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Chapter 1
With a mild shriek of rubber, the Quantas Airlir jolled to a smooth stop on the
tarmac. It was the end to an exhausting flighedlvith turbulence and the petulance of
the curly dark haired toddler sitting beside Madgrady. The toddler had thankfully
fallen asleep in the wee hours over the Pacifiensing the barrage of constant
guestions. As soon as the seat belt sign blinkedtte unfastened her belt and gently
shook the little girl’s shoulder.

“Hey, chickee. Wake up, we’re here darlin’.” Maggaid in a soft Texan drawl.
She was greeted with a sleepy smile, which she enesiwith one of her own as her
daughter bounced with excitement. However, her atdnilip flopped and it wasn’t just
from excitement. The knot of dread in her stomaath been tightening ever since she
had begun planning their trip to South Australiar dditor had begged, pleaded, and
threatened her to get the interview or else, baiinterview was the least of her concerns;
she had made a promise, and intended to keepith g\fm determination, she took her
daughter’s hand, and led them into the blazingafftetrnoon sun.

After buckling her daughter in the backseat ofrémgal, she pulled a map out of her
pocket and pointed the SUV towards the sheep stitiown as Muldowney.

“Mommy, when will we get there?” Amy asked with laild’s anxiousness.
“Hopefully, not too long. We’ll have lunch when wget to Grunt Creek.”

“Is that where we’re going to take Daddy’s ashe&S?é smiled sadly as she glanced
at her daughter in the rearview mirror.

“No, baby doll, we're going to take them to Muldosyn We’ll scatter them there.”
She glanced at the green digital clock on the daesttbof her rented crossover. The
digital thermometer indicated that it was overyategrees Celsius, over one hundred
degrees Fahrenheit, and it was barely lunch. Hirehad left Adelaide two hours ago
and it had been over an hour since they had eateedunch at the last truck stop in
Grunt Creek. The pimply teenage server had irngigtat it was just down the road. A
cloud of a fine, red dust followed her progressagperated, she pulled over to the side of
the road to read the map again and re-try her @8®m. The dry, emotionless computer
voice insisted she turn left, she spared a glamtieet back seat, the full day of travelling
had proven too much for her daughter, who hadrfat®ind asleep. There was nothing
to her left, but miles of almost barren land, aoaés of woven wire fence. Frustrated, she
tapped the top of the useless unit with her fiseyfwere definitely in the middle of BFE,
bum freaking Egypt. A weary sigh escaped her Igstee directed her vehicle back to the
road. Her mind returned to Tucker, and if he woutdcome them, because she was more
than a little afraid that he would turn them awaycker had become an overnight
sensation in the art world, sculpting bronze covetbyat captured the moment so
brilliantly, that his pieces were highly soughteaftand were priced accordingly. Her
editor had practically begged her to get an ineawyibut she was apprehensive. It was a



lie that could get her in the door, a means torah distracted, Maggie caught only a
glimpse of the other vehicle in the curve. Shersee to the left as she slammed on the
brakes. It was too little, too late. A loud crunehs followed by the sound of a horn
blaring, a child’s scream, and everything fading iblack.

Tucker Kilpatrick slammed the brakes on his beat#gp throwing dust as he came
to a stop sideways in the road. Who in the hélledrlike that? He had hit his brakes as
soon as he noticed the red vehicle, driving orsitie of the road. The woman, he at least
thought it was a woman, had managed to steer awayHim but had over corrected and
hit a tree head on, and from what he could seewsisa’'t moving. He unbuckled his
seatbelt and ran to the vehicle. Its front end masgled against the tree, and steam
poured out from under its smashed up bonnet, makiongd hissing sound. The woman
was lying against the door window against the dedlair bag that had protected her
from the steering wheel.

“Bloody Hell.” He muttered as he opened the leitel’s side door, unfastening her
seat belt, only to catch her in his strong armss Heart stopped beating and he was no
longer breathing. It wasn’t a mistake; he wouldbgraze the woman anywhere. Tucker
was frozen as he convinced himself that it wadyéwppening. Forcing himself into
action, he gently he laid her in a patch of grasside the road. He muttered another
curse because that woman was the last persondleiten wanted to see.

“Maggie?” he said as he tried to rouse her. “Maggiake up.” Her eyes fluttered.
“Wake up. You've had a bit of an accident.” Heefally brushed a lock of stray hair
away from her face with his forefinger, lingering{ a moment longer than necessary
along her cheekbone.

Slowly, she managed to open her right eye andttieeteft, wondering if she was in
Heaven as she stared into the deep blue eyes pBbker The drover’s hat on his head,
and a western cut plaid work shirt, complete with pearl snaps assured her that she was
not dead. Tucker’s relief was evident as he rodiaak on his heels, giving her a full
glimpse of the man he had become.

"Amy...,” she mumbled as the pounding in her headddrher to close her eyes
with a groan. He heard a child cry from cruncheatapand raced to the back seat, not
bothering to question why Maggie had brought heigtiter. He forced open the door to
the back seat and was relieved to see the miniafurer mother, still fastened in the car
seat, with tears streaming from her giant blue elpsen her little cheeks. With
gentleness he didn’t know he possessed, he unlolttiderestraints and pulled the
toddler securely into his arms, cradling her agdinsshoulder while whispering calming
words.

“Shh...1 gottcha, kiddo. It's okay now. Let’'s go sseout your mum.” He placed a
comforting kiss on her cheek, and patted her batikthe child relaxed against him, her
sobs softening. Tucker quickly carried her to vehlee had left her mother lying on the



side of the road. Kneeling beside the injured wonha&was careful not to let the child
escape his grasp.

“Are you okay? That's quite a lick you took to ydwead there.” Maggie slowly
shook her head yes and began to sit up, automgtrealching for her daughter. Tucker
kept Amy against his shoulder as he hurried tcalekr

“Whoa, not too fast there, you don’'t want to flake& again.” He offered his free
hand to help her up on unsteady feet. Even withaaache the size of Montana, she felt
heat as soon his hand touched her. “Okay, let'as doeck for damage.” He held up his
hand and asked her how many fingers he was holgindstill stunned from the accident,
and seeing Tucker Kilpatrick in the flesh, her egsion was one of confusion.

“Tuck,” was the only word that escaped her lipfie eard what he had asked her,
but couldn’t comprehend over the sound of bloodhingin her ears. She pursed her lips
as she tried to respond to his more persistent tone

“Three. | see three fingers,” She stammered, liv@at having gone suddenly dry.

“Great. |didn’t feel any broken bones and otlamnt a nasty headache, I think
you'll be all right. Just to make sure thoughl, diive you two a lift to Muldowney and
we’ll call the doctor.” She was suddenly uncondbtée with the idea of being alone with
him.

“Isn’t there someone you can call to take us tonbarest hospital? What if
something’s wrong with Amy?” He nearly smiled a&slistened to her silky smooth
voice, the voice that still haunted his dreams theathospital wasn't really an option. He
lifted his hat to wipe the sweat from his brow wiiis forearm. He replaced his hat,
considering the options. Meanwhile, Maggie tookeimory of her daughter’s health
against the wiggling protestations of her miniatdresmall chuckle escaped Tucker’s
lips.

“She’s fine, | reckon, aren’t you cutie?” He tbied the little girl's cheek with his
forefinger, twirling a curl playfully and was reveged with a brilliant smile as she buried
her head against her mother’s shoulder, causinggMagheart to speed into overdrive.
Trying to remain cool, she patted her daughteradhe

Remembering that she hadn’t introduced the cowbdet daughter, Maggie’s
voice wavered as she gave the introductions. “Atimg,is Tucker Kilpatrick. Do you
remember talking about him?” Amy nodded her hezgland squirmed in her mother’s
arms as she turned her head away, suddenly baskiielman scratched the two day
stubble on his cheek as he studied the pair.

“What about an ambulance?”



“I could call, but it would take them forever taige.” Tucker removed his hat to
knock the dust off of it before taking a closerkau the toddler.

“Besides, | don'’t think it's necessary. You tookard knock to your noggin, but |
think you'll be fine and this angel was tucked é&alrtight. There is Country Services in
Grunt Creek...,” it dawned on Maggie just how far gMr@m civilization they were.
Grunt Creek was a long way away, “and we’re attl&@&8 k’s from the nearest, full
service hospital,” Tucker explained with reluctance

“No worries, I'll take you both back to Muldowneyn@have one of the hands fetch
what's left of your fancy ride.” She nodded grim$geing no other alternative.

“Let me give you two a lift, and then you can ek why you are here.” Maggie
studied the man for a moment. Muldowney had beénucker’s family for generations.
Flashes of memories washed over her, things tlehatn’t allowed herself to think of
for years, like the way his cheeks dimpled whesinéed, or the way his hands had felt
on her body. She gave him a shy glance and hslayefly held hers, letting her know
that he remembered too.

He was the first to look away, but not before she the shadow of regret in his
eyes. Not giving anything else away, he turneduteesy the damage of the wrecked
vehicle, giving her a full view of his backside.o was the lanky kid she had known,
he had been replaced by a man who had filled oall iof the right places, particularly in
the well worn work jeans. Sculpted was a word tdaame to her mind. But he wasn't all
body and sculpted perfection, he was the man whduraed her world upside down,
and she still hadn’t recovered. As if he senseg#itern of her thoughts, Tucker’s lips
curled into a sheepish smile as he wiped his handjeans before extending it to
Maggie, steadying her step as he led the pairstaitea.

Tucker balanced her with his hand as she trieditalistance between them. The
natural comfort of his touch was yet another shdgke was torn between needing his
assistance and wanting to break contact as soposagble. It had always been that way
between them; just a touch was all it had takee.\@tapped her arms around her
daughter like a protective armor, preferring tokhof an ice cold drink and an ice pack,
not at all prepared for the onslaught of confligtemotions. She couldn’t help but
wonder what in the world had she been thinkingeakened against the side of his beat
up old truck.

“So...you do know that you were driving on the wraige of the road, don’t you?”
She smiled guiltily. “They should give you Yankdr@ving exam before they let you
behind the wheel.” He noticed her smile when Bkedl a glance. She had just had a
horrible crash and she was smiling. “What are gomng in this part of the Never
Never?” He asked casually as his eyes appraigdikbean artist. She was still the most
beautiful woman he had ever seen, something timat iad only enhanced. She was
curvier than he remembered, her hips ripe and td#.cleared his throat.



“l came to find you.”

Tucker kicked the red dirt with the toe of his basthe wondered why she had
sought him out after all of this time. Maggie hageb very clear when she had rejected
him years ago, and they had both moved on. Shenlaaded another and had a kid. The
last thing that he needed or wanted was to bringngeent history.

“What are you doing here? | didn’t know you werglabe trotter.” The last part
came out a little more accusing than curious, n@kier wince.

“I've been asked to do an article on you. It'slfacommon knowledge, in certain
circles, that we...um... knew each other and my edliéar been chomping at the bit.
Everyone wants to know what happened to the rotbgpwhy he left the arena to
become a reclusive artist.” She wasn't lying, g&rit was a means to an end. Her editor
had been after her for a very long time to getxatusive but she had been perfectly
content to never have anything to do with him ag@imat was, until she had made a
promise.

“I don’t give interviews to any journos, regardlegsvho they are,” he answered
snidely.

“I'm hoping that | can change your mind.”

Maggie flashed him a cautious smile as Amy fidgestelder arms. She let her
daughter down and grabbed her hand, always awahe aflanger surrounding them
while standing on the side of the road.

“You're wasting your time. | won’t give you or amgher journo an interview.” She
winced at the bitterness in his tone. She had eggdtm to be unfriendly, but she hadn’t
expected him to react so coldly. She had douliteadvisdom of her decision to come to
him, but she was determined. She would use henuiisely and make him understand.

“My editor was adamant,” she managed flatly. “I'mpposed to see what | can do to
get the story.” She looked around at anythinghout, not wanting him to question the
truth of her words.

“Why are you really here?” Her stomach droppeck frhth wasn’t a conversation
that she wanted to have in front of her daughter.

“There is something else, but this isn’t the timmethat conversation.” She motioned
towards Amy. He could have kicked himself, havioigyotten all about the toddler. He
nodded and helped the pair into his ute. Thartkiat his old beat up vehicle didn’t have
bucket seats, she placed her daughter in the maahdléurned to face the cold blast of the
air conditioning.



“You're right,” Tucker said as he climbed behine tivheel, “but we will talk.” His
tone was firm as his blue eyes bored into hersgdwablinked back her fear and nodded.

“Okay. We will talk, later.” She closed her eya®l laid her head against the seat,
grateful for the air conditioning blowing from thents in the dash.

“Mommy, he sounded like Daddy.” She smiled andguuher daughter close to her.
“That’s right, baby. Remember, this is where ydaddy grew up.”

“That’s right, kiddo. Your dad and me, we werethmates, since kindy.” Amy
smiled; she loved anyone who reminded her of Méslen the doorman at their
apartment in Dallas, who always had a kind smile.

“Mommy, I'm thirsty.” Maggie laughed and rubbedrliaughter’'s head playfully.

“I left the water in the rental, babe. We’ll beetk shortly.” Tucker reached under
his seat for a canteen and offered it to the Ama@riwoman.

“Never come here unprepared. | always keep a exiphese around.” Maggie
opened it and held it for Amy to get a long drirfknater.

“Thanks.”

“No worries,” he delivered with a slight smile. “Wieed to see about that bump on
your noggin.” She grabbed a tissue from her punskeagtempted to wipe the air bag
powder from her hairline.

“Thank you,” she turned to face him, “for helping. u’m sorry | was on the wrong
side of the road.” She offered as a meek apolodyeasead began to throb.

“Yeah, sure, no drama. Let’s get you two to thed®and get you cleaned up.”
Maggie sat back in the seat and let the air cambti continue to blow in her face. She
was aware of how awful she must look, with her Bdimessed up, she seldom wore
make up, but what she did put on that morning,lbad since sweated off. She was
covered in powdery grime from the air bag and sigednasty bump on her forehead
that was beginning to swell, gingerly she touchell was just a small goose egg, but it
hurt plenty. She was in desperate need of songetiuld to drink, aspirin, and a shower.

Tucker drove silently as he drifted to the pagte Tast time he had seen Maggie was
at Mick’s memorial service. He had stayed in thedows, not wanting to confront her,
when the brief service was over; he had disappessailently as he had appeared,
certain no one had seen him. He didn’t want toktlof the past. Specifically, he didn’t
want to think of their past. Most certainly, héi want to think of the way she was
making him feel right now in the present.



“So, tell me, how far was | away from your placeentyou ran me off of the road?”
He caught the cute accusation, but he let it Sod@ow.

“You were pretty close. The house is just ovet thihthere.” He pointed over to
the right. All she could see was lots of wide opeown spaces with nothing more than
patches of scrub grass and trees. “This is théheor tip of my property here. We’'ll be
at the turn off in a few minutes. It's only abo@klor so down the road.” She did the
math in her head, a little over nine miles. Theyrewdriving on his property and it was
nearly nine miles to his house? Talk about widencggEaces. It was the most isolated
place she ever been, dry and barren, the dirt@gisieanixture of clay and sand. The grass
in the pastures had turned brown from the long glbuParts of Australia were
experiencing a record drought, and other areadbad experiencing record amounts of
rain fall. The news channels blamed global warming.

“So, tell me about your ranch. You have becomeeqiié recluse.” Tucker glanced
over at her. She gave him a sweet smile and shdjgmable to turn off her journalistic
need for answers.

“Well, Muldowney,” he corrected, “has been in myniéy for generations. Now it's
me and my two brothers who work it. We graze eatid sheep. My oldest brother
dabbles in horses, but we all live on the placevaoxk it every day. Well, us and a few
hands.”

His even timbered voice was captivating and higatwas as devastating as she
remembered. She studied his profile. He was spwell built. She knew that his body
had gotten that way from years of working outdaord sculpting in his clay. Well, that
and the rodeo, she mused. He was absolutely perfatmemory of him was nothing
compared to the living breathing cowboy. She wakis turf and felt like an invasive
species. Maggie would rather be anywhere elseambrid, but she had made a promise
and she intended to do whatever it took to makajipen. She glanced over her right
shoulder and studied her former lover over Amy’'skdaurls. She knew she was in
serious trouble, and it wouldn’t be easy. But thesthing worth it ever was. She
surrendered her thoughts to the past as Tuckeedhavlast few miles to Muldowney.

They had been so young. She had just been twemtyvhen she had met the
dynamic duo at a Dallas honky-tonk. She had begsring the National Finals Rodeo
Championship for her college newspaper. Mick'sskuiit and impish smile had won
her over in a second, but then she had met Tudketh of them were part of the rodeo
and outside of the article she had written, shewmated nothing to do with it. The
rodeo was dangerous and had caused more failgémnslaips and injuries than even she
could imagine, but a rodeo cowboy had to ride, ljustshe had to write, and the two
cowboys had lured her in, despite her fears. @haenext several minutes, she
remembered everything.

She opened her eyes just as Tucker pointed to kisama painted sign that told her
the turn off for his sheep station was just ahead.
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Chapter 2
The homestead was rustic, beautiful, and it appedal®laggie’s need for simplicity.
It was a practical two story made from stone thatker's grandfather harvested locally.
It had a tin roof, and a covered porch, held upwiitge columns of rough sawn wood,
that went all the way around the house to a sccegnporch in the back. There were a
few flowers growing in pots and a veggie gardenofhe side. She felt a sense of home
and immediately fell in love with it.

They were met at the door by Tucker’s sister-in;l[&ani, who was a small woman,
barely standing five feet, with wise hazel eyesl sinort brown hair. She appraised the
American from head to toe before turning her gaz&rhy. Maggie noticed the woman’s
sudden rise of eyebrows and willed her face toXdpeessionless before the woman could
catch her reaction. Smiling tenderly at the siailld, Toni offered her hand to the
toddler and led her to a waiting platter of cooki@sicker had phoned ahead to let her
know about their guests and to see if she coulatéothe doctor. Maggie’s first
impression of the petite woman was that she wagstmewd. Any subterfuge would be
a waste of energy. She smiled as Toni returnad the kitchen to show her the guest
room upstairs.

“So, you're Mick’s Maggie. | always wondered...” flicdropped her line of
thought and quickly changed the subject, sensiagMaggie was not ready for that
particular discussion. “The doctor will be herestathis arvo. Take a cool shower; I'll
mind Amy for you. By the way, she’s a sweetheart.”

“Thank you so much. | would love to get a showeavlaggie noticed the house was
large and airy inside. Even though it was incridiimt outside, there was no need for air
conditioning. There were large gum trees surraugthe house, offering shade and a
constant breeze. Maggie remembered that all ofloéres were still in her bag in the
back of the rental and once again asked for theratloman’s assistance.

“I have something you can borrow until your bagstggre.” Toni stepped into her
bedroom and stepped out a moment later with arcsttadress and a pair of leather
sandals dangling from her fingertips. Maggie stapiperself just short of hugging the
woman. The clothes wouldn't be a perfect fit, thety were definitely better than the
sweaty, gritty clothes that were currently stickiodher curvy body.

“You have no idea how much | appreciate this,” stiel as she took the clothes from
Toni. “Are you sure you're okay with Amy? She fzagift for gab I'm afraid.” Toni
laughed and patted her arm amicably.

“Tucker is babysitting for the moment. Just redaxi take your shower. You'll be
right as rain in a jiff.” Maggie nodded, but crigmwardly at the thought of her
daughter spending time alone with Tucker. Whaeitooked too closely? Toni patted



her arm again, soothing her worries, and steppedfdhe guest room, leaving Maggie
to take her shower.

Naked, she examined herself in the bathroom mirFiiteen years ago, there was no
way that she could have imagined that she woulstdr@ding in a strange country with
her daughter. During that time, Maggie had tramséa herself. She had lost nearly one
hundred pounds, and worked out every single dagtftgast an hour, which had
continued throughout her pregnancy, and long afédre critiqued every flaw in the
mirror. Her hips were too wide; the stretch masksher tummy resembled a road map,
there was still slight evidence of what she congidea double chin, and of course, she
had a nasty bump to add to the list. Still, afeeang of training and discipline, she hadn’t
learned to fully love her body. She chastiseddiefsr examining her flaws and took
the quick, cool shower she had been craving sime@tcident.

Fresh from her first shower “Down Under,” she callgfmade her way down the
wooden stairs feeling revived, and much more hung&me didn’'t see anyone about, but
could hear her daughter’'s non-stop chatter conmioig the back of the house, where she
could only assume was the heart of the house,ittieek. Content that her child was
safe and happy Maggie gave her surroundings ausidoce over, learning much about
Tucker and his family. There were so many thiringg she didn’t know about him. The
foyer opened to a large and airy living room, wheesemall TV and DVD player sat on
display beneath a very tall and rectangular windéfite painted wood shelves lined the
empty spaces along the back wall, filled with rodeamorabilia, which consisted of
hundreds of ribbons, belt buckles and photos. Brioathe photos, she picked up a small
framed memento to examine it more closely. It efaBucker on a horse holding a lariat.
He had been a gawky teenager with a toothy grinybuw could already see the man
beginning to emerge. When another picture caughebe, she traded it with the one in
her hand, and sought a closer look. It was of ilireryoung Tucker with his arm around
another young man, best friends, as close as wsotBbe was suddenly hit with a wave
of sadness and loss.

She knew all about the rodeo. She had lived & elsild. Her father had died while
travelling the circuit. He had stayed on the roaasbt of the time as she grew up,
sometimes spending months away before he gracedither in between shows. Her
mom had turned to alcohol to cope with the heagaoid the loneliness. She missed
those moments when her father would home for awWeeks before the next event. They
would be a real family for a week or two, until ¢pat restless and hit the road again,
eventually he never returned. The rodeo had aasiost of her childhood, and all of
her innocence. She had hated the rodeo and agybksociated with it, but Mick had
taught her that not every man was like her fathed, that she certainly was not like her
mother. She had learned to love that part ofifesrih part, thanks to Mick. He had
taught her to love herself and to come to termh Wr past, not hide from it.

“That’s Mick and me at the Junior National Rodéte placed second, and | placed
third that year. It was the last time he beat mEie deep voice caused Maggie to start.
He stood behind her, smelling of earth, clay, asdemnt that defined him, looking at the



photo over her shoulder, and grinned at her reastnver. He caught the faint scent of
eucalyptus in her hair. As he inhaled, she neadppled the photo. His breath felt hot
against her nape. She gave him a quick glancedshe returned the picture back
where it belonged, not quite able to hide the ssslineher eyes.

“Yeah, we had the same picture, and kept it ommhatel. Mick had several pictures
of you two.” Warding off memories, she quicklyeito change the subject. “I'm sorry,
[...um... didn’t mean to snoop. There was no one araumen | came down the stairs.”
She avoided his eyes and studied a large map plagdis the room.

Tucker was blown away by the effect of Maggie ia slundress and sandals. Its hem
fell just above her knees revealing the shapelyecof her calf muscles. He felt a
quickening of his pulse and swallowed hard.

“There’s tea on the porch.” He managed to say thestump in his throat as he
abruptly turned and walked out of the room, expegtier to follow. She trailed behind
at a safe distance, resisting the magnetism tiighad the ability to draw her in.

Tucker stood waiting with his hands on the bacthefworn, white, wrought iron
chair as he held it for her, and she couldn’t llpblush when she noticed his eyes
lingering a little longer than necessary on hesstlas he helped her into her seat. She
nervously cleared her throat as she reached fltass gf iced tea.

“This is more than | could have ever asked forisTea is delicious. Tastes just like
home.” She rattled nervously.

“I remembered that you loved iced tea, so | askawi 10 make a pitcher for us.” His
remembrance of her love of the southern staplehtehar by surprise.

“Thanks, it's very much appreciated.” Maggie ta@long, cool drink of the
southern Manna.

“Would you like a biscuit?” Her eyes fell to thiafter of cookies, truly tempted.
Years of regimented dieting held her back. She di@ubive in, no matter how delicious
they appeared.

“Thank you, but no. Any idea when | can get ougdfa | need to call the rental
company too.”

Tucker had watched her look at the cookies buaireéd from comment, something
for which she was grateful. She almost never altbiverself sweets and she worked out
religiously every day. Memories of her painfuliage years made resisting much easier.

“l sent a couple of the hands to fetch it. Thelg# round before too long.” He
stretched his long, lean legs out in front of hiBo, what's with your impromptu visit?



This is a long way just to show up unannouncedrioing that he would see through
her attempts at a lie, she took another sip frontdeewhile she gathered her thoughts.

“Itis. I wasn't sure you would welcome us, antbuldn’t take that chance. Mick
wanted his ashes scattered here.” Nervous fingaered the sweat from her glass with
her finger.

“Is that why you brought your daughter along withu¢” A long sigh escaped her
lips.

“Yeah, | always try to take her with me when | cdmlon’t like to leave her with the
nanny any longer than necessary.”

“Why did Mick want to scatter his ashes on MuldoywneThe last time we spoke, he
blacked my eye and told me to rack off.” His cealjing stare caused her to wince.
Choosing to ignore his statement, Maggie pressed on

“You were his best friend, and his only real familyhis is where he grew up, and
where his heart was.” Tucker nodded grimly, recmgg that even after being betrayed
by his best friend, Mick was still the better maht one time, the pair had been
inseparable, even travelling to the States togetheil Mick had introduced him to the
woman sipping iced tea on his porch. He swallowgdiblty lump in his throat.

“Did he say where he wanted them scattered?”

“No, but I hoped that between the two of us, we Mdund the right spot.”

“We can have a look about later.” His gaze turrdard the distant horizon, hiding
his agony from Maggie.

“I know that would please him. You know, he lovezliylike a brother.”

“Yeah, that'd be right, and | betrayed him. Boftue did.” She winced at his bitter
tone.

“I never wanted to hurt you, or him.” She nervguslok a sip of her tea.

“Then tell me, why?” he challenged. She searcbea fway to redirect the path this
conversion was taking.

“We'll talk about it, but not while I'm jetlaggedha have this headache. Truce for
now?” she asked simply. He studied her for a mdraed she held his gaze, hoping that
he would let the subject drop. Something in h&sayust have satisfied him because he
gave her a brief nod.

“Truce.” She rewarded him with a smile; the onat thad always been just for him.



Maggie didn’t reply, choosing instead to refill gass, her hand reached for the
pitcher at the same time as his, causing his fexgebrush against the back of her hand.
She snapped it back as if it was on fire, knockingr her glass and spilling ice
everywhere. Tucker laughed, and for the first timseveral years, she was treated to his
dimples.

“Here you go.” He handed her a towel and cleareddéa from the table with his
strong, tan hands. “So, what do you say? Do yout @&dittle tour around the homestead
while we wait for the doc?” She voiced her pratastly terrified to be alone with him.
She could still feel the heat from his fingers @n skin. She stood and shook her head,
thumbing towards the door.

“l...uh... think that | should be getting back to Amy.”

“Don’t worry about the little rug rat, Toni is ireh element with that child.” Hearing
her daughter’s laughter waft through the air, Madgad no choice but to jump at the
chance to get away from their awkward conversati®he hated being so clumsy, and
she was embarrassed, but it hadn’t seemed to bbtivéer. She accepted his extended
hand and mentally steeled herself against the vatimatt surged through her veins as he
pulled her up. In spite of her best efforts, shendtled a bit, landing close enough to fill
her senses with the heady scent of all that wasdivdoy. Her pulse hummed as his eyes
bored into hers, holding her against him for a thré@nger than he should have. For a
moment, their eyes conveyed the messages thaliffeeiefused to say, until the
intensity of his gaze made her look away. There secamuch that she wanted to tell him,
needed to tell him, but it wasn’t the time. Shekta deep breath to steady herself before
she stepped back and gave him a quick smile.

“How about that tour?” Distracting herself, she rooed toward the paddocks.

The homestead reminded her of some of the goodraold memories she
possessed, she couldn’t help but be drawn toutkér looked down at her sandals and
shook his head.

“We'll have to see about getting you some proper geyou’re gonna stick around
for a while. There are too many things out herkit®, or sting you, if you're wearing
sandals.” His eyes drifted towards her exposesl tddost of them are deadly.” Maggie
had done her homework and was very well aware stralia’s unique collection of
spiders and snakes, but there was a lot that mé diwow about her. When she had
started seeing Mick, she had been living in thg titking advantage of everything that a
big city offered, including clothes. She had seldinessed in anything other than what
she used to call girl clothes. Both had assumetdstiewas just another city girl.

“No problem, I've got some things in my bag, iaitrives. Are you inviting us to
stick around for a few days?” She felt a skipén heartbeat as she waited for an answer,
but he ignored her question and started the tour.



Tucker gave her apparel with a skeptical look. 3imedress and sandals were
inadequate for a tour of the station, but typidadtcangers to country life. Most people
were woefully unprepared for the realities of theléack, and dressing the part was only
a small portion of it. The area was desolate na¢$i barren, often unkind, and in the
summer, it was hot, dirty and gritty. There wagraxce like it on earth. The land
became a part of you and you loved it wholly, aejected you completely. He brushed a
fly away from his face and forced a grin.

“Okay, then. Let's getto it.”

Rt



Chapter 3

Maggie fell in step beside the confusing man ashweved her around the station.
The grounds of the homestead contained severas bstables, a new shearing shed, and
a bunk house. While the setting was rustic, themmery and interiors of the buildings
were new. As they made their way from the sheasiregls to the paddock, portable
corrals where several head of sheep caught heKeysving plenty about cows and
horses, she was eager to learn more about thesli#aating in the late afternoon sun.

“So, tell me why these guys are penned up.” Tuskgpped by one of the corrals
and studied her as if trying to decide if her iagtiwas genuine.

“Well, this mob is in line to be drenched. Thatans that it's time for them to be
wormed, etcetera, we have a few hundred head. &\feid to drop our numbers because
of the drought, but hopefully, it will rain soonShe nodded as his gaze drifted towards
the sky with his hopeful declaration. She was \&elare of the plight of every farmer,
too much rain, or not enough.

“I bet it's beautiful here after the rain.” Befdne could reply, a noisy white
miniature truck wound its way around the drive thirey up a cloud of dust behind it. He
motioned towards the patio with his hand, indiagatimat they should greet the visitor.

“That will be the doctor.” She followed him bagkthe house, her attention
returning to the bump on her head. She grimaceldeagdoctor threw up his hand in
greeting.

“Doc, thanks for coming out.” Doctor Adams wasikas his sixties and had been
Tucker’s doctor most of his life. He had a twinkiehis eye even as his pale blue dress
shirt clung to him from the heat, and on his hessded an Akruba hat which kept the sun
from his obviously balding head.

“Cheers, Tucker. You must be Maggie?” The dostoiled as the American
woman nodded. He turned his attention towards &uakd winked in approval. “So, |
hear you had a bit of an accident?”

“I'm afraid | caused the accident. | nearly rarcKer off of the road and then hit a
tree.” Doctor Adams led her to the wrought irotipaeat where he could more easily
attend to her. Hearing the doctor pull up, Tord kacorted a very content toddler to the
porch, tearing the doctor’s attention away from Kiats head bump. The doctor gave
Amy a piece of candy while he examined her for dgerfaom the accident. Satisfied
with the toddler’s health, he returned his focub¢o mother.

“That’s quite a nasty lump there.” He gave henawing glance not missing the
resemblance of the toddler to Tucker, but didmt @aything, much to her mother’s
relief.



“So, | think you and your daughter are as fit dslies, but you will most likely be
sore for a day or two. We’'ll need to keep our egeyou because you have a slight
concussion. We’'ll need someone to check on yowalemf times during the night.
Tucker, will you take care of that?”

The two men exchanged long glances. Not findingfaalt with the doctor’s logic,
he silently agreed, all the while suspicious oéaup. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to
figure out that he didn’t want the responsibilifycaring for Maggie, if only for the night.
The doctor grinned at the younger man’s obviousaiigort.

“Sure, Doc.” He said through tight lips.

The doctor returned his smile and turned to makemaiy to his well-used vehicle,
needing to see other patients. It was a spareglylpted area, and towns were far and
few in between, hospitals even more so. Peoptledrarea were very self- sufficient, but
occasionally, even they needed a doctor to heip ihat. He tooted his horn and gave a
wave as he turned down the drive.

“Well, looks like you'll be all right.” Tucker tured and gave her a reproving glance.
“Since you are going to be here for a while longey might as well fill me in about the
past few years.”

She took a long drink of her tea knowing that hated to discuss Mick. In an
effort to ignore that part of her life, she stuokhe bullet points.

“I eventually graduated with my degree in journalisit was tough, and it took a
little longer than | had planned, but | pulled it ¢ freelance covering the rodeo, of
course, but | also write travel articles as welbdgers.” Knowing she had pushed when
he was already irritated, she watched his eyedutlyrdooking for any sign of
animosity. She was not disappointed. Tucker rosged feet and drank the last of his tea
before replying.

“I'm not giving you interview, so stop fishing. Ason as we’re sure you're okay,
we will scatter Mick’s ashes, and then you and Arag go back O.S., to the States. This
is a working farm, excuse me, | have work to dall @e rental company to pick up your
vehicle. One of the hands can give you a lift biactown tomorrow.”

He spun around hard on his heel and left her gitiione on the patio relieved that
she had diverted his attention away from her latbhnd. She had known that it was
going to be the most difficult conversation thag stould ever have and she knew him
well enough to know that their conversation wadtiiam over. There would be a time
when she would have to confess all of her sins.v&isn't sure when that would be, but
she did know that it would arrive sooner rathenttaer. She had missed him and she
wanted Amy to get to know his family, and then, Iwiilen whatever would happen,
would happen. She winced and rolled her tight kleyg, between the jet lag, and the
accident, she was sore, and exhausted, but shét wesesihy to surrender.



After a few moments, a large vehicle approached tar banged up vehicle on its
bed. She pushed her wayward thoughts away andegréet two young men delivering
her wreck.

In the guest room, she quickly changed into hemaddk boots, old jeans, and
favorite chamois shirt, eager to climb on the baick horse. It had been far too long
since she had last sat in the saddle and riddensadhe wind. The time she had spent
on her grandparents ranch seemed like a lifetinoe &er grandmother had fallen ill and
soon after, her grandfather had been forced tdhselncestral home to pay for his wife
of fifty years care. After her grandmother diddyasn’t long before her grandfather had
passed away too, leaving Maggie alone. When stieried Mick, there had been an
instant connection, a true kindred, but then shierhat Tucker. He had blown her away
with his rugged good looks, easy smile, and eyasttald the wisdom of the world
within their deep, blue depths. One night had cedrter life forever, and try as she
might, she had never regretted the stolen mometieglen them. Yes, she had betrayed
Mick, the man who loved her in spite of everythiagd she had destroyed the friendship
between the two cowboys. After, when she had toreonsider what had happened,
Maggie had wanted to forget about it, to preterthdn’'t happened, but her daughter had
put a kibosh on that, only then it was too late ndker had been long gone. Mick had
listened, held her close, and stepped up, thewashistory. Her face was determined as
she placed the old, weathered, straw cowboy haeohead and left her room in search
of the source of squeals echoing from the firsarflo

She found her daughter in the kitchen with Torg; plir had become fast friends.
The Australian woman’s approval of her farm weanean the form of an arched brow
and grin. Her shoulder’s shrugged. The work clstsieowed there was much more to the
alleged city girl than met the eye.

“What have you been into, sweet cheeks?” Amy ladgit her mother’s latest
nickname while her Maggie brushed a streak of ffoam the toddler’s cheek.

“Makin’ cookies,” Amy looked quickly at Toni. “I man biscuits.” Maggie laughed
and placed a kiss on her daughter’s forehead b&faering her little feet to the floor.

“Well, I thought I might go take a look at the hessf you would like to come with
me?” Amy had already resumed her place on thestoolt beside Toni.

“I don’t mind looking after the munchkin. She’seal natural.” She didn’t need a
second invitation and worded a silent thank yobdonew friend, taking only the time to
drop a kiss on Amy’s flour covered cheek before imgker way to the front porch. She
was deliberating on which direction she should ¢@mvshe turned into a solid wall of
male muscle.

“Oy, there. You must be Maggie. What are you dddiagk o’Brouke?” Years with
her Australian husband had taught her how to ié¢russie slang, most of it anyway.
She knew he meant the Outback. Sensing a kindigt] she smiled in greeting.



“I'm Copper. Nice to meet you.” Maggie couldn@lp but like him right away. He
flirted unabashedly as he took her hand and brublsggps against the back of it.

“Hi, Copper. Nice to finally meet you.” She toakstep back and took in his larger
than life size. He was Jethro Bodine and Hughmackrolled into one, with startling
blue eyes that twinkled with mischief.

“I heard that you were a real beaut. Where havebgan all my life?”

Maggie’s lips curled up at the corners, his goothbucontagious. “l was waiting
for you, of course. When you didn’t find me, | tadcome find you.” Copper laughed
out loud, thoroughly charmed by her thick Texareatc

On a more serious note, Copper softened his tomest‘want you to know, it's a
real shame about all of that business with Mick.”

“Thanks. It's been hard, but | think me and Amg &nally okay.” She gave him a
sad smile and looked beyond him into the distasicrjgging off old memories. She
nodded her head curtly and moved in the directidhestables. Copper picked up his
step to catch up, his grin devilish and looked atbexpectantly.

“Where’s that little girl of yours? | hear she kagjust like you.” She grinned at the
mention of her baby girl.

“Amy is my mini me, but she deserted me for To8he has taken quite a shine to
her; usually she’s pretty wary around strangef3dpper chuckled and dusted his black
cowboy hat off on his denim clad, muscular thigh.

“I don’t think Toni has ever been a stranger to kigy” His head made a motion
towards the yards. “Looks like your tour guide kedsyou. | think that your little visit
has thrown him for a loop. What are you up to?”

“Well, really, I'd love to go for a ride. It's bedfar too long and I'm a little out of
practice.” His sarcastic smile let Maggie know thathad no confidence in her ability to
master a horse.

“Okay, love, we’ll go, but riding here is a bit tlifent than riding ponies in careful
circles.” Maggie gave him a winning smile of herroas she breezed past him.

“I haven’t ridden a pony since | was four.” Heresyheld a challenge and Tucker’s
brother laughed again, his eyes sizing her up tnendusty boots to the straw hat on her
head. He nodded his head in acceptance.

“Okay then. My brother will not be pleased. Yastbanged the Hell out of your
head. He said you needed to take it easy.” Sh&ghd her shoulders indicating that she
couldn’t care less what Tucker thought.



“Believe me, | am taking it easy. So, what do gay? Wanna go for a ride?”
Copper wrapped his arm around her shoulders anelthawm a friendly squeeze.

“Well then, | reckon we should head for the bar@bpper said as he guided her. An
easy friendship had been born.

Maggie had been at Muldowney barely an afterno@hadiready it pulled her under
its spell. She was anxious to get her jeans diitigker’s youngest brother had chosen a
nice roan mare for her and was already in the pooésaddling it when she stopped
him. She knew she may be rusty, but she couldsatidle her own horse, it was a matter
of pride and necessity of any rancher. Impresseddggie’s familiarity with the
process, Copper let her have at it.

“The saddle is a little different from your westesaddle. It sits a little deeper.” He
explained. The Australian saddle was a blend sdmesin between an English riding
saddle and an American Western saddle. Maggieetbakit dubiously for a second
before deciding that there would be nothing to it.

Making quick work with the cinch she easily finish@nd swung herself up on its
back. With a click of her heels, they were onitheay. Maggie was a little stiff at first,
but she was riding like a pro after a few practig@s, blushing from the smirk of
approval on Copper’s face.

Muldowney was as open as it was vast. Maggie thbiigvas beautiful even though
it was dry and dusty. She imagined how it woulzklafter the rains came and knew it
would be breathtaking with green grass and wild8osv Copper was a pleasant
companion; he was thorough and patient with hidasgiion of their operation. He
explained that running the sheep station was, moftea than not, a money losing
operation. There was always something threatethigig way of life, whether it was the
drought, the wet, or the bank. Tucker had inveatkdf his winnings from the rodeo
into Muldowney, and after that, he had kept theraf@n running with his art sales, until
they had finally managed to turn a profit agaite Svas fascinated and touched by
Tucker’s obvious love of this dry land. Every asipaf this way of life appealed to her,
and filled her mind of memories of her grandparer8ke was an Earth child at heart.
Living in the city for the past few years had ddittée to dampen that innate desire she
possessed about living free, riding under a big Skye wanted her daughter to feel the
connection to the land and the sky, and not t@mbespoiled by modern convention.
Copper had led them to the south east paddock vehereaught a glimpse of someone
working on the fences. As they made their wayhoranch hand, she could see that it
was Tucker, wearing a white tank top covered withahd grime, and those tight work
jeans. He was all male; his sinewy muscles glisggfiiom the sweat of an honest day’s
work. She studied him closely as they approachtgliwas possibly the most beautiful
specimen of male she had ever seen and her pulsedkinto overdrive.

Tucker turned to greet the riders as he hearddhs=k’ rhythmic approach. His
surprised expression of seeing her so sure indatiéls was worth conspiring with



Copper, filling her with a rush of pleasure. e thrief time that they had known each
other, she had never mentioned the fact that skefama raised. Instead, she had led
both Mick and Tucker into thinking that she wag jsother city girl.

“What are you doing out here? You should haveestat the house.” He gave his
brother a hard look. *“It figures that you wouldveasomething to do with this. Take her
back. She shouldn’t be out riding after the aatideCopper’s eyes crinkled and he
shook his head at his brother.

“Ease up there, bro. Maggie just wanted a litle.r Now, | have somewhere to be,
so | guess you can take care of guiding her batkadouse?” Copper’s expression
challenged his brother. He smiled wickedly whendider brother indicated that he
would with a curt nod. Part of her wanted to crifigen the former rodeo star’s obvious
disapproval, the other part was thrilled that sheé proved herself in the saddle. She
stiffened her spine, indicating that she would®tifitimidated, hardly sparing a glance at
Copper as he turned his horse, leaving her alotietive man she had travelled so far to
see. Meanwhile, her stomach turned somersaultbankeart thudded inside her chest.

She knew that Tucker was annoyed, but that didrdhge her plan. As obvious as it
was that he didn’t want her and Amy at Muldownéye Bad a mission to accomplish and
being alone with him was the first step.

“So, don't be mad at Copper. |ran into him athleese and made him bring me out
here. | hope you don’'t mind.” She swung off tham mare and walked over to him, just
a little unsteady on her feet. Tucker took as atgpplaced his hand on her shoulder to
steady her. She grabbed his wrist for a momentlaemd quickly let go as a bolt of
electricity shot through her. “Thanks. I'm okaly's just been a while since I've ridden.”

“Yeah, | was surprised to see you out here on aehoBack in the day, you wouldn’t
even go near one. | just assumed that you had migldem.” She could hear the
approving surprise in his voice. It filled her kvpride.

“I never said that | couldn’t ride. 1 just saicatH didn’t ride.” Her tone was a little
more facetious than she had intended.

“Stretch your legs for a bit while | finish up heaad we’ll head back to the house
for a cuppa.”

“A cuppa what?” she couldn’t resist asking. Hedhhbis head from side to side
before he bent to pick up the post-hole diggers.

“A cuppa tea.” Maggie sighed wearily as she sefs&dnpatience returning. She
needed to find a bridge with him, before he decsleelhad been here long enough.

“Sure. That sounds nice. Maybe then we can disttesmterview?” She had moved
to pet her horse, not really caring about his ansivieer all, her editor would be over the



moon if she got him to agree, but there was somgtimuch more important at stake than
a few words under her byline.

“Maggie, I'm not going to give you the interviewg gist do us all a favor and turn
off the journo mode. Tomorrow you and your ligiel will be on your way, and this will
soon be a distant memory.” Her eyes flashed witth &t his dismissal and she turned to
hide it from him. She knew that he was going taliffecult, but she had hoped. Nothing
left to say, she gave him a nod, accepting hisonthle moment he pointed to her saddle,
letting her know that the subject was indeed closed

“Let’s head back to the house. Do you need helpllsag up?”

“No, I've got it.” She swung herself up onto therée with practiced ease and was
more than a little satisfied by the fact that thenfs eyes got a full glimpse of her
bottom. Once mounted and ready, she gave him a smilg and steered her horse
toward the homestead with a bemused Tucker follgwight behind.

As they made their way back, he tried to unravelrtystery that was Maggie. She
was obviously an accomplished rider not, someone veld taken a few lessons as a
child. Apparently, there was more to the woman theimad ever known, and damn it all,
he couldn’t help but want to find out, but the gbi felt over betraying his best friend
was more than enough to make him wary.

The afternoon under the open sky had left her orated. It had been way too long
since she hadn’t had to do anything except enjeystimshine. She could see why
Tucker had retreated to the sheep station. ltwilalsand untamed, but wormed its way
into the heart and soul. It had only taken hee fivinutes to know that he belonged to the
land, totally at peace riding the long rows of fesicdt made her think of the strong, silent
type of cowboy from the black and white Westernslsid watched with her grandfather.
The man she had known had always been on the segide, but there had been a
kindness in his eyes that she had been drawn $pjtdéher best efforts. Now, there was
an understandable wariness about him. He was ardguound her and she had yet to
see a glimpse of the young man he had been. Siwve ikmvas all her fault. Now, there
was a bitter edge to him that contradicted the gauan she had known and it was up to
her to repair the damage that she had caused.ni@mewith too much alcohol had
caused her to give in to the inevitable attracbetween them, and she had been the
aggressor. She had caused the rift between lehlsband and his best friend. The
knowledge that she was the one who had made théshall around him was enough to
wish the past few years away, but if she changegishthen she wouldn’t have her
daughter. No, she couldn’t wish the last few yeavay, but she could do everything in
her power to keep her promise to Mick. She wousd hiave to hold on to the hope that it
would all be worth it in the end. She watchediasathole face lit up as he told her the
story of the original Kilpatrick’'s who had settlatithe station more than one hundred
and fifty years before, and his smile nearly toek lbreath away. There was no
mistaking that the blood of the land flowed throumg$ veins. His smile had taken away
from the brevity of her thoughts and was the mostthat she had had in an incredibly



long time. Toni had mentioned in passing that Mwldey was the kind of place that
could heal a heart and Maggie was inclined to kellgeer. So focused on her thoughts,
she had to ask Tucker to repeat his question.

“What happened that night? You had to know howltldbout you.” She didn’t have
a ready answer and gathered her thoughts beforgpsie. It was too soon to reveal
everything. She wasn't even sure at this point¢batd find the courage. Instead, she
shrugged her shoulders and gave him half-truthgortimately, she didn’t have a poker
face, allowing Tucker to see right through herrafieplacate him. Irritation rolled off of
him in waves and she knew that he didn’t beliewe he

“It was a mistake. | was attracted to you and kit much. It shouldn’t have
happened.” She willed him to make eye contact tvh “I'm sorry.” She said sincerely
as she reached out to touch his arm, making hgerfenburn. He jerked his arm back and
reined his horse away with a click of his heelsgiahe horse’s sides, taking off in a
trot. Maggie followed suit and caught up with hignabbing his horse’s halter, forcing
both of them to stop.

“Were you happy with him?” he asked. Her eyesathsbuth for a moment before
she put her mask back into place.

“I really don’t want to discuss my marriage, notsnanyway.” Despite her facade,
her voice was edged with sadness and resignatiomde a promise to him, that’s all
you need to know.” Maggie let that comment lingethe air for a few moments with
her confession on the tip of her tongue. Catchimxgelf in the nick of time, she let her
hand fall from the halter, turning her horse awslye could hear his horse follow behind
while she fought to control her emotions. By timeethe reached the barn, she had
already unfastened the cinch. Hearing him approstiturned with her chin in
challenge. Tucker slid off his horse and begamwddk the cinch.

“You're here for more than the ashes.” She statddm hard for a second, her heart
pounding as she grabbed a brush and began to wdrkrchorse. She ignored his
statement and had no intention of replying. Hiscgiamce was clear as he swung his
saddle on the adjacent rung.

“Fine, ignore me if you want, but there is moreyéar story and you will tell me.”
Her heart fluttered a moment as she fought thegaedd words that almost formed on her
lips. Instead, she nodded meekly.

“Thanks for the ride.” She handed him the brusth laft the barn.

Stiffly, she walked back to the house in search bbt bath. She could already feel
the soreness of her rump from the saddle as wéleaaccident, but it was worth it. She
was still at Muldowney and she would tell Tuckeesghing, eventually. It sounded so
simple and her heart pounded just thinking abodthe words had been on the tip of her
tongue but she had forced herself to swallow treetnje chicken, feathers and all.



Judging by the way Tucker set her blood on fimagtwas not on her side. She had to tell
him soon, before she lost all self- control. Awneaigh escaped her lips as she lowered
her body into the steamy bath, a lost effort tdattroubles soak away.



