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        It’s a hate-lust-love kinda thing…

         

        It doesn’t matter how romantic her sister’s beach wedding is, no way is Zeta De Luca—the last sister standing—going to fall in love with anyone. She’s got her safari park job and her new cheetah kittens to care for, thank you very much. And no way in hell is she going to fall for arrogant Australian doctor, Michael “Mick to my friends” Blackthorne, no matter how freaking hot he is. Nope. Not happening.

         

        And then he asks her to dance.

         

        Mick Blackthorne has no idea why Zeta De Luca has got so far under his skin, but she has. From the second they first met, she lives rent free in his head. The snarky American seems to push all his buttons and is impervious to his laid-back charms. Not that he wants to charm her, of course. The idea of him and Zeta together? No. No way.

         

        So why the hell does his heart quicken every time she looks at him?

         

        Author’s note: This book has hate at first sight, lust at second sight, followed by love at third sight. There’s insanely hot nookie, a failed heroic flooded creek rescue, and some very bad dancing.
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      Studying her reflection in the full-length mirror, Zeta scowled at her older sister. “I’m still angry at you there’s no tulle.”

      “Tulle was never an option, Z.” Bria crossed the spacious room and stood behind Zeta, meeting her gaze in the mirror as she did up the long zipper of the dress Zeta wore.

      Zeta smoothed her palms over the emerald-green satin slip dress now hugging her body. She grinned at Bria. “Boring.”

      “My wedding, my choice,” Bria said with her own grin, adjusting how her boobs sat in the exquisitely beaded bodice of the ivory chiffon and satin sleeveless dress she wore. “When you get married, you can have as much tulle as you like, and I will happily wear it.”

      “Ha, jokes on you.” Zeta smirked. “I’m never getting married.”

      “Sure you’re not.” Bria tapped her on the nose. “I believe you. But when you do, I’ll wear as much tulle as you want.”

      “Hold her to that, Z,” Elisa said, joining them in front of the mirror. She too adjusted her breasts in the dress she wore, the style and color identical to Zeta’s. Almost. “My boobs are getting so big.” She turned, running her hands over the gentle swell of her stomach pushing against the satin. “Twins. I can’t believe I’m having twins.”

      “I can’t believe you also denied me tulle at your wedding, Lis.” Zeta bent over, drawing her head close to Elisa’s baby bump. “Your mom is a party pooper, little ones. And so is your Aunty B.”

      “Hey, hey, hey.” Elisa covered her belly with her palms, mock indignation in her voice. “Stop telling them I’m no fun.”

      Laughing, Zeta straightened and smoothed her bridesmaid dress down again. Despite her jest, it truly was stunning, and she looked stunning in it.

      It was a huge difference from her normal attire. The wardrobe of a zookeeper tended to be dominated by khaki chinos, khaki shirts, khaki boots, and jeans. Lots of jeans. Usually faded. And smelling of, in her case, cheetahs. No matter how many times she washed them, the clothes she worked in always smelled like the cheetahs at the San Diego Safari Park. And because she worked almost all the time, almost all her clothes were clothes she worked in.

      But not this dress.

      This dress…

      “This dress truly is bellissima, Bri,” she said, turning to give Bria’s cheek a soft kiss. “Even without any tulle. I feel amazing in it.”

      Bria stopped fiddling with the small white roses pinned in her hair at her right temple and looked at her. “You are amazing, Zeta. And I’ve missed you so much.”

      A hot lump filled Zeta’s throat. “No, no. No talking sad stuff. Not on your wedding day.”

      Sad stuff. Like the fact both Bria and Elisa now lived in Australia with their respective partners, Owen and Angus, and had done for a few months now. Not sad for her sisters, but sad for Zeta. She missed them.

      More than she could comprehend.

      They were triplets, after all.

      The fact she hadn’t seen either of them until midnight last night made it doubly important not to get sad now. Three months was a long time between hugs.

      Thank God, she and Elisa were identical in every physical way. It made sizing and fitting her bridesmaid dress hassle-free despite her not being in Australia. Well, identical in every physical way until Elisa’s pregnancy had started to show, that was.

      “You could always get a job at Taronga Zoo,” Elisa said, sliding her arm around Zeta’s waist, her smile warm in the mirror as she looked at Zeta. “The one on Sydney Harbor.”

      Zeta rested her cheek on Elisa’s shoulder and smiled back. “I can’t leave my boys. I love them too much.”

      Her boys were Kagiso and Mandla, born to the park’s dominant female cheetah, Noxolo, only six weeks ago. With cheetah numbers critical in the wild, the cubs were a precious gift for the park and the world, although the world didn’t know it yet. Their birth was still a secret, given they were still in the dangerous period. Their little sister, Thadie, had died at only a week old, breaking the hearts of everyone at the park, especially the close-knit cheetah keepers. Kagiso and Mandla were strong and healthy and entirely full of feisty spirit though. Zeta had a good feeling.

      But still, a nervous good feeling. Only Bria’s wedding here in Australia could tear her away from being at work since their birth. As it was, she’d given Dani—the other cheetah keeper—strict instructions to send her regular updates on their progress. Very regular.

      Four times a day regular.

      Except for today.

      Today was a phone-free day.

      Besides, everyone she wanted to be with, to talk to, was already here—Bria and Elisa, their mom and dad, Owen and Angus.

      But then three days after the wedding, you head back to San Diego, and leave Bria and Elisa, and Owen and Angus here.

      She would. And not only that, her mom and dad were making the most of being in Australia and had decided to have a second honeymoon in the country. They were hiring a car and doing a six-week self-drive tour to as many places and sights and locations here as they could.

      She’d be alone back in San Diego.

      Maybe she should just move into the cheetah enclosure’s staff annex?

      No sad stuff, remember. This is a huge day for Bri. Stop being selfish.

      Good point.

      “Hey!” she burst out, looking at Bria and Elisa in the mirror, eyes wide. Serious. Stern.

      “What?” Bria asked.

      “What?” Elisa echoed.

      She stuck her tongue out at them.

      They all laughed. Sisters to the end, no matter where any of them lived. Or how far apart.

      A soft knock sounded on the door and Tilly, Owen’s sister, popped her head into the room. “It’s showtime.” A smile spread across her face, and she let out a happy sigh. “You all look gorgeous, by the way.”

      “Absolutely we do,” Zeta agreed. “Even with a decided lack of tulle.”

      Tilly laughed.

      Zeta found Bria’s gaze in the mirror, and she lifted an eyebrow. “Ready?”

      Bria closed her eyes, drew in a deep, slow breath, and then nodded. “Hell yeah,” she said, looking at Zeta and Elisa in the mirror. “Let’s go get hitched.”

      “I’m already hitched,” Elisa pointed out with a laugh. “And am now up the duff.”

      Zeta blinked. “Up the what?”

      Elisa laughed, running her palms over her belly. “Up the duff. Pregnant.”

      Zeta rolled her eyes. “This is what happens when you marry an Australian. You start speaking gibberish.”

      Tilly cleared her throat. “Not that I’m not enjoying this sisterly moment, ladies—” she gave Bria a grin, “but Mick has Owen almost convinced you’re going to realise you’re actually marrying him today and decide that’s a really bad idea, and take off back to the States so…”

      Bria burst out laughing. “Of course he is.”

      Zeta ground her teeth. Mick. Owen’s brother.

      She’d only met him once at Bria’s and Owen’s engagement party a few months ago, but once was once enough. ER Doctor. Opinionated. Far too impressed with himself. Way too good-looking for his own, well, good. And unfortunately, her partner in the bridal party.

      The only irritation of the day.

      But still, for Bria, she’d grin and bear the annoying, arrogant pain in the ass.

      For Bria.

      Even if he had called her⁠—

      “Scusi, Matilda,” a male voice uttered behind Tilly, and a towering man with steel grey hair, ice-blue eyes, and a glorious moustache appeared in the doorframe, his smile wide. “Mie belle ragazze, tutti stanno aspettando.”

      “We’re coming, Papà,” Bria said, turning from the mirror. She held out her arms. “Do you like?”

      Their father entered, dropping his customary kiss on the tops of all their heads, before mimicking Bria’s pose. The dark-grey tux he wore looked perfect, especially with the pants rolled up to just below his knees. “I like very much, mia figlia. You are more than beautiful.” He crooked his elbow. “Now let’s go, before your future husband thinks you’re not coming. His brother has him convinced you’re running off with some mysterious skydiver you met last week.”

      Bria laughed, hooking her finger over his biceps. “I’m going to kill Mick.”

      Zeta rolled her eyes. Mick. What a pain in the ass. Perhaps she’d accidently kick him in the shins during the bridal waltz?

      She’d thought about wiping that smug grin off his face more than once since meeting him. In fact, he’d popped into her mind often, ruining her day, making her grumpy. Making her wish she could see him again so she could prove to him just how insignificant and inconsequential he was.

      Tilly snorted. “Everyone wants to kill Mick at some point. It’s his superpower. That and the fact he’s so damn loveable when he wants to be.” She wrapped her knuckles on the doorframe. “Ready?”

      Bria nodded. “Ready.”

      “Shit,” Zeta burst out. Pain in the ass Mick had almost made her forget what was about to happen. “Wait.”

      Everyone stopped and looked at her.

      She pulled a face at them and toed off the sneakers she’d pulled on way back at seven a.m. to go to the resort’s hairdressers. “Sorry. Wrong shoes.”

      Hurrying to the bag of supplies and other wedding paraphernalia she’d dumped on the bed on arriving at the beachside resort, she dug around in it and yanked out what she needed.

      Gold rubber flip-flops, complete with gold glitter on the straps. “Got ‘em. Sorry.”

      Grinning, she dropped them to the floor and shoved her feet into them. You had to love Bria. Getting married on a beach really made for far comfortable footwear.
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      “I’m gonna kill you, Mick,” Owen muttered under his breath, tugging at his tie.

      “Your fault, big brother.” Mick tried to keep his grin under control. The celebrant was scowling at them both, the gentle coastal breeze flapping the old guy’s combover about in a way that made Mick want to laugh. Behind him, the pristine beach and surf connected to the remote luxury resort where Owen and Bria were getting married stretched on forever. “You’ll think twice about beating me in poker again.”

      “But bright pink?” Owen shot a look at his feet, currently buried almost to the ankles in the beach’s cool, white sand. “Really? Bright pink? On my wedding day?”

      Mick snorted out a chuckle. “You thought I was going to play fair?”

      Owen looked down at his hidden toenails, now painted the most shocking shade of neon pink. “I thought I was going to lose. You had that look on your face that says I am so fucking good.”

      “Hey.” Mick mock pouted. “I don’t have a look that says⁠—”

      “Yes, you do, brother.” Owen threw a quick sideways glance at him. “You very much have that look. But still, how is it I won the poker game and yet I ended up with my toenails painted bright pink?”

      Mick shrugged. “Retaliation. It’s a word. Look it up. Besides, that’s what you get for dozing off this morning after Angus made us breakfast.”

      “Hey, don’t drag me into this,” Angus protested with a low chuckle from Mick’s other side, adjusting the cuffs of his suit’s jacket. “I didn’t paint his toenails. You did.”

      The celebrant scowled at them all again, before shooting the sand at Owen’s feet a curious look.

      Owen let out a ragged sigh. “Neon pink.”

      The celebrant raised his eyebrows. “An interesting look, to be sure.”

      Angus chuckled again. Mick grinned.

      Finding Owen asleep that morning on the deck Mick had booked at the luxury resort for the wedding day and night, hands crossed on his chest, bare feet up on the railing, had been too good an opportunity to pass up. The sod had beaten him at poker at the bachelor party, after all. He’d bolted to the closest cabin—a good sixty meters away—where a family with at least three young teenage daughters were holidaying. He’d knocked on the door, turned on the charm, and asked if he could borrow the brightest nail polish they had.

      After a few dubious frowns, he’d explained the situation. His brother was getting married today on the beach. He was the best man. Owen had beaten him in poker a week ago. Revenge was due.

      The mum, God love her, had laughed and told him he was a brave man and a woeful brother, but she hadn’t stopped her youngest daughter handing over the neon-pink polish.

      “Remember,” the mum had called as he’d started running back along the path to his own far-more secluded cabin. “Revenge can go both ways.”

      It was true of course. Owen would get him back for this, but that hadn’t stopped him painting Owen’s toenails. Nor had it stopped him hiding Owen’s dress shoes. The ones he would put on after the beach ceremony.

      “Just let it be known,” Angus muttered, tugging at his collar as if he’d never worn a suit before, “that I’m innocent in all of this.”

      Owen snorted. “For once.”

      Angus grinned. “Oh, and when the time comes for the reception, I have no clue where your shoes are, Owen.”

      “Traitor,” Mick gasped around a laugh.

      “My shoes?” Owen looked confused. And then horrified. “Fuck a duck, Mick. What the hell have you done with my…”

      He trailed off, his stare locked on something, or someone, over his shoulder, a heartbeat before Chloe Blackthorne—world-famous cellist and Owen and Mick’s second cousin—started playing something Mick didn’t recognize but was probably romantic and soppy.

      “Oh boy,” Owen whispered, his AWOL shoes seemingly forgotten, his face going just as soppy as the music. “Oh boy.”

      “Here we go,” Angus intoned, twisting a little to look behind them.

      “So she didn’t do a runner, after all?” Mick grinned, giving Owen’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Guess she truly does love you, mate.” He tossed a look over his shoulder to check out the bride.

      And forgot how to breathe.

      Holy fuck, she looked gorgeous.

      Not the bride, although Bria did look incredible.

      Not Elisa either, who glowed with pregnant beauty.

      Zeta.

      Zeta looked gorgeous.

      Zeta, his counterpart in today’s events. The chief bridesmaid to his best man.

      Zeta, the annoying, no-filter, manic-energy American who’d rubbed him the wrong way the very second he met her at Owen and Bria’s engagement party last year. Zeta, who’d insisted he was an arrogant, inconsiderate “ass” because he made a joke about Owen’s previous brain-cancer scare. Zeta, who’d taken up space in his head, rent bloody free ever since.

      Zeta.

      “Wow,” Owen murmured at his side.

      Mick tore his stare from Zeta—had to, otherwise she’d notice and who the hell knows what she’d think—and shot his brother a glance.

      Owen was gazing at Bria, and any doubts Mick harbored that Owen was rushing into things were obliterated. Pure, one-hundred percent love radiated from Owen as his bride approached them across the beach.

      “Wow,” Owen murmured again.

      A warm beat of happiness throbbed through Mick for his brother, and he looked back at the bridal procession making their slow way across the sand towards them.

      Elisa came first, her eyes only for Angus, her smile shy and proud and promising Angus things Mick didn’t want to know about. At the back of the procession, Bria walked on her father’s arm, all sorts of promises on her face as well as she looked at Owen. Promises, Mick was pretty certain, that shouldn’t be made while walking next to her dad.

      And in the middle…

      Of its own accord, his stare moved to Zeta.

      The last time he’d seen her, the first and only time he’d seen her, her golden-auburn hair had been pulled back in a ponytail so tight his own head had ached. Now, it tumbled around her face
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