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Wandering carefully through the spinifex-strewn sand dunes of Mon Repos beach, Dylan O’Day used a specially designed, turtle-safe flashlight to guide his way on the unmarked track. The calming roar of the Pacific Ocean, the curling waves colliding with the golden sand, provided a soundtrack to his usual early morning patrol. 

He’d come to the Mon Repos Turtle Center, just north-east of Bundaberg along the Queensland coast, at half past three in the morning as he had most days for the past eight years. As a part-time park ranger and a marine biologist for the Merchant Marine Science Center located just down the road, Dylan had spent most of his time concerned with researching and protecting the large number of marine turtles which frequented the globally significant site. That was until she arrived. 

He was supposed to be her mentor, he reminded himself for the umpteen time.

Yet, it didn’t seem to stop him from thinking about her. Her sweet smile, her astute hazel eyes, her passion for aquatic wildlife, which was one of the numerous things they had in common. 

She’d been the successful applicant of a paid internship, a six-month hands-on course offered by his employer, Max Merchant, to help students interested in marine studies gain practical experience. She was off limits – until the internship concluded.

“You’re ten years her senior,” Dylan scolded himself in hushed tones. 

What drew him to her? What made her so alluring? There were plenty of kind, attractive women his own age he could date. Though none were as passionate about the ocean and protecting the sealife as she was. Most of them didn’t understand his work, they didn’t care for the odd hours he kept or his strange routines which were necessary to help protect both turtles and hatchlings alike. She did.

As Dylan continued his patrol higher into the sand dunes, a change in the familiar landscape drew his attention away from his conflicted thoughts. The sand around a flagged turtle nest had been disrupted. A tug of worry pulled at his gut. They couldn’t have lost another one, could they? It would be the second this month.

Shining his flashlight over the spot, he saw a well had been dug by something or someone and the eggs were gone – or eaten. 

He bent down beside it, pulling at the sides of his khaki cargo pants to make the movement easier. Reaching into the empty nest, he brushed at the sand with his fingers, looking for traces of shell, a sign of predator attack, but he found none. The eggs, whole and intact, had been taken. 

Anger boiled within him. His hand shook as he unclipped the radio transceiver from his belt. Dylan stood, lifting it to his lips and pressed the button on the side. 

“Attention base,” he said, doing his best not to sound gruff.

There was a crackle of static as he removed his finger from the button and waited. 

“Base here.” Brian’s croaky voice sounded tinny through the device.

Dylan was relieved it was Thursday and the elderly man was on duty. While other staff might have been distracted or sleep-deprived due to the early hours, Brian had adjusted to the unusual schedule and was always enthusiastic on the line.

“Dylan here.”

“Go for Dylan.”

“I think we’ve been hit by poachers again.”

“Again.” The older man parroted back. His voice in shock.

“A flagged nest high on the dunes. Number twelve.”

“Noted,” Brian said glumly. “Geez, Dylan. We’d counted one hundred and thirty at that site. The clutch of eggs looked healthy. We’d hoped it would be one of the most successful.”

“You don’t have to remind me,” Dylan replied, his tone taut but matter-of-fact. “We have to catch those bastards, Bri. The ecosystem will suffer if we keep losing eggs at this rate.”

“Too right.”

“I’m going to continue on patrol, see if I notice any other problems or things out of the ordinary.” 

“Careful, Dylan. Who knows if those guys are still around.”

“Sure thing. See you in an hour for breakfast. Over.”

“I’ll get Sandra to make it a hot one. See you at six. Over and out.”

A smile tugged at Dylan’s lips as he clipped the radio back onto his belt. 

The Australian summer began last month, keeping the weather hot and humid. Even with the warm days, a hearty breakfast of eggs and bacon was worth looking forward to after a long patrol.

The coming sunrise lightened the sky and turned the midnight blues of night above the crashing waves into calm mauves. The line of the horizon began to burn with a warm, orange glow. Continuing further along the sand dune, Dylan pushed aside his anger and need for retribution, stirred up by the ransacked nest. Instead of devising ways to harm the poachers if he ever found them, Dylan started another mental list of why she remained off limits to him. At the top sat the fact he had more important things to focus his attention on – they both did. Romantic flings—no matter how much he wanted her—didn’t make the grade when there was illegal poaching going on. 

But, what if...

The damned optimist in him wouldn’t give up, always going on about ‘what if’. He couldn’t have her, he shouldn’t have her, and knew better than to hope for the impossible.

The problem was it wasn’t impossible. He knew she liked him, maybe not quite in that way – yet, but there was hope. Too bad he couldn’t stop wishing for more. Maybe her feelings could grow, even become love as he loved her – his passionate Kyra. 
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IT WASN’T REALLY WRONG, was it? Technically she wasn’t spying on him, he just happened to be in her line of sight. Yeah, that was it.

Kyra Shine sat at the computer, going over the estimated predictions for the hatchlings this season as she’d been asked. Was it her fault the desk she was using happened to be on the second story of the Merchant Marine Science Center and also in front of the large picture window which overlooked the sparse, green yard out back? How was she to know he’d planned to hose down the boats, shirtless, even though he did it most mornings after the crew had gathered their daily samples and statistics from along the coast? Maybe this would be the day he wouldn’t? He was and boy, she thoroughly enjoyed watching him. 

His lean, muscular body was bronzed. It glistened with the spray of the water under the midday sun. Somehow, he’d managed to get himself entirely wet. Even the small, navy shorts which ensured him some modesty were slicked tight to his body from the moisture. He waved the nozzle of the hose in front of the silver hull of the small motor boat. His biceps contorting and bulging with the movement, making Kyra wonder what it would feel like to have those arms wrapped around her. She shivered at the thought and then mentally kicked herself for it.

Could she be any more of a lovesick girly-girl? She was nearly twenty-two after all, well into grownup-hood, if there was such a term, and well beyond schoolgirl crushes and yet, that’s exactly how she felt around him. He gave her butterflies in the stomach, made her all giggly, naïve and stupid. She knew he wasn’t perfect. He had a dangerous streak of bad-boy, but it didn’t matter to her. She was smitten.

He turned his head and slicked his wet, light-brown hair back with his free hand as he glanced upward. His triangular jaw lifted as he glanced toward the window. The surprise of his brown eyes meeting hers through the glass of the window had her flinching. Her hand flapped to the side and knocked over the canister of pens on the desk, scattering them across the desktop. Kyra snapped her eyes to the mess she’d made and ducked her head to hide the fact she’d been caught staring at him. With her heart racing, she hurried to tidy the clutter before anyone else walked in. 

“Did you see a spider?” 

The familiar masculine voice with its deep, velvety tones had her spinning around so fast in her swivel chair she almost toppled over. 

“Whoa! Didn’t mean to frighten you.” 

He was at her side, helping to steady her. His strong, warm hand was firm on her bare shoulder. 

“Thanks, Dylan,” Kyra said and risked a glance up at her mentor’s handsome face. “I just...I wasn’t expecting you back so soon.”

She ran a hand through her lopsided, strawberry blonde bob, then tried to straighten her scarlet singlet before offering him a small smile. He beamed at her, his perfect grin brightening his face, reaching
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