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      We stood in the lobby, the receptionist’s apologetic smile doing nothing to ease the tension. “I’m so sorry,” she said, glancing between us like she could sense the storm brewing. “There’s only one room left. A double bed.”

      “Of course there is,” I muttered under my breath, running a hand through my hair. Sophie crossed her arms, her lips pressed into a thin line. She looked as thrilled about this as I was.

      “We’ll take it,” Sophie said abruptly, her voice clipped. She turned to me, raising an eyebrow. “Unless you’d rather sleep in the rental car.”

      I scoffed. “As if I’d let you have the room to yourself.”

      The receptionist handed us the keycard with a nervous smile, and we trudged toward the elevator in silence, the weight of our mutual disdain hanging heavy between us. The ding of the elevator doors opening felt like a taunt. Sophie stepped in first, her heels clicking sharply against the floor. I followed, my eyes fixed on the numbers lighting up as we ascended.

      The room was... fine. Neutral tones, bland art on the walls, and that faint smell of bleach that all mid-range hotels seemed to have. The bed loomed in the center, impossibly large and yet somehow not large enough for the two of us.

      Sophie dropped her bag by the door and immediately claimed the side closest to the window. “I’m taking this one,” she declared, as if I’d argue. I rolled my eyes and tossed my bag onto the other side, sinking onto the edge of the mattress with a sigh.

      “Great,” I muttered. “Just great.”

      We unpacked in silence, the sound of hangers clinking in the wardrobe and zippers opening and closing filling the room. I rummaged through my suitcase for my pajamas, only to come up empty-handed. Shit. I must’ve left them on the dresser at home.

      “Problem?” Sophie asked, her tone dripping with faux concern as she unfolded a crisp pair of silk pajamas.

      “None of your business,” I snapped, but my cheeks burned anyway. Of course she had perfect pajamas. Of course.

      She smirked, clearly enjoying my discomfort, and headed to the bathroom to change. I glared at her back, then dug through my bag again, resigning myself to sleeping in an old t-shirt and shorts.

      When she emerged, looking annoyingly put-together, I brushed past her without a word and shut the bathroom door harder than necessary. As I changed, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror—hair disheveled, jaw tight with frustration. This was going to be a long night.

      Back in the room, Sophie was sitting on her side of the bed, scrolling through her phone like she hadn’t just thrown me into this nightmare. I climbed into bed, pulling the covers up to my chin and staring at the ceiling.

      The silence stretched between us like a taut wire until Sophie finally broke it. “Do you always hog all the blankets?”

      I turned to glare at her. “What are you talking about?”

      She gestured to her side of the bed where a sliver of blanket barely covered her legs. “You’ve got most of them.”

      “Maybe if you weren’t so far over there—”

      “Oh, so this is my fault now?”

      I groaned and yanked some of the blanket toward her side. “Happy?”

      She didn’t respond at first, just adjusted herself under the covers with exaggerated care. But then she let out a small laugh—a genuine one—and it caught me off guard.

      “What?” I asked warily.

      “Nothing,” she said, still smiling faintly. “It’s just... this is ridiculous.”

      I couldn’t help it; a laugh escaped me too. “Yeah,” I admitted. “It really is.”

      For a moment, it felt like the tension between us had softened, like the edges of our rivalry had blurred just enough to let something else slip through. We lay there in the quiet, the faint hum of the city outside the window filling the room. It was strange, this fragile truce, but not entirely unwelcome.

      Then the AC unit sputtered and died with a pathetic wheeze.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Sophie muttered, sitting up and glaring at the offending machine. She got up and fiddled with the controls, but it remained stubbornly silent. The room was already beginning to feel stuffy.

      “Great,” I said, throwing off the blanket. “Just perfect.”

      Sophie sighed and grabbed her phone. “I’ll call the front desk.”

      While she spoke to reception, I wandered over to the window and cracked it open, letting in a faint breeze that did little to help. The air outside was warm, too, but at least it wasn’t stagnant.

      “They’re sending someone up,” she said, hanging up. “But they said it might take a while.”

      “Of course it will,” I muttered.

      Sophie flopped back onto the bed with a frustrated huff. “This is such a disaster.”

      I turned to look at her, and for the first time, I noticed the exhaustion in her eyes. Her usually immaculate hair was slightly tousled, and there was a small crease between her brows that I hadn’t seen before. It struck me that she looked... human. Not the polished competitor I was used to seeing across the boardroom table.

      “Haven’t been sleeping much?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      She glanced at me, surprised by the question. “Yeah,” she admitted after a moment. “I didn’t sleep much last night or the night before. Too much prep for this stupid conference.”

      I nodded slowly. “Same. I stayed up going over my presentation until like 2 a.m.”

      We fell into another silence, but this one felt different—less hostile, more contemplative. I leaned against the windowsill, crossing my arms as I studied her.

      “Why do you always push so hard?” I asked suddenly, the words tumbling out before I could think better of it.

      Sophie raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      “At work,” I clarified. “You’re always so... aggressive. Like you have something to prove.”

      She looked away, her expression unreadable for a moment. Then she sighed. “Maybe I do.”

      Her voice was softer now, carrying a vulnerability that surprised me. She sat up on the edge of the bed, her shoulders slumping slightly.

      “I guess I just... don’t want anyone to think I don’t belong there,” she admitted quietly.

      Her words hit me harder than I expected. For years, I’d seen her as this untouchable force—someone who thrived on competition and didn’t care who she stepped on to get ahead. But now, hearing her say that... it was like seeing her in a whole new light.

      “You do belong there,” I said finally, my voice firm despite the sudden tightness in my chest. “You’re one of the best in our field.”

      She looked up at me, her eyes searching mine as if she couldn’t quite believe what I’d said. A small, almost imperceptible smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “Coming from you, that means something.”

      I shrugged, trying to play it off, but my heart was beating faster than I wanted to admit. “I mean, it’s the truth. You’re a pain in my ass, but you’re good. Really good.”

      She laughed softly, and the sound was so unexpected—so genuine—that it caught me off guard. It wasn’t the sharp, mocking laugh I was used to hearing in meetings. This was different. Warm. Real.

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” she said, her tone teasing but with an undercurrent of sincerity. “Even if you do drive me insane half the time.”

      I smirked, leaning back against the windowsill. “Right back at you.”

      For a moment, we just looked at each other, the tension between us shifting again—subtle but undeniable. My pulse quickened as her gaze lingered on mine, and I suddenly became hyper-aware of how close we were. The room felt even warmer now, though I wasn’t sure if it was because of the broken AC or something else entirely.

      Then she stood up, brushing past me to grab her water bottle from the nightstand. Her arm brushed against mine as she moved, and the contact sent a jolt of electricity through me. I froze, my breath catching in my throat.

      Sophie must have felt it too because she paused mid-step and turned to look at me again. Her eyes were darker now, more intense, and there was something in them that made my stomach twist in knots.

      “Why do you always look at me like that?” she asked quietly, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “Like what?” I replied, my own voice sounding far too unsteady for my liking.

      She took a step closer, closing the distance between us until we were almost touching. “Like you can’t decide whether you want to strangle me or...” She trailed off, her gaze dropping to my lips for just a fraction of a second before meeting my eyes again.

      My heart was pounding so loudly now that I was sure she could hear it. “Or what?” I challenged, though my voice wavered slightly.

      Sophie didn’t answer right away. Instead, she reached out and gently grabbed my wrist, her fingers warm against my skin. The touch sent another wave of heat through me, and before I could process what was happening, she pulled me toward her until my back was against the wall.

      “Or this,” she murmured, her breath ghosting over my lips.

      And then she kissed me.

      It wasn’t soft or tentative—it was hungry and desperate, like all the tension and buried feelings between us had finally boiled over. My hands found their way to her waist instinctively, pulling her closer as I kissed her back with equal fervor.

      For years, we’d been rivals—constantly pushing each other’s buttons, always trying to one-up each other—but in that moment, none of that mattered. The line between competition and desire had been obliterated completely.

      For a split second, the world narrowed to the heat of her body against mine, the way her lips pressed urgently against mine, coaxing, demanding. Sophie Sinclair was nothing if not relentless—always pushing, always challenging—and now she kissed me like she wanted to prove a point.

      I wasn’t about to let her win this time.

      I tightened my grip on her waist, fingers digging into the fabric of her blouse as I turned us, reversing our positions so that she was the one pressed against the wall now. She let out a soft gasp against my mouth, and the sound sent a thrill down my spine. My head was spinning, every rational thought drowned out by the way she felt against me—warm, solid, undeniable.

      Her hands slid up my arms, nails dragging lightly over my skin as she pulled me even closer. I could feel the rapid rise and fall of her chest, the unsteady rhythm that matched my own.

      Then, just as suddenly as it had started, she hesitated.

      Her lips hovered inches from mine, her breath uneven. “Are we really doing this?” she asked, her voice softer now, almost uncertain.

      I didn’t answer right away. Instead, I studied her face, searching for any sign of doubt. But all I found was the same unspoken tension that had existed between us for years—only now, neither of us was pretending it wasn’t there.

      I swallowed hard, my pulse still racing. “I think we passed that point the second you kissed me.”

      Something flickered in her expression—relief, maybe, or something even deeper. And then, just like that, the hesitation was gone.

      She pulled me back in, and this time, the urgency melted into something slower, something more deliberate. The sharp edges of our rivalry softened with every touch, every lingering press of lips. My hands slid beneath her blazer, skimming over the smooth fabric of her blouse as I memorized the way she felt under my fingertips.

      She sighed against my mouth, her body molding against mine as if she’d been waiting for this just as long as I had.

      And maybe she had.

      Maybe all those years of fighting, of pushing, of refusing to give an inch had been leading us here—to this moment, where the only thing left between us was the undeniable, impossible truth:

      We wanted this.

      We wanted each other.

      Then, there was a knock on the door. It was sharp and insistent, pulling us apart like a bucket of cold water. Sophie froze, her lips still inches from mine, her breath hot and uneven. For a moment, neither of us moved, the spell between us teetering on the edge of breaking.

      “Maintenance,” came a gruff voice from the other side of the door.

      Sophie blinked, her cheeks flushing as she stepped back, smoothing her blazer with shaky hands. I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to steady my breathing, but my heart was still pounding like I’d just run a marathon.

      “Right,” Sophie muttered, her voice barely above a whisper. She glanced at me, her eyes dark and stormy with something. Her tongue darted out to wet her lips, and for a split second, I thought she might say something—something that would acknowledge what had just happened, what had nearly happened.

      But instead, she turned toward the door, composing herself in an instant, like she hadn’t just been kissing me like she wanted to devour me whole.

      I exhaled sharply, scrubbing a hand over my face before stepping aside as Sophie yanked the door open.

      A middle-aged man in a gray polo and khakis stood in the hallway, toolbox in hand. His expression was bored, like he’d rather be anywhere else. “Front desk sent me up to check on the AC.”

      Sophie nodded, stepping back to let him in. “Right. Yeah. It’s been—uh—acting up.”

      My lips twitched despite myself. Sophie Sinclair, always so sharp, so composed, suddenly unable to string a sentence together.

      The maintenance guy barely glanced at us as he walked past, setting his tools down near the wall unit. Sophie took the opportunity to slide me a look—half-exasperated, half-something else entirely.

      I smirked, folding my arms. “You were saying?” I murmured.

      She shot me a warning glare, but her flushed cheeks betrayed her. “Not another word, Alex.”

      I pressed my lips together, watching as she turned her attention back to the maintenance guy. The room felt unbearably small with the three of us in it. The hum of the air conditioner being tinkered with filled the silence, and I couldn’t stop my eyes from drifting back to Sophie. She stood a few feet away, arms crossed tightly over her chest, her posture stiff but her expression unreadable. Her blazer clung to her shoulders, hinting at the curve of her waist beneath it. My gaze lingered on the way her shirt hugged her figure, the fabric taut across her chest, and I quickly looked away before she caught me staring.

      The maintenance guy grunted something under his breath, and I forced myself to focus on him instead. He was crouched by the unit, tools clinking as he worked. Sophie shifted her weight from one foot to the other, clearly as uncomfortable as I was. Our eyes met briefly, and she looked away just as quickly, biting her bottom lip.

      “Should be good now,” the guy said finally, standing up and wiping his hands on his pants. He flipped a switch, and the air conditioner whirred to life, blowing cool air into the room. “Let me know if it acts up again.”

      Sophie nodded, forcing a tight smile. “Thanks.”

      He grabbed his toolbox and headed for the door, pausing just long enough to say, “You ladies have a good night.”

      As soon as the door clicked shut behind him, the tension in the room thickened like fog. Sophie stood frozen by the door, her back to me, while I leaned against the edge of the bed, unsure what to do or say. The memory of her lips so close to mine burned in my mind, but neither of us seemed willing to acknowledge it.

      “I’m going to take a shower,” Sophie said abruptly, breaking the silence. Her voice was steady now but clipped.

      I nodded, even though she wasn’t looking at me. “Okay.”

      She hesitated for a moment before walking toward the bathroom. My eyes followed her involuntarily as she unbuttoned her blazer and slipped it off, revealing the smooth curve of her shoulders. My breath hitched as she reached behind her head to undo her ponytail, letting her dark hair cascade down her back in soft waves. She didn’t look at me as she unbuttoned her shirt next, shrugging it off to reveal a lacy black bra that made my stomach twist with something hot and electric.

      I tore my gaze away when she reached for the button of her pants, staring instead at a spot on the wall like it was the most interesting thing in the world. But I could still hear the soft rustle of fabric as she stepped out of them, and out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of her toned legs and the curve of her hips in matching lace underwear.

      The bathroom door closed with a soft click, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. My heart was racing again, and I ran a hand through my hair in frustration. This was ridiculous. We were supposed to be rivals—enemies—not... whatever this was.

      But as I sat there listening to the sound of running water from the bathroom, all I could think about was how badly I wanted to touch her. The image of her standing there, half-dressed and unguarded, was burned into my mind. I shook my head, trying to push the thoughts away, but they only grew more insistent.

      When the shower finally turned off, I stiffened, my nerves suddenly on edge. I heard the bathroom door creak open, and before I could stop myself, I glanced over. Sophie stepped out, her skin glistening with droplets of water, a towel wrapped tightly around her body. Her hair clung to her shoulders in damp strands, and the flush from the heat of the shower colored her cheeks. She looked... breathtaking.

      My eyes locked onto her for a moment too long before I quickly looked away again, pretending to be engrossed in my phone. But I could feel her presence like a magnetic pull, and every fiber of my being was aware of her moving across the room.

      “Your turn,” she said casually, though there was a faint tremor in her voice that betrayed her calm exterior.

      I nodded, standing up quickly—too quickly—and almost knocked over the glass of water on the nightstand. “Right. Shower. Good idea.”

      Sophie didn’t say anything as I grabbed my bag and headed toward the bathroom. But just as I passed her, I felt her gaze on me, heavy and lingering. My skin prickled under it, and I hesitated for a fraction of a second before continuing into the bathroom.

      I closed the door behind me and leaned against it, taking a deep breath. This was insane. We were supposed to hate each other. We’d spent years trading barbs in boardrooms and competing for every opportunity that came our way. And now... this? This unbearable tension that made it hard to think straight?

      I shook my head again and started to undress, tossing my clothes onto the counter. As I reached for the hem of my shirt to pull it over my head, I caught sight of myself in the mirror—my flushed face, my chest rising and falling with unsteady breaths. I looked like someone who had lost control, and maybe I had.

      Just as I was about to step into the shower, there was a soft knock on the door. Startled, I turned around just as it cracked open slightly.

      “Alex?” Sophie’s voice was barely above a whisper.

      “Yeah?” My heart was pounding in my chest as I waited for her response.

      The door opened a little wider, and Sophie stood there still wrapped in the towel but looking at me with an intensity that made my breath catch in my throat.

      “Don’t,” she said simply but firmly when she saw me reaching for a towel or anything else to cover up with. Then, she let her towel fall to the floor.

      Before I could respond or even process what was happening. Her body was perfect, and I was wet just looking at her.

      Sophie stepped forward, her bare feet silent against the tile floor. My breath hitched as she closed the distance between us, her gaze never leaving mine. Her skin was still damp from her own shower, glistening in the soft light of the bathroom. Her curves were soft yet defined, her hips swaying slightly with each step. My eyes traced the lines of her body—the dip of her waist, the swell of her breasts, the way her hair clung to her shoulders in wet tendrils. She was utterly breathtaking.

      Before I could speak, she reached out and cupped my face in her hands, pulling me into a kiss that was both tender and demanding. My hands instinctively found her waist, my fingers grazing the smooth, warm skin there. The tension between us shattered like glass, and all I could think about was how right this felt—how right she felt.

      Her lips moved against mine with a hunger that mirrored my own, and I could feel the tremble in her body as she pressed closer. One of her hands slid down to my chest, her palm brushing over my breast before drifting lower, tracing the curve of my stomach. Her touch was electric, sending shivers down my spine. I mirrored her movements, letting my hands explore the softness of her body—the dip of her back, the curve of her hips, the warmth of her skin under my fingertips.

      Sophie broke the kiss only to gently guide me backward toward the shower. Her eyes were dark with desire as she reached behind me to turn on the water. The sound of it cascading down filled the room, steam already beginning to rise around us. She stepped into the shower first, pulling me in after her.

      The water was warm as it hit my skin, sliding down my body in rivulets. Sophie’s hands were everywhere—tangling in my hair, trailing down my arms, exploring every inch of me as if she couldn’t get enough. I pressed myself against her, our bodies slick and sliding together under the stream of water. My hands gripped her hips as I kissed her again, deeper this time, pouring all the years of rivalry and pent-up frustration into it.

      Her fingers found their way between my legs, and I gasped against her mouth at the sensation. My own hand slipped between us, mirroring her actions as I touched her with trembling fingers.

      Years of competition and animosity melted away under the heat of the water and the intensity of our connection. Here, in this small space with Sophie’s body pressed against mine and her lips claiming me over and over again, it felt like we had finally found something real—something neither of us had expected but both had been searching for all along.

      Then, she dropped to her knees, the sight of it alone enough to make me come. She tugged on my mound with her thumb, exposing my clit before wrapping her soft lips around me. I threw my head back and moaned, my fingers weaving through her hair.

      She worked me with a rhythm that was both relentless and tender, her tongue swirling around my clit in ways that made my knees weak. I braced myself against the shower wall, the cool tiles a stark contrast to the heat building inside me. Her hands gripped my thighs, holding me steady as she devoured me with a hunger that left me breathless.

      "Sophie," I gasped, my voice barely audible over the sound of the water. "Oh god, Sophie."

      I could feel the tension coiling tighter and tighter in my core, every flick of her tongue pushing me closer to the edge. And then, with one final stroke, I shattered. My body convulsed as waves of pleasure crashed over me, my legs trembling uncontrollably. Sophie didn’t stop until I was spent, her lips lingering on me as if savoring every last sensation.

      When she finally looked up at me, her eyes were dark with satisfaction and something else—something raw and unspoken. I reached down, gripping her shoulders and pulling her to her feet. She was breathing heavily, her chest rising and falling as she pressed herself against me. Without a word, I spun her around, backing her against the shower wall.

      Her back hit the tiles with a soft thud, and I dropped to my knees before she could protest. My hands slid down her thighs as I looked up at her, catching the way her eyes widened in surprise—and anticipation. I didn’t hesitate. I leaned in, parting her folds with my tongue and tasting her for the first time.

      Sophie let out a choked moan, her hands immediately tangling in my hair. She was already so wet, so responsive, and it only fueled my desire to make her fall apart just as she had done to me. My tongue moved in slow circles around her clit before diving deeper, exploring every inch of her. Her hips bucked against my mouth as she cried out again, her grip on my hair tightening.

      "Alex," she whimpered, her voice trembling. "Please."

      I didn’t need further encouragement. I focused on her clit now, flicking it rapidly with my tongue while slipping two fingers inside her. She was tight and warm around me, and the way she clenched around my fingers told me she was close. Her moans grew louder, echoing off the bathroom walls as she thrust against my face desperately.

      "Come for me," I murmured against her skin, looking up at her through hooded eyes. "Let go."

      And she did. Her entire body tensed as she came undone, her cries filling the room as she rode out the waves of pleasure. I stayed with her until she was spent, pressing soft kisses to her thighs before finally pulling away.

      When I stood up, Sophie slumped against the wall, breathing heavily but grinning like she’d just won the biggest prize of all. She reached for me, pulling me into another kiss—this one slower but no less intense.

      "I guess we’re not enemies anymore," she whispered against my lips when we finally broke apart.

      I couldn’t help but laugh softly in agreement as we stood there under the spray of water wrapped in each other's arms—finally free from everything that had kept us apart for so long.

      “No,” I said with a laugh, pressing my forehead to hers. “I guess we aren’t.”

      The only thing I knew for certain in that moment was that our conference weekend was going to include much more than just work. In fact, this kind of a break is exactly what both of us needed. Finally, I was looking forward to spending the night with Sophie.
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