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The phone was ringing on her nightstand. The vibrations from the little cow print-covered phone rattled her jewellery, causing one of her rings to fall off the table and drop to the carpeted floor below.

Josie groaned and rolled over, blindly reaching for the phone. Her hand landed on the phone’s touch screen, killing the call. She opened her eyes blearily when she realised that the phone was no longer ringing. 

“Ah, crap.” She said as she came fully awake. She sat up in bed, her hair dishevelled around her face and the little bags under her eyes prominent in her state of ‘just woken up’ 

She didn’t recognise the number. Her thumb swiped across the ‘call back’ icon and she put the phone to her ear, using her free hand to wipe away the fine crusts of sleep from the corners of her eyes as her mind came to full wakefulness.

“Hi,” She said when the other end of the call was answered.

“Hello, is this Dr Josie Wilson?” the voice on the other end asked.

“Yes, speaking.” Josie replied.

“Josie, this is Chance St. Claire from the ARCDA.”

“The ARCDA?” Josie asked.

“The Australian Rodeo and Camp Draft Association. We have an opening for a vet come up, our last one sadly passed away on the weekend and we need the position filled as soon as possible. We’ve heard great things about you, and we’d love to offer you a place as our on-tour vet.” Josie came to full wakefulness in an instant.

“Absolutely!” she said. “That would be fantastic!” Her heart beat fast in her chest, this was a dream come true. She’d just lost her last job as a Veterinarian when the clinic she was working for went belly up after the primary vet was sued for animal cruelty and unsafe practices. Josie had been worried that it would impact on her future career, though she’d had no part in the criminal activities hat Dr Foster had conducted. It had made Josie sick to think that she looked up to him as a mentor.

So it was a fantastic feeling when she ended the call and flopped back into her bed. She heard the sound of the old-style kettle whistling on her sister’s stove. Josie had actually been crashing at her sister’s place since she’d lost her job. Josie got up and dressed in her jeans and shirt that she had worn the day before.

“Morning!” Cassie said as she poured the coffee. “Wow, you look like shit.” She said as she handed her sister a cup of coffee.

Josie took the cup in both hands and sipped the bitter brew. “Ugh, no sugar?” she said with a grimace.

“That stuff is bad for you.” Her sister said as she poured in some skim milk into her cup.

“Skim milk is bad for you too, full cream is much better, skim’s got sugar in it you know.”

“No it doesn’t!” Cassie said looking indignant.

“Okay, you check the dietary information on the back of both cartons.” Josie said as she sat down at the table, pulled the sugar container over and spooned two generous teaspoons of sugar into her coffee.

“Bitch, you’re right.” Cassie said as she checked both of the cartons in the fridge.

“So, who is calling you at ungodly o’clock?” Cassie asked as she sat down opposite Josie.

“A job.” Josie said as she downed her coffee.

“Really? Awesome, doing what?”

“Oh, just what I went to university for. Vetting animals. But this time it’s travelling with a rodeo on tour.” She said as she checked her phone. The email had come through from Chance.

“Ooh... yummy cowboys!” Cassie, the man-whore said.

“Yeah, but I’ll be more concerned about the animals they’ll be riding, it’s a job not a love-matchmaking reality TV show.” Josie said as she got up and took the cup to the sink. The hot water steamed as it left the faucet as she rinsed the cup and set it upside-down to drain.

“So you’ll be travelling?” Cassie said as she finished her cup and picked up the paper.

“Yep, so right now I have to go pack because they’ll be passing through town today and I need to join up with them as soon as they arrive, which will be in...” she checked her watch. “Two hours. Shit, I gotta get a move on.” Josie said as she turned and walked out of the kitchen.

“Need any help?” Cassie called from the kitchen.

“Nope, I’m good!” Josie said as she went through her clothes, finding her scrubs still neatly folded and put away in their vacuum sealed packaging. She went to her cupboard and grabbed her vet bag. She packed herself a good supply of normal clothes as well and was ready within a half-hour of the convoy’s expected arrival into town.

“So they’re not stopping here then?” Cassie asked as she leaned against Josie’s bedroom doorframe.

“Nope, they have a big event in Woorangi.” She said, as she pushed down on her suitcase. “I need to get going, gonna be meeting Chance at the park where they’ll have a pit stop for lunch.” Josie said as she picked up her bags, Cassie grabbed the other two smaller bags that she had packed and followed her out to her crewman ute. 

“Okay so you got everything? Need cash for fuel?” Cassie asked.

“Nah I’m good, just filled her up yesterday with the last of my cash.”

“Then this job was a godsend wasn’t it?” Cassie said as she pulled her sister in for a hug. “Well, you take care, let me know when you get to the next town, and be careful, those animals can be real pricks. And the bulls too.” She said winking.

Josie laughed as she got into the car. “I’ll be good, Mum. I won’t bring any cowboys home.”

“Hey! You better bring me at least one home to play with.” Cassie said as Josie backed out of the driveway and took off down the road with a honk on her horn. “Love you sis!” Cassie shouted at her sister’s ute drove down the street towards the centre of the small country town.
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Dusty Peterson looked out over the rails of the arena. It was coming up to dusk and the boys had worked hard to set everything up after arriving at the Woorangi agricultural society showgrounds. It wasn’t the biggest place he’d been to so far on the tour, but it was the kind of place he could probably see himself moving to when he retired from the Rodeo business.

Sam came up and leaned against the rails beside him.

“You okay there Dusty?” he asked.

“Yeah mate, fine. Why?” Dusty asked, still looking out over the arena. The setting sun had bathed it in a golden light.

“Not every day you find a dead man in a horse float.”

“Yeah well, it wasn’t pretty and that stallion wasn’t happy about it either.” Dusty said as he stretched up. “Bloody stallion had kicked him so hard in the head that it dented his skull. Stupid bugger should have known better than to be in a float alone with an unbroken horse like that.”

“Yeah, well, we all make stupid mistakes, speaking of which, here comes one of your more spectacular ones now.” Sam said as he noticed the redheaded woman approach. 

“Ah shit.” Dusty said as he crossed his arms over his chest.

“Sam, Dusty.” Rachel said as she walked up to the two bull riders. “You okay baby?” she asked Dusty, running her red-painted and well-manicured hand over Dusty’s muscular bicep. 

“Yeah, fine, thanks.” He said, noncommittedly, and shifting his gaze back over to the sunset.

“Okay, baby, well if you want to talk or just need me, I’ll be in room 10. I’ll leave my door unlocked for you.” She said as she rose up on her toes and kissed Dusty’s unshaven cheek. Her hand slipped around to his jean-clad arse and gave one of the cheeks a teasing squeeze. Sam bit his lower lip, and Dusty could tell he was itching to say something.

“Spit it out, wanker.” He said, knowing he wasn’t going to like what his best mate had to say.

“You chose well Dusty-san. Red headed dragon-bitch has her claws into you now.” He said, affecting a cheesy Japanese sensei character. Dusty took off his Akubra hat and smacked Sam with it.

“Yeah, remind me never to get on the Bundy rum with you again. That’s a night and a half a day I’ll never get back.” Dusty said, cringing at the memory of waking up still drunk, naked and tied to the bed with Rachel naked and straddling him.

“You gotta tell her that there’s nothing going on between the two of you, unless you want her again?”

“Oh, fuck no.” Dusty said shaking his head as he put his hat back on over his brown locks. “Mate, that one, she’s... yeah, just no.” he said, looking back over at the retreating redhead, who had put a little extra sway in her hips. Her cut-off jeans had barely any ass, and the two round cheeks were peeking out just below the hemline. Any shorter and they wouldn’t even qualify as shorts.

“She doesn’t even have a nice ass.” He said, Sam leaned to the side and looked. 

“Mate, I know a few blokes who would take that.”

“They’re welcome to her, she’s a psycho bitch.” Dusty said. He moved out towards the large agricultural society’s shed when he heard the arrival of a car, its tires crunching on the gravel as the driver steered the car around to park it next to the others.

He continued walking, not taking any notice of the car or its driver until he heard the car door shut and Sam’s low whistle of appreciation.

“Well, hello there sweetheart.” Sam said softly. Dusty turned and was almost floored by the sight of the woman as she leaned over into the tray of her crewman ute, pulling something out of the back.

“Think she might need some help?” Sam said, waggling his eyebrows suggestively.

“Maybe...” Dusty said, “You go on.” He wasn’t really in the mood for more women trouble. “Okay, good luck with dragon-bitch.” Sam said as he tipped his Akubra to Dusty and headed over to the pretty woman as she struggled with her bag.

Dusty settled in at one of the long tables that the Country Women’s Association had set up for the rodeo crew and staff riders. It didn’t matter where they went, the little old ladies of the CWA always put on a great spread for dinner on the first night to welcome them. He picked up one of the severely undersized cups and poured himself a cup of tea from a steaming teapot. He heard Sam talking as he came in with the pretty young woman, whose time was instantly snatched up by Chase, who was running this show and tour.

“Dusty!” he called out over the small rumble of the other rodeo crew. The handlers, and clowns looked at Chase as he called the show’s best bull rider over. Dusty picked up the cup in his large hand and headed over to Chase, Sam and the mystery woman.

“I’d like you to meet our new Vet, Dr Josie Wilson, She’s taking Dave’s spot.” Chase said, as he introduced the gorgeous woman.

“G’day.” He said, as he shook her hand. “Nice to meet ya.”

“Nice to meet you too.” The new Vet said. Her hand was tiny compared to his, no callouses from rope work or rough gloves, tiny and delicate in his rough and large grip. His heart beat a little faster, and he could feel it in the pulse at her thumb that she too had a suddenly rapid heartbeat

“Excuse me.” He said, feeling suddenly uncomfortable. Dusty left Josie in the company of Sam and Chase.

Chase shook his head as he watched Dusty leave the
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