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AIDEN ISN’T AT ALL surprised when he pulls into his driveway and finds Max’s hummer parked by the garage. Even though they’re almost thirty years old, as identical twins, they still spend most of their spare time together.

He grabs his suit jacket that still bears the latte from this morning’s encounter with the young lady he can’t seem to get out of his mind and heads inside. The smell of mesquite wafts through the air as he makes his way out to the patio. That’s where he finds Max. He’s dancing next to the barbeque in a pair of lycra swim shorts with a beer.

Throwing his arm out, Aiden shouts over the music. “Hey! Why’s the music so damn loud, and what have I told you about wearing those damn shorts here?”

Max chucks his chin, smiling as he turns around. He places his hand on his rump, rubbing his butt cheek. “Seriously? Do you see the way these make my ass look?” Spinning back, he grabs his noticeable bulge in the front and gives it a shake. “And this” —he winks, his smile broadening— “women love this shit, bro.” 

Shaking his head, Aiden chuckles. “Right, well, this isn’t a strip club, Max.” He fans his arm out around the deck. “I don’t see any women here at the moment to appreciate it. It’s just you and me. So, in the future, wear real shorts.”

With a curt nod, Max winks. “Noted.” He gulps back his beer, pointing his empty bottle at his brother. “Speaking of which. When are we going to do something about that? I thought you were going to start looking for Mrs. Right.”

Tossing his ruined jacket over the back of one of the chairs, Aiden walks behind the bar to retrieve a beer. He twists off the cap and flicks it at Max. “Me? Why haven’t you found her yet? In case you’ve missed it, I’m running a corporation. What is it you’re doing again?” He holds his hand in the air and shakes his head at Max. “Oh, right. You’re too busy playing the playboy while using my name and house to do it. So let me ask again. Why haven’t YOU found us a Mrs. Right yet?”

Max squints across the table, eyeing Aiden as he takes his seat. “Wait a minute now. I’ve given you an amazing catalogue of beautiful women to choose from. Not to mention, had you named the most eligible bachelor in Victoria.” He tips his head with a smirk as he gets up to slather more sauce on the ribs. “Besides, I share the fine prospects I bring back here with you, don’t I?”

The corner of Aiden’s mouth lifts as he holds his bottle out toward Max with a nod. “That you do.” Drawing his brows together, he tilts his head in question. “Although you seem to have forgotten one thing. I actually want a wife. Not a toy we can share. This hair-brain idea that we should share one – that’s all you. You may have missed it, but we’re not kids anymore, Max. That’s not how marriage works.”

“Oh, come on, Aiden. We’ve been over this a thousand times. You’re too busy to keep a wife on your own. She’ll get lonely and end up cheating on you. If she’s smart enough to have a kid or two, she can take everything you own with her, including half the corporation. The only way to avoid that is to keep her happy while you’re busy. That’s where I come in. You just get her to sign a contract. You’re good with those. Offer her a generous compensation package in exchange for a trial period, let’s say six months. We can slowly reveal our plan as she settles into the relationship. It’s really that simple.” He chucks his chin and points to the stain on Aiden’s shirt. “What the hell is that on your shirt anyway?”

Brushing his hand over the stain, the image of the flustered young lady from this morning floods Aiden’s mind. She looked so innocent, practically running with her portfolio tucked in her arms while holding that damn latte he wore in her hand. “Well, I guess you could say I had a run-in with a latte this morning.”

“You drink lattes now?”

Recalling the look on her face as she watched him wipe off his shirt, he shakes off the image with a smile. “No, but a stunning young lady applying for the account executive position seems to like them. She ran into me in the lobby, literally,” he says, swiping his hand over the stain. “Hence my run-in with a latte.”

“Stunning, huh?” Max flips the ribs he’s been slow roasting on the barbeque. “Would you say she’s the Mrs. Right type of stunning?”

Aiden slugs back his beer, shrugging with a smirk. “Not likely. She seems like she might be a little sexually naive. Nothing like what you’d be looking for.”

Grabbing another beer, Max sits down, resting his forearms on the table. “I’m okay with sexually naive. I love a good challenge. Besides, we can slowly introduce the idea. So why don’t you let me sit in on the interview with you?”

“I haven’t even said she would get an interview yet, and letting our twin status out of the bag upfront is not a smart idea.”

Max nods. “Yeah, you may be right about that,” he says, his lips pulling into a sly smile. “But you know damn well she’s getting an interview. Shit, I can tell you right now that girl will make it back in just from the look on your face. You’ll make sure of it.”

“Either way, she’s not the one. Not for what you’re proposing. If we’re even considering sharing a wife, we want someone that’s open to trying new things. Someone with a high sex drive and doesn’t mind having us both in bed with her on occasion. She has to keep our twin secret and be my wife first and not only for social purposes. It’s going to be difficult to find someone who can be a wife and lover, as you’re suggesting. Besides, this young lady is merely looking to acquire a job. Seriously, forget I even mentioned this young lady.” Aiden waves his hand toward the barbeque. “How long before those ribs are ready? I’m starved.”

Pursing his lips, Max nods. “Fine. I won’t say another word about her, but if you do call her in for an interview, I’d like to sit in.” He lifts the lid on the barbeque and runs his finger over one of the racks of ribs. Stuffing his finger into his mouth, he raises his brows as he licks the sauce off with a smile. “Mmmm, oh, they’re done.” He shakes his finger at Aiden. “I made this Tennesee Whiskey sauce from scratch. Just for you, little brother.”

Wiping his hand over his face, Aiden shakes his head. “I’m sure you did, and quit calling me little brother. We’re twins.”

He glances back at Aiden and waves his hand toward the house. “Yeah yeah, I’m still older. Now, why don’t you grab the potato salad that I picked up on my way over? It’s in the fridge. Oh, and grab us some plates.”

“Oh sure, I just worked all day, but let me get them.” Grabbing his suit jacket from the back of the chair beside him, he walks into the house, still cursing under his breath. Aiden hangs his coat on the hook by the front door making a mental note to call the cleaners, and heads for the fridge. As he leans in to grab the potato salad, his phone hits the floor, and his personal assistant’s name, Natasha, appears on the screen. “Hmm, maybe that’s a sign. I guess it couldn’t hurt to look over her résumé.”

Setting the salad on the counter, he picks up his phone and initiates the call.

‘Natasha speaking.’

“Natasha, I brought in a résumé this morning from one of the candidates and left it on your desk. Did you get it?”

‘Yes, Sir, I did. A Miss Rebecca D’Angelo. I just added it to the received pile a few minutes ago.’

Aiden runs his hand through his hair smiling at the sound of her name. “Rebecca. Wonderful. Could you send me a copy? I’d like to look it over.”

‘Sure. I’ll send it over after I’m done eating.’

“Thanks, Natasha. Sorry to bother you during dinner.”

‘Never a bother, Sir.’

Sliding his phone into the front pocket of his pants, he leans against the counter, running his thumb across his bottom lip. He needs to think of a way to keep Max busy while he checks this girl out. One thing is for certain, he wants to know more about Rebecca D’Angelo. If he can get Max out of town for a few weeks, he can follow her around himself and see what her typical lifestyle is like.

Max leans in the backdoor, his big booming voice interrupting Aiden’s thoughts. “Hey! You getting the plates or what?” 

He bounces off the counter and spins to grab the plates from the cupboard. “Yes, I’m coming! I was speaking with Natasha.”

Setting the plates down on the table by the barbeque, he pats Max on the shoulder. “I’m going to need you to go check out the place in Seattle we talked about last week.”

“What? I thought you said you had decided that doing business across the border was too much hassle,” Max says, eyeing him suspiciously.

Spooning some potato salad onto his plate, Aiden nods. “Yes, it’s a bit of extra paperwork, but Natasha says we’re getting a lot of requests from that area. That tells me it could be a worthwhile venture, but we’ll need to open a new office out there, and I can’t be in two places at once. So, I’m going to need you to go find us a suitable office space and possibly hire a few people to get it up and running.”

Looking at Aiden from under his brows, Max leans back in his chair and reaches for his beer. “You want me to not only find an office but hire staff? Are you fucking serious?”

“Yes, I am. You know the type of structure we require, and Natasha will prescreen the candidates for you to hire. I’ll have her line up some properties for you to look at, and she can arrange your flight and accommodations tomorrow.” Aiden holds his beer up toward Max with a smile. “It’s time you did something to earn that handsome paycheck you see each month.”

Max shakes his head, his cheeks nearly hitting his eyes as he grins. “Wow! You’re really going to trust me with this.”

Nodding, Aiden takes a drink of his beer. “Just don’t jump on the first place that you see. Be sure to take your time and check out all the places Natasha lines up for you. It shouldn’t take you any longer than a month, maybe two at the most.”

“You got it, bro.” He reaches across the table, knocking his fist with Aiden’s. “When do I leave?”

“I can have Natasha set everything up for you to leave by tomorrow evening. She’ll call you with the details as soon as she has it set up.” He stuffs a piece of rib in his mouth, closing his eyes with a moan. “Mmm, you’re right. These are damn good ribs.”

When they finish dinner, Max heads home to prepare for his trip, and Aiden calls Natasha to have her set up his accommodations. He places an ad in the Seattle Times and sets up the company information with a Seattle employment agency. Whether Aiden planned on opening an office across the border or not, it’s a venture that’s about to take place. This will give him the time he needs to see what Rebecca D’Angelo is all about. Something that can’t be done with Max around. Not when he has no intention of sharing her.

~  ~
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THE ALARM BLASTS THE new Dua Lipa song levitating, starting the countdown to Rebecca D’Angelo’s third and final interview at Collins Enterprises. After accidentally dumping her latte on the CEO, she has no idea how she was even considered for the first interview. There’s no doubt in her mind that she ruined his crisp white shirt and Armani suit that day.

Unfortunately, she recalls that morning all too clearly. Rebecca had heard about the account executive position at Collins Enterprises from a friend only a few days prior. With a whopping $75,000 annual base salary up for grabs, she couldn’t wait to apply. She put together a stunning portfolio and an impressive résumé, then marched herself directly downtown to the enormous office building.

When she arrived, there was a notice posted on the front door:

DEADLINE - Résumés for the Account Executive position must be received no later than 10 am this morning.

Pulling out her phone, she checked the time— 9:51 am.

Unsure of where she needed to go, she began to panic. She flung open the heavy glass door and darted directly toward the information desk.

At first, she had no idea what she had run into, but it had knocked her clear off her feet. As her portfolio and latte launched into the air, her only thought was, thank god my documents are in a protective cover. At least, that was until a set of large hands wrapped around her arms, helping her to her feet. Then, before she could see who it was, his deep voice rumbled next to her ear. “Jesus Christ! This is not a schoolyard, young lady!”

She peered up, her eyes anchoring onto the most gorgeous creature she had ever seen. His beautiful cobalt blue eyes shone like sapphires against a perfect bronze tan, emphasized by neatly combed black hair that flawlessly tapered to meet a designer beard. She could feel the power radiating from his 6’ 4” GQ cover body as he wiped her latte from his crisp white dress shirt and expensive Armani suit. There was no mistaking who this man was – Aiden Collins, CEO of Collins Enterprises. Instantly she understood how he earned his status as one of the hottest bachelors in the business sector. Unfortunately, she also understood that she may have just made the biggest mistake of her life.

Shit!

Her hand trembling, she reached out to pick up her portfolio. “I’m so sorry – the deadline,” is all she managed to spit out as she stood holding the cheap plastic case in front of her.

He pursed his lips, his eyes narrowing as he extracted the portfolio from her hand. “Yes, well, I’ll see that it gets in.” Then, turning his back, he walked away without another word.

That’s why she’s so nervous today – Aiden Collins will be the one conducting her final interview. Yep. That means her fate at Collins Enterprises now lies solely in his hands. On the bright side, she’s made it to the third interview regardless of the latte incident. That must say something. Right?

Nervously, she stares at her closet. Okay, the big question – what to wear? If it were up to her, she’d be pulling on a pair of shorts and a tank. After all, what are the odds of her impressing Aiden Collins now?

But, on the other hand, she can hear her mother’s voice echoing through her mind, ‘Honey, no matter what, you must always put your best foot forward.’

She pulls on a black pencil skirt and cream-coloured blouse and draws her shoulders back. “The outfit is for you, momma, but these. These are for me,” she says, slipping her feet into her favourite pair of black stilettos while twirling in front of the full-length mirror. “Now, for this hair.”

She combs her mousy blond hair into a high ponytail, adds a little liner and mascara, then shakes her head, frowning in frustration at her reflection. “Too childish,” she says, pulling out the tie. Shaking her hair loose, she lets it fall across her shoulders with a groan. “Ugh! Come on, Becca. Which is it going to be, up or down?”

Emma, her roommate and best friend, steps up behind her. For the past ten minutes, she’s been watching Rebecca tilt her head from side to side, scrutinizing her appearance from every angle. “You need to chill out, Becca. You look great. Very office-e.” She scrunches up her face. “You’re not planning on wearing that to the bar tonight, though, right?”

Putting her hand on her hip, Rebecca narrows her eyes, drawing a giggle from Emma. “Oh, come on. I’m just joking. Wear what you want, but the only thing that outfit will land you is a stuffy job or an old man.” She waves her hand in the air, erasing her last statement. “Anyway, stop fussing. You’re going to kill this interview.”

Rebecca turns, forcing a smile. “Well, thankfully, I’m not looking for any hot dates right now, but I do want that stuffy job, as you call it.”

“Then you’re wearing the perfect ensemble,” Emma says with a bright smile.

“Thanks for always being so supportive, Em. Truthfully. It means a lot.” She glares back into the mirror, pulling her hair up for the fourth time this morning and drops her arms with a huff. “Ah, screw it. Up it is.”

Snatching her portfolio and keys from the side table, she takes a deep breath. “Okay. I’ve gotta run, or I’ll be late. Wish me luck.”

“Pfft, don’t worry. You got this,” Em hollers, giving her two thumbs up. “Oh, and for god sake, make sure you skip the latte this morning!”

“Yeah yeah,” she says, closing the door.

Rebecca places her portfolio on the passenger seat of her old Mazda and starts the engine. As it sputters to life, she pulls her seatbelt across her chest and takes a quick look in the mirror. Her eyes roam across her face, and for a brief moment, the image of her mother flashes before her. She smiles, raising her hand to her cheek, embracing the fond memory. “Wow. I guess dad’s right. I do look like my mom.”

Traffic is a little heavier than anticipated. Still, Rebecca’s confident that she’ll make it there in plenty of time. Finally turning into Collins Enterprises parking lot, she pulls around back and parks under the visitors parking sign. When she steps out of her car, Rebecca takes a minute to gaze up at the largest glass building in Victoria. It’s stunning. She can only imagine what the view must be like peering out from the 32nd floor. Catching a glimpse of her reflection on her way inside, she takes a moment to straighten her blouse and push back a stray strand of hair before heading into the impressive lobby.

A short, dignified man with graying hair is standing behind the information desk. He greets her with a broad smile and asks who she’ll be seeing. “I’m Rebecca D’Angelo. I have an appointment to meet with Mr. Collins at 11 am.”

“Welcome, Miss D’Angelo.” He rests his shaky hand on the phone receiver. “Let me just call up and see if Mr. Collins is ready for you.”

“Of course. Thank you.”

Waiting patiently, Rebecca can’t help but wonder if it’s Mr. Collins he’s speaking to on the other end. Just the thought of seeing him today is making her palms sweat. Finally, having verified her details, the gentleman hands her a visitor’s pass and points toward a long corridor. “You’ll need to follow the blue dots on the floor to the elevator. Then take it to the 32nd floor and be sure to check in with Natasha at the front desk. You can’t miss her. She’s the little redheaded beauty as soon as you get off the elevator.”

‘Ah, so it was his receptionist then,’ Rebecca thinks as she thanks him with a smile. Taking the visitor’s pass, she starts down the corridor, following the blue dots as he had directed. The butterflies are already taking flight as she steps into the elevator and presses the button for the 32nd floor. Taking a deep breath, she steps back as the doors slide closed. Startled by the sudden whoosh as it bounds upward, she grasps the rail and stares at the numbers as they tick by.

29...30...31...32.

The bell dings, signalling she’s reached her destination, and she watches as the doors slowly glide open to a breathtaking view of the city below. Completely lost to the sight before her, she almost misses Natasha’s soft voice. “Can I help you, hun?”

Rebecca spins, nervously grasping at her purse strap to save it from hitting the floor as she comes face to face with the beautiful redhead. The gentleman at the information desk wasn’t kidding. Natasha is absolutely stunning.

Hating the way her words seem rushed, she can feel her cheeks heat as she blurts out, “Oh, um, yes. Forgive me. Rebecca D’Angelo. I have an appointment to see Mr. Collins.”

Standing to greet her, Natasha offers her a bright smile. “Of course, Miss D’Angelo. Mr. Collins has been expecting you.” Directing her down the hall, she points to the stately wooden door with a nameplate. “It’s that second door there on your left. I’ve been advised to send you right in.”

“Thank you.” Rebecca clutches her portfolio tightly to her chest as she strides toward his door, stopping just in front to stare up at his nameplate.

Aiden Collins CEO

With her heart racing, she closes her eyes, trying to gain her courage while reciting a mental mantra.

Please, don’t let him remember that I was the one who ruined his expensive suit.

Noticing her hesitation, Natasha waves her forward with a flick of her hand. “It’s okay, honey. Go on in. He’s been expecting you.”

Nodding, Rebecca pushes the door open, coming face to face with the man who not so pleasantly wore her latte a mere three weeks earlier.

“Ah, Miss D’Angelo. What a pleasure to see you again. No latte this morning,” he asks, waving her in with a slight smirk. “Please” – he fans his hand out to the chair in front of his desk – “make yourself comfortable.”

“Thank you. I assure you, Mr. Collins, the pleasure is mine.” She hands him her portfolio and takes a seat.

Note to self - Mental mantras officially suck balls!

Butterflies push bile into her throat, and her words come rushing out in a breathless huff. “I’m so sorry about the latte incident, Mr. Collins. I was rushing to—”

Aiden leans forward, raising his hand to stop her. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, Rebecca. I didn’t mean to upset you. My intention was merely to try and break the ice.”

Her shoulders relax as he opens her portfolio, flipping through several pages before his eyes meet hers once again. “It is okay if I call you Rebecca, isn’t it,” he asks as he closes her portfolio and leans back in his chair.

“Right. I mean, yes, of course. Rebecca’s fine. It’s my name,” she says, fidgeting with a loose string on the cuff of her sleeve.

Shit! Calm down, Becca. He’s just a damn man.

A very wealthy, very powerful and incredibly gorgeous man — but he’s still just a man.

“Good, and I would prefer it if you call me Aiden.” He smiles, undoing the button on his suit jacket. “You seem rather nervous, Rebecca. Do I make you feel uneasy?”

Uneasy? Heck no.

You make my mind take mini-vacations, my heart race, and my panties wet.

But I won’t be telling YOU that, now will I, Mr. Collins.

She shakes her head, trying to sound confident. “No—no, I’m fine.”

Aiden locks his fingers together, placing his hands on the desk in front of him. “I don’t want to beat around the bush with this, Rebecca. Both myself and Mr. Bradley agree that you are the perfect candidate for the account executive position. We would like to bring you on board.”

Rebecca tries to suppress the smile fighting to form as she stares down at her fidgeting fingers. Trying to collect herself, she gives him a slight nod. “Thank you, Mr. Collins. I’m very pleased to hear that.”

YES! 

Oh, hang on. Why am I sensing there’s more?

She bites her bottom lip and holds her breath, watching him stand.

Because there is, Becca, there always is.

That ‘more’ is quickly confirmed as he walks around to the front of his desk and rests his bottom against it, leaving only inches between them. “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way,” he says, locking his cobalt blues with hers and letting the slightest smile grace his lips. “I’d like to take you to lunch.” His voice carries that air of certainty only he could possess as he calmly leans forward and cups her chin in his hand. “And I thought we agreed you were going to call me Aiden.”

Staring into his eyes, she’s sure he can see the crimson flood her cheeks as he waits patiently for her response. A bit baffled by this morning’s exchange, she swallows hard, praying confidence will resonate in her voice. Though she’s sadly disappointed when a barely audible tone leaves her lips. “Lunch?”

His smile slowly broadens as he releases her chin. “Yes, lunch. I’m sure you’re able to digest something more nourishing than lattes. You do eat real food, don’t you,” he asks with a wink.

Straightening in her chair with a nod, she fights the urge to run her hand over her chin, where his hand had just been. “Yes, of course, I eat.”

“Great.” Aiden stands confidently, refastens his suit coat and adjusts his sleeves. Then, holding her gaze, he picks up the receiver and speaks abruptly to his receptionist. “Natasha, clear my afternoon.” Hanging up, he extends his hand toward her with a smile. “Shall we?”

What-the-fuck just happened? Is he really taking me for lunch?

She stands, reaching for his outstretched hand and clutches her purse in the other. “Uh, sure. I guess lunch would be all right.” She glances down at her hand nestled into his palm. It’s large but soft, definitely not a hand that has ever seen a hard day’s work – she’s absolutely certain of that.

“I’ll grab your contract from Natasha on our way out, and you can look it over on our way. We can discuss any discrepancies during lunch.” He opens the door, guiding her through, and stops briefly at the reception desk. “Natasha, can you pass me Miss D’Angelo’s folder, please?”

The beautiful redhead quickly scurries to the cabinet behind her and hands him a manilla folder. “Here you go, Mr. Collins. I’ve cleared your afternoon as you’ve requested, Sir.”

He takes it from her hands with a slight nod. “Thank you. Oh, and advise Mr. Bradley, I’ll be in touch with him this evening regarding Miss D’Angelo.” He places his hand on Rebecca’s lower back, guiding her toward the elevator. “Now, what would you like to eat?”

With her mind still whirling from the sudden turn of events, she looks up at him with a glazed-over expression. “I’m not overly picky. I’m sure whatever you choose will be fine.”

“Wonderful.” A smile graces his face as he pulls out his phone, and his thumbs start flying across the screen.

This is not the Aiden Collins she was prepared to meet today. The man she researched is a demanding hardass – a prick, to say the least. He’s a businessman who doesn’t like human contact, rarely smiles and always gets what he wants. She was already verbally offered the job, as far as she can tell. Though verbal isn’t a signed contract. She certainly doesn’t want to tick him off now by demanding a specific lunch.

She watches Aiden slide his phone back into the breast pocket of his suit coat and press the button for the elevator. As the doors slowly slide open, his hand once again comes to rest on her lower back. He gestures toward the mirrored elevator car. “Beautiful ladies first.”

As Rebecca steps into the elevator, she’s amazed that she can still feel the heat where his hand had sat on her lower back only moments ago. Never has a man had such an effect on her.

Aiden follows her into the elevator and presses the button for the garage. Her eyes instantly snap up to meet his. “Oh, I parked in visitors parking outback. Could you press the main level for me, please?”

“I see no purpose of taking two vehicles. So we’ll take my car, and I’ll bring you back here after lunch,” he says, closing the topic with no room for debate.

Ah, there he is! There’s that demanding Aiden Collins I’ve read about.

With no room for negotiation, she decides to ask about lunch instead. “Where did you say we’re going?”

For a brief moment, she swears he looks uncomfortable as he shifts his weight and stares up at the floor numbers as they tick by. “Actually, I didn’t. However, I thought I’d take you to La Brasserie de Gloutonnerie. Have you been there before?”

She shakes her head in disbelief, glancing down at her office attire before staring back up at him, her face twisted with concern. “No, I haven’t, but that’s one of the ritziest places in the city. I’m not sure I’ve dressed appropriately for such a place.”

Before she can say anything more, the elevator doors open, and the heat of Aiden’s hand guides her out into the garage. Keeping his pace, he leans down, his voice low as it rumbles next to her ear. “Don’t be ridiculous. You look amazing.”

Every fine hair is instantly called to attention as her shoulders rise, responding to his warm breath brushing over her flesh. He’s so close that she wonders if he can hear her heart pounding from his proximity. Extending his hand, he presses the button on his key fob, setting the lights flashing on the sleek black Mercedes directly ahead of them. Quickly stepping out in front of her, Aiden opens the passenger door and waits patiently for her to settle in before walking around to his side. He slides the key into the ignition and pauses, peering over with tight lips. She can feel his stare, but before she can react, he leans over, grabs the seatbelt and pulls it firmly across her lap to click it into place. “What you do in your vehicle Rebecca, is your business, but everyone buckles up in mine.”

Forcing a smile, she places her purse on the floor at her feet. “I’m sorry. I swear, I always wear my seatbelt. I’m not sure where my head is today.”

Aiden glances over at her as the engine roars to life. “I wish you’d relax, Rebecca. I’m really not as bad as the articles make me out to be.” He places the manilla folder in her lap. “Here are the contracts. You can have a look over them while I drive, and we can discuss any questions or concerns you may have during lunch.”

Curious that he has said contracts insinuating there are more than one, she opens the folder and indeed finds two contracts. At first, she thinks nothing of it. Most companies create duplicate copies, one for the company and one for the employee. However, upon closer inspection, she realizes they are entirely different. As expected, the first is between Collins Enterprises and herself, but the second is only between her and Aiden. She turns to face him feeling a little confused. “I’m not sure I understand why I would require a separate contract between you and me.”

Peering at her, Aiden graces her with that seemingly ever-present but apparently never to surface smile that everyone speaks of. “Right, well, there is a second offer I’d like you to consider before making your final decision.” His voice is calm and confident as his gaze moves back to the road ahead. “Why don’t you read through both of them, and we can discuss any of your concerns over lunch.”

Her mind giving way to confusion, she finds it difficult to peel her eyes from his beautifully sculpted face. Finally, forcing herself to drag her focus back to the paper in hand, she begins to examine the contract between her and Aiden first. 

The initial statements are reasonably standard for a customary agreement. She certainly doesn’t see anything that should be cause for alarm. It clearly states that she and Aiden will be entering into a consensual 30-day agreement that will commence upon signing of the contract, blah blah blah. However, when she turns to page 2, where the terms of the agreement are outlined, she feels herself begin to flush.

At a quick glance, she reads terms that immediately alarm her – girlfriend/lover and intimate encounters. Her cheeks heat, and she peers over at him, but his confidence hasn’t wavered. His focus hasn’t moved from the road. Still unsure of what this contract actually consists of, she continues to the summation paragraph.

Summation:

A 30-day exclusive commitment to commence upon signing. 

Residency, including shared sleeping accommodation, will be at the Collin’s manor (address as stated above) effective immediately.

Intimate affairs/encounters are to be kept exclusive and private.

She pinches her bottom lip.

Oh, my god! This is because of the latte incident. He’s still pissed.

This must be a joke – a test. Yes, that has to be it. This is a test.

She glances over at him. 
Okay, let’s see just how far you’re willing to go, Mr. Collins.
She stares back down at the page, continuing from where she had left off.

Aiden Collins will provide all necessary clothing and any personal effects required during the 30-day commitment. Any of these items acquired during the 30-days will be considered gifts.

Full remuneration $300,000.00. The first payment of $150,000.00 upon signing. The final sum of $150,000.00 to be paid on the 31st day. Both to be deposited via bank transfer.

Furthermore, anything not mutually agreed upon, unless excluded on the opposite side of this contract, will be considered a breach.

Rebecca flips the sheet, quickly glancing at the list on the opposite side. At the top of the page, in big, bold letters, she reads ‘Check Strong No’s Only.’ The page looks similar to a multiple-choice test. There are two columns of checkboxes to the far right of each item. Glancing at the headings, she sees vibrators, oral, nipple stimulation and anal, each with their own subheadings.

Wow, he’s certainly not holding back. Of course, if this was real, these things really don’t sound so bad — considering we’re referring to a man that looks like he just stepped out of a GQ magazine.

She closes her eyes, shaking her head.

Wait—

What if this isn’t a joke? I mean, $300,000 could pay off my student loans and buy me a new car.

Christ! I almost want to slap myself for considering such a thing, but I’m honestly torn. I feel the internal tennis match between good and evil at this very moment—my subconscious fighting between desire and disgrace.

Flipping the sheet over, she slumps back against her seat. Her mind whirling at the thought of how to respond. His stare becomes apparent, as does the lack of movement, and she closes the folder, peering over at Aiden. She’s unsure how long they’ve been parked or how long he’s been staring at her so intently, but when their eyes meet, her spine tingles. She can feel her vocal cords tighten, and when she opens her mouth, nothing comes out. Aiden seems to read her like a billboard as his deep voice pierces the silence. “You look scared, Rebecca.” His voice is low and calm, and oddly enough, the sound of it gently soothes her sudden panic.

Shaking her head, she tries to gain some clarity on the situation. A few questions will need to be asked before agreeing to any contract of this nature, no matter how tempting the financial gain may be. Flexing her vocal cords, she gives her voice another try. “Um, I think shock is a more appropriate word for what I’m feeling. I’m honestly not sure if this is a joke or what it is you’re truly asking of me.”

Looking a little defeated, Aiden exhales wearily and gives her a nod. “I assure you, it’s no joke, Rebecca. Now, I can understand that you may have some concerns. That’s why I asked you to lunch. I thought a neutral setting would be more comfortable for this type of discussion.” He opens his door, ready to step out and stops for a brief moment. “Stay put. I’ll come around to get you.”

Aiden steps out of the vehicle and walks around to her side. As he opens her door and extends his hand, flashes erupt around the car. Rebecca looks up at him, shaking her head while mouthing the word ‘no’ – her hands tight to her chest. 

Smiling, he gives her a reassuring nod. “It’s okay, Rebecca. I had a feeling you may be a little timid. That’s why I parked at the door. Just ignore the photographers. I’m sure they have bigger stories to pursue these days.”

When she refuses to take his hand, the muscle in his jaw tenses and his tone deepens. “Rebecca, the longer you take, the more reason you give them to take photos. Now, take my hand and let’s go inside.”

Her meek and mild manner is suddenly lost somewhere behind the lens of a camera, and her eyes widen with a stubborn glare. “You never mentioned there would be any media here! I haven’t agreed to your damn contract yet.”

Narrowing his eyes, Aiden leans in with his extended hand, his demands turning to a plea. “Rebecca, please. The door is less than 20 feet away. I’ll do my best to shield you from the photographers. Please trust me.”

“Fine!” Taking hold of his hand, she leaps from the car, darting for the restaurant’s entrance towing him behind.

Once they’re safe inside the doors, Aiden drags her to a stop and pulls her tight to his chest. “Whoa, easy, we’re inside. Why don’t you tell me why you’re so upset about the photographers?”

Her first instinct is to shove him away, but the eruption of goosebumps over her skin as she smells his cologne and the safety of his embrace say otherwise. Conflicted, she steps back to look into his eyes. Now with some distance between them, her anger begins to resurface. He has no right to put her in this position. “What if I disagree with your contract? Then those pictures today would label me as one of your playboy conquests. I’ve seen your Google photo album, Mr. Collins. Although it’s quite an impressive spread, I don’t care to be part of it.”

A smirk forms on his lips as he brushes a stray hair from her face. “There’s a simple solution for that concern, Rebecca. Sign the contract. Instead of a conquest, as you call it, you’ll be my girlfriend. You’ve clearly read the articles. You must know I’ve never been seen with any woman more than once.”

Anger flashes through her like a lightning bolt. Before she realizes what has happened – she punches him in the face. “You’re an arrogant asshole!”

Cradling her hand to her chest as the pain shoots through her knuckles, Rebecca watches as Aiden rubs his hand along his jaw, moving it from right to left. From the look on his face, it’s quite evident that he’s angry, but as soon as his eyes fall to her hand, his demeanour shifts. 

“Shit! Are you okay?” He reaches for her hand, carefully pulling it toward him. Placing a light kiss on her throbbing knuckles, he smiles down at her. “Well, the good news is that you can move your fingers. My best guess is that it’s not broken. Why don’t I get you some ice?” 

Pursing her lips, she shakes her head. “No, I’m fine.”

His tone softens as he pulls her into his chest. “I’m sorry, Rebecca. I suppose I deserved that. I’m used to dealing with a different breed of women. That much you are right about.”

She pulls out of his arms and peers up. “Yes, you did deserve that. I don’t care who you are,” she says, clenching her teeth. “Not even you, Mr. Collins, is allowed to put me on the spot like that.” With her temper threatening to resurface, she turns to leave.

Aiden reaches for her arm. “Look, I said I was sorry,” he says, spinning her back to face him. “Sometimes, I don’t think before I speak. Please, forgive me. I’ll take care of any photos that may have been taken. A table has been set up on the rooftop for us. There are no photographers up there, and we can talk privately about any other concerns you may have with the contract. Can we please just go have a nice lunch?” His eyes wildly scan her face for a reaction before he slowly releases her, putting his hands up in front of him in defence. “Just lunch and a private conversation. For the record, I’ve mentally noted – no more unannounced media. I promise.”

As the fog begins to clear and the adrenaline subsides, it finally dawns on her –

Oh my god! I just punched Aiden Collins in the jaw! Holy shit!

Noticing his defensive stance, Rebecca shakes her head, offering a slight smile. “I’m sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t have punched you,” she says meekly, somewhat returning to the young lady who walked into his office this morning. “I’m not usually a violent person.”

He runs his hand over his jaw as the corner of his mouth lifts into a half-smile. “It’s okay. You’re right. I did deserve that.” His upper body jerks with amusement as he laughs. “For a little lady, you have quite the right hook. I’ll definitely try to use a little more tact in the future.”
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​Chapter 2 — Lunch
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REBECCA BOWS HER HEAD, trying to hide her crimson cheeks as she follows him through the kitchen to the elevator. Stopping abruptly, Aiden leans in close to her ear. “I’m almost afraid to ask, but are you okay with rib-eye? I pre-ordered for us, but I can change the order before we go up to the rooftop if you’d prefer something else.”

A smirk pulls at her lips, and she tucks her chin to her chest to conceal it as she shakes her head. “No, rib-eye is a wonderful choice. Thank you for asking.”

As the elevator reaches the rooftop, the doors slide open, and a waiter in a tuxedo is standing on the other side with a wide smile. “Good afternoon, Mr. Collins.” He bows his head slightly toward Rebecca. “Good afternoon, madam.”

Aiden places his hand on her lower back, guiding her toward the lone table and addresses the waiter. “I’ve pre-ordered our meal with the chef. Would you let him know we’re here, please?”

Pouring each of them a glass of champagne, he glances up, “Certainly, Sir. Then, with a slight bow, he exits toward the elevator.

Leaning back in her chair, Rebecca toys with the stem of her champagne glass, taking a moment to observe this man across from her. A man who has requested 30 days with her at a price – a very high price. For the life of her, she can’t understand why. He is the epitome of masculinity. The aura of authority that ripples off this man is apparent. People seem to jump to attention when they’re in his presence. They beg to be near him—to have his approval. She’s sure he could have anyone he wanted. So why her?

The moment the elevator door closes and they are alone, she can feel his stare. His deep voice dances across the crystal, reaching her ears like a song. “So, do tell me, Rebecca. What is it that concerns you most about the contract?”

She takes a sip of her champagne, contemplating the unusual proposal, then tips her head with a raised brow. “Well, honestly, it’s the entire thing. If you’re asking me to be your live-in sex toy for the next 30 days, then I’m afraid you have the wrong lady, Mr. Collins. I’m not an escort.”

Trying to digest her words, Aiden nearly chokes on his champagne. Finally, he sets his glass down and glances up, dabbing his mouth with his napkin. He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath, releasing it slowly before responding. “Not at all, Rebecca. The last thing I would consider you to be is an escort. That is certainly not what I’m asking for unless, of course, that’s what you’re offering.” He shifts in his seat, his voice rising as he continues. “I have no problem adjusting the contract, and for god’s sake, I thought we agreed you’d call me Aiden.”

As Rebecca’s mouth falls open, a sly smirk works across his face. “Look, let’s be honest, I could hire an escort for far less than I’m offering you for 30 days of your undivided attention. So please, don’t devalue yourself or insult me with such nonsense.”

“But you want my sexual preferences, and it clearly says I’d be sharing your bed,” she blurts out, meeting his stare.

“True,” he says, picking up his spoon and turning it over in his fingers as he leans back in his chair. “Let me try to be as transparent as I can. I’m 29 years old, Rebecca. It’s time for me to settle down.” Briefly glancing at her, he tilts his head. “You’re a smart young lady. I know you’ve done your homework just as well as I have. Can you picture the type of women that are in my phone book?” She scrunches her nose, looking down at her glass to avoid his gaze. “Exactly. Not quite the type of woman you’d consider a sincere relationship with.” Shrugging, his spoon stills in his hands. “I’ll be honest. I’m rather drawn to you. I guess one could say you’ve awakened some part of my inner senses.” He sets his spoon down and reaches for his glass. “I find you very attractive and naturally wholesome. I’ve personally been observing you since the day you introduced me to your latte” – he smiles – “and I very much like what I’ve seen.”

A sick feeling washes over her. “Wait. You’ve been stalking me?” She’s about ready to leave when Aiden’s big hand reaches across the table to rest on hers. It’s not a feeling she can explain, but it brings an instant calm, and her body begins to relax.

His eyes soften as the corners of his mouth tug upward. “No. I wouldn’t exactly call it stalking. More like observing. Besides, it’s not uncommon for us to check out anyone we’re considering bringing on board. You’d be amazed at the double lives some people lead – some that include illicit drugs and violence. Not to mention, some are thieves and reporters looking for the inside story. So we must be careful who we choose to have publicly associated with Collins Enterprises.”

Aiden releases her hands as the waiter brings out their food. His tone deepens as he squints up to address him. “Thank you. Could you please ensure that we’re not disturbed any further?”

“Of course, Sir. There’s a doorbell beside the door. Just ring if you require anything,” he says, giving a slight bow as he backs away.

Peering down into her empty champagne glass, Rebecca watches him leave. She had assumed the waiter was going to refill their glasses when he had brought dinner. Shrugging, she reaches for the bottle. Aiden’s hand covers hers. “Forgive me. I wasn’t paying attention.” His radiant blue eyes meet hers as he takes the bottle from her hand. “Now, as I was trying to explain. The contract is merely an outline of our relationship expectations.”

Relationship?

Her brows draw together as she shakes her head. “Wait, you think this is the way to ask someone to start dating? You know this is not the typical way it’s done in my world, right?”

He shrugs with an uncommitted nod. “Yes, well, per se. We’d be entering into a relationship on a 30-day trial basis.”

What – the – fuck? He cannot be serious. What world is this guy from?

I’m beginning to think I should be looking for a hidden camera or expecting someone to jump out yelling, ‘you’ve been punked!’

Setting his fork down across his plate, Aiden places his hands on the table in front of him. Intertwining his fingers together, he peers directly into her eyes. “Rebecca, this contract will ensure both of our needs are satisfied. Think of it as a prenuptial of sorts” – he shrugs – “without the nuptials.”

Rebecca’s jaw drops as she glances around the rooftop. “What? You’re joking, right? Is someone going to come out now and yell, gotcha?”

Shaking his head, he reaches for her hands, holding them snugly in his. “No, Rebecca. This is not a joke. Look, think of it as a trial period. To see if I can live with you, if you can live with me – if we enjoy each other. To see if we can compromise, work things out together.” He locks his pleading blues with hers and asks, “You wouldn’t buy a car without test driving it, would you?”

Her eyes grow wide, and she can feel her face begin to burn. “Christ! Did you seriously just say that?” she asks. Narrowing her eyes, she shakes her head. “I mean, you did not just compare dating me to buying a damn car, right?” Still seething, she tries to pull free of his hands only to have him tighten his grip

Slowly shaking his head, he lifts his index finger. “Oh no, there will be no more hitting. Look, I apologize. I may have worded that incorrectly. As you may have noticed, I’m not very good at this sort of thing. I’d never considered a relationship before I met you. What I meant is, we should be able to tell within the next 30 days if we are compatible for something more long-term.” He carefully releases her hands and leans back in his chair, jabbing his hand through his hair. “Jesus, this is not exactly going the way I had expected it to.”

“Oh, and what exactly did you expect, Aiden? Did you expect that I would just sign the contract, and we’d go back to your place to fuck like wild animals? I mean, this isn’t exactly what I was expecting today either.”

Aiden’s eyes grow wide at her brazen statement. This is not the wholesome young lady he’s been observing for the past three weeks. “Now this” – he fans his hands out in front of him – “this is why contracts exist. The expectations are outlined, leaving no room for this kind of misconception.” He downs his champagne and peers into her eyes. “Look, let me be completely honest with you. I have never had a real relationship before. Hell, I’ve never even considered one. Why Rebecca? – Because – I – know – contracts. Not relationships! I have honestly never been with a woman for longer than a quick evening of mutual satisfaction in the past. Oh, and for the record, I hadn’t planned on jumping straight into sex, but hell” – he throws his hands up and leans back in his chair, shaking his head – “if you’re that damn adamant about it. I’m certainly not going to say no. We can fuck like any damn animal you choose.”

His outburst is entirely out of character for the all-mighty Aiden Collins, but it’s kind of friggin’ cute. She truly almost feels bad for making him upset. “Okay, okay, I’m sorry. I may have taken that a bit far.” She takes his hand. “Let me be sure that I understand. The contract merely states that we’ll be dating and that I can’t tell the press about any of our intimate moments. Is that right?”

A lopsided grin begins to form across his lips as his breathing calms, contemplating his answer. “Yes, in a manner of speaking, that’s correct.”

The tension that releases from his shoulders as he says ‘Yes’ is almost palpable.

Ah, shit! He thinks he’s just closed the deal.

Oh, you might be gorgeous, Mr. Collins, but I’m not quite that easy.

She tosses that statement around in her mind for a brief moment.

Oh, who the hell am I kidding?

I guess I am –

I don’t need any damn contract to date him!

I have dreamt of having sex with him—many, many times.

I could care less if this only lasts for 30 days. I just wish this wasn’t the way he asked.

Her mouth suddenly feels as dry as the Sahara desert. She reaches for her champagne, hoping merely to quench her thirst, but instead, she inadvertently gulps the remaining half glass. A bit stunned by her own actions, she calmly sets her champagne flute down and looks up at Aiden. As she squints against the afternoon sun, the lightning rod behind him causes her to take a second look.

Is that a blivet?

Whoa!

Thankfully I’m not superstitious cause nothing flashes warning like a devil’s pitchfork.

A giggle escapes her, and she throws her hand over her mouth. “Oh, I’m sorry. I think I may have exceeded my limit of champagne,” she says, still smiling, as she sets her glass down.

The sweet sound of Aiden’s laugh graces her ears, and instantly any residual tension at the table dissipates. He waves off her apology. “Don’t be silly. Your smile is contagious.” He gestures to her plate. “Are you ready for dessert?” 

“Actually, what I really want is Dippin’ Dots ice cream from the harbour. I can always make room for that.”

“All right,” he says with a curt nod. “I can make that happen. I guess we’re ready then?” Rebecca places her napkin on the table, and he stands. “Okay. We just need to ring for the waiter.”

Aiden takes her by the hand, leading her toward the door to buzz the bell. It isn’t more than a few minutes before the door springs open, and the waiter promptly steps through, looking a little surprised to see them both waiting by the door. “Is everything all right, Sir?”

“Oh yes, everything was perfect as usual. However, we’ve decided to skip dessert. I gave my card to the chef when I ordered earlier. Just be sure to add an appropriate tip for yourself.”

“Thank you very much, Mr. Collins,” he replies, holding the elevator door open while they enter the car. “Thanks for dining at La Brasserie de Gloutonnerie. I hope you enjoy the rest of your day.”

“Thank you,” Rebecca says as Aiden presses the button for the kitchen, and the elevator doors slide closed.

Standing next to her, he leans down and inhales next to her hair. “I must say, Rebecca, you do smell absolutely divine.” A slight smirk emerges on his face as he watches the crimson fill her cheeks. Now that she’s returned to her mild-mannered self, it’s difficult to believe she’s the same little wildfire that punched him in the jaw only hours ago. When the elevator comes to a halt, and the doors glide open, he extends his elbow. “Well, Miss D’Angelo, shall we get some ice cream?”

Smiling, she slides her arm through his. “Absolutely, we shall, Mr. Collins.”

Leading her toward the rear of the kitchen, Aiden gestures toward the backdoor. “I thought you might prefer it if we snuck out the back to avoid any photographers.”

“That’s very thoughtful. Thank you. I don’t care to be seen within the pages of your portfolio. I’m sorry if that’s a deal-breaker.” She looks up at him with an exaggerated smile and shakes her head. “I’ve never cared much for the media, and besides, I’m not a very photogenic person.”

“Oh, I beg to differ, Rebecca. You’re a lovely young lady,” he says, folding his hand over hers as it rests in the crease of his arm.

Of course, she’s quite sure that her little scene out front had something to do with him having the valet park his car in the rear. Still, she’s grateful, even if it is because he doesn’t want his reputation tarnished with photos of an unwilling young lady.

As they reach the rear parking lot, she inhales deeply, taking in the refreshing ocean air. She’s always loved the Inner Harbour. The statues and gardens are incredible, and the walkways are never lacking diverse entertainment. She peers up at him with pleading eyes. “It’s such a beautiful day, and the Harbour is only across the street. Do you think we can walk across?”

“Of course, we can. Just let me leave my jacket and tie in the car.” Aiden undoes his jacket and hangs it from a hook in the backseat, then loosens his tie and pulls it over his head. Then, turning around to face her, he opens the top two buttons on his shirt and stills, his eyes fixed on hers as they trail across his body.

Everything seems to disappear around her as Rebecca watches Aiden discard his jacket and tie. She can’t believe just how exquisite this man really is. Her eyes slowly scan the length of his body while her mind takes note of every visible feature.

Damn, bless that crisp white shirt for fitting so snugly. I love the way it shows every sculpted muscle of his chest and biceps as it tapers down to his waist. And that dark hair, I have an incredible urge to run my hand through those gorgeous dark locks that never seem to be out of place — and to feel that well-kept stubble that flawlessly graces his jawline. I wonder if it’s really as soft as it looks.

My god! He just licked his lips! I swear I just soaked my panties. Those full and oh so sinfully tempting lips. Damn, what I would give to taste them. Oh, and those eyes, mesmerizing cobalt blue eyes that scream for your attention.

Ah, shit!

Shit, shit, shit! Those beautiful blues are staring back at me right now.

As if he can read her thoughts, he holds out his hand with a smug smile. “Are you ready?”

Closing her eyes, Rebecca takes a deep breath and clenches her legs, trying to quell the crazy twitch between her thighs. Smiling, she nods. “Uh, yeah. I’m ready.”

His eyes shift from her tightened thighs back up to meet hers as he raises his brow. “Do you need to use the restroom before we go?”

Heat creeps across her cheeks as she grabs his arm with a giggle and tugs him forward. “No. No, I’m good. Let’s go.”

Casually strolling along the Causeway at the Inner Harbour, they stop every so often to hear a musician or watch an artist at work. When they finally reach the steps leading up to Belleville St., Rebecca spots the Dippin’ Dots cart selling the best ice cream pellets ever made. They take their cups of tiny beaded ice cream treats and sit down on the grass overlooking the ocean.

As she lets the tiny beads of ice cream melt in her mouth, Rebecca starts to think about their lunch date.

All in all, if this were a ‘real’ date — it would be perfect. Almost. I mean, minus the indecent proposal and the punch to the jaw. Oh, and I guess there’s the whole comparing dating me to test driving a car.

Okay, never mind, maybe it’s not such a perfect date after all, but it hasn’t been a total nightmare.

She glances over at Aiden. He’s propped up on his elbow, picking at the grass while he waits for her to finish her ice cream. His agitation becomes apparent as he starts to pick small handfuls of the turf and toss them aside instead of single blades. Then, like the true acquisition hunter he is, he looks over at her, squinting his eyes in question. “Rebecca, I have to ask. Are you giving the contract any consideration?”

Her head falls to her shoulder as she rolls her eyes. Swallowing what she has in her mouth, she clears her throat and peers at him out of the corner of her eye. “Aiden, do you honestly need an answer today? I’d like to have a better look at it before I commit myself.” Finishing off her ice cream, she discards the dish in the trash beside her.

He sits up, draping his arms across his knees with a smile. “I’m not surprised that you want a couple of days to think it over. In fact, I’d worry if you didn’t.” Standing, he brushes himself off. “Take a couple of days and think about it. Why don’t we meet at my office Friday at 10 am? That gives you a couple of days to mull it over. How’s that sound?”

I'd pat myself on the back if I could do it without drawing attention. I’ve successfully stalled the King of Guaranteed 1st Proposal Closers. 

That’s huge! 

Trying to keep her composure, she squints against the sun, nodding with a slight smile. “Okay, that sounds fair.”

“Yes,” he laughs sardonically. “I have to say that’s more than fair,” he says, suddenly sounding all businesslike again. “But I want you to know that I’ll expect solid reasoning for anything you may disagree with. You see, Rebecca, I’m aware that my offer is quite generous. So, be sure you give it the consideration it deserves.” He holds his hand out. “Come on. I’ll take you back.”

Once Rebecca settles into the passenger seat, she immediately goes back to examining the contracts. He’s pleased that she’s eager to get back to them, but it’s probably best if she does that when she’s at home on her own. Besides, her mind is currently on their contract, and that’s where he wants to keep it. They can talk business any time. He gently lays his hand over hers, closing the folder. “Why don’t you go over them when you get home? My cell number is at the top. You can always call me if you
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