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Red dust coated everything.

It clung to Tahlia’s boots, her jeans, the fabric of her shirt. Even worked its way into her hair and the back of her throat until she tasted it with every breath. By the time she reached the gate, she looked like she’d been carved out of the land itself—sweaty, sunburned, and running on stubbornness alone.

She paused, hands on her hips, and stared past the split wood rails.

The cattle station stretched out in front of her like something out of another century. Weather-beaten sheds. Endless fencing. A wide, low homestead crouched against the horizon. A windmill turning lazily in the hot breeze. Beyond it all, the Australian outback rolled away in red and gold, unforgiving and beautiful.

She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand and adjusted the strap of her pack on her shoulder. 

Tahlia pushed the gate open and stepped inside.

Behind her, the sound of an engine cut through the quiet.

She turned just in time to see a dusty Ute rolling toward her. Sunlight flashing off the windshield made it impossible to see inside. It stopped a few meters away, gravel crunching beneath the tires. 

The driver’s door opened.

Tahlia didn't know what she'd expected. Someone older, sure. Gruff. Maybe bulky. Maybe bearded. Someone who looked like they’d been born in the dirt and would die in it. As weathered and worn as the land, like a ghost gum standing alone against the elements.

Instead, she got... a woman.

She wore an off-the-shoulder plaid top, earthy tones blending with the landscape. A flash of turquoise from a pendant and earrings stood out against her deep, tanned skin. Her dark brunette hair was cut short, styled simply. Easy to manage and out of her face. Her expression was unreadable. Calm. Steady. No older than fifty, probably less, but rough years all the same.

Tahlia read the faint lines etched around her eyes and the quiet toughness in her stance.

"You lost?" the woman asked. 

Her voice was low. Calm. Not unkind. Not welcoming either.

Tahlia bristled instantly.

“No,” she said. “I’m looking for work.”

Deanne’s eyebrow lifted a fraction. “You and half the drifters in the Outback.”

Tahlia tightened her grip on her pack strap. “I can work. I’m strong. Capable.”

“Didn’t say you couldn’t,” Deanne replied. “You weren’t.’

They stared at each other.

Something sharp and unfamiliar sparked in Tahlia’s chest. Annoyance, yes. But threaded through it was something else. A sensation she couldn’t quite place. The way Deanne’s gaze held hers. The way the heat seemed to gather in the narrow space between them.

Tahlia shifted her weight. “Look, I’ve been walking since dawn. I'm not exactly in the mood to— ”

“Follow me." Deanne turned and started walking toward the homestead.

Tahlia had to rush to keep up with the woman's long strides, leading her to a small wooden deck at the front of the house. They reached the shadow from the overhang. There, the air felt cooler. Deanne turned.

"You got experience?" Deanne asked, her gaze unwavering.

"I've worked stations from here to the Queensland border. Fencing, mustering, a bit of mechanics." Tahlia listed them off, her chin lifting slightly. She could handle herself.

Deanne turned around, her arms crossed. "Can you ride?"

Tahlia paused for a beat. "Yes."

"Work a bore pump?"

Tahlia’s smile was grim. "Show me how, I can." 

The woman had intense eyes . Dark, deep, and unreadable. They seemed to take everything in, to measure her with a detached kind of precision. Tahlia felt a prickle of unease, but it was mixed with a strange sort of thrill. This was the kind of challenge she'd been looking for.

"Work here ain't easy. It’s just me. And now, you." She gestured with her chin toward the small wooden structure behind the house. "You can kip in the shearers' quarters. It's not much, but it’s got a bunk, a washroom, and it's clean."

She looked Tahlia up and down, a slow, assessing sweep that made the hairs on Tahlia’s arms stand up. "You can start by unloading the Ute. Supplies from town. Got any questions where stuff goes, I'll be in the kitchen making dinner." She turned and walked up the few steps onto the veranda, the worn wood creaking softly under her boots. Without a backward glance, she disappeared through the screen door, letting it bang shut behind her.

Tahlia stood there for a moment, the silence of the Outback rushing back in.

Deanne watched the girl work from the kitchen window, peeling potatoes. Tahlia had dropped her backpack to the ground and tore off her outer shirt, leaving her wearing just a sleeveless t-shirt, already sweaty under the arms. "Bit skinny," Deanne said to the hound sitting by her feet, admiring the girl's lean, athletic frame. But Deanne had to admit, the young woman moved with an efficient grace, a quiet confidence. Like she was born to this kind of labor. Deanne's stomach tightened. She could see the muscles in her arms and shoulders bunch and release as she lifted heavy bags of feed and stacked them in the lean-to.

Tahlia worked fast and hard, her movements sure and economical. She found her footing and her rhythm. There was no hesitation. No wasted motion. Sure in her own skin. Deanne grunted in approval. The girl proved to be a good worker. That was all that mattered.

"Ass ain't bad to look at, neither," she said, appreciating the way the woman’s tight denim cutoffs hugged her curves as she bent over to grab a bag.

Deanne's hands were like a topographical map of the Outback. A rugged display of scars, calluses, and permanently ingrained dirt. She'd built this place with these hands. With sweat and grit and stubbornness. She'd paid for it in blood and tears and a loneliness so profound it was like a physical ache.

She turned back to the potatoes, the knife moving with an automatic ease born of years of practice.

The screen door creaked open. 

Tahlia stepped inside, bringing a gust of hot, dusty air with her. She wiped her forearm across her brow, leaving a smudge of dirt. Her sunburned skin gleamed with a layer of sweat and grit. Her dark ponytail was coming undone. Stray strands of hair clung to her neck and face.

"Finished," she said, her voice raspy with thirst.

Deanne nodded toward a jug of water on the counter. "Cup's in the sink."

Tahlia crossed the room in a few long strides. The floorboards groaned under her boots. 

Deanne didn't look up, but she was aware of every movement. The way the girl's muscles tensed as she reached for the cup. She noticed her throat as she drank deeply, her head thrown back, the water spilling down her chin and onto her chest. Deanne felt a sudden, sharp pang of something hot and dangerous in her gut.

"Dinner's ready. You can wash up in the loo off the master bedroom."

She could feel Tahlia's eyes on her. Assessing. Curious. It was a familiar feeling. One she'd conditioned herself to ignore. The men from town. The migrant workers. Even the women. They saw a lonely old recluse alone out here and their judgement struck like physical blows. 

"Be right back," Tahlia said.

Deanne watched her leave the room, her gaze on the girl's ass. The sway of her hips. She gripped the handle of the knife, her knuckles white. She forced her attention back to the meal prep, her breathing ragged. 

The silence in the kitchen was thick with unspoken nuance.

When Tahlia returned, her face and hands were clean, the grime of the road gone. The sweat of work wiped away. She looked younger, softer. Her skin pink from the scrubbing. She smelled of soap and water. A clean, sharp scent that cut through the dusty air of the kitchen.

Deanne held out a plate. "We can eat on the veranda out back. Watch the sunset while you tell me what you're running from."

"Who says I'm running from anything?"

"Young girl out here, in the Outback all alone? You're running from something."

Dinner consisted of a thick, hearty stew, a chunk of bread, and a mug of sweet tea. They ate in silence, the only sounds the clinking of cutlery and the chirping of crickets. The sun bled across the horizon in a riot of orange, pink, and purple, painting the vast expanse of the sky in impossible colors. The land seemed to hold its breath, waiting for the cool of the night to descend.

Finally, Deanne broke the silence. "Where'd you last work, Tahlia?"

"Up near Longreach. A place called Brolga Creek."

Deanne nodded. "Know it. The owner's a good man."

Tahlia’s gaze fixed on the last sliver of sun. "Yeah. He is."

The quiet stretched, taut and thin. Deanne felt the girl’s tension, the coiled readiness in her frame. It was more than just the aftermath of a long day's work. "Give me your hands."

"What?"

"Your hands. Give them here."

When she offered them, Deanne held them, ran her thumbs over her palms. "Not very callused." She let go. "Ranch works new to you. What else have you been doing?"

Tahlia shrugged, pulling her hands back. "A bit of everything. Bar work mostly. Some nannying, a little office work."

"What brought you here. To me?"

"Not seeing where that's your business," Tahlia said. "Due respect, of course."

“Disagree.”

Tahlia sighed. “Clerk at the general store. Caleb,” she said. “Told me you work this station alone but its too much for you. Said you’re too proud—or stubborn—to admit it or ask for help. Not stupid enough to refuse it if offered, though.” 

They lapsed back into silence. 

Deanne finished her stew and set her plate aside. "Best be getting." She pointed at the shearers' quarters. "Towels and linens and fixings are in the closet."

Tahlia stood up. "I'll take the dishes in."

"Naw. You shoo. I'll work you enough tomorrow." 

An hour later, the kitchen work done and the house straightened up, Deanne stood in her bedroom, taking off her watch. The open window of the master bedroom faced west, and the last of the day's light spilled across the floorboards. The room was sparse, almost monastic. A bed, a dresser, a single framed photo
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