

    
        
          Savage Paradise

        

        
        
          The Southern King Saga, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Sloane Sterling

        

        
          Published by Hearth House, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SAVAGE PARADISE

    

    
      First edition. December 24, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Sloane Sterling.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232465629

    

    
    
      Written by Sloane Sterling.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Savage Paradise (The Southern King Saga, #1)

CHAPTER ONE: THE ONE-WAY TICKET

CHAPTER TWO: THE HINTERLAND

CHAPTER THREE: THE GOD

CHAPTER FOUR: THE TEST

CHAPTER FIVE: THE INK

CHAPTER SIX: THE VIPER'S NEST

CHAPTER SEVEN: THE BROWN

CHAPTER EIGHT: THE NIGHT SHOOT

CHAPTER NINE: THE FORTRESS

CHAPTER TEN: THE GOLDEN HANDCUFFS

CHAPTER ELEVEN: THE PROMOTION

CHAPTER TWELVE: THE SHADOW

CHAPTER THIRTEEN: THE GOLDFISH BOWL

CHAPTER FOURTEEN: THE RIP

CHAPTER FIFTEEN: THE WAITING ROOM

CHAPTER SIXTEEN: THE LEDGER

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: THE YACHT

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: THE PENTHOUSE

CHAPTER NINETEEN: THE AFTERSHOCK

CHAPTER TWENTY: THE CRACK

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: THE CALL

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: THE FLIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: THE GREEN HELL

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: THE HUNT

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: THE PRIZE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: THE WAR ROOM

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: THE BREACH

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: THE KILL FLOOR

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE: THE PIGS

CHAPTER THIRTY: BLOOD ON THE SAND

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE: THE MASK

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO: THE RED WIRE

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE: THE BLAST

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR: THE STITCH

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE: THE EXIT

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX: THE RED CARPET

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN: THE SHARK TANK

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT: THE GHOST

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE: THE BLACK BOX

CHAPTER FORTY: THE RETURN

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE: THE LOGISTICS


​SAVAGE PARADISE

By Sloane Sterling

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER ONE: THE ONE-WAY TICKET
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The air in Brisbane didn't taste like air. It tasted like water.

Harper Tate stepped out of the sliding glass doors of the airport terminal and hit a wall of humidity so thick she almost choked. It was 6:00 AM, and the sun was already angry.

She adjusted the strap of her duffel bag—the only thing she owned in the world—and scanned the curb.

She didn't look like a tourist. Tourists looked happy. They wore straw hats and zinc cream and carried surfboards. Harper wore a baggy grey hoodie that was too hot for the climate, oversized sunglasses to hide the dark circles under her eyes, and a posture that screamed don't look at me.

She had twenty Australian dollars in her pocket and a passport that felt heavy in her back pocket.

She checked her phone. No signal. She had pulled the SIM card out somewhere over the Pacific Ocean and flushed it down the airplane toilet.

New country, she told herself. New rules. He can't find you here.

A black SUV idled in the loading zone. It wasn't a taxi. It was a beast—tinted windows, bull-bar on the front, tires meant for crushing rocks.

A man leaned against the hood. He was fifty, tanned to the color of old leather, wearing a polo shirt with a logo stitched on the chest: CALLOWAY STUDIOS.

Harper walked over. She tried to stop her hands from shaking.

"I'm looking for a ride to the Sanctuary," she said. Her voice cracked. She hadn't spoken in fourteen hours.

The man lowered his sunglasses. He had eyes like a lizard—flat and unblinking. He looked her up and down, noting the cheap shoes, the nervous twitch in her fingers, the desperation radiating off her like heat waves.

"You the American runner?" he asked. His accent was thick, a broad Queensland drawl.

"Harper," she said. "Harper Tate."

He didn't ask for ID. He didn't ask for a resume. He just spat on the concrete and jerked his thumb at the back door.

"Get in, love. Don't touch the windows. Boss hates fingerprints."

Harper threw her bag in and climbed into the air-conditioned dark of the backseat. The lock clicked shut automatically.

She leaned her head back against the cool leather.

She was ten thousand miles from Los Angeles. Ten thousand miles from the debt, the threats, and the man with the silver tooth who had promised to cut her face if she didn't pay up by Friday.

She closed her eyes.

Safe, she thought.

She was wrong.
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​CHAPTER TWO: THE HINTERLAND
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The drive took two hours.

They left the city behind, passing through the glitter and high-rises of the Gold Coast—Surfers Paradise, a neon strip of casinos and beaches that looked like Miami on steroids.

Then, they turned inland.

The road narrowed. The concrete gave way to asphalt, then to gravel. The sky disappeared, blocked out by a canopy of ancient, twisting vines and eucalyptus trees.

This was the Hinterland. The rainforest.

It wasn't the Australia Harper had seen on postcards. It wasn't golden beaches and cute koalas. It was dark. It was green. It was loud with the screech of cicadas that sounded like a million tiny chainsaws running at once.

"Where exactly is the set?" Harper asked, leaning forward.

The driver, whose name was Mick, looked at her in the rearview mirror.

"End of the line," Mick grunted. "Mr. Calloway likes his privacy."

"Is it a closed set?"

"It's a fortress, darlin'. Once you go through the gate, you don't come out until the wrap party."

He grinned. It wasn't a nice grin.

"Hope you brought bug spray. And thick skin. Rome eats runners for breakfast."

"Rome?"

"Roman Calloway. The boss."

Harper knew the name, of course. Everyone knew the name. Roman Calloway was the biggest action star on the planet. The Titan. The Last Soldier. He was six-foot-four of Australian muscle, blonde hair, and blue eyes that made women faint in theaters.

She had seen him on billboards on Sunset Boulevard. He looked like a Golden Retriever in human form. Charming. Heroic.

"I thought he was supposed to be nice," Harper said. "The interviews always say he's a gentleman."

Mick laughed. It was a dry, hacking sound.

"That's Hollywood, love. That's the package."

He swerved to avoid a massive lizard sunning itself on the road—a goanna the size of a dog.

"Out here," Mick said, "there are no cameras. Out here, Rome is the King. And the King does whatever the hell he wants."

They rounded a corner, and the trees opened up.

A massive iron gate blocked the road. It was twelve feet high, topped with razor wire. Two guards with assault rifles stood at the perimeter.

This wasn't a movie set. It was a compound.

Mick flashed his lights. The gates groaned open.

"Welcome to Paradise," Mick muttered.
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​CHAPTER THREE: THE GOD
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The Sanctuary was a city carved out of the jungle.

There were sound stages the size of aircraft hangars. There were rows of luxury trailers shining in the sun. There was a catering tent that smelled of roasting meat and coffee.

But underneath the glamour, there was a tension Harper could taste.

People didn't walk; they ran. The crew moved with their heads down. No one was laughing. It felt less like a creative environment and more like a military base.

Mick dropped her off at the production office—a demountable building on stilts.

"Go see the Unit Manager," Mick said, dumping her bag in the dust. "And stay out of the Red Zone. That's Rome's territory."

Harper grabbed her bag. The heat was suffocating. She wiped sweat from her forehead and turned toward the main trailer.

That's when she saw him.

The Red Zone wasn't hard to spot. It was a roped-off area near the edge of the rainforest, where a waterfall cascaded into a natural rock pool.

A man was standing under the waterfall.

He was shirtless. Water streamed down a back that was impossibly wide, corded with muscle and scars that looked too jagged to be makeup. He wore tactical cargo pants and heavy boots.

He turned slowly.

Roman Calloway.

He looked different than the billboards. The billboard Roman was smiling, airbrushed, golden.

This Roman was wet, raw, and terrifying. His hair was slicked back, darker when wet. His face was covered in stubble. But it was his eyes that stopped Harper in her tracks.

They weren't the sky-blue of the magazines. They were the color of the ocean before a storm—dark, turbulent, and cold.

He was holding a machete. A real one. He was testing the edge against his thumb.

He looked up. Across the hundred yards of dust and equipment, his gaze locked onto Harper.

He didn't smile. He didn't wave.

He stared.

It was the look of a predator spotting movement in the long grass. He analyzed her in a second—the baggy hoodie, the fear, the fact that she didn't belong.

Harper wanted to run. Every instinct she had honed in the last month of dodging debt collectors screamed at her to get back in the SUV.

He sees you, a voice in her head whispered. He sees the dirt.

Roman raised the machete, pointing it at her.

"You!" his voice boomed across the set, deep and commanding.

Harper froze.

"Me?" she squeaked.

"Get over here," Roman ordered.

He didn't wait to see if she obeyed. He turned back to the jungle, swung the machete, and hacked a vine in half with a violence that made Harper flinch.

She tightened her grip on her bag. She walked toward the Red Zone.

She had run to the end of the world to escape a monster.

She had just walked into the den of a god.
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