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Clutching a champagne flute of mineral water, Anna Turner turned away from the bar to face the marketing conference party crowd. Her penance, as representative of Changing Minds—Creative Solutions, at this exclusive venue overlooking Sydney Harbour, was to observe competitors and promote the superior skills of Changing Minds in brand management and product promotion across traditional and social media platforms.

“Ditch the scowl, Anna,” her friend Beatriz Gomez whispered. “We’re here to soothe, not rouse the savage beast.”

“I don’t scowl.” Anna beetled her brows. “Remember that exercise at last year’s conference with the face-reading experts?”

“They claimed a company could increase client signups with the right smile.”

“They rated mine as winning.”

“Emphasis on the smile, girlfriend.” Bea looked her up and down. “And they didn’t see you in that dress.”

“This old thing?” Anna shrugged, and the décolletage on the flaming-red, figure-hugging short cocktail dress slipped a half-centimetre closer to her navel. The dress was a crude but effective tool for identifying the obvious lechers without saying a word.

“Seeing the stunned disbelief on that company exec’s face remains one of the highlights of my short life.” Bea didn’t waste time on polite fictions, one of the reasons they were close friends. “He couldn’t believe you’d chosen that dress to tell him he didn’t have a chance in hell of scoring with you.”

“The sexist so-and-so deserved it. Claiming his company would cancel their brand marketing contract with Changing Minds because I wouldn’t sleep with him. Did he miss several centuries of female emancipation?” Anna infused scorn, disgust and I’ll-kill-him-if-I-see-him determination into her voice. Childhood drama classes had to have some benefits.

“There’s steam coming out of your ears.”

“I’m seriously pissed off.” Anna lacked the patience to deal with sleaze tonight.

“I’d never have guessed.” And a lot of people never guessed sweet-faced Bea did sarcasm.

“It’s worse than when that idiot threatened me.” Anna waved her drink in the air, and some sloshed over the rim, just missing her feet—her stilettos continued the blood-red theme. “His boss overruled him. Anyway, that was just money.”

“Ah! Money!” Bea sighed. “We don’t care about money.” Bea had to care about money, though, regularly helping her immigrant parents pay their bills.

“This is more important than money.” Anna curled her lip.

“Your childcare centre.” Bea leaned closer and dropped her voice. “I forgot. You were signing the lease for the premises today. Let me get you out of this crowd.” With a few words and a smile, Bea navigated a path through the mass of people away from the packed bar. She made a beeline for the windows overlooking the Sydney Opera House and Harbour Bridge, then tucked the two of them into a corner. “This is quieter. Tell me.”

“I was meant to sign the lease before the entire building was subject to a hostile takeover. Some infantile troglodyte in a feud with his equally infantile father.”

I worked out too late that competition with some fathers is the first step on the highway to hell.

“Who won?

“The son. And he cancelled all pending leases. From the few business blogs I checked, if one of them sniffs out a distressed estate, the other tries to beat him to the purchase. About as logical as teenage boys in a pissing contest.”

“I’m sorry, honey,” Bea commiserated. “A new owner usually wants to negotiate their own leases. And if the original owner’s in trouble, your lease might have gone pear-shaped in a few months anyway.”

“That’s what Antonio said.”

Anna had been with her boss, Antonio Perez, CEO of Changing Minds, long enough that when she’d approached him about the need for better childcare options for company staff, he’d given her the lead on finding a solution.

“What else did Antonio say?” With four younger sisters, Bea listened to every version of a story before making judgement.

“Sleep on it. We’ll regroup in the morning.” A perfectly rational assessment. Antonio was better at rolling with the punches than Anna was. “Normally I love his positivity, but I’ve promised, Bea.” Although Anna’s original promise to help hadn’t been to the young mother currently on her team but to three other women two years ago, one of whom was now dead. Tonight’s dress was her roar of frustration at her failure.

“It’s unlike you to promise before you have everything stitched up and in triplicate.”

“A matter of hours before I signed the lease. Due diligence complete. I was as sure as I could be, and Nadia is holding on by the skin of her teeth. Even with Antonio providing financial help, Nadia’s childcare is at one end of town, her crisis accommodation the other, and commuting to the office is an isosceles triangle on steroids. The distances are killing her.” Anna was hoping for a miracle before she had to tell the newly single mother the bad news.

“You can’t save every woman trapped in an abusive relationship.” Bea’s pragmatism was as hard-won as Anna’s determination to make small differences.

“I’m not trying to save every woman. Or even most women. One childcare centre is not a solution to domestic or partner violence, it’s an option for a few women under pressure. Apart from Nadia”—whom Anna would lose if she didn’t pull a rabbit out of a hat—"we have two other employees looking for work closer to their childcare. We don’t want to lose them.”

“What else did Antonio say?”

“The new owner might be financially stretched enough to welcome the offer of a long-term lease on one floor.”

“He’s got a point.”

“You’re right, and the property’s perfect.” Anna sighed. “So I’ll be charm personified when I try to reopen negotiations, even if the owner has an electronic calculator in place of a heart and a father fetish.”

“Who bought it?” Bea prepared for her meetings with meticulous care.

“H. S. Thompson was all the managing agent would give me. Who names their child after a famous dead journalist, for Pete’s sake?”

Bea held up a hand. “So, why didn’t you send an apology for this shindig?”

“Antonio wanted a presence and reminded me it was my turn to come. ‘Cocktail parties loosen tongues and increase personal contacts,’” Anna repeated Antonio’s encouragement.

“Networking—naughty and nice?” Bea grinned. “Bet you didn’t tell him you were gonna wear your Killing Eve dress. He’s an understanding boss, but Antonio was present when you took that last dude down, and it probably wasn’t what he had in mind tonight.”

“I’m wearing it tonight to exorcise my rage, so I can renegotiate from a place of calm.” Anna waved her hand from her head to her belly in a gesture of serenity. “But, you’re right, I should go.”

“On the basis that researching the buyer trumps glad-handing strangers?”

“On the basis I might bite someone’s head off when I’m meant to charm. Like the guy looking this way.” Anna had been aware of the guy for a while. Now, she put her hand on Bea’s arm and adjusted their positions. “Make it casual. Over my shoulder, about two o’clock. The guy with the lean and hungry look.” Anna’s pulse raced, a lick of interest curling through her body.

“He’s just looking at this stage.” Bea’s husky contralto oozed intrigue.

“Who is he?”

“I don’t recognise him, but he wouldn’t have got past security without an invite.” Bea took a sip of her drink. “Mid-thirties, tall, dark, broody rather than handsome, and on his own. He’s perfected the stiff-backed, imperious, don’t-mess-with-me look. Out of place in a crowd like this. Do you want me to find out?”

“Yes.” Anna sipped her icy mineral water and waited a heartbeat. “No.”

“Well, that’s clear.” Bea flashed her dimples.

“Yes, because I should care if he’s competition. And Antonio would expect me to.” Anna frowned; her charming, vivacious and interested impulses were flatter than a cane toad daring to cross a Queensland country road. “No, because I’ve exhausted my store of goodwill for rich, entitled entrepreneurs.”

“You’ve never had any time for rich and entitled.” Bea flicked a glance back toward the stranger. “Although it’s impossible to tell if someone’s rich or an entrepreneur by their Rolex or bespoke suit these days—think Mike Cannon-Brooks. But broody guy’s a possibility.” She wiggled her shoulders sexily. “Be still, my beating heart.”

“You want him?” Anna rolled her eyes.

“I just got a little distracted”—Bea sighed—“but he looks way too complicated for my lifestyle. Anyway, returning to our topic, how do you figure H. S. is entitled?”

“Because it’s a raid.” Anna bit her lip. “The property wasn’t on the market. He’s made an unsolicited purchase.”

“If you keep flouncing about like that, your dress will slip straight off your boobs and you’ll create the kind of feeding frenzy you hate.”

“My subconscious was sabotaging me.” Anna used her drink as cover for her quick tug on her dress. “I dressed with H. S. and Armageddon in mind.”

“In this crowd, the only people likely to approach you will be people who don’t know you and have minds turned to mush by lust.” By contrast, Bea looked wholesomely sexy in a classic, self-patterned powder-blue jumpsuit.

“You’ve convinced me.” Anna started to edge toward the door. “I’ll leave now.”

“Warning,” Bea stage-whispered. “Mr. Two-o-Clock is coming this way.”

“Damn.” Despite her indifference to the lavish compliments from the face-reading experts, Anna summoned her sincere, interested, likely-to-instil-confidence-in-the-most-cautious-of-clients professional smile. The expert had never seen it paired with The Dress.

“Hello. I don’t believe we’ve met.” His pick-up line lacked originality, but the gravelly baritone could launch an entire collection of intimate apparel. He’d inherited a face of sharp angles, slashing cheekbones, and a chiselled jaw—conventionally handsome, although she understood Bea’s choice of broody. His dark chocolate gaze held her attention despite her desperate need to escape, his eyes hinting at secrets he never intended to share. “I’m Hunter.”

“Is that your name, or your current intention?” Bea’s gasp told Anna she’d actually asked the question out loud.

His mouth quirked up. “I’ll let you find out.”

“If you’ll excuse me, I think I need a drink.” Bea turned on her heel, balancing her almost full glass of wine carefully.

“I’m Anna Turner.” She paused, her heels enabling her to be on eye level with him. “I’m guessing you already knew that.”

“I asked another guest.”

“Why?” Anna was fresh out of small talk. She wanted to go home and howl at all the malignant gods of the universe who’d conspired to thwart her meticulously researched, carefully negotiated, and enthusiastically anticipated childcare centre plan.

“You interest me.” He edged closer, and the only clue he’d moved was the whiff of his sandalwood scent.

“I’m flattered.” Or I might be in some parallel universe. “But you’ve caught me at the wrong time. I’m about to leave.”

“Why don’t I buy you”—he considered her champagne flute, half full of mineral water—"another drink somewhere quieter where we can talk.”

“Are you looking to share marketing tips?” Antonio would expect her to check, and Hunter wasn’t responsible for her black mood.

“Will a yes or a no improve my chances of you staying?” When he made the effort to smile, he moved up a notch from broody-handsome to gorgeous. His slim-fitting jacket conveyed elegant vigour, adding another layer of sumptuousness to her impression. The fine cashmere wool of his jacket begged to be stroked. Don’t go there.

“What’s your specialty?” She appreciated his style—his gaze hadn’t once strayed below her chin, and her décolletage truly was shocking. She liked his persistence, truth be told. A lot of men turned tail when confronted with her acerbic tongue.

He sipped his drink, drawing attention to his hand. Brown and scarred, reminding her of Niall, her sibling-in-law’s hands. None of Hunter’s scars looked recent, but the working-man’s hands reassured her as the expensive clothes and dynamic looks hadn’t. “I’m an architect by training, although I spent a lot of time on building sites growing up.”

“Commercial, residential, industrial, sustainable or conservation?” Excitement rippled through Anna. Maybe his arrival was an omen. “Architect” was her magic word.

“Hard to chat freely in this crowd.” The twinkle in his eye hinted at a humour hidden until now.

“I’m interested in designs for a childcare centre.” Anna abandoned subtlety. He stared at the ceiling and looked around the room before bringing his gaze back to her face. Truth or dare? She had only his word he was an architect. She took a punt on the history written on his damaged hands. “One drink. Downstairs bar.”

“Shall we go?” He might have been pleased or indifferent; his expression didn’t change.

“I need to say a few goodbyes. I’ll meet you there.” She glanced at her smartwatch. “Ten minutes, tops.”

Anna finessed her way through the press of people to reach Bea’s side. “He’s an architect. I’m having one drink, downstairs, and picking his brain. I’ll text you when I leave.”

Bea caught her arm, held her long enough to brush a cautionary kiss to her cheek, and whispered, “Make sure you do. Or I’ll come after you.” Her friend’s citrusy shampoo carried the scent of girl-next-door reliable.

“Yes, Mama.”

Anna gathered her jacket and spoke to a few friends, all the while edging toward the door, then took the stairs. Hunter was crossing the last few metres to the bar’s entrance when she hit the bottom step. For a big man, he moved quietly. Avoiding attention? Impossible, given the controlled power emanating from him. She’d accepted a drink, nothing more, so she shrugged into her jacket and zipped it closed.

Hunter rose to his feet when Anna walked into the bar, his survey taking in the thigh-length jacket ballooning around her dress. “What can I get you to drink?”

“Hot chocolate.” She smiled at the waiter who’d approached. “Please.”

“I’ll have coffee. Black. Can I start a tab?”

“Certainly, sir.”

“Thanks.”

Hunter waited until Anna sat on the low sofa before taking the seat beside her. His body was angled toward her, but the distance between them told her he wasn’t making assumptions.

Smart man.

“Why a childcare centre?”

Soft rock played in the background, giving the bar a friendly, rather than intimate, vibe. The spill-over of escapees from the cocktail party talking business was a further vindication of Anna’s choice of venue for this “almost-business” chat. She had backup, if needed. She didn’t do casual hook-ups. Ever.

A hot chocolate, a little conversation, she’d be out of here in twenty minutes—tops.

“The company I work for has been growing in recent years. We’ve recruited some incredible young women, and if we want to keep them, we need decent childcare.”

“Providing your own childcare is unorthodox. Wouldn’t it be easier to pay for places at another centre, or subsidise employees to choose their own?” Leaning back, he slipped the button of his jacket. His stylish T-shirt was the palest pink, more subtle than his pickup line, while his assessment was incisive.

“Been there, done that.” She allowed herself to relax a bit, wriggling further back on the leather couch. When he stilled in response—his focus entirely on her—her stomach did a slow roll. She breathed through several heartbeats before she continued. “My boss Antonio’s a lateral thinker and a good man. A number of my fellow employees are single parents. Having their children nearby and having a say in how the centre runs gives them a greater sense of security.”

“And an employee who feels listened to works harder.” He spoke with the authority of someone who’d been both employee and employer.

Who are you? How did you get from architecture to marketing?

And who do you work for?

“Establishing your own centre is a lot of work.”

“It would be, except that’s not our plan.” She lifted her head, wrinkling her nose. “Coffee smells so much better than it tastes.”

“Says the woman who’s about to drink a chocolate bar.” He nodded at the waiter. “Thank you.”

“Look at it.” She pointed at the frothy milk topping her mug, sprinkled with yet more grated chocolate. “Decadent and delicious. Yours is inky evil.”

“You obviously don’t write the jingles,” he said drily.

“I started as a graphic designer, however, I’m currently strategic manager of promotions,” she admitted. “My job description includes creative thinker.”

“Could have fooled me.” He pushed a hand through his hair, mussing it. The hunter had loosened up in the last few minutes and dropped some of his emotional distance. Anna sensed his confusion that she’d used some trick to relax him. “What’s your plan?” he asked.

“We’ve got preliminary agreement from an existing reputable childcare provider for them to handle recruitment, staff registration and legal protocols.” She’d sold the plan to Antonio in parts. “We supply the premises and join the management board.”

“Your boss plans to be on the board? That’s quite a commitment.”

Had he inched closer? His scent was too elusive to identify—beguiling, and she bet he knew it.

“I’ll be on the board.”

“As I said, a big commitment. Love or money?” He stretched his legs under the table, angling his body more toward her.

Another practised move?

“Voluntary, but that’s hardly relevant to our conversation.” She wrapped both hands around her mug of chocolate.

“You should get time in lieu.”

He’d surprised her. Anna glanced at his bare left hand. In a just world, he’d be single. Pity they didn’t live in a just world.

“Juggling charity work with full-time employment and raising a family is challenging.”

“Are you speaking from experience?” She sipped her liquid chocolate bar, impressed by the smooth segue. He’d asked about her marital and family status without uttering the words married or children. Did that mean he took the institutions seriously?

“Observation.” His gaze rested on her mouth, the light in his eyes hotter than her drink.

“To answer your earlier question, I’m not married or a parent.”

“What do you want from an architect?”

“I’ve found a suitable site.” She channelled Antonio’s positive thinking that they’d be able to negotiate a lease with the new owner. “It’s nearby, was an operating childcare centre until about eleven months ago, and with some refurbishment and a bit of creative thinking, will deliver exactly what we want.”

“Creative thinking. That’s where you come in, right?” His focused study suggested he wanted to swallow her whole, while his beautifully sculptured mouth formed pertinent questions. The disconnect simultaneously teased her mind and set her insides quivering. “Are you purchasing or leasing it?”

“Leasing. We’ll need the owner’s agreement to make changes. But we’re looking long-term—five to ten years—so that would give the owner a guaranteed income.” She took another sip, just to feel his gaze on her mouth. A captive architect and hot chocolate—her day had improved.

“Possibly. Rents can fluctuate over a long period.” He drained his cup, and it was her turn to watch his throat while he swallowed. “A locked-in lease might deny the owner future profits.”

“Not everything is about money.”

Bea was right. He could be an architect turned marketing entrepreneur. Ridiculous to be disappointed. Time to stop flirting and focus on her reason for being here.

“Almost everything.” His baritone had dropped to a purr, but his focus on profits and returns had broken her mood.

“I’m not asking you about the lease but about modifications to the building.” Anna lassoed her soaring imagination and set her empty mug on the glass tabletop. Her body had naturally responded to him. Melting wouldn’t do. And she hadn’t been tempted on such short acquaintance since her bad-girl teens. “We want to provide a sense of being outdoors in a multi-story property.”

“Can I get you another drink?”

“One’s my limit.” Although I was considering a second until thirty seconds ago.

“Have you worked out your wish list? Does it have windows that open? Does it have balconies? Does it have access to a roof space? Are you looking at the top floor? I’m assuming you want the highest standards for accessibility—mobility and sensory-impaired children?” He rattled off questions with the urgency of a man who was genuinely interested in the topic, or her. “You said you’d found a suitable site. Have you closed the deal?”

“Not at this stage.” She crossed her fingers in the folds of her jacket.

“But?” He looked at her. “There has to be a ‘but.’ A serious ‘but’ since you were edging toward the door before I approached you upstairs. Professional politeness demanded you give me a minute of your time. That’s all you were going to give me until you discovered I was an architect.”

“You are observant.” Anna Turner, where are your usual protective instincts?

“And lucky.” His lips quirked in unmistakable invitation. “A shared interest in architecture got me some time alone with you.”

“As you deduced, tonight’s not a good time.” Never on a first date, and much more rarely than people assumed. “I’ve been negotiating on the perfect building for weeks. I was gazumped.”

“Name a time. And we can talk about your questions and lots more.” His answers had been concise, his scent alluring, and while his body had subtly shifted closer to her during their conversation, he’d played by her unspoken rules.

“Do you like fish and chips?” she asked. The beach was another neutral location, and she wanted to hear his answers to the questions he’d posed.

“That works. Can I see you home?”

“I brought my car.” She rose, and he stood with her.

He packed enough appeal to tempt her to leave her ride share parked downstairs and accept a lift home. Caution is your friend.

He recited his number, and she sent hers.

Her phone pinged with the incoming message. She smiled, then looked down. “Hunter S. Thompson?”

“The S is for Samuel, not Stockton.” He braced, legs apart, and answered carefully. “Although my mother chose Hunter S. for the American journalist and author. She was a fan.”

“You!” She backed away, disgust surging through her even while the sane part of her mind was telling her to get out before she did something Antonio would regret. Her boss had said to sleep on it, not launch herself bodily at the man they hoped to negotiate with. “You knew who I was when you were watching me, you conniving bastard. What are you playing at?”

“My parents were married and, to my knowledge, faithful when I was born.”

“Not funny.” She shoved her phone into her pocket. “You know who I am, who I work for, and you had the nerve to flirt with me, to coax me into sharing my dreams when you’re the sneaky wheeler-dealer who cancelled my impending lease without notice today.”

“What’s the address of the building you want?” He’d shifted from friend to foe in seconds.

“You know the address,” she hissed.

“I asked a friend at the party who you were. I’ve never heard of Changing Minds.” He scowled patiently.

How was that even possible?

“The managing agent told me H. S. Thompson insisted on vacant possession even though we were hours from signing the lease.” She tugged her jacket more tightly around herself. “Do you enjoy lording it over people you’ve crushed?”

“I’d say we’re finished for tonight.”

“Tonight?” She slapped a hand over her mouth before she uttered “When hell freezes over.” Settle, Anna, you’re the hard-headed twin. And damn him to hell—she’d liked the snake a little, proving her taste was still lousy.

“Right move.” He nodded. “I think we might both need to do a bit more fact-finding.”

“Fact-finding!” She snorted.

“I expect you to use the intelligence you demonstrated in our conversation to examine all the facts.”

She spun on her heel and strode through the door, across the lobby, and out into the night. Damn H. S. Thompson! She’d swallowed her worst insults, but she’d feel better if she’d matched a fraction of his cold detachment. She didn’t look forward to telling Antonio about this meeting. Worse—she might have blown any chance they had to persuade Hunter S. to reconsider their lease.

* * *
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Hunter sank onto the sofa when she stormed out. She’d spilled her dreams, believing she was building them—adding texture and colour to a project she was passionate about. When she’d twigged to who he was, Anna Turner had retreated to drama and disgust to disguise her despair. She was a perfect stranger and another innocent victim of his father’s, Nick Richardson, games. Hunter had been H. S. Richardson until his eighteenth birthday, when he’d taken his mother’s family name. For more than a decade, it had kept Nick out of Hunter’s life.

The waiter edged nearer.

“Lagavulin, please.”

“Yes, sir.”

“A double.”

Anna Turner would hate the term “victim.” He’d bet serious money she’d regroup and come at him from another angle. That made her ... fascinating.

The press release announcing H. S. Thompson was relocating his headquarters to a five-storey medium rise in Darling Harbour was a red herring designed to stop Nick Richardson. Hunter didn’t want or need new headquarters. He did want to protect Raed Hariri, his best friend Casildo’s father, from Nick’s latest attack.

Hurting the people Hunter loved was Nick’s party trick.

Nick’s plan was to financially kneecap Hariri Senior, firstly by sabotaging the tenancies in The Hariri building with arson attacks and petty burglaries, then by spreading the word the building was overvalued and finally by instigating a hostile takeover of the premises.

Nick’s true purpose was always to bring Hunter to heel.

Never again.

This latest attack had followed Hunter’s refusal to become Nick’s junior partner.

Although, now The Hariri was temporarily in Hunter’s name, he could see possibilities in the gracious, old building. 

Architecture was a passion he rarely had time to indulge these days. In recent years, property investment had taken most of his time. But the power of architecture, the complexity and the simplicity, the utility and the beauty fascinated him—no wonder he’d taken the bait when Anna Turner had gone all soft and welcoming after discovering he was an architect.

His whiskey arrived. “Thanks. I’ll settle up now.” Hunter added a generous tip because someone deserved to finish the night happy.

Staring into the single malt for endless seconds, he let the peat smoke tease his nostrils. Peat, fruit sherry with a hint of vanilla.

Spontaneous combustion was a serious hazard around Anna Turner. The flame-red dress had marked her out as a risk-taker in a room full of pastels and black and white. The way she was poured into it had given his libido, which he’d feared was on life-support, a sharp jolt. Well-defined curves, legs stretching forever, and a sizzle burning clear across the room. When he’d agreed to accompany Casildo, whom he’d abandoned without a word, to the cocktail party, a mindless tumble with someone of a like mind hadn’t been on his radar. Anna Turner had tempted him, until he’d worked out the word unavailable should have been tattooed across her forehead. Still, he’d been drawn to her, and until he’d told her his name, she’d been interested too. Irrelevant now.

Swallowing the amber liquid in three gulps, he welcomed the explosion of salt-and-pepper smoke at the back of his mouth. Sacrilege to gulp such a fine drop. The same might be said of Anna Turner. He didn’t regret the buy, but starting tomorrow, he’d work out how to deal with Ms. Collateral Damage.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Restless, Hunter pushed back from his desk the following morning and crossed to stare through louvred windows. An ordinary suburban street, saved from mediocrity by the large memorial park opposite. Constructed to honour war dead, the park was repeated with variations across the suburbs and small towns of Australia. With its border of mature, small-leaved fig trees, a classical rotunda with a domed roof, and a brick cenotaph emblazoned with a number of honour rolls, flag staffs, and service commemorative objects, this was a particularly pretty version, popular for weddings and picnics.

The park had tipped the balance in favour of the decommissioned petrol station for his headquarters. The Thompson Corporation—a statement about his preferred lineage and his disinterest in creating a dynasty. Decontamination had been tedious and time-consuming, but once complete, the configuration of the site hummed as a hub for his various business interests. His apartment sat on top. Perfect work-life balance, if you worked sixteen-hour days.

“I need to see you.” Hunter left the message on his friend’s phone.

A bad night’s sleep hadn’t killed his curiosity about the compelling spitfire who’d slapped her hand over her mouth to stop herself from saying what she really thought of him. The Patrick Doyle theme from Thor broke the silence.

“Hi, Cas. Where are you?”

“Not far. I turned the car your way when I got your message.” A car horn honked down the line. “Al’ama,” his friend squawked.

“Problem?” The first time Casildo had muttered the Arabic oath, Hunter had celebrated an expletive worthy of school suspension, only to discover it meant “damn.” Casildo was constitutionally unable to behave badly.

“A Great Dane plonked its backside in the middle of the street and is refusing to move.” His friend sounded nonplussed.

“It could only happen to you.” Hunter chuckled. “Coffee at Ya Habibi’s?”

“See you in ten.”

“Donna,” Hunter spoke to his PA on his way out. “I’m with Casildo if you need me.”

“Got it.” The efficient, discreet forty-something woman in jeans and a sweater had joined his team shortly after she’d been widowed. “I text the word panic if it’s something I can’t handle.”

“There’s nothing you can’t handle.” She’d been with him since he’d started rehabbing houses on his own in his mid-twenties. Ten years, and she’d never once let Hunter down.

“Now you’ve jinxed me.”

He ambled the short distance to the Lebanese patisserie. Arriving first, he ordered Arabic coffees and took a seat at the small table tucked behind the glass front door. Amused, he watched the sideways glances Casildo attracted as he sauntered down the street. His friend had the charm and athleticism of Virat Kohli wrapped around the soul of the Dalai Lama. Cas slid onto a chair as the coffees were delivered to the table.

“You call, I’m at your service. What’s up?”

“You didn’t tell me a company has been negotiating for weeks to lease the third floor in your father’s building.” So much for his due diligence. Hunter hadn’t learned—or hadn’t been told, which didn’t sit right—about an almost-signed lease for one floor in the building he’d bought.

“The old childcare centre?” Cas spooned three sugars into his cup and stirred.

Hunter winced at the sugar overload.

“I didn’t know that. And it’s your building now. Who told you?”

“Changing Minds has spent quite a bit of money investigating the viability of the site as a new childcare centre for their staff.” For reasons he didn’t fully understand, Hunter didn’t mention Anna.

“I saw you panting after Anna Turner at last night’s cocktail party.” Casildo shook his head in seeming despair.

“I don’t pant.” Hunter drained his inky-evil coffee, the kick almost as powerful as the desire to see Anna again.

“Not usually in public and not for far too long.” Casildo leaned back with his fingers linked behind his head. “Anna works for Changing Minds. Just a guess here. But you and she disappeared early last night in quick succession.”

“I went home alone.” Hunter bared his teeth.

The enveloping jacket Anna had worn to the bar had quashed his fleeting fantasy. The hot chocolate rather than the Moet as a nightcap had signalled she wasn’t the type to pretend alcohol had befuddled her judgement if she found him naked in her bed. Her absorption with natural airflow, the ratios of babies and children to toilets and beds, a ring collection that could double as knuckledusters, and her no-nonsense “I’ve brought my car” were red flags she wasn’t looking for a one-nighter. Damned if he knew why, but she intrigued him.

Casildo jack-knifed to an upright position. “She’s not your type.”

“I don’t have a type.”

Since Nick’s reappearance, Hunter had lost the freedom for true intimacy with a woman. Getting close to him was as good as having a price on your head. Some of Casildo’s concern was for the lady. “I wheel and deal. I’m a carbon copy of my biological father—a ruthless negotiator who doesn’t give a damn about who gets hurt along the way so long as I make obscene profits. And a womaniser.”

“Says some stupid wanna-be business blogger trying to make his name riffing on Greek mythology and father-son struggles for power.” Casildo raised his voice, a sure sign he was pissed off. “I reckon it’s suspicious that blogger only appeared after you refused Nick’s royal command to become his junior partner. You should sue.”

Heads turned toward them in the small café.

“Who? Nick or the blogger?” Hunter held up his water glass and pointed, receiving a nod from the waiter. “But I agree, Nick Richardson is the blogger’s logical source for the most personal stuff.”

“I know some people who could shut Nick up.” Cas was half-serious.

“No, you don’t.”

“Well.” Casildo dragged a hand through his hair. “I know some people who know some people who might know—"

“Ignoring him has worked in the past.” But Nick’s obsessions were becoming a bigger problem for Hunter. The attack on Raed Hariri was premeditated and brutal.

“You were a kid, then you were dirt-poor. Now you’re competition. Helping us has put you in his gun sights.”

“I’m not competing on a bloody thing.” Hunter let his frustration show, but since Nick had re-entered his life, blog and media posts insisted Hunter was trying to sabotage Nick’s business and seduce his women. The thought turned Hunter’s stomach.

“Existing is competition,” Casildo said solemnly. “The man’s a sicko.”

“Changing the subject, bro. Take me over the steps again.”

“What steps? When you offered to yet again be my knight in shining armour—"

The name was an old joke from primary school days. Hunter had been cast as lead in a school play. In the final scene, the female lead had simpered and declared that he was her knight in shining armour. She’d married a few years ago and moved interstate. Hunter had been at her wedding.

“What happened to the Great Dane, Cas? Bet you got out of the car and walked it to the kerb.” Casildo was more Sir Galahad than Hunter would ever be.

“Roads are dangerous for dogs.” Casildo shrugged when Hunter raised an eyebrow
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