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      For Ian

      

      Thank you for being intrigued by the idea of

      wolf shifters on Magnetic Island
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      Rain’s muscles bulged and strained as he leapt up the rock grains and onto the boulders bordering Gustav Creek. Desperation overpowered his weary body and the hopelessness inside his heart. He wanted his brother back. Needed him to return. Rain could sense Sly’s pain and shared in his loss, but he couldn’t take it anymore. It was too much.

      Leaping over the boulders, Rain plunged into the scrub. The vegetation grew denser as he ran up the slope towards the peaks. No bushwalkers lingered this late at night and with the rock band playing at Luna Views Resort, Rain doubted anyone would hear him.

      Rocks grated between his toes as he continued to climb. Avoiding the stinging trees, he lifted his face and sniffed. A slither caught his eye and Rain shot his gaze towards the death adder curling into itself, flicking its tongue in warning. Rain’s lips quirked as he flashed his teeth at the snake, then powered on through the trees until he reached The Pinnacles.

      Mount Aurora.

      Heart pounding, he eased out onto the flat rock overlooking the dark bushland of the island he and his brother called home. Hair prickled along his spine. His jaw clenched. He’d never emitted a Call. It was a sacred act. A plea. A cry for help used only at the most desperate of times.

      But Rain had run out of options. Sly’s trauma darkened with every moon and if he wouldn’t listen to reason from his own kin, then Rain needed reinforcements. The help of someone with no affiliations, no connections, and no stake in the situation.

      A lone wolf.

      A Warrior.

      Standing on the edge of the cliff, Rain lifted his face to the light of the full moon. His nose twitched and knees locked as he took in a lungful of air.

      Then he threw back his head and howled.
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      If it wasn’t for Finn’s supernatural strength, he’d have a sore ass. Five days riding the waves up the Australian coast on the back of a Sea-Doo was bound to cause some bruises. Not that it hadn’t been exhilarating bouncing over the swells and dodging rough currents. Finn lived for the thrill. But nonetheless, he welcomed the sight of Magnetic Island’s mountainous terrain emerging in the distance beneath the light of the waning moon. A sane man would have stopped for the night six hours ago and set up camp on a remote Whitsunday Island.

      But where was the fun in that?

      Twisting the throttle, Finn leaned over the handlebars and shot the jet ski forwards. To his left, the lights of Townsville stretched up the coast, the skyline consisting of a major international shipping port and a dozen multistory buildings that made up the regional city. Red and green lights flashed across the water, marking the channel into the port and towards the island. The cool ocean breeze blew through his blond hair and the waves lapped dangerously as midnight loomed, but Finn rarely knew fear. A growl emanated from his chest. Or his stomach. He wasn’t sure which. The tiny towns he’d stopped at along the way might have refueled the Sea-Doo, but they’d done little to replenish his appetite and he’d kill for a steak. Luna Views was a five-star resort and therefore had twenty-four-hour room service, and surely it wouldn’t be too much of an inconvenience when he liked his meat rare.

      Finn shot through the channel, ignoring the marina as he powered towards the stretch of beach and the glistening white resort rising over the rocky outcrop. Luna Views, the first and only resort of the Moonrise real estate moguls who had made their fortune building magnificent high-rise apartment buildings in major cities across Australia.

      And home to Magnetic Island’s famous Full Moon Party.

      Smirking, Finn slowed as he approached the beach, hit the shallows, and cut the engine. He dropped the anchor, then leapt into the warm water. Shells crunched beneath his bare feet and weeds squished between his toes, which left Finn grimacing. Tropical paradise? He didn’t know about that.

      Wading through the water around the jet ski, he unclipped his backpack, tossed it over his shoulder, then unzipped the mesh carrier secured onto the back. The small gray snout and long black ears of his Maltese-Shitzu emerged, her tiny nose sniffing the cool air.

      “Ride’s over, G.B.” Finn unclipped the dog and tucked her beneath his arm. “Let’s go find the guy who called us, then we’ll get some food.”

      He took the stairs from the beach up onto the deck two at a time. Wind rustled the palm trees in the softly illuminated gardens otherwise, all else was quiet. Not that Finn was surprised. Even tropical resorts didn’t party into the wee hours on a Thursday night.

      He padded across the deck and sank his feet into the cool grass, not stopping to admire the majestic views beneath the Goddess’s soft light. But his little dog was keen to explore and after being holed up in her carrier all night, she needed to relieve herself. Finn placed her down and shoved his hand through his long, windswept hair as she sniffed the garden and squatted.

      Glancing around the resort, Finn inhaled, caught the scent, and continued towards reception. The patter of tiny paws followed him through the lush, beautiful gardens before he strode into the airy atrium and to the empty desk. He slapped his hand on the bell.

      “One minute!” a muffled voice called. Papers shuffled, a chair squeaked as weight lifted, then a lean, muscular man strode through the open office door. Blue eyes locked onto Finn’s, and the man stilled.

      Finn inclined his chin. “I received your Call.”

      Broad shoulders deflated as the man shoved his hand through his chin-length dark hair. “Thank fuck. I’d been wondering.” He extended his hand over the desk. “Welcome. Name’s Rain. Rain Blackwood.”

      “Finn Cassidy.”

      “You just get in?”

      Finn nodded. “Came straight here.”

      “Took the last ferry?”

      “Brought my Sea-Doo.”

      Rain slipped his hands into his pockets. “From Townsville?”

      “From Tasmania.”

      “Shit.” Rain’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s a long ride.”

      “Yeah, but a man can’t leave his beloved toys behind.”

      He smirked. “I understand that. We’re hot into watersports around here.”

      Finn nodded, having discovered that when he’d researched the resort. Luna Views might have a reputation for their Full Moon Party, but they’d also boosted tourism on Magnetic Island by bringing an exceptional array of thrill sports and tours, activities that would suit Finn just fine. “And that’s why I think the Goddess had me hear your Call.”

      “Indeed.” Rain moved out from behind the desk. “I could do with a man like you around here. How about I—” His gaze dropped to Finn’s feet. “That’s your dog?”

      Finn glanced at the Maltese-Shitzu as she scuffled backwards, huffed, then sat on his bare toes. Spine steeling, Finn met Rain’s frown. “Problem?”

      “Nope.” Rain’s head snapped up with a grin. “We love dogs around here. They’re always welcome. They’re just not usually so … small.”

      Pressing his lips together, Finn bent to scoop his dog up. She might only be eight kilos of solid fluff, but after surviving the loss of her pack, G.B. had proved herself to be as tough and loyal as any dog ten times her size. “She’s more than she appears.”

      “I’m sure she is.” Rain clapped Finn on the shoulder. “Thanks for coming. Let me take you through and I’ll show you where you can stay.”

      “Appreciate it.”

      Adjusting his backpack over one arm and the dog beneath his other, Finn followed Rain out of reception. Wind rustled the manicured bushes as they wandered up the garden path illuminated by soft glowing lights while waves lapped on the beach only meters away.

      “Nice resort you have here.”

      “Thanks. It was always our dream to …” Rain shot Finn a look over his shoulder. “What do you know?”

      “Not much. I heard the Call, so I responded.” As a Warrior of the Goddess always did.

      “Thank you.” Rain started up a slope in the path, passing dark triangular huts that suspended over the outcrop to provide generous views of the ocean. “I’ll fill you in on the details of our situation over breakfast, but basically, we’re having trouble protecting our territory from the rogues in Pallarenda. They’ve infiltrated the youth and crime is out of control on the mainland. When we arrived five years ago, there wasn’t much trouble. But you know what rogues are like.” Rain’s mouth twisted as he lifted his shoulders. “They’re threatened by those of us who believe in Fate.”

      Finn ground his teeth. Rogues were the bane of his existence. He’d dealt with hundreds, killed many, and had saved a dozen packs from the threat of the unnatural creatures.

      Yet not one of those grateful Alpha’s had invited him to stay.

      “Bats have also taken over the city and are in cahoots with the Alpha.” Rain lowered his voice. “He uses them as spies.”

      Finn frowned. That was interesting. Bats were cunning creatures and usually kept to themselves, haunting major cities outside of any wolf’s territory. Finn had little experience with them since they rarely mixed with rogues, but he never backed down from a challenge.

      Rain stopped at the top of the hill outside the final hut. “You and your little dog can stay here. It’s one of our deluxe suites with a spa bath, lounge, and uninterrupted views of the ocean. If there’s anything you need, don’t hesitate to ask. We have room service and yes, the steak is to die for.” Rain grinned as he pushed open the door.

      “I’ll have to take you up on it,” Finn said as he stepped inside. Deluxe, indeed. A small lounge and king-sized bed dominated the main room before a large glass wall welcomed the uninterrupted view of the ocean. After camping for four nights and five days straddling the Sea-Doo, a king bed with an ocean breeze was exactly what Finn needed.

      “I’ll have a meal sent up.” Rain hovered by the doorway and pointed his thumb over his shoulder. “You also have direct access to the bushland on the outcrop. You’ll have to cross the road to get to the national park, but it’s quiet around here. The island’s seventy percent bushland, so there’s plenty of room to run.”

      Finn dropped his backpack onto the floor and placed the little dog on the lounge. “Sounds tempting. Thanks, Rain.” Finn strode to the man and extended his hand. “You’ve been more than accommodating.”

      “Of course. I asked you to come.” After a firm handshake, Rain backed towards the door. “I’ll talk to you in the morning.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Excellent. You’ll like the island, Finn. Lots of creeks, lookouts, and wildlife, so feel free to explore. There is just one rule.” Rain’s gaze narrowed as he stepped out into the night. “Don’t eat the koalas.”
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      Ava Hart’s knuckles whitened around the wheel as she sped down the tight turns of the Paluma Range towards Townsville. Heart pounding, she hardly dared to blink as she fixed her gaze on the narrow strip of asphalt in her high beams. She hated this road with its twists, U-turns, and blind corners, the impossible narrowness winding its way through the rainforest on the edge of the mountain. It terrified her in the bright light of day, never mind at night in a car that wasn’t her own.

      But she needed to escape. If Blair charged her with car theft, so be it. Stolen cars were an everyday occurrence in these parts. Though with her luck, her charges would be the ones that stuck, unlike the hooligans who got away with it on a nightly basis.

      Ava turned the sleek V8 sedan through the S-bends. She tried focusing on her breathing, but it did little to alleviate the goosebumps on her skin, the sting in her cheek, or her shattered pride. She had damn well known better. She never fell for the bad boy. Ava liked men who were sensible, who had steady jobs and a fierce sense of loyalty. A man she could trust to be kind and passionate. She hadn’t thought Blair particularly kind or patient, but she’d given him a chance based on his charm in the hope that maybe she’d misjudged him.

      But she hadn’t. He was just another arrogant brute who thought his way was the only way. A man who hid his toxic masculinity behind his handsome face and a badge. A man with an insecurity complex and a twisted soul.

      A man who only wanted her for her body and who didn’t like to be told “no.”

      Slowing the car, Ava rounded a hairpin turn and grappled with the wheel as she twisted around the bend that followed. Blair had no right to her body. She put her heart and soul into looking fabulous, and she did it for herself. For the health of her heart, muscles, and mind. Not for a man to look at her like a plaything. To take advantage and claim ownership of her body.

      And that’s certainly what Blair had thought he’d do when he’d “surprised” her with a night at his cabin in the rainforest after only two dinner dates. When she’d said no, he’d flown into a rage, grabbed her by the shoulders, and shoved her onto the bed. Terrified, she’d kicked, yelled, and hadn’t stopped even after he’d slapped her with fury contorting his dark face.

      I brought you here. If I want to fuck you, I’ll fuck you!

      A shudder coursed through her, and Ava flickered her gaze to the blood-smeared silver ring on her right hand. She still didn’t know what had happened after her fist had collided with his nose. Sure, her ring was big, but she’d never thought it would cause a man to scream bloody murder and roll off her as he clutched his bleeding face.

      Not that she’d stuck around to contemplate it. Ava had grabbed his keys and ran.

      Turning the car around the last corner, she descended onto flat ground and put her foot to the floor. As soon as she was on the highway, she slumped into her seat.

      But as quick as relief came, fear caught in her throat. Blair might not have a car, but he would still come after her. That’s what happened now, wasn’t it? She’d gotten herself caught by a possessive man, and he wouldn’t let her go.

      “Shit.” Biting down on her lower lip, Ava blinked back tears and tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. What was she going to do?

      Hands shaking, she reached for her phone and broke all sorts of laws as she called Eden. It might be getting late, but her friend would understand. As a vet, Eden was awoken at all hours and while Ava might not have an animal that needed tending, she’d certainly been hurt by one.

      “Ava?” Eden answered sleepily. “You okay?”

      “I need your help.”

      “Where are you?” Alarm filled Eden’s voice, followed by the rustle of sheets. “What happened?”

      “I’m leaving Paluma. Blair⁠—”

      “What did he do?”

      The ache around Ava’s heart softened, but it didn’t make it any easier to force the words out. “He demanded sex, then hit me.”

      Silence. A truck roared past Ava, lit up like a beacon.

      “Come straight here. I’ll put the kettle on.”
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      Half an hour later, Ava arrived at her friend’s house in Hyde Park. She climbed out of Blair’s flashy Ford Falcon as Eden stepped onto the porch and opened her arms. Ava went to her and clung.

      “Are you okay?” Eden whispered.

      “I hate men. I’m sick of their bullshit.” She drew away and exhaled. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Eden’s eyes narrowed as she lifted her finger to Ava’s cheek. “It’s still pink.”

      “Don’t worry about that.” Lowering her gaze, Ava strode inside. Eden latched the doors behind them and applied the deadbolt and chain. A woman living alone could never be too careful in this city.

      “I’ll make you a cup of tea,” Eden said, rubbing Ava’s arm as they entered the kitchen. Ava plopped onto a stool at the breakfast bar while Eden took two mugs from the cupboard. “You need to go to the police.”

      Ava scoffed. “He is the police.”

      “I know.” Eden slipped a tea bag into each mug and reached for the electric kettle. “But there are other cops who⁠—”

      “His father is the superintendent of Townsville.”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “I know how it sounds!” Ava shoved her fingers through her hair. “And I hate it too. I never thought I’d be the girl who lets a man get away with hitting her, but there’s something about Blair. He terrified me tonight, Eden. Something isn’t right. He’s twisted inside. And with cops like him on the force, I’m not surprised that the city is overrun by crime.”

      Eden grimaced as she passed Ava a steaming mug. “Surely there’s someone who will help you.”

      Ava’s stomach twisted. Thankfully, the hospital where she worked as a physiotherapist had forced her to take annual leave, so at least she had time to figure out a plan. “Even if there was, it doesn’t change the fact I can’t go home. We live in the same apartment complex. I could hardly avoid him before, let alone now. He’s going to come after me for sure.”

      Eden reached across the bench and squeezed Ava’s hand. “We’ll get you somewhere safe. Why don’t you go visit your parents?”

      Ava’s parents lived in Collinsville, a small town three hours south. She wouldn’t mind seeing them and her brothers, but how would she explain her sudden visit or the bruise on her face? “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Then come with me to the island. It’s not terribly far away, but you can stay with my mum or at Eucalypts Grove.”

      Ava considered that as she sipped her tea. Eucalypts Grove was the bush retreat on Magnetic Island that Eden’s mum had managed since she was a little girl. “It is nice there. And I could have breakfast with the koalas every day.” As a sanctuary for the furry marsupials, the koalas were a major attraction for international tourists.

      “And if you want, you can help me at the hospital. I have a koala who requires daily mobilization after hip surgery.”

      Ava’s lips quirked. She could spend her forced vacation in worse ways than volunteering her physiotherapy skills at the Koala Hospital. “I could do that.”

      “I’d really appreciate your help. Then you can spend the rest of the time having a little holiday. There’s plenty to do, Ava. Maggie Island is more than you give it credit for.”

      That was true as there were many bays she’d left unexplored, hikes left unconquered, and yoga she’d finally have the time to enjoy. Not to mention she might check out what all the fuss was with the Full Moon Party everyone raved about. She wasn’t sure which music sensation the billionaire playboys who owned the five-star resort had scheduled to perform this month, but her and Eden’s popstar best friend, Isla, was headlining in September.

      “All right. I’ll go to the island.”

      “Good.” Eden smiled softly over the rim of her mug. “We’ll grab your things, and you can come with me on the ten o’clock ferry.”
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      Finn woke to the usual sensation of an eight-kilo female on his chest as the first rays of dawn seeped through the windows. He’d lowered the blinds over the glass wall as the thought of sleeping in had been bliss after camping on the beach for the past few nights.

      His little dog, however, didn’t do sleep-ins.

      “Gruff.”

      He peeked one eye open to find her fluffy white paws in the scruff of his chest hair. “Grr …”

      Her feet danced. Nose twitched. “Grrr-uff!”

      Finn bared his teeth. “Grrrrr-oooowl!”

      Her legs locked, and she threw back her head. “Aaa-rooo!”

      Snorting, Finn tucked her under his arm and tossed his legs over the edge of the bed. “All right, Gracie Belle. I’m up.” He rubbed his eyes, then ran his hand down his scruffy face, his beard longer and more unkept than usual after days at sea. Placing Gracie on the ground, he stood and raised the blinds, baring his nakedness to the sapphire ocean twinkling beneath the rising sun. Finn’s lips quirked. He’d traveled far and wide around Australia in search of a home, particularly along the coast of Victoria and New South Wales. Occasionally, he’d ventured inland, and he’d spent one freezing winter in the Kosciuszko National Park. But it was always when Finn found himself by the sea that he felt the most settled.

      Turning, he found his backpack and grabbed a pair of boxers. “Better find you a nature spot, G.B.”

      She trailed behind him, still unsure about their new surroundings as she eyed the furniture suspiciously. Gracie was as loopy as they came. She hated change, objects being out of place, and her epic tail chasing was shameful for all canines. But her mother had loved her, and she’d been kind to Finn. The night his neighbor hadn’t come home, Finn hadn’t been able to bear the thought of Gracie finding herself in a shelter and going to a new house with people who didn’t understand her special needs.

      He opened the door, scooped Gracie up, and walked her down the three stairs to place her in the garden. Thanks to the money-hungry breeders who had over-bred her mum, the poor little dog had Perthes disease and had been undergoing treatment since she was eight months old to manage the degeneration of her left hip. With a combination of steroids and anti-inflammatories, Gracie had grown into it and her hip was functional and strong. The little girl would never be able to jump up or climb stairs, but Finn didn’t mind having to lift or carry her everywhere.

      He turned away as she squatted, giving her privacy as he scratched his chest and glanced down the rock-lined path between the triangular shaped cabins. The white-painted wood glistened in the glow of the sunrise while birds squawked in greeting. The abundant foliage enhanced the paradise appeal and, with the tropical location, August didn’t bear its normal chill. Though after spending most of his life in the southern states, Finn could get used to the balmy air and sunshine. He wasn’t sure how he’d cope come summer, but he might not be there to find out if he didn’t form the bond that he’d spent fifteen years searching for. The life of a lone wolf was just as it sounded—lonely. Sure, the Moon Goddess had bestowed upon him a great honor when he’d started hearing a wolf’s Call a decade ago. He’d helped many packs overcome various territorial invasions, prevented wolves from rebelling, and had even rescued kidnapped young pups. But when one job ended, there would always be another. Whether that be a few weeks or a few months, Finn never knew. Nor had he minded, as moving from place to place was the best way to stay hidden. His latest stint in Freycinet Bay had been one of his longest at ten months and despite his trauma associated with Tasmania, he’d quite enjoyed the lush landscape of one of the world’s most beautiful beaches.

      But deep down, a wolf needed a pack. A man needed a home. And he couldn’t help but hold on to hope that one day, the Goddess would alter his fate and he could give up his nomadic lifestyle when welcomed into a pack.

      Though if this was his chance, he needed to learn what had called him to this mission and the threat he had to face.

      Finn glanced down. Gracie sat and flipped her long black ear as she looked over her shoulder, indicating that she was finished. He carried her back inside, fished around in his backpack for her kibble, then drew her meloxicam into a syringe. She hated the stuff and tried to fight him, but he won the battle every time as he parted her jaw and squirted the medicine into her mouth. She smacked her jowls, huffed at him, then turned to her breakfast. Finn left her to it, his own stomach rumbling as he rifled through his meager belongings. He would find Rain, get the run of the land, then go hunting for clothes and other necessities he hadn’t bothered to stow inside the Sea-Doo.

      He squeezed into a white T-shirt, pulled on a pair of black shorts, then rubbed Gracie’s ears before striding out of the hut. Catching a whiff of breakfast from the restaurant, Finn lifted his nose and sniffed. Human … bacon … ah. Rain. Following the scent of ozone, salt, and eucalypts, Finn padded barefoot down the ramp and onto the floating pontoon. He found Rain aboard a black jet boat with the toothy grin of a wolf painted on the hull.

      “Does she only run beneath the power of the full moon?”

      Rain’s mouth curved as he brushed his dark hair out of his face. “She certainly runs faster.”

      Finn snorted. “I bet. With this beast, Luna Views, and the Full Moon Party, it’s a wonder no one’s connected the dots.”

      Rain jumped off the boat and onto the pontoon. “What dots? That people shift into wolves? Please.”

      “A theme never goes astray. I like your jet skis.” Finn moved down to admire the Yamaha and stand-up Sea-Doo, two of the best performance skis money could buy. “You do freestyle?”

      “Sometimes, just to show off. You?”

      Finn shrugged. “I know how to handle my skis.”

      “You should show me what you’ve got. Later today, we’ll put on a show for the ferry.”

      “You do that often?”

      “Only for the special ones.” Rain slipped his hands into the pockets of his board shorts. “I’d do the fun shit all day, but running the hotel comes with responsibilities. And paperwork.” He spat the last word.

      “You run this place alone?”

      “I do now,” Rain muttered, anguish lacing his words as they stood and observed the majesty that was Luna Views.

      Scratching his beard, Finn resisted the urge to shuffle his feet. He wasn’t the greatest conversationalist at the best of times and preferred to avoid social situations. But he’d always be a loner if he didn’t try to make connections. “Must be tough.”

      “Yeah, but I’ve got a good team. The general manager runs the day-to-day operations, and the head office at the Moonrise Corporation handles all the business aspects, so I do get to spend most of my mornings focusing on thrill sports. Skydiving is my thing.”

      Finn nodded. He’d been skydiving a few times and while the sensation of tumbling through the air was a thrill unlike any other, it was the rush of leaping waves on the jet ski and the peaceful silence of scuba diving along the ocean floor that truly awakened his soul.

      “What’s the problem, then?”

      Rain blew out a heavy breath. “I’m not the Alpha.”

      But Finn had already sensed that. “Where is he?”

      Rain’s eyes dulled with hollow desperation. “That’s why I called you. My brother has abandoned us and if we don’t save him from himself, he’ll be lost forever.”
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      Over a feast of steak and bacon, plus a platter of fruit to nourish their human souls, Rain filled Finn in on the situation as they sat on the covered balcony of Rain’s three-story mansion overlooking the picturesque Picnic Bay.

      “Sly and I knew we weren’t cut out for the corporate world. Dad and Grandpa might have made a mint building skyscraper apartments throughout Australia, but Sly and I didn’t want to take over the Moonrises. Sure, we will inherit them one day and uphold the family name, but we wanted something of our own and were both obsessed with extreme sports. Nothing beats the thrill of jumping out of a plane or skimming over the waves.”

      Finn nodded as he chewed his steak. He couldn’t agree more.

      “We had a holiday home here as kids and always loved Magnetic Island, so we pitched the idea of a resort to Dad, and he thought it would be an excellent way to expand the company. Sly and I built Luna Views five years ago and brought new tourism to Magnetic Island by drawing the elite and providing activities for thrill seekers and families who want to have fun. The locals weren’t all that happy with us infiltrating their sleepy suburbia, especially when we installed the runway at Horseshoe Bay. But we couldn’t very well run the skydiving operation out of Townsville.”

      “Wouldn’t have been practical,” Finn agreed.

      Rain speared mango with his fork. “Besides, the island’s benefited with the opening of new shops and restaurants. The other major resort, Eucalypts Grove, boomed too.”

      Finn cocked his eyebrow. “They the competition?”

      “No, friends. Though they cater more to backpackers than the five-star clientele.”

      “Right. So, why did any of that bother the rogues?”

      “Why does anything bother the rogues? Power. They want to cut ties with the Moon Goddess and gain control over all territories. Sly was—is—a powerful Alpha. When we built Luna Views, it posed a threat to the Alpha of the Pallarenda Pack with Fated wolves lurking across the bay. Plus, he thinks the island’s his too.”

      “He can’t claim it when separated by such a vast body of water.” It was the lore. Wolves were diabolically territorial, but elements of nature easily separated pack lands, which was why islands were luxury territory. The Pallarenda Pack couldn’t possibly claim Magnetic Island. “Is this Alpha a true rogue or a Fated rebel?”

      “Rebelling against Fate, for sure.”

      Finn’s mouth twisted. Dirty bastard. Finn had little time or care for anyone who turned their back on the Moon Goddess and the fate they’d been born with. The power that flowed through a shifters’ veins needed to be cherished and contained, hence the magic of the pack and mating bonds. The Goddess controlled the power of the wolf, and wolves born of Fated mates were powerful, stable, and belonged to this world. They had a calling and would continue to embrace the potential of the natural elements.

      Wolves had lived that way for thousands of years, until the first rebels had fought their bonds to their unwanted Fated mates, turned their back on the Moon Goddess, and bred with humans. Rogue wolves had been born and with no ties to the Goddess, they grew up as out-of-control bastards who wreaked havoc in society. With little sense of loyalty, compassion, or right and wrong, most Unfated rogue wolves had one agenda—to exterminate Fated wolves.

      Wolves like Finn and Rain.

      “How many rogue and rebel wolves are in Townsville, you think?”

      “A few dozen. Most believe in rebelling against the Moon Goddess, others are there because they have nowhere else to go.”

      “So, what happened to Sly?”

      “He found his mate.” Rain’s eyes dulled, and Finn’s heart began to race. “Shelby was a stunning woman. Inside and out. Sly fell for her the moment the bond triggered and loved her fiercely.”

      Finn’s jaw tightened. At least Sly had been lucky there. Wolf shifters were only male and could only mate with special females who had a shifter in their lineage, but their mates rarely knew anything about the paranormal world and accepting the wolf was usually what they had the most difficulty with. Fate didn’t necessarily guarantee a happy, loving relationship, and Finn had witnessed that firsthand. Even a wolf had to work to gain the affection, trust, and love of his mate. It’s what made finding that person and creating that bond something to crave. And fear.

      “They were together for three years,” Rain continued. “But Fated mates breeding more Fated didn’t sit well with the Pallarenda Pack. They murdered Shelby.”

      Finn’s knife bent as his fists clenched. “Fuck, Rain. I’m sorry.”

      Rain’s hair curtained his face as he nodded at his bacon. “Thanks. She was the good sort. Kind. Cared about others. Hardly batted an eye when she learned what Sly and I really were. They were perfect together.”

      Envy prickled Finn’s neck. Sly had been lucky to find such a mate. Finn might have faith in Fate, but he’d also seen far too many cases of bonds going wrong and the cynic inside him would rather live content with a pack bond and remain unmated than face rejection.

      Love? Was there even such a thing?

      Lowering his ruined cutlery, Finn reached for a grapefruit. “Where’s Sly now?”

      “In the bush.”

      Finn frowned. “What?”

      Rain thumbed behind him, indicating the land at the back of the house. Finn’s throat tightened. Finding a mate might be one of the scariest moments in life for a wolf, but losing one …

      “How long?” he asked softly.

      “Two years.”

      Finn’s eyebrows shot up. “Two years?!”

      Rain nodded solemnly. “Yep. We buried Shelby and when the full moon rose the following night, Sly shifted and outran us into the bush. I chased him for three nights, but he wouldn’t listen to reason. For weeks, I tried to comfort him, but he continued to give into the wolf. And he didn’t shift back. Weeks turned into months and beneath every full moon, his pain peaked and his howls could be heard from every corner of the island. Tourists stopped hiking and rumors started to circulate. That’s when I realized they needed a distraction, so I threw the first Full Moon Party. It lifted everyone’s spirits, and they stopped talking. I began inviting bigger artists, and the party has become one of the most famous in the world.”

      “But Sly’s still in the bush.”

      “And I’m running out of time. The pack bond is weakening and without an Alpha, we’re vulnerable to the rogues.”

      Finn blew out his breath and slumped into his cushioned chair. Rain could say that again. To give into the wolf was the one thing a shifter needed to resist. They were first and foremost human. They weren’t meant to let the beast take over.

      But humanity was laced with pain and turmoil, and it fucking hurt. Animals ran free.

      “How many are in the pack?”

      “Me and three young scouts. Nate, Kai, and Chad.”

      “Has Sly officially abandoned you, or⁠—”

      “No, but he rarely communicates. I leave him fresh meat every day, but he won’t come until I leave. Nate and Kai have been with us for years, but Chad only arrived eight months ago. Sly came to welcome him and give him his pack stripes, then he vanished again.”

      Finn scratched his chin. “He’s not neglecting his duties if he’s still welcoming wolves into the pack.”

      “He can’t ignore Fate, though. He has a role as Alpha to welcome wolves and protect his pack. His territory. And no matter how deep his pain, Sly will never turn his back on the Goddess.”

      The unease inside Finn softened, glad to hear that as perhaps he still stood a chance. He’d wanted to find a pack for so long, he could barely remember a time when he’d felt any sort of kinship. Connection. Not since his mother had been so cruelly ripped from his life. He’d tried before to no avail, but this time, something niggled deep inside him.

      Could Rain and the young men he’d yet to meet be the pack he’d been searching for? He was willing to take a chance and this was a different kind of mission, for sure. Finn had never worked without an Alpha before, or to save one. But defeating rogues was his specialty, so he would devote himself to aiding the Magnetic Island Pack and put himself to the test.

      Finn shot his hands through his hair. “All right, Rain. I’ll do my best to help you, man.”

      Gratitude lightened Rain’s eyes. “Thank you, Finn. I’m not sure where we will start, but Fate allowed you to hear my Call, so we can’t deny you’re here for a reason.”

      Finn stood and grabbed their plates. “I guess you’ll be offering me a job?”

      “Sure.” Rain helped clean up. “I need a new man on the water. But first, I want to see how you handle the jet ski, so we better get our tails back to the resort. Our audience on the ten o’clock ferry won’t be far away.”
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      The hairs on the back of Ava’s neck prickled as she wheeled her two suitcases down the gangplank and onto the catamaran ferry. Blair hadn’t stopped calling her all morning, leaving one voicemail after another.

      “Babe, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to lose my head. I was just upset you didn’t like my surprise because I wanted to spend the night with you and I hate it when my plans are ruined.”

      Ruined because he’d assumed she’d want to have sex with him after two dinners and his relentless persistence in asking her on a date. Why had she even agreed? Had it been a moment of weakness? The smile he’d flashed her at the time? Fear?

      She swallowed. The last one, definitely.

      “I suggest you come back, Ava. You need to bring me my car. Don’t make me report it as stolen, because I will.”

      Like a stolen car would be anything new in this town.

      “Ava, answer your fucking phone! I hadn’t taken you to be such a prude. You strut around the pool in your bikini in front of everyone with no shame. Why the fuck did you expect I wouldn’t want a taste of that?”

      Ava had shuddered at that one. So what if she enjoyed swimming at night in her bikini? What right did Blair have to claim her like that? He should be able to control his urges. He wasn’t an animal.

      “Let’s sit up top,” Eden said, turning towards the stairs leading up to the open deck.

      “It’ll be easier to stay inside with my luggage.”

      “Trust me.” Lifting one bag, Eden grabbed the handrail and started up the steep, narrow stairs. “You’ll feel better with the wind in your hair.”

      Ava didn’t know about that, but she lifted the suitcase and followed her friend. With the sun hidden behind thin clouds on a tropical winter’s day, it would be quite pleasant up on the open deck.

      They secured her suitcases by the railing, then Ava slumped into her seat and dropped her head into her hands.

      Eden rubbed her back. “It’ll be okay. We’ll talk to the police on Maggie. Constable Hall is a reasonable man. He’ll make sure Blair is charged.”

      “What if he doesn’t believe me?”

      Eden glanced at Ava’s cheek, then at her forearms, both marred with forming bruises. “He has no reason not to.”

      “But Blair’s father’s a bloody tyrant, Eden. Even if the police do all the right things, I doubt the superintendent will let his precious son be charged with assault.”

      “We just have to do our best.” She said the words with confidence, but Eden’s eyes gave her away. She knew just as well as Ava did it was a hopeless case.

      Ava straightened as they pulled away from the marina, lifting her face to the sun and breathing in the fresh air. The idea of taking forced leave from the chaotic nature of the hospital rehab unit had grown more appealing now that she had a plan. After all, it had been so long since she’d relaxed on the beach, hiked to lookouts, or helped Eden at the Koala Hospital.

      Sinking into her seat, she didn’t open her eyes again until after they’d idled out of the marina and gunned the engines. The breakwater and casino lay behind them, and the international shipping port spread out to their right as they cruised towards the island. Eden sat upright, craning her neck as she gazed out over the ocean.

      “Why are you so excited?” Ava asked with a small laugh. “You come over here every week.”

      Secrets sparkled in Eden’s eyes. “Just wait. You’ll see.”

      Ava admired the view but saw nothing to cause Eden’s anticipation. A few boats were out pleasure sailing, and a large cargo ship approached the port. Townsville grew smaller behind them as Ava watched Maggie Island’s mountainous terrain draw closer, the granite boulders and hoop pines growing more distinctive as the ocean brightened.

      Then movement caught her eye and Ava frowned as two dots approached.

      Not dots. Jet skis.

      Eden bounced in her seat. “There he is! Wait … who’s that with him?”

      “You know them?”

      She nodded, then shook her head. “He doesn’t usually have a friend,” she said, turning in her seat, gripping the back of her chair and the one in front as she stretched her entire spine to get a better view. “But this will be great, Ava. He has pure skill on the jet ski and can pull off some amazing tricks.”

      Confused, Ava glanced at the black jet ski zooming over the water. “But who is he?”

      Eden broke into a grin. “That’s Rain.”

      “Rain? Seriously?”

      “Yeah. Haven’t I mentioned him?”

      “I think I’d remember you talking about a man named Rain.”

      “Huh. Well, just watch. He’s a bloody amazing jet skier.”

      “And the other guy?”

      She shrugged. “Don’t know who he is.”

      The black ski spun in a tight hairpin at a speed Ava was sure should make a man fall off, but Rain powered on. Ava rolled her eyes. She didn’t know why anyone would put their bodies at risk traveling at such speed, but as the other yellow ski started spinning donuts, Ava couldn’t tear her eyes away from the brainless daredevil.

      The ferry came alongside the skiers and other passengers started to look, point, and cheer. The guy on the black ski—Rain—stood straddling the seat, his naked torso exposing a long, lean, corded figure.

      The other man, though, had a physique that rivaled anything Ava had seen in the gym, his bare calves bulging as he stood on the seat and pulled the jet ski up into the air, bouncing over a swell with every muscle of his arms and broad chest bunching.

      Ava’s heart flipflopped, and her stomach roiled at the notion. What the hell was wrong with her? She carried bruises from another man, yet there she was, ogling the next one.

      But it seemed he wanted to be ogled as, moments later, he skimmed over the water, placed his head on the seat, and threw his body upright into a spectacular headstand.

      Eden shot to her feet. “Wow.”

      “He’s bloody insane,” Ava muttered, standing too, and gripping the railing as she leaned over for a better look. Weren’t you supposed to wear a life vest on a jet ski? Not just shorts? “I can barely do a headstand off the wall in yoga.”

      Rain shot up beside his friend, gripping the handlebars behind him as he lifted his feet and suspended his body in the air.

      Eden laughed. “That’s new.”

      “You see this often?”

      “Rain practices every Friday.”

      Ava raised her eyebrows and turned back to the show. “For the ten o’clock ferry you always take? Are you sure he’s not showing off for you?”

      Eden scoffed. “I doubt it. Rain’s just a friend.”

      Up ahead, Rain turned a quick one-eighty and sped back towards the ferry before slowing and lifting his hand in a wave. Eden cheered and waved both her arms in the air like a loon.

      Ava swallowed a snigger. Just a friend, her ass. A friend Eden had neglected to mention and who also happened to be sin on a ski. They’d certainly be talking about Rain later. But right now, Ava just wanted to watch. Rain and his friend might risk breaking their necks if they came off their jet skis, but at least they were entertaining.

      They were passing the jetty at Picnic Bay when the guy on the yellow ski signaled to Rain and shot his hand through the air. Rain replied with a thumbs up, and the yellow skier sped away. Ava watched as he zoomed up behind the boat, stood, and shifted his weight over the handlebars. Then he lifted his body into the perfect prone position before shooting one fist out in front of him, giving her the perfect impression of Superman. Or considering the long blond hair blowing behind him, perhaps he was more Norse god cruising over the tropical reef.

      Coming up alongside the boat, he turned his head. The moment their gazes locked, a strange pull wrenched from her belly, and Ava gasped. Her knees crumpled as she sank into her seat.

      Then she screamed.
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      Finn’s blood pounded while his wolf howled with glee. Rain had been right. The ferry made a great audience. A crowd had gathered on the rooftop deck and kids pressed their faces to the salt-sprayed windows. Rain had mad skills too, turning donuts so tight that an ordinary man would have flipped the ski.

      But Rain was no ordinary man, and neither was Finn.

      He signaled to Rain, shooting his fist out in front of him. Rain nodded and gave him a thumbs up. Gunning the throttle, Finn zoomed down behind the ferry, then chased it, matching its speed as he pulled himself up over the handlebars, activated his core, and lifted his legs. Gaining his balance, he extended one hand out in front of him and assumed the superman position. The ski vibrated beneath him, but he remained steady, his grin widening as the wind rushed in this face and blew his hair down his neck.

      Turning towards the ferry, he lifted his brows in a “how’s that?” expression, even though he doubted anyone would see.

      Then his eye caught the wisp of blonde hair up on the deck, and the air pulsed. Finn stilled as blue eyes connected with his. His heart lurched and wolf howled. The world exploded in a kaleidoscope of color that hit him deep in the gut.

      Gasping, his hand released the handlebars, and the Sea-Doo disappeared from beneath him. Finn hit the water with a splat, the impact smashing his abdominal organs through his spine and out his back. At least, that’s what it felt like. Swearing into the water, he spat out the salty sludge and let himself sink, pain ricocheting through his body. Until instinct took hold and he kicked towards the surface.

      Though Finn would rather embrace the bottom of that deep blue void if what he suspected had occurred was true. Surfacing, he flipped his hair back and gulped in a breath. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck! This couldn’t be happening. He’d come to the island for a pack, not a … a …

      “Finn!” Rain’s shout carried above the rev of his jet ski as he raced towards him. “You okay, man?”

      No, he was not fucking okay. He’d totally stacked it and she … that woman …

      “Fuck!” Finn smacked the water as Rain drew his ski up beside him.

      “Dude, what happened? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      A ghost? More like a fucking nightmare. “I’m fine.”

      “Yeah, all right.” Rain extended his hand, and Finn took hold of his forearm in a monkey-grip as Rain hauled him out of the water. “Mighty fine belly flop, though. Would have done some serious damage to a man.”

      Settling behind Rain, Finn felt every bruised kidney, rib, and lung, but nothing hurt more than the bruise to his ego. “Where’s my Sea-Doo?”

      Rain chuckled as he turned the Yamaha around and Finn spotted his Sea-Doo floating up ahead, drifting in the ferry’s wake.

      “Didn’t go far. The crowd screamed, though, and you sure gave me a shock.” Rain slowed down and Finn leapt over onto his ski. “But your superman was fucking epic. What happened?”

      Raking his hand down his face, Finn didn’t want to acknowledge it. Saying the words would only make it real. He might have to do something about it, and he didn’t want to.

      His wolf snarled in disagreement.

      “I was distracted.”

      “By?”

      “The ferry.” The words spilled from his lips before he could stop them. “I looked across and … I saw her.”

      Rain’s eyebrows shot up. “No …”

      “Yep.” Finn’s forearms corded as he gripped the handlebars and almost snapped them clean off the ski. “I fucking mated. And stacked it right in front of her.”
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      By the time they returned to Luna Views, Finn felt like he’d been ripped in two. After years of solitude, everything had changed in less than twenty-four hours. He’d responded to many Calls and while he hadn’t yet discovered why he’d heard Rain’s, the last thing he’d expected was that this mission would have anything to do with him finding his mate.

      Finn growled as he tied the Sea-Doo to the pontoon. He’d rarely hoped for a mate. During weak moments, he’d considered it could be a nice way to escape his loneliness, but forming a mating bond was fucking hard work with three levels needing to be achieved before it was sealed. Fated mates needed to connect on an emotional level—getting to know one another to gain trust and respect. A physical level, which while he liked sex, was a lot more than simply losing himself in the soft heat of a woman. Then finally, the paranormal level, and that was the hardest of them all when the paranormal world was vastly considered a legend.

      “You taking off then?” Rain asked as Finn followed him off the pontoon.

      “No. Why?”

      “Thought you’d want to go find that woman,” Rain said as though it was the obvious thing to do.

      And it should be, which was why Finn ground his teeth. “Nope.”

      “Nope? What do you mean ‘nope’? Don’t you want to meet her?”

      Of course he wanted to meet her. His wolf clawed inside him, desperate to sniff her out, learn her name, mark her with his scent, and protect her from all harm.

      But he wouldn’t let his wolf take control. He was the boss. He said when and where. And just because his wolf wanted her, and in time Finn hoped he would too, that didn’t mean she would want anything to do with him. Her body would, and she would experience an attraction she would struggle to understand, but all of that was physical. A desire based on nothing but pheromones and Fate.

      He needed her to like him, and Finn had never been good with people.

      “Yes, but not right now. She saw me go splat. She’d probably wonder where the bruises are and why I’m not aching or resting up in bed.”

      “Fair call. But we could always do recon. Did you get a good look at her?”

      Finn exhaled as they stopped by the gardens and gazed out over the ocean. “Sort of. It was weird, man. Our eyes met and then …” Grimacing, Finn rubbed his bare chest. He couldn’t say the words aloud without sounding like a total tosser.

      “The world flipped upside down?” Rain suggested. “Everything shifted? She became larger than life, and everything around you disappeared?”

      Finn’s brow lowered. “You’ve mated?”

      Rain snorted. “Sly told me what it was like.”

      Of course. Stupid question. “Right. Yeah, it was kind of like that. Bloody shock to the system.”

      “Hence you stacked it.”

      Finn’s face flamed. “Don’t remind me.”

      Chuckling, Rain clapped Finn on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, man. I’m sure one day the two of you will laugh about it.”

      “If we’re lucky.”

      Rain’s eyes narrowed as he stepped around to face Finn. “Any reason you think you won’t be?”

      “What do you think?” Finn poked his thumb over his shoulder in the general direction of the bush where Sly lurked, brokenhearted. “Fate can be cruel, and mating doesn’t always end happily-ever-after. Nor does it start that way.”

      Rain sobered, his throat working as he swallowed. “Yeah. I know.” Exhaling, he turned back to stare out at the ocean.

      Finn crossed his arms over his chest, unable to ease his turmoil. “Our mates are human. The fact they’re descended from wolves might make them stronger and more capable of accepting the paranormal, but unless they’re the daughter of a shifter, they know nothing of our world until they enter it. And once the bond is formed, we put them at risk.”

      “You don’t need to tell me.” Rain slipped his hands into his pockets. “With the Unfated out of control and trying to destroy us, our mates are in more danger than ever. We need to put an end to the rogues in Pallarenda, get Sly back, and strengthen our pack if we want any chance of living in peace.”

      “Yep.” And that needed to be Finn’s focus. His mate would have to wait, at least until the shock of her entering his life had worn off and he could face her with a level head. He’d need one if he had the slightest chance of ensuring they built a friendship. If there was anything he’d learned from his parents’ disastrous mating bond, it was that. Finn would not be like his father. If this woman rejected him, he would take it like a man and suffer the pain of a rejected wolf. But he didn’t have an Unfated child in tow and Finn’s elder brother had been a rogue wolf worth fearing. He shuddered to think about what the man was like now.

      Or his father.

      But Finn had faith and hopefully when he faced his mate, it wouldn’t end in disaster.

      “I should shower and change,” he said, dropping his crossed arms. “Check in on G.B.”

      “Come see me for lunch and we can and talk about that job.”

      “All right.”

      But before Finn could turn, the scent of strawberry and pine on the salty breeze filled his lungs and warmed his chest until he could barely breathe. His muscles corded in his forearms, shoulders, and neck. His pulse spiked, and the wolf inside him howled.

      Rain spun around as a soft, feminine voice called his name.

      “Eden …” he breathed, his shoulders sagging a moment before his eyes lit up. “Hey!”

      Finn took a deep breath, fists clenched by his side as he dared a glance over his shoulder. A gorgeous long-legged woman approached, her dark hair cascading down her back while sunglasses shaded her eyes. She moved towards them with haste, and the blonde woman at her heels.

      His mate.

      Every muscle in Finn’s body hardened. Fuck, she was beautiful. Short and small with delicate features that belied her toned, powerful body. Honey blonde hair draped over her shoulder in a long tail, brushing her pert, handful-sized breasts swelling beneath the pink fabric stretching across her chest, hugging her flat belly, and swishing around her thighs. Shapely, athletic legs ended with sparkling toenails cushioned by her slip-on sandals. His wolf salivated, aching to taste those toes. Calves. Thighs. To bury himself between them.

      Finn growled. Fuck, she was stunning.

      “I know we usually catch up later,” Eden said, laying her hand casually on Rain’s chest. Finn heard his friend’s sharp intake of breath, but Eden didn’t seem to notice as her gaze shot to Finn. “But we saw what happened and Ava wanted to make sure you weren’t hurt.”

      Ava. A-vaaa. Finn shivered. Such a beautiful name, and a sweet, honeyed voice as she hastened to say, “No, I just … well, it looked like an awful accident …”

      Finn’s cheeks flamed. Thank fuck he hadn’t shaved as the scruff should hide most of his embarrassment. He still couldn’t believe he’d taken that tumble. The Goddess was being cruel, determined to make a joke out of him and to remind him who was in charge. He hadn’t been ready for Ava, but there she was, twisting the end of her ponytail while her teeth nibbled at her suckable lower lip and pink rose in her rounded cheeks that⁠—

      Finn stilled. No, her cheek wasn’t pink. It was red. And not from flush, but from contact. Heavy contact. Finn drew in a breath, but he didn’t need heightened senses to recognize the blood clots forming beneath her delicate skin.

      A red haze flashed across his vision and his fists clenched so hard he feared he’d shoot claws through his palms. Someone had laid their hand on his mate. Had hit her. Hurt her. Scared her.

      Before he could stop himself, Finn inhaled, searching for any scent she wore. He caught a whiff of musk he found strangely familiar, and his body convulsed with blinding rage.

      He knew that smell.

      Wolf.
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      Ava’s feet rooted to the spot as the broad, bare-chested beast of a man stalked towards her. His damp blond hair hung in clumps to his shoulders and his jaw hardened beneath a full-faced beard that was a touch too long to be considered neat and trim. Everything about him screamed powerful. Extreme. Dangerous. Warmth flooded through her vessels until she wanted to slap herself.

      What was wrong with her?

      Not that a woman would not be flushed by such a physique. He was just … wow. As a practitioner of the human body, she admired a strapping, muscular man, but this guy was something else. Her mouth salivated and knees trembled, her hands itching to reach out and touch the wide breadth of his bulging pectorals. Two hard slabs of concrete muscle with a sprinkle of wet, golden chest hair spreading from his sternum towards the dark round discs of his nipples. All eight segments of his rectus abdominis bunched as he advanced, tapering into a super tight V highlighted by his transverse obliques beneath the waistband of his red boardshorts. His serratus contracted and forearms rippled. Every inch of him was a valley or hill she ached to touch. To feel. Lick.

      But before she could completely embarrass herself with the pink in her cheeks or the tremble in her thighs, a flash in his dark blue eyes anchored her. A flash of what? Of anger? Hostility?

      Her spine stiffened. Wait a minute. What had she done wrong?

      He halted before her, close enough that she formed a more intimate, unwelcome relationship with his glorious heaving chest. Ava drew in a breath and everything inside her turned to molten liquid. Her stomach lurched, like a magnet dragging her towards him.

      That wasn’t good.

      “I’ve survived worse than a belly flop.”

      His deep baritone shivered through her, sending her heart sliding down into her stomach like ice cream on a hot day. She swallowed, but her throat wouldn’t clear. What the hell was wrong with her? Had she not learned anything after last night? Another attractive male stood before her and she was swooning beneath his brooding glare.

      No. This would not happen. Shaking herself from her stupor, Ava took half a step backwards. “Good. Good. But … you should probably get yourself checked out. How fast was that jet ski going? It doesn’t matter. At that speed, you’re likely to have damaged more than just your skin.” Though there didn’t seem to be a mark on him at all, just warm golden skin stretched over his Adonis figure. “You could have internal bleeding. Liver or bowel damage. Are you sure nothing’s broken?”

      Eden’s hand clamped around her forearm and Ava stumbled back a step, fortunately ending her ridiculous rambling.

      “Sorry. Ava’s a physiotherapist and is terrified of people injuring themselves.”

      “I’m not terrified! I just know what damage⁠—”

      Eden squeezed her arm and Ava shut up. Rain’s lips quirked beneath the dark scruff shading his jaw, his blue eyes glittering. But his friend remained frozen, the perfect imitation of a statue carved in golden marble during the renaissance.

      The darker man cleared his throat and stepped forward, extending his hand. “I’m Rain. You must be a friend of Eden’s.”

      Ava’s shoulders relaxed as she accepted Rain’s polite handshake. “Yes. I’ve … I’ve come to stay for a while.”

      Rain’s grin broadened, dimples flashing in his right cheek. “Excellent. Hear that, Finn? Ava’s staying.”

      He elbowed his friend in the ribs, and a grunt escaped the corner of his taut, full lips. Ava frowned as his eyes darkened further.

      “You should come by the house with Eden this afternoon,” Rain continued. “Any friend of Eden’s is a friend of mine.”

      Ava’s eyes narrowed. So did Finn’s. Eden, however, rolled her eyes and batted Rain’s bare shoulder. “Oh, stop it.”

      Laughing, Eden angled her body closer to the fine form that was Rain. He wasn’t as broad as his friend, but his shoulders bunched in all the right places and his torso tapered down to strong hips and thighs. The wind blew his lanky, dark hair across the sexy scruff on his face and into his piercing blue eyes.

      Yeah, she could understand why Eden had been keeping him a secret, and Ava would extract all the details the moment they were alone.

      “We’ll be a bright, merry party, especially with the added company.” Rain clapped Finn on the shoulder. “My old friend here arrived last night and he’ll be sticking around for a while, too.”

      “Excellent.” Eden beamed. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Finn’s blazing eyes unlatched from Ava as he glanced at Eden and inclined his head. “You, too, Eden. Does Rain put on a show when you leave too?”

      “Not always,” she said with a laugh, while Rain placed his hands on his hips and scowled. “He’s usually skydiving, but I enjoy watching him practice on my trip over. It was fun having both of you today, though. I’m glad you weren’t hurt.”

      “I’m not hurt,” he said, and Ava resisted rolling her eyes. Only because he and his macho pride were lucky. Pulling stunts like that at high speed without safety gear or a life vest, the fool could have drowned.

      And why did she care?

      Swallowing a groan, Ava turned to Eden. “We should go.”

      “Yes.” Eden lifted her hand in a wave. “We’ll see you two later.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Finn said, but his gaze remained on Ava. She shivered and backed away, a strange part of her not wanting to leave. But then Eden grabbed her hand and Ava turned her back on the men as she followed her friend out of the resort.

      Slipping into the passenger seat of Eden’s ute, she clicked on her seatbelt. “So … how come you’ve never mentioned Rain?”

      Eden turned out of the car park. “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, come on! He’s sexy as hell and you haven’t said a word about him. To me. Your best friend!”

      Eden blushed. “Yeah … I know. I’m sorry.”

      “So, spill!”

      “There’s nothing to spill. Rain’s a friend. I met him when I came back from Lone Pine two years ago when he brought a koala in from way up near the Pinnacles. I was shocked he’d carried it all the way down the mountain, but then I took a good look at him and, yeah. It made sense. Because yes, he’s sexy as hell, and he hasn’t asked me out.”

      “Why haven’t you asked him out?”

      Eden dismissed the notion with a wave of her hand as they curved up past Hawkings Point and down the hill into Picnic Bay. “We’re past that. I tried making a move once, but he gently took my hands and said that we shouldn’t, so we’re just friends.” Eden sighed, her shoulders slumping. “Men suck.”

      “Sure do,” Ava muttered, her lips twisting as the blond Norse god popped into her head. “I can’t say I care much for Rain’s choice of friends. You, clearly, are awesome. But Finn … Did you see the way he was looking at me?”

      “Ahuh.” Eden’s grinned. “I think he was turned on by your concern about damage to his chiseled abs.”

      “No, he wasn’t! I was a total spazz! Although he’s lucky he only splatted a few feet off the water. And that he’s apparently a strong swimmer.”

      “Muscle mass would have helped,” Eden added, and Ava’s insides warmed. “Pity I can’t get stupid Rain out of my head because Finn is bloody hot.”

      Ava’s jaw clenched, her chest constricting with a strange sense of possessiveness as her eyes narrowed.

      Eden laughed. “I knew it.”

      “Knew what?”

      “You like him.”

      “I do not! That man couldn’t stop glaring at me with such … such … distaste. Hell if I know what I did to him.”

      “Looking delicious in your pretty pink dress? Made him salivate? Shattered his ego knowing you saw him stack it?”

      Ava snorted. “I think he has too big an ego to be shattered. Remember?” She lowered her voice an octave. “He’s ‘survived worse than a belly flop.’”

      Eden’s smile broadened. “I think he was a bit embarrassed, Avs. And you have to admit, he is hot.”

      Ava wrapped her arms around herself. Hot didn’t even begin to describe Finn. He was magnificent. Pity she hadn’t seen the back of him as while a man’s anterior torso was more often revered, Ava had always loved the long lines and musculature of a man’s back. A strong triangular trapezius branching out from long deep grooves of a spine was Ava’s guilty pleasure. That and a round, taut ass. She bet everything she owned that Finn’s was worth sculpting. The thought of wrapping her arms around his waist and dipping her hands to squeeze those two perfect glutes …

      Ava clenched her thighs and shoved the thought from her mind. For fuck’s sake, she needed to get a grip!

      “He wasn’t that hot,” she muttered.

      Eden laughed as she slowed, indicated, and turned off the road. “Tell yourself that all you want.” She pulled on the park brake. “So … are we going in here?”

      Ava glanced out the window at the blue and white checkered logo of the Queensland Police, and the warmth inside her vanished. She recalled the previous night, the fear, the pain, the ache that continued to burn in her flushed cheek. The complete disbelief that she’d been so stupid. Sure, she hadn’t done anything wrong and Blair had had no right to hit her. He deserved to be charged. Deserved to be reprimanded and to lose his job. A man couldn’t be charged with assault and continue to work as a police officer.

      Which was exactly why her statement would get lost in the system and charges would never be laid.

      “No …” Guilt knotted in her belly for letting down every other woman who’d been abused, but in her situation, what was the point? “I hate this, Eden, and if Blair wasn’t a police officer, I’d make a statement in a heartbeat. But right now, he doesn’t know where I am and I can’t risk him finding out. I’m safe.”

      Eden nodded slowly before reaching over to take Ava’s hand. “Okay. I respect your choice, Ava. And I understand that you’re scared, so I’ll help you lie low and if you change your mind⁠—”

      “I can come back.” Releasing a deep breath, Ava tore her gaze from the station. “Now, let’s get some lunch because I’m starving.”
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