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Prologue

The gaiety of Christmas was everywhere. From the full-size pine tree with its gleaming lights and sparkling star, to the angel baubles hanging from the ceiling as though trying to beatify the glittering jewels and designer dresses worn by some of Zirania’s richest and most beautiful women.

As head of security, Charlie MacShaw noted it all with a concise eye, unaffected by everything and everyone in the room. Well, with the exception of the one incredible woman who stood at the podium delivering a rousing speech. 

None was more beautiful or more influential than Calista Fox, the first female president of the small, but extremely wealthy Arab island of Zirania. 

Though most of her people loved her, there were enough of those who didn’t. Radical traditionalists who hated this modern government and the woman in power at its helm. 

Charlie let out a slow, cautionary breath, his eyes reflexively sweeping the palatial room. The president might have overstepped the mark tonight, showcasing not only a Western Christmas, but also an all-female party meant to empower these women in her bid to take equality to the next level. 

But he and his impressive security detail had taken all the necessary precautions to protect her and the women in the room. He could relax for the moment and enjoy his lover’s commanding presence...despite her five-foot-three status. Admire her Nordic beauty thanks to her mother’s side. Be impressed by her finesse and her sharp intelligence, aided no doubt by her father’s scientific genius.

The perpetual ache in his chest intensified as he wondered what Calista would say if she were to ever discover he loved her, had loved her from the moment he’d been assigned the job eighteen months ago when a lone radical had tried to take her life.

He wouldn’t—couldn’t—think about what the public would say or do, especially those same fundamentalists, if they were ever to discover their president and her bodyguard were more than what they appeared to be. 

A bodyguard who was little more than an Aussie soldier with a few distinguished medals to his name.

Calista concluded her passionate address. “And that, my dear friends, is where I will lead Zirania and its people in the near future—“

A loud crack echoed in the room, jerking Charlie into action. Though all the strength had gone from his limbs, he rushed toward the love of his life, his mind screaming denial. But like a nightmare where every second was in slow motion, a crimson stain bloomed ever bigger on Calista’s chest. Her brilliant eyes swung to meet his, her stare widening with horror even before she fell.

The light was already dying in her eyes when he threw himself over her body. And despite the chaos of screams and gunfire around them, her breath that rattled in her throat was almost as loud as her whispered, “Our baby...don’t let our baby die.”

Chapter One

Selena MacShaw whooped and urged her grey mare into an even faster gallop, the adrenaline pouring through her veins making her forget, for just a little while, of yet another sombre Christmas ahead.

While most families looked forward to Christmas with their families, for her it had and would always be a sombre day. Not only had her mother lost her life, Selena had been delivered via emergency caesarean. 

A birthday and Christmas all rolled into one, yet not once had she felt an urge to celebrate. Not on the anniversary of her mother’s death.

With her mum dying from gunshot wounds, Selena had been dragged from the womb two months earlier than she should have. Not great odds. But she hadn’t just survived, she’d thrived. Her father liked to tell anyone and everyone she was a fighter, and never backed down from a challenge.

She grinned. Things sure hadn’t changed.

She turned her head to glimpse the stockman on his black stallion right on her tail, the same stockman and horse duo that many of the Aussie locals said were unbeatable.

Huh. Dallas Anderson could eat her dust! 

She turned back to focus on the finish line ahead, where two huge gum trees glowed a dazzling white in the late afternoon sun. But the mare’s hooves that thumped across the parched terrain weren’t quite as powerful as before, her long legs not stretching over as much ground. Then the mare’s breath began to wheeze even as she faltered.

Shit.  

Calista had always been competitive, driven to the point of distraction. She both hated and respected that Dallas was all but unbeatable in everything she tried to be a victor. With her recently purchased mare, Mistress-of-the-Dawn, straight off the race track after a number of big wins, she’d been certain this race was hers.

Dallas and his horse, Tank, drew beside her in an easy gallop. The stockman doffed his Akubra hat and his white teeth glinted in his tanned face, before horse and rider pulled away. 

She didn’t know whether to scream or laugh. Or perhaps cry in sheer frustration. But she wasn’t a baby or a bad sport. She was a twenty-four year old woman who could weather the storm with the best of the Aussies living in the outback of inland Western Australia.

She reined her mare to a stop between the gum trees and sent a cool stare Dallas’ way. “Nice riding.”

His grin was more a cocky smirk. “Your mare is built for the racetrack, she wasn’t ever going to win this race.”

Her hands clenched on the reins and the mare tossed her head in annoyance. “You’re a prick, you know that, right?”

His husky laugh filled the quiet air. “And for someone with such a refined accent and natural grace, you sure have a potty mouth.”

She turned her mare around for the long walk home, swiping a fine strand of blonde hair from her eyes that’d escaped its pony-tail. Dallas’ backhanded compliment did little to soothe her loss. “Screw you.”

Dallas trotted Tank to catch her up. As he slowed his stallion to walk beside her, he drawled, “Been there, done that. Enjoyed every incredible moment.”

She swung him a cutting glare. All pretence of good sportsmanship and manners dissolved like ice under the blistering outback sun. “It was a mistake. One that won’t be repeated.”

He shook his head, and her eyes were drawn to the fine stubble near his generous lips that had turned her on in ways she didn’t even want to think about. His dark eyes caught hers. “No need to lie, Princess. You wanted it as much as I did.”

Heat crept up her face. Asshole. She didn’t need him to point out the obvious. Didn’t want to yearn for him even more now than she had two weeks earlier when she’d given into her body’s demands. But from the day, just over a year ago, that her father had bought the immense cattle station and hired Dallas as head stockman, she’d instantly been attracted to him.

Little wonder. Aside from his muscled, six-foot-four body that only a horse of Tank’s stature could easily carry, he was a man who knew how to take care of a woman, in every way. Most might see a face of uncompromising toughness, she’d experienced a tenderness in his arms she’d never forget.

But it went against her every instinct to want a man who, every other minute, so easily got under her skin, who managed to tease and turn her on all at the same time. Then there was his arrogance, his skill at seemingly everything. Not to mention he was too damn hot for her peace of mind.

She needed someone to stabilize her, someone dependable and safe. Normal. It wasn’t in her to settle down and be ordinary in any way, perhaps that was why she craved it from others. Or maybe it was because she’d never had a normal life, what with all the running with her father from one country to another.

A pity Dallas was as far removed from ‘normal’ as she was herself. In some ways they were kindred spirits, two people who stood out from the crowd even as that same crowd were drawn to them. 

She sighed. She only hoped this time she and her father could settle down and stay. That this time they were remote enough for any past haters to leave them the hell alone. Because despite the heat, the flies and the sheer vastness of the outback, she loved its harsh and perilous beauty.

“No response?” he quipped.

She sent him her most regal stare. “I have nothing more to say to you.”

He smirked. “Not to worry, there’s been more than enough said to tide me over. You moaning my name over and over—“

“Do you seriously have no modesty?” she hissed. “One night in your bed doesn’t bind me to you forever!”

He shrugged, the movement causing his wrangler shirt to tighten over his broad shoulders, the barrel of his chest and taut stomach. “To my mind it does.”

Unwelcome tingles of need coursed through her body and settled in places she didn’t want to think about. She squirmed in her saddle. “You’re an asshole, you know that, right?”

He didn’t look apologetic, not one bit. If anything he looked even more intrigued. “A prick and an asshole? I’m guessing you really do regret our night together?”

Oh, god. If only she could tell him yes, but it’d be a bald-faced lie and he’d know it. “I don’t have room in my life for regrets.”

“Oh? So what do you have room for then?”

Anything but a six-foot-four cowboy whose skilled bedroom prowess left her panting for so much more. But she refused to give into her urges a second time, refused to let him get to her more than he already had.

She turned to him. “When I find out I’ll let you know.”

He cocked a dark brow. “See that you do.”

“Is that an order, cowboy?”

She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear his answer. Instead, she leaned forward in her saddle and urged her mare into a gallop, yelling over her shoulder, “First one home gets the last cold beer!”

She heard him shout out a curse but she was already a good ten meters in front, the station’s homestead and its surrounding buildings shimmering into distant view under the still hot, dying sun.

Her mare didn’t falter on the home run, and as they thundered to a stop in front of the stables, Selena shrieked victory, swinging her cowgirl hat high. She might have cheated, but she was elated anyway. She dismounted and handed the reins over to one of the young stockmen. “Thanks Jacob, see she gets a cool down and a good rub.”

Climbing the exterior stairs, she jogged inside, throwing her hat onto the pegged-rack just inside the entry, before making for the kitchen and its stainless-steel fridge. Dallas strode inside seconds later, and she popped the top off her icy cold beer and lifted the bottle into the air, announcing, “To the victor!”

“May you enjoy every drop,” he said drily.

She took a swig and then stepped toward him, passing him the bottle with a little shrug. “Don’t feel bad, I don’t mind sharing.”

He nodded, his white teeth gleaming against his dark-tanned skin and the hint of stubble. “You getting soft on me, princess?”

He took a mouthful of the foamy brew even as heat blazed across her face. He handed the bottle back with a laugh, and she was dazed by how incredibly gorgeous he was when he wasn’t being so damn serious. She was also caught completely off-guard when he cupped her chin and pressed a kiss to her mouth that fired up every single one of her hormones.

She stiffened, and though her brain told her to back-the-hell off, all her hard-won intentions of staying away from him sank like a stone to the bottom of a pond. She leaned into him on a soft sigh, returning the kiss. In that moment of insanity she needed his mouth on hers, wanted his big, hard body against her smaller, feminine form.

Holy shit. If every other part of him was hard, then his lips were soft and pillowy instruments of pleasure. The tip of his tongue licked along the seam of her mouth. She sucked in his breath as a surge of need poured through her veins, and she was reminded of the sweet torment his lips and tongue had inflicted between her thighs. 

She was two seconds away from tearing off her clothes and spreading wide for his invasion, when heavy footsteps on the kitchen floorboards drew them apart all too soon. She swallowed past the needy lump in her throat and absently placed her beer on the kitchen counter. 

Her father approached them with another man about his own age and build. Selena waited for the stunned reaction from her father, but instead he raised a knowing silver brow and managed smoothly, “Selena and Dallas, this is Mack, an old friend of mine.” He swept a hand out. “Mack, this
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