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  Chapter 1
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Lucia Leverico was a little tipsy on Australian beer. Blame the night. Blame the wreck she left behind in London. This wasn’t how she’d planned for her life to pan out, but no amount of money was making her happy—and she came from plenty. 
But nobody noticed that kind of thing out here.
There was something electric about the party. Leaves fluttered over guests as the breeze wove through the tall stand of gum trees. The smell of cooked food still lingered hours after eating ended, and the music lifted her spirits unlike anything she’d ever experienced before. Under the stars in outback Queensland, it was as far away from her rich, privileged life in Canada as you could possibly get, including the daily threats to her personal safety. 
Hiding in London for nearly six years had helped. She was well overdue to leave behind the London society boyfriend that had gone pear-shaped. Putting her hand up to help her billionaire boss solve a wartime mystery in this small rural part of Australia allowed her to escape some more. 
She took another sip of her beer and smiled easily for the first time in a long time. This might just be the perfect place to hide out. 
The song playing was a slowish one and about someone asking if she was pretty enough. Theo put his arm around her shoulder, giving it a squeeze. Introduced to the rugged, sun-bronzed Aussie on her arrival, she swayed a little closer against his chest as the crowd surrounding them surged tighter. 
“Who is singing this?” She asked.
Theo looked down, and her breath hitched when her eyes met his. His smile dazzled. “Kasey Chambers. Queen of Australian country.”
He’d taken her under his wing and introduced her to his friends. She liked that sense of belonging and the flirting would be good for her ego. Battered of late, there was no harm in some drinking and bantering. Pity she completely missed half the conversations around her. This Aussie slang was a real thing, considering she spoke the same language. She smiled privately, mostly hidden in Theo’s shadow. Their laughter and inclusion had her wanting to understand it all. 
The song changed to a faster one and her foot tapped in time with the music blaring out of the DJ setup. Again she had no idea who the artist was. Gradually over the evening, the volume of the music ramped up, so much she almost had to shout to be heard. Nobody seemed to mind, and the small dancing space out on the lawn hadn’t diminished in numbers all night.
She deserved some loosening up after the strait-laced lifestyle expected of her in London. Being invited by Sally to join the massive weekend in Richmond didn’t take much encouragement. She’d already met Sally on a few occasions and loved her free spirit. Sally celebrating a birthday on the same day as the community’s momentous occasion that morning—the turning of the first sod of a brand new dinosaur museum— made it extra special to be there. 
Having landed in Cairns three days ago, and with her project start date not for another week, she had some time to kill. Accepting the invitation to come out to Richmond meant she could catch up with her brother, Connor. She’d missed him the most when she’d deserted him and their mother for London. Spending time with his adorable family helped ease the heartsore of their too-long separation. 
Connor was getting on with his life. 
She was desperate to do so.
She sighed and put her beer down. Maybe she wasn’t so tipsy after all. Would she ever fit in anywhere? With her accent and proper speech, she resembled a round pencil shoved in the middle of a collection of hexagonal ones, even surrounded by these down-to-earth people.
“Would you like another drink?” Theo’s raised voice was right by her ear, causing a shiver to run along her arm, raising some goosebumps. Just standing beside this man was enough to cause new reactions. She shook her head and turned to mouth a ‘no thank you’ but got stuck. Regardless of where she came from or how she spoke, it was hard to look away from those mountain-terrain brown eyes that sparkled in her direction each time they joked and bantered.
She liked it a lot. 
Absurd, she knew, but she ached to run her fingers through his dark chocolate hair and the dash of curls that licked his neck. Just for something different. Mess it up some more. 
She was so ready for a change. Cloistered in a privileged world, how had she become this sad, lonely figure? 
One night in outback Queensland and she cringed at all the years she’d wasted. Her shallowness was leaving a nasty taste in her mouth. Not helped by standing beside a beautiful example of how the male specimen could look in a completely different setting. When she itched to run her fingers over the flat, hard planes of his chest, she giggled unexpectedly. Theo raised an eyebrow.
She turned away and ogled the antics of a few inebriated men enjoying a drinking game involving empty plastic cups and table tennis balls. Shame burnt a streak along her neck. Too hard to explain her thoughts.
For one night she didn’t want to be the prim and proper Lucia, taught how to behave in public. The rulebook no longer applied after her father broke them, so to hell with all the rules once foisted on her tiny, delicate shoulders. Lucia’s mother may have gifted her the pale complexion and soft blonde hair, but she owned her father’s sea-green eyes and, therefore, a part of him too. No amount of detesting him would take away that minor blip of bastard in her. Tonight, she was doing something totally out of her comfort zone and having way too much fun. Something lacking for a long time.
She’d fallen under Theo’s spell. Maybe it was the beer talking. It hadn’t gone unnoticed how his arm brushed hers occasionally. The little spike of adrenaline each time those large, sun-bronzed hands grazed hers. She’d never been close to a man who didn’t come with a bank account as large and dynamic as this man’s shoulders alone. Who probably didn’t care how he looked or what he said. His shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Jeans that hugged his kick-arse backside and muscled thighs. 
Okay, so her tiddled brain was imagining all sorts of things. Again, blame it on the night. The way the soft breeze teased the tendrils of her hair, and that one time when Theo reached across and tucked them behind her ear. God help her, she could still feel the warmth of his fingers against her skin.
Eating dinner was an experience of its own. A hamburger on a disposable paper plate resting on your lap, and a sausage wrapped in a slice of fresh, white bread. Who even ate out unless it involved a five-star restaurant with all the right silver cutlery?
Adding insult to injury, taking slugs of bitter beer that sat well with her, when it would normally be sips of the world’s finest wine in a delicate stemmed glass. This once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to attend a celebration in outback Queensland was all new to her, and not distasteful at all. 
Next week, she would begin the task for which her boss had sent her to Australia—solve the mystery. But for one night …
“Come on, you pair. Come and dance the nutbush,” a young jillaroo shouted as she tugged on a cowboy’s arm and dragged him to the crowd of dancers.
Huh? Standing amongst the crowd, the bunch of humans hiding them suddenly disappeared.
“You don’t have to do this,” Theo said beside her.
“What is the nutbush?”
Theo theatrically sighed and grabbed her hand. “Looks like you’re about to learn.”
Thrust in a line with others, she frantically tried to follow the steps of the dancers around her. At least Connor had schooled her in what to wear that night, and even though her jeans and boots were designer labelled, they were comfortable in the slightly chilly night. More of her hair fell out of its hold, and a heated blush covered her skin beneath the soft white blouse she wore.
It didn’t seem to matter. When the song ended, Lucia turned to Theo with a huge smile. “That was fun. What is it?”
Theo rolled his eyes and locked gazes with her. “Something Australian, apparently, done to an old Tina Turner song. They play it everywhere.”
She laughed and attempted to pin her hair back up.
“Leave it down, I like it,” Theo said with a gentle, downcast gaze as a clinking noise sounded near the DJ setup.
She swallowed and let her arms drop, floundering in the pools of his dark eyes. When the DJ spoke through the mic, her face dropped, the moment broken. 
“I hope everyone is enjoying the party.” The DJ waited for the cheering to die down before he continued. “Tonight, we have a birthday cake to cut, and I was hoping Sally would come up here to do the honours.”
Standing with her back to Theo’s chest, heat radiated between them. Comforting. Inviting. She wanted to lean back against the velvety softness of his shirt. The hard planes of his chest.
In the semidarkness, his calloused fingers found her soft ones, the contrast igniting a spark as they knotted together. She squeezed back while the crowd sang ‘Happy Birthday’. Then watched delighted as Ben gave Sally her birthday present, with an engagement ring inside. The crowd cheered, clapped and drank some more. 
In all the chaos of the unexpected announcement, Theo bent down and left a soft kiss on a patch of bare skin at the juncture of her shoulder and neck. A kaleidoscope of tremors rushed over her skin while a blast of moisture rushed down and pooled.
One night, she argued. No harm. Enjoy it. She wasn’t stupid. Knew what was being offered. The entire night had been leading up to this. It wouldn’t be her first. It’d just been a while.
Amidst the raucous crowd, she turned and caught the full force of Theo’s penetrating stare.
“Would you like a break from the noise?” Theo asked in that gravelly tone she’d come to love in the short time she’d been here.
Standing only a hair’s breadth away from him, she gulped down some unexpected nerves. She could disappear without a fuss, couldn’t she? No one needed to know. No feelings needed to get involved, did they? All the while, she did a slow nod while pushing back the cliché that she was picking up a man at a bar. 
When Theo released a rush of air that gently feathered her face with a crisp nighttime chill, she steeled her shoulders back. This was no ordinary bar and not your regular seedy nightclub. At thirty-one, she was adult enough to realise she would enjoy this. Coming to Australia was all about new experiences, wasn’t it? So why not start with this? Experience a hot, outback Aussie man for one night.
She resisted the urge to smile and ignored the fluttering going haywire behind her ribcage. Instead, she matched Theo’s serious expression, took his offered hand and bravely walked off. 
They left the music behind, which started up again once the formalities were over, and made their way towards the path leading to the station accommodation. Surrounded by lush native greenery, the well-tended path exhaled a fresh, invigorating scent that filled her senses, leaving an imprint she could hold onto forever.
If only her heart would slow down.






  
  Chapter 2
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Theo expelled the air trapped in his lungs and took Lucia’s delicate hand in his firm grip. Holy crap! Was he sober enough for this? 
They strolled past the revelling crowd. There’d be no slowing down this party until the early hours of the morning. That’s how these outback shindigs rolled. He was the expert. This was his best mate’s family property after all, and he’d been coming out here for years. Their antics. Their shenanigans. Two foolish young men who’d met on the first day of university. They’d done some stupid stuff over the years, but somehow, he and Martin had survived death or being maimed for life. Much to the relief of their mothers, who’d done some serious head shaking over the years.
Theo held back a smile. Around strangers he wasn’t so free with his smiles and sense of humour. A person had to earn them. Or prise them from the intensely private person he’d become. Probably meant all the fun had been leached from him.
He squeezed Lucia’s hand and broke out in a sweat. It’d been a while since he’d taken an interest in a woman. His demanding work life didn’t come with any balance, and the last couple of years proved that. 
A speck of light illuminated the Stargazer’s Lounge, and he steered them in its direction.
“Take a seat.” Theo pointed to the chairs set up in a semicircle around the fire pit.
“Where are we?” Lucia’s eyes, wide with curiosity, darted around the communal space. 
“The family calls it the Stargazer’s Lounge. It’s a comfortable spot for all the workers to hang out after work. They usually have a fire going, some country music playing, and you can have a few drinks, hot or cold, as long as you don’t go stupid. And trust me, I’ve seen Martin’s mother, Ellen, when you’ve done something stupid. It’s not worth it. You learn very fast out here.” 
Theo chuckled. He should know. It’d taken only one time on the receiving end of Ellen’s scowl, and he never forgot it. He shuffled two of the older deck-style chairs closer and considered lighting the fire.
Changing his mind, he went to the blanket box instead and grabbed a couple. “Here. It’ll start to get chilly soon.”
“Oh, okay.”
Lucia wrapped the multicoloured crocheted blanket around her shoulders and stretched out along the chair. The blanket was large enough to cover her legs, too.
“Would you like a hot drink?” Theo asked.
“Absolutely. What’s on offer?”
Theo hesitated a fraction, tilting his face. “How long did you say you’ve been in Australia?”
“Three days.”
“Okay. So, you’ve tasted Aussie beers, now I guess it’s time to sample our very own Milo.”
“I’ve heard of it, actually.”
“One malty chocolate drink coming up then.”
Lucia laughed softly, and it warmed him better than any blanket could as he went about making the drink. The urn was on twenty-four seven, so it wouldn’t take long.
“Do you work out here?” Lucia asked.
“Nope. I’m on days off, and it timed well with this weekend. I don’t often get more than three days off in a row.”
“Do you work close by?”
“Nope again. Here.” Theo handed her the mug first, then shuffled a timber crate closer to rest their mugs on.
Theo sat and took a sip of his drink. His mouth tasted of beer, but the warm drink still hit the spot. Looking up, his eyes blurred momentarily as he took in the millions of tiny, glittering specks in the sky. This was what he loved about visiting Martin’s family property. Nothing else compared to the blanket of sky you witnessed from this far west. Or this very spot, to be precise.
“Around your mates, you’re a funny guy.” Lucia peered over the top of the mug, blowing on the hot drink.
His mouth quirked at the sides. “The beers help.”
“Except I didn’t get half of what was said.”
Theo grinned. “I can help you understand it better. Just takes time.”
“Which I don’t have. But thanks anyway.”
“How long are you here for?”
Her sigh touched a nerve. “I’m not sure. I have a personal project for my boss to complete. After that, who knows?” Her slim shoulders lifted in a shrug.
Theo put his drink down and turned side-on so his legs pressed against her chair. He took her mug from her and put it beside his. Taking her hand, he helped her to sit facing him as their legs tangled. 
He gulped. He was so out of practice. Was he moving too fast for the refined beauty in front of him?
“It’s okay, Theo. We’re both grownups, and it’s only one night.”
His heart hammered. This was the invitation he’d hoped for. What had been filtering behind the scenes of his brain for the entire night, even if he wasn’t aware of it.
If it wasn’t for the occasional push-along by Martin to come to these events, he’d already filed himself into the reclusive slot. Most days, he forgot the opposite sex existed. It didn’t help that he’d overheard some of the younger crew he supervised at the mine calling him the gruff old man. For fuck’s sake, he was only thirty-two. How old were you when you got to sixty or more?
He groaned, raking his fingers through his hair. “Get over here.” How was that for gruff? The title suited him fine, but as for the old man bit, he wanted it published in the company’s monthly newsletter that he was still robust. To prove it, he lifted Lucia’s slight frame, complete with blanket, and placed her beside him on his chair.
Facing each other, he cupped her delicate cheek. They were mostly in shadow, which suited him fine, but the liquid of her eyes shone with the glint of a million stars.
Ignoring the nervous tick of his Adam’s apple, he lowered his face and touched her mouth, enjoying the immediate spread of warmth between them. He’d been secretly wanting to do this all night, acknowledging this was an alien thing for him. He was used to enjoying a few beers, creating some laughs, and then walking away. 
From the moment Lucia appeared in front of him, nothing felt normal. He intensified his kiss, and she ratcheted it up too. Tongues darted out and touched in a sensual way that was felt all the way down to the tightening in his jeans.
And still the kiss went on and on until he pulled back and greedily filled his lungs. They stared at each other, unsure of what had just happened. Theo could barely breathe, scared shitless he was coming across like a teenager only discovering puberty for the first time. He’d mucked about before with women and sex; it wasn’t completely new to him.
“I was enjoying that Milo,” Lucia whispered against his lips.
Theo snorted out a laugh. “I can make you another one.”
“Actually, I was thinking more along the lines of making this more comfortable. Which tent is yours?”
Theo lost his smile instantly. “Are you sure?”
Her hand rested against her breast. “I’m sure the doctor ordered this as part of my long list of medications.”
“That bad, hey?”
“I needed a fresh start and a place to dig my way out of the hole I’d fallen into. Sorry”—she grimaced—“I’m probably coming across as desperate. Meeting you tonight was the last thing I expected.” With a sheepish smile, she added, “Especially out here in the middle of nowhere.”
Theo looked up and scrubbed a hand over his chin, sure he was wearing a guarded smile. He processed her confession for a split second before his brain did a flip, and he laughed. “Come on, then.” He helped her stand, rising after she did. “I can offer you something better than a tent. But let me do a quick tidy-up. Ellen’s wrath is not worth it.”
Lucia’s smile in the starry darkness while she neatly folded her blanket had him fumbling to rinse out the mugs. Once all was tidy again, he led her towards the small unit often assigned to him when he visited.
Turn up or turn away—the motto that carried him through life. Except, maybe a couple more beers might have calmed the nerves swirling inside his stomach.
He rubbed his fingers against hers, hoping for some calm. Not something the old Theo dealt with often. Working his way up the ladder, hardworking, confident of his skills, this situation was taking him outside his comfort zone and scaring the shit out of him.
Come on, dude. One night, one woman, then walk away. Easy. She agreed to it.
Except his brain wasn’t computing it.
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“How did you get the royal suite?” Lucia asked with a grin, as Theo nodded towards her boots and began removing his. Leaving them outside, Theo opened the door, allowing her to go in first. 
The click of the door closing behind them and the touch of his hand on her back as they entered the small accommodation unit created a swirly mess of emotions, making her lightheaded. Was she ready for this?
“Just gotta know the right people.” Theo picked up a few stray items of clothing and straightened a chair around a small round table. 
“I’m guessing you weren’t expecting anyone to drop over tonight?” She pulled off her socks and balled them messily, throwing them towards the front door.
Theo followed suit, but did a practice shot into an imaginary basketball hoop before the socks untangled and slid down to the floor. “I’m guessing you’re one hundred percent right.” Theo straightened, and they faced each other across the short distance. Gone was the banter and the light mood as he ran his hands down his thighs.
There was a new heaviness between her legs. Dragging her gaze away from his large hands, she looked up and caught his uncertain one. “Maybe we’re too drunk for this.”
He frowned. “I doubt it.”
Away from the crowd, Theo was a man of few words. 
“I don’t know. Suddenly, I’m nervous.”
Theo stumbled forward, taking the necessary steps to reach her. “I’m sorry. I’m so out of practice I’ll have to dig around in my stuff to check whether I even have any protection here.”
Spanning his hands around her back, he held her tight. His erection a strong metal rod against the front of her jeans. She tilted her face and looked into his eyes; his irises were ringed a dark brown. The memory of their earlier kiss still taunted her. Telling her how good it had been. No, better than good, and they should try it again.
But her brain was a mixed-up mess of everything. Flaring up her doubts and insecurities when it came to relationships. It wasn’t as though she’d been a raving success at any so far.
Was this what Australian beer did to her? Then she laughed. The real deep sort, somewhere within her belly where it shook and rumbled. Medicine alone for how down she’d been lately. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she held on tight for all it was worth, giving her time to stop her shoulders shaking. 
When she calmed down, she pulled back, and Theo quirked an eyebrow.
“I need to live a little, Theo. Can you help me?”
He cupped her bottom and scooped her up off the floor, her feet hanging suspended in the air. He was tall. He was big. He was strong. In comparison, she was so tiny and fragile that he could snap her in half, but she was going to change that one day. Surrounded by an impressive array of outback women today, she was going to aim for the same physical and mental strength. She was so tired of the weak, pasty female she’d become. 
Pressed against his crotch, they remained nose to nose. Basic and carnal, she’d never felt this way before.
He uttered a husky laugh. “I think I can,” and wrapped her legs around his waist so he could release his hold. He walked around the cramped space, switched off the main light before proceeding towards the queen-sized bed; he turned on a dim lamp, while she clung to him like a baby crab.
Not a lot was going for the room, but it looked comfortable, and she had a premonition it was going to be the scene of the best night of her life. She took the time to soak in everything about the one-room unit with a small kitchenette and a small round table with two chairs. One bed and a small dresser. A door slightly ajar allowed her to peek into the toilet and shower. Tried to memorise things about it. The shapes and textures, the colours and feels. Not a lot there, but she absorbed what she could. 
Its importance to her recovery and self-healing weighed heavily on her tiny shoulders, and she heaved a shuddering sigh, resting her face against his neck.
Theo was rummaging through a duffle bag as if he were at the supermarket looking for his wallet. “Hey,” he asked, “you still okay about this?”
“Hurry up, please.” She was on the brink of changing her mind and getting desperately nervous about the whole affair. Is this a mistake? Would she fall back into the black hole she’d managed to crawl out of?
“Yes!” he cheered, holding up a shiny foil package as he smacked a huge kiss on her mouth. “I don’t know your surname; I don’t know much about you, but I promise I’ll give you something you’ll never forget.”
“I know your first name. I know you have a job, somewhere, and that’s about all. But I’m so ready for this, please take me to another place.”
All smiling stopped, all talking ceased, and the sound of their breathing became awkwardly audible. Theo placed her gently onto the bed, lying beside her. “You’re not real, anyway. I think you’re some angel who’s turned up tonight, to remind me I need to live too.”
With the first touch of his lips, all her nerve endings burst apart, confirming that the kiss under the stars wasn’t a mirage she’d dreamt up. She was already breathless, and they’d barely started.
“Do you like talking while we do this?” she whispered, inhaling another small puff to survive on while she found the buttons on his shirt.
He teased her skin underneath her blouse, while he latched onto her neck where he left feather-light kisses and tiny bites. “Personally, I prefer to let my hands do the talking. But hey, I’m open to all options.”
Lucia chuckled, liking how his mouth tormented her skin. She curled her toes and stretched her legs. “Can we take all night?”
“If we keep talking, it’ll take us all night just to take our clothes off.”
She giggled, and Theo laughed. Relaxed. Comfortable. Bizarre. Like they weren’t strangers in every sense.
She had his buttons undone in record time, pushing the shirt off his shoulders. “I think yours needs to come off first.”
“Is that so?”
“Yep.” They laughed some more as they discovered each other with their mouths. Light touches. Barely there kisses. Building it up slowly.
Her blouse came off next, then Theo expertly unclasped her bra like a pro. 
“Hey, I thought you said you were out of practice. That looked too easy.”
Theo pulled back and smirked. In the dimly lit room, he trailed a finger down her cheek. Along her neck. Those giant hands delicately touching her when they reached her breasts. Tweaking her nipples gently, before lowering his face to take one in his mouth.
Oh, good Lord. Had it been that long? She leant into his touch, needing so much more, taking every moment offered. She scraped her fingers through his hair, enjoying the deliciousness of his sensual sucking.
Heavy-limbed, all at once, her eyes fluttered closed. The strong, steady beat of his heart thumped against her skin.
Like twin mind readers, they grappled for buttons and zips on jeans at the same time. He came away from her breasts, and they lay still for a moment. Panting.
“Shall we?”
She nodded.
Theo took control first and hooked his thumbs on both sides of her jeans and underwear, gently tugging them downwards off her hips. A touch of chilly nighttime air touched her skin, and she gasped and trembled all at once. Half off and forgotten, he covered her mouth with an explosive kiss, warming her until fire burnt brightly inside her belly.
“You were right,” she whispered, lost in a world of sensations when the kiss ended, “it’ll take us all night to get our clothes off.”
With his chest rising and falling and a deep, low voice, Theo said, “I’ll keep working on it,” and tugged down on her jeans until they rested over her ankles where she kicked them off.
“Wow,” Theo purred, his fingertips grazing her heated skin. 
She outlined the shape of his nose until she reached his lips, and Theo took her finger between his teeth. He sucked for a moment before freeing it, then turned his attention to gently massaging her hip. 
Theo groaned and rolled over. “Hey,” he whispered, “want to move things a little faster?”
She nodded, and he got off the bed, swiftly removing his jeans and boxers, leaving them in a puddle on the floor.
Lucia’s eyes widened, and her breath caught. How would he fit without hurting her? She gulped for one second of uncertainty but hid it when Theo joined her again, wrapping her in his arms. Skin on skin. An aphrodisiac all of its own as they touched and kissed. Fleeting, gentle, soft moans, learning a rhythm where every brush and stroke was a new discovery, painting them perfectly together. 
Theo groaned, holding her tight along his length where his erection pulsed against her stomach. When he pulled back, he shuffled the doona so that it covered their legs. “You really want to take all night?” Their gazes locked, a hint of amusement looking back at her.
“Sounds good to me.”
“Can’t promise that.” Theo emitted a low-sounding growl as his hand found a path again, heading south. 
Lucia covered his mouth with hers. A snippet of Milo, the aroma of smoke-filled spit-roasts, laughter, banter and dancing. A moan of her own rang in her ears as she kicked the doona off her legs and absorbed the entire night they’d shared so far in this one kiss. The heat between them continued to build, the mercury climbing higher, burning her skin under the ministration of his hands and mouth. 
When he found her small triangle of hair and nudged past it, an inferno of sensations assaulted her. His body was hot and damp against hers as she pushed against his hand. Needing this. Wanting more as desire snaked through her like a sharp-cutting knife.
Heavy pounding on the door shook the small unit.
Startled, they froze, turning to look at the door. Their breathing harsh, their chests rising and falling. Theo’s hand went limp at her entry.
The banging was persistent. “Theo, are you in there? Theo!”
“What the hell!” Theo growled, turning back to her, his eyes round orbs of shock. Confusion also marred his features, along with rising resentment and anger. “This better be important.” 
“Theo, I’m coming in if you don’t open this door.”
“I’m coming,” he hissed furiously.
Theo was already half off the bed before he halted and sat up. “I’m so damn sorry,” he murmured. “I have no idea what this is all about, but I’ll be right back if I haven’t killed someone first,” he scowled.
Sitting up, Lucia scrambled for the doona to cover her nakedness, her heart thumping. 
Friends didn’t barge in like this. This sounded urgent. Once that door opened, everything would change. Call it intuition, but sometimes she hated how her mind worked.
The best night of her life would be a thing of the past.
And Theo, off limits.






  
  Chapter 4
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“Martin, what the heck! This better be good.” 
Theo opened the door a crack, and Martin shoved past. He took in Theo’s nakedness, then looked over at the figure on the bed, his jaw dropping.
“Fuck, man, I’m so, so sorry.” Martin raked a hand through his dishevelled hair, hopping from one foot to the other. “I had no idea.”
Theo’s scowl deepened as he turned to look at Lucia. Sitting up, he could only see her petite face over the messy grab of the doona she’d pulled over herself. Her wide eyes resembled those of a wild animal caught in unexpected light. Theo turned away from her frozen form and gave his full attention to his best mate. “What’s this about?”
“Have you got your phone?”
“Huh, I do somewhere.” Theo swayed a little. An imbalance of testosterone and alcohol had him stepping back. 
“Well, find it. Don’t know how your supervisor got my number, but I’ve been flooded with messages.”
“What? Oh shit, yeah, you’re one of my emergency contacts.”
“Can you find the damn thing?” Martin insisted, shutting the door behind him with a loud click.
Theo went to his jeans on the floor and shook them out. What had he done with it when they arrived back? When it didn’t fall out of his pocket, he went to his duffle bag. Maybe he dropped it in there when he went searching for a condom. He honestly couldn’t remember if he’d carried it with him at the party. 
“What if I ring it?” Martin suggested, a mix of frustration and eagerness in his voice.
“Might help, but I always leave it on silent when I leave work.”
“After the string of messages asking me to get you to contact him urgently, I phoned him and—”
“Here it is.” Theo interrupted from the bathroom. Now he remembered messaging his mum to let her know he’d made it safely, before leaving the unit to join the party.
He snagged a pair of shorts out of his bag, pulling them on. Dragging a chair around, he sat, a tremble in his shoulders moving across his chest to the pit of his stomach. He blinked a couple of times to clear the blurriness. 
“What the hell?” A fountain of messages spilt down his screen. As Theo read the messages, his shoulders slumped. “I’ve got to leave now.”
“Yeah, well, I figured that would be the case because your supervisor suggested I get your arse down there fast. I’m driving. I’m more sober than you are, and Dad’s on standby to drive your ute behind us.”
“Shit, thanks, mate. I don’t know what the hell happened, but I need to deal with it urgently.” Theo stumbled up and started shoving gear into his duffle bag. It wouldn’t take long. Anything he left behind would eventually find its way back to him.
“I’ll give you a couple of minutes, yeah?”
When Martin turned towards Lucia, Theo twisted around. He’d momentarily forgotten about her. Every sober cell in his brain was consumed with the messages received. “Oh, fuck, yeah, thanks, mate.”
The click of the door closing behind Martin left a deathly silence in its wake. Theo’s hand shook as he gripped the handles of his bag. 
“Um, Theo, I’ll be fine. I’ll go back to my tent.”
“No! Oh, shit, sorry. You may as well stay the rest of the night. It’ll be more comfortable.”
The doona dropped from Lucia’s shoulders. She nodded, her wariness piercing a hole straight through his centre.
There was another knock on the door. Theo dropped the bag and rushed to the bathroom. He used it quickly and then shoved his toothbrush into the open toiletry bag he’d left there earlier. Throwing it inside the bag, he rummaged for a shirt and pulled it roughly over his head. 
Zipping the bag closed, he lifted his shoulders and took a moment to breathe.
Another knock.
“Lucia.” Crap! He’d never felt such an arsehole.
“Just go. I’ll be fine. You obviously have things to deal with.” She clenched the doona sitting around her waist.
“I don’t know if—”
“You treated me really nicely, Theo. I won’t forget it.”
He wasn’t about to make any promises. The messages coming through could mean bad shit ahead for him. All he could take with him was her perfect image. 
He took one last look at Lucia. Memorised her beautiful face. Those eyes that had danced all night like the waves in a vast ocean. Hell waited for him at the end of a long drive, and he had no idea how long it would take to navigate through it. 
Taking a deep breath, he pulled his shoulders back and opened the door as Martin was about to knock once more. 
And didn’t look back.

      [image: ]Theo wedged his shoulders into the corner of Martin’s ute, rigid as all hell.
“What happened, mate?” Martin asked, now that they were on the open road and still hours away from the mine site in the Bowen Basin.
“We’ve got an on-site death. That’s what.”
“Oh, fuck.”
“Exactly.”
“What are they saying happened?” Martin asked.
“We had a massive concrete pour set for tonight. It’s a new tunnel we’re building to gain better access to a new section of the underground mine. It’s my project. I’m in charge, and I know I checked every square inch of the setup before I left for Richmond. They don’t call me the bloodhound for nothing. I sniff every shortcut those bloody moron tunnellers try on me, and I get them to fix it.”
“So, how did the accident happen?”
“They’re claiming the wire twitching the steel mesh to its anchor points came loose on one side of the arch, or was not done at all. Which is bullshit. Every goddamn spot that needed to be anchored was done. I know because I double checked. When the pour was done and the concrete partially set, a portion of the arch collapsed. There was a man below it.”
“So, has someone tampered with it?”
“Not something I’m going to be able to prove.”
“But surely there’ll be an investigation?”
“Yeah, but in the meantime, there will be a complete shutdown. This will cost the company millions, not to mention the massive fine they’ll cop. Then there’s court costs, and the list will go on. I’ll probably get fired or put off for who knows how long. If I can’t prove that every box was ticked, then I’m done for.”
“No security cameras on site?”
“Not in this new section. Not yet, anyway.”
“Bugger.”
“Yeah.” Theo scrunched his eyes shut and rubbed deep into their sockets before scrubbing both his hands down his face slowly. Wishing for wakefulness, hoping for sleep, but knowing he would get neither that night.
From his periphery, the slow tap of Martin’s finger on the steering wheel hypnotised him. His brain tried to make sense of what awaited him at the other end. While he’d drunk a few more beers than necessary tonight, he was still sober enough to process what lay ahead. 
He thought back on the procedures they’d put in place to secure the framework for the pour. He was so damn certain they’d completed all the processes. God help him, he never did anything by halves. Never in his entire working life. He would go to his grave proving the setup was done perfectly, but how to do so was another matter altogether. With no camera footage of the arch before the collapse, he was screwed.
“I’m sorry about the girl, bro.”
Theo winced. He would put that on his list of not-so-proud moments. A fierce band of heat rushed over his neck in the dark vehicle, and he rubbed at it. “Yeah, the timing sucked.” 
Martin snorted, but reined it in, probably to respect the dire situation he was in. “She seemed nice.”
Theo gave a nod to acknowledge he’d heard the observation. They’d been so close to getting the job done. Christ! It’d been a long time for him. His body was hyped and ready. How often did the opportunity arise for a liaison with no strings attached?
A new hopelessness wallowed in the pit of his stomach. There’d never been a moment in his life when he’d contemplated sharing it with someone. Tonight wasn’t one of those nights either. Would his life be a string of one-night stands to cover his needs? He swallowed a sudden attack of nausea and pressed the button to open the window, gulping in fresh midnight air. Even that proposition sounded impossible now. 
The fresh, chilly air numbed his face as he stared into the side mirror through the open window. Twin lights in the distance meant Martin’s dad, Paul, wasn’t too far behind with Theo’s vehicle. At least he had friends and family to call on in times of trouble. He would’ve done the same for Martin at the drop of a hat. He owed his mate a lot and would be forever grateful to Paul too. May not sound like a big deal, but having your wheels available out in the sticks was crucial. It was the first thing Martin thought of when he knew he’d have to get him back to the mine site. 
Family and friends lasted a lifetime. The short connection with Lucia would fade into the background of his memories. But for now, he still saw her face. Felt a stirring in his shorts as he recalled how easily he’d succumbed to those sea-green eyes. Remembered with regret how he’d lost himself in their depths as they connected all night behind drinks and laughter. 
So, what! Give it another day and the memories would fade. Blur to nothing. A pleasant dream that turned a little steamy before Martin rudely interrupted. Theo sighed, closing his eyes. He had bigger issues to deal with. At this time of night, when all his defences were slashed to smithereens, all he could visualise was a long black tunnel, just like the one he had supervised to construct, with not one little iota of light at the end. 
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