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  Blurbs


A city boy in Australia’s outback. 
Who would have thought I’d last longer than two weeks?
My station owner may be older but he’s as beautiful and rugged as the red dirt that flows through his veins.
Scottie deserves better than me too.
I lied to him.
But he encourages me. He helps me follow my dreams.
Scottie has warned me a thousand times though. It’s not easy. The desert is as unforgiving as the people.
We’ve each got a fight on our hands.
For our happiness.
For our survival.
Outback Treasure II is the conclusion of Pete and Scottie’s story. The first book in the Pearce Station duet is Outback Treasure I.






  
  In the last six months Australia has seen some of the worst that nature can throw at us and the fight isn’t over. To all our first responders and carers, you are true superheroes. 
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  Glossary


This story is set in outback Queensland, Australia. It uses Australian English. There are some terms that you might not have heard before, so I have set out a few for you. If you come across more, please email me at ann@anngrech.com and I’ll try to explain our slang. 
 
Akubra – a broad brimmed hat.
Autumn – fall.
Ballsed it up – screwed it up.
Barbie – short for barbecue, but in this context it’s a grill, not a smoker.
Billy – tea pot.
Biscuits – cookies.
Bloke – man.
Bonza – great, awesome.
Brekkie – breakfast.
Brick shithouse – an outhouse made of bricks (much more upmarket than your standard corrugated iron shitter). 
Brissie – Brisbane. Queensland’s capital city and location of the Ekka.
Buggered – screwed, broken.
Bundy – Bundaberg Rum.
Bushells – a brand of tea (the drink, not the dinner kind!).
Carnarvon – a town in Western Australia.
Carnarvon Gorge – a national park (bushland) in Queensland, on the east coast of Australia.
Centimetres – metric unit of measurement. One inch equals 2.54 centimetres.
Chips – French fries.
Chook – chicken.
Clip you – hit you.
CSIRO - Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organization, a government organization responsible for scientific research aimed at improving the performance of industry to enhance economic and social performance for the benefit of the entire country.
Dagwood dogs – a sausage on a stick, dipped in batter and deep fried.
Damper – a form of bread traditionally baked in the embers of an open fire.
Dogger – a hunter of feral dogs and dingo cross breeds. 
Drizabone – a jacket designed to be worn by horse riders.
Dunny – toilet.
Ekka – a nickname for Royal Queensland Show originally called Brisbane Exhibition (Ekka is short for exhibition). It is an annual agricultural fair in Queensland.
Fair dinkum – for real, seriously.
Fairy floss – cotton candy.
Fella – bloke, man.
Flannie – a flannel button down shirt.
Footie – rugby league, a full contact sport played between two teams for two forty minute halves where the objective is to score more than the other team by carrying the ball over the ‘try line’ and, after making a try, kicking the ball between the posts to add an extra two points to the score (called a conversion). 
G’day – hello.
Hack it – handle it.
Helluva – hell of a.
Hullabaloo – noise.
IGA – a supermarket chain of independent grocers.
Jam – jelly.
Jocks – underwear.
Jumper – sweater.
Kalgoorlie – a town in southern outback Western Australia.
Kitchen bench – kitchen countertop.
Ks – short for kilometres, a metric unit of measurement. One mile is the equivalent of 1.6 kilometres.
Longreach – a town in outback Queensland.
Lost my shit – become upset or agitated. 
Mardi Gras – the Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras.
Metre – a metric unit of measurement. One hundred centimetres equals one metre, which is approximately three feet.
Milo – a chocolate powder that you can drink in warm or cold milk, or on ice cream as a dessert. 
Mobile phone – cell phone.
Never Never – outback Australia.
Nicked off – left, departed.
Noggin’ – head.
Outhouse – an outdoor dunny. Also called a shitter or toilet.
Paddock – a corral for livestock.
Pastoral lease (of Pearce Station) – a long-term lease granted overstate-owned land to a person for the agricultural purposes such as agistment and cattle grazing. Where ‘exclusive possession’ is not a term of the lease (as is the case with Pearce Station), others may traverse the land, such as those who hold permits under the Mineral Resources Act 1989 (Qld) or the indigenous custodians who have recognized ‘native title’ rights. Native title was a phrase coined by the High Court of Australia in its historic abolition of terra nullius a Latin term forming part of international law at Australia’s settlement (the case is Mabo v Queensland (No 2) [1992] HCA23, (1992) 175 CLR 1 (3 June 1992)). Terra nullius means ‘nobody’s land’, which justified the importation of British law and customs into Australia, purportedly overriding indigenous custodians’ traditions and laws and dispossessing them of the land, and rendering indigenous custodians as ‘non-citizens’. The abolition of terra nullius by Australia’s highest court allowed recognition of the continuing underlying land rights of indigenous Australians where certain conditions were met. Native title allows rights of access, camping or living on areas, visiting and protecting important places, hunting, fishing, gathering from the land, taking of traditional resources (for example water, wood, stone, ocre), conducting social, cultural, religious activities on-site, and the teaching of traditional customs and laws.
Piss weak – pathetic.
PJs – pyjamas.
Pollie – politician.               
Poofter – a slur for gay men, equivalent to faggot.
Postie – postal worker.
Prospecting permit – a permit granted under the Mineral Resources Act 1989(Qld) which allows for fossicking of minerals, including gold, using handheld implements.
Pulling my leg – joking.
Queenslander – a style of architecture for houses built in Queensland to suit the varied climate in the state (sub-tropical to desert). Traditionally, the houses are constructed on stilts to allow for ventilation and flood waters to pass under the house, with wide verandas and windows all around the house. Painted in a light colour, the combination ensures cooling shade and cross ventilation.
Ranga – red headed person.
Rip-roaring – high in intensity.
Rocky or Rockhampton – a regional city in Queensland.
Roo – kangaroo.
Rubbish – trash.
Sanga – sandwich.
Scoffed – ate.
Scone – a sweet biscuit (i.e. American-style biscuit, not a cookie) that you traditionally eat with jam (i.e. jelly) and whipped cream.
Servo – gas station.
Sheila – woman.
Shit a brick – panicked, freaked out.
Shopping centre – mall.
Sick as dogs – very unwell.
Supermarket – grocery store.
State of Origin – rugby match between the mighty Queensland Maroons (the Cane Toads) and the meh at best New South Wales Blues (the Cockroaches). Usually the Blues have the blues because even though the stubborn bastards will never admit it, Queensland is by far the better team. Go Queenslander!
Station – equivalent to a ranch.
Swag – a canvas sleeping bag.
Tap – faucet.
Tea – depending on the context, either a hot beverage or dinner.
Tele – television.
The Alice or Alice Springs – a town in the Northern Territory, in the heart of central Australia. 
Trackies – sweats.
Truckies – truck drivers.
Tucker – food.
Undies – underwear.
Uni – university.
Ute – equivalent to a pickup truck.
Veggie patch – vegetable garden.
Yobbo – a loud and obnoxious Australian, usually a bloke.
Yonder – out there (a non-specific description of somewhere not close).






  
  The Players - Byron's Time


Winston Able – the dingo hunter (scalper) who joined the expedition for Byron’s gold much later than the others. He was brought in as somewhat of a babysitter when the expedition started to fall apart. 
John Blackwood – the expedition leader. He was highly experienced in the outback, having traversed central Australia numerous times on a bicycle and on foot; however, never with a team and certainly not with heavy machinery. He was not a fan of Byron’s. 
Errol H Byron – the man who alleged to have found a quartz reef in outback Australia laden with gold. He was the subject of Pete’s fascination.
Harry Cooper – pilot of the expedition plane, a Gipsy Moth aptly named the Spirit of Gold. 
Dick Katter – the infamous union boss who funded Byron’s expedition by persuading labour union members to invest in it. He was the founder of the Centralian Gold Prospecting Organization (or the CGPO) and ultimately the person who Byron, and Blackwood, had to report to.






  
  Prologue


The cigarette glowed brightly as its owner breathed deep, sucking the last drag of smoke-filled air into their lungs. The window opened in the luxury SUV—a vehicle much more at home on the city streets from where it came than the dusty country road it was on. There was no breeze, but it didn’t matter much at that time of year. Spring was a misnomer in the desert. The temperature was either hot or cold. Granted, spring wasn’t as hot as summer, but it still hit the mid-thirties every day. Warm days and cool nights. As summer crept nearer, the outback would begin to swelter, the temperature holding at forty-five degrees. Most of the time it was well over fifty—one-twenty-two on the old scale. Asphalt would literally melt in places, and more than one station experienced grain and hay silo fires when the feed heated too much. 
The long straight road disappeared on the flat earth in waves of shimmering heat. The landscape was the same as far as the eye could see and many kilometres beyond that. To the unaware, the outback looked desolate. The grey and brown vegetation clung to life, sustained only by what little moisture it could draw in during the brief moments before the morning dew was burnt off by the sun. At that time of day—just after three in the afternoon—not a living creature could be seen from the two-lane road. But the desert was an ecosystem as diverse and complex as any rainforest. 
Stark and beautiful. Brutal and not for the faint of heart.
There was no name for the shade of deep blue that painted the sky. It was closest to cobalt, but even that wasn’t rich enough a tone. Except for the sun, which seemed a lot closer to the earth in these parts, there was not a single break in the brilliance of the blue. No clouds in any direction. It was probably a good thing too. Clouds meant the possibility of rain, and the few survivors who lived in that region of outback Queensland were tired of hoping. They were battlers, the very definition of the Aussie spirit and they would endure. But it was hard work. Harder than it had ever been before. The red centre was being subjected to the worst drought in recorded history. 
There had been no rain in years. 
Before the drought had hit, the dry season ended with the onset of the monsoon rains up along the northern coastline of the country, which would slowly work their way west into the semi-tropical zones of the outback, feeding water through the river systems and underground basins as they went. But the last few years had not followed the same pattern. Wild storms lashed the coast. Cyclones had decimated the rich agricultural land and damaged towns to the tune of hundreds of millions of dollars. Flash flooding had swept through low-lying coastal towns and cities causing chaos and destroying invaluable infrastructure. But out west, there was nothing. Nothing other than heat. Temperatures soared and the earth baked. It cracked open, leaving gouges in the vivid red dirt. The vegetation died. So did the animals. The people and their spirit persisted.
Nobody saw the bored SUV’s owner flick the cigarette butt out the window. No one witnessed it soar in a high arc and spiral onto the pockmarked asphalt, rolling until it came to rest just off the road against the tinder-dry clump of desert grass. No one witnessed the car speed off into the distance, it’s window silently sliding closed as the driver continued their journey into the harsh landscape Scottie Pearce called home.   
No living soul saw the spark from the grass ignite and the tiny curl of smoke as it drifted up and dissipated on the shimmering heat.






  
  One


Scottie

Anger rolled off me. The others gave me a wide berth. Even the cattle were more compliant than usual. It was as if no one wanted to piss me off more than I already was. My anger was justified. The one time I’d taken something for myself— someone for myself—and it blew back in my face so spectacularly that the resulting mushroom cloud could have been seen on the other side of the country. Pete wasn’t here for long, but he’d left his mark on me and my memories. The last kiss we’d shared was seared into my mind, playing on repeat. Taunting me. My heart was telling me it was real. His actions, his tenderness, his passion couldn’t be faked. Neither could mine. I thought we’d shared a moment. More than one. His fingers in my hair, his body wrapped around mine as we stood there in the cold of the morning breathing each other’s air. The look in his eyes. It was affection. Warmth. The beginnings of love? Or maybe it was my reflection I’d seen. A mere dream. The age gap between us should have pulled us both up. It should have made us question how compatible we were, but it didn’t make a lick of difference. I’d wanted nothing more than to tell him how hard I’d fallen. How quick. My mind had put the brakes on then, coming to a screeching halt, and I couldn’t get the words out. Now it was screaming at me again. Telling me that my heart needed to shut the hell up. The constriction on my chest hadn’t eased. The cold hands that had grasped my heart and were squeezing it tight didn’t let up. I closed my eyes and blew out a pained breath. Now I was staring at the dirt, wondering where the fuck it all went wrong.
A mining permit. That’s what went wrong. 
Pete had come to us on false pretences. He’d charmed his way into our lives and in my bed. He’d let me believe a lie. Withholding information from me as important as a mining permit over my land, was as good as an outright lie. Now I was faced with a new reality: how could I stop my land from being decimated? How would I stop him from coming in and destroying everything we’d worked so hard to create? Damn it all to hell, he could be sourcing heavy machinery now. For all I knew, he could be planning an open-pit mine. Any effort at grazing sustainably would be futile. Even if it was on a smaller scale than the big mines, water from the Great Artesian Basin would be sucked up and used for wash plants. It’d flow, contaminated and wasted, onto the arid land only to evaporate and drain the millions of years old supply that sustained so many of us out here. He’d walk away with a fortune and we’d be left with nothing. My family would lose our five-generation legacy. Waru and Yindi’s sacred sites would be razed. My stockmen would lose their jobs, their homes. The animals would lose their habitat. And for what? The almighty dollar? 
No. Bugger that. Not on my watch. This place was mine. It was under my protection. If I had to storm parliament with my whole damn mob of cattle, I would. 
I rode Tilly to the gate after surveying the progress we’d made sorting the cattle. I’d called it a night an hour ago, dusk falling upon us quickly. The others had already moved inside to eat, but not Nan. She stood at the gate, holding it open for me as I rode through. She was old now, age catching up with her, but she was still tougher than most of us out here. It wasn’t out of the ordinary for her to stand on the sidelines and supervise us sorting the cattle, but I hadn’t felt her eyes leave me since she’d walked over to the fence. Dismounting Tilly, I walked her over to the water troughs and slipped off her bridle, letting her feed and water without it in the way. 
Exhaustion washed over me, and I leaned up against the weathered timber railing that fenced off the stockyard. I wanted to punch something. To scream and shout. To beat him bloody. But I wanted to make slow love to him just as much. The confusion made my head spin and the headache gnawing at my temple was growing harder to ignore by the minute. I pressed my fingers to the bridge of my nose and breathed out on a sigh. 
I felt her warm presence next to me. She didn’t say a word, just leaned up against the railing too. When I opened my eyes and looked Nan’s way, she pursed her lips and gave me a sympathetic smile. “You right, hon? Want to talk about it?”
“No. Yes. I dunno.” I sighed, motioning my hands across the expanse of our land. “I don’t know how to fix this. To protect the station.”
“We’ll figure it out.” She was quiet a moment before she added, “I’ve put a call into the lawyer. We’ll know where we stand soon.” The fire in her eyes belied the calm in her voice. Nan would do this in a far more politically correct way than me. “Why don’t you go and freshen up? Eat your tea?”
“Honestly, I’m not really fit for company.” I groaned as I shifted, my tired muscles protesting as I scrubbed my dirty hands over my face. “He betrayed us, Nan. That bloody hurts. I thought he was….” Different. Special. Mine. I realized what I’d been about to say a second too late. I’d nearly outed myself without even thinking. Like talking about my sexuality was second nature in this house. Normally everyone was pretty open—you had to be, living out here in isolation; otherwise things would fester—but my secret was one that could never be revealed. It’d destroy everything as quickly as an excavator digging that mine would.
Nan patted my hand, hers frail and weathered compared to my deeply tanned one. But there was strength in hers too and I took comfort in the fact that she was here with me. “Come on,” she encouraged. “Or there won’t be any apple cobbler left by the time you get in there. You know what that lot is like after a muster.” 
“Yeah,” I grumbled, following her into the house. As soon as I pushed through the door, conversation ceased, and all eyes were on me. Tentative. Concerned. But none of them met my gaze, looking away as I scanned the room. It was probably a good thing too. I couldn’t pull off a poker face and I was scared of what they’d see if they looked too closely. My line of sight clashed with the two empty seats that Pete and I had sat in. They’d saved his spot, reserved it next to mine. The empty seat taunted me. Mocked me as much as the memory of our last kiss. I swallowed hard and turned away, pointing down the hallway as I begged my legs to carry me the distance to my bedroom. I couldn’t eat with them. That empty seat would haunt me if I did. 
White noise buzzed in my ears, drowning out the murmurings of my family gathered around the table. Each step took an effort I barely had the energy for, my muscles protesting the few metres to the door as if I was running a marathon through the soft shifting desert sands. With each step that drew me nearer to the solace of my room, any anger I had been barraged with dissipated. Powerlessness replaced it. Grief poured in. I’d lost him. I hadn’t really had him to begin with—a love affair lasting a week wasn’t anything most people would write home about, but for me, it was revolutionary. It was something I’d never even dreamed could be a reality. Having him there, knowing he was with me, that I could reach out and touch him—even if we had to sneak around—was more than I’d ever let myself believe could be possible. And now he was gone. He’d lied to me. He’d put everything and everyone I loved at risk. I should hate him. I did. But I didn’t. 
When I stepped over the threshold and the quiet snick of the door closing behind me sounded, I didn’t find refuge. I was assaulted with memories of him, just like I knew I would be. Curled on my bed with him, his warm body pressed against mine. Our first time together in the shower when he looked after me in a way no other man ever had. I leaned back against the door and my legs gave out from under me, no longer able to carry my own weight. I slid down to the floor and rested my elbows on my knees, dropping my head low. I wanted to cut out the ache in my chest and have life go back to the way it was. But at the same time, I didn’t. How could I? He’d shown me what I was missing out on. That maybe, just maybe, someone would like me for me. It wasn’t Pete. He was with us for the mining permit, not for me. But maybe someone else would be. I’d given up on finding someone before I’d even experienced what a relationship could be like. I wasn’t sure I could go back to getting off a couple of times a year with a random blow job in a nightclub bathroom. I squeezed my eyes closed tightly, begging the grief to wane. Trying desperately to hold onto the last vestiges of my anger. It was easier when I felt betrayed. When I hated him.
I was unsure how long I sat there, but my arse had gone numb, and pins and needles were attacking my toes when the knock sounded on my door. “Scottie,” Ally called quietly through the timber separating us. As much as I wanted to be alone, I wouldn’t pretend I was asleep. I’d never forgive myself if there was something wrong with the cattle and they needed me. I scooted forward, allowing her to stick her head in and plastered on a fake smile when her concerned eyes landed on mine. Pushing through the door, she held out a bowl with a scoop of the fresh baked apple cobbler and a dollop of cream. “I saved you a bit.” 
“Ta,” I rasped, taking the bowl and placing it gently on the floor to my side. My appetite had fled. I probably should have eaten something, but my stomach flipped uncomfortably when I thought about food. I wouldn’t even be having the cobbler that night.
When Ally didn’t move, I realized she was waiting on me. I tilted my head towards the bed in invitation for her to sit. Silently, she manoeuvred herself onto the floor, difficult given our rough sleeping and hours travelling. Words I knew she was dying to say were on the tip of her tongue if her furrowed brow and pursed lips were anything to go by. I didn’t have to wait long.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
“It’s not your fault he was an arse.”
“That’s not what I’m talking about.” When she didn’t add anything, I looked up at her, stopping my fidgeting and waited for her to explain. “I’m sorry you lost him.” My heart stopped beating and the air was sucked from my lungs as the room spun. I wasn’t sure if it was relief or fear from her comment hitting way too close to the mark. “He seemed like a good man. I’m sorry that he couldn’t be who you needed.” She looked hard at me, her gaze never breaking mine. I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. I was like a deer in headlights. Fear crawled up my throat, stealing any hope of speaking. “What are you scared of, Scottie?”
I opened my mouth to answer, but nothing came out. Mute, I had no words to answer her with. I flinched when she reached out for me, wrapping her rough hand gently around my wrist. “I saw the way you watched each other’s movements and were in sync. It was as if you’d clicked. Then you gave him up.”
“He lied to us.” My broken whisper gave away just how much I was hurting. I closed my eyes, this time losing the battle to stop the tears from falling. I swiped at them, not wanting my sister to see me crying, especially over a man, but she reached out, capturing my other hand in hers.
“He did. But I don’t think it’s as bad as you think it is.” She reached for her back pocket, passing me a tattered paperback. “He gave me this. He has a theory—one he’s been working on for a while given the state of some of the highlighting. He promised me none of the big guns even have us on their radar. He said he’s chasing a myth. I think you need to talk to him, Scottie. Maybe let him explain what brought him out here.”
“He wants to mine the land, Ally. Regardless of what he’s doing, he wants to dig up our land. He’ll destroy it.”
“That’s just it, he doesn’t. He can’t. He only had a fossicking permit. I’ve checked it. I looked at what he can do with it. We do more damage moving the mob around than he can with that permit.”
“So what do I do, Ally? Pretend that we’re best mates again? Run after him like a fool and bring him back? He’ll find a few nuggets and he’ll want to get in here with heavy machinery. Then what?”
“I don’t know, Scottie.” She shook her head, sadness in her eyes.
“He’ll sell the rights. He’ll get some mining company in here and everything we’ve worked for—everything—will be gone.” The anger in my words had faded to defeat, and I hated that I could predict the outcome so easily.
“When you asked him to leave, he did. He looked at you like you’d kicked his dog, but he left. Waru said that he found him on the driveway just sitting there. He looked devastated.”
“Wouldn’t you be if you’d lost out on a chance at making millions?”
“At the expense of this place? No. And I think he might feel the same.” Ally shifted, using my bed to pull herself up with a groan. “Read the book, Scottie. But when it refers to west of the Alice, picture it being east.”  
I had no idea what she was talking about, and honestly, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to either. 






  
  Two


Pete

I’d done few things in my life that I was truly ashamed of. I liked to think I was a reasonably good bloke. Until Scottie that was. Now I knew I was an arsehole. I’d wasted the better part of a decade obsessed by a myth. Byron’s gold was infamous. Its trail was littered with stories of hardship and failure, of broken homes and ruined lives. I’d fallen straight into its trap, nearly taking Pearce Station and its inhabitants—people who’d opened their arms and welcomed me into their family—down with me. I’d been so focussed, so driven that I hadn’t seen what damage I could do. I’d applied for a permit to fossick on their station, their home, and I’d put it at risk of the big mining companies; companies that weren’t exactly known for treading lightly on the land or giving a fuck about the locals. 
And to top it off, I’d lied about why I was there. The reasons as I saw them were genuine—I was an Australian history major and I did want to connect with the land, but the reason for that connection was far less innocent. I should have told them. I was qualified in extractive mining for God’s sake. 
Then there was Scottie and me. I could have exposed him. Sleeping with Scottie was not even close to a mistake, but doing it on his property where his family and employees could have found us was. His livelihood depended on him remaining in the closet, and there I was sneaking around with him. I couldn’t have been any more irresponsible—not that it was one-sided, but still. 
So when I signed the transfer form as S. Pearce, I didn’t even feel bad. I stood in the government office three days after I’d left the station, lodged it with the same woman, paid the fee, and immediately headed to the pub. Now I was waiting, for what I didn’t know. But I was waiting. Maybe I was letting it sink in—the acknowledgement that nothing would ever be the same again. The realization that my almost decade of research and the tens of thousands of dollars in university debt I had hanging over my head were all for nothing was a hard pill to swallow. I knew I’d reached the end of that chapter and wouldn’t be going any further. So, I found myself waiting—for inspiration, for an idea. I had the chance to figure out what to do with my life now. I was starting from scratch. I had nothing tying me down, nowhere I needed to be. No reason to stay. But what did I want? I had no idea. Writing a book was always an option, but sharing my theories and risking Scottie’s station further was not. I could get another fossicking licence over a plot somewhere else and take my chances, but I knew I’d always be thinking about Byron’s gold and the chance I missed. Not in searching for the gold, but with Scottie. 
I sighed, rolling my now empty glass around on the coaster. I was in limbo in every aspect of my life, and for someone who’d had a singular-minded focus for so long, it was disconcerting. The one thing that was certain, though, was that I was leaving this place heavy with regret. The ache in my chest had been a constant companion for days now. My lips still tingled with the memory of his taste, while my fingers remembered the glide of his skin against my own. His warmth, his strength. His affection. I was the idiot who’d fallen for him in a week out on the station under the endless blue sky and on the red sandy plains. It’d taken him days to slip into my heart and own it. I knew forgetting him wouldn’t be anywhere near as easy. I wasn’t a quitter—my hunt for Byron’s gold attested to that—but this felt different. He’d wanted me gone. He’d wanted me off his property and away from his family. I understood that, and as much as it killed me not to drive back out to Pearce Station, I had to respect him. 
But I couldn’t force myself to leave either. The thought of getting up and walking out of

      ***Scottie
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