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​Galan Black stalked through the Black Pearl Nightclub doing his best to ignore the throbbing, frenetic beat that filled the room like a raging beast. He hid a grimace. If the famous guest DJ didn’t also fill the room with Friday night patrons, Galan would never hire the man again.

Luckily, Galan’s fascination with making money hadn’t waned. Tonight his biggest concern was keeping the Black Pearl at capacity while the once-yearly auction held in one of the two function rooms went off without a hitch.

He stepped past a trio of blonde women, their stares open with invitation as they stood between the long bar and the mass of writhing bodies on the dance floor. His mouth curled into a sardonic grin. Who would ever have imagined he’d become more immune to the ogling, come-hither stares from beautiful women than to the cacophony of sound piercing his skull?

Yeah, but then you’ve been a little distracted lately, haven’t you?

He dragged his mind away from the one woman who irritated and turned him on in equal measure, and instead focused back on the business at hand.

No one could have foreseen that the charity auction, held for the first time five years ago, would turn into the biggest drawcard for Galan and his brothers, Aiden and Liam, who were the sole owners of the nightclub. VIP guests from sheikhs to billionaire real estate moguls and famous celebrities paid months in advance for the exorbitant tickets.

Galan and his brothers had learned the more costly and exclusive the price of admission, the bigger the fish that were reeled in. And the more women the auction attracted.

It was Aiden who vetted the ladies who came from all over Australia and further afield to support their favorite charity and potentially be seen with someone rich or famous for a night. Galan snorted. It was also probably the Cinderella fantasy of every one of those girls to have the highest bidder fall in love with her.

Stranger things had probably happened.

Yeah, like you no longer being the cynical bastard you’ve become.

“That’s not about to change any time soon,” he muttered, before he acknowledged the pair of muscled bouncers standing guard outside the doors leading to the function room.

He and his brothers had beefed up the security tonight. Big-time.

Few men could afford the event, but it didn’t stop them all from trying to gain entry into the exclusive auction and seeing for themselves the bevy of gorgeous, half-naked women available for the night.

The bouncers nodded back respectfully before they opened the doors. It wasn’t until Galan stepped through and the doors closed behind him that he released an audible sigh. Silence. He never took it for granted. It was something to be prized, valued. Hence the double-soundproofed insulation and glazed windows throughout the building.

Striding through the now-empty secondary foyer and past another guarded set of doors, he stilled for a moment to take in the luxurious function room. With pure New Zealand wool carpet underfoot, and a huge glittering chandelier overhead, along with a sprinkling of ruby Chesterfield chairs and sofas near the walls for those guests needing to get off their feet, the design was perfection.

Because, tonight, it was standing room only for the men in their tailored Armani and Savile Row suits and their deep, deep pockets.

His nostrils flared as he drew in a deep breath. He could damn well smell the prestige and money presently swelling the room. He and his brothers were exceptional at making a profit, and it was even better when it was for a worthy cause.

Galan spotted Liam moving through the crowd toward him. No hard feat considering his youngest sibling towered easily a head over most of the other men in the room. All three Black brothers had scored their height from their NBA athlete father. But, while Galan and Aiden had also inherited their dad’s dark hair and eyes, Liam had inherited his blond hair and blue eyes from their mom.

Galan closed his eyes for a moment, shutting out the world. If only their parents were alive today to see the successes their sons had become. All three siblings had taken the rundown, three-storey warehouse their parents had put their life savings into and converted it into a nightclub with two function rooms, the Garden Café and top-level living quarters.

But, instead of celebrating the feat together as a family, with their parents supporting their dream of owning and running their own nightclub, a drunk driver had plowed into their parents’ car and instantly killed them.

That it’d also killed their parents’ secret, one Galan had been forced to endure alone, was something he’d had to live with every day since that horrifying event eighteen years ago. But he’d made a promise to keep the confidence, and it was one he didn’t intend to break.

He was glad the once-yearly auction brought him and his two brothers closer together. Particularly when the entry fee from the exorbitantly priced tickets went to those families who’d also suffered loss or hardship at the hands of a drunk driver.

“You okay, Gal?”

Galan opened his eyes and forced a smile, pushing aside his inner turmoil. “Never better.” He’d become adept at shielding his bleakest thoughts from his brothers.

Liam eyed him speculatively before he turned to survey the room. “The auction is about to start. Care to put a wager on the highest bid?”

Galan shook his head. Liam didn’t gamble often, but when he did, he rarely lost. “I’m here to see charities make a profit, not lose money from my own pocket on a whim to my little brother.”

Liam exhaled on a laugh. “When did you get to be so predictable?”

When I started seeing money pour into our accounts and knew our futures were secure.

Liam sighed. “But then I guess it’s nearly always been work and sex with you.” He cocked his head to the side. “You know, there was a time you liked to take risks outside of the bedroom.”

“We all three took a lot of risks to get where we are now,” Galan conceded. “We’re only lucky those risks paid off.”

Liam chuckled. “Who’d have thought we’d come this far? Guess that’s why you’re so...conservative now. But I can almost understand not wanting to push your luck any further than you already have.”

Conservative? Fuck. Was he really getting that unadventurous?

Not in the bedroom, buddy.

Liam nodded at a group of men on the other side of the room, one of whom was the auctioneer about to step on stage. “Duty calls, Gal.” His grin turned into a wry smirk. “I’ll let you know how I went with a little side bet I made with Aiden.”

Galan frowned. Side bet? But he was already too preoccupied scanning the room to stop Liam’s retreat and query him further. His frown deepened as he identified each of the bar staff, with their drink trays held aloft as they stepped around their suited customers.

Where the hell was Layla?

He’d pushed back thoughts of her for—he flicked a look at his Patek Phillippe watch—easily half an hour. “A new record,” he muttered.

Hiring her had been one of his more foolish risks. With no bar experience and zero waitressing skills, no one had been more shocked than he when he’d chosen her over far prettier and more experienced barwomen.

That wasn’t even to mention that from the first night on the job she’d hidden her body beneath the same black T-shirt, with Black Pearl Nightclub emblazoned across the chest, as the male bar staff. She was the antithesis of the lingerie-wearing barwomen who floated seductively around the room, flaunting their bodies to earn big tips.

Perhaps that was why he was so damn intrigued.

In his experience, women did what they could to earn a few extra bucks. Hell, he and his brothers encouraged a sexy outfit on nightclub shift. Expected it, even. But though Layla was pleasant and gracious to all the patrons, she hadn’t once shown off what appeared to be a decent body.

That he was oddly comforted by her choice of clothing was something he didn’t like to think about too often. Layla wasn’t even his type.

He’d always enjoyed his nights fucking a plentiful supply of fast women, often more than one, with sex nothing more than a physical release. He’d never really experienced a deep emotional connection with anyone since his parents’ deaths. He was disconnected from everyone around him, his emotions firmly boxed away.

His growing obsession with Layla was nothing more than his need for a challenge. He stifled a bemused chuckle. And Layla was definitely one woman who defied him at every turn.

The auctioneer stepped onto stage, and the men in the room became all ears at his introductory speech. Minutes later, the men were all eyes, as the first woman stepped onto stage in nothing more than a miniscule bikini and a huge smile.

Galan grinned at the quickly escalating bids. There’d be a lot of happy charities tonight thanks to this auction. Each woman selected a cause she wanted to support. The higher the men bid for her, the more her chosen organization received.

It wasn’t until the fourth girl came out and blew kisses to the bidders that Aiden put in an appearance beside his older brother. He clapped Galan on the shoulder and murmured, “I knew these ladies would get the men bidding.”

Galan nodded. “You selected well.”

Aiden smirked. “Yeah, well, you know what they say. It’s a hard life, but someone’s got to do it.” He arched a dark brow. “Are you planning on making a bid?”

Galan sent him a sardonic look. “I’ll leave that to the paying customers.”

Aiden’s smirk widened. “You’ve got every right to bid, too, you know. The highest one is all that counts.” He handed him a bidding paddle before Galan even realized what he’d been given. Aiden winked, “Keep hold of it. You never know, you just might need it.”

Galan stared after his brother, his lips thinning and his arms crossing. One thing he’d always hated—as both his brothers knew all too well—was subterfuge. He liked to be in control. It was less likely for things to go wrong. And right now his every instinct flailed like a fish that’d been thrown on baking hot sand.

His brothers had concocted something. But if they thought for even one second he’d bid on any of the women walking out on stage, they could think again. He shook his head. He had more than enough hookups without having to pay for it.

So what had his damn brothers gone and done?

Wolf whistles and cheers jerked him back to the present, and for a moment his fool heart forgot to beat. His throat dried, and his every nerve ending short-circuited, as he stared openmouthed at the sexy, inescapably beautiful woman strutting out on stage on impossibly tall stilettos.

Heart-shaped pasties just barely covered the nipples of her bared, beautiful breasts. A perfect fit for his big hands. Her waist-length, dark hair fell like a curtain around her exquisite body, where a short peacock feather skirt with feathered train was her only covering.

For a moment, denial left him frozen in place. It can’t be.

Though he’d never seen her out of her uniform of men’s T-shirt and black dress pants, never seen her without her glasses, or her dark hair out of its bun...it was irrevocably, undeniably her.

“Layla,” he breathed. And he finally understood why she was the one woman in his life who had gotten under his skin like a damn burr.

She was fucking glorious.

No longer was she a sparrow of a woman, who blended into the background while her coworkers, in their revealing lingerie, drew the stares of most men in the room. Every single eye was on the goddess up on stage.

His pulse jerked into double-time, his cock hardening to concrete, while every single fantasy he’d had, and then some, poured through his mind. He inhaled long and deep, only barely sensing the knowing smirks of his brothers, while the suited men around him went ballistic with their bidding.

His hands fisted as a surge of something primal and totally foreign rose up from within. He had to have her.

So what are you going to do about it?

He rubbed a hand down his face. He’d do what any hot-blooded, self-centered man with too much money and not enough sense would. He’d win Layla for the night and hope she wanted more from him than stimulating conversation.
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Layla Selvey walked out onto stage like she owned it, a superstar in the making.

Ha! If only.

Her hands were clammy, her heart beat like a jackhammer, and her mouth was drier than sawdust, while every self-doubt she’d ever had rippled to the surface, right along with an unwanted memory.

She’d been sixteen and floating on air, knowing she’d finished school with great grades, despite her less-than-stellar upbringing. She’d been ready to take on the world! Then the most popular boy in class had leered at her low-cut, figure-hugging gown she’d worn to the end-of-year-formal and said, “Nice tits. They look just like your mom’s.”

Her so-called mates jeering laughs were as clear in her head now as they were in the past, and just as damaging to her self-esteem. Her vulnerability hadn’t been physical; it’d been emotional, as though all her friends were in on her family’s dirty little secrets.

After the formal, she’d begun to cover up, become less noticeable. Staying unobtrusive meant she was less likely to be singled out, or talked about.

Now, cheers and wolf whistles followed her onto stage, jerking her back to the present. She smiled, her confidence spiking. She wanted to be noticed again.

No more being a wallflower. No more disappearing into the background. Tonight it was her turn to be noticed and, ultimately, get what she wanted.

She’d spent most of her life striving not to be like her mother, who’d had Layla at the tender age of sixteen, and who now, at thirty nine, still commanded top-dollar performances at the Sydney strip club where she worked.

Layla had striven just as hard not to be like her oversexed father. He indiscriminately screwed women on a weekly basis, far more often than he ever bedded his highly desirable wife. Yet the two of them were still together, their volatile relationship a bomb set to self-destruct.

She lifted her chin and, like radar, she scanned the crowd until her stare clashed with the too-handsome, dark-haired man at the back of the room.

Galan.

Her heart contracted. He was motionless, like one of the sculptures he’d commissioned for the club’s balcony bar and Garden Café. Even his white dress shirt and tailor-made, charcoal suit seemed pulled too tight, as though his muscles beneath had tensed rock-hard.

Her own belly tightened. She couldn’t lose his attention now that she finally had it. Her breath shuddering with nerves, she drifted her hands over her full breasts and down her flat midriff, the suited crowd going hoarse with excited bids.

Maybe I’m just like Mom after all.

Galan’s eyes widened, and his nostrils flared. His jaw hardened to granite. He was tellingly furious and aroused. All the things his brothers claimed he’d be.

Shit. It was working. It was really working!

She smiled at him, and his stare darkened, his mouth tightening until brackets formed around his usually sensual lips. Oh, dear God, help me. She tilted her head even higher. She’d wanted his attention, and she’d got it. If it backfired, then so be it. She’d done everything possible now for him to notice her.

Her heart thudded as a new possibility entered her head. What if this was just the excuse he needed to fire her?

She’d never see him again.

Then he raised a bidding paddle and named a price that sent the room deathly quiet. She blinked. One hundred thousand dollars. She’d been hearing things, surely?

But as the auctioneer’s hammer fell, not even ten seconds later, to the still-silent room, she realized her ploy had worked. Her pulse thundered in her ears. Galan wanted her! He seriously wanted to spend some time with her! And going by the exorbitant amount he’d paid, he was more than interested.

Relief flooded through her. The backup plan she’d devised with Galan’s brothers was thankfully unnecessary! Liam or Aiden didn’t need to bid on her to get her out of a sticky situation.

The auctioneer nodded at her, indicating she could step off the stage so bidding could begin on the next woman in line.

Then Galan was beside her, his arm moving around her waist, and his big body shielding her from the crowd. She shivered at his touch, his extravagant citrus-spiced scent, and his...hugeness. Even in the crowded room, he sucked away all the space, intensifying her awareness of him.

But glancing up at him as he steered her out of the function room and into the quiet foyer, his hard face gave nothing away. Not even desire.

She deflated a little. Was he already regretting his decision to bid on her?

Then he led her to a little alcove set away from a grouping of chairs in the foyer and pressed in a code on a digital pad for his private elevator. Her breath eased out even as she swallowed back a shout of glee. He was taking her to his suite of rooms on the third floor, where each of the brothers had their own private oasis.

He didn’t say a word when the doors swished apart, and they stepped inside the elevator. Self-awareness hit her like a freight train Galan loomed beside her. She sucked in a strangled breath, her pulse doing an erratic little dance as he turned toward her and clasped her chin.

His dark eyes glittered. “What are you playing at, Layla?”

Her own eyes widened at the rawness in his voice, but it was the force of passion coming off him in waves that burned hope through her chest. “I’ve supported SIDS through the Red Nose charity for a long time now. They’ll be beyond grateful for your contribution.”

“Your contribution, Layla,” he dismissed. “And you know that’s not what I mean.” Evidently he cared less about the small fortune he’d handed over, than the why behind it. His eyes swept her up and down, the heat in his stare reaching boiling point. “You’ve never shown off your body. You’ve always repelled attention.”

She was only distantly aware of the doors sliding closed. God, didn’t he get it, even now? He was smart, brilliant, but couldn’t see what was right in front of him. “Last I checked it’s a free country. And since I decided it was beyond time I broke free of my drab life to find adventure...here I am.”

“Bloody hell, Layla! What if some ancient, depraved pervert had won the bid?”

He had no idea she and his brothers had had that covered. Because there was no way she would have spent time with anyone but Galan. Not that he needed to know that just yet.

She smiled at the irony. Galan had always been the player, not her. And it was rather delightful to give him a taste of his own medicine. That he was also fourteen years older than her twenty-three years didn’t bother her. She shivered. He was in the prime of his life, closer to her mother’s age. “You might be depraved, but I wouldn’t exactly call you ancient...”

Another, far more explicit, obscenity slipped from his mouth before he ground out, “What am I going to do with you?”

She swallowed back an urge to tell him everything. Her growing feelings for him. Her envy of the women he took to his bedroom. Her need to be with him and no one else. Instead, she cleared her throat and croaked out, “Last I heard it was something depraved.”

His eyes flashed, even as he swooped low, his lips crashing onto hers in a brutal possession that caused her to moan with a whole lot of need. The unyielding skill of his mouth, the implacable strength of his hands on her butt, and the press of his woolen suit against her breasts were beyond her wildest dreams.

From the day he’d hired her—against all the odds—six months ago, she’d tried to repress her attraction to him. But the time had come when her feelings couldn’t be ignored any longer, even if they weren’t reciprocated.

She was only glad his physical needs outstripped his mental rebuttal. Because once they were intimate, she intended to be the one woman he couldn’t let go.

Joy bubbled within. Throwing all her uptight principles to the wind had been worth it just for his kiss alone!

The elevator pinged, but Galan didn’t pause in his mastery of her mouth. He took a step, then another, before he spun her around and deepened the kiss, his tongue pushing between her lips to taste her inside and out, while the bulge of cock revealed just how much he wanted her.

Layla closed her eyes and lost herself to him, until she literally had no clue if they were still in the elevator or someplace in his penthouse apartment. She was breathless, dizzy, and burning with passion. And nothing truly mattered other than basking in his desire and living out the fantasy that was even better than she’d imagined.

He groaned before his head reared back, and he moved his fingers to her waist, and deftly unclipped her skirt. It dropped to the floor, leaving her in nothing but her heeled stilettos, her nipple pasties and a lacy crimson thong. He inhaled sharply, his admiration stark. “Jesus, Layla, you’re perfect,” he breathed hoarsely.

Her heart soared. Had she ever felt more wanton and beautiful?

He dropped low, his hands spanning her waist as he tongued the sensitive flesh around her nipple pasty, before he scraped his teeth on the underside of her breast.

She trembled as exquisite heat flashed through her body. She’d waited so long for this day, dreamed about it. And now she was nothing short of a pressure cooker about to erupt.

He looked up, his dark eyes snaring hers. “Tell me you want this.”

Warmth moved up her face. “Yes.”

He wasn’t to know yet that sex was just a prelude to what she hoped would be emotional commitment. Because one night with him was never going to be enough. She’d waited six long months for him, and now she wanted the whole package. Physical and emotional intimacy.

“Anyone could have bid on you,” he growled.

She nodded, sucking in a breath at his sudden, dark intensity. “They could have,” she agreed. “But they didn’t win me. You did.”

He squeezed his eyes closed for a second, his cheekbones stark against the ridiculously long sweep of his black lashes. “Dear God, am I that transparent?” he growled.

She shook her head. “No.” All she knew for sure was his love of beautiful women. “The auction was my last-ditch attempt to finally get you to notice me.”

“Oh, I’ve noticed you, Layla. Just...not quite like this.” He shook his head. “I’ve made good use of my imagination, but nothing prepared me for the vision of you up on stage.”

Galan wasn’t big on words; he’d never needed small talk to get the women. It was what made his words even more special. His praise stimulated the arid emptiness within, flooded her with undeniable relief and delight.

He shook his head. “To think you’ve hidden such perfection behind our men’s T-shirt uniform.”

She arched against him, needing to be closer, needing even more to hear his true feelings. “You’d rather I parade around in scanty negligee like the rest of your female staff?”

He brushed his thumbs over her pasties, her nipples pebbling beneath. “I’m no prude, Layla, but I really don’t want to share you with anyone else.” His voice deepened. “And if that makes me the world’s biggest hypocrite, then so be it.”

She exhaled slowly. No excuses, no pretense. If she wasn’t already convinced she wanted him, there wasn’t a single doubt now. She craved the very air he breathed, her whole body drawn to him, needing him.

That there was a desperate kind of wonder in his face, his body straining toward hers, as his willpower slowly, inexorably slipped, only intensified her craving.

How many nights had she dreamed about him? How many times had she sensed his presence even before he’d made himself known? And how often had she ached with repressed needs while burning with envy for the latest woman he took to bed?

She’d come to resent her self-doubts right along with her wardrobe choices. She wanted to break free, needed to do something, anything, to create a bang. Her mouth dried. The auction had proven to be the perfect risk-taking exercise.

With a barely stifled groan, he cupped her breasts with his hands, weighing their generous weight in his palms. “It’s like your tits were made just for me.”

A smile curled her lips. No more second-guessing, no more doubts. This night was hers to savor before reality intruded. It wouldn’t be easy getting him to admit they had a future longer than a one-night stand. “You do have big hands.”

The sound from his throat was something between a chuckle and a growl when he kissed her breasts again, then moved lower. He pressed his open mouth to her flat belly, his tongue dipping into her navel, swirling and thrusting.

Electric shivers raced through her even before he lifted his head and murmured, “Just so you know...I’m big everywhere.”

If she’d been able to muster some kind of scathing rebuke, she would have. Except her throat was too thick, and words were futile when there was no denying reality. She’d felt the press of his huge arousal and knew he wasn’t lying.

With a smile, he dropped to his knees and dipped his head even lower, before he licked hard, right along the fabric of her already damp thong.

She jerked and threaded her fingers into the dark sable strands of his hair, while her clit fizzed and throbbed, and her moan was trapped somewhere deep inside her throat. His tongue swept a second time, and she tugged hard at his hair, already halfway to orgasm.

“My little firecracker,” he said thickly. “How didn’t I realize sooner?”

Layla inhaled sharply, her fingers digging almost cruelly into his scalp. He laughed, as though the pain perfectly matched his mood, before he ripped apart the fabric of her thong with an ease that told her he’d done it a few too many times before.

A hot flush of jealousy seared through her. But when he spread her outer labia and dipped his head, his tongue swiping directly over her clit, the next flash of heat had nothing to do with jealousy and everything to do with sweet, sweet pleasure.

“Heaven,” he muttered thickly, laving her flesh again and again, until her legs were jelly and she was seconds away from a nuclear implosion. He continued licking as he slid one of his fingers deep inside her. “So tight, yet you’re already slick and ready for me.”

She’d only been with a handful of men. The experiences hadn’t been anywhere near earth-shattering. This was everything she’d hoped for and more. She was beyond self-consciousness, beyond anything but pushing her pussy against his tongue, his exploring finger, and hoping for some relief to the ache building within. Then he drew her plump bud into his mouth and sucked hard.

Holy shit.

Layla closed her eyes as starbursts exploded inside her head, the orgasm ripping through her and pushing her into some kind of otherworld, before she slowly returned to earth.
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