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Victoria


“Then we have a deal.”

Those were sweet, sweet words to Victoria St. Clair’s ears. They were the words that formed the essence of her career. She stood up and shook the investor’s hand.

“You won’t regret this, Brandon. You’ll see—not only will this be an improvement on the traditional CT machine but it will make us both a killing in profit once we get it off the ground.”

“You drive a tough deal, Victoria… but it’ll be worth the compromises I had to make—we both had to make—I’m sure.”

“That it will.”

Victoria had been in this business for many years and she knew where she could push versus where she had to stand firm. This kind of work required a delicate hand and a spine of steel.

Victoria smiled warmly and shook hands with everyone in the room as her and Brandon’s people packed their stuff up. It was all she could do not to break into a victory dance.

She’d made some pretty good deals before, but this one was possibly one of her greatest achievements. Now that she could get Macy and her team of medical engineers the funds they needed, this project was probably going to be nearly as successful as the new design for heart valves that the St. Clair Foundation had patented.

She didn’t need to tell Luke to get going with the patent. Now that they had the funding, getting Luke and their other lawyers to work with Macy on the patent would be a simple matter. Luke was already striding out of the room, probably going to do it right now, even though it was after hours.

Victoria took pride in surrounding herself with people as dedicated as she was. As CEO of the St. Clair Foundation, it wasn’t enough to be good at her job. She couldn’t carry the company all by herself. Good people were essential, and Victoria was talented at picking them out.

Their little group left Brandon’s tall office building and gathered in the foyer. “Good job, everyone! It’ll be all hands on deck for a week or two, getting this deal settled, but I’m adding an extra five days of leave to everyone’s yearly allowance for this year. You’ve all earned it.”

Her staff broke out into cheers. Victoria grinned. She expected the best of her people, but she treated them well in return. It was a delicate balance, one she didn’t always get right, but she was constantly learning. That was the thing about people. You never really knew what you were going to get, but you could learn how to manage similar situations better in the future.

Jillian sidled up to Victoria. “You should go home. You look exhausted.”

“Yeah, I will.”

“Straight home?”

Victoria chuckled. Jillian knew her too well. “There are a few things I need to settle first, but—”

“Uh-uh, no buts. You’re dead on your feet. Any work you do now will just be work I have to redo in the morning. It’ll be quicker to get it done right the first time.”

Victoria knew that Jillian was probably right, but it was difficult to pry herself away from the work she loved at such a crucial time.

“I’m not speaking as your best friend. I’m speaking as your personal assistant right now, and if you don’t cooperate, I am going to assist you into bed myself.”

Victoria nodded in defeat. She was exhausted. Part of what made Jillian such a good assistant was her willingness to call out Victoria’s less-than-healthy behaviors, such as putting work before her own personal needs and working herself to a standstill as a result.

She had learned over the years to listen to Jillian—not doing so usually only ended up proving that Jillian was right. “Fine, I’ll go straight home. You’d better do the same, though.”

“Sure,” Jillian said unconvincingly.

Victoria shook her head. Jillian didn’t seem to apply her rules to herself, and no amount of arguing on Victoria’s part could convince her otherwise.

Victoria was at least thankful that Brandon had an office in New York, and that he had been willing to meet with her here. She would much rather go home than to a hotel in a different city.

Her euphoric mood dampened slightly as she stepped into her empty house. As she so often did when coming home after days like this, she thought of Natasha. The memory came with no small amount of bitterness, but whatever had gone wrong between them, this was the kind of day when she longed for what they had.

Not even specifically that relationship but any relationship. Companionship, someone to share her joy with, and whose joy she could share in return.

After her and Natasha’s fiery divorce, Victoria had been through a string of unsuccessful relationships, until she’d finally given up on the whole institution. It was better this way, but that didn’t mean she didn’t get lonely.

Victoria was tired enough to drop where she stood, just inside her front door, but she was also still buzzed from the adrenaline of the deal. If she tried to go to bed now, she would just end up lying there with her mind whirring. She needed to shut her mind off if she was to have any real hope of rest.

Fortunately, she had just the thing for that. Victoria went to her cabinet and pulled out a bottle of wine she’d been saving for just such an occasion. She grabbed a box of fancy chocolates from the naughty cupboard in the kitchen and went to run a bath.

As she laid out scented candles in the bathroom, Victoria popped a chocolate into her mouth. Soon enough, she was settled in the steaming bath with the chocolates in one hand and a glass of wine in the other.

She tipped her head back against the rim of the bathtub, her eyes closing in bliss. Yes, this was what she needed. She could already feel her tense muscles starting to relax.

It was tempting to go over all the things she needed to do when she got to work tomorrow, but if she did that, she’d never get any sleep.

So, Victoria focused on relaxing the muscles in her body one by one, feeling her mind relax with them.

The shrill ringing of her phone had her eyes popping open. No, she wasn’t going to answer that. If it was important, they’d call again.

The phone started ringing again immediately after the first call went to voicemail.

Victoria sighed and carefully got out of the bath, wrapping herself in a towel before hurrying to the phone and snatching it up, glancing quickly at the caller ID.

“Hi, Jillian.”

“Victoria! You have to get in here, now!”

“What?” Victoria stood straighter as alarm zinged through her. “What happened? Where are you?”

“I’m at the office.”

Of course she was. Victoria wasn’t really surprised. At least that meant the emergency was likely work related rather than personal. Victoria could deal with work emergencies. At least Jillian wasn’t in trouble.

“Okay, I’m on my way. Give me fifteen minutes.”

Victoria rushed to get dressed, cursing the glass of wine. She wasn’t drunk, but she wasn’t at her sharpest, either.

When she got to the office, she was surprised to find it crowded. Her sense of alarm deepened. Jillian wouldn’t have felt the need to call in all the troops unless it was something really catastrophic.

“What’s going on?”

Everyone looked frantic. Jillian stumbled over to Victoria, her arms full of papers.

“It’s Rossi Corporation. They’re making a move on the Jacobs patent.”

“What? We’ve had that patent for over a year! What claim could they possibly have to it?”

“It seems they found out that Kate was involved in crucial parts of the process. They’re claiming that she was still under their contract when she gave us the information we needed to secure the deal. That means that any business deals she landed automatically belonged to Rossi.”

“B-but that’s ridiculous! Kate wasn’t still under contract when she contacted us. She had already quit.”

“According to Kate,” Jillian said grimly. “We don’t know if she was being honest with us. Maybe she needed the money and was willing to fudge the dates of her resignation. Perhaps she didn’t want to resign until she was sure of the cash payout that we provided in return for the information.”

Both of those were unfortunate possibilities.

“We need to talk to Kate—get the full story.”

“That’s the problem.” Luke’s eyebrows were drawn together and his free hand was clenched into a fist. “There was an accident, just a couple of hours ago. Kate has been in an accident. She died. Whatever truth she knew died with her.”

Fuck. Fuck.

“Jesus. Poor Kate. This is terrible news. Can we fight this?”

“We can most certainly try. It’ll be our word against theirs, and we have a chance of winning that. It’ll all depend on what kind of evidence they have.”

“Doesn’t the fact that they waited until Kate was no longer in the picture to testify imply that they are on the wrong side of this?”

“It does, and we’ll make that case to the jury, but they must have some sort of evidence—something that Kate’s word might have refuted but powerful without it—that is making them think they could win this case. Rossi Corporation doesn’t make any move lightly.”

Victoria knew that all too well. Rossi was their fiercest competitor, the second biggest business in the industry. They hadn’t gotten there by being reckless or foolish.

She turned to their head accountant. “Mike, if we lose the patent, what does it mean for the business?”

Mike seemed slightly paler than usual, and there was a thin sheen of sweat on his forehead. “It’ll be bad, Victoria. That patent is our biggest asset. We’ve put millions into other projects knowing that we have the income from the Jacobs patent to back us up. If we lose that, we’ll be stretched thin—too thin.”

“How bad?”

“If we didn’t get more investors, and fast, we’d go under.”

Victoria closed her eyes for a moment, trying to contain her panic. “Jess?”

“More investors would be a hard sell. If we lose the patent, I guarantee some of our investors will balk, and once they do, getting new ones in will be that much harder. We need to keep that patent.”

“Okay. Okay.” Victoria realized she was pacing, and made no effort to stop herself, trying to push some of her anxiety into the movement. Her people needed her to be calm right now, not the frantic mess she felt inside.

“Luke, you get the legal process started. Jess, I want a press statement ready to go out by the time the media is awake tomorrow. Jillian, start sending emails. We need to get everyone who was involved in that project ready to testify. Mike, I want you to throw everything we have into this. I don’t care what resources it takes; do whatever you need to.”

“Victoria, are you sure?”

“You said it yourself. We’re going down if this doesn’t work. We need to fight with everything we have.”

Victoria looked around the room. “Does everyone know what to do?”

There were nods all around.

“Okay. Let’s get to work.”

One thing was for sure, none of them was getting any sleep tonight.
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Victoria jolted awake when the door opened and groaned. She’d fallen asleep sometime near dawn with her head resting on her desk. Jillian poked her head in, looking nearly as bad as Victoria felt.

“Victoria, you can’t sleep here. You need to go home.”

Victoria glanced at her watch. She’d only been asleep for an hour or so, but it was enough to leave her neck and shoulders stiff from sleeping on the desk.

“I can’t. There’s too much to do.”

“Don’t worry—reinforcements are arriving.”

“It’s not eight yet. The rest of the staff won’t be in for several hours.”

“I made some calls. Most of them were willing to come in early so that those of us who were up all night can get some sleep. I’ve already handed over the basics of the situation. We’re free to rest.”

“I love you, Jillian.”

“I love you too, Victoria. Now come on, get your ass out of here.”

“I think I will. Do you want to stay over at my place tonight? Well, today, I guess.”

Victoria lived a lot closer to the office than Jillian did, and Jillian sometimes spent the night when things at work were tense and she couldn’t afford to take the extra travel time.

“Yeah, thanks. I’ll drive; you look like you’ll cause an accident if I put you behind the wheel.”

“Like you look any better.” Victoria didn’t argue, though. She felt vaguely ill, though she wasn’t sure whether it was from anxiety or exhaustion.

They were quiet as Jillian drove them back. Victoria helped her make up the spare bed before falling fully dressed into her own. Exhaustion finally overwhelmed the buzzing in her mind, and she was asleep in moments.

She was woken what felt like minutes later by the sun in her face. Victoria rolled over, pulling the covers over her head, blocking out the offending light.

Then she remembered why she was sleeping in the middle of the day and shot out of bed. She grabbed her phone and quickly started scrolling through the twenty-seven messages she’d received while she slept.

The knot in her insides eased slightly. No new developments. They were still rallying and organizing. This was going to be a long, hard battle, and it wouldn’t be won in a day. At least things weren’t currently falling apart. Victoria knew she could use more sleep, but she didn’t want to take the time.

Things may be okay for now, but that didn’t mean they might not change at a moment’s notice. She needed to be in the office in case that happened.

Victoria showered and padded through to the kitchen. She let Jillian rest. Jillian could get a few more hours of sleep, at least.

Unfortunately, though she had been quiet, it seemed she hadn’t been quiet enough. Jillian had always been a light sleeper. Victoria was busy making scrambled eggs—one of the few dishes simple enough to survive her cooking skills—when Jillian stumbled in.

“You didn’t wake me,” she accused with bleary eyes.

“If you saw yourself, you wouldn’t blame me. You look like a vampire.”

“Look who’s talking. How are things?”

“Stable, for now. We have time for breakfast before we leave.” Victoria knew now that Jillian was awake, there would be no convincing her to stay behind.

“Are you staying again tonight?” she asked as she dished out a portion of scrambled eggs.

“That depends on whether things stay calm or not. If nothing has changed by tonight, I should be good to go home.”

Victoria tried to hide her disappointment, unsuccessfully.

“Unless you want me to stay?”

“No, it’s fine. I wouldn’t want to keep you away from your home.”

Jillian gave her a searching look. “You know, you should try dating again.”

A startled laugh bubbled out of Victoria. “Dating? Do you remember who you’re talking to?”

“I know you’ve had bad luck in the past—”

“It’s not just bad luck, Jillian. I’m too devoted to my work to leave space to be devoted to a partner. Besides, the kind of woman I’m attracted to is too similar to me. Two strong personalities clashing never ends well.”

“You’re lonely. You need someone.”

Victoria couldn’t exactly argue that, but that didn’t mean it was going to work out the way Jillian was hoping. “You can’t always get what everything you need, Jillian. Sometimes, you just have to make do. I’ve had to choose between my career and my relationships one too many times. I’ve made my choice.”

“But—”

“Besides, when would I even find the time to date? The next few months are going to be crazy.”

“All the more reason to find someone who can help you with your work-life balance. I worry about you, Victoria. One of these days, you’re going to have a nervous breakdown.”

“I will not,” Victoria said indignantly. “I find plenty of time to relax, thank you very much.”

“Plenty of time to relax on your own. You need more than that. You need a partner.”

“Why can’t I be like you? You’re fine on your own.”

“I’m aromantic, Victoria—you know that. It’s different for me. I have no interest in a romantic relationship. That doesn’t mean I don’t get what I need in the human contact department. I have several very handsome regulars who can attest to—”

“Okay, okay! I don’t need to hear about your sex life.”

“Then promise me you’ll go on a date?”

“I’ll try,” Victoria muttered.

“Great! There are a couple of new dating apps out that I think might be just what you’re looking for. I’ll send you some links.”

“Thanks,” Victoria said sourly. She supposed that she wasn’t going to be able to get out of this. Best to go on the stupid date to keep Jillian happy. She wouldn’t continue the relationship past the first date. She had more important things to worry about.
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Alexa


Alexa Rossi’s phone pinged. She bit back a groan. She knew that dreaded sound. It was the sound of one of the various dating apps she had downloaded.

She very nearly deleted the notification without looking at it, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. As discouraged as she was with the whole process, she desperately wanted to find what she had come to the apps looking for in the first place.

Alexa’s job as CEO of her family business, the Rossi Corporation, fulfilled her, but work wasn’t everything. She knew that. She was close with most of her large family, and she was well aware of the value of human connection.

She wanted more than family, though. She wanted a partner, someone who she could go through life with side by side. Someone who she could rely on and love in ways that she couldn’t love her family.

She was just so sick of trying. She worried that there was something wrong with her. So many failed dates… What if growing up surrounded so closely by her family had left her unable to forge connections with anyone else?

Alexa thought of what Daniella would say. Though she was close to most of her family, she had always felt the greatest connection with her youngest sister.

Daniella would shake her head and pat Alexa on the cheek. You’re not broken, silly. You just haven’t found the person who fits your wacky brain perfectly just yet.

Alexa was beginning to suspect such a person didn’t exist.

However, she hadn’t yet given up her foolish hope, so she sighed in resignation and opened the app.

She expected a “Hi” or “You’re cute” or any of the other generic messages that you usually got on these dating apps.

Instead, she found herself staring at a well-written paragraph.

Hi Alexa

Your picture caught my eye, and I took a look at your profile. I think we might be a good match. I’m also in the corporate world, and I’m looking to find someone who understands the pressures of that life and won’t hold it against me.

I see that you like cooking – perhaps you could teach me sometime. I’m terrible.

Take a look at my profile and let me know if you’re interested.

Victoria

Well, that was certainly off to a much better start than most of the exchanges Alexa had had here. Alexa clicked on Victoria’s profile and had to hold back a gasp. Victoria was beautiful. Her long brown hair was wavy, full of volume and tasteful highlights. Her eyes matched her hair color perfectly, and her thin lips were completely in balance with her perfectly straight nose.

She was quite a bit older than Alexa, but Alexa didn’t care about that. Age wasn’t nearly as important as potential connection, and Victoria was off to a good start. What were the chances that Alexa would get a message from someone who was both stunning and willing to put in the effort to write a proper introduction message?

She scrolled through several photos, some of which revealed Victoria’s slim frame and delicate breasts, and one that showed her long, toned legs to great advantage.

Alexa looked through what Victoria had written on her profile. They weren’t given many characters to write a short summary of themselves, but Victoria had taken full advantage of the space, cramming everything she could about herself into a short paragraph.

She was a lover of art and literature, just like Alexa. Even more importantly, she was devoted to her job, just like Alexa was. She liked Italian food, another bonus.

Okay, this woman was definitely getting a return message.

She read through Victoria’s message again before responding.

Hi Victoria,

Thanks for your message. I’ve looked at your profile and I agree that we may be a good match.

I like what you said about finding someone who understands the pressures of the corporate world. My job doesn’t leave much time for dating, so I would need to find someone who can relate to that and who would understand when work emergencies get in the way of one’s personal life.

I’d love to teach you how to cook sometime! I’ve always been passionate about sharing my love of good food.

I see you’re a fan of literature. Do you like the classics? The Count of Monte Cristo is my favorite book of all time.

Alexa

Alexa read through the message several times before hitting the send button. Butterflies danced through her stomach. She felt… hopeful. Of course, it was stupid to feel hopeful at this point. It was only one message. For all she knew, Victoria could have messaged several dozen other women.

However, she had taken the time to look through Alexa’s profile and make individual comments on it. That was definitely a good sign.

Alexa wondered if Victoria would be as ravishing in person as she was in her pictures. Sure, pictures could be deceiving, but not that deceiving. Even if the photos were photoshopped to be shown to their best advantage, that would still leave Victoria above average in the beauty department.

A few minutes later, the phone pinged with another message. Alexa grabbed it, realizing only now that she’d been neglecting her work completely in favor of staring avidly at her phone, waiting for the next message.

I love The Count of Monte Cristo! I read it when I was in high school. I also love Pride and Prejudice, and I even took a shot at Crime and Punishment, though I didn’t manage to finish that one.

If I could learn to cook at least one good meal that doesn’t end in nearly burning down the kitchen, I would be forever in your debt.

I can definitely relate to work emergencies. Speaking of which, I actually need to get back to one. However, I would love to chat to you more this evening, if you’re willing.

Alexa couldn’t suppress a surge of disappointment that she couldn’t keep talking to Victoria now, but she did understand about work emergencies.

I’d love to chat later tonight! Good luck with your emergency – I hope you manage to resolve it.

Thanks. Me too. Chat later.

Later, then.

Alexa put her phone away, realizing that she was smiling. And to think that she’d been considering deleting that message…

Thinking about emergencies, she actually had her own rather urgent issues to get to. She hadn’t expected the St. Clair Foundation to give up that patent without a fight, and sure enough, they were battling viciously against her case to get the patent moved over to her company’s name.

Alexa wanted that patent. It would be a game-changer for her business, and now that Kate could no longer testify, she had a real chance of getting it.

Of course, Alexa wasn’t a monster. She hadn’t been close with Kate, but she was still sorry about what had happened to her.

However, that didn’t mean she wouldn’t use what she had to do the best for her business.

Honestly, Alexa didn’t know if Kate had still been under contract when she had contacted the St. Clair Foundation. The whole issue was murky, but her lawyers had assured her that that murkiness might be enough to sway the jury into ruling in their favor.

Alexa read through some emails, finding herself in grudging admiration of the steps the St. Clair Foundation had taken to avoid her lawsuit. She had to admit, though they were her toughest competitor, they played fair, unlike some others. They never resorted to dirty tactics, and they never ramped the prices of the products they had patented up so high that they were completely unaffordable.

Those were the policies Alexa ran her business with, too, but most businesses nowadays didn’t run that way. It was unfortunate, but that’s life for you. As much as the Foundation infuriated her, she had a grudging respect for it.

However, Alexa was determined to take their place as the top business in the industry. Her ambition had always spurred her to be better—to be the best. That’s how she’d gotten where she was today.

She read through some more emails, getting progressively more and more annoyed. The St. Clair Foundation lawyers were good, she’d give them that. They were throwing up roadblocks in every possible direction.

This wasn’t going to be as simple as she had planned. This wasn’t going to be a matter of months—it was going to be a matter of years.

Alexa groaned, letting her head tilt back against the back of her desk chair. Had she bitten off more than she could chew, taking on the St. Clair Foundation like this?

She was busy reconsidering her life choices when yet another email came in. She was surprised to see the sender: ceo@stclairfoundation.com.

What was their CEO doing messaging her directly? Such matters were best dealt with by their lawyers.

She opened the email, curious about what her rival had to say. She was sure it had something to do with the new motion she had pushed through to the courts just before she started chatting to Victoria—a motion to resolve this case quickly, based on the loss of potential profit Rossi Corporation suffered every day that patent wasn’t under their control.

If the motion went through, the case would be limited to six months. She doubted the case would be resolved that quickly, but it was certainly worth trying. She turned her attention to the email.

Good Morning,

I write to you to refer to the case you have brought against my company. Such allegations are preposterous, and I will not have you tarnishing my company’s reputation by insinuating that we stole industry secrets.

If you continue along this path, I will be forced to take extreme action. You do not want to test me on this. If I wanted to, I could bury you. I suggest you withdraw your case now, before it’s too late.

Ms. St. Clair

St. Clair Foundation CEO

Alexa glared at her computer screen. So, their CEO was taking things personally, was she? This was a business interaction. She could have left it up to her lawyers to contact Alexa but instead she had decided to threaten her personally.

Well, Alexa wasn’t going to stand for that. St. Clair wanted to make things personal? Well, she could make it personal right back at her.

Her fingers clacked angrily against the keyboard as she typed out her response.

Good morning, Ms. St. Clair,

You will soon learn that I do not respond well to threats. Contrary to your apparent belief, this is a business matter and not a personal attack on you. I suggest you send any future communications to me through your lawyers, or you will be hearing from my lawyers about harassment.

You will not win this one and you know it. Your attempt to intimidate me into giving up only betrays you.

I suggest you take some time to reevaluate your decision. You can put a lot of company resources into fighting a battle you cannot succeed in, or you can cut your losses and move on. The choice is yours, but rest assured, if you choose to fight, I will make losing painful for you.

Ms. Rossi

Rossi Corporation CEO

Alexa punched the send button. She glowered at her computer screen for another twenty minutes, but she received no further emails from St. Clair. Wise of her. Alexa hadn’t been kidding about setting up a harassment charge.

She checked her phone to see if there were any more messages from Victoria. Even though it was the middle of the workday, she was still hopeful. As she looked, she saw that Victoria was typing. Alexa grinned. She could use a distraction from her work nonsense.

Emergency is handled, for now—at least, as much as it can be. It’s going to be a crazy few months for me.

Yeah, me as well. Let’s not talk about work? I get enough of that in my life. I could really use a break.

Alexa hoped Victoria would be okay with this. From what she understood of Victoria so far, her career was important to her. Maybe Victoria had as much of a problem as Alexa did with leaving work in the office.

Alexa didn’t really think she was up to even more work. When she dated, she wanted it to be time off, not more time to stress about things that she had only limited control over.

That was the reason she gave Victoria, and it was true, but there was more to it. Alexa had dated before, but she had found that any potential partners were inevitably more interested in her money and social standing than her as a person. She wasn’t going to make that same mistake again.

This time, she wouldn’t reveal who she was. She would simply say that she was a CEO and decline talking about work any further than that. Of course, with time, she would tell Victoria everything, but she wanted to make sure that Victoria liked her for her first, and not for what she could offer in terms of finances and reputation.

Victoria’s response came quickly.

We’re on the same page there. I’ve had enough of people seeing me as a CEO. I want to be seen as Victoria, the person. It’s a personal relationship I’m looking for, not a work one. It sounds like we could both use a break.

It was like Victoria was reading her mind. Did she really feel like that, or was she simply saying what she knew Alexa wanted to hear? It seemed almost too good to be true that she and Victoria were aligned in so many things, but she didn’t like to assume people were lying to her unless they had given her good reason to.

For now, she would continue to be hopeful.

She typed up another message.

Tell me more about yourself. Did you always know that you wanted to go into business?

No, actually. For the longest time, I wanted to be a doctor. You see, my sister had a lot of health issues. She was constantly in and out of hospital. I wanted to be a doctor so that I could help her.

In the end, she went into liver failure. The doctors tried everything they could, but their liver dialysis machines simply weren’t enough to keep up with her needs.

When she died, I resolved to help others like her. I took a good look at my options and decided that there were plenty of doctors. Tara didn’t die because her doctors weren’t good at what they did. She died because they simply didn’t have the tools required. What the world needed was more people focusing on medical innovations that would help those doctors save lives.

So, I started investigating how I might do this. It was tough, starting up a business. My family never had much money, so they couldn’t afford to help me get going. I went to business school and graduated well, but it was still difficult to find investors for my newly started company.

I did a few months in medical school, just to get some connections. I made friends there, and more importantly, I scoped out potential talent. Some of those old friends became the very first people I invested in. Once I got started, it was easier to get going. I found that I loved the work, and I never looked back.

What about you? How did you get to where you are?

So, Victoria was in the medical field, too. It was amazing how much they had in common, but Alexa didn’t intend to comment on this particular similarity. That would lead to more discussion about work, and she didn’t want to give Victoria reason to ask about her company. For now, Alexa would keep that a secret, until she was sure of Victoria’s motivations.

She was in awe of Victoria’s dedication. To build a business from the ground up was a huge achievement.

I had it much easier than you. Ever since I was young, I was groomed to take on the family business. Of course, I had my typical rebellious phase as a teenager. I wanted to be a firefighter, mostly because I knew my parents wouldn’t like it. It was the furthest thing from what they wanted for me that I could imagine.

How did they convince you otherwise?

They were smart about it. They didn’t try to stop me or anything like that. They knew me better than to think it was a path I would actually enjoy, so they showed me that in the best way possible.

My father insisted that if I wanted to be a firefighter, I would need to get some experience. So, he had me sign up to volunteer. He got a personal trainer for me to put me through a rigorous fitness program.

It was exhausting. I hated the training, I hated the hot gear and I soon found that the idea of being near burning buildings was intensely unappealing to me. I wasn’t afraid of fire, but I certainly didn’t like it.

In the end, I realized that while the idea was nice, it was just that – a nice idea. It simply wasn’t for me.

My parents were ready for it when I made that decision. My father told me that he applauded my initiative in taking on an extra commitment to help me decide on my future career. He told me that he was proud of me and that he would like me to explore other options.

Again, he was smart. He didn’t get me started in business right away – he knew I would resist that. He had me shadow a doctor (turns out I don’t do well with blood), a teacher (I get impatient too quickly), a horse breeder (horses are smelly) and a lawyer. The lawyer was the most interesting to me, and my dad suggested that if I liked that world, I should consider a business internship. He conveniently offered to show me the ropes in the family company.

I was reluctant, but I agreed. To my intense annoyance, I found that I loved it. It took me a while to come around to the idea. I started off as an assistant in the company, to get some experience. By the time my father decided to retire, I was his executive assistant. He stayed on for a while as consultant, to help me get a handle on things, but I learned quickly. Once he was satisfied that the business was in good hands, he left to enjoy his retirement.

Alexa smiled at the memories. It had been a turbulent time in her life, not knowing who or what she wanted to be, and she was grateful for her father’s guidance. Her mother had always been quietly supportive of whatever she decided—though she hadn’t been able to hide her distaste for the firefighter idea—but her father constantly pushed her to be better, to make herself into the woman she wanted to be.

He sounds like a very smart man. My parents have always been supportive of my choices, but they struggled after Tara died. Eventually, they found there were too many memories here and they ended up moving to Europe. I visit when I can, and I do video calls, but we’re not as close as we used to be.

What about the rest of your family? Are you close to any of them?

Not really. I have some distant cousins, but we’ve never really connected. I find I get on better with people in my line of work—our brains work in similar ways.

Alexa couldn’t comprehend not being close with one’s own family. It must be a sad life. No wonder Victoria wanted to find a partner.

My family is really close-knit. I’ve never really had any friends outside of them, though I’ve tried. I’ve tried with dating, too, but I never really connected with anyone well enough to get past dates two or three.

I’ve dated before—I’ve even been married before—but it all ended in disaster. I had actually given up on the whole idea, but my best friend convinced me to join this app. I was very doubtful at first, but I have to admit that I’m feeling more hopeful now.

That message sent a thrill of pleasure through Alexa’s veins. So, Victoria was as glad to have found her as she was to have found Victoria. Maybe it was time to see if their connection was as good in person as it was over text.

Would you like to go out on a date sometime? I’d love to meet you in person.

She waited anxiously for the response, but Victoria didn’t keep her waiting long.

I would love to. Sundays are best for me—I technically only work Mondays to Fridays, but I often end up working on Saturdays, too.

Alexa bit her lip. Sundays were family days for her, but she didn’t want to interfere with Victoria’s work.

I could do Sunday evening, for dinner? I usually spend the day with my family, but I can get away early. Alternatively, if you’re done with work by Saturday evening, we could go out then.

I can make a plan to be done by six on Saturday. I wouldn’t want to take away from your family time. Do you have a preferred restaurant?

How about Ella’s Emporium?

It was a fancy restaurant, and Alexa was already anticipating seeing Victoria all dressed up, as well as wearing her nicest clothes to impress her date.

She hoped that Victoria didn’t think her pretentious, and suddenly regretted her choice.

She needn’t have worried.

Ooh, I love the food at Ella’s! I can’t often find someone to go with me, and I don’t like eating alone. Most of my friends can’t afford it. People get weird when I try to pay the bill every time.

How well I know that struggle. I’ll play you rock, paper, scissors for the bill?

You have yourself a deal. My rock is going to crush your scissors.

Alexa laughed aloud.

Not if my paper smothers your rock first.

We shall see.

They exchanged phone numbers and agreed to meet on Saturday at seven.

Alexa was already wishing that the time would go faster.
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Victoria


Victoria hadn’t been this excited in… well, she didn’t know how long. She couldn’t believe that she’d actually found someone who might just change her mind about dating again.

She had planned to go on one date and leave it at that, but if she and Alexa connected anywhere near as well during this date as they had over the conversations of the past few days, she would be eager for a second date.

She looked through Alexa’s pictures on the app again. They had certainly drawn her in. Alexa seemed to favor wearing her long, blond hair loose. It had just a hint of curl to it and hung down almost to her waist.

Her eyes were the greenest green Victoria had ever seen, and her curves were simply delightful. Victoria imagined resting her hands on Alexa’s hips, running them up her sides until they reached her generous breasts.

Victoria went through the photos once more. As if drawn by her thoughts, Alexa sent her another message.

See you soon!

xxx

Absolutely! I’m really looking forward to meeting you.

Alexa reacted with a heart rather than texting back, which was probably a good thing. Victoria needed to get ready. She’d finished work at five rather than six, just to ensure she had enough time to make herself stunning for the date.

She’d had her highlights redone during her lunch break yesterday. Her lunch break today had been devoted to getting her eyebrows waxed and tinted.

She took a long, hot shower, washing thoroughly, twice, as well as doing her hair. After that, she shaved her legs and under her arms.

Victoria got out and blow dried her hair before going to her closet. This would be the most challenging task. She had a number of fancy dresses for work events, but which one to choose?

She considered calling Jillian for help, but Jillian would no doubt tease her about how nervous she was, and Victoria could do without the, “I told you so.”

She tried on several outfits before settling on a gold dress and jacket to match. The color matched well with her skin tone and brought out the highlights in her hair, the slim cut accentuating her build.

She spent about half an hour styling her hair to be just right—bouncy, but not frizzy, in carefully arranged waves.

She brought out the gold eyeshadow to match her dress and did a light layer of foundation, some blush and lipstick.

Victoria surveyed her perfumes, eventually deciding to go with lavender. The next question was whether to go simple or elaborate with the jewelry. She glanced at the clock and saw that she only had ten minutes before she needed to leave.

Best to keep it simple. The dress was elaborate enough. No need to overwhelm the look.

She picked a simple, thick gold chain bracelet, twisted around to give it a fancier look, and some gold and diamond studs.

Necklace? No, she was wearing enough, and the top of the dress was too close to her throat for most of her necklaces to go well with it.

Victoria was glad of the jacket to go with the dress, in case it got chilly later. The handbag she’d bought with the dress was small, but she didn’t need much inside it. Now that Victoria was ready to go, her nerves resurfaced in full force.

What if it went badly? What if Alexa didn’t like her? She would be crushed. She knew it was stupid to get her hopes up so high before they’d even met, but she couldn’t help it.

Victoria arrived early. She’d left more than enough time to get to the restaurant. She asked for their booking and sat down to wait. She wasn’t left to stew in her own anxiety for long; Alexa was early too, arriving just five minutes later.

Victoria did her best not to gape like an idiot, but she didn’t think she did a very good job at it. Alexa was wearing a green satin pant suit and she looked incredible. The jacket had a low neckline, showing off Alexa’s cleavage, and was cut close to her waist before flaring out at the bottom.

Victoria realized that she was staring at Alexa’s cleavage and quickly brought her eyes up to where they belonged. Alexa was smirking at her. She hadn’t missed Victoria’s look and she didn’t back away from it. Victoria enjoyed her confidence.

“Victoria, it’s very nice to meet you.”

“You as well.” Victoria stood up and shook Alexa’s hand. “Please, sit down.”

She felt awkward for a moment, but Alexa didn’t let the silence go on for long. “Like what you see, huh?” She glanced meaningfully down to her cleavage.

“Yeah.” Victoria wished she had a bit more to show in the boobs department. She wondered if it was possible for Alexa to feel as attracted to her as Victoria was to Alexa.

Alexa quickly allayed those worries. “You look beautiful, Victoria. The gold suits your skin and hair so much. I bet all the waiters are green with envy back in the kitchen.”

“College students—I’m too old for them.”

“Not for me,” Alexa murmured. “I have a total thing for older women.” Alexa smiled. She was striking and Victoria couldn’t take her eyes off her.

That was good to hear. Victoria found her eyes wandering again, but they were pulled back to Alexa’s face by her next question.

“So, do you know what you want to get?”

“Always. The caviar as a starter, wagyu beef with truffles as a main and crème brulé for dessert. I generally take champagne to drink.”

“That does sound delicious. I may steal some of your ideas. Not a fan of truffles, but the caviar and crème brulé sound amazing. I’ll take a look at the menu for ideas. I don’t like to have the same food too often; variety is what makes life interesting.”

“I have enough variety in my work—there’s always some challenge needing attention. I like my food to be consistent.”

Alexa didn’t question further on the work angle, keeping their agreement of keeping work talk to a minimum. “I get that. I also like consistency, at least in some things. I have routines that I like to follow. Cooking is one of them, but I usually try to cook new dishes.”

The menu arrived and Alexa perused it, her brow furrowed adorably in concentration.

“The smoked salmon,” she decided eventually.

“I think that one is really good. Jillian ordered it one of the few times I convinced her to come here, and she enjoyed it a lot.”

“Glad to know I have good taste,” Alexa joked. “Is Jillian your friend?”

“Yeah, that’s right. Friend and assistant. She was the one who convinced me to join the dating app. Who got you onto it?”

“My sister. She found her husband through the app. I was happy for her, but I was so jealous at her wedding. I was her maid of honor, and all I could think was that this may never happen for me. Of course, I didn’t dump any of that on her—it was her day and I made sure it was a good one—but it was hard for me.”

“I get that. I avoid weddings whenever I can. They make me sad, and I hate crying in front of people.” Victoria wondered if she was revealing too much. She didn’t want to scare Alexa off, but Alexa just nodded.

“I saw on the app that you don’t have any pets; do you not like animals?”

“Actually, I love them, but I don’t think it would be fair of me to get a pet. I’m away from home so often, I think it would get lonely.”

“That’s definitely something to consider. I live in the family home still. It’s a big estate that has different sections, so I kind of have my own place, but I’m still near the people I love. My parents have three dogs, and my sister has a cat. They’re not technically mine, but they’re around my part of the estate often enough. Terry—the cat—seems to be able to sense when I’m feeling lonely, and he always comes to sit with me when that happens.”

“You’re lucky. I wish it was feasible for me. I’ve actually considered volunteering at an animal shelter. I don’t get enough time with animals, and I’d like to.”

“We should totally do that together! I’d love to find some time for volunteer work.”

Victoria grinned at Alexa’s enthusiastic reaction. She was glad to hear that they were already talking about a second date. Alexa was even better in person than she was over text message.

Victoria had been worried that she wouldn’t know what to say, not having been on a date in so long, but that worry soon proved baseless. She and Alexa chatted easily, as though they had known each other for years rather than days.

The food came, and Victoria was sure it was delicious, but she barely tasted it. She was too focused on Alexa. She found Alexa enchanting. She was wickedly intelligent and at the same time, she had an easy manner about her that couldn’t help but make Victoria feel comfortable.

They shared a passion for art and spent over half an hour debating the merits of some of the more esoteric classics. Victoria was thrilled to find someone who could match her word for word on the subject.

All too soon, the restaurant was closing, and they had to leave.

“I wish this could have gone on longer,” Victoria sighed.

“Yeah, me too. How about this? There’s a new art gallery opening downtown next week. I don’t think they’ll have any of the huge artists—they’re too new and not adequately funded for that yet—but there should be some good pieces there. New aspiring talent and all of that.”

Victoria bit her lip. “I’m honestly not so sure about that. The new and aspiring talent of today doesn’t really impress me. I have no desire to see a banana taped to a wall masquerading as art.”

Alexa had the most delightful laugh, and Victoria was so immersed in listening to it that she almost missed Alexa’s next comment.

“Don’t worry, I’ve done my homework. This isn’t that kind of gallery. It’s not the modern, edgy stuff. They’ve picked works made in the image of the old classics.”

Victoria brightened. “In that case, that actually sounds amazing. No bananas?”

“No bananas,” Alexa confirmed.

“You’d better hope there aren’t any fruit paintings there,” Victoria teased. “If I see a single banana, I’m out of there.”

“I’ll bring a blindfold to protect your eyes.”

“Ooh, kinky.”

“Perhaps afterward, we can put the blindfold to other uses.”

Well, that was an enticing idea.

“Art gallery it is, then.”

Alexa hesitated, giving Victoria a shy look from under her long lashes. “Can I get a goodnight kiss.”

“You can most certainly get a goodnight kiss.”

Victoria was glad Alexa had asked. It had been on her mind all evening—that and much more—but she didn’t want to rush things and freak Alexa out. Apparently, they were once more on the same page.

Victoria stepped in close enough to feel Alexa’s breath on her cheek. Alexa’s eyes fluttered closed as she leaned in, brushing their lips lightly together. It was short and sweet, barely even a kiss, but it was utterly perfect, and it made Victoria long for more.

She put a hand behind Alexa’s neck, gently drawing her in closer. Their lips pressed more firmly against each other. Alexa was warm and soft, and Victoria longed to taste her. They kissed several more times before Victoria took a risk, letting the tip of her tongue run across the seam of Alexa’s lips.

She was ready for Alexa to step back, to say it was too soon, but Alexa moaned and opened her sweet mouth, allowing Victoria’s tongue to explore. She tasted better than any fine wine Victoria had ever had.

Victoria eventually pulled away, gasping for breath, staring into Alexa’s wide eyes. She’d never had a kiss like that, and she’d had plenty of kisses in her time.

She wanted more, but she feared it would be tacky to initiate more than this on the first date. She pressed on more chaste kiss to Alexa’s lips before taking a regretful step back. “I should go.”

“Yeah,” Alexa said breathlessly. “Goodnight, Victoria. I’ll see you next week.”

“Next week. We’ll chat before then, though, right?”

Alexa beamed at her. “Of course. No way am I going a whole week without talking to you.”

That brought Victoria a measure of relief. Clearly, she wasn’t the only one getting attached, soon as it was.

“Goodnight, Alexa. I’ll message you tomorrow. Sleep well.”

“You too.”

Victoria turned, blowing one last kiss to Alexa over her shoulder before she left. Alexa giggled as she caught the kiss with her hand and pressed it to her heart.

Victoria’s face hurt from smiling as she got into the car. For a few moments, she didn’t move, relishing in the memories of how well the date had gone.

She realized that sitting alone in a nearly empty parking lot at night was probably not the smartest idea and turned the car on. She wondered if it was too late to call Jillian. Victoria felt like she may explode if she didn’t talk to someone, to share her joy and hope, which seemed too big to contain by herself.

As soon as she was home, she sent Jillian a quick text.

Are you still awake?

Yeah, what’s up?

Instead of answering, Victoria called.

“Hey, Victoria. Are you alright? There haven’t been any more developments with the Rossi foundation, have there?”

“No, it’s nothing like that. It’s just… Well, I went on a date.”

Jillian’s worry quickly turned to delight. “Really? How did it go?”

“It was… It was pretty amazing, actually. Alexa is wonderful. She’s so beautiful and smart and we have so much in common. It’s like our minds are on the same wavelength, you know?”

“I told you so. I SO told you so, Victoria!” Jillian crowed with triumph. “I knew it! I knew the right person was out there somewhere, just waiting for you.”

“Hey, don’t ahead of yourself. We’ve only been on one date. At least save the smugness for when we make it official.”

“When we make it official? It sounds like I’m not the only one getting ahead of myself.” Jillian’s tone sobered a bit. “You’re right. We shouldn’t get too excited. A good first date is an excellent indicator, but that doesn’t mean you’ll be a good match long term.”

Victoria didn’t want to hear such unpleasant realities. “I know it’s not certain yet—I mean, what in life ever is—but it’s given me reason to hope, and I haven’t had that for a very long time. You know, before I found Alexa, I was planning to just go on one date to pacify you before giving up the pretense.”

“I know.”

“You know?” Victoria squawked. “And you made me do it anyway?”

“Of course. I told you; I knew the right person was out there for you somewhere. If you hadn’t struck gold this time, I’d have started badgering you to try again in a few months. You need someone, Victoria. I think I see that more clearly than you do.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Victoria said grudgingly. “I certainly feel better, lighter, after spending some time with Alexa.”

“Exactly.”

“Of course, once the honeymoon phase wears off, things might be very different.”

“True, but this isn’t business, Victoria. You can’t go through your personal life preparing for the least favorable possible outcome. Sometimes, you just have to leap and trust that someone will be there to catch you.”

“That’s a big ask, considering it’s only been one date.”

“If this doesn’t work out, there will be other dates, other women. Remember, you’ve got other people to support you. If things don’t work out with Alexa, I’ll be the first in line to offer my couch and a pint of ice cream.”

“I know you will. I’d say I’d return the favor, except I wouldn’t ever have to.”

“I may not be in risk of having my heart broken in that way, but that doesn’t mean I won’t need your support. After all, I have in the past.”

Jillian’s voice took on a haunted quality. Victoria remembered all too well the depression Jillian had fallen into after her father, her last remaining family member, had passed away. She’d had to go over once a day to force Jillian to eat and shower.

Eventually, Victoria had practically dragged her off to see a shrink. She was put on medication, and the depression passed. She’d been off medication for a year now, but Victoria still worried about her.

“I’ll be there if it happens again. You know that.”

“Yeah, I know. And if Alexa hurts you, I’ll be waiting to key her car on your command.”

Victoria laughed. “Thanks, but I don’t think that will be necessary.”

“We’ll see. So, tell me more about her.”

“She’s amazing,” Victoria gushed. “Did you know she favors late style fifteenth century art, just like I do?”

“I don’t even know what that’s supposed to look like.”

“Which is exactly why you’re not invited to our next date. We’re going to an art gallery.”

“That sounds fun—for you, anyway. I know how much you love your art. What else did you two talk about?”

“Everything. I think for our third date, I’ll invite her to volunteer at an animal shelter with me. We were talking about it…”

Victoria rhapsodized about Alexa to Jillian for almost an hour before Jillian called an end.

“By the sounds of it, I’m sure you can go on about how wonderful she is all night, but I don’t have the same high you do giving me energy. I think I’m going to fall asleep if I stay on the phone much longer.”

“Oh, right.” Victoria glanced at the clock. It was almost midnight. “Yeah, I should let you go.”

“You must keep me updated about Alexa.”

“Oh, trust me, I will. You’ll get sick of hearing about her before too long.”

“I look forward to it. Goodnight, Victoria.”

“Sleep well. Chat tomorrow.”

Victoria was too buzzed to go to sleep right away, so she put on some soothing music and lay down, trying to get her mind to shut up. Eventually, when she forced the thoughts of Alexa out of her head, at least until tomorrow, the lateness of the day started to catch up for her.

When she was sufficiently drowsy, Victoria turned off the music and used a face wipe to get most of the makeup off. She didn’t bother to do more than that before falling into bed.

Her sleep wasn’t peaceful. Victora woke up with a start, covered in sweat with the sheet tangled between her legs.

She felt herself blushing as she remembered the vivid dream. She hadn’t had a sex dream in years, let alone with someone as attractive as Alexa.

It had her all hot and bothered, to say the least. Victoria slipped a hand between her legs to find herself soaking wet.

She panted as she lazily touched her clit, remembering the images of the dream.

In the dream, she and Alexa hadn’t ended their kiss in the parking lot. They had somehow ended up in the back seat of Victoria’s car. The small space hadn’t hindered them for long in their quest to take each other’s clothes off.

Victoria had kissed every inch of Alexa’s skin as it was exposed, soon leaving Alexa a writhing mess beneath her. She’d straddled Alexa’s thigh, grinding herself down onto it, letting the pressure on her clit fan the flames of desire licking her insides.

Alexa reached up and caressed Victoria’s bare breasts, causing Victoria to arch into her hand. Her nipples hardened as Alexa took them gently between finger and thumb.

“Harder,” Victoria gasped. “Oh, God, yes, just like that!” The edge of pain as her nipples were squeezed tightly only added to the pleasure. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to get herself off on Alexa’s thigh, and Victoria didn’t want it to be Alexa’s thigh she came on.

“Touch me,” she murmured. “Here.”

She brought Alexa’s hand between her legs. Alexa seemed to know exactly how to touch her to make her crazy with need. She brushed a thumb lightly across Victoria’s clit, repeating the same motion over and over again, insistent but ever so gently.

Victoria often touched herself this way, when she wanted to draw things out, to experience the pleasure for longer and achieve a better orgasm than a quick fix could bring her.

Soon, she was whimpering and thrusting herself forward, trying to get more pressure on her clit, but Alexa simply drew her hand back a little, keeping the pressure consistent.

“Alexa… I need more.”

“No, you don’t. You’re going to come just like this, or I’m not making you come at all.”

“Fuck,” Victoria whispered. She didn’t know if she could come like this, but the idea of being left in this state of wild need without any release was such a turn on that it had her hurtling toward the edge faster than she ever would have believed possible with such light pressure on her clit.

Victoria panted harshly as her thighs tightened, so close to release, but not quite able to get there. Warmth flushed through her belly and thighs, but she couldn’t quite get there.

“I need… Alexa, I can’t…”

Alexa seemed to know exactly what Victoria needed. “You’re gonna come so good for me, Victoria,” she crooned. “You’ll orgasm so hard that you’ll see stars. Do you think you can squirt for me?”

“Yes,” Victoria cried, practically sobbing with need. “Fuck, yes, let me come!”

“You can come whenever you want. Can you do it for me, Victoria? Can you come with only this?”

“Fuck—I… I-I need—”

Victoria was reduced to incoherent babbling. She’d never been this turned on before, never needed to come quite as badly as she did now.

“Come for me, Victoria. Do it now.”

Victoria came. She felt her entire body spasm on Alexa’s fingers as her whole world narrowed down to a single point of blinding pleasure.

Alexa kept stroking her clit, even after it ended, until Victoria whimpered at the overstimulation and pushed her hand away. She propped herself up on the back of the seat, trying to catch her breath. Alexa was breathing hard beneath her. Victoria looked at Alexa’s lust-darkened eyes.

“Right. It’s my turn.”

She wriggled downward, to bring her mouth to Alexa’s clit.

It was at that point that Victoria had woken up. She cursed her brain for rousing her before she even got to taste Alexa.

Her fingers flew over her clit as she imagined the scene again, pretending it was real. It had certainly felt real.

She finally came to the memory of Alexa’s voice, commanding her to come. Victoria let out a muffled wail as her orgasm hit her with the force of an oncoming train. The soft feeling of Alexa’s body beneath hers in her memory of the dream spurred her on, driving her to even greater heights. She came for so long that she feared it might never end, that she might never be able to draw breath again, stuck in an endless wave of pleasure.

Finally, though, it did end. Victoria rolled over, getting her breath back and luxuriating in the feeling of sweet release.

She would have to find some way to convince Alexa to repeat that scene. Maybe not in the car—the bed would be much more comfortable—but that tantalizingly light pressure, telling her that she’d come like that or not at all.

Who knew she had a kink for orgasm denial? Certainly not Victoria, though she was certain that her unconscious mind was trying to tell her something. She wondered what it would be like to do that with Alexa’s blindfold on.

Alexa could stop and start, giving Victoria no way to know what was coming next.

Oh fuck, if she kept thinking on those lines, she was going to need to come again.

Victoria wanted to get some decent rest. She wanted to be wide awake for tomorrow, when she was sure that she and Alexa would be chatting again. She wondered if Alexa would be open to the idea of exchanging dirty text messages.

It was with this pleasant thought that Victoria finally drifted into a dreamless sleep.
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Alexa


Alexa was on edge. Not about seeing Victoria—she was beyond excited to do that, and already strangely comfortable with her, given that they’d only been on one date.

No, she was on edge because she was unbearably horny. She knew she shouldn’t have opened her mental box of fantasies about Victoria so soon before she had to leave for the art gallery, but she hadn’t been able to help herself.

She’d been wondering what Victoria would wear, and whether she’d get to strip it off her later. Well, one thing led to another, and Alexa found herself once more touching herself to the thought of Victoria.

Unfortunately, this time didn’t go nearly as well as the previous ones had, since she’d only had a few minutes before she had to go.

Alexa had toyed with the idea of finishing herself off and being a little late for their date, but she decided that it would be disrespectful to be late when she had any kind of choice about it.

She was questioning that choice now, but it was too late. She was already on the gallery steps. She spotted Victoria at once, who stuck out in the crowd, the picture of lust incarnate.

She was dressed more casually this time, in a pair of skinny jeans and a red and white striped sweater. Her hair was done differently, sleeker and less wavy. But it was her smile that truly caught Alexa’s breath. Victoria wasn’t wearing lipstick this time, but the natural color of her lips was even better.

Alexa wanted to kiss her again, but she figured it would probably make a bad impression if she grabbed Victoria and plundered her mouth without even saying hello—at least in this stage of the relationship.

“Hi.” She stepped up to Victoria and held her arms out. “Do you hug?”

“Absolutely.”

Victoria smelled of lavender, and the hug lingered on for several more seconds than was usual for a simple greeting. They pulled apart, enough so that they could see each other’s faces, but Victoria kept her arms around Alexa’s waist.

Alexa grinned up at her. Victoria was half a head taller than her—the perfect height to rest her chin on Alexa’s shoulder as they were hugging. “It’s good to see you. A week is a long time.”

“Too long. I’ve taken a look at my schedule. If you’re open to it, I think I can make space on a Tuesday or Wednesday night, so that we don’t have to go long between seeing each other.”

Alexa briefly thought about all the scheduling hoops she’d have to jump through to make such a change, but she didn’t need to consider it long before deciding that it would be worth it. She was sure that Victoria was jumping through similar hoops to make it work on her end, and Alexa appreciated the effort.

“I’d love that. Tuesdays would work better for me, if you can make it work.”

“Tuesdays it is, then.”

“I was thinking that we could pick up that animal shelter idea; are you still interested? There’s a shelter I know that has a nursery for the youngest kittens and puppies. They need to be fed every few hours, so it’s an overnight job. Obviously we wouldn’t have to stay the whole night, but they’re always looking for volunteers to pick up shifts. We’d be in a good position to help, as people with kids are often home right after work and can only volunteer after the kids are in bed. We could take that in-between slot.”

“You’ve put a lot of thought into this—I like it. Let’s do it.” Victoria finally stepped out of Alexa’s arms, but held out her hand in invitation, which Alexa immediately took. She forced herself to look at the steps she was about to ascend rather than stare at Victoria’s perfect face and risk a broken ankle. “Let’s go see some art.”

The gallery had a number of surprisingly good works of art, given how small it was.

There were people wandering about, commenting on the paintings and sculptures, and some haggling over prices for those that were for sale.

Alexa was particularly taken with a small painting, only the size of about two hands side by side. It looked a lot bigger than it was, due to its bright colors and complexity. It was a somewhat abstract jungle scene, with bright shapes that resembled animals, vines and other plants everywhere. It was so vivid that it drew Alexa in like a moth to the flame.

She was broken out of her trance by Victoria’s voice. “Is this one for sale?”

One of the museum assistants appeared out of nowhere. “Yes ma’am. It’s a very valuable piece from an up-and-coming artist. In a year, it would probably have tripled its value.”

“No need to sell it to me. I’ll take it.”

“Oh,” Alexa said softly. “I wanted to buy that.”

Victoria glanced at her briefly before turning back to the assistant. “How much?”

Alexa frowned. The least Victoria could have done would be to have a short discussion about who got to buy the painting.

The transaction was quick; Victoria didn’t haggle the price at all. She took the painting off the wall and held it out to Alexa. “For you, my dear.”

“What? I thought you wanted it.”

“I did, but I want to see your smile more than I want to see a painting on my wall.”

Sure enough, that got a smile out of Alexa. “Are you sure? I mean, I wouldn’t want to take something you really wanted…”

Victoria reached up and caressed Alexa’s cheek, her fingers brushing against Alexa’s lips. “This, here, is what I truly want.”

She was so sweet. Alexa felt like she was going to cry. How had she ever gotten so lucky as to find someone like Victoria?

“Thank you,” she said in a thick voice. She took a few moments to compose herself. “You know, you must be pretty disappointed not to have the painting for yourself.”

“I told you, I—”

“I insist on making it up to you.”

“Oh. Well, when you put it like that, I am kind of disappointed. Perhaps I could use a little cheering up.”

That was exactly the opening Alexa had been hoping for. “Let’s get out of here? I think I know just the thing to perk you up.”

“My place?”

“Perfect.”

Alexa waited until they were in the car before making her first move. She casually put one leg up on the dashboard.

“What are you—?”

Victoria’s voice cut off into a strangled sound as she saw exactly what Alexa was doing.

Alexa pushed her dress up and slid one hand into her panties, angling herself in such a way that Victoria could see what she was doing.

This was a risky move—Victoria could easily think it was weird or crass, masturbating in front of her when they hadn’t even had sex yet—but judging by Victoria’s expression, she didn’t object in the slightest.

“I was doing this before our date, you know. Touching myself, thinking of you. I ran out of time, though. Didn’t even get to come. I’m so hot for you, Victoria, you have no idea.”

“Fuck,” Victoria whispered, her eyes flicking off the road and onto Alexa every few seconds. “Keep talking.”

Alexa moaned as she sped up her movements on her clit. She wasn’t acting for Victoria’s sake. After getting so close to coming earlier, her body was quick to wake up.

“I considered being late. I don’t usually condone lateness, but I was so desperate for you, Victoria. Ah, fuck, I need to come.”

“We’re nearly there.”

“Don’t think I can make it,” Alexa gasped.

“Two minutes. I want it to be my fingers on you when you come. No, don’t stop touching yourself. I want you to be frantic—so frantic that you will come at the lightest touch. Do you think you can do that?”

“Already there,” Alexa panted. “Need to come. I can’t… can’t hold it off any—”

“Thirty seconds, Alexa.”

Victoria sped up and finally pulled into a long driveway.

“I can’t. Victoria—”

Victoria pulled up the parking brake, not even bothering to turn off the car. “May I?” She put a hand over Alexa’s.

“Please,” Alexa begged.

Victoria replaced Alexa’s hand with her own; her soft, firm fingers working into Alexa’s swollen clit.

Alexa was so close to the edge that it barely took anything to tip her over. Mere moments later, she was coming on Victoria’s fingers, her vision whiting out as everything narrowed to the single point of Victoria’s touch, sending waves of pleasure all through her body.

Victoria seemed to know exactly when to remove her hand, just when she had wrung the last ounce of pleasure out of Alexa, right before the touch became too much.

Alexa stared at her in disbelief. She’d never come so hard in her life, and she was dazed by it.

Victoria’s brow furrowed in concern. “Are you okay?”

“Uh-huh,” Alexa gasped breathlessly. “Just… give me a moment.”

Victoria chuckled and leaned her head back against the driver’s seat. Alexa noticed that she was flushed and breathing harder than usual. She must be exerting a lot of self-control to hold herself back when she was clearly eager to find her own release.

Alexa took several deep breaths before unstrapping her seat belt. “Shall we go inside?”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

Alexa almost had to jog to keep up with Victoria as they sped to the front door and through to the bedroom without pause.

Victoria stripped faster than Alexa had ever seen anyone undress, and she followed suit.

Victoria watched Alexa with hungry eyes as Alexa lay down on the bed next to her. “I promised I’d make it up to you. Come here. Sit on my face.”

Victoria looked shocked for just a moment and Alexa savoured the look on her face. Alexa knew she was a very sexual person and not everyone was as up front as she was when it came to sex, but she needed to know if Victoria could get on board with her desires.

She knew Victoria was very horny.

Victoria obeyed and moved to straddle Alexa’s face. She pushed her clit eagerly toward Alexa’s tongue. Alexa used one hand to spread Victoria’s folds and flicked her clit with her tongue.

Victoria’s response was instant. She gasped and brought her hands up to clutch at the headboard as she rocked into Alexa’s tongue.

Alexa swiped her tongue downward, getting a taste of the beautiful woman atop her. Victoria whimpered impatiently, sighing in relief when Alexa moved back to her clit.

Alexa licked for all she was worth as Victoria ruthlessly fucked her face. It was fantastic feeling Victoria lose all control above her, just as she had made Alexa lose her control.

“Yes, yes, yes,” Victoria whispered, her hips jerking frantically forward, forcing Alexa to give her a firmer pressure.

Alexa grabbed Victoria’s ass, squeezing the firm flesh.

“Alexa, fuck, I’m gonna—”

Alexa didn’t get any more warning than that. Victoria’s legs tightened around her head into a vice grip as she came, crying out loudly and riding Alexa’s tongue through her orgasm.

Alexa was just wondering whether she would be smothered—a good way to die, suffocating beneath a beautiful woman’s pussy—when Victoria fell to the side, her legs tangling with Alexa’s as they ended up wrapped in each other’s arms.

It was a few moments before either of them spoke. Victoria finally broke the silence. “That was… I’ve never felt anything like that.”

“Me neither,” Alexa admitted. “I haven’t had a whole lot of experience, but honestly, I can’t imagine it getting better than that.”

“Well, I’ve had plenty of experience, and trust me, it doesn’t get much better than that, at least for me.”

They were quiet for a few more minutes, but it was a comfortable silence—a sated, sleepy one. Alexa wondered if Victoria would object to her falling asleep here. It was so comfortable in Victoria’s arms, their bodies pressed up against each other, Alexa’s face pressed into Victoria’s neck.

She was about to ask when her train of thought was interrupted with a soft snore. Alexa smirked. Victoria didn’t seem to mind the idea of them sleeping like this at all.

She let go, allowing her lax body and calm mind to take her peacefully into a dreamless sleep.
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Victoria


“What are you looking so worried about?”

Victoria blushed and forced herself to look into Jillian’s eyes. “You should be able to guess.”

Things with Rossi Corporation had been heating up steadily over the past few weeks. It was becoming a bloody legal battle that went back and forth, favoring first one side and then the other. Victoria had no idea how it would go and had spent many a sleepless night worrying about it.

That, however, was not what she was stressing about right now.

“Nuh-uh. I know what your work stress face looks like it, and this isn’t it. What’s up?”

Victoria sighed. Jillian knew her too well. “It’s… it’s Alexa.”

“Did you two have a fight?”

“No, just the opposite. Things are going well. Jillian, I think I’ve found the one.”

“Victoria, that’s amazing! Why do you look so anxious about it? Do you not think she feels the same?”

“No, I’m fairly certain she does. It’s just… well, we’re struggling to find time for each other. We’re both having a hard time at work, and we’ve had to cut back our dates to twice a week.”

“That’s still quite often, considering the hours you work. And you text her every day—I’ve seen you at it.”

“Yeah, but we had built up to four times a week. Twice just isn’t enough, regardless of how many texts we send.”

“You’re not looking to take a step back, are you? The Foundation needs you, especially now.”

“Of course not. I would never do that. But I want to spend more time with her.”

“So you’re stressing because you want two opposing things and can’t find a way to make them work together.”

“No, that’s not it. I’ve found a way to make them work together. I’m just not sure if Alexa will go for it. I worry I’ll freak her out.”

“Okay, now you have me confused. Care to speak in plain English?”

“I want to ask Alexa to move in with me,” Victoria said in a rush.

Jillian’s mouth popped open. “You’ve only been dating six weeks!”

“I know.” Victoria let her head fall into her hands. “I know, it’s way too soon, but she’s all I can think about, Jillian. I need her to be close to me, and more than twice a week. Falling asleep and waking up with her… it’s like nothing else in the world.”

“You don’t even know what she does. She could be anyone.”

“I know she runs a business,” Victoria said defensively.

“Yeah, but neither of you have shared any of your work lives with each other. From what you’ve told me, Alexa’s career is equally as important to her as yours is to you. How well can you really know each other when you keep such vital parts of your lives separate?”

“It works for us. We spend enough time at work. We don’t need to be involved in work when we’re with each other. I mean, I will tell her, at some point, but not now. I’m enjoying letting her get to know the non-work me. To be totally honest, I’m enjoying finding the non-work me, myself. She’ll have to get to know the CEO-me at some point, but right now, things are so good. I don’t want to bring work into this just yet.”

“Well, it’s your decision, but I still say it’s too soon.”

“I know. Do you think I should wait, then?”

“That’s not for me to decide. I will say that you’re happier than I’ve seen you in a long time. I just don’t want you to scare her off. It sounds like you’ve got a good one there, and you don’t want to lose her. I can’t tell you how likely that is; I don’t know her. You’ll have to judge that for yourself.”

Which was exactly why Victoria was pacing up and down her office, glancing anxiously at the clock every few minutes. She was due to see Alexa in just two hours. She had a key to her house that she had copied just yesterday. However, she was plagued by doubts.

They could keep going as they were. Things were good between them. Victoria wanted more, but that didn’t make what they had right now bad. It would probably be smarter to keep the status quo for a few months, but her heart rebelled at such a logical notion.

By the time she left the office for the day, Victoria had come to no conclusion. She drove home clutching the steering wheel tightly, still not sure what she was going to do.

Alexa’s car was already in the driveway when she arrived. Victoria had suggested they have a quiet night in with movies and pizza. If this was going to go badly, she didn’t want that to happen in public.

Alexa got out of her car when Victoria did the same, and they embraced, their lips meeting in a short, chaste kiss.

“How was your day?” Victoria murmured against Alexa’s lips.

Alexa grimaced. “Let’s not talk about that.”

“That bad, huh? I’ve had a rather bad time myself. Come inside. It sounds like we’re both due for some relaxation.”

It was the strangest thing. Before she’d gotten out of the car, Victoria’s nerves had been poking gigantic holes in her stomach. The moment she had Alexa in her arms, though, everything went quiet. She was completely calm.

Of course this was the right decision. This was Alexa. Alexa who practically lived with her already, by the amount of time she spent at Victoria’s place. Alexa who brought Victoria breakfast in bed on weekends and let Victoria rub her feet when she was sore from those ridiculous heels she insisted on wearing to work.

Victoria should probably wait for the right moment, but she was suddenly impatient. She and Alexa had barely waked through the front door when she took Alexa’s hand and spun her around so that they were facing each other.

“Move in with me.”

“Yes.”

Alexa’s answer was so quick that Victoria did a double take. “Did you hear what I just said?”

Alexa’s answering smile was radiant. “You asked me to move in with you. Why do you suddenly look so anxious? Did you really doubt I’d say yes?”

“Maybe,” Victoria admitted.

Alexa laughed, a truly beautiful sound. “You silly, wonderful woman. Of course I want to move in with you. When can I start bringing boxes in?”

Now Victoria was laughing as well. All that worry for nothing. “As soon as possible. This weekend, if you’d like.”

There unfortunately wasn’t an option of either of them taking time off work right now, and they both knew it. However, it was Wednesday, which meant the weekend wasn’t far away.

“I’ll contact a moving company tomorrow.”

Victoria dug through her bag and produced the key. “You’ll need this.”

Alexa got out her bunch of keys and easily attached the new one along with the others.

“Well, that’s settled. How about we celebrate. I bought champagne, to celebrate.”

“What would you have done if I’d said no?”

“Then I’d have drowned my sorrows in the champagne.”

“Dual purpose. I like it. Though I must say, I prefer this use of it.”

The whole thing had been so simple and smooth, Victoria could hardly believe they already had it all settled. Of course, there would be logistical issues to sort out, but she was confident that she and Alexa could handle it.

As long as she had Alexa by her side, she felt like she could do anything.

Victoria knew that she was falling for Alexa—and falling hard. It should terrify her, but it didn’t, because she knew that Alexa was falling in love with her too.


6


Alexa


Alexa pulled Victoria in for one last kiss, tasting the remnants of the syrup from their breakfast pancakes on her lips. She had to get into the office early and had made pancakes to try to make up for cutting their usual morning time short.

They still made time to go on two proper dates a week, but now that Alexa was finished moving in, they had each other in the mornings and evenings every day.

It was like living a dream. Alexa had never lived anywhere except on her family estate. She had been nervous about how she would handle not having her family as closely on hand as usual, but she had found that it wasn’t an issue. She still went over for lunch every Sunday and had calls with her siblings and parents often.

Victoria still needed to meet them. They had been putting off meeting each other’s family. Victoria wasn’t close with her family, but Alexa knew that she viewed her colleagues as surrogate family. That was why Victoria was hesitating to introduce them, Alexa was sure. They still hadn’t tainted their relationship with work, and for now, Alexa liked it that way.

She would share this part of herself with Victoria, but only once she’d figured out how to tell Victoria without making things weird between them. Victoria knew she ran a business, but had no idea that Alexa was one of the most prominent CEOs in her field. Would she look at Alexa differently once she knew? Alexa liked to think not, but she knew such things couldn’t always be helped.

That was the reason she had yet to introduce Victoria to her family. Alexa wouldn’t ask her parents to hide the truth, and it would soon come out that she was the leader of Rossi Corporation.

They had both been avoiding the subject. Alexa was glad that she and Victoria seemed to be on the same page as far as work was concerned. They hadn’t yet discussed a date for the inevitable conversation about work, but Alexa knew it was coming. She was nervous about it and tried not to think about it whenever possible.

“I’ll see you tonight.” Victoria ran a hand down Alexa’s cheek, sending pleasurable shivers through her body.

“See you tonight. Do you need to work late again?”

Victoria grimaced and nodded. “I’m sorry. I—”

“None of that. You don’t need to be sorry for things that you can’t control. To be honest, I could use the extra time at work as well. What do you say to a late dinner?”

Victoria leaned in for another kiss. “A late dinner sounds perfect. I’ll bring home dinner—you did breakfast. Tomorrow is Saturday; we can sleep in.”

“Good thing, too, because I intend to keep you up late tonight.”

Victoria’s eyes sparkled at the promise. “Well, now you’ve guaranteed that I’ll be watching the clock today.”

“I didn’t want to be the only one.”

They kissed once more before heading off to work.

In the end, they went to bed much earlier than anticipated. Both Victoria and Alexa were exhausted when they came home. As much as Alexa adored making love to Victoria, falling asleep in the comfort of her arms when they had both had a long day was just as good.

Alexa woke early to find that the bed was empty. Victoria was probably making breakfast.

She was on her way down to the kitchen when she heard Victoria’s raised voice coming from the office. They tried their best to keep work at work, but both of them had had occasion to use the home office from time to time.

Alexa was about to continue to the kitchen when she heard something that made her pause.

“… that Rossi bitch is at it again. How she can think she’ll actually pry that patent away from us is a mystery. She’s smart, but she’ll soon learn that she’s out of her depth. That patent belongs to the St. Clair Foundation. You do whatever you need to do to get this matter seen in court. The sooner we’re done with this sham, the better.”

Alexa was rooted to the spot. Horror spread through her as the meaning of the words hit her like an oncoming train.

That Rossi bitch… the St. Clair Foundation…

No. Surely not. She must have heard wrong. It couldn’t be what it sounded like.

It could, a small voice in her head said. She and Victoria had never discussed work, and she already knew that Victoria was a CEO.

Alexa finally forced her feet to move as she staggered back to their bedroom. She grabbed her phone and did a google search for St. Clair Foundation CEO. Victoria.

She closed her eyes for a moment, scared of what she would see.

When she opened them, her worst fears were realized. There was Victoria’s picture, under the title of CEO for the company that was Alexa’s most bitter business rival.

Alexa thought she might throw up. How had this happened?

More importantly, what was she going to do now?
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Victoria


Victoria didn’t understand what had gone wrong. One moment, everything was great, and the next, Alexa had turned into the ice queen.

“Alexa… can we talk?”

Alexa flashed an empty smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Sorry, Victoria, I’ve got to run.”

Victoria sighed as Alexa sped out of the house. Honestly, she hadn’t expected anything different. She’d been trying to get Alexa to talk to her for two weeks now. Every time she asked what was wrong, Alexa denied that there was a problem, but there clearly was.

Alexa barely spoke to her anymore, limiting herself to answering Victoria’s questions with single sentences. They hadn’t touched in two weeks. Alexa kept to her side of the bed and on the two occasions Victoria had tried to initiate more intimate touches, she had claimed to be too exhausted for it.

Victoria just couldn’t understand it. They hadn’t had a fight or anything along those lines. How could Alexa’s attitude have changed so drastically overnight?

Victoria worried that Alexa simply didn’t feel the same anymore, but for it to happen so quickly made no sense. Regardless, she was constantly on tenterhooks, dreading the moment she was sure was coming… Alexa breaking up with her.

Victoria didn’t have time to make a more concerted effort to get Alexa to talk to her this morning. She was due in court. It was the first day of what promised to be a very long battle with Rossi Corporation.

She got dressed with little enthusiasm before heading out to meet Luke and Macy at the courthouse. Both were clutching briefcases and doing a good job of hiding their nerves, but Victoria knew them well enough to see past their deceptively calm expressions.

They all knew what was riding on this case—the success or failure of the business.

As they walked into the court room, Victoria did a double take. What the hell was Alexa doing here? For one wild moment, she thought that Alexa had come to support her on this big day, but how would Alexa have even known where to be? They had barely spoken about anything over the past two weeks, let alone work.

Then Victoria realized where Alexa was—on the opposite side of the courtroom to her, surrounded by people who had to be lawyers, judging by their clothes.

Victoria wondered if she’d walked into wrong courtroom. “Luke? Are we in the right place?”

“Of course. You can sit right here.”

“What is Alexa doing here?” Victoria hissed, desperately hoping that Luke would say something to help her avoid the crushing truth that was threatening to sweep her away.

“Alexa Rossi? She’s the CEO of Rossi Corporation—your opponent.”

Victoria swayed on her feet.

What the fuck?

How the hell had this happened? Surely, she couldn’t have been dating her greatest rival and not know it, right?

Not talking about work had seemed like a sensible thing to do at the time, but now Victoria realized what a fool she had been. Alexa showed no surprise to see her there. How long had she known?

The answer came to Victoria like a punch in the gut. Two weeks. It must be. That’s why Alexa had been acting so weirdly. She somehow found out who Victoria was, and instead of confronting her, she’d… what? Pretended everything was okay? She certainly hadn’t done a great job of it. What had she been thinking?

Anger boiled up within Victoria’s chest. Alexa had had no right to keep this from her! She should have said something the moment she realized. Maybe they could have… what? Worked it out? How in the world were they supposed to work it out?

They were bitter rivals. Enemies. Fuck, Victoria was literally sleeping with the enemy.

What ramifications would this have on the case? Was that why Alexa hadn’t said anything? She wanted to give her side the advantage of knowing about their intimate relationship, while denying Victoria the same advantage.

Victoria’s venomous glare was wasted; Alexa was looking determinedly away from her.

“Luke, we have a problem.”

“What’s wrong?” Luke looked at her and did a double take. “Victoria? You’re as pale as a sheet. Are you feeling well?”

“Not particularly,” she said through gritted teeth. “The… the CEO. Alexa Rossi. I’m in… she’s my… ugh. We’re dating.”

Luke dropped the file he was holding, sending papers scattering over the floor. Macy quickly bent to pick them up, but Luke was too busy goggling at Victoria to notice. “You didn’t think to tell me this before?” he hissed.

“I didn’t know before!”

“How do you not know the last name of the person you are dating?”

“Look, it’s a long story, and not relevant right now. What do I need to do?”

Luke took a deep breath, glancing over at Alexa. “Is there anything you’ve told her that she can use against us?”

“I don’t think so. We never spoke about work—that’s why I didn’t know who she is. I’m such an idiot. Why did I never realize that every time I had a work emergency was the same time she had one? We were working opposite sides of the same emergency!”

“Nothing to be done about that now,” Luke said briskly, recovering quickly from the unpleasant news. “Don’t lie about your relationship if asked, but don’t bring it up unless you have to, either.”

“Right.” Victoria shot another glance at Alexa, who still wasn’t looking at her.

The case started, but Victoria had a hard time concentrating. She was inwardly fuming. She couldn’t believe Alexa’s nerve, letting her walk into this case blind. Did Alexa not owe her at least that much—some small warning? Did she really care for Victoria at all?

It all went well until Victoria was called to the stand.

Then, everything went to hell very quickly.

Luke questioned Victoria first. That part was easy. They had rehearsed the questions beforehand and Victoria had her answers ready.

Of course, they had no way to know what questions Alexa’s lawyer would ask.

The lawyer—Jared, Victoria thought she had heard someone call him—strode up to the stand, looking as smug as if he had already won the case. It was not a look that boded well.

“Miss St. Clair, I believe you know Miss Rossi on a personal level, is that correct?”

So, that’s the line of questioning he was going with, was he? Well, if he hoped to catch Victoria lying on the stand then he was dead wrong.

“Yes, that is correct.”

“May I ask how you know Miss Rossi?”

“We are—that is, we were in a romantic relationship.”

Now, Alexa finally looked at her. Victoria caught hurt flickering across her girlfriend’s—her ex-girlfriend’s—face. She couldn’t help but feel a small surge of vindictive pleasure. Alexa had blindsided her, and it felt good to blindside her right back.

On the heels of the nasty thought came remorse. Victoria certainly didn’t trust Alexa enough to be with her anymore, but she doesn’t want her to hurt, either. She suppressed the urge to apologize. What could she say? She meant what she said, and she wasn’t going to take it back.

“I see. And how would you say that relationship has affected this matter?”

“It hasn’t. We never talked about work. I honestly didn’t know who she was until I walked in here.”

“You expect us to believe that you were in a relationship for—Miss Rossi informs me—several months, and you didn’t know who she was?”

“If you’re looking for something incriminating, perhaps you should look to your own client. I didn’t know who she was until I saw her here today. Somehow, I doubt Alexa can say the same.” Victoria should stop there, but her roiling anger and hurt got the better of her.

“She’s a liar and a sneak, and if you fall for her crap then you’re stupider than—”

“What the hell was I supposed to say, Victoria?” Alexa stood up, much to the disapproving murmurs of the rest of the court. “How exactly do you tell the woman you—you’re dating that you’re actually her arch nemesis?”

“Not the way you did, that’s for fucking sure!” Victoria shouted. “You’re a fucking coward, Alexa!”

“And you’re a fucking hypocrite! Like you would have done it differently!”

“Hell yes, I would have!”

“Who’s the liar now?”

“Silence! Order in court!”

Neither of them paid attention to the judge. “How dare you call me a liar?” Victoria screamed. “After what YOU—”

Her words cut off in an indignant squeak as someone grabbed her arms from behind. Victoria glanced around just in time to see a police officer putting her in cuffs. On the other side of the court room, another was doing the same to Alexa.

“Take these two away until they have cooled enough to continue. Case is adjourned, for now.”

Victoria snarled wordlessly at the police officer who was hauling her away. He looked bored by the entire affair.

She was shoved into a car and taken to the local police station. To Victoria’s outrage, she was chucked into the same holding cell as Alexa.

Determined to maintain her dignity, Victoria folded her arms and faced away from Alexa. Soon enough, Luke would get her out on bail. She had only to wait.

“Oh, what, you won’t even look at me now?”

Victoria couldn’t help it. She spun to face Alexa. “Like you have room to fucking talk! You’ve barely spoken to me for two weeks now! Or did you forget your convenient silence?”

“I couldn’t tell you, okay?”

“Why the hell not!”

“I just couldn’t! Victoria, think of how you would have felt if it was you. Could you really look me in the eyes and say the words that would break my heart? Maybe it was cowardly of me, but I just couldn’t do it.”

Victoria’s anger softened slightly. She saw tears sparkling in Alexa’s green eyes and felt a wetness on her own cheeks. The pain at their situation threatened to consume her, and she clung to the anger. Anger was easier to deal with than pain.

“I’m so fucking mad at you!”

“Yeah? Well news flash, we’re on the same page again! You completely derailed our first day in court!”

“You were the one who started the shouting!”

“You were the one who goaded me!”

Alexa was so sexy when she was mad. Victoria wished she didn’t notice this, but she did. She was torn over whether she wanted to hit her or kiss her.

The latter urge won out. Victoria slammed her body against Alexa’s, pressing her into the wall and kissing her ruthlessly.
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Alexa


Alexa froze in shock for only a moment. She had been sure that Victoria was going to attack her… and she had, in a manner of speaking.

It didn’t take long for her body to respond, working way ahead of her brain, which was still in a state of stunned shock.

Alexa kissed Victoria back, just as viciously as Victoria was kissing her. She grabbed Victoria’s shoulders, spinning them around until Victoria’s back was the one hitting the wall. Victoria didn’t fight the motion. She just kept kissing Alexa as if her life depended on it.

This was probably a bad idea. Scratch that, this was definitely a bad idea, but Alexa couldn’t quite bring herself to care. All she cared about was getting her hands on Victoria’s delicious body.

Not bothering to undress her, Alexa shoved a hand into Victoria’s panties under her skirt- of course, as expected, she was very wet- Alexa thrust two fingers deeply inside of her.

Victoria arched her back and clung to Alexa’s shoulders for support as she spread her legs, allowing Alexa better access.

“Fuck yes… fuck me hard, Alexa. Do it like you mean it.” Victoria’s whispers were loud, considering they were in a cell. Alexa wondered for a second if they would be overheard.

Alexa’s fingers slid in and out of Victoria’s slick pussy. Victoria cried out and reached down for her clit.

“Fuck no, Victoria. You think I’m going to make this easy on you? You’ll come like this, or not at all.”

Victoria removed her hand, panting. “Harder,” she begged.

Alexa obliged her, going so hard it had to be near painful, but if it was, the edge of pain only seemed to excite Victoria a little more.

Alexa would have to remember that for… no. No, there was no future for them, no reason to remember such intimate details about her girlfriend.

Her ex-girlfriend, as Victoria had so callously announced to the court.

Alexa put all of her anger, hurt and frustration into the thorough finger fucking she was giving Victoria. It left her deeply satisfied to see Victoria on the edge, not quite able to come without pressure on her clit. Well, if she couldn’t come like this then Alexa was just going to leave her in this state of dire need. See how she liked that.

If she had started to hope for that outcome, she hoped too soon. Victoria’s legs suddenly clenched and her pussy tightened around Alexa’s fingers. She clutched at Alexa’s shoulders to stay upright as she swayed on the spot with the power of her orgasm.

Alexa didn’t give her any time to recover. As soon as she was sure Victoria was done, she removed her fingers and pushed Victoria to the floor. Victoria went limply and easily now.

Alexa pulled off her suit pants. “I’m going to sit on your face and get myself off,” she warned, giving Victoria a chance to back out.

“Yes,” Victoria agreed breathlessly.

Alexa quickly straddled Victoria’s face. Being unbearably turned on around Victoria was no new thing, but this was something else. They had never had sex quite like this before. Rough sex, sure, but never this with this undercurrent of rage and desperation.

Alexa knew that this would be their last time. She’d never get to feel Victoria’s tongue on her again, so she was damn well going to make the most of it.

She set to work, grinding herself against Victoria’s delicious tongue. Victoria really went for it, licking skillfully and enthusiastically, soon driving spikes of pure pleasure through Alexa’s clit, going from her tongue and emanating throughout her whole body.

“Yes—oh fuck, Victoria, I’m—”

“What is going—hey! What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Alexa dimly knew that she should be concerned about the voice arriving on the scene, but she could barely focus on anything except her desperate desire to come.

She was so close. She kept riding Victoria’s tongue, unconcerned by the sound of someone approaching and their cell door being opened.

She could feel it coming. Her thighs started to tighten and heat began to spread through her belly. Alexa had never needed to come as badly as she had in this moment.

Hands grabbed her shoulders and yanked her backward, off Victoria. Alexa’s body spasmed, trying futilely to come, but without Victoria’s wickedly wonderful tongue on her, she couldn’t.

Alexa floundered as she was dragged back by an irate police officer. “What the hell, lady? You can’t do that in here! Billy, get her to a separate cell.”

Alexa stared in bewilderment as he held out her pants, looking pointedly at her face. She was trembling and her pussy was dripping, wetting her thighs. Her head was swimming with need, and it took Alexa a few moments to comprehend that she was supposed to get dressed.

She snatched the pants and pulled them on roughly, followed by her heels, fighting back a moan as the movement jostled her swollen clit.

The officer marched her to another cell, but not before Alexa caught a smug look from Victoria. She ground her teeth. Victoria had her release, and now, Alexa was stuck with what she had threatened Victoria with—being left in dire need with no release.

Of course, she could finish herself off as soon as she was alone, but she knew she wouldn’t do that. Masturbating in a police cell somehow seemed worse than having hot, angry sex with an infuriating vixen of a woman.

So, Alexa sat down in her solo cell and let her head fall into her hands. Her body throbbed with need. She wanted to scream, or cry. This was so unfair. She could still smell Victoria on her fingers and she liked it.

She had no idea how long she sat like that, in utter misery, but eventually, distraction found her.

“You’ve made bail,” a bored voice said.

Alexa looked up and was mortified to find the same police officer who had pulled her off Victoria motioning for her to follow him.

She did so, wondering if she should apologize for her behavior. After a few moments of deliberation, she decided simply to ignore the issue. She would be out of here soon enough.

Alexa saw no sign of Victoria, and she was grateful for that.

Jared was waiting for her. Alexa gulped. She may be Jared’s boss, but boss or not, he looked like he was going to bite her head off. She hoped he couldn’t smell the sex on her. She had seldom seen her lawyer so irate.

He held an arm out silently, glowering at her, but clearly saving his lecture for somewhere private. The moment she got into the car with him, he started in on her.

“What the fuck was that, Alexa?”

Alexa hung her head. She had no good answer, no excuse for screaming at Victoria in court the way she had. “How badly did I derail the case?”

“I don’t know yet,” Jared said tersely. “The good news is that it’s just as likely to derail them as it is us, but we have yet to see which way it will fall.”

Alexa knew that she had to confess. It would be worse if Jared found out about this from the other side in court. But she didn’t know where to start.

“You didn’t talk to her while you were in the cell together, did you? Please, tell me you didn’t dig yourself any deeper into this hole than you already are.”

“Um. Well, we didn’t talk all that much.”

Jared cast her a suspicious glare. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Well… we may have… fucked.”

Jared slammed on the brakes just in time, narrowly avoiding colliding with the car in front of them.

He turned around fully in his seat to stare at Alexa. “You did WHAT?”

Alexa hung her head. “I know. It was a bad idea.”

“A bad—you could say—what were you—?”

Alexa let him splutter himself into silence. Cars were honking at them, and after a few moments, Jared noticed. He put the car back into gear and started driving again, his hands clenched tightly around the steering wheel.

“Was it consensual?” he asked in a clipped tone.

“What the fuck—of course it was consensual, Jared! Are you calling me a fucking rapist?”

“I had to make sure,” he said calmly. “If we’re going to be facing sexual assault charges…”

“That won’t happen. Besides, even if it did, we could file those same charges right back. We were both… participating enthusiastically. Very enthusiastically, actually.”

“Ugh, that’s enough! I do not need to know any more than that. Now, I need you to walk me through everything that was said. And please, leave out the gory details?”

Alexa sighed and did as she was told to the best of her ability to remember. She skipped over the whole hot-angry-sex thing, coming to the end where the police officer had had to pull them apart.

Jared groaned. “All it’s going to take is one of the officers who heard the story from him going to the press, and your reputation is done for. I’ll have to get a gag order in place, and fast. Now, where am I taking you?”

Alexa realized with a start that she actually had no idea. She couldn’t go home, that was for sure. Home was Victoria’s house, and she and Victoria… Well, it wouldn’t be a good idea for them to be around each other right now. Probably not a good idea ever.

On the other hand, she wasn’t exactly eager to return to her family home with her tail between her legs, confessing just how badly she had fucked up. They would find out, of course, but she didn’t want to be subject to their rightfully judgmental stares when she was desperately trying to process what had happened.

Of course, she had known the whole thing was going to be a shitshow—there had been no avoiding that—but the forewarning didn’t make it suck any less to be in it right now.

“Alexa? Location?”

“Right. Um. I guess I’ll just get a hotel. I could google somewhere…”

“No need. I stayed in the State Star a few months back. Very classy. Very private. You’ll like it there.”

“Perfect.” Alexa could use some privacy right now. All arousal was long forgotten. Right now, she just wanted somewhere she could cry in private.

Maybe later, once crying in her hotel room alone became too much to bear, she would call Daniella. It didn’t matter what time it was. Daniella would be there with words of comfort and some delicious home-cooked meal she had whipped up on short notice.

For now, though, Alexa needed space to sort through her muddled thoughts.

Jared dropped her off at the hotel. “Do you want me to come in with you?”

He seemed to have gotten past his immediate anger and was now eyeing her with mounting concern. Alexa wondered if her expression was as shattered as she felt on the inside.

“No, I’m fine,” she lied. She didn’t need him to come in with her, that much was the truth.

“Okay. I’ll see you at work tomorrow?”

“Of course.” As much as she would like to take a few days off, Alexa couldn’t afford to do that right now. She had to handle the shitstorm she had helped create.

“Okay then. If Victoria calls, do not answer. I’ll communicate directly with her lawyer. That is the only contact that will be happening between our two companies from now on.”

Alexa nodded dismally. Though she knew that was what had to happen, Jared’s words felt like a door slamming shut on her heart.

She checked in at the front desk. The friendly receptionist stood up to show her the way. “Can I have someone take your bag, Ma’am?”

“I—um. I don’t have a bag.” To her intense mortification, Alexa felt tears welling up in her eyes. “I don’t… I don’t have anything.” She took a shuddering breath, desperately trying to forestall impending meltdown. Almost all of her stuff was at Victoria’s house, and there was no way she could go back there. The tears thickened.

“Oh—that’s alright, Ma’am. If you’d like, we could send a shopper down to the mall to get some essentials for you?”

Bless this woman, and the hotel, for offering such a service.

Alexa sniffed. “Yes, please. Here.” She dug around in her bag and came up with her credit card. “Please be sure to add a reasonable tip for the shopper’s time and expertise.”

“I don’t need your card, Ma’am. We’ll charge the amount to your final account to be paid when you check out, and you will be able to specify any tip you like. You’ll just need to fill in this form for me…”

Alexa blinked back her tears, trying to read the shopping form. She filled in her size and ticked off for five outfits—two casual and three work appropriate—two pairs of pajamas, a spare pair of shoes, underwear, basic toiletries and some books from the classics section, specifying The Count of Monte Cristo. She needed to do some comfort reading.

“Thank you,” Alexa said quietly, handing over the form.

“It’s a pleasure, Ma’am. Would you like to be seen to your room now?”

“Yes, please.”

The friendly receptionist ushered Alexa to her room, with the distinct air of someone who wants to be rid of their charge before said charge has a mental meltdown on their watch.

Alexa stood just inside the door for a few moments after it closed behind her, looking at the nice but impersonal room. She wanted Victoria. She desperately wished that Victoria was someone else—anyone else. Not the CEO of the St. Clair Foundation. If it were any other hurdle, they could have leaped it together, but this… There was no coming back from this.

Alexa had known this from the moment she found out who Victoria was. She had foolishly thought that staying with Victoria on borrowed time would allow her to say goodbye and get some closure.

What a stupid thing to think. There was no closure, no real goodbye. No last kiss or wishing each other well. It was just messy and painful and a dozen other awful adjectives that Alexa couldn’t think of right now.

She finally let the tears flow freely as she flung herself onto the soft bed. This was such a mess. She didn’t know if her heart would ever recover from this. Even though she was still so mad at Victoria she could practically spit flames, what made it worse was that Alexa loved her.

Still. Even after everything that had happened, she was in love with Victoria. She wished that she could turn these feelings off, but if there was a way to do so, she didn’t know it.

Tomorrow, she would have to be strong. She would need to face the world and start to clean up the mess that she had created for herself.

For now, she allowed herself to be weak.

Alexa clutched the pillow to her chest as she spiraled into misery.
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Victoria


“Has Alexa Rossi been released on bail yet?”

The police officer gave her a dirty look, no doubt remembering how he’d had to pull Alexa Rossi off Victoria’s face. “I’m not at liberty to reveal that, Miss St. Clair.”

Right. Of course. Well, if Alexa wasn’t already out on bail, she soon would be. Victoria’s stomach was dancing with nerves. When she went home, would Alexa be there?

What would Victoria do if she was?

What would she do if she wasn’t?

Luke offered Victoria a ride home, but she told him she was fine to drive. She wasn’t in the mood to be lectured right now. She certainly had a lecture coming—and a well-deserved one, at that—but she would deal with it in the morning.

Victoria hesitated on her doorstep. Alexa’s car wasn’t here, but that didn’t mean much. Alexa likely got a lift from her lawyer or a taxi. She could be inside right now. Victoria had no idea what she was walking into.

If Alexa was there, what would she do? Was there any way to salvage this? She couldn’t see one, no matter how hard she tried.

Victoria shoved her key into the lock and opened the door. “Alexa?”

No response.

“Alexa, are you here?”

She walked through each room in the house, checking everywhere before she had satisfied herself that Alexa wasn’t here.

She was gone.

Victoria happened to be in the kitchen, so it was the kitchen floor she sank down onto when her legs gave out.

Alexa was gone. Out of her home, out of her life.

How was it possible that Victoria had woken up this morning feeling complete? She hadn’t been entirely happy—after all, things had been weird between her and Alexa for weeks now, and she’d been stressed about the case—but she had still felt like herself.

Now, Victoria felt like an empty shell of a woman. It had never hurt like this with Natasha. Why not? Surely, this shouldn’t be as bad. She and Alexa had only known each other a few months, and they certainly weren’t married.

Then why did it feel like her heart had been ripped out of her chest.

Victoria stumbled to her room, wanting nothing more than to go to sleep and block out the world for a while.

The moment she entered the room, she was confronted by a pair of Alexa’s shoes, followed by one of her dresses hanging over the dresser.

Fuck. She couldn’t do this.

Victoria stumbled through to the lounge, grabbing a spare blanket from the closet as she did so. She would sleep on the couch until she could summon the required mental resilience to go back to her bedroom.

Not their bedroom anymore. Hers, only hers.

The thought left her feeling hollow. She had never thought she needed a partner to complete her. It was only now that Alexa was gone that Victoria realized that before they met, she had been one half of a whole, a half that nestled perfectly into Alexa.

Alexa was the love of her life; Victoria knew that much. But the stars were aligned against them. She must have done something truly horrible in a past life to warrant this level of heartbreak.

Victoria pulled the blanket over her head and shut out the world.

She was woken by the shrill ringing of her phone. She scrambled off the couch, getting her legs tangled in the blanket and tripping, sending the phone crashing to the ground with her. From the floor, she frantically peered at the screen.

Not Alexa.

The slump of disappointment almost had her tossing the phone aside, but it was Luke, and she should answer.

“Hi, Luke.” Maybe he had called to deliver the lecture she most certainly had coming her way.

“Victoria, where are you?” Luke hissed urgently.

“Um… at home?”

“What are you doing there! We’re due in court in half an hour and—”

“What? What time is it?” Victoria gasped.

“It’s eight-thirty. You’d better get your ass down here, pronto.”

“On it!”

Victoria couldn’t believe she had overslept. Too late, she remembered that she had stopped setting an alarm, preferring the gentler wake-up of Alexa’s kiss to the obnoxious beeping.

She didn’t have time to berate herself, or even to shower. Victoria flung herself into the bathroom, grabbing her toothbrush with one hand and trying to get a start on detangling the bird’s nest of her hair with the other.

She was out of the house in ten minutes, a record. She just hoped that she hadn’t put her shirt on inside out or something similarly catastrophic.

Victoria screeched through the streets, arriving at court with two minutes to spare.

Luke’s expression broke out in relief when he saw her. “Victoria. Is everything—I mean, are you okay?”

“I’ll be fine.” Victoria had no idea if that was true or not, but now wasn’t the time to discuss her feelings.

She glanced across the room to see Alexa already there. Her face looked pale and drawn, but as beautiful as ever. Victoria had been in such a hurry to get here that she hadn’t had a chance to mentally prepare herself for seeing Alexa again. Alexa wasn’t looking at her, and Victoria was grateful for that much.

The case picked up where it had left off yesterday. Victoria had to clench her jaw to prevent herself from shouting when Alexa gave her testimony, claiming that Victoria had stolen the knowledge that had led to her getting the patent.

By the end of the court session, she felt wrung out and physically exhausted, as though she had been running all day rather than sitting.

Luke clapped her on the shoulder. “Good job, Victoria. It’ll be several more weeks of litigation before we meet here again. You have time to… sort your head out.”

A few weeks was hardly enough time for Victoria to recover from losing Alexa. Honestly, she didn’t know if she’d ever recover from that loss. However, she would have to try. She had to do right by her business and the people who depended on her.

Alexa had already taken her heart. Victoria wasn’t going to let her take her career as well.

It was only midday, so Victoria returned to the office. Jillian ambushed her the moment she walked in, grabbing Victoria by the elbow and practically dragging her to her office.

“Well? Talk.”

“I didn’t know,” Victoria said quietly. “If I had, we never would have even gone on that first date.”

“Of course you didn’t know. I knew you would never willingly date Alexa Rossi. I want to know about now. How are you doing? What’s going on in that head of yours?”

Victoria grimaced. “I’ll tell you one thing, it’s not pretty. I feel so torn. How can I love Alexa Rossi? But how can I hate my Alexa? I can’t believe they’re the same person.”

“I should never have made you try out that stupid app.”

“No, this isn’t your fault. It’s no one’s fault, really. Just stupid bad luck.”

“You’re not angry with Alexa?”

“I’m angry with her for not telling me as soon as she knew, but beyond that? What could I be angry for? She was as much in the dark as I was. Not talking about work was a mutual decision, one we are equally to blame for.”

Victoria sighed. “I don’t see what else I can do except move on. Or at least try to. It’s not like I have the luxury of time to process right now.”

“Take what time you can. This is a big deal. You loved her. I know you can’t take any time away from work, but at least try to get home at a decent time.”

“And sit at home alone, missing Alexa? No thanks. I’ll spend as much time as possible at work, where I can at least be with people I care about.”

Jillian seemed to be able to come up with no argument against this line of thinking. “Well, I’m here if you need me. You’ll talk to me if you need someone to vent to, yeah?”

“I will. Thanks, Jillian. You’re a good friend.”

“That’s good to hear, because now I need to go into assistant mode.”

Victoria did her best not to cringe. “Hit me with your worst.”

Jillian spent nearly ten minutes detailing the state of the various affairs Victoria needed to tend to. It was entirely overwhelming. Victoria and Alexa had wreaked some serious havoc with their behavior.

One good thing was that Alexa’s lawyer was working with them to get a gag order out on their intimate encounter in the police station. On that issue, they were entirely on the same page.

On every other conceivable issue, they were at odds. Victoria knew that such matters in business could often be resolved via negotiation rather than in court. Now that the case had started, and it was clear that they were on relatively equal footing in the eyes of the judge, at least so far, it would be a prime time for negotiations to take place.

Victoria couldn’t bring herself to do it, now. She was still simmering with resentment that Alexa would try to take her company from her. It would be the sensible thing to do, but doing it felt quite out of the question.

Of course, she had trained her employees never to be afraid of questioning her judgment when they thought it was wrong. She usually appreciated it, but today was one of those days when her own actions really came back to bite her in the ass.

“Victoria, we need to talk.”

Luke looked uncharacteristically serious, but that wasn’t unusual these days. Victoria supposed they had all been looking serious, what with how high the stakes were.

“Yes, Luke?”

“Come, let’s talk privately.”

Victoria followed Luke to his office and sat down. She hoped whatever he needed her to deal with didn’t take long. Her to-do list was already reaching epic proportions.

“You need to talk to Alexa.”

“What? I thought you said I wasn’t to have any more contact with her?”

“I don’t mean talk to her about your relationship. I mean, you need to arrange a meeting with her as the CEO of Rossi Corporation.”

“No.”

“Victoria, be reasonable about this. I know you’re pissed at her, but you need to think of the good of the business. We have no idea which way this case is going to go. If the two of you could come up with an agreement, maybe sharing the patent somehow—”

“No,” Victoria snapped. “Alexa has taken enough from me. She’s not taking this too.”

Luke folded his arms. “I call bullshit. This is not your business brain talking. Unless you can think of one good business reason not to sit down with Alexa, I’m telling Jillian to schedule the meeting.”

Victoria clenched her teeth, resisting the urge to shout. This is what she had lectured her employees about over and over. Victoria was human and fallible like the rest of them. If they thought she was making a mistake, they needed to step in, just like she would with them.

Of course, she was the CEO and she had the final decision. She could simply order Jillian not to contact Alexa… but she wouldn’t. She wouldn’t because as much as she hated to admit it, Luke was right. She was thinking with her heart and not her head.

“Fine,” Victoria muttered. “Set it up.”

“Thank you. I know it’ll be difficult to put your personal feelings aside, but try to remember that this is a business matter. Treat it like you would treat every other business meeting.”

That was going to be difficult, but Victoria would have to try. She was already hoping that Alexa would refuse the meeting.

Unfortunately, Alexa was either having an easier time separating business and emotion than Victoria, or she also had some good people advising her. Whatever the reason, she agreed to the meeting.

Victoria spent the next day dreading it rather than preparing for it. She should be coming up with lists. If they were going to negotiate, she would need to compromise. As much as that rankled, it was unavoidable.

With three hours to go until the meeting, Victoria finally got off her ass and started cramming. She met with Mike, and the two of them went through strategy. Victoria would make Alexa an offer she couldn’t refuse. She would offer to buy the patent from Alexa. Given that the patent didn’t even belong to Alexa, an offer to buy it was generous, especially given the amount Victoria would be offering.

She put together some bids; she’d start with her lowest one and allow herself to be worked up to the highest she was willing to go.

Victoria finished two minutes before she was due to leave. It was the most rushed proposal she’d ever put together—probably not the best idea, given that her entire business hinged on the outcome of the battle over this patent.

Well, it was too late to regret it now.

Mike and Luke were ready to go, just waiting on her.

Victoria drove the three of them to Alexa’s office, which was only twenty minutes away from hers. They were so close and they had never realized…

Dwelling on that wouldn’t help either, though, so she tried to put her thoughts to more productive channels.

Victoria had requested that the meeting be held at Alexa’s office. Alexa probably saw it as a concession on Victoria’s part, allowing the meeting to take place on Alexa’s turf, which worked for Victoria. Truthfully, she didn’t want Alexa in her space. Her office was like a second home to her. Her actual home was already saturated with memories of Alexa. She didn’t need that at work, too.

Mike and Luke were murmuring quietly in the back seat, but didn’t try to bring Victoria into the conversation, perhaps sensing that she was lost in her own thoughts.

There was someone waiting at the door to usher the three of them through the building, straight to the conference room.

Alexa was already seated, but she stood when Victoria and her team walked in.

“Welcome.” Her voice was the opposite of welcoming as she pulled out a polite smile. “Please, sit down.”

Victoria endeavored to copy Alexa’s smile. It felt strangely foreign on her face, and she hoped she didn’t appear as conflicted as she felt.

“Well, let’s get down to business, shall we?” Victoria said the moment they were all seated.

“Let’s. I think we all know that if we continue with it, the battle for this patent is going to be long and expensive. It’s best to come to a settlement now.”

“I agree. No one needs a drawn-out court battle.”

“Excellent. I’m glad to see we’re on the same page. To that end, I have an offer to make you. Though I still contend that it isn’t rightfully yours, I am willing to put that conviction aside for now and make you an offer to buy it from you.”

Alexa slid a piece of paper across the table. It had a number written on it. There were a lot of zeros.

Victoria almost laughed. Of course, she and Alexa would come to the same strategy. They were too similar not to.

“I have a counter-offer.” Victoria took out the notebook she had brought with her and wrote down her second bid. Her first bid was lower than what Alexa had offered, but her second exceeded it by quite a bit. She had five separate bids prepared.

Alexa looked down at the paper, studying it intently for a moment. “I see we are of the same mind. If your offer is anything to judge by, I take it you are not willing to sell the patent?”

“No, I’m not.” Victoria knew that in the long run, the patent would make up what she was offering Alexa tenfold. Unfortunately, Alexa seemed to know that as well.

“Then perhaps I can sweeten the deal. I will offer you the amount I named, plus one of my smaller patents. The information is here. As you can see, it’s small fry compared to what we are dealing with now, but if you read the report, you’ll see that with some time and investment, it could be developed into something much larger.”

Victoria didn’t need to read the report. She recognized the name of the patent from the heading. Alexa was telling her the truth of it. it was a patent she had been jealous of from the start… however, even if it did as well as Victoria suspected it could, it would have nothing on the one they were negotiating for now.

“Like I said, I’m afraid I’m not willing to sell. However, since I see it is so important to you, I can make you a better offer.’

Victoria wrote down her third bid and handed the paper to Alexa.

Alexa barely glanced at it before shaking her head. “That patent is mine. I’m not giving it up. I am prepared to negotiate for it, but if this meeting does not end with an agreement to transfer the rights of the patent over to Rossi Corporation, we’re going straight back to court.”

Victoria did her best to hide her annoyance. She remembered what Luke had said and tried to think of this as any other business meeting. So, one of Alexa’s non-negotiables—getting the patent—clashed with one of Victoria’s non-negotiables—keeping the patent. That should be a surmountable problem. it just meant that they both needed to reconsider exactly what they were prepared to negotiate.

She should offer Alexa a share in the patent. She could start at ten percent and let herself be worked up to forty. It would be a blow, but her business would survive, whereas they risked losing everything if they went ahead with this case.

The idea of sharing anything with Alexa was distasteful, to say the least, but if she wanted to make this meeting work, Victoria didn’t have much of a choice.

“I can offer you a ten percent share in the patent, for no financial motivation from your side.”

Alexa was already shaking her head. “That patent is ours.”

Victoria had been in the business a lot longer than Alexa had. She knew when to push and when to give. Bending on your non-negotiables was never easy, and it clearly wasn’t a skill Alexa had learned yet. Or maybe she had, but she simply wasn’t able or willing to do it now.

Victoria gritted her teeth. She was only willing to bend so far, even in the name of compromise. She hadn’t gotten to where she was by being a pushover and giving ground for nothing. She opened her mouth to respond, but Luke cut her off before she could begin.

“I think we should give Victoria and Alexa some time alone to discuss this.”

Victoria stared at him. What was he doing? This was a terrible idea.

Luke leaned down to whisper in her ear. “This isn’t working, Victoria. You need to try a different angle. Appeal to her human side. You know her. Maybe you can use that.”

His words left Victoria feeling dirty. She didn’t want to manipulate Alexa. To her surprise, Alexa’s lawyer also stood up. “That’s an excellent idea. Let’s give them some space.”

Alexa looked just as taken aback as Victoria felt as their respective teams filed out of the room.

For a few moments, they refused to look at each other.

Victoria closed her eyes, remembering the tender times with Alexa, the laughs they had and the comfort they had both brought to each other.

“Alexa… please, look at me.”

Alexa sighed and brought her beautiful green eyes up to meet Victoria’s. “What?” she murmured, her voice far less hostile than it had been before.

“Please, just listen to me.” What she was about to do wasn’t standard business model. Most CEOs would turn into sharks the moment they saw weakness, but this wasn’t most situations. She had to believe that Alexa still cared for her in some form. What they had had been too powerful for it to be otherwise.

“I need this patent,” Victoria admitted. “I’m not just being bullheaded when I refuse to sell it. I literally can’t. We could go under without it.”

Alexa’s eyes widened. “I thought… I thought it was just one of many for you.”

“It is, but we’ve poured so much into investing in this endeavor… maybe we overextended ourselves. I don’t know. It’s too late to go back now, regardless. But I can’t sell it. There has to be another way.”

“There isn’t.” Alexa’s voice shook slightly. “You think I’m just being cruel, Victoria? I need this patent too. My company also hinges on the outcome of this case.”

Victoria hadn’t imagined this. She had thought that Alexa was simply looking for more profit to add to her already successful business. She hadn’t realized that Alexa may need this just as much as she did.

“What happened? I thought you were doing well. Certainly, the rest of the business world thinks you are.”

Alexa hesitated.

“Alexa, it’s me, Victoria. I’m not going to rat you out to the press.”

“I… Well, it didn’t start off like that. At first, it was just an opportunity, but then… well, Skybound Industries made a move on us.”

Skybound Industries was the third biggest company in their field. Unlike Alexa and Victoria, their CEO didn’t play fair. “What did that bastard do this time?”

“He had something on one of my employees. I don’t even know what—she wouldn’t tell me. But he coerced her into siphoning millions of company funds into an offshore account. It never should have been able to happen, but she was smart. She hired outside help to assist her. With her on the inside and a team of professional criminals on the outside… Well, our accounts had no chance.

“When did you find out about this?” Victoria demanded, horrified.

“The day I found out who you were. I overheard a phone conversation… I went to work the next day ready to tell them to drop the case against you. That’s when my accountant told me.”

Victoria was stunned into silence. She wrestled with her words for a minute before her lips finally cooperated. “You… you were going to drop the case against me?”

Alexa nodded miserably. “I didn’t want some stupid business fight to break us up. I was sure we could work it out… but I can’t, now. This isn’t just about extra profit anymore. My entire business that my family depends on could go down.”

“So you choose your business over me.”

“Just like you did.”

The atmosphere in the room had suddenly gone cold. “I need that patent.”

Alexa met Victoria’s unwavering gaze. “So do I.”

“Then share it with me.”

“Not going to work. You think I didn’t think of that? I’ve already gone over detailed scenarios with my accountants. If we’re going to recover from what Skybound Industries did, we need the entire patent. It’s the only way the numbers add up.”

Victoria didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t give up the entire patent. “There has to be some way we can come to an agreement on this.”

“What way, Victoria? If you see one, then please enlighten me.”

Victoria scrambled for words, but for once, the words weren’t there. She had never been faced with a situation like this. What the hell was she supposed to do? Ask Alexa to give up her career? Give up her own career for Alexa? Neither option was tenable, and they both knew it.

“I… I don’t—”

“Exactly. I don’t really see that there’s anything more to discuss. There’s only one way for this to end. For one of us to win, one of us has to lose.”

Victoria desperately wanted to refute Alexa’s hopeless outlook, but she couldn’t. She saw no way out of this trap. It was hopeless. “Then I guess there’s nothing more to say.”

“No, I guess there isn’t.” Victoria stood, feeling like her feet were made out of lead. “I’ll see myself out. I’ll see you in court, Alexa.”

“See you in court, Victoria.”

Alexa sounded about as close to tears as Victoria felt.

Victoria shared one last anguished glance with the woman she loved before quietly leaving the room and closing the door behind her.
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Alexa


Alexa should have listened to her gut. Her instincts had been screaming that this meeting was a bad idea, but she had allowed herself to be convinced that those instincts were faulty, compromised.

She should never have allowed herself to be persuaded to meet with Victoria.

Alexa had been prepared for the possibility of the meeting making things worse. She had been mentally braced for screaming and swearing and oaths of vengeance. What she’d gotten had been so much worse in so many ways.

It had been easier when she could just be furious with Victoria, thinking her unreasonable and greedy. Now that she knew Victoria had just as much riding on this as she did… Well, she didn’t know what to do with that.

She would keep fighting for her company, of course. To do so wasn’t an option. But she would hate herself every moment she did it, knowing that all her work might be ruining the woman she loved.

“Alexa? What happened? Victoria and her team just left! What did you say to her?”

Alexa took a deep breath and forced herself to look into Jared’s eyes. “Negotiation is not going to be possible.”

“Alexa, you know what is riding this! If we lose—”

“I know that!” Alexa snapped. “I tried, okay? She’s not budging.”

“She has to budge! I admit I don’t know her personally like you do, but I know her reputation. Victoria St. Clair isn’t unreasonable. There has to be some arrangement we can come to.”

“Just wishing it doesn’t make it so, Jared. Please believe me on this. I tried, I really did. When I tell you there is no way we can come to an agreement, I really mean it.”

Jared surveyed the conviction in her eyes for a few moments before finally nodding in defeat. “Then we fight this in court.”

“What do you think our chances are?”

“At this point, it’s about fifty-fifty. There are likely to be shifts of advantage in the future, but I have no way of knowing which way those will go.”

“So we may go down, or we may make up what we lost tenfold. Great.” Alexa knew that uncertainty was part of running a business, but the stakes had never been quite so high before.

“The good news is that I’ve managed to get the case priority changed. We can’t afford to wait years for this to be resolved. We’ve been put under the urgent category. This should be resolved in a few weeks, at most.”

“Great.” Alexa was struggling to work up much enthusiasm about anything right now. One thing was for sure; it was going to be a rough few weeks.

[image: ]


Alexa dabbed makeup under her eyes, trying to hide the dark circles shadowing them. She hadn’t gotten much sleep over the past six weeks. She had made sure to get an early night last night—she needed to be rested for today—but that didn’t erase the evidence of her recent bad sleeping habits.

She didn’t usually condone relying on drugs, but her recent troubles sleeping had convinced her to take a sleeping pill last night. She couldn’t afford to be exhausted today.

Alexa dressed carefully and arrived at court half an hour early. Victoria was already there. Alexa didn’t know whether she wanted to scream or cry at the sight of her. She looked tired too, but her golden brown hair and her golden brown eyes glowed in the light.

The last month and a half had been brutal. She and Victoria had both fought tooth and nail over the patent. Neither of them resorted to underhanded tactics, but they used every resource at their disposal to fight as hard as they were able to while not betraying their own morals.

As much as Alexa wanted to hate Victoria, she couldn’t, not when she knew why Victoria was doing this. Their motivations were the same. It was a sick joke that they were somehow pitted against each other. As much as Alexa wanted to win, she dreaded what that win would mean for Victoria.

On the other hand, the consequences of losing were too great to think about for long without breaking out into a cold sweat.

She sat down, keeping her eyes to the front. Every time she looked at Victoria, Alexa felt like she might cry, so she had been doing a lot of staring studiously ahead throughout the duration of the case.

“Court is in session. Today, we will hear the closing statements in the case of Rossi v. St. Clair. Mr. Davies, would you please step forward.”

Jared gave his speech perfectly. If she was the judge, Alexa was sure she would be convinced by him. The judge’s face remained impassive, or perhaps Alexa was simply too stressed to pay enough attention to read it.

Unfortunately, Victoria’s lawyer gave an equally convincing speech. Alexa shouldn’t be surprised. She knew he was good, just as good as Jared. The judge went off to deliberate.

He deliberated for hours. The sun rose and fell, and Alexa was beginning to think that she wouldn’t even get her answer today when they were finally called back in.

Alexa wiped her hands on her skirt, trying to make them less clammy with sweat. This would all be over soon, one way or the other. That thought wasn’t exactly comforting.

The judge addressed the court with a few sweeping statements about the case, but thankfully wasted no time getting to his final verdict.

“In the case of Rossi v. St. Clair, this court finds the St. Clair Foundation not guilty.

Not guilty. Not guilty of stealing corporate secrets. Not guilty of owning a patent that wasn’t theirs.

Victoria had won.

Alexa felt her eyes filling with tears as the full gravity of everything this meant hit her hard enough to take her breath away.

All the trust her family had placed in her, her entire life’s work… gone. For nothing.

She knew that she was seconds away from breaking down. No way was she giving Victoria the satisfaction of seeing her cry. Alexa fled from the room.
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Victoria


Victoria should feel happy, or at least relieved. Instead, all she felt was a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. What the hell was wrong with her?

Unfortunately, she knew exactly what was wrong with her. Her eyes were magnetically drawn to Alexa, who she had avoided looking directly at her for weeks. Alexa was frozen as the color drained from her cheeks. Victoria saw devastation written plainly across her beautiful face.

How could she revel in her victory when this was the price?

Alexa turned and ran. Without thinking about it, Victoria started after her, ignoring Luke as he tried to call her back.

It didn’t take long to find Alexa. She hadn’t made it far. She was sitting outside the court, her back to one of the long ornamental pillars, but facing the courthouse, so that anyone passing outside wouldn’t see her.

She was breathing fast and shallowly, tears streaming out from under her closed eyelids.

“Alexa…”

Alexa leaped up as though she had been electrified. “Leave me alone, Victoria!”

“No.”

“Fuck off!”

Alexa took a step back, but Victoria took two steps forward. “Please, what can I do?”

“There isn’t anything you can do. Anything anyone can do! It’s all over. Everything—it’s a-all—”

Alexa gasped and wrapped her arms around herself as she cried, her breathing rapidly edging toward hyperventilating.

Victoria couldn’t help it. Her body seemed to act of its own accord, intent on comforting Alexa. She stepped forward again and wrapped Alexa in a tight hug.

“No! Leave me alone!”

Alexa struggled weakly, but Victoria held onto her. She knew Alexa well enough to realize that leaving her alone would be a terrible idea right now.

“FUCK YOU!”

“I’m sorry,” Victoria murmured. “I’m so sorry, Alexa.”

The fight seemed to go out of Alexa all at once. Her knees buckled, bringing them both to the ground. She fell into Victoria, her arms going around Victoria’s neck. “Everything I’ve worked for…” she sobbed. “How can I even look my father in the eye? What will I do with my life? My work was everything to me.”

Victoria wasn’t going to offer her empty words—that her father would forgive her and that she could start again with her career. She was young and could still make a success of herself. Those things might very well be true, but Victoria knew they would do little to comfort Alexa right now.

She scrambled to think. She couldn’t leave things like this. She couldn’t walk away victorious, leaving the woman she loved broken behind her.

What could she do, though? If she gave up the patent, she would lose her company. Could she bring herself to do that? For Alexa?

Did she truly love her work more than the distraught woman in her arms?

“It’s yours.”

Alexa looked up through uncomprehending, tear-filled eyes. “What?”

“It’s yours. The patent.”

Alexa’s mouth popped open. “But… but…”

“I love you, Alexa. I can’t stand to see you suffer. It’s not worth it.”

Alexa jumped to her feet again. “But your company will go under! You told me yourself.”

Victoria stiffened her resolve as she stood to face her. “I know. But I built a company from the ground up once. Who knows, perhaps I can do it again. It’s never too late to start again, and I’d be in a much better financial position than I was the first time.”

Alexa stared at her like she had lost her mind. “You can’t mean that.”

“I do. I’ll call Luke right now and tell him to draw up the paperwork.”

Victoria reached into her pocket and brought out her phone. She was just about to dial Luke’s number when Alexa’s hand covered hers.

“No.”

“What do you mean, no?”

“I mean, don’t do it. I can’t let you give up your company for me, Victoria. I love you too much to let that happen. If you can start again, then so can I. Who knows, maybe I’ll even go into another line of work. I have options.”

She offered Victoria a smile, but she couldn’t hide the pain in her words. Victoria couldn’t believe this. She was willing to sacrifice her company for Alexa and Alexa wouldn’t let her.

She must love Victoria just as much as Victoria loved her.

“It can’t be like this,” Victoria whispered. “One of our stories ending in tragedy… It’s not right.”

“Maybe it shouldn’t be one of our stories, then.” Alexa squeezed Victoria’s hand. “Maybe it should be our story. I want you back, Victoria. Screw the complications. We can deal with those later. I need you more than anything in the world, my career included.”

How could a moment so joyful be so heartbreaking at the same time? Victoria leaned forward and pressed a tender kiss to Alexa’s lips. “I want you back, too. If you’re willing to try, then so am I. It’ll be difficult, but when did either of us do anything the easy way? We’ll handle whatever comes together.”

Alexa laughed. “Together, then.”

“Together… our story…” An idea was forming.

“Victoria? Are you okay? You suddenly look zoned out.”

“Our story…” Victoria stared at Alexa through wide eyes. “Our story! Alexa, that’s it! Our story! Not one of us, but both of us, together!”

“Yes, that’s what we just agreed on. Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Because I’ve just realized—why didn’t I think before?!”

“Realized what? You’re scaring me, Victoria. You’re shaking. Maybe you should sit down.”

Victoria was shaking with excitement, because she finally knew the solution to their unsolvable problem.

“Alexa, we need to merge our companies!”

Alexa’s jaw went slack. “Merge… our companies?”

“Of course! This is the way! Both of our careers can survive like this. I mean, it’ll be tricky, mergers always are, but we can do it. I know we can! I mean, if you want to.” A hint of doubt trickled into Victoria’s mind as she waited for Alexa to answer. Maybe Alexa wouldn’t want to merge companies with her. It was a family company, after all. What if she would rather it shut down than become something it had never been intended to be?

“It would work,” Alexa said slowly. “We could be co-CEOs. We’d work well together, I’m sure. But there’s just one thing. See, Rossi Corporation has always been a family company. I don’t know if I’d feel right about owning it with someone not in the family.”

Victoria’s heart sank. “Then you have to take the patent, Alexa. I swear, I’ll be fine. I can—”

“Shh. That’s not what I’m saying. You’re right. Merging companies is the only solution. We need to merge companies, but I need the company to stay in the family.”

And yet another unsolvable problem. Victoria’s hope shriveled.

“There’s only one solution. You’ll have to marry me.”

Victoria’s head snapped up. “What?”

Alexa dropped to one knee. “I don’t have a ring, but I have the love in my heart that I hold for you. I want to go through life with your hand in mine, and I want to make the ultimate commitment to you. Victoria, will you marry me?”

“Alexa, you don’t have to do this just to save your business! I would never force you into something like this. Like I said, you can have the—”

“Victoria, stop. You really think I’d do this just for business? I love you. I want to be your wife. I don’t care if both of our businesses go down tomorrow; I’d still want to be with you. Please, Victoria, will you marry me?”

Victoria’s doubt was washed away. “Yes.” She felt tears stinging her own eyes, but these were not tears of grief. “Yes, Alexa, I want to marry you. Fuck, I love you so much.”

She grabbed Alexa’s hands and pulled her to her feet. The moment their faces were level, Victoria kissed her. Alexa wrapped her arms around Victoria’s waist and pulled her close as they kissed joyfully and freely.

After so many weeks of feeling hopeless and trapped, Victoria felt like she could finally breathe again.

There was a way, and they had found it.


Epilogue
Alexa- two years later


“It was a pleasure to meet you both, Mrs. Rossi and Mrs. Rossi.”

Alexa grinned. Though it had been two years, she still got a thrill out of hearing her surname—their surname—applied to Victoria. “It was a pleasure to meet you too, Kevin.”

For once, it truly was. Alexa didn’t like a lot of the people she and Victoria had to work with, but she had a good feeling about Kevin. They seemed to agree on a number of important issues. She hoped that working with him would be fulfilling as well as profitable.

“Thank you for your time, Kevin.” Victoria flashed him her winning smile. “We’ll be in touch shortly.”

They had landed several other investors during the evening, but Kevin was the biggest one, so Alexa and Victoria paid special attention to him.

They made their rounds, saying goodbye to everyone else who they had convinced to join their new venture.

Finally, they were free. Alexa didn’t really mind these fancy work functions, but she far preferred spending time with her wife.

“You ready to go home?”

“Not quite yet. I’ve got a surprise for you—if you’re not too tired, that is.”

Well, that sounded intriguing. “I’m not too tired.”

Victoria pressed a kiss to Alexa’s cheek. “Excellent. I’ll drive.”

Alexa became more and more curious as Victoria took her out of the city limits to… a forest?

“Are we camping? We had better not be camping, Victoria; you know I can’t stand sleeping on the ground.”

“We’re not camping,” Victoria assured her. “Don’t worry, my love. This is going to be great.”

Her fears assuaged, Alexa reverted to excitement. She had no idea what Victoria had planned, but she believed her wife when she said it was going to be good.

They got to a small path that might have been treacherous to walk in the dark, except for the small, glowing pink and gold lanterns that were hung from tree branches every few feet.

“Did you do this?”

“Well, the lanterns didn’t exactly grow from trees, did they?” Victoria teased.

“I don’t know about that. They look like part of the scenery, like they belong here.”

“Unfortunately, they won’t belong here for much longer. I had to jump through several hoops to be allowed to hang them in the first place. They’ll have to come with us when we leave. I was thinking we could hang a few on the porch.”

“The oak in the garden would also look lovely decorated with these.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

They walked along the path, hand in hand, until they came to a small clearing, ringed with lanterns. In the middle was a large, puffy blanket with a picnic basket in the middle, along with a cooler bag.

Victoria held her hand out in invitation. “After you.”

Alexa grinned as she plopped down on the blanket. Victoria lifted the picnic basked to reveal another blanket, this one fluffier than the one they were sitting on. She sat close to Alexa and wrapped the blanket around both of their shoulders, effectively banishing the chill of the night.

She brought a bottle of champagne out of the cooler bag.

“To celebrate our successful deal?” Alexa guessed.

“I didn’t know we would be successful until after we were done tonight. No, this is for our anniversary.”

Alexa felt a flash of panic. “B-but it’s April third! Our anniversary is on May tenth!” Surely, she couldn’t have gotten the date wrong? She’d feel like a real piece of shit if she forgot their anniversary.

“Breathe, Alexa. You’re right. Our wedding anniversary isn’t for more than a month.”

“Then why are you giving me a heart attack?”

“It’s the anniversary of the day you got down on one knee and asked me to marry you.” Victoria gave her a soft smile. “That was one of the best days of my life. I wanted to celebrate it somehow.”

“Oh.” Alexa understood now. “You’re right—that does deserve some celebration. What do we have to go with our champagne?”

Victoria pulled plastic cups out of the basked—probably a good call not to bring glasses—as well as a container of chocolate-dipped strawberries, some sandwiches and muffins.

Alexa raised an eyebrow. “Cucumber sandwiches? We are going fancy, aren’t we?”

“I made them myself. Remember when I asked you to dash out and grab some more laundry detergent from the store?”

“Yeah…”

“We have plenty of detergent. I hid it to have an excuse to get you out of the house. I wanted time to put these together.”

Alexa took a cautious bite and was relieved to find the sandwiches edible—more than edible. They were actually quite yummy. “I’m impressed.” Despite her many attempts to teach Victoria to cook, Victoria remained a menace in the kitchen. She was more than happy to take care of the cleaning while leaving Alexa to do the cooking.

Now that they were jointly managing Rossi Corporation—Victoria had insisted on keeping Alexa’s family name for the merged business, for which Alexa was grateful—there was much less work for them each to do. It gave them more time for each other, and they even had time for socializing.

Alexa had quickly become close with Jillian, who she suspected was largely responsible for the setup of Victoria’s idea, given that Victoria had been with Alexa all evening.

“My, my, Victoria. You lied. You naughty girl. I think you’ll have to make it up to me somehow.”

“Oh dear. I certainly don’t want to be in your bad books, not on our anniversary. Whatever could I do to change that?”

“Well, I’ve been feeling a little neglected recently. What with all the planning of the event and preparing to make the deal with that client.”

That wasn’t true and they both knew it. They always made time for each other, and Alexa’s needs had hardly been neglected. However, Victoria played along.

“It seems that I have more than one thing to make up for. I wouldn’t want you to feel neglected tonight.” She gently pushed Alexa’s shoulder so that she was lying down on the picnic blanket. “Lie back, my love. Just relax. Let me take care of you.”

Victoria made quick work of Alexa’s panties and pushed her dress up to her waist.

Alexa was already tingling in anticipation, but Victoria seemed determine to drive her crazy with desire before giving her what she truly needed.

She started kissing Alexa’s ankles, sucking lightly, then harder when Alexa moaned and murmured her encouragement. Victoria moved up to Alexa’s calves, pressing her delicious kisses all the way around the back and the front.

“Harder, please.”

There was an edge of pain on Victoria’s suckling kisses now, and Alexa was sure she’d be wearing pants to work for the next few weeks. Hickeys on legs were hardly common, and certainly not professional. She didn’t care. All she cared about was that Victoria kept doing exactly what she was doing.

By the time Victoria worked her way up to Alexa’s thighs, Alexa was already wet. She resisted the urge to bring her hand to her clit. She knew that Victoria’s tongue was way better than her own hand would ever be, and sure enough, once she reached the tops of Alexa’s thighs, Victoria finally moved to her clit.

She licked so lightly that it was almost ticklish, and certainly far from the pressure Alexa needed. Alexa lifted her hips upward, seeking more, but Victoria simply pulled back a little, continuing with her light, teasing licks.

“Are you certain you’re committed to making it up to me?” Alexa’s teasing tone was somewhat ruined by how breathless she was. “After all, I have the right to be extremely pissed at you. If you’re not careful, I might have to throw a fit about your behavior.”

Victoria pulled back a little, but replaced her tongue with her fingers, rubbing lightly on Alexa’s clit.

“Well, I wouldn’t want to face a fit. You can certainly throw a mighty tantrum when you want to.”

“Victoria!”

Victoria shrugged unapologetically. “It’s the Italian in you—fiery. I like it. You’re so hot when you’re angry.”

“Then prepare for me to become hot very quickly.”

“Perhaps I should infuriate you more often.” Victoria slipped two fingers into Alexa’s wet pussy, effectively cutting off her response.

“Less talking, more licking,” Alexa gasped.

“Your wish is my command.”

Victoria pressed her fingers further into Alexa’s pussy, finding her G-spot just as her tongue came back to Alexa’s clit.

“Fuck!” Alexa hoped she wasn’t about to squirt all over this nice picnic blanket, but she could make no guarantees.

Victoria finally doubled down, giving Alexa the firm pressure with her tongue that Alexa was so craving. After that, it didn’t take long. Alexa was soon writhing on Victoria’s tongue, her gasps and cries being swallowed by the night around them.

“Yes, Victoria,” she breathed. “Yes, yes, fuck YES!”

Alexa came so hard that the stars in the sky above them were temporarily blanked out by the stars dancing before her eyes. Victoria’s tongue was like sweet heaven on her clit, licking her in long, firm strokes, drawing Alexa’s orgasm out even further.

Alexa let out a long moan of satisfaction as she went limp, pushing Victoria’s head away.

Victoria gave her one last lick, making Alexa shiver at the overstimulation, before coming up to lie next to her. “Am I forgiven?”

“Almost,” Alexa panted.

Victoria raised an eyebrow. “Almost?”

“Well, there’s one more thing I’d like. You know how much I love watching you get yourself off.”

Seeing but not being able to touch was frustrating, but for some reason it was also a huge turn on for Alexa.

Victoria grinned and pushed her dress up, sliding a hand into her panties. “You like to watch, hm? Like to watch me thinking about you as I get myself all hot for you?”

“Yeah.” Alexa’s body was already waking up, reminding her that no matter how many times they made love, she was always eager for more with Victoria.

Victoria moaned as her hand on her clit sped up. “Oh yeah. This is just what I need after a long night. Feels so good.”

Alexa’s mouth was dry as she watched. “Victoria, let me touch,” she begged.

“No.”

The refusal sent a bolt of lust through her. “Please.”

Alexa loved this game and Victoria knew it. “Does watching me like this turn you on, love? Does it make you wet?”

“You know it does.” Alexa brought a hand to her own clit, finding it still a little sensitive, but not objecting to what she had to offer.

“Uh-uh. You know the rules. No touching at all while I’m doing this. That includes yourself.”

“Please. Victoria, I need it.”

Victoria didn’t answer, simply moaning again and arching her back as she drew closer to the edge. Alexa was panting almost as much as Victoria was as Victoria cried out, stiffening as her orgasm wracked through her.

Alexa watched the most beautiful sight in the world, turned on beyond belief as her wife came on her own fingers.

The moment Victoria was done, Alexa captured her lips in a kiss. Victoria returned it languidly, still lost in the bliss of her relief.

Alexa whimpered into Victoria’s mouth, grinding her clit against Victoria’s thigh.

“I think that’s enough of that. We wouldn’t want this good picnic to go to waste, now would we? I’d be sorely disappointed, and then you’d be the one making things up to me.”

“I am totally down for that.”

Victoria chuckled. “Oh, I know you are. But you know how much I like to watch you squirm. Wait a little longer? Let’s eat, and then I’ll give you the release you’re craving.”

“Fine, but you owe me.”

“I’m sure I can figure out a way to pay the debt somehow.”

Alexa sighed dramatically as she pulled the chocolate strawberries toward them. She popped one into Victoria’s mouth.

“Mmm, this is good,” Victoria moaned in pleasure as she bit into the strawberry.

“You’re mean,” Alexa muttered. “You know making sounds like that is going to keep me on edge.”

“Why do you think I’m doing it?”

“Mean,” Alexa repeated, but any further words were cut off as Victoria fed her a strawberry. They were good, she’d give Victoria that much, but still, did Victoria really have to perform such positively pornographic moans as she ate?

Victoria poured them each a cup of champagne, which went surprisingly well with the strawberries. Alexa munched on a cucumber sandwich between sips of wine, accepting the occasional strawberry that Alexa fed her.

They made quick work of the food; Alexa hadn’t realized how hungry she had been, snacking on finger food rather than having a proper dinner.

However, that was hardly the only hunger she was feeling right now.

The moment their little meal was done, Alexa was wriggling out of her dress, leaving her bare skin open to the evening air. She knew that this was the fastest way to get what she wanted. Victoria could never resist her when she was naked and needy.

She was momentarily dismayed when Victoria turned to the picnic basket. Was there more food they needed to get through before they could move on to dessert?

However, it seemed that they were done with the food. Victoria pulled Alexa’s favorite dildo out of the basket.

“I see you thought ahead.”

“I do like to be prepared.”

Alexa laughed at that. Though Victoria had lightened up considerably when it came to schedules and spontaneity, she was still a lot more organized than Alexa was. They made a good team. Victoria kept them on schedule, and Alexa reminded her of the passion of their work—and for each other—when Victoria’s way of doing things threatened to make life dull.

Alexa was already wet enough to take the dildo, but Victoria checked anyway. She checked with her tongue, pushing it inside Alexa’s pussy and thrusting in and out a few times before replacing her tongue with the dildo.

She turned it on, and the vibrations were almost the end of Alexa. It was one of the rabbit dildos, with two ears that brushed perfectly against Alexa’s clit as Victoria started thrusting in and out.

This time, Victoria wasn’t playing any games. “How quickly do you think you can come, my love?”

“If you keep doing that, it’s not going to take long.”

“You have thirty seconds. After that, I’m removing the dildo and I’m not going to touch you again until tomorrow.”

Alexa’s flash of panic was overwhelmed by the bolt of desire that went through her.

“Harder, then,” she begged. Victoria obliged her, slamming the dildo in and out of her pussy, filling Alexa so divinely that she didn’t think she’d have a problem coming to a time limit.

“Thirty. Twenty-nine. Twenty-eight.”

Alexa was so close. She could feel her body tightening, all of her awareness rushing down south.

With ten seconds to go, she came, crying out Victoria’s name as she clutched at her wife’s free arm, writhing her release out on the picnic blanket.

She was fairly certain that Victoria kept going after the last ten seconds were up, drawing out Alexa’s orgasm until she felt like she would expire for lack of breath.

Finally, Alexa finished, realizing that there was a wet spot on the picnic blanket beneath her. Oh well. Blankets could be washed.

She moved to Victoria, but Victoria pushed her away, something that hardly ever happened. Alexa raised a questioning eyebrow. She could tell by Victoria’s blown pupils and her jerky movements that she was turned on.

“I’m not coming again until tomorrow night. I’m going to wear that egg vibrator inside me to work tomorrow.”

Alexa’s mouth went dry. “And I get to keep the remote?”

“That’s right. Though if you misuse it, I fully expect you to make it up to me after work.”

Alexa was already planning ways to misuse the remote. They had a client meeting tomorrow. She would have fun watching Victoria try to keep a calm face while she changed the settings on the remote during the meeting.

Of course, that was a double-edged sword, because watching Victoria squirm would be an equal turn on for Alexa. They had put a lot of time and effort into that egg vibrator, getting custom modifications until the thing was almost entirely silent—certainly quiet enough not to be heard during the occasional silences in a meeting. Alexa was free to play as she liked.

This was going to be fun.

They lay back on the blanket, carefully avoiding the wet spot. Alexa folded herself easily into Victoria’s arms. She stared up at the stars. “You know, they remind me of us. The stars.”

Victoria followed Alexa’s gaze. “How so? “

“Remember our relationship at the beginning? How fractious it was?”

“How could I forget?”

“We’re both filled with fire and passion. When we met, it was like stars colliding.”

“Yet instead of mutual destruction, we created something new and beautiful. A supernova.”

Alexa nodded, her nerves mounting as she prepared to say something she had been thinking of for a while. “What do you say to creating something more? Something just as beautiful as us?”

“I don’t follow.”

“You know, technology has advanced a lot over the years. Lesbian couples no longer need sperm donors to conceive. With the right procedures, they can conceive a child made solely from their own DNA.”

“Are you asking me to have a baby with you?”

Alexa nodded, her hands clenched. What if Victoria said no? Family was important to Alexa, and as much as she loved what she and Victoria had right now, she wanted to raise a family with her wife.

Her anxious thoughts were cut off by Victoria’s lips on hers. Victoria kissed her hard and deep for several moments before pulling back.

“Yes. I was actually thinking of bringing it up myself, though I was still working up the nerve to do so. You beat me to it.”

Alexa laughed in relief. “I should have guessed that we’d be on the same page—we usually are.”

“I’m too old to carry a child.”

“Victoria! You’re not old. But anyway, I was hoping I could carry for us? I want my belly to be swollen with your child. I want you to hold my hand as I push that little light out of me, and I want you to help me nurture them into a little person who is just like you.”

“I don’t know about that. They will have two amazing mothers, after all. I’d hate for our child to lose out on some of the best qualities we have to offer—the ones that come from you.”

“The best of both worlds, then. A child from both of us.” Alexa kissed Victoria, softly this time, filled with slow, burning passion.

Victoria didn’t return the kiss for long before pulling away. “My self control only goes so far, Alexa. If you want to play games with that egg tomorrow—and start off with me needy and wanting—we’d better stop here.”

“Yeah.” Alexa regretfully drew back, but she knew it would be more than worth it to watch Victoria squirm in that client meeting tomorrow.

They lay in each other’s arms for a while, looking up at the stars. It was starting to get chilly, even with the blanket, and Alexa knew they would have to leave soon.

Not yet though. She snuggled further into Victoria’s arms. Not quite yet.
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