stood. “I’ll get out Granddad’s old laptop and set it up in his office. It has the flight program… Come and have a look when you’ve finished?” 
 
    “Okay, I’m coming,” Blake called after her. “This is great. Thank you, Beth.” He wiped his plate with a piece of toast. 
 
    “So, what do you know about this new police investigation, Blake? Is your being here any part of that?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. I have nothing to do with the police. I’ve looked into what they’re up to, of course. They’re going to be reopening the files on both your daughter and the other young nurse… They’re looking into this man Clive Petrov.” 
 
    Bethany nodded, toying with her cereal. “Yes… Vern and I were talking about Mr Petrov last night. I don’t remember him so well. He kept to himself and wasn’t here long… Ron fired him. He never liked the man.” 
 
    Blake rested back in his chair studying the elderly woman. He needed to tread carefully but she struck him as tough enough. He measured his next comment. “I think the police are quite convinced Petrov was the murderer, ma’am. It seems he may have taken other young women as well.” 
 
    “Yes, it would seem so,” Bethany replied forthrightly. There was no waver in her voice, no tears. “And what do they think became of him? This is what we need to know as the grieving families.” Her sharp old eyes flashed intensely. 
 
    “Indeed… I’m sure you would,” Blake replied. 
 
    A sense of control descended upon him, surrounded him. 
 
    “Not just me and young Madeline—all the families of all of his victims need to know,” the older woman went on almost dismissively, and she sipped a spoonful of cornflakes. 
 
    Blake thought quickly, searching for an angle. It felt as if he needed to manoeuvre. “They’ve found one of his victims somewhere down south. That will lead them to more information. They need to find the others.” 
 
    Bethany just nodded and continued eating. 
 
    “What about this legendary burial site here on your property, Beth? I understand it only dates back as far as his employment here.” 
 
    That comment seemed to cause some consternation. “Actually, that’s true. I don’t recall mention of any grave site beforehand, but it’s never been associated with Mr Petrov. Not specifically.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps not, but then again, his name is apparently new to the police. My boss was here in Cooper’s Crossing back then, and she had him in her notes. I think, because he had worked here and left town—nothing more.” 
 
    “Yes, well, like I said, I don’t remember him very clearly. I guess, though, there could possibly be something in the notion of a grave site there at the ruins. He would have worked around them—could have returned there unnoticed by the other men.” 
 
    Blake measured another question. “Are you suggesting he could have buried Gretchen Wilkes there, Beth?” 
 
    The older woman sipped her tea and replaced the cup onto the saucer. She met Blake’s eyes squarely. “I can only hope her remains are found one day and that her family can know of what became of her and the monster who took her.” 
 
    A chill tingled through Blake’s veins. The reason he had gotten into reporting and investigating had been struck like the ringing of a bell. This old woman was challenging him. He nodded. “Okay,” he said, motioning to the door. “I’d better catch up with Maddy.” 
 
    Bethany smiled. “Of course… You kids look lovely together, by the way.” She stood and took her breakfast dishes as well as his. “She’s a pretty girl, don’t you think?” 
 
    Blake swallowed. “I do.” 
 
    The crafty old woman glanced back from the sink. “Well, don’t keep her waiting there…” 
 
    “No, ma’am…” 
 
    Blake hurried and found Madeline sitting at her grandfather’s desk. She smiled. “This is it. The subscription is still current but I don’t know how it works.” 
 
    He leaned on the back of her chair, looking over her shoulder. “Your nana is awesome. What a piece of work.” 
 
    “I know… Sorry.” 
 
    Blake kneaded one of Madeline’s shoulders and worked the mouse with his other hand, checking out what appeared to be a simple enough flight planning tool. It was everything he needed and had a past plan for the property Amaroo, which was across the New South Wales border and not far from the city of Broken Hill. It was an hour flight. “This is all good. We can work with this.” 
 
    Madeline peered up at him. He took her lips but she broke away when he tried to deepen the kiss. 
 
    “None of that, cowboy. There’s work to do.” 
 
    He took another quick peck of her lips. “What about later? Tonight?” 
 
    She blushed. “I don’t know… I’m the boss until then.” 
 
    “Really? Until then, huh?” 
 
    Madeline ducked beneath his arm and looked back from the door. She seemed about to say something but didn’t. She just bit her lip, her eyes alight and sparkling wonder. Right then, she was the most beautiful woman Blake had ever seen. She disappeared and left him with his heart in his throat, completely confused and excited about the prospect of getting hold of her again that night. 
 
    * 
 
    He found the plane and was sitting in the cockpit checking a maintenance schedule when Vern climbed up and got in. “That should be up to date… Kick her over?” 
 
    The hanger was open. Blake grinned and started the engine. He warmed it up and let it idle for a while, chatting with Vern about the steps to getting licenced, which the old stockman was interested in. 
 
    Blake shut down the engine. “So, where are these ruins, Vern? That’s where the grave is supposed to be, right?” 
 
    Vern chuckled. His brow then crinkled with an idea, it seemed. “Alright, I’ll show you the ruins but you’ll need a pair of gloves. Come with me.” 
 
    “Gloves?” Blake followed out of the hanger and to a storeroom full of saddles and gear. He was given a pair of heavy leather gloves. 
 
    “And hang onto those. You’ll probably need them while you’re here.” Vern got into a dusty utility and motioned for Blake to join him. They drove around the hanger to a pile of sawn logs. Vern put on a pair of gloves as well, and the two men loaded the logs onto the tray of the utility. They were all drilled with a row of holes. 
 
    “These are fence posts?” Blake asked. 
 
    “Yep. Jump in,” Vern replied, and he drove them out past the airstrip to a broken down fence line, pulling up every hundred metres or so to drop a post in a hole. After placing the last of them, they continued on along a dry creek and pulled up at the ruins. 
 
    The two-way crackled. “Are you on channel, Vern?” 
 
    “Yes, love.” 
 
    “Have you seen Blake?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got him. We’ll be back in ten.” 
 
    “Oh okay… I just didn’t… No rush.” 
 
    Blake held out a hand for the mic. Vern gave it over with an eye roll. 
 
    “Ten four, boss. It’s not an hour yet.” 
 
    There was a pause. “Ten four is for truckers.” 
 
    “Okay… Roger… Over and out.” 
 
    There was a giggle from more than one woman. “Just get your arse back here, cowboy.” 
 
    Vern laughed. “Well, this is where the grave’s supposed to be, son. I don’t know where exactly. You’re welcome to come back and have a stickybeak.” He backed the vehicle around and headed home. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Blake was dropped off at the stables where Madeline and a pretty blond cowgirl were saddling horses. “Hi there,” the blond greeted him. 
 
    “Oh, here he is,” Madeline added cheerily. “You guys have met?” 
 
    Blake smiled. “I’m Blake.” 
 
    “I know… Juliette… We met at the police station yesterday morning.” 
 
    Blake frowned confusedly. 
 
    “Juliette’s the police woman you saw,” Madeline explained. “She looks a lot less scary out of uniform apparently.” 
 
    “Oh, of course… The one who snubbed me.” Blake chuckled. “You do look scary in uniform, Juliette.” 
 
    “Really?” She turned from cinching the girth strap of a stocky grey horse and looked squarely up at Blake. She held out a hand. “Give me your hat.” 
 
    Blake handed it over. She curved up the sides of the brim and dipped the front then stuck it back on his head. Madeline laughed. 
 
    “Better,” the girl said and mounted the horse. 
 
    Blake worked the new curves in his hat. “Cool.” 
 
    “You’re with Duke here,” Madeline said, leading a bay horse around to face Blake. “Duke, meet Blake.” 
 
    “Hey, Duke. I’m not a real cowboy,” Blake said, patting the horse’s neck. 
 
    Madeline mounted Missy. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    The girls waited while Blake mounted, then they led off past the workshop and hanger and urged their horses into a canter. Blake’s mount lurched beneath him and kept up. He used his knees and moved up and down with the smooth gait. The ladies lowered over their horse’s necks and sped away. Blake did likewise and urged his horse to a gallop, a new and exciting experience he would have to get more of. 
 
    They were soon at the ruins, where the horses were allowed to rest and drink. The girls were giggly. Blake let them tease him. He had trouble keeping up with Madeline’s wit. The police woman was every bit as sharp. 
 
    “It isn’t for looks,” she said, working the brim of his hat again. “It would have fallen off back there if it wasn’t shaped like this.” 
 
    “Oh, and I thought yours looked cute.” 
 
    “Yes, mine does,” she shot back, planting his hat back on his head. She then strolled off toward the crumbling remains of a stone building. “If you two need to do any kissing etcetera, go right ahead. Don’t mind me.” 
 
    Blake grabbed Madeline’s hand and pulled her to him. She clung to her hat, blushing as he kissed her. 
 
    “Hey, you!” she scolded, pushing his chest. 
 
    “Well, she said…” 
 
    “Huh! Have you ever heard of workplace harassment?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I’m copping… The two of you ganging up on me.” 
 
    Blake tugged Madeline close again. She leaned into his embrace and he met her lips softly. His hat fell off the back of his head and rolled under his horse’s back hoofs and got soundly stomped. Madeline laughed. “That’ll teach you.” 
 
    Blake retrieved his hat and popped it back into shape. It was contoured as well as soiled now. He liked it. “Imagine what lives they lived here,” he offered wistfully as he approached beside Madeline looking down at the ruins with her arms wrapped tight across her body. 
 
    “It must have been hard for the women,” she said. “It’s just creepy here now.” 
 
    There were four distinct buildings, just crumbling stone walls with window frames and doorways. The whole area was strewn with stones, the earth sandy and red, a few dried out weeds but no grass or shrubs. 
 
    Juliette returned and they mounted the horses. Blake needed to find an opportunity to search the stones for a pattern resembling an Orthodox cross, but for now there was work to be done. They followed the dry creek to the muddy waterhole where he had first met Madeline. The girls instructed him as the morning passed searching for and collecting a small herd of cows and calves. Blake’s horse knew what it was doing. His task was to follow behind making sure the cattle kept walking along a fence line while the girls wandered off into the trees and found more strays. 
 
    They had a group of twenty or so wayward animals assembled back at the waterhole and trough by lunchtime. They pushed them through a gate and closed it behind them. The cows trotted off mooing with the calves galloping after them. 
 
    There were saddle bags on Blake’s horse that he had wondered about. The girls had food and a pot for boiling water stashed in there. “So, Duke was the pack horse?” he complained. 
 
    “Well, he was hardly doing anything else,” Juliette pointed out. 
 
    “Hey, come on, we were the ones rustling all the cows. You pair spent the whole time lost in the scrub from what I saw.” 
 
    There was corned beef sandwiches and black tea. It went down well and left Blake wanting to lie back under the tree where they were camped. He left the ladies chatting and closed his eyes, his hat tipped over his face, the silence of the outback gathering around him and quickly putting him to sleep. 
 
    He woke to a tickling sensation under his nose. “What? Hey…” 
 
    Two cowgirls were standing over him. One of them had a leafy stick. They giggled. 
 
    “No, I was just resting my eyes.” 
 
    They sat down either side of him. “Of course you were,” Madeline agreed. 
 
    Blake yawned. “It’s all this fresh air.” 
 
    Madeline stroked his arm with her stick. “Are you going okay otherwise? Not too sore anywhere yet?” 
 
    “No, I’m good. Just my calves a little bit.” He tugged up the leg of his jeans to inspect a tender spot. “Looks like I’ve been plucked.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s neat,” Juliette offered. “Beats waxing, huh?” 
 
    “It’s the stirrup leathers,” Madeline explained. “That might sting tonight.” 
 
    “I’ll live,” Blake declared, exaggerating heroism and lifting his chest for added effect. 
 
    Juliette winked at Madeline. “You might have to rub in some ointment for him.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably need some of that,” Blake agreed quickly. “Bit of first aid.” 
 
    “Nana usually does the first aid around here. I’m sure she won’t mind,” Madeline quipped in reply. “Come on, let’s go.” She got up and pulled Blake by the hand. 
 
    The ride back to the homestead took all afternoon as they checked the perimeter of the paddock the cows had escaped from, searching for more holes in the fence line. There were several sections that needed repair, a job Madeline booked them in for with Vern. 
 
    * 
 
    That night the whole crew got together in the rec room to welcome Blake and meet him properly. Juliette stayed, and was getting plenty of attention from some of the guys, Blake noticed. They played table tennis and had diving contests in the pool, mostly just the guys showing off. 
 
    “G’day, Blake, I’m Al,” an old man addressed Blake, offering his hand. He had just turned up. “Come for a walk, eh?” 
 
    “A walk? Yeah, sure…” 
 
    The old man led along the drive between the houses and stockmen’s quarters. He was peering around, checking back secretively. “So, you’re here from the big city about the old grave, eh? That’s what they say.” 
 
    "That's right, but everyone seems to believe it's just a silly legend." The old man stopped and peered around Blake towards the party. Blake checked back as well, playing up to the moment. "So, what do you think, Al? They say you're the one to ask if I need a good story." 
 
    "Never mind you're tales about legends, young fella. This is serious. There was a murder went on here. That's why there's a grave over at the ruins. Except no one knows exactly where or exactly who. Least ways no one knows now that old Ron has passed on." 
 
    "So, Ron knew?" 
 
    The old gardener sidled closer. "Back in the summer of '88 something awful strange went on here at Warburton." 
 
    "Strange in what way?" 
 
    "Strange in the way that we all got sent packing for a week... Right out of the blue, Ron tells us we have to drove this herd of cattle to the sale in Longreach, like suddenly it ain't good enough to get them carted by truck anymore and we've got to saddle up and walk the damned things half way across the country... Took us nine bloody days there and back. Every last one of us who worked here at the time. Even had to pack the kids along with us." 
 
    "Yeah, sounds strange. So, what went on here while you were gone?" 
 
    The old man toed the dirt, taking a moment to answer. "Ron never said. He refused to answer that question. He never lied and made up a story, just said he could never tell us for our own good. But from that day until the day he died, he never went anywhere near those ruins again. Wouldn't work within a mile of them. And I've known Ron since we were boys, and I know the only thing he was ever scared of." Al squeezed Blake's arm and nodded grimly. "Spirits. Ghosts. Ron was scared shitless of spooks from beyond." 
 
    Blake smiled. "Seriously? Ghosts? The whole silly legend is based on the assumption Ron wouldn't go near the ruins because he was scared of ghosts?" 
 
    The old man chuckled, meeting Blake's grin with one of his own. "That and on account of his journal." 
 
    "His journal? What journal?" 
 
    "The one he kept all his life and caught me snooping in one night. The one I never saw again but Beth says he kept it up until he died. The one she says she can't find." 
 
    Blake followed the cagey old gardener to the bunkhouse veranda and leaned back against a rail. "And what exactly did you read in this journal, Al?" 
 
    "Well, I started out reading about things we got up to as boys and some secrets about Beth. I was drunk, so curiosity was winning. Then I flicked through to near the present day and just read half a sentence left over from the previous page, '...could have thought of a better grave site than the ruins.' Then Ron snatched the book and booted me backwards off his chair. He grilled me over and over about what I'd read, and I lied straight faced and told him I only read about him in love with Beth." 
 
    Blake nodded, accepting the truth in what he was being told and wondering whether he was actually being fed. "So, who do you think is buried at the ruins, Al?" 
 
    Al shrugged. "Two people, would be my guess... Gretchen Wilkes and Clive Petrov." 
 
    “Okay…” Blake took that in. “Okay, I get Petrov, but what makes you think Gretchen Wilkes would be buried there, exactly?” 
 
    Al stretched back in his lounge chair with his hands behind his head. “It’s only lately I’ve been able to figure it out. I never got anything from Ron to hint about who he buried there at the ruins. I never even thought of Petrov until a couple of months ago when this private detective turned up here asking questions about him. That’s when I started putting two and two together and got to wondering if Ron had figured out he was the killer and tracked him down. Then Sergeant Hoffman turns up here the other week and tells us the cops are going to be digging into young Isabel’s murder again because it seems Petrov might have been a serial killer. And then I got to remembering Petrov and the way he used to preach and carry on, and the way he used to go on about the ruins being some kind of sacred site.” 
 
    “He did?” Blake cut in excitedly. “He said that? You knew the guy?” 
 
    “Yeah, I knew him because he had the room beside mine and was a quiet fellow. We used to sit out chatting in the evenings while the other men were more rowdy. Petrov seemed polite and gentle enough, just a bit over the top with his preaching. And he often referred to the ruins as sacred or whatever. He definitely had reverence for the site.” 
 
    “Because he buried Gretchen Wilkes there?” Blake asked. 
 
    The old man shrugged. “Makes sense, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It does… And he ended up buried there himself, huh?” 
 
    “Could be.” 
 
    “Did he decorate his room at all back then, Al?” 
 
    “Decorate his room?” 
 
    “Yeah. Did he have any symbols of any kind—scratch something into a bed post or anything like that?” 
 
    The old man’s brow crinkled. “He did as a matter of fact. Here, come have a look.” 
 
    Blake was taken inside to a junk room on the end of the building. Al opened an old wardrobe and showed him an Orthodox cross burnt into the timber. It had only the one extra horizontal cross, the lower one slanted. There were eight distinct points marked, four on the vertical axis and two either side, with the cross mounted on a hill. 
 
    “This was his?” 
 
    Al opened the other door and showed Blake an identical sketch burnt into the timber—a crucifix mounted on a hill with the eight distinct points. “In a roundabout way. Ron bulldozed the old quarters and burned a lot of stuff, including everything from Petrov’s room now that I think about it,” the old man explained. “This cupboard was his at first but was switched around and ended up in my room, but I don’t think Ron would have known that, and I never thought anything of it.” 
 
    “Eight stones,” Blake mused aloud. “Apparently Petrov arranged stones on the grave of Isabel Thompson. I’m thinking it was eight, in this pattern,” he explained to the old man at his shoulder.    
 
    "So, the young Wilkes girl's grave would have that?" 
 
    "I'm thinking it might." 
 
    "Interesting. Except the ruins are covered in stones. It's nothing but stones." 
 
    "I noticed." Blake looked around at the other wardrobes, chairs and beds stacked in the small room. "Nothing else here was his? Is there anything else you can remember about him, Al? Any idea where to look for his grave if he's buried there at the ruins?" 
 
    The old man led back to the veranda. "Ron's journal was a black leather bound book with gold embossed trim. His old man was a reporter like you and gave it to him on his tenth birthday. He treasured it. It would be here somewhere." 
 
    Blake walked down the stairs. The guys were approaching. It seemed the party was over. "So, what about Beth, Al? Was she sent away with you all for that week back in '88, or was she here with her husband?" 
 
    "Beth was staying with her sister over at Amaroo. Deidra was ill at the time, and Beth took young Madeline to stay for about a month as I recall." 
 
    "Ah, Amaroo. That's where we're headed tomorrow." 
 
    Al chuckled. "Try Deidra’s chocolate cake if you get a chance." 
 
    "Okay. Good to talk, Al." Tommy and Nash were laughing and jostling. "See you guys around," Blake said in passing. 
 
    It was only Madeline and Juliette left tidying up the rec room. They crowded him, both beaming smiles. He frowned. "What?" 
 
    "You ask him," Madeline said. 
 
    Juliette shook her head. "No. You!" 
 
    "Ask me what?" 
 
    Madeline had her arms behind her back, her chest forward, her cheeks flushed, a silly grin on her face. "Um, Juliette wanted to know if you could fly us to the city one day next week?" 
 
    Blake looked from Madeline to her smiling friend then back again. He grinned. "Sweet." 
 
    They squealed and hugged. 
 
    "Which city?" Blake asked. 
 
    They conferred with mock grimaces. Madeline translated, "Can we go to Brisbane?" 
 
    "Sure. Will we be staying overnight?" 
 
    "Can we?" 
 
    Blake shrugged. "There's plenty of room at my place. Plus it'd give me a chance to call in at work. Maybe we could eat out somewhere nice if you girls want to play dress up." 
 
    "We do. We definitely want to play dress up," Juliette confirmed. 
 
    Blake yawned. "Okay. I'm buggered. I'm going to bed." 
 
    Juliette made a quick exit, apparently staying over and needing to get stuff from her car. Madeline stepped close with her chest forward and hands wrung behind her back again. "Sooo, I'll see you in the morning..." 
 
    Blake breasted up to her, an inexplicable surge of nervousness rising to fill him. You're so beautiful were the words in his head. "Yes, see you in the morning," we're the words he actually spoke as he stroked down her arms and pulled her close. She was chewing a lip. He bent to her and kissed her softly. "Okay..." He said, tearing his gaze from hers and walking. He glanced back from the hallway to see her staring after him with the silly grin still in place. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Madeline woke in a daze the next morning. Her grandmother decided to come along for the trip to Amaroo. Juliette loved flying and had stayed over to be sure she wouldn't miss out. Madeline ended up with the front seat beside Blake. It had always been her grandmother's, but Bethany had claimed a back seat without a word. 
 
    Madeline spent the flight there and back watching Blake work the controls and imagining. She had no desire to actually learn to fly. Marrying a hot readymade pilot was a far superior option. And the fact he travelled for his work and was from the city were mere inconveniences. She could envisage a life where he had moved his office to their home and travelled from there. Her own work would revolve around his schedule, crazily busy when he was away and every moment in his arms when he was home. 
 
    She looked at his arms. They had arrived home, the visit with her extended family at Amaroo had been brief. Blake was washing his hands and arms up to his elbows, his biceps flexing. Madeline was ogling. She knew it. Juliette pushed her and glared, eyes rolling as she grabbed a hand and pulled her along. 
 
    "Jesus, Maddy!" 
 
    "I know, but I can't help it today." 
 
    "You're going to need a frigging chastity belt by tonight. Maybe I'd better stay over again and chaperone." 
 
    "You might have to, Jules. I'm not going to be able to help myself if he grabs me again." 
 
    The girls set up lunch. Blake joined them and sat opposite. Madeline had a moment of clarity and wondered what he would think if he could read her mind and see she had him refurbishing her granddad's office and fathering her children. He was eating a sandwich and browsing a saddlery catalogue. Juliette pinched Madeline’s leg under the table and rolled her eyes again. 
 
    Blake huffed. "I can't believe this has been going on all this time and no one ever told me." 
 
    "You mean you never thought to try it," Juliette corrected. 
 
    He was talking about riding a horse, had been raving about it nonstop. It was feeding Madeline's hope. She glanced at Juliette, who was actually able to read her mind and was returning a look that had Madeline worried she was about to say something bold and embarrassing. Madeline glared back pleadingly. 
 
    "So, when's the next round up?" Blake asked, the excitement in his tone unabashed. 
 
    "Sounds like someone might be country at heart, Maddy." 
 
    Madeline blushed. "Hmm. Well, if we get a few hours done on this fencing job, we could go for a ride later." 
 
    "Cool. Let's get the work done." 
 
    "Okay. I'm out of here," Juliette announced, taking her plate and glass to the sink. 
 
    Madeline saw off her friend at the front door. "Bright and early in the morning if you can make it, okay? It's going to take all day, so we'll have to be saddled up by no later than seven." 
 
    "I'll be here." Juliette gave Madeline a hug. "Have fun." 
 
    Madeline quickly tidied away lunch with Blake's help. They hitched a trailer behind the old cruiser he was using and loaded it up with wire, star posts, strainers and a post hammer. The job at hand was to repair the fence they had checked the previous day. The paddock was huge, stretching from Toby's Well almost all the way to the homestead. 
 
    "Let's start with this bit," Madeline said as they found a lengthy section with a few broken strands of wire. "Just the plyers... We go along and re-join the breaks, maybe add a short piece to patch it up, then when it's all joined again we strain it." 
 
    "With these?" Blake asked, lifting the set of wire strainers. 
 
    Madeline showed him how to make joins and got him to replace star posts. They had that section repaired in an hour and moved along to the next. Blake's attitude to the work impressed Madeline. He was attentive when being coached and laboured quietly. They made repairs to the fence line in half a dozen different places and had the perimeter of that block secure by the time they arrived back at their starting point with still a couple of hours of daylight. 
 
    They dropped off the trailer and saddled the horses. "It's fine," Blake challenged with mock indignation. 
 
    Madeline pulled his girth strap a notch tighter, smiling back at him. "It is now." 
 
    "But that can't be comfortable for the big guy." 
 
    "Your saddle slipping won't be comfortable for him." 
 
    Madeline turned and was gently taken hold of. She peered up, wanting to be kissed. 
 
    "So, work's done for the day?" Blake asked. 
 
    She nodded, raking her lower lip with her teeth. He tilted his head and moved in. She closed her eyes. His lips pressed softly, his hold upon her hips firming. She lifted to tiptoes and slipped her arms around his neck. He deepened the kiss, his arms wrapping around her, crushing her to him. 
 
    "You're driving me crazy," he said into the next kiss. She submitted completely, her mouth being plundered, her sides kneaded, a powerful thigh between hers as she was pressed back against the wall of the stable. 
 
    "Um... Blake..." she protested. "Not um... Not like that." 
 
    He lifted from where he had just been sucking her neck and breathed hotly into her ear. "You don't like that?" He nuzzled in again, his tongue present. 
 
    Madeline grabbed a handful of his hair. Her legs were gone. A big hand squeezed her breast. Her lips were taken again, and she moaned into the man's mouth and crushed his thigh between hers while squirming down against it. "Blake... Please..." He lowered and sucked on her neck again, his hand moving upon her breast, her head swimming but clinging to a vestige of reality. "Blake, please don't do this if it means nothing to you," she mumbled into his hair. 
 
    His hand ceased massaging her breast, releasing and lowering to her side. His mauling of her neck relented. Her heart stopped beating and rose to her throat. 
 
    "I mean, I just wish..." she added, but her voice failed. 
 
    He lifted his head, his eyes downcast. His forehead pressed to hers, their noses touching. His eyes sought hers. "You scare me." 
 
    Madeline's chest exploded with tingles, her heart leaping and thumping. "I scare you? Why? How do I scare you, Blake?" 
 
    "I wish I knew." He rocked back a little, his eyes lowering again, his head shaking slightly to accompany a frown. "This not meaning anything to me is not an issue. This kind of thing never means anything to me, Madeline. But you're different." His eyes lifted and locked with hers. "I don't know what I'm doing but I'm not playing." 
 
    Madeline's mind cleared, her brain overpowering her emotions and lingering arousal. She fiddled with the man's shirt. "So, is it because of our completely different lives?" That was her own fear. His seemed more personal. 
 
    "No, that's nothing," he returned casually, making Madeline's heart thump some more. 
 
    She waited, wanting to do some kissing of her own now, but he was obviously agonizing over something. 
 
    He shook his head and huffed. "I think I might have a frigging trust issue or something. I've never reasoned it before but I've been thinking about it all day." 
 
    "Did someone hurt you?" Madeline asked softly. 
 
    Blake's cheeks flushed. His eyes wavered but returned bravely. "Kind of, I guess... Just something when I was a kid." His eyes rolled, his smile quirking. "Well, not exactly a kid... Just something with this girl once." 
 
    Madeline checked herself. She wanted to press for details but thought better of that. She lifted and softly kissed Blake's cheek. "Let's ride, huh?" He frowned in question. "Come on. I know men hate talking about their feelings, and nothing works better than a good gallop, anyway." She pecked a kiss to his cheek again. "Come on, let's go before it starts getting dark." 
 
    They mounted and rode out through the back of the stables and along a fence line and graded fire break. Madeline gave her horse his head. She was riding one of her younger geldings. Blake was on Duke and easily keeping pace with her, his face alight with boyish excitement. She loved how openly he was enjoying himself, also the way he had taken to riding, being a bit of a natural, it seemed. 
 
    They kept up a good pace and rode in an arc that brought them to Madeline's favourite billabong. She let her horse drink. Blake approached beside her, peering around. "Wow!" 
 
    "I know. It's nice, huh?" 
 
    "Nice? It's amazing... And it's yours. People flock to places like this for weekend barbecues." 
 
    "I know. We get visitors from town sometimes. People are welcome to share." 
 
    "Cool. And that is actually a barbecue across there, is it?" 
 
    "It is. That little shack is a toilet. It was actually built by this group of hippies who camped here for a while back in the 1960s. The Daisy Meadow Commune. They were travelling from Perth to Sydney and stayed here for about three months." 
 
    "Hippies, huh? Sweet." 
 
    "I know... I've got photos. I wish I could have met them. A bit before my time, though, unfortunately." 
 
    Blake looked back up at the rocky promontory that overshadowed the billabong in the late afternoon. "So, where are we now? I'm completely lost." 
 
    "Come on, we can see from up there." Madeline led the way to her lookout and showed Blake where he was in relation to the homestead. He gazed out ponderingly. She granted him the silence she loved, shared it with him—sat there beside him dreaming of doing it often. 
 
    After resting until the sun set, they cantered their mounts all the way back to the stables and were fed dinner as soon as they walked into the house. Bethany had dined earlier. They chatted about the job at hand for the next day while eating then parted ways to see to clerical duties they each had. 
 
    Madeline returned a few business emails and cleared her phone messages. It was getting late by the time she'd finished, though she had noticed Blake hadn't emerged from her granddad's office since showering. She had her shower and picked out a short nightie this time, her robe to mid-thigh covering it, though she left that only loosely tied and parting below her waist as she walked, while offering a peek at her lace neckline as well. With her photo album tucked under her arm, she disturbed Blake with a gentle knock. 
 
    He smiled up from his laptop, his gaze taking a quick tour, to Madeline's delight. "Is that the hippies?" he asked, leaning back from the desk. 
 
    Madeline approached hugging her book and wondering about there being nowhere for her to sit. She opened the album on the desk. "There's a couple of pages. That's the best picture there. You can see the whole group clearly." 
 
    "Ha! Look at the grubby faced kids." 
 
    "I know... Nana said they were like one big family." 
 
    “Oh, so, Beth knew them? Of course…” 
 
    “There she is in that one.” Madeline pointed out her grandmother in one of the photos. “And there with granddad in the background. He never liked having his photo taken.” 
 
    Blake turned the page. Madeline swayed close. His free hand was behind her somewhere. Suddenly there was the weight of fingers upon her hip, Blake leaning in to look closely at a photo and perhaps inadvertently touching her. His thumb was higher. It pressed into her side as his fingers also clutched more deliberately. She relaxed her posture, allowing him to pull her closer. She placed a hand upon his shoulder and he peered up at her. He turned a little and she swayed between his knees and into a cuddle, his head at the height of her breasts, her chest lifting as she caught a breath. 
 
    Madeline dared to kiss him. His face upturned like that was impossible to resist. His arms went around her. She was guided to his lap, control of the kiss taken from her. 
 
    “Damn, you’re beautiful,” he groaned into her mouth. 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    He bent her back and lashed her tongue with his, one arm cradling her, the other hand feeling her body. It raked her back and squeezed her side, his thumb rubbing beneath her breast, only the silky fabric of her chemise covering her, with her robe having slipped from a shoulder and fallen open. She felt him swell and harden against her hip. 
 
    “I respect what you said before,” he breathed into her ear. 
 
    “I changed my mind. I don’t care about that anymore.” Madeline held on around his neck and lifted her head as he kissed lower. 
 
    “But you have to care about it. I do. I love that you made me think.” 
 
    “I don’t want to think. There’s no need to.” She clutched his hair, arching for his lips upon her neck and willing the hand beneath her breast to move. 
 
    It did move. It gripped and lifted her to a sitting position, setting her back from their embrace. “No, you were right. I have to control myself and not just…” 
 
    “Ohh…” Madeline frowned. “Seriously? I shouldn’t have said anything before.” 
 
    He smiled. “But you did, and you meant it.” 
 
    She frowned harder, the thought of straddling the guy on her mind. She huffed. 
 
    His eyes flashed down and up, his smile broadening. “Wow!” 
 
    She shook her head and wrapped her robe back into place, keeping her arms folded. “Now you’re driving me crazy!” 
 
    He nodded, holding her eyes. He touched her hair, stroking it from her face. “I could eat you alive right now.” 
 
    Madeline glared defiantly. 
 
    “Going to have to go looking for an ice pack before bed.” 
 
    She fought a giggle. “And I might have to pick up where we left off when I go to bed.” 
 
    He pulled her closer for a soft kiss. She clutched his shirt, remembering that she actually came in to tease him and feeling sorry for him now, his erection still prominent against her hip. 
 
    “Damn you smell good,” he groaned, taking another dry kiss. “Is there a lock on your bedroom door by any chance?” 
 
    Madeline giggled. “Alright, I’m going to bed… Breakfast’s at six.”       
 
    Madeline tossed and ripped at the bed clothes all through that night, a blend of excitement and frustration churning in her belly. The work the next day was with others of the crew, the job at hand to muster a herd of breeders and move them to higher ground, away from the flood plains and waterways. This task had Blake accompanying Sabine and Owen at the back of the mob, keeping the cows with calves moving while Madeline worked a wing with Nash, and Tommy and Trish rode the other wing and searched for cattle, sending them toward the growing herd. They mustered Two Trees that day and were out well into the night by the time they had relocated that group of breeders to a block over twenty miles from the homestead. Vern met them there with a truck to transport the horses home, Madeline getting a front seat ride while Blake rode in back with the rest of the crew. 
 
    That night Blake was asleep when Madeline came from her shower. The following day was identical, another block to muster, weaners this time, a little more flighty and challenging to gather up and relocate. After a late dinner, Madeline ignored Blake's protests and had him sit on the lounge while she rubbed ointment on his legs. "I think that will do you for riding for a while, cowboy." 
 
    "Yeah, but it was fun." 
 
    "That was actually quite extreme—two full days in a saddle like that. I'm a bit sore too, you know?" 
 
    "Oh yeah? Sit up and I'll do your legs..." Blake offered, grinning. 
 
    "I already did mine." 
 
    "Hmm... Come here, then. Let's check your shoulders." 
 
    He guided her around to be sitting on the floor in front of him. He gripped her shoulders, his thumbs kneading deep and finding knots of tension immediately. Madeline's head rocked forward. "Oh, that's wonderful." 
 
    "It's good, huh? You like a massage?" 
 
    "I wouldn't know. I never get them." 
 
    "No? Well, this will be a treat tonight for you," he spoke into her hair, giving a small kiss as well and making Madeline smile with relief after wondering whether or not he would be kissing her anymore. 
 
    She ended up lying on the floor and getting her back thoroughly worked over and her feet tended to. Her legs were too tender for a kneading but she was falling asleep, anyway. 
 
    "Come on, bed time," Blake told her and helped her up. 
 
    She held his hand until they got to her door. He squeezed and tugged her toward him. His lips pressed softly to hers. "Goodnight." 
 
    She blushed up at him. "Goodnight." 
 
    Their fingers released and separated, the touch lingering. "Beautiful…" he added. 
 
    She leaned against the door frame and watched until he peered back from his, their gazes lingering a moment too. 
 
    Madeline lay staring at the ceiling for a while, unsure of what was happening with the man down the hall in her old bed, but with a tingly warmth in her belly at the prospect of what might be. 
 
    She woke to Sunday morning still glowing inside. She had a swim and lunged Missy before Blake stirred and wandered yawning into the kitchen. After breakfast he disappeared for a while. He turned up again just in time to go with Madeline to meet Juliette for lunch. He tried to tell her about having a quick look for a grave at the ruins, but she dodged the matter several times before they arrived in town and found Juliette waiting. She was more interested in Blake's news about old graves. 
 
    "So, Al said that Petrov actually talked about a burial site at the ruins?" 
 
    "Reverence for the site were Al's words. He said Petrov had reverence for the site." Blake took out his phone and showed the girls a photo of the Orthodox crosses burned into the wardrobe doors. "He did that... I think he would have used that as the arrangement of stones." 
 
    Madeline had seen photos of the place her mother was buried. "I think you're right about that, Blake." 
 
    He looked to her. "What?" 
 
    She swallowed at the lump forming in her throat. "I just remember something like that with my mother." 
 
    "Madeline. Juliette." Madeline turned to see Stewart Cartwright approach and stop, smiling down at her. 
 
    "Stewart... Hi!" 
 
    "Hey, Stew," Juliette greeted him. 
 
    "This is Blake. Blake—Stewart," Madeline introduced the men through a fiery blush. They nodded greetings to one another. 
 
    "Could I see you for a minute please, Maddy?" 
 
    "Sure..." Madeline excused herself and walked out onto the footpath with her friend. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Blake's head turned to follow Madeline. He watched her smile up at Stewart as they chatted. Juliette waited a moment before speaking. "So, how good a search did you make of the ruins?" 
 
    "Not very. It's hard, though. There's so many small stones. You see patterns everywhere you look. You wouldn't know where to start digging." 
 
    "I'm going to have to have a look... As soon as we're done here." 
 
    Blake turned from watching Madeline again. "I'm thinking photography might be the answer. I'd like to take a camera to the top of the windmill and photograph the area. With enough zoom and high quality images, we could study them on a nice big screen." He ended that statement craning back over his shoulder again. "Who's the dude?" 
 
    Juliette couldn't help her smile. "That's just Maddy's mechanic who wants to marry her and make lots of babies... So, you've got a good camera?" 
 
    Blake nodded without looking at Juliette. "At home. We can pick it up tomorrow." 
 
    "Good. But I still need a look. What are you guys doing in town today—any plans?" 
 
    "I don't think so. Just to have lunch and pick you up, I think... You know, old Al has another theory for us as well?" 
 
    "For us? Are we partners now?" 
 
    Blake chuckled. "That's the way of the west, isn't it? Howdy, pard." 
 
    Juliette laughed and warmed a little more to the man, who was sitting with folded arms and trying not to have another look over his shoulder at what Madeline was doing. "So, what's this other theory? You've got to be careful of Al." 
 
    "He thinks Ron Thompson tracked down Clive Petrov back in 1988, murdered him, and buried him at the ruins as well." 
 
    Juliette experienced a bolt of excitement. "What?" 
 
    Blake nodded. "Yep... Apparently Ron sent everyone droving for a week and had opportunity. There's supposed to be a journal somewhere with the details." 
 
    "Ron's journal?" 
 
    "You've seen it?" 
 
    "I've seen him with it. He used to tease me, boasting about the skeletons hidden in that book. He was always interested in my cold case hobby." 
 
    "Sorry about that," Madeline said, returning to her seat. "That was just our mechanic. He said your radiator will be here next Wednesday." 
 
    Blake nodded. "Cool." He held Madeline's gaze. 
 
    "Maddy, what happened to your granddad's journal?" Juliette interrupted. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "His journal? Al told Blake there's something in it about Petrov." 
 
    Madeline turned white. "Oh?" 
 
    "Yeah, what happened to it?" 
 
    "Nana said she can't find it." 
 
    Juliette's mind whirled, her ideas expounding, her theories and suspicions vindicated. "So, Petrov was definitely the killer. I knew that," she told Blake and Madeline. "We have to find Gretchen Wilkes for her family... Come on, eat up." 
 
    "Do you two really think she would be buried at the ruins?" Madeline's colour had returned. "I mean, and that Petrov guy as well?" 
 
    "Makes perfect sense to me," Juliette declared. "You're granddad had secrets. This just adds up so well." 
 
    "Are you okay?" Blake asked Madeline, squeezing her hand on the table. 
 
    "I'm fine. I hope it's true. It would be incredible if we could help find Gretchen Wilkes. It would mean so much to her family." She peered at Blake. "And don't worry. The sergeant told us about Clive Petrov being a killer and that he probably murdered Mum... I just hope everything about it can be found out. I hate all the questions—having to think about it." 
 
    Madeline's and Blake's eyes were locked. "Don't worry, me and city boy here are going to solve this and put it to bed," Juliette assured her best friend. The cold case murder mystery wasn't the only thing on its way to be getting put to bed, she figured. "Come on you pair, let's go already!" 
 
    Juliette was all packed for the trip to Brisbane. The plan was to stay the night at Warburton. Blake had them set to leave at nine and be landing in the city just after midday. Juliette rode in the back seat for the drive out of town, thoroughly enjoying how Madeline was glowing and how attentive Blake was with her. They were making Juliette feel very alone but she was thrilled for her girlfriend. 
 
    They drove directly to the ruins. She and Madeline strolled around studying the stones while Blake climbed the windmill. "It's been so long. They could have been moved over time," Madeline suggested. 
 
    "I know. See, there's four in a line but not quite straight." 
 
    "Yeah, and those two there and those two on this side are kind of like a cross." 
 
    "Yes, but you could go that way too and make it with those bigger stones. Or what about those four in a line there?" Juliette said, pointing. There seemed to be endless possible eight stone configurations, allowing for slight displacement over time. 
 
    Blake approached. "It still looks like a jumble from up there, but it would be worth a go taking photos." 
 
    "Or we get in an excavator and dig up the whole site," Juliette contended quite seriously. 
 
    That's the way it looked to Juliette. Patience and fussing around went against her grain. Madeline owned a little old excavator that was sitting there behind the workshop waiting for the call up to clean out a dam or unblock one of the waterways. The whole clearing around the ruins was only half an acre of sandy red dirt. Put one of the guys on the machine and turn the area upside down—sift it for bones, was the way to do it, she figured. 
 
    That evening was a quiet one, with the crew not getting in until late after mustering all day. After dinner, Juliette laughed through a couple of hours of stand-up comedy on TV with Madeline and Blake. She left them and got into bed, sharing with Madeline again since Blake was in her usual room. Madeline came in after ten minutes. 
 
    Juliette rolled over to face her. "That was fast." 
 
    Madeline huffed, patting the doona down either side of herself. "I don't get it... He's still kissing me." 
 
    "But?" 
 
    "I don't know. I think I stuffed up. I think I made it too serious." 
 
    "Hmm, maybe. But maybe not. Maybe that was a good play." 
 
    Madeline turned her head, frowning. "How so?" 
 
    "Because I think the guy's out of his comfort zone. And if that's because you made him think about whatever happened with that other chick, then you might be in with a chance of something more than a good screw... Although if you want to just invite him in for a ménage?" 
 
    "Jules!" Madeline scolded, aghast. 
 
    They shared a giggle. 
 
    "So, you really told Stewart you've got the hots for the city boy, huh?" 
 
    "I know... Seriously, I just got it in before he asked me out. It was perfect... He wasn't happy, but it was way better than rejecting him outright." 
 
    "See. Told ya." 
 
    It was a moment before Madeline spoke again. "But what if making him think about being hurt before has scared him off?" 
 
    Juliette yawned. "It hasn't." 
 
    "What? How do you know?" 
 
    "He was jealous as all hell when he found out the guy you were talking to today wants to marry you." 
 
    "When he what?" Madeline cried under her breath. 
 
    Juliette rolled back over pulling the doona around her ears. "He couldn't sit still wanting to see what you guys were doing together." 
 
    "And you told him that Stewart what? That he wants to..." 
 
    "Well, it's the truth, isn't it? And Blake asked." 
 
    "Oh shit! Really? He asked? What did he say?" 
 
    Juliette was grinning with glee while faking another yawn of disinterest. "He just asked ‘who's the dude?’. Like, 'who's that guy talking to my girl?'" 
 
    Madeline patted the doona down again. "And he looked jealous?" Her whisper was edged with excitement. 
 
    "I think he has it bad for you, Maddy. I think he's the kind of guy who always keeps it casual, but not this time. That's what I think... And if you give him a minute, he'll figure out what he really wants." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Blake pulled back on the controls and took his new toy up into the clear blue sky. The Cessna was quiet and smooth. He banked around the homestead, marvelling at how pretty it appeared in the harsh red landscape. Levelling out at 5000 feet, he was pointed east with the rising sun high enough to be above the windscreen. 
 
    His two passengers were excited and giggly, both in short breezy dresses and beautifully perfumed. The one in the back seat was incredibly likable. The one beside him had dismantled his perfect little world—had him thinking about homemaking, about ensuring he be the man to do that with her. 
 
    As Blake laughed and chatted, his mind kept drifting back to his thoughts the previous night. That magnificent homestead was missing one thing—a man. And Madeline was far more deeply for-the-taking than he had initially understood. His first impression upon meeting her had been that she would be easy, taking her to bed would present no challenge at all. She was ripe for the picking. He now understood the reason for that. She was a woman in need of a man to share a truly wonderful life with. The mechanic guy was onto her. There would have to be others, Blake suspected. If she had been holding out, she wasn't going to for much longer. 
 
    "Hey, you?" she suddenly asked, her pretty smile alight. 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "What were you thinking about? Were you daydreaming?" 
 
    Blake glanced to see Juliette staring out her window, seemingly miles away. Madeline was sitting with her legs tucked up and swayed toward him. He took her hand and squeezed. "Yep. I was daydreaming my head off. How long was I out?" 
 
    "I don't know. We were talking about you but you didn't seem to be listening." 
 
    "Oh. What did I miss?" 
 
    Madeline pulled his hand to her lap and held it there. "We were guessing what your place is going to look like. Is it nice?" 
 
    Their fingers were intertwined. He spread his and touched her thigh at the hem of her dress. Juliette had moved across to the seat directly behind Madeline, still gazing distracted out the window as they neared the outer suburbs of Brisbane. 
 
    Blake didn't answer the question. Madeline removed her fingers from his and pressed his hand more fully against her thigh. He squeezed and looked her over, taking a slow tour of her pretty floral dress. Her eyes were fixed upon his face as he met them. She stroked his wrist then clutched it, pulling gently, her eyes holding his as he squeezed a little higher on her thigh, beneath the skirt of her dress that time. She pressed her hands over his and grinned. 
 
    "Victor, alpha, echo, seven, nine, eight, this is Brisbane domestic control. Come in, please?" 
 
    Blake released Madeline's leg. "Brisbane domestic control, this is VAE798." 
 
    "798, we have you at our outer marker in 7 minutes. Approach altitude 500 metres. All clear. We'll bring you in." 
 
    Blake guided the little plane across the city, banking out over the ocean and into landing at the familiar terminal. He usually hired out of Brisbane for his weekend joy flights, since it was only a short drive from home. He taxied into the allocated parking spot and took the ladies with their bags through the terminal to the taxi rank. He had them at his building in twenty minutes. 
 
    "Home sweet home," he announced, opening his door and ushering them into his apartment. 
 
    "See? I told you so," Juliette declared. "All black and chrome."  
 
    They went exploring together. The bathroom door closed, and Madeline returned to the kitchen where Blake was boiling the kettle to make coffee. She stepped close and he grabbed her, pulling her into a kiss. She submitted. He raked up her back to her head and gripped her bottom with his other hand. She moaned as he searched her mouth with his tongue. The toilet flushed. The bathroom door opened. He put her aside and she stood peering at him, wiping her mouth on the back of her hand. He tugged the shoulder strap of her dress back up and touched her hair, straightening it where he had mussed it up. 
 
    "So, let's go shopping," Juliette declared gaily as she came into the kitchen. 
 
    "A coffee first?" Blake offered. 
 
    "Let's try a cafe?" 
 
    "Okay. Give me one minute," Madeline said and hurried to the bathroom. 
 
    Blake always took his coffee instant and black from his own kitchen, so he didn't have a cafe to take the girls to. They found one and ate indoors, away from the business day street noise. Once lunch was done, he took his pretty country guests to the Anne Street Mall, where there were an abundance of ladies clothing shops. 
 
    "So, you ladies knock yourselves out. I have to call in at work." 
 
    "Oh, you're leaving us?" Madeline pouted. 
 
    "I have to check in at work. I might be a while too." He gave Madeline his spare keys. "Do you remember your way back to the apartment?" 
 
    Juliette had gone inside a shop. Madeline turned back from seeing where she went. She stepped close and slipped her hands within Blake's. "I know the way back, but where are we sleeping tonight?" 
 
    "You girls have my room. I'm in the single in the spare room." 
 
    "Oh..." She lifted to whisper, "When we get back to my place, will you take me to bed?" 
 
    Blake swallowed. "Yes." 
 
    She brushed his cheek with her lips. "Okay..." she whispered and left him standing there with his chest tingling anticipation and his arousal pulsing almost inappropriately against the front of his jeans. 
 
    He slipped a hand in his pocket and subtly repositioned his member, the sweet scent of perfume still swirling in his head, the thought of making love to Madeline not new but suddenly real. 
 
    He strode the few blocks to work and found his boss in her office. 
 
    "Blake! What are you doing back?" 
 
    "Just passing through, boss. Had to pick up my camera... So, what would you make of this little story if the one buried out there in the desert ends up being Clive Petrov himself?" 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Madeline and Juliette lugged their purchases into the elevator and up to the apartment. It was getting on 5 o'clock and Blake wasn't back yet. They dumped the bags on their bed and found cold water in the fridge. The intercom buzzed. Juliette shrugged. Madeline answered it. "Yes, hello, Blake's apartment." 
 
    "Hi, it's his sister. Buzz me in, please?" 
 
    Madeline did so, meeting Juliette's raised brows. There was a knock at the door. Madeline answered it to a pretty brunette woman with a baby in a pram. 
 
    "Hello, I'm Talia. Maddy and Jules?" 
 
    "I'm Maddy. That's Jules. How did you know our names?" 
 
    "I was just talking to Blake. He said you guys might be here... I just stopped by to get something... So, you're friends of Blake's? He didn't have time to say." 
 
    "Acquaintances," Juliette replied. "Well, I am. Maddy's more of a love interest." 
 
    Madeline glared at her friend. 
 
    "Oh really?" Talia sang playfully. She rummaged in a kitchen drawer and extracted a set of keys. She put them in her bag, hanging on the handle of the pram. "This is Cynthia," she announced, picking up her baby. "Cynthia, meet Maddy and Jules... Can you lay that on the table for me please, Maddy?" 
 
    There was a fluffy pink towel in the top of a baby bag. Madeline laid it on the table and folded it in half. The baby claimed her finger and gave her a toothless smile as her mother went about changing her nappy. Juliette sat at the table and watched, getting a finger squeezed too.  
 
    Talia was talking away about her afternoon in the city with a doctor's visit and how she had hoped to get out of there before peak hour traffic. She suddenly turned on Madeline. "So, a love interest, huh? And how long has this been going on, and why haven't I heard? Although Blake never tells me anything, so no surprise there." 
 
    "Jules is exaggerating. We only just met," Madeline explained. 
 
    Juliette scoffed. "Yeah, but they've both got it bad. You should see the staring contest when they're together." 
 
    "Ooh, staring contests. That sounds promising." 
 
    "We do not," Madeline complained, enjoying the tease. 
 
    "So, you're from around here, Maddy?" Talia asked, picking up her baby. 
 
    "Can I have a cuddle?" Juliette reached for the little pink bundle. Talia handed the child over and began packing up. 
 
    "No, not from here at all," Madeline answered her. "Blake's on assignment out at Cooper’s Crossing, where Jules and I are from. It's way outback, actually." 
 
    "Perfect. Any chance you could keep him out there?" Talia sat beside Madeline, facing her attentively. She sought Madeline's eyes. 
 
    Madeline smiled through a blush. "I wish..." 
 
    The other woman nodded, her brow furrowed as if in thought. "Be careful of my cute looking little brother. He's pretty good at dodging and weaving." 
 
    Madeline glanced. "Because of that woman hurting him?" 
 
    Talia's eyes widened. "He told you about Lara?" 
 
    "Not exactly..." 
 
    "Who's Lara?" Juliette asked with interest. 
 
    "My little brother's childhood sweetheart. He was crazy about her all through school. His first love... She dumped him for an older man when they were both eighteen. I'm not sure exactly what happened, but he was crushed... He never talked about it. It's amazing he mentioned it to you, Maddy. That's promising! That's seriously promising!" 
 
    "Yeah, I knew it," Juliette went on. "Looks like he's got it bad to me." She stroked the baby's hair. "She's so pretty," she whispered, the little girl’s eyelids struggling to stay open. 
 
    Madeline was tingling excitement. "But he didn't really explain anything, just that he has a trust issue because of some girl." 
 
    "A trust issue? You bet he has!" Talia carefully took her baby from Juliette's arms. "He actually said that?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "So, how on Earth did you get him anywhere near a conversation like that? That's amazing. Like, what were you talking about that led there?" 
 
    Madeline bit her grin. "I told him to stop unless he meant it." 
 
    Both other women looked at her. "To stop what?" Juliette asked. 
 
    "To stop... I don't know... To stop kissing me like that." 
 
    Juliette beamed. Talia laughed. "You said that to my brother?" She smiled huge. "You rock, Maddy. Good on you! About bloody time someone put him in his place... God, I would love to have seen that." 
 
    Juliette went to the kitchen and called back, "So, has he stopped kissing you like that, or what?" 
 
    "Um... Not exactly." 
 
    Talia laughed again. "Excellent. And don't you give in! Stick to your guns!" 
 
    "But that's easier said than done. I don't want to stick to them." 
 
    "Hmm... Okay... But you did tell him," Talia went on calculatingly. "So, if you fall for him and he hurts you, I'm allowed to kill him." 
 
    "But it's not his fault if he's been hurt like that before," Madeline argued. 
 
    Talia was packed ready to leave. "I hope you can work something out with him, Maddy. He's actually very lonely and I love him to bits... Deep down, he's a good guy." 
 
    Madeline's smile claimed her. 
 
    "Nice to meet you both," Talia said and let the door clunk shut. 
 
    * 
 
    A half hour later, Blake returned. “What—you pair aren’t ready yet?” 
 
    “Ready?” They both queried. 
 
    “I thought we were going out. Let’s see what you bought, huh?” 
 
    There was only the one bathroom. Madeline and Juliette shared and came from the bedroom in their new evening frocks and suitably done up. Blake was in the shower. They sat and waited for him, and before long he emerged from a cloud of steam to take Madeline’s breath away. 
 
    “Damn,” he said, looking Madeline and her glowing girlfriend up and down. 
 
    He was dressed in a dark suit, freshly shaven and with his usually untidy hair slicked back, smelling fresh and fantastic. He ushered the way out the door, the elevator ride taking them to the basement where he showed the girls to a red Saab convertible. Juliette got in back. Madeline took her seat. Blake walked around the car but had to wait while another vehicle backed out of a tight spot. Juliette whispered into Madeline’s ear, “You sure we can’t have that ménage?” 
 
    “Jules!” 
 
    “Aw, don’t be greedy.” 
 
    The ladies were driven to a fine dining restaurant overlooking the city lights, then taken for a ride down the coast to a Surfers Paradise nite club. They danced, chatted and laughed into the early hours and woke late to visit their café again and have a quick lunch before returning to the plane. 
 
    * 
 
    It was five in the afternoon when they were approaching Cooper’s Crossing. 
 
    "Ah... Town's tits," Blake announced. "I get it." 
 
    Madeline shook her head. "Who told you that?" 
 
    "Sergeant Hoffman." Blake's brow wrinkled. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "No... Nothing... Just a thought, but..." 
 
    "So, I'll be out straight after work tomorrow," Juliette declared. "When will you be taking the photos, Blake?" 
 
    "I'll get it done in the morning—unless there's farm work to do?" 
 
    "You can take your photos," Madeline told him. 
 
    He grinned. "I want lots of photos." 
 
    Juliette giggled. "Kinky ones?" 
 
    Madeline just blushed and shook her head some more, fiddling with the hem of her new skirt while her legs were being checked out again. It was a straight denim skirt, as short as she ever wore. 
 
    Blake landed the plane and taxied to the small terminal. He helped Juliette to the cab rank with her bags. Madeline waited in the plane sitting sideways with her head resting against the seat backrest, her mind wandering, a silly grin on her face. 
 
    Blake climbed into his seat and looked at her. He lifted her chin and took a soft kiss. "We ready?" 
 
    Madeline nodded. She was ready alright. Throughout the fifteen minute flight home, she sat there chewing a lip and imagining being touched and taken. Blake had also sat quietly flying. He shut down the plane. "I have a few things to do here." 
 
    "Are you hungry? A nice big steak?" 
 
    His smile lit up. Madeline bit down on hers. He caught her hand as she stood, pulling her back for another kiss. "You're beautiful," he said. 
 
    "I have to cook," she replied, pointing. 
 
    He let her go, and she took her shopping bags and floated over to the homestead. She dropped the bags on her bed and went to the kitchen. 
 
    "Oh, there you are, dear. I heard the plane. Did you have a nice trip?" 
 
    "It was great, Nana. His apartment is amazing. It's got a beautiful view of the city... I want to cook for us tonight, okay?" 
 
    "Of course, love. I just did a stew there. Fine for tomorrow or whenever... I'll keep out of your way, sweetheart. You go get that man, huh?" 
 
    "I'm trying, Nana. I think I really want him." 
 
    Bethany smiled warmly and gave Madeline a hug. "Just be yourself, sweetheart. He won't be able to resist." 
 
    "You think?" 
 
    "I've got eyes. I've seen the way he looks at you." 
 
    "I want to make him a nice dinner. He likes to eat, I've noticed." 
 
    "They're all pretty simple, sweetheart. A two track mind." 
 
    "Nana!" 
 
    "Oh, fiddle sticks. He's been looking at more than your pretty face, love. Though, what's this you've got on here? Is that a skirt or a belt?" 
 
    "It's a skirt. It's not that short." 
 
    "Hmm. Well, good luck… I'm closing my door..." 
 
    "Okay. Thanks, Nana." 
 
    Madeline put a couple of steaks into the grill and peeled potatoes. She put a chocolate pudding in the oven and left everything cooking while quickly freshening up. Blake came in and grabbed her passing in the hallway. She squirmed out of his big arms. "Ten minutes. Go wash up!" 
 
    He was seated at the head of her dining table when she brought plates of food from the kitchen, his choice of the two place settings giving her an extra little thrill. 
 
    "Oh yeah!" he said, his eyes lighting up the way they always seemed to, genuine boyish excitement in his smile as well. 
 
    Madeline picked at her meal and watched him eat. Her stomach was tight with anticipation. She cleared away their plates and brought back bowls of pudding and ice cream, doing better at getting down the sweets while the man in her house devoured his. 
 
    He sat back and patted his stomach. "That was delicious. Thank you." 
 
    "You're welcome." Madeline poured his coffee, stirred in the one sugar. "I'm going to have a bath. Do you need anything from the bathroom?" 
 
    He held her eyes. "I'm fine. I'll shower when you're finished." She stood to leave with their empty bowls. He caught her around the waist and pulled her to his side. She kept the bowls in one hand and rested the other upon his shoulder. His hands tickled slowly up the back of her thighs and down again. His smile ended. "Are you still sure about this?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He met her lips. "Okay, don't soak in there all night, then." 
 
    Madeline smiled. "I'll be quicker than usual." 
 
    He stood and took the bowls from her, putting them aside and bending her back, taking her more firmly with his kiss. She held around his neck. His hands raked up her body. She moaned into his mouth as he rubbed back down and gripped her bottom. His fingers pressed into her, his hands beneath her skirt. "Um—Blake..."  
 
    He lifted her and attacked her neck. She wrapped her legs around him and was carried backward and pressed against the wall. She cuddled his head and gripped a handful of hair. His mouth was open against her skin, his tongue working and probing as she arched her head back and offered herself. His fingers slipped beneath the elastic of her panties and touched her. She held her breath. They moved slowly back and forth, opening her. She was slick and they were cutting in. She clung around his waist with her thighs. His kissing moved from her neck to her lips again as he continued stroking back and forth with his fingertips inside of her. 
 
    "That feels so nice," she whispered into his mouth. 
 
    "What about a bath afterwards?" 
 
    "Okay..." 
 
    He let her down then lifted her in his arms. She giggled and clung to his neck. He resumed his kiss and carried her through the lounge and past her bedroom.  
 
    "What about my room?" she uttered, her cheeks heating with a blush. 
 
    He just kissed her again and stopped at her old chest of drawers, opening the top one and removing a box of condoms. 
 
    "Oh," she said, stifling another nervous giggle. 
 
    He carried her back along the hallway, just holding her eyes now. His smile was there behind his, but his look was strong, determined. He placed Madeline on her bed and removed his shirt. She glanced at his chest but he immediately moved over her, taking her lips again. "You're so beautiful, Madeline." He sought her eyes. "I honestly don't know what this is, you know?" 
 
    "That's okay, Blake. You don't need to think... Just..." 
 
    He took her lips again, his hand gripping her side and lifting to close over a breast. Madeline arched her back, writhing against the firmness of his grope. He squeezed and kneaded her then stopped and pulled her top over her head and tossed it aside. He then felt behind her back for her bra clasp. It gave way, and he pulled the garment from her and sucked a breast into his mouth. 
 
    Madeline gripped his hair with one hand and the bedspread with the other. He tore at his jeans and pushed them down, still sucking on her and lashing a tight nipple with his tongue. He suddenly switched to her other breast, and she let out a little squeal at the warm, wet sensation. She undulated beneath him. He kicked his jeans and underwear away and tugged at the zipper of her skirt. He fiddled with it for a moment but gave up and gripped her crotch, rubbing into her and sending her eyes rolling back in her head as she panted and bit down on another squeal. 
 
    His hand went down the front of her panties, his fingers entering her. His mouth closed over her left breast again. Her belly clenched as she was overpowered by orgasm. She crushed his head to her chest and ground against his hand, two of his fingers deep inside of her, the base of them pressing exquisitely against her clit. 
 
    He nuzzled his way up to her neck and sought her lips. He extracted his fingers and rubbed softly over her opening. She met his tongue and lifted her bottom as he tugged her panties from her hips. She undid the catch on her skirt and pushed it down too. He knelt and took a condom from the box. She lay there grinning up at him, watching him roll it on. His erection was thick and standing upright. She pulled one of her shopping bags from beneath her back and pushed it away. He got between her legs and lay down on her, elbows either side of her shoulders, cupping her face and taking her lips as she guided their coupling. She aligned them and he rocked forward, entering her with one gentle thrust. 
 
    Madeline's entire body lit up, her heart and mind overcome with warmth, excitement, rapture. The man covering her and so completely inside of her was all muscle, tense and quivering with each surge of his hips. The heat and moisture from their torsos had them squishing together, her tits squashed flat against his chest, his arms working their way around her, crushing her as he began to lose control. 
 
    Madeline's belly clenched again, her inner walls squeezing tight as Blake’s cock throbbed inside of her. She clung to him until her climax faded and his arms and shoulders relaxed, his own peak obviously passing as well. He held her close and stroked her in the semi-darkness. 
 
    "Well, that was wonderful and amazing." She was fiddling with sparse chest hairs. 
 
    "It was perfect," Blake replied. "Just perfect." 
 
    Madeline smiled huge without showing him. "Can I get you anything? A cold drink?" 
 
    "Later. This is nice for a minute." 
 
    Madeline fiddled her way down to his belly and the trail of hair. His cock was resting to one side, the head touching her thigh with her leg bent up and across his. He was still stroking her neck, also her knee with his other hand. She played with the trail of hair until she reached his penis, still sheathed in the condom. She stroked it softly. It flexed. She peered up to meet his smile. 
 
    "Oh yeah. Definitely!" he told her. 
 
    She squeezed. It firmed in her hand. He kissed her. She thought of replacing the condom and straddling him but no—she was all sweaty and un-fresh from the hot day. "I might go and have my bath, okay?" 
 
    "Okay, beautiful. Can I use your shower?" 
 
    "Of course!" 
 
    Madeline kissed her way down Blake’s body and held the base of his penis while tugging the tip of the condom. She carefully removed it, allowing the contents to drip out before taking his cock into her mouth. He reached back and held the bedhead, his body tensing. The taste of his semen was strong and swirling in her head as she bobbed up and down. He quickly firmed but she just squeezed the thick shaft and took him from her mouth. She then kissed her way down to his balls and smooched them a little. He stroked her hair as she sucked on them softly then kissed her way across his groin, finding a puddle of semen which she licked from his sweaty skin. 
 
    “That’s so hot,” he groaned appreciatively. 
 
    “It’s yummy,” Madeline replied, peering up to meet his smile. She then pushed the condom inside out and licked and sucked it clean as well. "Alright. Bath time," she declared, kissing his belly again and getting up to pull on her robe before he saw her fully naked in the light. 
 
    He put on his jeans and followed her to the bathroom, collecting his toiletries bag and leaving her with a cuddle and kiss. 
 
    Madeline closed the door behind him and sought the mirror, clasping her face as she looked at her ruffled hair and puffy red lips. Oh my god... 
 
    * 
 
    Blake quickly showered and dressed in sleep shorts and a fresh tee-shirt. He collected the dessert bowls and coffee cups and took them to the kitchen. There was a dishwasher, so he rinsed off and stacked the dishes in it. It was a big, open kitchen with a central counter and breakfast bar. He found a beer in the fridge and took an extra one back to the bathroom. 
 
    He knocked and cracked the door open. Madeline was under bubbles. He showed the beer. "Thirsty?" 
 
    "Oh yes, please?" 
 
    He twisted off the top and gave it to her with a kiss then exited her steamy, sweet smelling little paradise. "Enjoy... Take your time there," he left her with. 
 
    Blake had already explored but poked his head into the next room along from the office. It was another bedroom, which he thought was actually a better spot for a work station. It was smaller than the office, but the view from the window was less obscured by the trees, opening across the fields to the horizon. Blake was using a power outlet there on the floor to charge his camera. He checked it was going okay then went back to the lounge and front door. He straightened his new boots, which he had kicked off there the other night, lining them neatly beside Madeline’s little boots. He worked the light switch but nothing happened. Looking around under the roof overhang, he saw a spotlight covered in spider web. There was a new light on the bench in the kitchen. It had been in the shopping bag he put in the car for Madeline the day he arrived. He went and got it then climbed up on the veranda rail to remove the old one and fit it. 
 
    Blake stood out on the veranda and drew in the clean desert air. It was a warm evening, a gentle breeze from the north, the hum of the generator in the distance, a sense of belonging filling his gut. There was a wonderful warmth emanating from the interior of the house behind him. It was akin to the feel of home from childhood. He could see those spare rooms full of kids and understood what it was he was feeling, that the notion of being the man of this house was exciting and compelling. The fact that such was about the opposite of his current lifestyle, which he loved, was confusing. 
 
    He finished his beer out there on the veranda, deciding there was no need to work it all out right then, that it would be fine to just see what developed. I have an open mind, so this isn't wrong. 
 
    The bathroom door opened and Madeline emerged brushing her hair. Blake went inside and closed the door. She approached, taking his empty beer bottle. She also had hers. Blake followed to the kitchen. "You tidied up?" she said as he cuddled behind her at the sink. He kissed her neck and she hummed. "Mmm, that's my weak spot." 
 
    "I noticed." He nuzzled lower to her shoulder. "Come back to bed?" 
 
    She claimed his hand and led him, closing the bedroom door behind them and quickly pulling the cover from the bed. Blake moved in behind again. Her head tilted aside as he kissed her soft skin, beautifully scented and warm from her bath. He was instantly erect against her bottom. She reached back and clutched her hands around his neck. He felt both breasts, teasing and tweaking her nipples, making her squirm against his cock. 
 
    "Let's get into bed," she whispered. 
 
    He gathered her robe from her shoulders. She slipped from it nude and got under the bed sheet. Blake stripped his shirt and shorts and got in beside her, immediately taking her lips. 
 
    He felt a breast while he kissed her. Her soft little fingers closed around his erection. He thrust into her hand, reeling his head back at the intense stimulation. She giggled. "Guess what Blake likes?" 
 
    He lifted to his knees and she scooted down to take him in her mouth. He stroked her pretty hair and watched her in the moonlight, holding her head and thrusting through her wet fingers into her mouth, stopping her when he felt his load building. "Enough," he groaned, clasping her face and kissing her lips. 
 
    He pressed her onto her back, keeping her hands as he kissed her tits. He lavished each with his lips and tongue then kissed his way down to her belly. "Mmm, Blake," she moaned, lifting her pelvis and rolling her hips as he nuzzled between her parted thighs. He drew in the scent of her. It lifted the hair on the back of his neck. He covered her with his mouth and tasted her, searching into her heat and wetness, keeping her hands clutched within his and making her writhe up off the bed and grind her opening against his face. 
 
    Blake took his fill of her then left her lying with her legs bent up and spread in the moonlight while he rolled on a condom. He then covered her and surged up inside of her. He brought her to a peak that had her biting into his shoulder and convulsing beneath him, then he took his own pleasure with her beautiful body. 
 
    Sated and dripping sweat, they lay side by side holding hands. Blake's eyes closed, and a little while later he felt the sheet being pulled up to cover him, a pretty head coming to rest upon his chest. 
 
    * 
 
    Madeline was absolutely glowing inside. She dozed off but woke three or four times through the night to look at the man cuddling her, and remind herself she wasn't dreaming. 
 
    She woke again, this time to the grey of the pending dawn. Blake was cuddled behind her, his erection hot against her back, his hand cupping a breast and his fingers rolling her nipple. He kissed her shoulder, so she wiggled back with her bottom. He felt her breast more firmly. She reached down and rubbed into herself. He lowered, and she captured his penis, holding it against her sex as he thrust a few times and slipped into her. 
 
    She reached for the condoms and bit one open. He held her hip and surged deep. She settled back onto him while he thrust again and again. "Better put that on," he breathed into her hair, and withdrew from her. 
 
    She quickly rolled the condom on and guided him back in. "Mmm, that's nice," she said into his mouth, turning to meet his kiss. 
 
    He surged into her again. "It's so perfect," he groaned and thrust deep once more. "So amazing and perfect." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    It was well after sunrise when Blake yawned and stretched, his eyes springing open to rove around Madeline’s bedroom, his smile one of contentment. He had woken up in more than a few women’s beds before, usually feeling alien and with a desire to get the hell out of there. 
 
    Madeline was still sleeping. He spooned her and closed his eyes again. After a few minutes she stirred and sought his hand, intertwining fingers. He kissed the back of her neck. She wiggled against him. 
 
    He kissed her soft skin again. “It’s 9 o’clock, sleepy head.” 
 
    “I don’t care. It’s nice here.” 
 
    “It is nice here…” Blake kissed a shoulder. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    Madeline giggled. “And what would you like for breakfast?” She rolled over onto her back. 
 
    Blake lifted to an elbow and stroked her belly under the bedclothes. He smoothed up to feel a breast, kissing her softly and making her hum into his mouth. “I like sleeping with you,” he whispered. 
 
    “You do?” She sought his eyes. 
 
    He stroked back down to her belly. “I’d like to sleep with you again tonight.” 
 
    She nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    Blake stroked up the middle of her stomach and chest and tugged the sheet up to keep her covered, then he smoothed her hair over an ear. “I mean, I liked waking up with you this morning.” 
 
    Madeline blushed a little but didn’t verbalise a response. 
 
    “Do you know what I mean?” he went on. 
 
    She did a tiny nod, just holding his eyes. 
 
    He smiled, shaking off the silliness. “But I’m so hungry for eggs.” 
 
    “Okay, so go and get dressed.” 
 
    “Really? Me first?” 
 
    “Yes. Be a gentleman.” 
 
    Blake slipped from bed and stood facing away as he searched for his shorts. Madeline giggled and reached to the floor then tossed them to him. He turned and her gaze lowered, her eyes and smile widening. He found his shirt on the floor and pulled it on then sat back against the dresser. “Okay, I’m all set.” 
 
    Madeline glared. “No! You’re not all set. You have to go and let me get dressed now.” She sat, keeping the sheet pulled up to her neck. 
 
    Blake laughed and crawled over her to kiss her lips. “You’re so beautiful, Madeline… You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met,” he told her, the comment overflowing from the sheer joy that was filling him. 
 
    He left her and quickly freshened up and dressed then organized his camera. Madeline was in the kitchen cooking eggs, in a big pink bath robe and slippers. He cuddled behind and she tilted to offer her neck. He tasted her soft skin again and ended up taking her into his arms and searching her mouth with his tongue, then she fed him and sent him along to do his ‘ghost hunting’ while she caught up on some office work. 
 
    Blake drove to the ruins and spent the rest of the morning taking a hundred or so photographs. There were three vantage points: the windmill, a section of stone wall, and a tree that he was able to climb. From the various angles he snapped off a thorough series of shots, including close-ups of every inch of the site. 
 
    Juliette was at the homestead when he got back. “Have you finished your shift already?” he asked her as a greeting. 
 
    “I got off early… Come on, let’s have a look.” 
 
    Madeline was standing there staring, her hands wrung behind her back, a big smile on her face. She approached and Blake slipped an arm around her. She rose to tiptoes for a kiss. 
 
    Juliette watched. “Uh oh. What have you two been up to? Need I ask?” 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” Blake told her. 
 
    “Me either. Can’t imagine,” Madeline said. 
 
    Juliette rolled her eyes. “Just give me the camera, then.” 
 
    Blake kissed Madeline again. “I’d better get to work.” 
 
    “Are you ready for lunch?” 
 
    “I’m ready. What are we having?” Juliette asked. 
 
    “I’ll bring in some sandwiches. You guys go and look at your silly photos,” Madeline said and went to the kitchen. 
 
    Blake and Juliette headed to Madeline’s office to use her big screen. Blake hooked up his camera and they started viewing each picture. They had agreed on half a dozen possible rock configurations before Juliette suddenly jumped and pointed excitedly. “There! Look at that on the wall..!” She zoomed in on a section of stone wall and located an Orthodox crucifix. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Blake exclaimed. “Pan back a bit.” Juliet zoomed out. He examined the ground adjacent to the wall. There was no obvious configuration of rocks. “Look! Right there!” he said. “There’s three in a dead straight line.” 
 
    “They’re half buried,” Juliette uttered. “What if there are others just under the surface? That could be it right there!” Madeline came in with sandwiches and drinks. “Look, Maddy, I think we found a grave.” 
 
    Blake showed her with the cursor. “That’s definitely a crucifix scratched in the wall, and those three stones could be part of the eight.” He looked closer. “Yeah, look, there’s one of the points of the cross—half buried too.” Blake bit into a sandwich and guided Madeline to his lap. 
 
    “Okay, so, what now? Are you going to go and dig up whatever’s there?” Madeline asked. 
 
    Juliette was eating too. “We need to go and confirm the other rocks are there then call the sergeant. We shouldn’t actually dig in case there are remains there. The boss would kill me if I didn’t call it in.” 
 
    “I should go and tell Nana,” Madeline said, getting up. “We need to show her there on the screen.” 
 
    Madeline left and returned after a few minutes with her grandmother. Bethany leaned in close to look at the screen. “That’s certainly a crucifix,” she muttered, frowning confusedly. 
 
    “Something wrong, Beth?” Blake asked. 
 
    “That’s just creepy… Plus that’s not what the legend says.” 
 
    “Huh? What do you mean, Beth?” Juliette asked with interest. 
 
    “Just that old Al always said the grave was somewhere in the court yard, not by the wall of the main house.” 
 
    “So, that’s the main house?” Blake asked, zooming out again to take in the length of the crumbling wall. 
 
    “Yes, that’s the main house and that small fence is the perimeter of the house yard… I never believed the silly legend, but Al said the grave was supposed to be in the middle of the yard somewhere.” 
 
    “Yes, I heard that too,” Madeline said. 
 
    “Yes, he said Ron told him that,” Bethany went on. “You knew Ron believed there was a grave there, didn’t you?” 
 
    “He used to tease me about it,” Juliette agreed. “He always seemed to be joking about it.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps there’s more than one grave, but that definitely looks like one there by the wall,” Blake said, starting on another sandwich. 
 
    The sudden talk of a location for the grave struck him as contrived. Bethany had looked surprised by what they showed her. Blake concluded that she knew far more than she was letting on but perhaps not as much as she thought she knew. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go!” Juliette said. 
 
    Blake downed a glass of ice tea and took a couple of sandwiches with him. Madeline drove. Bethany saw them off from the front veranda. Old Al wandered across from where he had been working in the garden to stand beside her. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Blake was on his knees digging a shallow layer of red earth away from the remaining stones, which formed a distinct Orthodox crucifix. The arrangement covered the area of a typical grave. 
 
    “Okay. I need to call the sergeant,” Juliette declared. 
 
    Blake rubbed at the mark on the stone wall. It was 12 inches high and half that across, and scratched untidily, but it was clearly a crucifix. He traced the lines with a finger and experienced a creepy chill. Juliette was looking at the small yard bordered by a 2 feet high block wall that was still in quite good shape. The area was a 10 yard square. Madeline was waiting with folded arms. She had edged her way back toward the car. 
 
    Blake went to her. “Hey, are you okay?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t like it here. I never have.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s creepy… I just hope that grave is the remains of the missing nurse. It will be great for the family.” 
 
    Madeline nodded. “I don’t think there’s much doubt it’s a grave.” 
 
    “The cops will want to dig it up themselves,” Blake suggested, leaning back against the car. “It will probably take a day or two for them to get organized.” 
 
    Madeline nodded again, still with folded arms. She toed the dirt. 
 
    “Is there something else?” Blake tugged at her elbow. 
 
    She leaned close. “It’s selfish and silly.” 
 
    “What is?” He slipped an arm around her. 
 
    She shrugged and sniffled a little. “I like what else has been happening. This stupid grave stuff is just a distraction from that.” 
 
    Blake chuckled. “Oh yeah? So, this is not too upsetting or anything?” 
 
    “I don’t know—a little, I guess. But I like what we were doing.” 
 
    “So, wait until I get you alone again tonight,” Blake whispered to her, pulling her into a cuddle. 
 
    “Really? You won’t be too busy with your ghost story or something?” 
 
    “Nope. I knock off at 6… I say we be sociable for an hour after dinner then go to bed and make love.” 
 
    Madeline blushed and held his eyes. Hers teared up. “I want you to make love to me.” 
 
    The word love had slipped out. Blake hadn’t even realized. He felt his face heat. “I um…” He grinned. “I um…” His grin abandoned him and his face heated more. “I’m not in control here, Madeline. If I was in control, I wouldn’t have made love to you last night.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have?” 
 
    “Oh, I still would have wanted to. I’ve been wanting to have sex with you from the moment I saw you… It just should be more than…” 
 
    “Come on, let’s go!” Juliette called to them as she approached. 
 
    Madeline was still tearing up. She turned and got in the car, wiping at her eyes. Blake walked around and got in the passenger seat. Juliette rambled about police procedure all the way back to the homestead. Madeline disappeared into her bedroom. Juliette called the sergeant. Blake sat on the front step and waited. 
 
    “He’s going to call me back as soon as he can contact the task force,” Juliette said. 
 
    Blake chatted with Juliette for 20 minutes until the phone rang inside. Madeline remained in hiding. Juliette returned with the news that the task force would be flying directly to the landing strip that afternoon. “I need to go back to town to pick up a vehicle and some gear. Where’s Maddy?” 
 
    “I think she went to her room,” Blake said guiltily. 
 
    “Oh yeah? Why?” 
 
    “Because this is frigging complicated.” 
 
    Juliette stood. “Good shit usually is, city boy.” 
 
    She left Blake with a giggle. He strolled down to the stables and gave the horses a pat. The crew were saddling up for another muster and stirred him about not being up for it. Vern hung around after they had gone. “So, your radiator came in. I picked it up in town this morning. Do you want to give me a hand fitting it?” 
 
    “Really? We can do it ourselves?” 
 
    Vern chuckled. “Easy. It just bolts in. We fill it up with coolant and Bob’s your uncle.” 
 
    Blake walked with the older man and they had the job done in 20 minutes.  
 
    Al poked his nose into the workshop. “Sergeant Hoffman just called and asked if we could supply the excavator for their dig.” 
 
    Vern nodded. “I figured.” 
 
    “So, they’re going to turn the whole site over?” Blake asked. 
 
    Al leaned over and looked at the engine of the Jeep. He wiggled a couple of hoses. “Hoffman doesn’t know for sure. Beth’s shaken up. Apparently she just found Ron’s journal.” 
 
    “She what? She found it?” Blake asked, shocked. 
 
    Al chuckled. “I think she might have actually found it a while ago, son. She was just talking with young Juliette on the phone and started blubbering about it.” 
 
    “So, what’s with the journal? What’s the big deal?” Vern asked with apparent disinterest as he poured coolant. 
 
    Al looked at Blake—met his steady gaze. “The big deal is that in it, Ron writes about driving down the south coast and bashing Clive Petrov’s skull in with an iron bar. About him carting the murdering son of a bitch back here and chaining him to a wall out at the ruins. About keeping him there for two nights before finishing the job and burying him.” 
 
    Vern chuckled. “You don’t say…” He screwed the lid back on the coolant drum and placed it on a steel rack with other mechanical fluids. “So, old Ron did bury someone out at the ruins after all. What about that, huh?” 
 
    “And how long have you men known about this?” Blake tried casually. 
 
    They both smiled at him. “Just finding out today,” Al assured with a shrug. 
 
    Blake nodded. “And your daughter who lives in Brisbane, Al, she didn’t deliver any letters to my boss?” 
 
    “No, son.” 
 
    “What kind of letters?” Vern asked. 
 
    Blake chuckled. “You old timers need to be careful with the cops. You don’t want to end up on a witness stand under oath.” 
 
    Glares hardened. “Do you think we will?” Vern asked. “Did we get you wrong, son?” 
 
    “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Blake returned. “Is this good to kick over now?” Vern nodded, so Blake started the Jeep. It purred like new. Vern rechecked the coolant level and topped it up. Blake addressed the two old men frankly. “As far as I’m concerned, it was probably someone who knew Petrov that sent my boss a note. No one here seemed to know anything about anything until we found those markings out at the ruins today. And if Beth found her husband’s private journal and didn’t want to share it with the world, who could blame her?” 
 
    The two older men looked to each other, exchanging a confirmatory nod. “Well, you might want to ask Bethany about what’s in that journal for your news article,” Al said. “Or I could just tell you now if you have a bit of time and a notepad—since she just showed me, and young Juliette told her they will be needing to borrow it for a while as soon as they get here—which will be any minute now.” 
 
    Blake opened the glove compartment of the Jeep and took out a notepad and pen. “How are you with detail, since you only just saw the book?” 
 
    “A photographic memory, son…”Old Al sat in the passenger seat. “Wow, this is nice.” 
 
    Vern laughed. “I’ll go fire up the excavator… Does Ron’s journal say exactly where to look for Petrov’s bones?” 
 
    “Dead centre of the house yard, Vern… I think the cops will be happy to dig by hand when they get the exact location, but they still might want to search for any other remains.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Blake couldn’t find Madeline around the house all afternoon. He worked up a rough draft for his story and saved that. He had sent his boss an email to update her. He found a reply and gave her a call. “Hey, Amanda, I got your message. What’s up?” 
 
    “How’s it going out there, Blake? What are the police doing?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I had to get some stuff typed up while it was fresh in my mind. There have been a couple of planes landing and taking off. I’ll go and see what’s happening in a minute.” 
 
    “Good… I need you to wrap things up there, Blake. I need you on a flight to Adelaide on Saturday morning, and I’ve got this lead for a piece I want you to do on carbon capture and storage, which is in Canada. There’s a conference I need you to be at next Thursday.” 
 
    “Jesus, boss! Can’t you send Pete to Adelaide?” 
 
    “Pete’s busy, and there’s no time to background him or anyone else. You’re the only one who knows anything about what’s going on down there with desalination, and this is the speech you were waiting for.” 
 
    “So, what time is the minister speaking? It’s right there in the city, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s 15 minutes in a cab from the airport. 10AM. You can be on a flight back out by lunchtime.” 
 
    “Okay, so, to be on a flight to Adelaide Saturday morning, I’ll need to be home by Friday night. That means leaving here by tomorrow lunch… I should have flown out here. It’s a day and a half on the road.” 
 
    “Can you be wrapped up by tomorrow, Blake? If they find the nurse and Petrov at that site, it will be a few weeks for positive identities. I don’t see why you need to hang around out there.” 
 
    Blake stabbed at where he was doodling on his notebook. He caught a glimpse of a horse and rider passing and checked from the window to see Madeline urge Missy into a gallop, heading off in a direction he was unfamiliar with. 
 
    “Are you there, Blake?” 
 
    “Yeah, boss… Look, I’ll be there by Friday night… I’d better go see what the cops are up to.” 
 
    Blake jumped in his Jeep and drove, passing two planes parked on the end of the airstrip. At the ruins he found three police vehicles and a group of men and women standing around talking, four were in blue overalls and one woman was dressed in a business suit. There was a chequered blue and white tape barrier around the site of the buried stones, which was already dug up. There was another barrier around a hole in the middle of the house yard. 
 
    Juliette met him as he approached. The sergeant left the group of spectators and walked towards him too. 
 
    “So, you found Petrov?” he asked Juliette. 
 
    She nodded. “Looks like it. They say it’s a middle aged man. They have a sample from his hair brush, from where he lived and was apparently murdered. It looks like they’ll be able to confirm with DNA.” 
 
    Sergeant Hoffman reached them, puffing. He nodded to Blake. “This is good work—the photography.” 
 
    “Thanks… And what about the other grave? Gretchen Wilkes?” Blake asked both police officers. 
 
    Juliette nodded. “They say it’s a young female.” 
 
    “The remains are badly deteriorated,” the sergeant added. “We have dental records for the Wilkes girl, though. They’re having a look now. We might be able to get a preliminary assessment.” 
 
    Blake followed the sergeant’s gaze to where another two female officers were doing something in the open back of one of the vehicles. The sergeant continued up the rocky slope. A man in a brown suit got out of the vehicle, talking into a mic. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Juliette said. “Wait here, Blake…” 
 
    She walked up the slope. Blake returned to his Jeep and sat in it watching the cops talking to one another. They were passing around photographs and striding back and forth between the grave site by the wall and the open back of the police wagon. Juliette was keeping out of the way. Sergeant Hoffman spoke with her a few times. 
 
    She finally approached and sat in Blake’s passenger seat. She shrugged and shook her head slowly. 
 
    “What?” Blake asked. 
 
    “Unless they have the wrong dental records, that is not Gretchen Wilkes.” 
 
    A rush of excitement filled Blake. “It’s not?” 
 
    “Plus they think it’s older,” Juliette went on, frowning confusedly. 
 
    “An older woman?” 
 
    She shook her head again. “Nope—an older grave site. They think it dates back further than the 1980s when Petrov was here.” 
 
    “What? How the hell..? What about the stones?” 
 
    “I know, but this isn’t their first grave digging. They’re estimating more like 40 years, not 20.” 
 
    The excitement fuelling Blake’s investigative compulsion rose to his brain and sparked a flash of memory. “What about that other girl?” 
 
    Juliette looked at him. “What other girl?” 
 
    “There was a missing person from back then. I can’t remember her name. It’s in my notes back at the house. She was presumed to have run off with the hippies who were camped here.” 
 
    Juliette continued glaring. “What?” 
 
    “I read about it when I was searching for info about Gretchen Wilkes… Do you want to go and have a look? I can find it online again easily enough.” 
 
    Juliette pulled her door closed. “Let’s go! Quickly!” 
 
    Blake drove, the roar of his engine drawing looks from all of the police. He was used to the dirt tracks now and hunted the Jeep back to the homestead. Juliette beat him to his chair and laptop. He had a link saved in his research notes.    
 
    “Winifred James,” Juliette said as if asking her mind to explain. “I remember that name. I think I have her in my cold case files somewhere. I don’t think I did anything with it because she hasn’t got any family around here.” 
 
    “1965,” Blake said, reading from the article. “What the fuck? How could she have that same rock arrangement? I mean, if it is her.” 
 
    Blake and Juliette looked at each other. Juliette’s eyes widened at the same time as a crazy thought occurred to Blake. “Unless Petrov was here in 1965,” Juliette said for them both. “Could he have been one of the hippies?” 
 
    “Fuck me!” Blake declared aghast. “When was he born? How old would he have been back then?” 
 
    “He was around 40 in 1988. He would have been around 20.” Juliette slumped in the chair with her hands behind her head. “Could he have been here then and come back? Oh my god!” 
 
    “Reverence for the site,” Blake said, thinking aloud. “Old Al said the guy had reverence for the site… Maybe it was his first murder.” He checked the article again. “And she was even a nurse.” 
 
    The rain suddenly started, pounding hard on the flat tin roof of the homestead. Blake looked out the window and pulled it closed. He wondered about Madeline out riding. 
 
    “Alright, I’m buying this,” Juliette declared. “Let’s say Petrov was one of the hippies in 1965 and came back 20 years later… Did he bury Gretchen Wilkes there at the ruins too? Do we need to have another look at the photos you took?” 
 
    Blake had forgotten to think about Gretchen Wilkes the past half hour. He had actually felt it was odd when the idea was suggested she would be buried at the ruins. A theory had occurred to him when flying into Cooper’s Crossing the other day. 
 
    “Jules, why would he have buried Madeline’s mother there in town and not out here? I’m guessing he came up with a better idea—for both Gretchen Wilkes and Isabel Thompson.” 
 
    Juliette had her head cocked attentively. “Go on, city boy, I’m listening.” 
 
    The excitement of the hunt welled up in Blake again. “I’m thinking town’s tits—twin peaks—one with a sacrificial nurse buried on top.” 
 
    “No way it could be that simple.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but there’s something that Petrov did that made me think of it. In the old wardrobe he had when he was here, there’s those markings of two crosses on hills, not just one. Which didn’t mean anything to me until we were flying into town the other day and I saw the peaks from the air.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Madeline appeared in the doorway drying her hair with a towel. 
 
    “Maddy, where have you been all afternoon?” Juliette asked. “Come and have a look at this.” 
 
    Madeline approached and Blake moved back from the desk to let her in close. She glanced up at him with a tiny smile. She told of being out riding and getting caught in the storm on the run back from the stables. Juliette filled her in on what the police had found at the ruins and the extracurricular work they were doing there in her grandfather’s office. 
 
    She took it all in, pondered for a moment then agreed with Blake. “It sounds like that other hill is worth checking out if no one did it before.” 
 
    “Or even if they did search it, they wouldn’t have known to look for the eight stones,” Blake suggested. “Also I remember where the sergeant showed me… Um…” He affectionately rubbed the back of Madeline’s neck. “Were your mother was found was at the absolute peak of that hill. There was no point higher apart from a rocky outcrop where we looked down over town.” 
 
    “And rock is no good for digging a grave,” Juliette added affirmatively. 
 
    “That makes sense too,” Madeline agreed. “We should go and have a look tomorrow.” 
 
    “What about right now?” Blake asked. He claimed Madeline’s hand. “I have to head back to the city tomorrow.” 
 
    Madeline blushed. Her eyes held his, bravely defying tears. 
 
    “I need this to complete the story,” Blake went on. “My boss has assigned me to this stupid desalination thing in Adelaide.” He gulped at a knot in his throat. 
 
    Juliette slipped out from behind Madeline and left them. 
 
    Blake claimed both of Madeline’s hands and faced her. She took a breath and expelled it. “You have to go back to work. I understand that.” 
 
    “Yes, I do… It will be weeks before the cops get through officially identifying those remains. I can’t justify waiting around for that.” 
 
    “Then we need to go and check out this last thing before you go. I want to help,” Madeline said, smiling through misty eyes. “I’m just being silly… I really want to help with this whole murder thing and end it.” 
 
    Blake sat on the desk and smiled. “I’m pretty sure those two crafty old guys and your nana set me up here.” 
 
    Madeline’s blush came back. “Um… No comment?” 
 
    Blake tugged her close. “I’m glad they did.” 
 
    Madeline took another big breath. “Don’t tease me, Blake… Please?” 
 
    Blake took that in. He didn’t know if he was teasing—how genuine he was being. The word from his boss that he had to leave tomorrow had been a reality check. He had to return to his real life. The thing to say right then, to this absolutely adorable woman—Blake didn’t know. 
 
    “Come on, it will be dark in a couple of hours,” Madeline said. “We’d better let Juliette drive in the wet.” 
 
    Blake was led from the room. “I can drive in the wet,” he complained, chuckling. 
 
    “Not like Juliette can,” Madeline said. “Where did you go, Jules?” 
 
    “I’m here!” Juliette came from Madeline’s room and tossed her a canvas slicker. She was putting on one herself. “You’ll need a rain coat, Blake.” 
 
    Blake had one in his bag. He quickly went and got it. The ladies were waiting in Madeline’s little 4WD wagon. Blake got in back and held on seriously frightened as Juliette had the speedo tipping 140kph all the way to town. The girls discussed a visit from a private investigator several months ago. Blake just listened in and picked up that the guy was investigating Petrov on behalf of a family whose grandfather had been locked up for one of the murders the past 20 years. Juliette had kept in touch and would be traveling down south to visit them one day soon. 
 
    “So, this PI was investigating the remains they found at that soccer field, was he?” Blake checked, taking out his notebook and pen. “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Jason Ford,” Juliette tossed back over her shoulder. “I can give you his number later or email it to you.” 
 
    “Thanks… And that’s where Ron actually tracked Petrov down by the sound of it. That was in a small caravan in Everly Cove. Same town the soccer field grave was found.” 
 
    “That’s right… And Petrov was there for quite a few years apparently,” Juliette went on ponderingly. “I wonder where he was originally from and what his story was—how he ended up with those hippies, if it’s true that he did.” 
 
    “Sounds like one of your hair-brain schemes being cooked up,” Madeline warned. “What are you thinking of, Jules?” 
 
    “What hair-brain schemes? This one’s his idea, don’t forget.” 
 
    They had skirted town. Juliette took a turn-off into forest and drove up a steep hill. She skidded to a halt in a clearing. “Well, this is the top of the other peak.” 
 
    It was pouring rain. They all got out and looked at each other. There was a broad, flat section of ground sparsely covered in shrubs and crooked little trees. They agreed to split up to make the most use of the final hour or so of gloomy grey daylight. 
 
    Blake crawled around beneath shrubs and cut up his hands on spikey roots and things. Madeline suddenly called out that she had found something. He made his way through the driving rain and found her and Juliette on their knees cleaning off a set of eight stones, partially buried. They had found another grave. 
 
    Juliette cheered. “Yes! Oh my god, we found it!” she cried excitedly. “This has to be Gretchen… Her mum is going to be so relieved.” 
 
    Blake dropped to his knees and cleared scrub from the area. Madeline remained helping with that while Juliette went back to the 4WD and her phone. 
 
    “Well, it looks like we found her,” Madeline said, smiling, rain dripping from her pretty face and hair. 
 
    Blake nodded. “And that other grave would be the girl from the 60s, and Petrov was one of the hippies.” 
 
    “That’s just crazy. He must have been totally demented.” 
 
    “I don’t know… It’s a good question… I like Juliette’s idea to try and track down his life story and see what he was about.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t think I want to know,” Madeline said. “I’m just so happy all of this is coming out and that the families of other victims can know what happened to the guy.” 
 
    Blake smiled. “Which is where I come in, huh? That’s what your nana wants, isn’t it? Now that your granddad can’t be tried for perfectly justifiable homicide, she wants the other families to get some closure?” 
 
    Madeline shrugged. “Sounds like another mermaid fantasy to me.” 
 
    Blake laughed. “If you and your nana played chess, who would win?” 
 
    “Oh, I can beat Nana at chess… Just don’t play poker with her.” 
 
    Blake laughed louder. “Yep. Good enough… And don’t buy any used cars off those two old blokes either, right?” 
 
    Madeline giggled that time. “I certainly wouldn’t.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Blake stood and took Madeline’s hand. They dropped Juliette off at the police station and drove slowly back to Warburton without talking much. After showering they ate stew and drank coffee. Bethany took food into her rooms and left them alone. The old woman was in a daze, shocked by the revelation Petrov may have been one of the nice group of hippies she once befriended. 
 
    Blake helped Madeline clean up after their dinner. He moved close behind her at the sink and nuzzled her shoulder. “I’d like to make love to you again tonight…” 
 
    Madeline nodded. “Okay,” she uttered softly. 
 
    Blake caressed her hair aside and kissed her neck. Her head tilted and he sucked her delicate skin. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, still holding her hair aside with one hand while cuddling her and feeling her breast with the other. He squeezed and kneaded it firmly, thumbing the erect nipple. She moaned and pressed back against him—his cock between the cheeks of her bottom. 
 
    “Let’s go to my room,” Madeline uttered, taking Blake’s hand and leading the way. She didn’t look back until closing the bedroom door behind them. She then turned to face Blake and slipped her robe from her shoulders. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” Blake groaned, just looking at her. 
 
    She held his eyes and undid her pyjama shirt buttons. He lowered his gaze and she opened the flimsy garment and showed him her breasts. He slipped his shirt and tossed it aside. She bit down on her grin as her eyes toured his body as well. He pushed down his shorts—his cock levering upright, fully engorged. She dropped her shirt and stood there wringing her hands in front. He stepped forward and took hold of her, bending her back and kissing her hard. 
 
    Blake lifted the pretty country girl and laid her on her bed. He pulled her pyjama pants from her legs and tossed them aside while kissing her neck and chest. He sucked a nipple into his mouth while she gripped his head, her nails digging in. Blake worked one nipple then sucked on the other, but he was being pushed lower. He kissed Madeline’s quivering belly while squeezing her inner thigh and spreading her legs. He kissed her trimmed little bush then nuzzled for heat and moisture. Her bottom was up off the bed, her body arched and tense. She had two handfuls of his hair. He opened her pussy with his nose, drawing her arousing scent, then he covered her slit with his mouth and licked her. 
 
    “Uhh…hhh…” she moaned, and she clung to his hair and writhed against his face. 
 
    Blake isolated her clit and massaged it with his tongue. He inserted a finger and slow fucked her with that while licking around it and sucking on her dripping folds, and as her orgasm hit he got between her legs and entered her, surging deep and grinding against her. He thrust several times then held firm, fully inside of her and almost cumming himself from the feel of her searing hot vagina gripping and virtually sucking on him.  
 
    Madeline’s eyes regained focus, her face flushed as she smiled up at Blake. He was supporting his upper body and looking down at their coupling. Madeline’s arms were relaxed above her head. Her wrists were crossed. Blake gripped them and thrust with his hips. Her tits surged. He watched them and thrust again. 
 
    Madeline was watching his face. “Do you like that?” she asked sweetly. 
 
    Blake smiled at her and thrust again, settling into rhythm and keeping her tits surging up and down. She arched up off the bed and kept herself spread wide, her wrists still crossed and in Blake’s grip. “Aw fuck, I need a condom,” he gasped, holding firm as his pending climax abated. 
 
    “Cum in my mouth,” Madeline offered, opening to show him. 
 
    “Yeah? Do you want it?” 
 
    She nodded. “I want it.” She opened her mouth again, lifting her head. 
 
    Blake pulled out and moved up over her. She gripped his shaft and took him in, sucking the head of his cock and bobbing back and forth until his climax surged again and he ejaculated powerfully. 
 
    “Mmm…” Madeline moaned, her eyes squeezed shut and her brow furrowed. She swallowed his cum and continued softly sucking. Blake stroked her hair and watched her. She took him from her mouth and held his shaft, squeezing against its flex and kissing his balls. She bit one, smiling up at him. “Was that nice?” 
 
    Blake moved back down the bed and got between her legs again. “Yeah, I liked that,” he answered and kissed her hot mouth. He was erect again and she was slick and open. He lay fully on top of her and resumed fucking her while searching her mouth with his tongue. 
 
    Madeline clung to him, grinding hard against his thrusts and raking his back with her nails. She soon convulsed in orgasm again, and he held firmly up her until she relaxed then he resumed fucking her. She held around his shoulders and kept herself spread for him. Her face was pressed to his neck, her teeth present. She lifted to his ear to whisper, “Just tell me when you’re ready again, okay..?”    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Madeline gave her body to the man she understood she may never see again. She melted into his kisses and cradled him between her legs, imagining love as he took her several times through the night. 
 
    She woke early and slipped from his cuddle. When she returned from the bathroom, he was dressed and sitting on the bed. He tugged her by the hand and she leaned into him. He peered up. “Juliette emailed. They’ve dug up that other grave already. It looks promising.” 
 
    Madeline nodded. “Thanks to you.” 
 
    Blake stroked the back of her legs. She chewed a lip, holding his eyes. “I wish I could stay,” he said to her. “I wish you could just come with me but I know you can’t… You have a whole life here and I have a glorified hotel room in Brisbane for between assignments.” 
 
    Madeline’s chest tightened. Tears welled. She fiddled with the guy’s shirt, looking down at her fingers there. She didn’t have any answers—she wanted to just tell him she was falling in love with him. She met his eyes and opened her mouth to say it, but nothing came out. 
 
    “Can I call you in a few days—when I get this thing in Adelaide done and can think—can we talk then?” 
 
    “Yeah, we can talk.” Madeline sniffled. “Of course we can talk.” 
 
    “It’s just so huge—the difference…” 
 
    “Between us?” 
 
    “No—between our lives… Although, I don’t think my lifestyle would blend well with any other.” 
 
    Madeline swallowed at the knot in her throat. “But you love it, right? I’m sure travelling all over means as much to you as this station does to me… I can understand that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. Except I frigging love it here too.” Blake stroked her hair and lifted her chin, pressing his lips to hers softly. “I’ve never been anywhere like this before. Never ridden a horse. Never fixed a fence… I’ve never been so bloody exhausted or had such a sore arse as I had from sitting in a saddle all day and half the night.” He put his arms around her and cuddled warmly. “This is an amazing life you have here, Madeline. I’ve never felt so alive and real before… I just need to get away from here and think for a minute. I don’t know how to feel about anything right now.” 
 
    “I understand that too,” Madeline said against his chest. “It’s much simpler for me. I just want someone…” She couldn’t contain a sob. “Sorry…” She took a breath and pushed away. “I’m being a big baby now.” 
 
    Blake huffed. “That’s um…” He shook his head, his jaw clenched, his cheeks reddening. There were tears in his eyes too. Madeline’s heart thumped in her chest, hope resurging through her. Blake smiled down at her. “You’re so frigging beautiful, you know?” 
 
    “Thank you, kind sir.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I think I should go and pack.” 
 
    Madeline nodded. “I’ll cook you a big breakfast for the road.” 
 
    “Yeah? I’m so hungry.” 
 
    “I know… Go and get packed then come see me in the kitchen.” 
 
    Madeline left Blake and went to cook. She saw him loading up his car from the kitchen window. If this was indeed the last she would ever see of him, she was thankful to have had the little bit of loving he gave her. The gloom had left her. She sat with him and watched him eat his eggs and sausages with the glimmer of hope his tears gave her still alight in her heart. 
 
    After coffee, she saw him to his car. He turned from the open door to take hold of her waist. She fought the tightening of the knot in her chest and met his lips. It was a short, dry kiss. “I’ll call you,” he said and got into the car. Madeline nodded, her arms folded tight. She heaved a breath as he drove, her chin quivering and her tears starting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Blake’s gut was twisted. Madeline was there in the rear view mirror. It was as if too good to be true—a perfect woman in a big empty house—this strange and exhilarating place with horses and cows and kangaroos like a storybook come to life. He needed to get away from there and back to his real world. He was overreacting—he knew that. He’d been with plenty of beautiful women before. 
 
    “Aw fuck,” he groaned, squinting into the rear view, trying to make out if Madeline was still standing there. It was too far away to see, and he swallowed the ache of confusion in his chest and drove on past the airstrip. 
 
    Blake tried music for distraction, but the ridiculous pang of doubt attacked him again as he passed Toby’s Well and the water trough where he had first seen Madeline bathing. He slammed on the brakes and pulled up in a cloud of dust. He killed the music and wound down his window. 
 
    “Just fucking turn around, man. Fuck work!” 
 
    Blake sat gripping the steering wheel while that crazy idea washed over him. 
 
    “No, man, just drive away… Get some clear air and think about this.” 
 
    He hit the accelerator and sped off, another dust cloud mushrooming from behind the shiny black jeep, the idea of Madeline kindly fading and abating by the time he was through Cooper’s Crossing and on the road headed east. 
 
    The rain started but Blake powered on through the morning and early afternoon, reaching the bitumen then pushing 130kph into the night. He didn’t bother with a motel, just pulling over for a few hours’ sleep before sunrise. He had been nabbed by a speed camera back in St George and was pulled over coming into Toowoomba, but he made it home by lunch time, the drive done in a little over 24 hours. 
 
    Blake showered and changed then drove to work. He found his boss in her office. 
 
    “Blake!” 
 
    “Hey, Amanda.” He slumped in a chair. 
 
    “Back already! I was just talking to Gerard Hoffman. He was expecting you to call in.” 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t stop in town. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “No—nothing. They might need to contact you, but that young officer you were working with has everything covered for now. Gerard’s going to keep us informed as they confirm identities.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll work up my piece on the basis of what looks to be the case—wait for the confirmation.” 
 
    “Very good… And this draft you sent me—the journal just happened to turn up?” 
 
    Blake chuckled. “It’s all good, boss. I’m just sticking to facts as always. We can only speculate on how much the old woman knew. She certainly knew nothing about Petrov being one of the hippie dudes. That’s the real story in my opinion. What went on out there at Warburton was just a chapter.” 
 
    Amanda nodded ponderingly. “Interesting… Let’s see what else the task force turn up. Maybe we can follow up later.” 
 
    Blake stood and tossed the keys to the Jeep on the table. “Alright. I’m going to get drunk and crash for the night. Did Evelyn get me booked in and out of Adelaide?” 
 
    “Yes. Is everything alright, Blake? Are you unwell?” 
 
    “I’m fine—just tired. See ya, boss.” 
 
    Blake’s bar was quiet. He drank steadily all afternoon and had a counter meal then an early night, the scent of the women on his pillows.  He made his flight at 6AM, hopping through Sydney to be in Adelaide by 9. He recorded the speech and got a question in for the Environment Minister. The piece he had to work up for his boss filled the 3 hours’ travel home that afternoon. 
 
    The scent of the women was still strong that night, and Blake wrapped the pillow he imagined to be Madeline’s around his head. 
 
    Sunday was completely free, so he took the opportunity to visit his mother. Her lawn needed mowing. He wore his cowboy hat. Talia turned up for lunch. “Oh my god, look who’s here!” she cried. “Nice hat, Blakey.” 
 
    “Hey, sis, how are you?” Blake hugged his big sister. “It’s good to see you. How’s bub?” 
 
    The baby was handed over. Blake carried his little niece inside where his mother soon claimed her from him. Over lunch Talia asked him straight up about Madeline. 
 
    “I don’t know, sis. It’s complicated.” 
 
    “What’s complicated? Girl, boy, make some babies.” She shrugged. “It’s not rocket science, little brother.” 
 
    “Except for a thousand miles and a completely different lifestyle.” 
 
    “Oh, nonsense!” their mother scoffed. “Distance and lifestyle? What a load of rot. A man does what he has to do. You’re obviously not so interested in this woman, son.” 
 
    Blake’s face heated. “I am interested, Mum. It’s just not practical.” 
 
    “Oh bullshit,” Talia cried. “Not practical? Huh! Just go freelance and move out there, dickhead.” 
 
    “Talia, stop that. Don’t attack your brother, please?” 
 
    “But he’s an idiot, Mum. I met Madeline. She’s gorgeous.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not for you to decide, now is it? Let your brother live his own life.” 
 
    The idea of going freelance was not new to Blake but he hadn’t thought of it in years. It resounded with him while his wonderfully caring big sister continued to attack him and his tough-loving mother made him realize how much he wanted to be Madeline’s man by arguing that he obviously didn’t. 
 
    On the way out of the house to where he was parked on the road that afternoon, he bumped into Lara Jamison.  
 
    “Hi, Blake. How have you been?” 
 
    “Hi, Lara. Never better—how about you?” 
 
    Blake had a nice chat with his childhood friend and cruised on home to set up on his balcony with a cognac, his bare feet on the chrome rail and his cowboy hat on his head, the scent from his pillow on his mind and the idea of the mechanic dude or someone like that kissing Madeline thumping in his chest. 
 
    He scrolled to Amanda’s mobile number and clicked on it. She answered with a hello. 
 
    “Hey, boss, I need a meeting first thing in the morning, please?”          
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Juliette drove away from the Wilkes’ family home warmed by their hugs and gratitude but with more questions she needed to answer. Dental records had confirmed the remains buried on the second town peak to be those of the young nurse Gretchen Wilkes. The identity of the young female victim they had found at the ruins on Warburton Station was yet to be conclusively established. The mature male had rings on his fingers that matched those visible in photographs of Clive Petrov. 
 
    The sergeant’s police cruiser was parked at the station. Juliette pulled in behind it and found the big man at his desk. She sat down. “Hi, Sarge.” 
 
    “Juliette… Can’t keep away, huh?” 
 
    “Actually, now that you mention keeping away…” 
 
    The sergeant put down his pen and sat back in his chair. “You have a date and need to switch shifts? Done!” 
 
    “No, I don’t have a date, thank you very much. I want holidays.” 
 
    “Oh…” The big man clicked a few times with his computer mouse. “We’re open right now or how’s January sound? You could take a few weeks.” 
 
    “How about two weeks immediately? I have places to go.” 
 
    The mouse was clicked again—some typing done. “Two weeks from Monday. All booked in… Where are you going, love? An island resort, perhaps?” 
 
    Juliette shook her head, smiling. “Nope. Try a cold case investigation into some missing children.” 
 
    The sergeant’s eyebrows crinkled in question. “And these children were..?” 
 
    “Possibly abducted by the Daisy Meadow hippies and never traced beyond the farm where they lived over near Perth in the mid-1960s. I have a few small leads so far.” 
 
    “And that’s what you call a holiday, love? Sounds like work to me.” 
 
    “One of the leads is an island with a big resort on it. I’ll spend a few extra days there.” Juliette stood. “Thanks, Sarge. See you tomorrow.” 
 
    She called in home and picked up her cold case dossier. The rain started up as she headed out of town towards Warburton. Her little car wasn’t built for the big potholes full of water, but she negotiated those and made good time to the station. 
 
    “Hello! Anyone home?” 
 
    Bethany answered her call and came to the door. “Oh hello, dear.” 
 
    “Hi, Nana. Is Madeline around?” 
 
    “She’ll be back soon. She’s running some gear out to the crew somewhere. She said an hour almost an hour ago.” 
 
    Juliette followed into the kitchen. “Oh, that’s what I need. Is that the hippie photos?” There was an album open on the table. 
 
    “Yes, dear, I was just looking at them again. I believe that’s Clive Petrov in the background there.” She pointed out an obscure bearded face at the back of a group of people. “I don’t remember that particular man at all but I’m sure he resembles the monster we had here years later.” 
 
    Juliette used her magnifying glass. Bethany had a look with it too. “I need to make copies of all of these, Nana. Can I take this to Maddy’s office for a few minutes and scan them all, please?” 
 
    “Of course. Go ahead, dear. Would you like a cup of tea?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    Juliette took the album and printed out scans of every photograph to do with the hippies that had camped there in 1965. Bethany brought tea and biscuits. “I just can’t believe that monster was one of those lovely people,” the older woman concluded. “You know, my daughter wasn’t even born? I was pregnant with her when they were here.” She sniffled and dabbed a tear. 
 
    Juliette began choking up too. “I think there’s a chance some of these children were abducted, Nana. I’m going to Perth next week, where the group were from. I’m going to try to learn more about them.” 
 
    Bethany huffed a breath, regaining her composure quickly. “Well, dear, you did well helping the Wilkes family—you and that handsome man Maddy’s mooning over day and night. You’re a smart little detective.” 
 
    Juliette giggled. “So, Maddy’s still got it bad?” 
 
    “Oh, the poor thing. She’s being brave but she was so taken with him. I’m trying to think of another stunt to get him back out here.” 
 
    “Another stunt? So that was a stunt, then?” 
 
    “Oh, fiddle sticks,” the old woman scoffed. “We need another story for his newspaper. Perhaps we could make something up. What about an alien sighting? Do you think that might work?” 
 
    “Hmm, Nana, I think it best we let nature take its course… Unless we can get Maddy to pose for a picture with another man that I could email off just for fun. Is there anything in here? It would have to be recent.” 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Madeline accused, dripping wet in the doorway. “What are you two up to?” 
 
    “Ha! Now there’s an idea. Why don’t you take Maddy on your adventure—send back some pictures of both of you with some men? You’re as hopeless as each other. I had no problem getting dates when I was your age.” 
 
    Juliette and Madeline looked to each other. “What are you pair going on about?” Madeline complained. “What adventure? What men?” 
 
    “I’m going to track down the Daisy Meadow hippies,” Juliette declared, and she explained her plans to her friend, following her to her room and flopping on the bed while she dried off and got changed. “So, what’s happening with Blake, Maddy? What’s going on?” 
 
    Madeline’s eyes rolled. “Who knows?” 
 
    “Why? What’s happened?” 
 
    “He called this morning and said he would see me in three weeks. He called me beautiful and said he’s coming back—that he’s got to do an assignment in Canada then he’s coming to see me and talk.” 
 
    Juliette smiled. “To talk, huh? About what, exactly?” 
 
    Madeline shrugged, shaking her head. “He just said we have to talk and that I have to wait for him.” 
 
    “Ooh, that sounds promising… Perhaps you had better not come with me, then. I’m going to get laid, so perhaps you’d better not.” 
 
    Madeline flopped on the bed beside Juliette. “You’re getting laid? By who?” 
 
    “I don’t know—someone! My new friend April said she might be able to hook me up.” 
 
    “Hmm… And when are you going on this trip, Jules? Did you book your holidays yet?” 
 
    “I leave on Monday. I have to fly to Brisbane then probably hop through Adelaide to Perth. I’m going online to book tonight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Madeline pulled on her boots and hurried to mount up and join the crew. A week-long rain event had left the waterways flowing. In another week the runoff from the heavier deluge in the north would reach them, and they would be in flood. The work for the morning was to relocate the last of the livestock from the flood plains to higher ground. 
 
    It was a tough morning's work that kept Madeline from sulking. That night in bed, she allowed her heart to voice its fear and sorrow once more. She had a laptop beside her. It had been an hour, so she opened it and checked her email again. There had been nothing from Blake that day, and she had sent the last one so had to wait for him to go next. She wondered where he was right then—what he was doing exactly. His last email mentioned a final meeting he needed to attend before he could fly home, and the possibility it may be cancelled. 
 
    Madeline didn't want to cry. Deep down she hoped her gut feel, that Blake would find a simpler chance at love, to be wrong. 
 
    She could still feel him. She could taste his kiss and feel him inside of her. She could feel his arms around her as she hugged his pillow. 
 
    * 
 
    Blake hurried through the airport terminal and took a cab to his apartment. It was eight in the morning on a Thursday. He had slept well on the flights. 
 
    He tossed his clothes in the wash and repacked his big travel bag, had a shower and a quick coffee, then stuffed his washing into the dryer and walked to work. He had finalised everything prior to flying out, so it was just a matter of downloading his information from Canada. It too was complete and ready to submit. He caught the office staff starting work at nine and promised to keep in touch and catch up once in a while 
 
    “Amanda…” He poked his head into her office. 
 
    She covered the mouthpiece of her phone and pointed to her computer screen. “I’ll call for anything I need with this, Blake. Good luck!” 
 
    Blake left his ex-boss with a nod and smile. Parting with her too busy to talk because of a phone call was entirely appropriate. He jogged home and finished packing, locked up, and tossed his gear into the back seat of the Saab. 
 
    An hour later he was giving his mother a hug and promising to be back for Christmas. “You do what it takes, son. Don’t worry about your sister and I, we’ll catch up on cuddles when we see you.” 
 
    The Saab was unsuited to roads outback, so Blake had purchased an older model Jeep and had a mechanic give it a good once over. He switched cars and left the convertible in his mother’s garage, and he headed out of the city with a powerful sense of excitement and adventure coursing through his heart. 
 
    That night Blake stayed in the familiar motel at St George. He almost called Madeline but resisted the urge. He had emailed her during a stop-over in Hawaii, keeping his plans under wraps, with the desire to surprise her. He tossed and thumped his pillow all night then gunned it out of town before the sun came up. 
 
    Late the next evening he stopped at the Cooper’s Crossing pub and used the bathroom, freshening up as best he could with some deodorant and tooth paste. The lights of town disappeared in the rear view. He kept the speedo up at 100kph and stared into the night for any sign of kangaroos. His heart started thumping when he passed Toby’s Well and pretty much stopped and was in his throat when he flew past the landing strip and pulled up at the gateway to the homestead. 
 
    Lights were on. He could see Madeline’s silhouette at the lounge room window. He got out of his car and the spotlight came on. The front door opened. Madeline appeared and walked out onto the veranda. She was in her nightie and satin robe, her feet bare. “Blake?” 
 
    Blake walked up the steps and took her into his arms. He said nothing, just kissed her. 
 
    “Blake?” she sobbed. 
 
    “I love you,” Blake said into another kiss. “I love you and I want you.” 
 
    Madeline was crying now. “I love you too,” she mumbled into Blake’s mouth. “But what..? What about..?” 
 
    “I quit my job. I’m going to work freelance. I’m here to stay, Madeline.” 
 
    Tears were streaming down her face. “To stay? Here? Now? Right now?” 
 
    “Yes, sweetheart… I don’t care—we’ll work it out… The world can all be worked out. I want to be your man…..” 
 
    Lights were on. He could see Madeline’s silhouette at the lounge room window. He got out of his car and the spotlight came on. The front door opened. Madeline appeared and walked out onto the veranda. She was in her nightie and satin robe, her feet bare. “Blake?” 
 
    Blake walked up the steps and took her into his arms. He said nothing, just kissed her. 
 
    “Blake?” she sobbed. 
 
    “I love you,” Blake said into another kiss. “I love you and I want you.” 
 
    Madeline was crying now. “I love you too,” she mumbled into Blake’s mouth. “But what..? What about..?” 
 
    “I quit my job. I’m going to work freelance. I’m here to stay, Madeline.” 
 
    Tears were streaming down her face. “To stay? Here? Now? Right now?” 
 
    “Yes, sweetheart… I don’t care—we’ll work it out… The world can all be worked out. I want to be your man…..” 
 
    ***** 
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    “Nearly all of it,” he teases right back as she puts that spoonful in her mouth. She shakes her head as she swallows it down, her eyes a little watery now. “Aw yeah, is that nice?” Derek goes on. 
 
    Sara swallows again, gulping a little. “Oh, that tastes so strong.” She looks from Derek to Adrian, wiping the corner of her mouth on the back of her hand. “Do you guys want me to eat more of it for you?” 
 
    Derek is still feeling his cock in his trousers. He moves close again and takes it out. He crouches and squeezes off. Three more heavy ropes of cum just kind of ooze from the huge eyelet and land on Sara’s thigh. They’re white and jelly-like. “There’s a bit more – still warm.” 
 
    Sara scoops one of the globs with the spoon and puts it in her mouth. She holds it on her tongue and looks to Adrian, frowning as she swallows it. He strokes her face. “Should I eat more?” she asks him. 
 
    “Yes, baby, eat the rest of it.” 
 
    She looks to Derek, glancing down at the two globs of cum then back up at him. “It’s warm from being inside those big things,” she says. His balls are drooping from the front of his trousers, his cock still in his hand. She scoops both globs to fill the spoon completely, the white, sperm-heavy gel floating in a pool of slightly thinner fluid. Sara touches the spoon to her lips and softly sucks the gooey mix into her mouth, closing her eyes and swallowing immediately. She grimaces and shakes her head then quickly sucks the spoon clean.  
 
    Her eyes are watery as she looks to Adrian again. “I’m going to need another coffee to wash that down in a minute. She hands the spoon back to Derek. “Thanks,” she says sweetly. “It’s all gooey under where I’m sitting. It’s wet your couch, but it’s all you, not me.” She rubs her thighs and there’s still cum stringing between her fingers as she wipes them into the crotch of her panties. She stands and checks the back of her legs and bottom. There’s a creamy wet patch where she was sitting. She wipes the back of her thighs with her hand and rubs in between her legs. 
 
    “We should get going,” Adrian says. 
 
    Derek has done up his trousers. He gives Adrian a business card. “You can get me on that number anytime.” 
 
    Sara leans in for a hug. “Thank you. That was really nice,” she says. “Yucky but nice.” 
 
    “It was great to see you again, Sara…. I’ll hold off any dating for a while in case you guys decide…. I‘d love to fuck you again – you know that.” 
 
    Sara blushes and smiles. “Do I get a little kiss for eating your cum like that? I didn’t mean it when I said I wasn’t doing it for you too….” Derek presses his lips to hers. “Plus it’s still all over me and soaked into my panties everywhere,” Sara says, and he presses to her lips again. 
 
    Adrian watches them kiss from the doorway. The guy is tall and has Sara bent back a little. She moans into his mouth, opening for him. His tongue appears and extends to caress hers. She holds his shoulders, his arms around her and pulling her hard against him. 
 
    “Mmm – that was nice too,” she utters when he ends that kiss. 
 
    He cups her upturned face in both hands and holds her while kissing her again. Her hands drop to his waist, her eyes closing as he searches her mouth deeply and passionately. He breaks off, still holding her face. Her mouth remains open. 
 
    “You taste like cum, don’t you?” 
 
    She nods slightly, still peering up. “Uh huh.” 
 
    Adrian watches transfixed as the guy gathers moisture in his mouth and nuzzles Sara’s lips open again. He presses close and pushes the fluid from his mouth into hers. She swallows and he does it again, drawing the taste of cum it seems, then dribbling the saliva into Sara’s mouth. She swallows again. “Is that all of it? Can you still taste your cum?” 
 
    “Still a bit,” he says. 
 
    “Okay,” she utters softly, and she opens her mouth and waits while he draws another large volume of saliva. He moves close and she tilts her head back for him. He dribbles it into her mouth, and she swallows it then opens for him to spit some more in. 
 
    “All good now,” he says, grinning. His cock is noticeably firm again. He has it to one side and is holding it, squeezing and kneading the end of it. 
 
    Sara wipes her mouth on the back of her hand, cleaning her teeth with her tongue and still grimacing at the guy’s taste, it seems. She smiles at Adrian. “I need another coffee now.” 
 
    Adrian nods, still stunned. “We should get going, then.” He holds out his hand. Sara takes it and moves close for a cuddle. Her ex-lover remains sitting back on his desk with his cock bulging to one side of his trousers, grinning after them as they leave…………………. 
 
    Coolomon Amazon US 
 
    Coolomon Amazon UK 
 
    Or search Matt Coolomon on your national Amazon site. 
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