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​​Chapter One
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Aiden Black sat opposite the gorgeous blonde who’d applied to be a part of tomorrow night’s auction, held once-yearly inside a function room of the Sydney nightclub he and his two brothers owned. His hands shook as he pretended to peruse her application form, which he’d already read a hundred times over.

Luna Ashton. 

He’d thought she’d be happily married by now with the handful of kids she’d once professed to want. Instead, she’d just signed on the dotted line to be auctioned off for charity to the highest male bidder. 

His heart lurched, his belly knotting. He should have guessed seeing her again would bring bittersweet and poignant memories to come rushing back. So much for pretending he was over the one woman he’d turned his back on eighteen damn years ago. 

But then at sixteen they’d been childhood sweethearts and little more than kids themselves. So in love and so incredibly naïve. 

He swallowed back a sentimental sigh and instead cleared his throat. “Are you sure you want to do this?” 

Luna blinked her big hazel eyes, her gaze the same vivid intensity, her skin still smooth and flawless. It was only her sleek golden-blonde hair that fell all the way down her back that had changed. It’d once been untamed, a riot of curls, the kind of hair he’d loved dragging his fingers through while they’d kissed and made out. 

He exhaled roughly. As beautiful as she was right now, he preferred the carefree and unrestrained look she’d once proudly flaunted. 

Maybe her other lovers enjoyed scrunching up her flawlessly straight hair?

A vein in his forehead pulsed. Who had been her first true lover? Although he and Luna had experimented and been close to penetration many times, they’d been young, and he’d respected her far too much to go all the way and take her virginity.

The dozens of women he’d taken to his bedroom since would laugh like hyenas to imagine him so noble and selfless. What they couldn’t know was that something within had shattered when he’d lost his parents. Those same jagged pieces had slashed his heart to ribbons when he’d walked away from Luna. 

He dragged his suddenly unfocused gaze away from Luna to again stare down at her contract. He shuffled her paperwork until her application form sat on top. According to her work history she’d been a flight attendant for most of her working life. A glamorous career, yet so different to the life she’d once envisioned.

“I’m sure,” she finally answered. He looked back at her, and she tilted her chin and added huskily, “When I want something, nothing stops me.”

His dick jerked at her voice, which had grown huskier and sexier over the years. The girl he’d known was now most definitely a woman. That her words suggested she was still that same girl who’d followed her heart straight to him made him swallow hard and he had to reject the sudden need to apologize for the past, to explain the sickening sense of despair and utter loss, along with an abandonment that had left him feeling defeated... a failure.

And not good enough for anyone, let alone the carefree and uninhibited girl he’d cherished so deeply all those years ago.

Instead he forced a smile and said, “Then I guess I’ll be seeing you tomorrow night.” Along with hundreds of other sex-crazed men. “I hope your charity,” he glanced down, pretending her non-profit organization of choice wasn’t ingrained into his brain, “YSO Foundation—Youth Starting Over—appreciates your contribution.”

She nodded. “Being that the aim of the charity is to end youth homelessness in Australia, I imagine there will be many young people who will appreciate a roof over their heads and food in their bellies.”

Good choice. 

He nodded, then conceded, “I’m sure you’ll raise a very tidy sum for them.”

Her lips tightened and her eyes cooled. “That is the plan.” 

Aiden frowned. He’d said the wrong thing. Shit. He hadn’t meant to sound derisive, like she’d sell her soul to get a high bid. He was happy for her charity, had in fact donated money to them in the past.

Then she stood, all refined grace and elegance, and his thoughts dissolved. His gut clenched, need pulsing through his bloodstream before pooling in his already rock-hard groin. She still moved like a classically trained dancer, her whole body symmetry in motion. Except now there was a subtle reserve to her movement, a tweak to her poise. 

Did I do that?

He almost snorted. How arrogant. She’d well and truly moved on and left him behind. A pity he couldn’t say the same.

“So you’ll be there?” she asked, her tone edged with caution.

He nodded, and somehow he kept his own voice neutral, unaffected. “I never miss an auction.” He cocked his head to the side, studying her. Her face was a little flushed, her eyes bright. Fuck. She didn’t want him there. “Do you have a problem with that?” 

She smoothed a hand down her simple, fitted navy dress that showed off her slender physique and womanly curves, and Aiden shoved back a sudden desire to rip off the don’t touch me vibe she now exuded to expose the woman beneath.

A man could tell a lot from the panties and bra a woman wore. His mouth watered. He’d bet his last dollar she wore something lacy and deliciously sexy beneath. Not hard to believe knowing she’d once enjoyed frivolous and expensive underwear even beneath a pair of sweats and an old T-shirt.

Her chin tilted. “Of course I don’t.” 

“Good.” He tugged at his tie, feeling a need to tug it off and suck in some deep breaths. “It should be a great night.” 

He only hoped he could tolerate her half-naked on stage while no doubt every testosterone-loaded man in the room bid for her.

She nodded serenely, even as she white-knuckled her copy of the signed contract close to her chest and said cryptically, “I’m counting on it.”

Then she twirled away and was gone, the door clicking shut behind her. Leaving Aiden buzzing with excitement and an adrenaline he hadn’t experienced in a very long time.
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Luna pursed her lips in front of the dressing-room mirror as she carefully applied her cherry-red lipstick. It’d been a little over twenty-four hours since she’d seen Aiden in his office, and already nerves twanged deep in her stomach, her heart beating out-of-rhythm and her mouth drier than sawdust.

It was insane to once again acknowledge it’d taken just one photo of Aiden in a gossip rag that a passenger had left on an airline seat, for Luna to know she had to see him again. 

Not because all her repressed emotions had rushed back with a vengeance, leaving her dizzy with their intensity. No, it’d been the overwhelming gladness that it was Aiden’s brother getting married to the beautiful, blushing bride, and not him. 

She’d known there and then she had to expel him from her mind once and for all, so that she’d no longer dream about him, and no longer compare every man to him she met...and found lacking.

She’d requested a week’s holiday out of her work schedule, before she’d flown back to the apartment she shared in Sydney, Australia. It hadn’t taken much research to learn all about the Black brothers and their wildly successful nightclub. 

It’d taken a little more to uncover the charity auction. But the moment she’d set eyes on the upcoming event, she’d been flushed with overwhelming rightness. Fate had surely conspired to bring them together. Not only was the auction perfectly timed, it was also the perfect tool in which to get his attention. 

She capped her lipstick. He might have seen her half-naked plenty of times in the past, but she’d been a girl then as much as a woman. And she intended to flaunt the difference. 

Click-clack.

Luna was dragged back to the present as the first woman of the auction, a dark-haired, Asian beauty in a string bikini, strutted past her in towering platform shoes. The curtains swished shut behind the woman and Luna’s stomach did a slow somersault.

Shit. I’m really doing this.

She might have learned the fine art of confidence and poise; she hadn’t had a choice in her profession. But to sashay out there in this getup, holy smokes, she was going to have to put on the performance of her life.

The audience outside the curtains hooted and cheered as the auctioneer got the bids started, and Luna drew in a steadying breath and eyed off her reflection.

She only hoped her riotous spill of golden-blonde hair reminded Aiden of the girl he’d once supposedly loved. She blinked. If her hair didn’t get his attention, her outfit most certainly would.

The gothic leather bustier and matching studded collar were sinfully wicked, while her teeny-weeny, white frilled skirt might have been angelic if it didn’t so artfully reveal her lacy white thong and garter belt. She flexed a foot in her fire-red stilettos that matched her lipstick, and absently admired her sheer, thigh-high stockings that subtly shifted with the motion.

Did she really have the nerve to go out into a room of salivating men like this? If she didn’t break her neck in these shoes, she’d either hyperventilate or faint the moment she pushed through the curtain. 

This is your chance to get Aiden out of your system once and for all. This is your chance for empowerment and taking back control of your life.

Anticipation scorched through her veins, burning away her fear. So that the moment her name was called, she was already armed for battle and ready to take on the world.
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​​Chapter Two
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Aiden stood back in the crowd, this once craving the need for solitude so that he could devote all his focus to the stage the moment Luna stepped out.

His lips tightened as string-bikini girl—Ayla, or was it Shayla?—threw herself into the arms of a paunchy, middle-aged man who’d won the bid, before they lingered by the conference room stage.

Damn it. A turtle walking backwards moved faster than the mismatched pair hogging the limelight.

Aiden nodded at security by the doors, and the bouncers quickly escorted the pair out of the room so they could enjoy their date.

He exhaled slowly, forcing his shoulders to relax, along with his stomach muscles. Not long now. In fact, Luna should be next. He’d ensured she was one of the first to step out onto stage. 

A pity his brother, Liam, chose that moment to stand beside him and drawl, “Great start to the auction.”

Aiden might have sent his blond, younger brother a scowl, if only Aiden’s eyes weren’t already glued to the stage. Instead he nodded distractedly before the curtains swished apart and Luna sashayed out.

Aiden again tensed, almost forgetting how to damn well breathe. His pulse thudded like a drum in his ears, his blood rushing south.

“Holy crap—is that Luna?” Liam’s hoarse laugh should have grated on Aiden’s nerves, except he was too engrossed to care. “Going by how your eyes are bugging out on strings, I’m guessing it is.” Liam clapped him on the back, then handed him a paddle. “Happy bidding, brother.”

Aiden finally tore his stare away from Luna to croak, “I’m not bidding.” 

So why are you clutching the damn paddle like it’s a life preserver? 

Liam smirked, but otherwise appeared oblivious to Aiden’s denial when he stalked back into the crowd, his great height and blond hair making him standout amongst all the other suits.

Aiden shook his head and turned back to the woman on stage. Seconds later he forgot all about his brother and the bidding paddle. He was too riveted by everything Luna. 

She’d worn her hair how he remembered it, wild and unrestrained. His fingers itched to touch the long, curly strands, itched even more to grip a handful of her hair and fuck her long and hard.

His dick stirred, and he stifled a feral growl.

She was innocence and depravity, a decadent temptation of good and bad that hardened his cock and weakened his resolve. He swallowed. She was too damn dangerous for his peace of mind, and yet he’d never wanted a woman more.

A young gentleman close to the front of the stage raised his paddle and bid an obscene amount. Aiden scowled. Going by the man’s soft, pale hands and designer good looks, he’d probably been born into money. He was also easy on the eye and on a bad day probably had women buzzing around him.

The young stud certainly wouldn’t need an auction to date a beautiful woman for a night. But then, few rich men did. The auction counted on the adrenaline rush of the bid, the invigorating, primal urge to win a chosen woman. 

“Going once, going twice—“

Aiden stuck up his paddle, and said an amount that dragged every eyeball in the room from Luna to Aiden. He grinned. Fuck it. If his hard-earned cash couldn’t be spent on what he wanted, what was the good of having it?

“Sold! To number seventy-four and our very own, Aiden Black.”

Aiden nodded, deeply satisfied, before he strode toward Luna. The crowd of men parted before him, and he stopped in front of the stage and lifted his hand for her. But Luna didn’t move, she seemed frozen in shock. Then she blinked and abruptly smiled, before she stepped toward him, reaching for his hand. 

His dick bucked at the touch of her delicate fingertips, and the visual of her too-short skirt with the garter and lacy thong beneath. Breathing in her intoxicating, musky scent of arousal, he groaned, his whole body throbbing.

The sound was thankfully covered up by the auctioneer’s gleeful jabbering, of which Aiden heard only snatches. 

A brilliant start to the night. Yet another Black brother smitten. The Youth Starting Over Foundation will be delighted. 

Then Luna put her arms around his neck and encircled his waist with her thighs, and he tuned out everyone and everything. All his senses were committed to Luna as he half-turned and allowed her to slither her way down his body, until the spiked-heels of her sexy shoes touched the floor.

Utter fucking torture.

Now that she was standing on her own two feet, he wanted her back in his arms, with her curves pressed against his body, her siren-red lips parted with invitation and her shining eyes gazing up into his.

He’d remedy that soon enough.

At least now he understood the adrenaline rush of the bid, the thick desire thrumming through the bloodstream. It was as potent and as heady as any passionate kiss.

Little wonder his older brother, Galan, had bid in last year’s auction and succumbed to the one woman he’d desired from afar. The lucky bastard was happily married now, and in a few months’ time would also have his hands full with twins. 

Aiden pushed back a sudden spike of envy. He was glad for his older brother, of course he was. Galan deserved everything good and then some that had come his way. He’d worked his ass off—they all had—to get where they were now. 

Rich and successful beyond their wildest dreams.

But what good was being rich and successful when there was no one to share it with? Love was the only thing missing in Aiden’s life, and he’d damn well screwed that up the moment he’d finished things with Luna, and broken her heart.

Aside from his long-gone, much-loved mother, Luna had been the only woman in his life he’d ever truly cared about, the only person he wished he’d never let go. Seeing her again only highlighted how much he missed her, how much he still wanted her. 

Luna’s eyes glittered as she looked up at him, as if she too was lost in the past. And as if she too believed they were the only two in the room. “I’m glad you bid,” she admitted softly.

Seriously? She hadn’t given off that vibe yesterday. 

Hope burned in his chest even as he narrowed his eyes, assessing her. A pity he couldn’t read her mind. When they were younger, they’d been so close they’d sometimes finished off each other’s sentences. But then he’d thought their love would never end, that it’d conquer whatever obstacles were in their way.

He couldn’t have been more damn wrong.

When he’d lost his parents, Luna had tried to comfort him, to shield him from at least a little of the terrible grief. But he’d rejected her, turned away from her, deciding there and then that loving someone wasn’t worth the heartache and pain.

He’d been so caught up in his own grief; he hadn’t considered Luna’s feelings. Yet now recalling telling her they were over, his heart wrenched at the memory of her pale, shocked face, her bloodless lips and staring eyes.

Grief wasn’t any excuse for being an asshole.

The room had grown quiet, the all-male audience—aside from three or four female bar staff—waiting for Aiden and Luna to clear the room for the next girl to come out on stage. Aiden let go of his somber past to refocus on the girl of the present. 

This was his chance to make amends with Luna, to prove to her that he’d fucked up and was beyond sorry for his mistake. Hell, he’d do anything—whatever it took—so long as she forgave him.

A weight lifting off his shoulders, he drew her close, crooked his neck and repeated into her ear, “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”
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​​Chapter Three
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Luna shivered as Aiden’s voice infiltrated her ear and fluttered her nerve endings. He damn well knew her ear was her erogenous zone!

She jerked her head away. Things were different now. She needed to be the one in control, needed to be the one who didn’t get hurt. 
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