
  
  [image: ]




  
  Published by Magpie Creative Media 













All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2025 Nikki Lee Taylor

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication can be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without prior permission in writing from the publisher with the exception of except for the use of brief quotations in a book 






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Welcome to Wildling
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Title Page
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgement of Country
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Trigger Warning
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Twenty One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter Twenty Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter Twenty Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter Twenty Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter Twenty Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter Twenty Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter Twenty Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter Twenty Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter Twenty Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Epilogue 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Let's Stay In Touch
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Ready for your next adventure?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Book One Cover
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  [image: ]




  
  [image: ]




  
  Acknowledgement of Country


 I acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of the land and pay my respects to Elders past, present, and emerging. I recognise their enduring connection to the land, waters, and culture, and extend that respect to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples.














  
  Trigger Warning


This book contains references to domestic abuse. While no scenes contain active descriptions of strong physical abuse, there are  references to cohesive control, gaslighting, and narcissism. Should any of these references raise any concerns, please contact your nearest mental health provider. 

For Australian readers, call Beyond Blue on 1300 224 636.








  
  Chapter One

Issy


I SHOULDN’T be here. 
The thought threatens to cast a shadow over the afternoon, but the breeze feels too fresh, the sky is too blue, and the idea of doing something like this is too intoxicating to stop now. I breathe deeply, filling my lungs with crisp mountain air. Below us, the river whispers past, winding through the valley like a secret shared from one person to the next. In my heart of hearts, I never thought it would come to this – but here we are.
At more than six thousand square kilometres, Wildling National Park is a world of contrasts. Snow-dusted peaks press up toward a cerulean afternoon sky. Jagged ridgelines cut through the landscape, their rocky outcrops weathered by centuries of wind and snow. Valleys dip and weave, cradling pristine rivers lined with towering trees, their twisted trunks standing strong against the elements.
Our campsite is in a small clearing tucked away in the northern corner of the park. We're surrounded by snow gums, mossy boulders, and a chorus of kookaburras laughing in the trees. It's a secluded spot, away from the usual tourist sites, and with only a goat track to drive in on, it's the perfect place to find some privacy.
My sister Imogen and I grew up here in Wildling. A small country town nestled at the foot of Australia’s largest alpine national park, it's home to farmers and families who’ve lived here for generations. It’s a place that remembers everything – and forgives nothing.
Unlike me, Imogen never enjoyed the outdoors. When our parents moved us away, even as a teenager, she found reassurance in the hustle and bustle of living in Braddon. It's walking distance to the Canberra CBD, surrounded by rooftops and traffic. Being amid a constant squeeze of people made her feel safe, like the weight of a safety blanket against her chest. For me, it had the opposite effect. It just made me want to run.
Now, I make the two-and-a-half-hour drive back here whenever I can. I need the space and the air. I need to be free of people and the background drone of their chatter everywhere I go. It was Adam's idea to come out here, but I didn't need asking twice.
I tear my eyes away from the world around us and glance over at him. He's setting up the tent, his hands working quickly, efficiently. His brow furrows as he concentrates, but there's a lightness in his eyes that I haven't seen in a long time.
When he's done, he steps back and admires his work. 
'Not bad, I tell him.'
He grins, cracks his knuckles, then walks over and opens a small case sitting next to the rest of our stuff.
'You know that's illegal,' I say, although I don't really expect him to listen.
We passed a sign at the trailhead that read in large bold letters – No drones to be flown in the national park.
'Yeah, I know,' he says with a smirk. 'So are a lot of things.'
I shake my head and tilt my face back toward the afternoon sun. A part of me wants to chastise him, to make him put it away, but who am I to pull him into line? Just being out here makes me an accomplice to whatever shit he pulls, and it’s not as though he had to force me into it.
Back in the real world, Adam is the founder of Blue Horizon, one of Sydney's largest security companies. A former soldier, he donates a large percentage of the company's profits to various Defence charities and is known to everyone in his orbit as an all-round great guy.
He's also my sister's husband.
I shield my eyes from the sun and watch as the drone takes off, buzzing up into the air like a march fly. I crane my neck to watch as it becomes a tiny speck and then eventually disappears from view.
'What's with you and that drone anyway?' I ask. 'Are you filming? I never thought of you as the creative type.'
'Creative?' he repeats, without taking his eyes off the screen. 'Who said anything about creative? This is all about risk management. You know I don't like surprises, Iss. This way I can see whatever might be coming our way.'
'You didn't see me coming,' I tell him with a cheeky wink.
He laughs and glances back over his shoulder. At thirty-six, Adam is a handsome man. With broad shoulders, olive skin, and a smile that would convince anyone to do just about anything, it didn't really surprise me when he suggested we come out here. I doubt anyone has ever said no to him his entire life.
'That's what you think,' he tells me. 'You know I always wanted you.'
'And yet you married my sister.'
He shrugs and looks back at the screen. 'She's a safe bet. You're…'
'… a risk?'
'Something like that.'
My sister Imogen and I met Adam seven years ago at a bar called Briars in the city. Our parents had wrangled us into a family reunion, and when I escaped to the bar, it only took a couple of minutes for him to sidle in beside me. I ordered a flute of champagne and was just about to let him pay for it when Imogen decided to join us. In the end, he bought us both a drink, married my sister, and never stopped flirting with me. I guess he never really made up his mind completely.
'Hey, you need to come see this,' he says. 'There's brumbies down in the valley. I'm going to take the drone down for a better look.'
I pull myself up and walk over where he’s standing. In all the years we lived here, I never got so much as a glimpse of the local brumby mobs. The idea of seeing them, even on a drone, causes a flutter of excitement in my chest.
'Wait, what's…' He peers in closer at the screen and manoeuvres the drone with two small joysticks on the controller.
'What?' I ask. 'What do you see?'
'Just hold on a minute.'
I squint against the glare, tilting my head to catch a glimpse of the screen, but the sunlight washes everything out. 'Adam, what? Tell me what you see.'
He doesn't respond and instead dips his neck to look closer.
'Adam…'
'Pack up the stuff, Issy.' He glances at me, his eyes wide. 'Now.'
My stomach knots as I search his face. I've never seen Adam look unnerved before. 'Why? What's down there?'
He stares up at the sky as the buzz of the returning drone gets closer and closer. 'We have to move.'
'Move where? Why?'
'As far from here as possible.' He lands the drone and strides over to collect it. 'There's a dope site, like the ones they've been talking about on the news.'
I catch my breath and step back. 'Was anyone down there? Did they see the drone?'
'I don't know,' he says with a shrug of his shoulders. 'But I'm not hanging around to find out.'
'Can they find us?' I feel my pulse quicken. 'Should we go home?'
'Not if we move far enough away. Let's just pack up and move. We'll be okay.'
About twenty kilometres to the south, we reset our campsite, and I try to push the drone incident out of my mind. I can’t let anything get in the way of tonight. This has been a long time coming, and nothing can go wrong. I've risked so much to be here. It has to go according to plan.
We fill in the afternoon wandering the trails, Adam's hand occasionally brushing against mine. In a small clearing, I point out a lyrebird scratching in the brush, and further along the track, he jokes about drop bears hiding in the trees over our heads. When he pretends to pounce on me, I laugh and toss my head back, his touch sending a rush of adrenaline through my body.
Soon, I remind myself. Not much longer. Just wait until dark. It has to be perfect.
Back at camp, the fire crackles, sparks shooting into the air like tiny fireflies. Adam glances over at me from his chair, firelight dancing in his eyes. It doesn’t escape me that in a different life, I could have been the one he married. I could be the one fussing over paint colours for the nursery and choosing baby clothes instead of my sister. Would he have been the same with me, I wonder, as I watch him? Would his secrets have left me alone in an empty house, one arm draped protectively across the little life growing inside me? Or would it have been different if I were his wife and no one would be out here at all?
'Penny for your thoughts,' he offers quietly.
'Trust me, you don't want to know.'
'Care to show me instead?' The corners of his eyes crinkle, and a grin pulls at his lip.
I hold his gaze and think about how strange life can be. How it can put you in the most unexpected circumstances, testing you, always shaping and remoulding who you are until one day you look in the mirror and a stranger stares back.
'Hold that thought,' I tell him. 'I just need to grab my phone and check in.'
'It's just a dog, Issy,' Adam tells me with a roll of his eyes. 'You don't have to check in.'
'Lucy is not just a dog. She gets anxious, and I forgot to leave her medication with the sitter. I'll only be a minute.'
Adam shakes his head at me. 'Dogs don't get anxiety.'
'Oh yeah? Tell that to the vet.'
'Saw you coming a mile away,' he laughs. 'Hurry up. We're not here to text your dog.'
I'm only in the tent a few minutes before Adam unzips the opening and climbs inside. 'What's taking so long?'
I hate that he can be so controlling. I've noticed it with Imogen. Everything has to be his way or not at all. I consider saying as much, but the sound of a twig snapping under someone's foot outside grabs my attention. 'Did you hear that?' I ask. 'Who could it be? We're in the middle of nowhere.'
Adam studies my face for a moment, and although he tries to hide it, a shadow flickers over his eyes.
'Screw this,' he swears, pushing back the flap of the tent. 'They've picked the wrong guy to mess with if they think they can scare me.'
'Adam, wait…'
I inch close enough to the opening to see him striding toward the shapes of two men standing by the fire.
'What's up, fellas? We're kinda in the middle of something here.' He points back to the tent and they look over.
Both men are wearing baseball caps, shadows swallowing their faces. One has a denim jacket and cargo pants, the other a checkered fleece jacket and jeans. At first, they don't answer. Instead, they exchange a glance, and then the one in the fleece jacket takes out a gun.
'Whoa, whoa,' Adam says, his hands instantly palm up. 'Just take it easy. Whatever you want, it's yours. Alright? Just put the gun away.'
'You need to come with us,' the man orders, lifting the gun higher.
'Not going to happen.'
My mind races as I look around trying to find a way out. Adam already pointed back toward the tent. He said we. Any moment they're going to come for me. I hold my breath and force myself to stay quiet. They have to be connected to the operation we saw down in the valley.  Around me, very sound feels magnified. The creak of tent, the whisper of wind, and the rush of my pulse. This can't be happening.
A tear slips over my cheek as, over by the fire, the man rests his gun against Adam’s temple and once again orders him to go with them.
I thought coming out here would change things. I thought by the end of the trip everything would be different – and I was right. But now it will be because I'm dead.






  
  Chapter Two


I KNEEL beside my border collie, Koda, and take in the scene around us. Dust hangs thick in the air. Everything smells like a mix of diesel and damp earth. Somewhere beyond the wreckage, a generator hums. Behind us, there's a sudden clang of metal-on-metal and I almost jump out of my skin. I glance at Koda and remind myself to stay calm. 
Over the past year, we've spent more than a thousand hours training, running drills, and carrying out search and rescue scenarios both here at the NSW Search and Rescue Academy and out in Wildling National Park. Now, only a week remains until our final exam. If we pass, we'll be Wildling's first accredited Canine Search and Rescue team, or SAR team for short.
'Almost our turn, Koda,' I tell him, my hand ruffling the brown and white fur on his chest. 'We've got this.'
Koda was the runt of his litter. When the other pups were sold, his breeder, one of my stepfather Gerry’s patients, said she might have to take him to the shelter. As Wildling's only local GP, Gerry has always been known as a soft touch around town, and so, without much convincing, the puppy went home in the back seat of his car.
But my mother had other ideas.
A few hours later, I opened the front door to find Gerry on the step, the wriggling pup tucked under his arm. One look was all it took to know Koda was meant to be my dog. Compared to my practically perfect twin brother, Jason, I’ve always been the runt of Wildling. In a town this small, with just over three thousand farmers, gossipers, and locals with roots deeper than the park's riverbeds, I never stood a chance at fitting in – not growing up with an eccentric, tree-hugging grandmother as my guardian and a rap sheet longer than my arm.
It felt like I understood Koda immediately, and he understood me. I opened my arms, and when Gerry handed him over, I pulled him close and breathed in that warm, milky puppy scent. He licked my chin, tucked his head into my shoulder, and that was it. We were a team.
'Mia, we need a couple of volunteers for the pipes,' our instructor calls out.
Ally Schofield is in her thirties, athletic, and sharp-eyed. Her blonde hair is always pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail, and there’s a steadiness about her that keeps everyone on their toes. She’s supportive, but doesn’t sugar-coat anything. If you mess up, she’ll tell you straight. It’s one of the things I like most about her.
'Ally, you know I can't get in there,' I tell her, nervously wrapping my fingers around Koda's ear. 'I wish I could. I'm working on it.'
The pipes are three-metre-long corrugated tubes barely large enough for a person to fit inside. Each one has a trapdoor to stop the dogs from
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In a town full of secrets
sometimes the only one you can trust
is your dog.

“A search-and-rescue officer triumphs over her past in this intriguing mystery.”

— Kirkus Reviews

Beneath the snow-dusted peaks of Australia’s largest alpine national park lies the small farming town of Wildling, where

the patriarchy rules, power is inherited — and secrets are worth killing for.

When a teenage girl disappears in Wildling National Park, K9 search-and-rescue officer Mia Thomas and her border collie
Koda are called to lead the search. But what begins as a routine mission turns chilling when Koda leads them to the

property of Jack Stanton — the town’s most powerful farmer.
Haunted by a fractured family and a mystic grandmother who lives by the laws of the land, Mia has always existed on the
fringe of Wildling’s tight-knit community. She knows better than to cross one of its most powerful men, but when the

case takes an unexpected turn, her instincts won’t let her walk away.

As danger closes in and the snow begins to fall, Mia must face the truth about Wildling and herself before the next girl

goes missing.

Atmospheric, emotional, and impossible to put down, Wildling Road is a gripping Australian rural noir that
explores courage, belonging, and the unbreakable bond between a woman and her dog.
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AVAILABLE NOW
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