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      “That bloke has been staring at you forever.”

      Claire Morse followed her assistant manager’s gaze to the man sitting in the back of her tearoom. The man conspicuously engrossed in the month-old gardening magazine clutched in his big, strong hands.

      She frowned. “Trust me, I am the last woman in the world that man would be interested in. Well, second last,” she corrected herself as she slid a non-fat chai-latte across the benchtop and thanked her customer.

      “Nonsense,” Karen said, an irritated scowl decorating her pretty face. “Why do you always put yourself down like that?”

      Ignoring the question, Claire nodded at their topic of conversation, a man who still had the power to make her knees wobble and her pulse race at the mere sight of him. “Do you know who that is?”

      Her frown quickly replaced by a dreamy stare, Karen sighed. “He’s tall, dark and sinfully delicious. Who cares who he is?”

      “His name is Luke Hardcastle.”

      “You know him?” Karen said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper as she cleaned the benchtop.

      “Mostly by reputation.”

      Karen’s eyebrow winged up. “Mostly?”

      Claire sighed softly. “You know those overbearing, self-absorbed, stupidly wealthy playboys with the endless string of model girlfriends and the holier-than-thou attitude that you hate so much?”

      “Yeah,” Karen said, her tone cautious as she drew the word out.

      “Meet their leader.”

      “Fuck.”

      Claire chuckled at her assistant manager’s crestfallen expression. “If it makes you any feel better, he wasn’t always an arsehole, not really.”

      “What changed?”

      “Not sure, but a couple of years ago his women started getting thinner, blonder and more frequent.”

      “Typical,” Karen said with a derisive snort. “I tell you what though, he’s looking at you again.”

      Claire shifted her gaze to Luke’s and got caught in his potent stare.

      “Are you blushing?” Karen whispered, her voice suddenly filled with amusement.

      Claire turned away and cleared her throat. “I’m going to do the rosters. I’ll be in the office if you need me,” she called over her shoulder, then took off downstairs, wincing at the thunderous sound of her footfalls on the ancient timber staircase.

      Located at the rear of the bookstore, her office was roughly the size of a largish toilet. Not the ideal workspace by any stretch of the imagination, but at least it was hers. Sucking in her stomach, she squeezed past the boxes of newly arrived bestsellers then slumped into the cheap plastic garden chair at her desk. She wriggled in her seat as she tried to find a comfortable position and cursed herself again for breaking her office chair.

      Still amazed the chair was the only thing that had been broken, Claire frowned as she remembered the night she’d tripped over in the dark and landed awkwardly on the stupid thing. The fact she’d been drunk at the time hadn’t helped relieve the guilt of breaking something she’d spent almost half a week’s wages on.

      Of course, the only reason she’d been drunk in the first place was because her so called date that evening had been a total wanker. He’d actually admitted during the entrées that he’d only asked her out because she was Amanda Morse’s niece, and he’d been hoping for an introduction, a shortcut into the corporate shark tank that was Morse Industries, her aunt’s blood sucking corporate demolition company. Shortly after that little revelation she’d stopped paying attention, to both her date and how much wine she’d consumed.

      When it came down to a choice between talking about her aunt with forced civility or suffering a blinding hangover, the hangover was definitely the lesser of two evils.

      Claire huffed out a sigh. Why did every man who asked her out want to talk about her aunt? How did every one of them buy into the lie that was Amanda Morse? Of course, she knew how. Because Amanda was an expert at hiding her true colours until it was too late. She was the spider, they were the fly and eventually everyone got caught in her web.

      But Claire still thought it might be nice if just one man actually wanted to date her for, well, her. Surely there had to be someone out there who didn’t see her surname and salivate at the career potential. There must be someone who appreciated smart chicks with fat bums and a penchant for chocolate cake and antiquing.

      Of course not, Claire. Don’t be daft.

      Staring vacantly at the spreadsheet open on her laptop, she wondered if Luke Hardcastle had ever dated someone like her. Probably not. Not “Love ‘em and leave ‘em Hardcastle”. Claire knew his preferred type well enough. Models. Tall, blonde, snap-in-half-in-a-stiff-breeze-willowy, butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-their-mouths models. Women who oozed sophistication and grace. Not a tall, overweight, brunette klutz who’d opened a tearoom above her bookstore because she appreciated the sheer indulgence of pretty china tea settings, miniature cakes and finger sandwiches, and thought skim milk was a crime against nature.

      Luke wouldn’t be caught dead dating someone like her.

      What is he doing in Novelteas?

      Claire hadn’t laid eyes on the man in eighteen months, not since the unpleasantness that got her sacked from Morse Industries. It didn’t make any sense for him to be in her shop—surely he had people who could fetch him a cup of tea when he wanted one. She guessed it was possible he didn’t know who owned the place. He probably didn’t even remember her. Officially, they’d only met twice before and the second of those times had basically entailed her trying not to burst into tears while he hurled obscenities at her for twenty minutes straight. Or maybe he did remember her and that’s why he’d tried hiding behind the magazine.

      Either way, speculating about Luke’s agenda wasn’t getting the rosters done. But just as she refocussed her attention, someone knocked on her open door.

      “Come in if you dare,” Claire said, thinking it was Karen with a Luke update, but when she glanced up, she was surprised to see the man himself.

      Oh crap!

      In a moment of panic, she shot to her feet and knocked her chair backwards, then in typical Claire form, as she tried to step over the protruding chair legs, she tripped. The only thing stopping her from face-planting into a pile of boxes was a strong, warm hand gripping her forearm.

      An equally strong, warm voice accompanied the action. “Do be careful, Miss Morse. We wouldn’t want you to have a fall in the workplace. The paperwork alone is a nightmare.”

      Claire stared, wide-eyed and slack jawed as his deep, rich voice filled her tiny office and wrapped itself around her like a lover’s arms.

      Oh no, not again.

      She’d had the same fanciful reaction the first time they’d met face to face, ten years ago when she was a shy, nervous nineteen-year-old interning for her aunt. And again, eighteen months ago when he’d stormed Amanda’s office demanding retribution.

      But it wasn’t just his voice that made her insides quiver with awareness.

      Ten years of unrequited yearning surged through her body at the feel of his flesh against hers, at the fantastic sensation of scorching heat flowing from his fingertips and into her arm. She pressed her thighs together as her body flushed with wanting.

      Goddammit!

      All he’d done was touch her arm and she was behaving like an idiotic schoolgirl, staring at the man like a deer caught in headlights.

      Claire groaned inwardly. Why him? Why couldn’t she crush on some nice normal bloke with a regular job and a boring little life? She knew why. Because no man like that had ever made her feel the way this man had. No nice normal man had ever made her heart thump out of her chest just by touching her arm.

      Did it matter that he had a reputation for being a womanising pig, or that he made more money in a day than she did in a year? Apparently, it didn’t make a lick of difference to her libido.

      Nope.

      Not a single lick.
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      Claire’s posture softened as she let her gaze drift over the man standing in her office doorway—a man tall enough to hold her the way she’d always imagined a man should hold a woman, and strong enough to lift her large body effortlessly in his perfectly sculptured arms.

      Not that she’d seen those arms firsthand, but photos of him shirtless appeared on the cover of enough supermarket tabloids to give her a pretty good idea. That coupled with a fairly decent imagination meant she had some very nice arm porn tucked away in her spank bank. But it was his face that really did her in.

      Luke Hardcastle was a disturbingly handsome man with a wide, sensuous mouth that she just knew could satisfy her every carnal fantasy, and golden amber eyes that sparkled with the promise of mischief. Eyes that were… narrowed under a stern brow as he stared at her, no doubt waiting for her to snap out of her lust induced fugue state.

      Snapping her mouth shut, Claire managed to pull herself together long enough to free her arm from Luke’s strong grip. “Thank you,” she muttered as her cheeks flamed with heat.

      Shoving his hands in his pockets and leaning against the doorjamb, Luke said, “Quaint little office you have here. Cosy.”

      Body stiffening again as Luke’s words hit a nerve, Claire folded her arms across her chest and gritted her teeth. “Do you need something?” she said as politely as possible, which truthfully wasn’t very polite at all.

      “As a matter of fact, I do,” Luke said, his voice and manners all practiced charm as if she hadn’t just snarled at him. “I wish to speak with you about a personal matter and I’d like you to come by my office so we can discuss it. My car is waiting,” he said, nodding towards the street.

      “A personal matter?” Claire repeated, her brow pulling down in confusion.

      “Yes.”

      What personal matter could Luke Hardcastle possibly wish to discuss with me?

      As soon as she finished the thought, she was struck by another. The realisation Luke thought she would simply drop everything to accommodate him. His car was waiting? And that pissed her off even more than his snide remark about the size of her office.

      “I have a business to run, Mr Hardcastle. Getting across town in the middle of the day for no good reason is a waste of time I don’t have. If you wish to speak with me about anything, you’re welcome to step inside my office. Cosy as it may be.”

      Luke’s perfect mouth twisted and his eyes narrowed. “Fine,” he said, then stepped inside and struggled to shut the door, shoving it past the same stack of boxes she’d squeezed past earlier.

      “I’d offer you a seat but….” Claire said, leaving the statement hanging as she gestured at the lack of available space. Turning away from him, she righted the garden chair, sat down and waited for Luke to speak.

      As he leaned against the boxes, he sniffed the air. “What is that smell?”

      Breathing deeply, Claire smiled. Best smell ever. “Knowledge.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Technically it’s the degradation of the chemical compounds used to make paper, ink and the polymers used to bind them together into books. But ‘knowledge’ sounds nicer.”

      For a fleeting moment Claire could have sworn she saw a genuine smile grace Luke’s handsome face.

      And for a moment she forgot to breathe.

      Recovering her senses, she cleared her throat. “What did you wish to say to me?”

      With his implacable mask back in place, Luke said, “I own you.”

      Claire folded her arms again. “That’s funny. I don’t remember being for sale.”

      Luke inclined his head. “I misspoke. I meant I own your shop. I’ve bought up all the property in this section of Merthyr Road.”

      “I see,” Claire said slowly, her voice cautious. “And you’re telling me this because…?”

      “The previous owner told me some of the other retailers look to your business acumen and expertise when dealing with the landlord, so consider this a courtesy call. I’m your new landlord, and I wish to discuss the parameters of the new lease agreements. I thought you might like to take a look at them before I speak with the other retailers.”

      Frowning, she said, “I thought you said you wanted to discuss a personal matter?”

      “I would have thought the future of your business was a personal matter, Miss Morse. We wouldn’t want anyone going out of business unnecessarily now, would we?”

      Claire felt the heat drain from her face and ice skittered over her skin. “I don’t suppose you happen to have one of these new agreements on you?”

      The bastard smirked. “Not at present, no. But if you would just come with me to my office….”

      “I told you, I can’t just up and leave in the middle of the day. Unlike some people, I don’t have the luxury of swanning off whenever I feel like it.”

      The bastard’s smirk slipped into a look of impatience. “What time do you close?”

      “Five o’clock.”

      “Can you be at Hardcastle Tower by five-thirty?”

      Claire pasted on a smile and tightened her arms across her ample chest. She didn’t miss Luke’s gaze darting to her breasts, lingering. “I don’t drive, so, probably not.” Even on its best days, public transport was notoriously unreliable.

      Flicking his gaze back to hers, Luke said, “I’ll send a car for you.” Then he was reaching for the doorknob as though everything was done and settled, but before he opened the door, he looked back at the boxes of books and shook his head.

      Slipping his suit jacket off, he handed it to Claire. “Hold this.” Then he leaned into the stack and shifted it back just far enough that the door could swing freely again.

      Claire stared at his body as he moved, watched his back flex and his biceps bulge with the effort of shoving 200 hardcover novels out of his way. He made it look so easy, as if the boxes weighed next to nothing instead of the 150 kilograms she knew them to be. She half expected his muscles to burst through the stitching of his business shirt, Incredible Hulk style.

      Luke smash!

      She tried not to stare when he took his jacket back and slipped those strong arms inside the sleeves, hiding them from view.

      She did, however, bite her lip.

      And maybe squeeze her thighs together. Tightly.

      Luke didn’t seem to notice. “A car will be here at five o’clock sharp to collect you. I suggest you don’t keep me waiting, Miss Morse.”

      And just like that, her interest waned as the urge to tell Luke to get the fuck out of her quaint little office bubbled up inside her, but she bit her tongue instead. Changes to her lease meant possible changes to her income, and Claire had a mortgage to pay, and wages, and insurance premiums, and electricity bills and a hundred and one other day to day expenses that sucked her bank accounts dry every month.

      She couldn’t afford to be rude and the arsehole knew it.

      Afraid of what she’d say if she dared to open her mouth, Claire nodded sharply.

      “Good. I’ll see you this afternoon, then.” Then he shut the door behind him and disappeared into her bookstore.

      Claire wanted to scream. She wanted to rail and hit and scratch Luke’s golden-boy eyes out. For a moment there, when she was ogling the live-action arm porn, she’d forgotten who he was. Who he really was.

      He wasn’t someone to be admired and he certainly wasn’t someone she should be drooling over.

      Luke Hardcastle was the man who’d gotten her sacked.

      
        
          [image: Fancy line]
        

      

      “You’re going to be late.”

      Luke shuffled the deck then dealt the cards. “She can wait.”

      “Luke.”

      Luke matched his younger sister’s warning tone. “Lottie.” Then asked, “What’s with the purple wig?”

      Picking up her cards, she said, “I’ve been helping out in the children’s ward, reading to them, playing games, that sort of thing. Purple hair makes them smile. It helps distract them. And distracting them distracts me. But don’t change the subject. What’s wrong? You don’t seem as enthusiastic about our plan as you did last week. Did something happen?”

      Raking his hand through his hair he eyed his sister with caution. After eighteen months of nagging her to fight back she’d finally relented and agreed to join him in his quest for vengeance against Morse Industries.

      Only now he was having second thoughts.

      Because of Claire.

      It had been so long since he’d last seen her, he’d forgotten the effect she had on him.

      “Are you really sure you want to do this, Lottie?”

      She raised a brow at him. “A bit late to be asking that now, don’t you think? Are you having second thoughts?”

      Luke stared at his cards. “Honestly? Yes.”

      Lottie smirked. “Is this because you still have a thing for Claire Morse?”

      “I do not have a thing for Claire Morse.”

      I might have a thing for Claire Morse.

      He’d preened in her office, for fuck’s sake.

      He’d flexed his muscles and moved a huge stack of boxes out of her way then gloried in her open sexual response to him. He hadn’t missed her perfect white teeth sinking into the pillow of her bottom lip, or the way she’d pressed her thighs together as her gaze raked over his chest and arms.

      The speed of his erection under her unfettered stare had also caught his attention.

      “Uh-huh.” His sister grinned. “You’re thinking about her right now, aren’t you?”

      “I admit to nothing,” Luke said, rearranging the cards in his hand. Then he pinned her with a serious stare. “Lottie, you’re my baby sister and you know I would do anything for you. But I need to know you’re comfortable with what we’re doing, and not just doing it to appease me. This is some serious shit and it could get very nasty. I don’t want you to have any regrets.”

      “I’m not a child, Luke. I know exactly what we’re doing. And if everything goes according to plan, I won’t have any regrets. I know it’s the right thing to do,” she said, and Luke’s heart sank. But he smiled at her anyway. “I don’t know how much time I have left but I want to accomplish something worthwhile before I die. Taking Morse Industries down and making sure that evil company can’t hurt anyone else seems like a pretty freaking noble endeavour, if you ask me. So no, Luke, I’m not doing this to appease you. I’m doing it because it needs to be done.”

      Luke stared at his sister for a long moment then nodded. He would proceed with the plan. He would ignore the lust he felt screaming through his body every time he saw Claire Morse and he would take Morse Industries down from the inside. Luke would seek vengeance on his sister’s behalf, and he would shove aside his misgivings and focus on the goal.

      Destroy Morse Industries.

      Destroy Amanda Morse.

      Rid himself of Claire Morse once and for all and forget she ever existed.

      Easier said than done.

      “Do you have any nines,” Lottie said, pulling him from his thoughts.

      “Go fish.”
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      Five o’clock rolled around and as expected, Luke’s car pulled up outside Novelteas. A young man jumped out of the sleek black car and opened the rear passenger door.

      Claire ignored the twinge of disappointment that Luke himself wasn’t picking her up.

      What the fuck is wrong with me?

      “Miss Morse?”

      Claire met the driver’s gaze. “Yes?”

      “My name is Edward. Mr Hardcastle asked me to pick you up this afternoon and take you to HQ.”

      “Oh. Well it’s nice to meet you, Edward.”

      “Please.” Edward gestured for her to climb in the back seat then shut the door behind her.

      “There’s bottled water in the centre console if you’re thirsty,” Edward said as he buckled his seatbelt. “Or Tim Tams if you’d like a snack.”

      Claire adjusted her belt strap so it wasn’t cutting her in half. His last passenger must have been a swizzle-stick. Or a model. “You keep the car stocked with Tim Tams?”

      She caught Edward’s grin in the rear-view mirror. “Don’t tell him I told you, but they’re Mr Hardcastle’s favourite.”

      “Good to know,” Claire said, and filed the information away for future use.

      Just like her aunt had trained her to do.

      And how she now trained her staff to do.

      The difference being, when Amanda filed information away you never knew how she’d use it later. Could be to send a personalised gift basket to someone she wanted to do business with. Could be to crush her enemies into street pizza before they’d even realised they had enemies.

      After years of feeling physically ill every time she reported something to her aunt, Claire now preferred to use her powers of observation for good. Discover one of your regular customers is a published author? Offer to hold a book signing. Overhear a patron lament the lack of gluten free goodies in your cake cabinet? Add a gluten free selection to your menu.

      It wasn’t rocket science, it was just good business—something her aunt had forgotten somewhere along the way.

      The drive to Hardcastle Tower only took fifteen minutes, even with peak hour traffic. Edward dropped Claire off at the Market Street entrance, waved goodbye and then pulled away from the curb and quickly disappeared around the corner.

      Standing on the footpath, Claire stared up at the building across the street and shook the nervous tension from her hands.

      Morse Industries.

      She’d not been within cooee of the place for eighteen months, not since the day her aunt fired her and had security escort her out of the building. Just the thought of going anywhere near the place sent a shiver down her spine, and yet here she was.

      A sucker for punishment.

      The tall concrete and glass building was as cold and uninviting as it’d ever been, much like its owner. Amanda was in there somewhere, barking orders at her simpering cronies, making millions from other people’s misery, and that old familiar feeling of self-loathing began crawling over Claire’s flesh, chilling her blood and sucking the air from her lungs. She felt unclean, knowing the things she knew, the things she’d seen… things she’d done.

      Rubbing at the sudden ache in her chest, she turned away from her past, and then with her head held high, she entered the lobby of Hardcastle Tower and went to meet her future.

      Or my doom.

      With Luke it could go either way.

      When the lift reached the top floor and the doors opened with a ping, Claire was greeted by Luke’s assistant—a thin, leggy blonde in a skirt-suit so short it bordered on obscene, and heels so high it was a wonder she could walk at all.

      Feeling quite rumpled by comparison, Claire smoothed her hands over her hair then tugged at the hem of her T-shirt. “Shit,” she muttered to herself as she spotted a smear of strawberry jam on her shirt, right near her left breast. She licked her thumb and rubbed at the offending stain to no avail.

      When she looked up, the leggy blonde was smirking at her. “Ms Morse? I’m Sandra,” she said, and indicated for Claire to follow her. “I’m Mr Hardcastle’s personal assistant. He’s running late and requests that you wait for him in here.”

      “Miss Morse,” Claire corrected. “Not Ms.”

      “Of course.” Sandra pushed open the stylish timber door that led to Luke’s expansive corner office and gestured to a black leather couch against the wall. “Sit,” she ordered, as though Claire were a trained poodle. “Would you like a coffee or tea while you wait?”

      “Tea, please,” Claire said, using her best underestimate-me-at-your-own-peril voice, the one she reserved for dealing with people who thought they were better than her, as this chick obviously did. Then she smiled with practised politeness and tilted her chin up so she could look down her nose at her opponent. Even in five-inch stilettos, Sandra still stood three inches shorter than Claire.

      The smaller woman straightened her jacket, her gaze slid down and away. Gotcha. “Mr Hardcastle won’t be long,” she said, then she turned and left to fetch the tea.

      Not that Claire actually wanted tea, she just wanted Luke’s assistant to bugger off so she could gather her thoughts in private before he arrived.

      No sooner had Sandra closed the door before Claire began pacing out the room.

      Nothing quaint about this office.

      Stopping by the wall of glass that served for a window, Claire marvelled at the magnificent view. She saw clear across the Eagle Street Pier to Kangaroo Point, and could even see the southern entrance to the Story Bridge. Late afternoon traffic crowded it in both directions as people made their way home from work.

      To their families.

      Not allowing herself to get bogged down by things beyond her control, Claire turned her attention to the Brisbane River and watched the City Cats ferry people back and forth from one jetty to another.

      “Great view, isn’t it?”

      Luke’s deep voice boomed in the silence of his office and made Claire jump. She turned around to see him stride into the room, his long legs eating up the distance to his desk with ease. A moment later his assistant reappeared carrying a basic tea service, a glass of ice and two bottles of water on a tray. She assumed the ice and water were Luke’s.

      “Thank you, Sandra,” Luke said after blondie set the tray down on his desk. “You can go home now.”

      Luke waited until they were alone again before speaking. “Sorry I’m late,” he said as he slipped his jacket off and tossed it on the couch. His tie quickly followed. “My meeting ran over time. Please, have a seat.”

      He gestured to a stylish black leather chair in front of his desk. Claire watched his every movement as he loosened his shirt collar with long, lean fingers and rolled up his shirtsleeves, revealing the toned muscle of his forearms, the strength of a man who knew the value of hard work.

      “Now, I suppose you’d like to see the new lease agreement,” he said, making himself comfortable in his own chair.

      The way he spoke made Claire hesitate. “That’s why I’m here,” she said. “Isn’t it?”

      Leaning back in his chair, Luke smiled, smug. “Not exactly.”
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      “What do you mean ‘not exactly’? Why am I here?”

      Claire didn’t sit down and Luke couldn’t be happier. Standing in front of his desk, she slapped her hands against the timber surface and leaned forward so she could look him in the eye. Only with her leaning over, and the way her pale pink T-shirt hugged her huge rack, Luke’s eyes were otherwise occupied.

      She made a growling noise and rolled her eyes. “They’re called tits, Mr Hardcastle.”

      Yes they are.

      And he had a perfect view of them.

      “Please,” he said, dragging his gaze up to hers. “Call me Luke. And you’re here because I want your help with a small… side project I’m working on.”

      Frowning at him, Claire eased herself into the chair behind her. “What sort of project?” she asked, her tone wary.

      Luke smiled his most charming smile. “The destruction of Morse Industries.”

      Claire didn’t even blink. “I thought you said this was a small project.”

      Not knowing what to make of Claire’s indifference, Luke reached for the tea tray and set about making her a cup. “Milk? Sugar?” he asked.

      “Half a spoon of sugar and just a dash of milk,” she replied.

      Luke handed her the tea and watched as she lifted the cup to her full lips, then tried very hard not to imagine how’d those lips would feel wrapped around his⁠—

      “This… pig swill is the tea you serve your guests?”

      Pig swill? His daydream eviscerated by Claire’s disdain, Luke straightened in his seat, the insult cutting more deeply than it should have. Why the fuck did he even care what she thought of his tea? But his words still came out snippy. “What’s wrong, Miss Morse? Not fancy enough for your discerning palate?”

      “Tea doesn’t need to be fancy, Luke. It needs to be good.”

      The sound of his name slipping off her tongue softened his mood immediately. And hardened his dick. Fuck. “And that’s not good tea?” he said, imagining all the ways he wanted to hear her say his name.

      Moaning.

      Screaming.

      Begging….

      Claire put the teacup and saucer back on the tray and scrunched up her nose in disgust. “I’d rather drink hot cat piss. And don’t change the subject.”

      Unable to contain his surprise at her use of foul language, he said, “I don’t remember you being this feisty.”

      “Considering our limited interaction, I’m surprised you remember me at all.”

      Yeah, right. Like he’d ever forget the woman who’d set his blood on fire with little more than a shy smile and a body so curvy she should come with a road map.

      Of course, the moment he’d learned who she was his blood had frozen solid.

      It had been ten years since that fateful meeting. Ten years of wanting a woman he loathed. And it didn’t matter how many anti-Claires he banged in his attempts to rid himself of his infatuation, every time he caught even a glimpse of her rounded arse, or big breasts, or her lovely face with those intelligent steel-blue eyes he just wanted to pin her down to whatever hard surface was handy and fuck his way into her.

      But she was right. He’d changed the subject.

      Time to change it back.

      “You don’t seem surprised by my request.”

      Claire licked her thumb and rubbed at a reddish smudge on her T-shirt. “I’m not.”

      Distracted by her disinterest—and the way her tit bounced as she attacked her stained shirt—Luke frowned. “Why not?”

      Abandoning her task, she returned her focus to him. “Because every time a man wishes to discuss anything with me the conversation invariably turns to Amanda.” She sighed quietly. “I’m kinda used to it.”

      Then Luke saw it. Claire lowered her eyes and pursed her lips for just a moment before lifting her chin and squaring her shoulders. “I’m kinda used to it.” She was disappointed, hurt even.

      Interesting.

      “In that case let me get straight to the point. Eighteen months ago, Morse Industries bought out Cassidy Holdings, broke it up and sold it off bit by bit, making your aunt a tidy fortune in the process. Amanda acquired the shares at a fraction of their value because information was leaked to the business community at large that caused prices to plummet. It’s my belief that Amanda leaked that information knowing it would cause a panic and give her the opportunity to strike.”

      He watched Claire shift in her seat as she crossed one long leg over the other and wondered for the umpteenth time that day what they’d feel like wrapped around his hips as he drove himself into her.

      “Okay,” she said, lifting one shoulder in a half-shrug. “So go to the Department of Fair Trading or the ACCC. Why come to me?”

      “Because all I have is hearsay. I need proof, and you’re going to get it for me.”

      Claire started laughing. Not giggling, not chuckling, but pure, unadulterated laughing. At him. But worse was the fact her laughter sounded so fantastic. It was raucous and vibrant and shook her whole body with the effort. She even grabbed her belly to stop it from jiggling.

      Luke clenched his jaw and forced himself to focus.

      Can’t let her affect me. “This isn’t a joke, Claire. I’m serious.”

      Wiping actual tears of mirth from her cheeks, she said, “I know you are.”

      He scowled. “Then what’s so funny?”

      “That you need me for something like this. Me! I sell books and tea for fuck’s sake. I’m a klutz who spills jam on my shirt with alarming regularity. I’m not a corporate spy. I wouldn’t even know where to begin. Besides,” she said. “I’d have thought a man like you would have people to do that for you. People who actually know what they’re doing.”

      “I do have people like that. How do you think I know about Amanda leaking the information? But I need actual proof if I want to take her down.”

      “So tell your people to find you ‘actual proof’.”

      Luke’s mouth pulled down in frustration. “They tried. They couldn’t get past her security.”

      “And what makes you think I’ll be of any help to you?”

      “Because you worked for her, with her. You know how she thinks, how she conducts business.” Luke leaned back in his chair. “And I know what she did to you, Claire. She not only fired you, she kicked you out on the street. You’re her niece, her only family, and she stripped you of everything and left you with nothing.” He cocked his head to one side. “Exactly how long did you have to stay in that shelter?”

      The laughter died from Claire’s face and he felt a twinge of regret. His words had killed her lovely smile and dulled her brilliant eyes.

      She sat very still, rigid. “Mr Hardcastle⁠—”

      “Luke,” he reminded her.

      Getting to her feet, she stood before him, tall and proud. “Mr Hardcastle,” she said, enunciating his name with the superior tone of voice he remembered from their last encounter. “I’m going to say something I should have said to you this morning. Go to hell.” Then she turned and headed purposefully towards the door.

      “Not so fast, Claire,” Luke said, smiling grimly. “There is another reason I thought you’d help me that I think you might be forgetting.”

      Her hand on the doorknob, she said, “And that would be?”

      “I own you.” Claire’s hand fell to her side. “You’ll help me destroy Amanda or I’ll destroy you instead.”

      “Why?” she said, the shake in her voice barely audible as she spoke to the door.

      “Why not? Amanda ruined my sister’s life and you helped, and you know it. I simply want to return the favour as Lottie can no longer do it for herself.”

      Luke leaned forward and steepled his fingers under his chin. Watching Claire as she slowly turned to face him was harder than he’d anticipated. Her pretty face was devoid of all colour, all emotion, but her eyes shone with unshed tears and her chest heaved with every breath she took, even as her body crumpled in on itself. She looked miserable, like a woman defeated.

      And Luke felt like a right bastard.

      He curled his toes in his boots until it hurt, until the urge to get up and go to her, to hold her, to tell her he didn’t mean a word of what he’d just said to her, passed.

      She hurt Lottie. She deserves to feel miserable.

      Distracted by his wayward thoughts, Luke almost missed the part where Claire pulled herself together, determination overriding her misery, and took a set of keys from her pocket. She plonked the Anne Of Green Gables key ring down in front of him and pointed to each key as she spoke.

      “The blue one opens the door to the shop, the red one is my house key, and the green one opens the laundry door. It sticks sometimes, but if you jiggle it, it’ll come good.”

      What the fuck?

      “What are you doing?”

      “You said you’d destroy me if I didn’t help you. Amanda will destroy me if I do. Oddly enough if I have to lose to someone, I’d rather it be you than her.” Then she flipped him off and walked away. “Goodbye, Luke.”

      Luke stared, dumbfounded, as Claire walked out of his office. When he’d gone over every possible scenario in his mind as to how this meeting would play out, he certainly hadn’t pictured this. He raced after her just in time to catch her at the lift, wiping tears from her face with one hand while repeatedly jabbing her finger into the call button with the other, as if she could will it to appear any faster.

      He grabbed her shoulder. “Claire, stop. We’re not finished.”

      “Back off,” she snapped, knocking his hand away. “We have nothing further to discuss.”

      Luke growled his frustration. He’d definitely underestimated this woman. It wasn’t something that happened often and as much as he loathed to admit it, his level of respect for Claire Morse was rising.

      The doors to the lift opened and Claire stepped inside. Luke was desperate. He hadn’t wanted to do this, the tactic so far below where he’d wanted to go, but she was leaving him no choice. Bracing his arms against the doors of the lift, he held them open, filling the cavity with his large body. He stared at Claire, keeping his face blank and his voice from betraying his hesitation. “What if I didn’t destroy you? What if I went after your fellow retailers instead?”

      He stepped back and waited with his arms folded neatly across his chest. The lift doors began to close… until Claire’s hand shot out between them and made them open again.

      Luke had been glared at by his fair share of women, but something in Claire’s steel-coloured eyes chilled him to the bone, and when she stepped from the lift, she slapped his face.

      Hard.

      “Jesus Christ!” Luke cradled his cheek.

      One corner of Claire’s mouth lifted in a sneer, then she turned on her heel and marched straight back into his office.

      Adjusting his jaw as he followed her, Luke closed the door behind them, then sought out the glass of ice on his desk. He almost laughed as he sat down in his chair, holding the glass to his cheek. “I’ve been slapped before but, bloody hell that hurt.”

      Claire raised one brow at him. “Be thankful that was all you got.”

      Seeing her with new eyes, Luke chuckled as he said, “You really aren’t what I was expecting.”

      “Didn’t your people investigate me?”

      “Of course they did.” That’s how he knew about her aunt kicking her out and cutting her off, how he knew about her sleeping rough. How he’d known the time was right to kick off his plans. “But we’ve met before. I thought I had you pegged.”

      She looked away and stared out the window towards the river. “You met a different person.”

      “So I see. Never judge a book by its cover, eh?”

      She looked back and smiled tightly. “Cute.”

      Luke rolled the glass of ice across his cheek. “I admit I find it intriguing you will quite literally fight for the rights of your business associates but don’t even bat an eyelid for your aunt.”

      “Your point?”

      “She’s family.”

      “Families come in all shapes and sizes, Luke. Amanda may be my relative, but she is not my family.”

      Luke put the glass down but kept his fingers wrapped around it, the cool of the ice helping his brain stay anchored in the here and now instead of indulging in one of his Claire fantasies. “Then why won’t you help me? You know she’s crooked.”

      “What I know is that I never witnessed anything illegal in all my time at Morse Industries. Morally reprehensible, yes. Illegal, no. And the reason I won’t help you is not because of some misplaced sense of loyalty to Amanda.” Sighing heavily, she ploughed on. “All outgoing employees are made to sign non-disclosure agreements forbidding them from discussing any and all information gleaned while working at Morse Industries. I’m sorry, Luke, but the agreement is binding for three years. I can’t help you.”

      There was a moment of silence, then a crack.

      The glass in Luke’s hand shattered.

      Glass and ice spilled across his desk, blood dripped from his palm. Remotely, he was aware of Claire speaking to him, saying… something. Her voice was soft, her words precise and to the point, but he had no idea what she was talking about.

      “What?”

      “I asked where the first aid kit is,” she said again.

      Luke stared at his hand. “Behind Sandra’s desk.”

      A moment later she was by his side, tweezing shards of glass from his palm and cleaning the cut with iodine.

      Burning, stinging iodine.

      Luke gritted his teeth against the searing pain. “Sadist,” he growled.

      “It’s not that bad,” Claire said, then gently applied a Band-Aid to the cut. “You’ll live.”

      Luke met her gaze dead on. “But Lottie won’t.”
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