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      Hana Park has had enough. She has worked with Carter for nine years but she is absolutely done with his demanding ways. The payout she got for the apps she sold went a long way to helping her make the decision, but Carter doesn’t need to know that.

      Carter Beckett, CEO of The Playbook, cannot believe his right-hand-person could just up and leave him. Even an offer for a bigger pay check did nothing to sway her. His last resort is to get her to fall in love with him. She wouldn’t leave him if she loved him, right?

      It started out as an air-tight if stupid plan but then those darned feelings got involved. It was a classic case of her falling first but him falling harder.

      

      *The final book in The Playbook Series is a spicy workplace romance where the guy who thinks he has it all together slowly unravels as he experiences all the feels.
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      ‘Hana!’

      ‘I’m right here. You don’t need to holler like you’re on the farm,’ Hana said, walking into his office with her ever-present tablet cradled in her arms.

      ‘Have you got the latest stats on⁠—’

      ‘I emailed the reader stats, advertising stats, and SEO results. They should be in your inbox.’

      ‘I can’t see them.’

      Hana sighed and moved around the desk to lean down beside him and snatch the mouse from his hand.

      ‘Here,’ she said, opening an email he could have sworn was not there earlier.

      ‘Are these the most up-to-date⁠—’

      ‘You know they are. When have I ever sent you out-dated data?’

      She was right, of course. Hana was the most efficient person in the entire world, as far as Carter knew. He wasn’t the only one who thought so, either. He knew about all the offers she received from head hunters offering her jobs. To be honest, Carter didn’t understand why she stayed working for him. Even he could admit that he was an arsehole most of the time. He did pay her well. He might be an arsehole, but he knew Hana was worth her weight in gold and then some.

      ‘If there’s nothing else…?’

      ‘Are you going home?’ Carter asked, looking up and noticing just how late it was. His window was dark and from the lack of office noise coming in through his open office door, he assumed they were the only two people left.

      ‘It’s ten o’clock,’ Hana said. ‘So, yes, I am going home, but before I do, here.’

      She slid an envelope across the desk to him. It wasn’t anything special, just a plain white envelope, probably one from the stationary cupboard in the office.

      ‘What’s this?’

      ‘Open it,’ she said, turning to leave.

      ‘Hang on a minute,’ he said. ‘You can’t just hand this to me and then leave. I need to know what it is and who it is from.’ He turned the envelope over in his hands. There was nothing on the front and nothing on the back to indicate where or who it was from.

      ‘Open it and it will all become clear,’ Hana said. ‘I’m sure you don’t need me to read it for you. Last time I checked, you had at least an adult level reading skill.’

      ‘Hana,’ he said in warning.

      She sighed, but stayed where she was. He didn’t want to open it. There was something ominous about the plain white envelope, and he had a premonition that, as soon as he broke the seal, his world would be irrevocably changed.

      ‘If you’re not going to open it, then I’m going to leave⁠—’

      Carter held up his hand. ‘Don’t go anywhere,’ he said, handling the envelope like it was an unexploded bomb. ‘Stay right there.’

      Hana sighed again and tapped her foot, but didn’t leave.

      Carter picked up the decorative letter opener that Hana had given him as a gift for his birthday one year—a letter opener he had probably only used twice in all the time he’d had it because he never opened his own mail. Hana always opened his mail, which made this sealed, unaddressed envelope even more suspicious.

      Carter slid the blade under the flap and slowly cut the envelope open. Being very precise with his movements, he put the letter opener on the desk and reached inside the envelope to pull out the letter inside.

      He took a breath before unfolding it.

      I nearby give my two weeks’ notice…

      ‘What the fuck?’ Carter exploded, jumping to his feet. ‘You’re leaving me? Why? Where are you going? What are they paying you? I’ll double it.’

      ‘I’m not leaving you,’ Hana articulated. ‘I’m resigning from The Playbook and resigning as your PA. As for why? Well, it’s personal. As for where? Nowhere. Not for a while, at least. I’m taking some time off and then I will think about what I want to do.’

      ‘So take a fucking holiday and come back to work for me after you’ve had a break,’ Carter growled. ‘Resigning is a bit extreme, don’t you think?’

      ‘No,’ she said.

      ‘No?’

      Hana shook her head. Her perfectly styled dark hair didn’t budge an inch. She wore her hair in the same bun every single day, and Carter had never seen her with her hair down. He didn’t even know how long it was. She wore a perfectly pressed skirt and blouse that didn’t look in the least like she had spent the last fourteen hours wearing it. Even her makeup was perfect. In fact, Carter couldn’t remember ever seeing her rumpled or in disarray, or at least he hadn’t seen her like that since the early days. Hana was one of the original employees—the original employee. She’d been there from the start and she hadn’t always been as efficient as she was now, although Carter and the rest of The Playbook team had been a bit of a mess as well. But they’d all learned and grown together, and now Hana was leaving.

      ‘You can’t leave,’ Carter breathed desperately, and then cleared his throat and frowned. ‘You can’t leave with just two weeks’ notice. You need to train your replacement. It’s in your contract that you stay and make sure there is someone to take over your duties to the same standard as you’ve been doing them.’

      Hana rolled her eyes, and Carter was forever grateful for slipping that clause into her contract.

      ‘Fine,’ she replied. ‘I already have a dozen interviews lined up for tomorrow. I will let you know who I choose.’

      ‘No,’ Carter said.

      ‘No?’

      Carter shook his head. ‘If they are going to be my PA, don’t you think I should be the one to interview them?’

      ‘You’ve taken no interest in the hiring before,’ she said.

      ‘Well, this is different. I hired you, didn’t I?’

      Hana growled low in her throat. It was a noise she made often when he was being pigheaded.

      ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘If that’s all, I’ll be going.’

      Before he could say anything else, she was walking out the door, and it felt very much like she was walking out of his life.

      What the hell was going on with her? How could she leave him? Carter was determined to get to the bottom of it and then make her stay.
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      ‘Hana!’ Carter yelled through the open office door. ‘Coffee.’

      A notification popped up on his phone, and he scowled at it. Coffee Buddy? What the hell was that and how the fuck did it get on his phone? He tapped on the notification and the screen opened with a coffee menu. At the top it said, ‘Hana is doing a coffee run. What would you like to order?’ And below it were a range of options, starting with one called, ‘The Usual.’

      ‘Hana!’ he yelled again, holding his phone up with two fingers as if it was infected with a virus. ‘Someone has hacked my phone.’

      Hana appeared in his doorway, her arms crossed and a scowl on her face. ‘How is it possible that the man running an online magazine is such a luddite?’ she asked.

      ‘I am not a luddite,’ he replied, still holding his phone out. ‘I just have a healthy respect for technology. We, as a society, have become far too reliant on machines. Did the recent telecommunications outage teach you nothing?’

      ‘Yes, it taught me that just because someone is paid a lot of money doesn’t mean they are very good at their job.’

      Did she give him a pointed look with that remark? Was she referring to him? Was that why she was leaving him?

      ‘There is something going on with my phone,’ he said, ignoring her comment and shaking the offending device at her. ‘Fix it.’

      ‘There is nothing wrong with your phone.’

      He covered the phone with his hand and leaned toward her. ‘It’s listening to everything I say,’ he hissed.

      She raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘Did you forget your tin foil hat this morning?’

      ‘How else do you explain this?’ He turned the screen around so she could see it. ‘I asked you for coffee and then this thing popped up on my screen. How did that happen? I don’t even remember installing this app.’

      ‘I installed the app,’ Hana said. ‘And I was the one who sent the notification to you after you bellowed your need for caffeine through the office.’

      Carter looked at his phone, the app still open on his screen. ‘You did this?’

      ‘I did.’

      He turned it back around to her. ‘Why? Why on earth do we need an app for getting coffee?’

      ‘Says the man who has never had to get coffee for anyone in his life.’

      ‘I’ve…gotten coffee,’ he said uncertainly. He had, hadn’t he? He was sure he’d shouted the team coffee before.

      ‘Paying for a round of coffee and actually going to get coffee are two different things,’ Hana said. ‘Do you know how many people work in this building? Do you know how many people drink coffee?’

      ‘I don’t care about anyone else. I don’t expect you to get them coffee. I just want you to get mine.’

      ‘Of course you do. And what about when I’m not here?’

      Carter couldn’t even imagine his office without Hana in it. They had been together for so long she felt like part of him. An extra limb.

      When he didn’t answer, Hana continued. ‘Everyone else loves it. It streamlines the process and saves time. It also means no one has to worry about reimbursing anyone else or getting an order wrong, or forgetting to pick up someone’s order. It is efficient and frees up the staff to do their actual jobs instead of running around trying to get coffee orders and that means it saves you money. If nothing else, that at least should excite you.’

      When she put it that way, Carter could see the genius of it. That didn’t mean he liked it.

      ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Get me my usual.’

      Hana huffed out a breath before stalking across the office and standing next to him. She picked up his phone and leaned over his shoulder to demonstrate. Her scent enveloped him. It was the perfume he’d bought her for Christmas…the same one he bought her every year since they made their first end-of-year profit.

      She picked up his hand and made him tap on the screen.

      ‘Click here,’ she said, her breath tickling his ear as she spoke. ‘And then pay here.’

      In just a couple of taps, his coffee was ordered and paid for, and she was moving away from him. He felt the growing distance between them like a canyon. When had he become so aware of her presence…or lack of it?

      She pulled out her own phone and showed him the list of notifications she had. The entire screen was filled with little pop-ups titled ‘Coffee Buddy’ with the sender’s name and order.

      ‘You have to go and pick all these up?’ he asked, staring up at her.

      She nodded.

      ‘I don’t pay you to get coffee for everyone in the office,’ he snapped.

      ‘Maybe not,’ she said. ‘But if I’m going to get you coffee, I may as well get coffee for the others.’

      ‘Can’t their assistants get them?’

      ‘Didn’t I just explain to you how much more efficient it was doing it this way? If every assistant took time away from their work to get coffee, that means several people away from their desks at a time. It’s a waste of manpower. Besides, the other assistants and I take turns.’

      ‘I could just buy a coffee machine for the office,’ Carter grumped.

      ‘And that would be even less efficient,’ Hana replied. ‘Then I would have to waste time making you a coffee that you would complain about and have me remake it until you were satisfied. Would you rather I do that or the pile of work I have sitting on my desk?’

      He had no idea what to say to that. Had she always been this sassy to him? Or was she being more contrary because she’d handed in her resignation? A resignation he had not yet accepted.

      ‘Fine,’ he snapped. ‘Just get the damned coffee.’

      Hana turned and left, and Carter waited until he was sure she was out of earshot before he groaned. How the hell was he going to survive without her? He knew how much she did. He knew how integral she was to his business. Bickering aside, they made a good team, so why was she leaving?
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      Hana could practically feel the steam hissing out of her ears as she rode the elevator down to the ground floor. That man was impossible, and she was so fucking glad she had finally submitted her resignation. It would serve him right if his entire operation fell apart.

      Except Hana didn’t really mean that. Hana loved The Playbook. She had adored being part of the start-up and the slow build. She’d felt like part of the family. Even now, she loved her job…Carter? Not so much. It was the reason she’d quit. He was the reason she’d decided to quit. He’d become more and more demanding, and her days had become longer and longer. She was tired. In fact, she was sick and tired of putting up with his crap.

      Hana took a deep breath of the morning air. It wasn’t fresh. She was in downtown Melbourne, but it was outside and it was daylight, and Hana hardly ever got to spend time outdoors. Her daily dose of Vitamin D came from a pill she nicknamed her sunshine pills. But soon, she wouldn’t have to worry about them and she could get all the fresh air and sunshine she needed.

      Maybe she would buy a boat and just sail around the Greek islands for a while? Unfortunately, despite the size of her bank account after her recent windfall, she didn’t think she had quite enough to buy a luxury yacht. How much were they to hire?

      The barista smiled at her as she stepped into the cafe.

      ‘Your orders are ready to go,’ Brett said. Yes, she was on a first name basis with the barista, but who wasn’t these days?

      Carter.

      Carter wasn’t, because he could never be bothered to get off his arse and get his own coffee once in a while. Would it hurt his pride to buy her a coffee every now and then? Seriously. The man had issues.

      ‘Thanks,’ she replied with a bright smile.

      He was cute, and he’d given her his number before. She might actually take him up on his offer once she was done with The Playbook.

      ‘This app is amazing,’ he said as he packed the coffee cups into the special coffee carriers. Each carrier could hold eight cups, and she had two of them.

      ‘I know,’ she replied. ‘It certainly makes my life a lot easier.’ In more ways than one, she didn’t add.

      ‘See you tomorrow,’ Brett said with a wave as Hana left.

      The app definitely made her life easier, and it wasn’t just for all the reasons she had listed to Carter. What he didn’t know—what no one knew—was that Coffee Buddy was her idea. She had created it and recently sold it to a software developer. The payout had fattened her bank account nicely. Not enough to resign, though. That had come from another one of her creations. Not that anyone would ever know it was hers. Hana didn’t want to be famous. She just wanted to live comfortably. She hadn’t even intended on resigning, but the long days and lack of social life had finally taken their toll and she was just done. She could afford to take some time and decide what she wanted to do next. If she was careful with her money, she could probably not work for the foreseeable future, even after buying her first house and a new car. But Hana was too young to retire. She would be bored. No, she would just take some time off and travel and then decide what she wanted to do for the rest of her life.

      ‘Here’s your coffee,’ Hana said, not quite slamming the cup onto the desk in front of Carter.

      ‘What took you so long?’ he asked, not even bothering to look up.

      Hana didn’t answer. She hadn’t exactly dawdled, but she had made sure everyone else got their coffee before Carter got his.

      ‘Do you still want to be involved with the interviews this morning?’ she asked.

      Carter’s head snapped up, and he narrowed his eyes. ‘Were you hoping I would say no?’

      Hana shrugged. ‘You are prone to changing your mind without notice,’ she said. ‘I was just checking in case you had forgotten.’

      ‘I hadn’t forgotten,’ he said, leaning back in his chair and twirling his pen through his fingers like a baton.

      How did he do that? And why did he still use a pen when he had a perfectly good computer and tablet? That was one thing Hana would not miss; translating his scribble into legible documents. Had he been a doctor in his previous life?

      ‘What time?’ Carter asked.

      ‘It’s on your calendar,’ she replied.

      ‘You couldn’t just tell me?’

      ‘You couldn’t just look at your screen?’

      ‘You have just wasted time arguing with me about it when you could have just told me,’ he said. ‘I thought you were concerned about efficiency.’

      ‘And you could have just looked at your calendar instead of asking me and inciting this argument,’ she replied, turning on her heel and storming out of the office.

      She wanted to slam the door behind her, but she didn’t. Carter always kept the door between his office and hers open. The door from her office to the outer-office was always closed, but the one between them remained open and it wasn’t because Carter had an ‘open door policy.’ No, he kept the door open so he could yell for her when he needed something instead of using the intercom like a normal person.

      The night before, after handing Carter her resignation and seeing the look on his face, she’d had a moment of remorse and nearly took it back. She was glad she’d stayed strong. Especially after his particularly bad behaviour today. It wasn’t even nine o’clock, and she already wanted to throttle him. Her quitting day couldn’t come fast enough. Now she just had to find someone willing to put up with the boss from hell. God, she hoped she could find someone quickly.
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      Carter had dismissed the last seven candidates after barely five minutes of interviewing them. He could feel the heat of Hana’s anger across the one metre distance between them. She’d insisted on moving her chair away from his, and he was pretty sure she’d done it for his protection. He didn’t care. He had a plan. If he didn’t approve any of the candidates, she couldn’t leave. It was as simple as that.

      Hana swiped across the tablet in her lap before turning to face him. Her eyes were narrowed and there were two little lines between her eyebrows. He had definitely pushed her buttons…maybe even crossed a line? It didn’t matter. Carter was sticking to the plan even if she froze him out for the rest of the day…week…month. He knew Hana. He knew she wouldn’t abandon him. She wouldn’t leave The Playbook without filling her position. She was a stickler for the rules.

      ‘I’m not sure you are aware of this,’ she said between clenched teeth. ‘But that clause in my contract? It has an expiration date.’

      Carter straightened, his mouth going dry. ‘What?’

      Her smile was pure saccharine. ‘The clause you think will keep me from leaving? The one you’re so proud of slipping into my contract? The one you thought I didn’t know about?’

      ‘What about it?’ Carter blustered. ‘You signed it. It’s not my fault if you didn’t read it.’

      ‘Oh, I read it,’ she replied.

      Of course she did. He had never really thought he could get anything past her.

      ‘And I added a clause of my own.’

      His breath left him in a rush. He hadn’t read it after she returned hers signed. He’d just signed the damned thing and forgotten about it.

      Her smile turned wicked. Carter hadn’t seen that look on her face before. He didn’t hate it.

      ‘Now who is the one who didn’t read the contract?’

      ‘Stop fucking around and just tell me,’ he said. ‘What the hell did you do, Park?’ He used her last name to punctuate his frustration.

      ‘Your clause was a little…open-ended,’ she said, inspecting her manicure…her non-existent manicure because she never had time to get her nails done because he was the arsehole who kept her chained to her desk for fourteen hours a day. ‘You and I have a month to come to an agreement about my replacement. If you can’t make a decision by then…too bad, so sad. I’m outta here.’ She smiled pleasantly at him, her dark chocolate eyes sparkling.

      ‘The fuck…’ he breathed.

      ‘So…I suggest you actually interview the next candidate seriously, or you may very well be left with nobody.’

      The woman was devious. Had she always been like that? He knew she could make miracles happen when no one else could. But he’d never expected her power to be used against him.

      He shouldn’t find it attractive, should he?

      He shouldn’t have to shift in his seat to hide his growing erection.

      This was Hana, for God’s sake. Sure, she was beautiful, but…it was Hana.

      He coughed and crossed his leg over his knee before looking down at the tablet he’d placed strategically over his manhood. Carter did not need another reason for her to leave. He had never crossed that line with any of the staff and he wouldn’t do it now. Especially not with Hana.

      ‘The next candidate is the most promising,’ she said, turning away from him and looking down at her tablet screen. ‘He has good experience, an excellent work ethic, and stellar references.’

      ‘He?’ Carter asked, looking down at his screen. He had to swipe a few times to get to the resume she was looking at. He hadn’t even bothered looking at the CVs for any of the others because he’d had no intention of employing them. That had changed now.

      ‘You can’t discriminate because of gender,’ she said primly.

      ‘I’m not,’ he said, honestly. ‘I was just surprised. I have no objections to a male assistant.’ It was true. It would be weird, but it would be weird for anyone to be sitting in Hana’s seat, male, female, or non-binary.

      Hana nodded and then rose to bring in the next candidate. Carter read through the resume and stared at the photo of the guy looking back at him. He looked young. Objectively, he was good looking, and Hana was correct; he had good references and experience. Whether he could work with Carter, though, that was another matter. Carter was well aware that he was not an easy man to work for. He refused to apologise for it. His work ethic had made The Playbook a success, and whoever came to work alongside him would need to be prepared to work just as hard as he did. That’s why he paid them the big bucks.

      Hana returned with Alexander on her heels. Carter examined the real-life version of the resume on his screen. He had a neatly trimmed beard—although beard was a bit of a misnomer…it was more than scruff but less than full beard—and dark, curly hair. Carter sat up straighter. The guy was tall and fit and his suit looked tailored—no way could he get that fit off the rack.

      Why did he care about what the guy looked like? All he cared about was whether he could do the job. Alexander smiled at Hana and Carter felt a rush of…what? Jealousy? He scoffed at himself. It wasn’t jealousy. It was annoyance. The guy was here for an interview and he was flirting with Hana. That did not bode well for the rest of this appointment.

      ‘Tell me about yourself,’ Hana said, smiling at him.

      Was she flirting with him? Carter’s gut clenched.

      What the hell was wrong with her?

      No…more to the point; what the hell was wrong with him?
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        * * *

      

      Hana kept her attention focused on Alexander. He truly was the best candidate for the job. She’d already spoken to his former employer, and they were sad to let him go, but glad he could move forward in his career. Working at The Playbook would definitely be a step up on the career ladder for him…but working under Carter might be a bit more than he could handle.

      But Carter wasn’t her concern. Hana just needed to find someone to replace her, someone who could do her job…although, she estimated Carter actually needed two assistants, not one. Hana had worked herself to the bone for that man…no, not for him, for The Playbook. And she’d been happy to do it, but her time was done and she wanted to move on. If only Carter would let her.

      ‘I have an MBA from Melbourne University,’ Alexander said, answering her question. ‘And since graduation, I have been working for a small press publishing business and technical manuals.’

      Hana tuned him out. She knew all this. She’d asked the question so Carter could hear his answer because, God knew, he hadn’t read Alexander’s resume. Hana also knew that until she had enlightened her boss about the little clause she’d slipped into her contract, he hadn’t been taking these interviews seriously. It was why she hadn’t wanted him to be a part of them. But here he was, making a mess of things…as usual.

      For the life of her, she couldn’t work out why he was so pissed. Sure, she expected him to be upset and maybe a little sad. She’d also expected the offer to double her salary—Carter didn’t understand that money wasn’t the problem. He was.

      She snuck a look at him out of the corner of her eye. He looked rough. Had he not slept? It would explain why he was particularly testy today. Surely his lack of sleep wasn’t because of her? Yes, they’d worked together for a long time, but he barely treated her like a human being. In his eyes, she’d been little more than a fax machine…no, not that. They were obsolete now, and that was one thing she wasn’t. So not a fax machine, maybe his mobile phone? Yeah, that was a better description. She was little more to him than a convenient smart device. Hana had to take a bit of the blame for that. She’d made a rod for her own back by being so damned good at her job.

      ‘Why do you want to work at The Playbook?’ Carter asked.

      Good. At least he was engaging this time.

      ‘The Playbook is one of the fastest growing online men’s magazines in the country and is gaining popularity overseas as well,’ Alexander replied. ‘It is a dynamic company that I’ve admired for a long time and I have to say it has been one of my life goals to work here.’

      Carter was nodding, but he was also frowning. ‘We are a dynamic company,’ he agreed, ‘and that means long hours and an even more demanding boss. Are you prepared for that?’

      ‘Of course,’ Alexander said. ‘I respect the time and energy it takes to be part of this company. I am prepared for anything.’

      ‘Fourteen-hour days? Coffee runs? A boss who demands perfection twenty-four hours a day?’ Carter asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Alexander replied without hesitation.

      Hana frowned. What the hell was he trying to do? Scare Alexander off?

      ‘Carter is a demanding boss,’ Hana said, trying to temper Carter’s harshness. ‘But the renumeration package is above and beyond to compensate.’

      Hana wondered if Carter was trying to compensate for something else…did he actually feel like Alexander was his competition? Would he whip his dick out next and demand to measure it against Alexander’s?

      Fuck. She should not be thinking about Carter’s dick. What the hell was wrong with her?

      ‘Do you think you have the skills to live up to that compensation package?’ Carter asked. ‘Do you think you will be able to do your job without quitting and leaving me in the lurch?’

      Hana whipped her head to glare at Carter. What the fuck was he doing? He turned to look at her, his glare just as hot as hers.

      ‘Are you prepared to lose your entire identity for the job?’ Hana asked, still glaring at Carter. ‘Are you willing to become nothing more than a smart device without a life outside the office?’

      ‘Is that how you think I see you?’ Carter asked, his frown deepening.

      ‘Can you deny it?’ Hana replied.

      ‘I have never once seen you as a smart device⁠—’

      ‘Are you saying I’m not smart?’ Hana asked, standing.

      Carter got to his feet as well, facing off against her. ‘That is not what I said. Of course, I think you’re smart. Too bloody smart, if I’m honest. None of this would have been possible without you.’ He flung his arm wide to encompass the office. No, the building. ‘Which is why I don’t understand why the fuck you’re leaving. Am I that much of an arsehole?’

      Carter had stepped closer to her, and he was breathing hard. So was she. There was so much going on in her head and heart that she couldn’t make sense of any of it.

      Hana stared into his stormy grey eyes. His jaw was tight, a muscle bulging along the side. Wrinkles marred his forehead as he frowned, his heavy eyebrows low over his eyes. Her heart fluttered.

      …

      The fuck it did.

      No way was she going to get heart flutters over this arsehole.

      ‘Yes,’ she said, forcing herself to step away from him. She turned to Alexander. ‘I’m sorry. We might end this interview here for now. I’ll call you tomorrow.’

      Alexander looked between them and then nodded, getting to his feet. ‘I’ll look forward to your call,’ he said, the only one of them who was maintaining any form of professionalism.

      Alexander walked for the door and Hana made to go after him, but stopped when Carter wrapped his fingers around her wrist.

      ‘We’re not done here,’ he said, his voice low and dark.

      ‘Yes,’ she replied, her voice a strangled whisper. ‘We are.’

      She pulled her hand from his grasp and walked out of the room, not stopping until she was inside the elevator and heading for the ground floor. Only then, when she was alone, without the prying eyes of the office, did she let her knees go weak and sag against the wall. What the actual fuck?
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        * * *

      

      Carter stormed into Jack’s office and slammed the door. He paced in front of the desk as Jack leaned back, crossed his arms, and just watched him.

      ‘Say something,’ Carter snapped, pausing to glare at the other man.

      Jack raised his eyebrows but said nothing. The corner of his mouth lifted in a smirk.

      ‘Fuck off,’ Carter said, resuming his pacing.

      ‘You came in here,’ Jack pointed out calmly. ‘Mind telling me what crawled up your arse and hit the bastard mode switch?’

      Carter stopped and turned to lean on Jack’s desk. ‘What the fuck is wrong with Hana?’ he hissed.

      ‘Um…’ Jack frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

      Carter pushed up to standing and raked his hands through his hair. ‘She fucking resigned.’

      Jack’s eyes popped wide, and he leaned forward in his chair. ‘What?’

      Carter threw his hands in the air. ‘Right?’ He started pacing again. He couldn’t keep still. ‘Why would she resign? It doesn’t make sense.’

      Jack’s eyebrows pulled down and his eyes narrowed on Carter. ‘What the fuck did you do?’

      ‘Me?’ Carter asked, freezing at the insinuation that this was his fault. It probably was, but there was no way he was going to admit it.

      Jack hit a button on his desk phone. ‘Get in here,’ he said. ‘And bring Liam.’ He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms, still glaring at Carter.

      The door burst open and Flynn and Liam stalked in, worried looks on their faces.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Flynn asked, his gaze flicking between Jack and Carter.

      ‘Ask this arsehole,’ Jack said, his voice hard.

      ‘It’s not my fault,’ Carter protested, throwing his hands in the air again. He felt like he was on an infinite loop. Pace. Stop. Throw hands in the air. Pace.

      ‘Hana resigned,’ Jack said, answering the question when Carter didn’t.

      ‘Was she offered another job?’ Liam asked.

      ‘She said no,’ Carter replied.

      ‘What did she say?’ Flynn asked, the resident relationship expert. He wrote a blog for The Playbook all about dating.

      ‘She said it was for personal reasons,’ Carter replied, pacing again. He wanted to stop, but he couldn’t. If he was moving, then maybe he would find the answer. Standing still felt too much like doing nothing.

      Jack got a thoughtful look on his face, which made Carter freeze mid-step. ‘What?’

      ‘It might be nothing,’ Jack said.

      ‘You can’t pull that shit on me,’ Carter said. ‘If you know something, tell me.’

      He shrugged. ‘It was just something Dianna said to me a week or so ago,’ Jack said. Dianna was Jack’s significant other.

      ‘Can you please put me out of my fucking misery and just tell me?’ Carter growled.

      ‘She asked me if we were doing another story on Black Sheep,’ Jack said. ‘When I asked her why, she mentioned seeing Hana in the building talking to Mason.’

      Black Sheep was a software and gaming company. Mason was the owner and Dianna worked there as a game designer. Jack and Dianna had gotten together because of a story Jack wrote about the game she was designing.

      Carter went cold all over. Mason was a fucking billionaire. They were friends…of a sort. Would Mason really steal Hana away from him? And if he had, what could Carter do? Mason could buy and sell The Playbook several times over. Was Hana worth losing his business over?

      Part of him said yes.

      The irrational part.

      The part Carter usually kept locked in a box and buried in the backyard of his brain.

      ‘Shit,’ Liam said. He was the youngest of the group and wrote about fashion and trends. ‘You think Mason…’

      None of them wanted to say the words out loud. It felt like a betrayal. Mason, and the other billionaires in his circle had helped The Playbook get on its feet. Carter, Jack, Flynn, Liam, and Parker (who was away touring with a band for his entertainment blog) looked up to them as mentors. But Carter also knew what an asset Hana was. He might not tell her how much he appreciated her, but he did. They all did. She had been the glue that kept the fledgling company together in the early days.

      ‘It might not be what you think,’ Flynn said. ‘She may have been at Black Sheep for another reason.’

      Carter looked at him. ‘Could you find out?’

      Flynn’s fiancée, Peyton, was the sister of one of the billionaires’ wives. That particular billionaire, Hunter, owned Green Aviation, a luxury domestic airline.

      ‘You want Peyton to ask Bailey to ask Hunter to ask Mason?’ Flynn asked incredulously. ‘Why not just ask Dianna to ask Mason?’

      Carter shoved his hands into his hair again. ‘I don’t fucking know what to do,’ he said.

      The others blanched. He couldn’t blame them. Carter never showed weakness. Even when he didn’t know what the fuck he was doing, he always covered with bluster and arrogance. Fake it ’til you make it was his motto. And never let them see you sweat. But Hana’s resignation had turned his world completely upside down and he no longer knew which way was north, or south, for that matter. Did the sun rise in the west? Fuck if he knew. That’s how messed up his brain was because of that little white envelope she’d oh-so-casually handed him. Like it didn’t contain enough fucking explosives to destroy his entire life.

      ‘Or,’ Jack said. ‘We could just let Hana do what she wants. If she wants to leave, she has to have a reason, right? Maybe she’s bored? Maybe she’s fed up with Carter’s bullshit? Maybe she just wants a break?’

      ‘Then she can take a fucking holiday,’ Carter spat. He looked at Flynn. ‘How do I make her stay?’

      ‘Why are you looking at me?’

      ‘You wrote that series about making someone fall in love with you,’ he said. ‘This is the same, isn’t it?’

      ‘You want Hana to fall in love with you?’ Flynn asked, his face a mask of disbelief. ‘You have got to be fucking kidding me.’

      Carter’s brain cleared, and he heard a choir of heavenly angels. ‘Yes,’ he said, and then with more conviction, ‘Yes. That’s what I want. If she falls in love with me, then she won’t leave, will she?’

      Flynn crossed the room and clipped Carter over the back of the head.

      ‘What was that for?’

      ‘I was hoping to knock some sense into that fat head of yours,’ Flynn grouched.

      ‘I don’t see the problem,’ Carter said, looking around at them. None of them looked at him kindly. Every single face was hard.

      ‘No,’ Jack said.

      ‘It is a bad idea,’ Liam added.

      Carter smiled, the stress, tension and agitation that had been running riot through his body, dissipating. ‘No,’ he breathed. ‘It’s the perfect idea.’
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      Hana walked into the apartment she shared with her best friend and headed straight for the soju. Her housemate, Min Young, was away. She was the manager for the band Atticus, who was currently on tour. Parker, from The Playbook, was with them. Hana really needed her friend right now, but soju would have to do.

      She poured a very large glass and, grabbing a couple of bottles, headed into the living room. She should probably get changed first. The soju called, but Hana was dying to get her bra off. It was a toss up. Drink the soju first and then sleep in her clothes—bra included—or hold off on the soju for the five minutes it would take her to change. It was a tough decision. In the end, she compromised. After one large gulp of soju, she headed to the bedroom to change.

      On the way back to the couch, Hana grabbed a bag of hwangtae, a Korean snack food that went perfectly with soju. What she really felt like was tteobokki. The spicy rice cakes were exactly what she needed after her day, but she couldn’t be bothered to order them. Maybe later. Right now, soju and hwangtae would have to do.

      Hana took another large gulp of soju and flicked the television on. She browsed through the Korean dramas on Netflix. She’d seen most of them…okay all of them…but she wouldn’t mind a rewatch. Something stabby. Preferably with a female lead who wanted revenge on her boss… ‘What’s Wrong with Secretary Kim?’…no fucking way. Sure, she might enjoy seeing Park Seo-Joon stalking around in those perfectly tailored suits, but she’d had enough of arsehole bosses for the day. No, she wanted something with a bit more…violence. My Name. Perfect. Exactly what she needed.

      Hana drank again as the drama started. She kept the subtitles on. Her Korean was rusty. She was second generation Korean-Australian and hadn’t had to speak hanguk-eo since her grandparents passed. Min Young still spoke it, but Hana had let it slip…another thing to blame Carter for. He kept her so busy she barely had time to see her family, let alone keep up with their native language.

      ‘Fucking Carter,’ she growled before taking another long drink from her glass. Instead of filling it up, Hana reached for the bottle.

      Just what the hell had he been thinking today? He’d completely fucked up the interviews and embarrassed her in front of the only potential candidate. Hana doubted Alexander would ever want to set foot back into The Playbook offices again. Why was he being such an arsehole about this? It wasn’t as if he liked her. He barely looked at her and only tolerated her because she was good at her job. He was just being his stupid, irrational self. As usual. Others might think Carter had it all together all the time, but Hana knew better. She
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