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		Chapter 1

		

		The Copy Room Clash

		

		

		The copier finished its run and settled into a low hum as Willa pulled the fresh sheets from the tray. She checked the margins on each page against the original draft spread across the counter, her fingers leaving faint ink traces on the edges. The room sat empty except for the stacks she had sorted earlier, the financial summaries for the Vanguard merger separated into two piles marked for her risk section. Past ten on the wall clock, and the rest of the floor had gone dark hours ago, the only light coming from the fixture overhead that buzzed once when she moved under it. She rolled her shoulder to ease the stiffness from hours bent over the same spot and reached for the next binder. The small scar above her left eyebrow tightened as she frowned at a crossed line in the projections. Her hand came up without thought, the pad of her finger tracing the raised skin once before she dropped it back to the page. The door swung open behind her. Orla entered and paused inside the threshold, her attention on the open folders. "The client reports from last quarter are here. I need them for the compliance notes."

		Willa turned, the curls at her temple shifting with the motion. "I pulled the complete set after the afternoon meeting. They go into the matrix I am finishing for the client deck."

		Orla crossed to the main counter and stopped opposite the open binder. "My review started from the original contacts. The liability sections tie back to the same numbers you have flagged."

		Willa moved to the end of the counter and set her palm on the binder cover. "I already added the date checks and the earnings gaps. Starting over tomorrow wastes the work already done."

		Orla's hand came down on the opposite edge of the cover. Their knuckles met for the length of a breath before either shifted. "The checks you added line up with the regulatory questions the client raised last month. Most notes skip those links."

		Willa kept her palm in place. "The deadline sits at the end of the year. The firm made the terms clear if the department misses the contract."

		Orla did not lift her hand. She leaned forward instead, the line of her collar shifting as she read the top sheet. "The matrix you built catches the transfer risks early. That kind of detail keeps the whole argument from slipping on review."

		Willa's finger stayed on the marked page, close to where Orla's rested. The binder lay open between them, the warm air from the machine drifting across the surface. Orla's sleeve brushed the side of Willa's wrist when she turned the page to the next tab. "Look at the valuation line," Willa said. "The client note there changes the asset split I need for my section."

		Orla bent closer to the text, her shoulder aligned with Willa's. "It matches the point I raised on the call. We can split the pages and run copies of the key sections."

		Their heads remained over the binder. The toner smell hung in the air between them, cut by the lighter trace that came from Orla's skin. Willa kept her gaze on the printed numbers, the edge of the paper sharp under her fingertip. Orla spoke again, the words directed at the page. "You catch the shifts that matter before they reach the final draft. It tightens the proposal when those pieces go in early."

		Willa lifted her head to answer. The movement brought her level with Orla, the space between their faces small enough that the next breath from Orla crossed the short distance. The binder stayed open under their hands, neither one closing it. The copier cycled again without either of them starting the next run. Pages fed through the machine and stacked in the tray, the sound filling the pause. Harriet's voice carried from the hallway beyond the open door. "Willa. Orla. The lights are still on down here. The policy on staff interactions has not changed. Alliances stay out of the internal reviews."

		The sound of her steps moved past the doorway and continued down the hall. Willa drew her hand from the binder and stepped to the side of the counter. Orla straightened at the same time, her weight shifting back on her heels. The open pages remained spread between them on the surface. Willa reached for the top sheet of the next stack and aligned it with the others already copied. Orla stayed at the end of the counter, one hand resting on the edge near the still-open binder. The documents for the contract covered both sides of the space, the two piles untouched after the interruption. Willa reached for the next binder on the counter, her fingers tracing the edge where the ink from earlier sorting had left faint marks on the paper. The financial summaries for the merger had been divided into the risk sections she handled, but the crossed lines in the projections still demanded another pass before the matrix could be finalized. The room's emptiness pressed in around them, the only sounds the low hum of the copier and the distant city traffic filtering through the small window near the ceiling. She adjusted her stance, the stiffness in her shoulder a reminder of the hours already spent bent over the same documents, and glanced toward the open doorway where Harriet's steps had faded into silence. The policy warning lingered, turning every movement into a calculation of risk. Orla stayed at the far end of the counter, one hand resting on the binder cover as she watched Willa load fresh pages into the machine. The sleek dark hair caught the fluorescent light, framing her face with a poise that contrasted the charged quiet. Her neck curved gracefully above the collar, exposed as she leaned forward to align the next stack. Willa felt the pull of that stillness, the way it invited closer inspection even as the competitive drive in her urged focus on the task. The attraction had been building through the night, tangled with the fear that one misstep in this deal could expose her as not quite enough for the firm's standards. "The valuation line needs another check before we copy the full set," Willa said, her voice steady as she started the machine. Pages fed through with a steady rhythm, the toner smell rising stronger in the enclosed space. She pulled the output tray forward, checking margins against the original, but her thoughts drifted to the end-of-year deadline and the partners' clear terms. Miss the contract deliverables, and the department faced cuts that could reach everyone, including those who kept their heads down and followed every rule. Alliances might stay out of the reviews, but collaboration on the matrix was unavoidable if they wanted to deliver the asset splits and liability sections intact. Orla stepped closer to the side of the copier, her shoulder aligning with Willa's as they both reached for the fresh sheets. "The checks you added line up with the regulatory questions from last month. Most notes skip those links, but yours catch the earnings gaps early." Her hand brushed Willa's wrist when she turned a tab, the contact brief but enough to send a thread of awareness through the air. The self-assured tone carried praise without hesitation, softening the edges of what Willa sensed were deeper trust issues beneath the poised surface. Past deals had likely taught Orla caution, where late-night work like this had been twisted into claims of bias during internal reviews. Willa nodded, sorting the copied pages into a new pile beside the original stacks. The bold energy that usually fueled her through these sessions now mixed with something warmer, the fear of never measuring up receding as Orla's words settled. "The client note on the valuation line changes the split I need for the risk assessment. If we run the key sections separately, we can build the matrix without overlapping the liability columns." She loaded another batch, the machine cycling again as the clock ticked past eleven. Outside the window, lights from neighboring offices glowed in the dark, a reminder that the city never fully slept, but here the floor had emptied hours ago, leaving only the two of them amid the scattered documents. The interruption replayed in her mind, Harriet's voice a barrier meant to keep personal ties from influencing the work. Yet the proximity after that warning had only intensified the pull, the space between them shrinking with each shared page. Orla's graceful movements guided the sorting, her hand resting near Willa's on the counter as they reviewed the transfer risks. "Your matrix catches those early, the way the asset shifts could expose the whole proposal on review. It keeps the argument tight when those pieces go in before the final draft." The praise flowed again, affirming the strength in Willa's approach, the eager precision with which she flagged the details others overlooked. Willa's curls shifted as she bent to retrieve a fallen sheet from the floor, the small scar above her eyebrow tightening when she straightened. The flush had crept higher on her skin, visible now against the raised mark, and she met Orla's gaze across the short distance. The lighter trace of Orla's skin cut through the toner scent, creating an atmosphere that made the professional discussion feel secondary. They stood side by side at the machine, hips nearly touching as the next run finished and stacked in the tray. Willa reached for the output, and Orla did the same, their fingers meeting over the warm paper. Neither withdrew right away, the contact holding as the hum of the copier filled the pause. The stakes had risen with the night, the major corporate merger now not just a contract but a test of whether the department could survive the cuts. If Harriet or anyone else from compliance returned and interpreted the late collaboration as an alliance, the internal reviews could question their independence on the numbers. Willa thought of her own history, the competitive push that isolated her at times, always striving to prove she belonged through the details no one else caught. Orla's trust issues surfaced in the careful way she had initially questioned the checks but then accepted them, a caution born from prior experiences where similar late sessions had led to complications in the firm. Yet here, the self-assured praise continued, easing those edges as they worked through the earnings gaps and liability ties. "We can't let the policy derail the deadline," Willa said, her voice low as she aligned the next set of flagged pages. "The firm made the terms clear. Miss this, and the layoffs hit the whole section. The matrix has to hold up under scrutiny from the partners and the client." She started the copier again, the sound rhythmic against the quiet, but the words carried an undercurrent of the tension building between them. The bold energy in her now competed with the pull toward Orla, the way her poised form concealed vulnerabilities while inviting the collaboration that strengthened the proposal. Orla leaned in to examine the output, her neck tilting in the light, the graceful line drawing Willa's attention despite the focus on the printed numbers. "The way you handle the shifts, the precision in catching the crossed lines before they reach the final, it makes the whole thing stronger. Your competitive edge pushes the details into place with a clarity that's hard to match." The hand on the counter slid closer, brushing against Willa's as they both reached for the binder to cross-reference the valuation note. The contact lingered, the air between their faces narrow enough for the next breath to cross the distance. The documents covered the counter on both sides, untouched piles from earlier now joined by the fresh copies. They moved around the machine to assemble the sections, Willa's back near the cool metal surface as she spread the matrix layout across the available space. Orla followed, the motion bringing them into alignment once more, her sleeve grazing Willa's arm when she pointed to a specific line. The room felt smaller with the late hour, the buzzing fixture overhead casting shadows over the entangled pages and the two figures navigating the charged space. The deadline pressure mounted with each passing minute, the risk of missing the contract terms a weight that made every shared glance heavier. Orla's hand came up to the edge of the copier beside Willa, her body shifting forward in the narrow area between the counter and the machine. The decision to stay, to push through the policy warning and the personal boundaries, hung in the moment as their eyes met again. The pull from after the interruption had grown inevitable, the reckless energy overriding the caution about alliances and reviews.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 2

		

		The Copy Room Collision

		

		

		Orla's fingers closed around Willa's wrist, the grip firm enough to pin her hand against the copier's edge. The machine's low vibration thrummed up through the metal into her palm, matching the unsteady pulse under her skin. Willa twisted her wrist once, testing, but didn't pull away. The fresh copies lay forgotten under their elbows, ink still tacky where a corner had smeared. "You push like that," Orla said, her thumb pressing into the inside of Willa's wrist, right over the vein that jumped, "and everything lines up. Perfect fit."

		Willa's breath caught on the word perfect, the scar above her eyebrow pulling tight as she squinted against the fluorescent glare. She should shove back, grab her stack of precedents and bolt for the hallway. Harriet's voice still echoed from minutes ago, that clipped reminder about no teams, no favors, no blurred lines. But Orla's body heat cut through the cool draft from the vent overhead, and Willa's knees locked like they forgot how to bend. Orla stepped in closer, her hip bumping Willa's thigh, trapping her against the machine. The kiss landed without warning, Orla's mouth hard and insistent, teeth grazing Willa's lower lip before her tongue pushed inside. Willa tasted coffee on her, bitter and sharp, mixed with the faint mint from gum she'd been chewing earlier. Her own hands came up, fisting the front of Orla's blouse, the fabric crisp under her knuckles. She yanked, pulling Orla flush, the copier's glass panel digging into her ass. Orla's free hand dropped straight to Willa's skirt, bunching the wool up her thighs in one rough slide. Fingers hooked the edge of her panties, yanking them aside, and then Orla cupped her, palm grinding flat against her mound. Willa bucked into it, a noise sticking in her throat. Orla's fingers parted her folds, middle one circling her clit with steady pressure, not teasing, just relentless loops that made Willa's hips jerk forward. "Look at you," Orla murmured against her mouth, the words vibrating into Willa's jaw. "So ready, opening right up. That's it, exactly how you take charge of every detail."

		The praise hit like the first drag of a cigarette after too long without, curling low in Willa's gut. She ground down harder, chasing the friction, her curls sticking to her damp forehead. Orla's fingertip sped up, slick now with Willa's wetness, pressing her clit in firm, unyielding strokes. Willa clawed at Orla's shoulders, nails catching on the seam of her jacket, the fear that usually gnawed her ribs during these late shifts dissolving under the building ache between her legs. Orla sank to her knees without breaking rhythm, the tile scuffing her stockings. She dragged Willa's panties down to her ankles, the elastic snapping against her calf. Willa's skirt stayed hiked up, cool air hitting her thighs before Orla's breath replaced it, hot and close. Tongue flat, Orla licked up her slit in one long drag, nose bumping her clit, then sealed her lips around it and sucked. Willa's legs shook, thighs clamping Orla's head, the machine's edge bruising her spine as she arched back. Orla's hands gripped her ass, thumbs digging into the crease where thigh met cheek, holding her open. "You're doing so well," Orla said between licks, voice muffled but clear, her tongue plunging inside before flicking back to her clit. "Taking this like you own it. Strong, precise. Fuck, your taste."

		Willa's fingers tangled in Orla's sleek hair, pulling hard enough to tilt her head back for a second. The pull made Orla hum, the vibration shooting straight through Willa's core. She rode Orla's face, hips rolling in short thrusts, the wet sounds mixing with the copier's endless hum and her own ragged exhales. Pressure coiled tight, her scar twitching with every pulse, until it snapped. She came with her teeth sunk into her knuckle to muffle the cry, thighs quivering, slickness coating Orla's chin as she bucked through it. Orla pulled back, lips shiny, and stood in a fluid motion, her hands steadying Willa's hips. Willa sagged against the machine, chest heaving, but the haze cleared fast. She grabbed Orla's wrist, spun them both, and shoved her down onto the thin carpet strip along the wall. The toner cartridges rattled on the shelf above as Orla landed on her back, skirt riding up to show garters clipping black stockings. Willa straddled one thigh, knees scraping carpet that smelled like stale feet and paper dust. She shoved Orla's skirt higher, fingers fumbling the blouse buttons open to expose a cream lace bra, nipples peaked under the fabric. Orla's legs parted easy, and Willa yanked the panties down, exposing her. Trim dark hair, lips already swollen and glistening. Willa dove in, two fingers thrusting deep, curling against the front wall while her tongue lashed Orla's clit. Orla's hand fisted Willa's curls, yanking her closer. "Yes, just like that. Bold, god, you move like you mean it. Keep going, you're making me so wet."

		The words spurred her on, Willa sucking harder, fingers pumping faster, the squelch loud in the small room. Orla's hips bucked up, thigh pressing into Willa's still-sensitive pussy, the friction making her own breath hitch. She ground down, chasing sparks while Orla writhed, free hand clawing the carpet, stockings laddering under her nails. Orla came with a choked groan, walls clenching around Willa's fingers, thighs squeezing her head. Willa kept licking through it, softer now, until Orla tugged her up by the hair. They collapsed side by side on the carpet, legs tangled, hands roaming. Orla's fingers found Willa's clit again, stroking lazy circles while Willa pinched her nipple, rolling it between thumb and forefinger. Their mouths met sloppy, tongues sliding, tasting themselves on each other. Willa shifted, hooking a leg over Orla's, clits rubbing in slick drags. Orla's hand cupped her ass, pulling her tighter, their rhythms syncing in messy thrusts. Sweat beaded on Orla's neck, trickling down that graceful line Willa wanted to bite. She did, teeth grazing skin, drawing a hiss. Orla retaliated by slapping Willa's ass, the sting blooming hot, making her grind harder. The pace built again, frantic, knees knocking, curls matting to Willa's neck. They peaked together, bodies shuddering, nails digging into hips and shoulders. Willa collapsed forward, forehead on Orla's collarbone, breaths syncing in the humid air. The copier clicked off, leaving only their panting and the distant hum of the firm's AC. Documents scattered everywhere, a valuation spreadsheet crumpled under Willa's elbow. Orla's fingers loosened in her hair, stroking now, but her body tensed beneath. Willa pushed up on her elbows, skirt still twisted around her waist, panties dangling from one ankle. Orla's blouse gaped open, bra shoved askew, lipstick smeared across her chin. The scar itched above Willa's eye, reality crashing back with Harriet's rules, the merger stacks mocking them from the counter. "That," Willa said, voice scraped raw, "was stupid."

		Orla sat up slow, tugging her skirt down, fingers lingering on the laddered stocking. She grabbed a tissue from the dispenser's box by the machine, wiping her mouth first, then handing one to Willa. "Reckless, yeah. But thorough."

		Willa snatched the tissue, cleaning between her legs, the paper shredding against damp skin. She yanked her panties up, smoothed her skirt, avoiding Orla's gaze. The fluorescent buzzed back on, timer resetting, casting harsh light over the mess. Precedents everywhere, a financial summary stuck to the carpet with what might be toner or sweat. Orla buttoned her blouse, movements precise despite the flush on her chest. "We should clean this. Before anyone."

		Willa nodded, stacking pages with shaking hands, her thighs sticky, pulse still thudding low. The deadline loomed in every wrinkled clause, layoffs a shadow if they bombed the merger. And now this, rivals twisted into something else, Harriet's no-alliances edict a live wire. Orla straightened a folder, her pinky brushing Willa's knuckle as she passed it over. Neither pulled away right away. "You take the east side precedents," Orla said. "I'll handle the valuations. Meet in the conference room tomorrow?"

		Willa zipped her bag, slinging it over her shoulder, the weight grounding her. She paused at the door, hand on the knob, glancing back. Orla stood by the counter, hair mussed but already smoothing into place, eyes steady. "Yeah," Willa said. "Tomorrow."

		She pushed the door open, cool hallway air hitting her flushed face, the click of her heels echoing as she walked away.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 3

		

		The Managing Partner's Warning

		

		

		Orla watched the door swing shut behind Willa, the click of her heels fading down the hall like retreating Morse code. She bent to peel the financial summary off the carpet, toner flaking onto her palm, gritty as sidewalk salt. Her thighs ached from the floor, a dull throb that matched the smear of Willa's arousal still drying on her chin. She scrubbed harder with the tissue, then straightened the last folder, fingers lingering on its edge. The copier ticked off its cooldown, lights dimming to standby. Tomorrow. She slung her bag over her shoulder and flicked off the main switch, plunging the room into dark. Sleep came in fits that night, tangled sheets sticking to her skin, Willa's gasps replaying on loop. By morning, Orla knotted her hair tighter than usual, the pull at her scalp a small anchor. She rode the elevator alone, the mirrored walls throwing back her reflection: collar crisp, lipstick reapplied twice already. The firm smelled of fresh bagels from the lobby cart, undercut by the perpetual whiff of printer ink. She pushed through the glass doors to the twenty-third floor, heels muffled on the low-pile carpet. The conference room door stood ajar, blinds half-drawn against the morning glare off the Hudson. Willa sat at the far end of the table, laptop open, highlighter poised over a printout. Her curls snagged on the chair's mesh back, one strand caught like a flag. Orla paused in the doorway, tasting salt on her tongue from where she'd bitten the inside of her cheek all night. "Morning," Orla said, sliding into the seat across from her. She set her own tablet down, the clack loud in the quiet. Willa glanced up, highlighter pausing mid-stroke. "You're early."

		"Beats rushing." Orla tapped her screen awake, pulling up the valuations section. East side precedents for Willa, numbers for her. Simple split. She kept her voice even, praising tucked away for now. "Got those precedents sorted?"

		Willa nodded, capping the highlighter with a twist. "Cross-referenced three cases from '22. Delaware filings match our clauses almost dead-on."

		"Good call." The words slipped out before Orla could reel them back. She busied herself with a spreadsheet, columns blurring for a second. Willa's knee bumped the table leg under the surface, a faint jolt through the wood. Orla shifted her own chair back an inch, crossing her ankles. They worked in sync for ten minutes, Willa reading aloud from a case summary, Orla jotting clauses into a shared doc. The table's glass top reflected their screens in warped blues, coffee rings ghosted from yesterday's meeting. Outside, a pigeon thudded against the window, wings flapping before it veered off. Footsteps clipped down the hall, sharp and unhurried. Harriet Kline pushed the door wide, carryout cup in one hand, tablet in the other. Steam curled from the cup's lid, Starbucks logo smudged. She didn't sit, just planted herself at the head of the table, eyes flicking between them like she was scanning a contract for loopholes. "Ladies," Harriet said, setting the cup down with a thud. Brown liquid sloshed against the lid. "Merger's slipping. Client's sniffing around Goodwin Procter. We land this by year-end, or the department shrinks. You two know the math."

		Orla's thumb stilled on her stylus. Layoffs. Not abstract anymore. Faces from last year's cuts flashed: Tom with his golf mugs, Sarah's empty desk still sticky with desk tape residue. Willa leaned forward, elbows on the table. "We've got the research split. Precedents locked in."

		Harriet's gaze sharpened, pinning Willa first, then Orla. "Split's not enough. You're joint leads now. Both names on the pitch. Coordinate everything: drafts, calls, revisions." She tapped her tablet, screen glowing. "Email's out. Deadlines attached."

		Orla opened her inbox on instinct, the ping confirming it. Joint leads. Her pulse kicked up, steady but insistent, like a metronome set too fast. Willa's highlighter rolled across the table, stopping near Orla's hand. She didn't pick it up right away. "Joint? We're on opposite tracks."

		"Not anymore." Harriet sipped her coffee, Adam's apple bobbing under her silk scarf. "You complement each other. Willa's got the aggressive reads, Orla's numbers don't lie. But listen." She set the cup down harder this time, lid popping loose a fraction. "No alliances. No side deals. No relationships. This firm runs on competition. You blur that line, you're out before the ink dries on layoff notices. Clear?"

		The words hung, heavy as the leather portfolio Harriet slapped onto the table. Orla's mouth went dry, the ghost of Willa's skin under her tongue turning bitter. Relationships. Harriet couldn't know. But the warning landed square, stirring the old scar tissue from Elena's ghosting years back, that voicemail she'd deleted without listening twice. "Clear," Orla said, voice level. She nudged the highlighter back toward Willa, their fingers brushing the plastic. Willa snatched it quick. "Crystal," Willa added, recapping it with a snap. Harriet nodded once, sharp. "Progress reports separate. I want your individual takes by Friday. Prove you're pulling weight." She gathered her tablet, coffee. Door banged shut behind her, footsteps retreating to the partner suites. Silence stretched, broken only by the HVAC hum kicking on overhead. Willa stared at her screen, jaw working like she chewed on gum that wasn't there. Orla cleared her throat. "Valuations first? I can mock up the sensitivity analysis."

		Willa dragged her chair closer, screen angling toward the center. "Pair it with the '22 Delaware. Their earn-out clause killed the deal otherwise."

		They dove in, voices overlapping as Willa rattled off page cites, Orla punching numbers into Excel. Her spreadsheet populated fast: revenue projections spiking green, risks flagged red. Willa's foot tapped under the table, rhythm off-beat, brushing Orla's calf once before jerking back. "You're nailing the risk matrix," Orla said, highlighting a cell. Damn it. Praise again. But it fit, the way Willa's notes slotted perfect into the model. Willa paused, highlighter hovering. "Just following the filings. You made the template idiot-proof."

		Orla's laugh came out low, surprising her. "Flattery later. Client call's Tuesday. We sync the decks by Monday?"

		"Done." Willa typed a note, curls shifting as she tilted her head. The scar above her eyebrow caught the light, thin white line like a paper cut. They mapped the proposal outline next, dry-erase markers squeaking on the whiteboard. Willa claimed liability sections, her script blocky and bold. Orla took financials, lines precise. The board filled: arrows linking precedents to clauses, bullet points stacking like bricks. Harriet's coffee ring mocked them from the table edge, a dark O. Half an hour ticked by, phones silent except for Willa's buzzing once, ignored. Orla caught herself watching Willa's hands, the way her thumb smudged ink onto her pinky, same as last night in the copy room. Trust issues prickled, Elena's face flickering unbidden: that last brunch at Le Pain Quotidien, mimoses half-drunk when the text came. Don't get close. But here they were, chairs scooted inward, knees inches apart. Willa erased a stray line, marker dust puffing white. "This indemnity clause. Tie it to your valuations?"

		Orla nodded, stylus flying. "Already modeled. Worst-case drops EBITDA twelve percent."

		"Shit." Willa whistled low. "Client hates downside."

		"They'll eat the upside." Orla spun her tablet, showing the graph. Peaks sharp, valleys shallow. "See? Mitigated."

		Willa leaned in, shoulder brushing Orla's. Heat bloomed there, quick and unwelcome. She pulled back casual, grabbing her water bottle. The plastic crinkled under her grip. They wrapped the outline by noon, files synced to the shared drive. Orla saved the last deck, timestamp glowing 11:58. Sun slanted higher through the blinds, stripes across Willa's notepad. Harriet's words echoed: no relationships. But the pull sat between them, undeniable now, joint leads twisting the knife. Orla's trust issues coiled tighter, Willa's energy a lit fuse in the room. Willa stood first, stretching arms overhead, shirt riding up to show a sliver of midriff. "Library after lunch? Grab those physicals?"

		Orla gathered her things, tablet slipping into her bag. "Yeah. Two?"

		"Two." Willa zipped her laptop, bag slung. She paused at the door, hand on the knob. "Orla."

		Orla looked up, mid-button. "This doesn't change the merger." Willa's voice dropped, firm. "We deliver."

		"Doesn't," Orla agreed. But her fingers fumbled the last button, the one over her sternum. They stepped into the hall together, heels syncing for three strides before Willa peeled off toward the elevators. Orla watched her go, the weight of the warning pressing like a thumb on her windpipe, copy room heat still smoldering under her skin. Her phone buzzed in her pocket: Harriet's email reminder, separate reports. She thumbed it open, heading for her office.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 4

		

		The Joint Research Assignment

		

		

		Willa stabbed the elevator button with her thumb, the metal cool under her nail. Lunch had been a turkey club from the deli cart, eaten standing at her desk while scrolling merger precedents on her phone. The bread stuck to the roof of her mouth now, dry as yesterday's bagel. She rode down to fourteen, the car jerking past floors lined with empty associate bullpens. Her knee bounced against the strap of her bag. Two o'clock sharp. No point showing early and waiting like some puppy. The research library door creaked on old hinges when she pushed through. Afternoon light sliced between the blinds, painting gold bars across the oak tables. The air hung heavy with dust motes and that faint mildew whiff from the stacks. No one else around. Good. She claimed the corner table near the tax codes, the one with the least wobble, and unpacked her laptop. The screen woke with a ding, shared drive already open to their outline. Footsteps echoed from the hall. Orla appeared in the doorway, tote slung over one shoulder, a stack of printouts under her arm. She scanned the room, spotted Willa, and nodded once. Precise, like everything else about her. "Right on time," Willa said. She kept her eyes on the screen, fingers poised over keys. Orla slid into the chair across, printouts fanning out between them. "Traffic from the elevators. You eat?"

		"Grabbed something." Willa tapped up the indemnity file. No need to chat. "Start with the 2018 Reynolds merger? Their escape clauses match ours closest."

		Orla pulled her tablet close, stylus clicking against the edge. "Flip to page forty-seven. Valuation offsets there."

		They fell into it. Willa cross-checked digital scans against Orla's hard copies, highlighter squeaking over yellow legal pads. The table surface scratched under her elbow. Every few minutes, their hands grazed reaching for the same volume. First time, Willa yanked back, pretending to adjust her mouse. Second time, she let it linger a beat too long, skin prickling. No. Boundaries. She cleared her throat. "Look. Rules. No personal stuff. No copy room talk. Just this." She jabbed the pad. "Merger or layoffs. Pick one."

		Orla paused mid-note, stylus hovering. Her gaze flicked up, steady. "Agreed. Professional only."

		Willa nodded, sharp. Relief pinched under her ribs, gone quick. She traced the scar above her eyebrow with one finger, the raised line rough like Braille. Focus. "Their non-compete rider. How's it tie to our IP section?"

		Orla leaned forward, sliding the page her way. "Like this. See the carve-out for legacy patents?" Her voice dipped, warm at the edges. "Smart catch, by the way. Ties everything cleaner than I projected."

		Heat crawled up Willa's neck. Praise. Like a hook in soft tissue. She ignored it, grabbed the page. "Yeah, well. Noted. Run the comps through Westlaw?"

		They did. Screens glowed blue in the dim, keyboards clacking in uneven rhythm. Willa pulled case after case: Baxter v. Omni, 2021, with its poison pill clauses; Sterling Holdings, the one derailed by regulatory snags. Orla modeled adjustments on her tablet, graphs blooming in green lines. Willa's knee bumped Orla's under the table. Neither moved. Half an hour in, Willa's phone buzzed. Harriet's email. Subject: Individual Progress Updates - Merger Team. She skimmed it standing at the endcap shelf, pretending to hunt volumes. "Separate reports by end of week. Quotes our sections only. No joint mentions."

		Orla glanced over from her chair, tablet balanced on her thigh. "Standard play. She wants us scrapping internally."

		"Like we need motivation." Willa snorted, shelving a tome with a thud. Dust puffed up, sticking to her slacks. She dropped back into her seat, closer now. Their forearms brushed marking up the same pad. "Your valuations section first? I'll precedent it."

		Orla spun the tablet. "Draft here. EBITDA projections conservative at eight percent growth."

		Willa squinted at the numbers. Solid. Too solid. "Bump it. Client wants aggressive."

		"Risky." Orla tapped a projection. "But your angle works. Bold, Willa. Really sharp."

		There it was again. Willa's highlighter stalled mid-stroke. The praise landed low, stirring that old twist in her gut. Not measuring up. Never enough. Except when Orla said it like that, measured and sure, it loosened something. She shook it off, capped the marker. "Whatever. Lock it in."

		They pushed on. Stacks towered around them, leather spines cracked with age. A fluorescent bulb hummed overhead, flickering once. Willa stood to grab the antitrust shelf, ladder wheels rattling on the track. Orla followed, steadying the base with one hand. Their fingers overlapped on a rung. Warmth seeped through. "Sorry," Willa muttered, but didn't pull away first. Orla handed up the volume, eyes level. "Got it."

		Back at the table, pages rustled. Willa typed clauses into the shared folder, Orla annotating beside her. A curl escaped Willa's ponytail, tickling her cheek. She blew it away. Failed. Orla reached over without looking, tucked it behind her ear. Soft touch, gone fast. Willa froze. "Rules."

		Orla's hand dropped. "Habit."

		"Not here." But Willa's voice came out thinner than planned. She rubbed her thumb over the mouse pad, the plastic nubby under callus. The folder synced at 3:47. Precedents filed, models linked, outline fleshed out. Willa leaned back, chair creaking. Done. Ahead of schedule even. Her shoulders eased a fraction. "Nice work," Orla said. She closed her tablet with a snap. "This sets us up clean for the client pitch."

		Willa packed her bag, zipper teeth loud in the hush. "Yeah. Separate reports, though. Play it safe."

		Orla stacked her printouts neat, aligning edges. "Always."

		They stood together. Willa slung her bag, the strap digging into her collarbone. Orla's perfume lingered, faint citrus under paper dust. The door loomed five feet off. "Tomorrow, conference suite? Mock the pitch." Willa gripped the knob. Orla nodded, tote over her shoulder. "Nine. Slides first."

		Willa twisted the handle. Cool air rushed in from the hall. She stepped out, Orla right behind. Their shadows stretched long on the carpet, overlapping at the edges. The elevator pinged at the end of the corridor. Willa jabbed the down button again, thumb sore. Orla stopped beside her, close enough that Willa caught the clean soap scent off her sleeve. "Doesn't change anything," Willa said. Low, to the doors. "No." Orla shifted her tote. "Merger first."

		Doors slid open. Empty car. Willa stepped in, thumb hovering over the panel. Orla followed, brushing past. The space shrank with both of them. Willa punched fourteen, twice to make sure. The doors whispered shut. Silence pressed in, broken only by the car’s hum. Willa’s knee knocked the rail. Orla stood still, one hand loose at her side. Floor light ticked down. Thirteen. Twelve. Willa's fingers curled against her thigh. The scar itched again. She scratched it quick. Ding. Doors parted on fourteen. Hallway empty, fluorescents buzzing steady. Orla moved first. "See you nine."

		"Yeah." Willa watched her go, heels clicking toward the associate wing. The doors started to close. She stuck her foot in, light beam cutting the gap. One more thing. "Orla."

		She turned halfway, tote swinging light. "Your projections. Spot on." Willa forced it out. Even. Fair's fair. Orla's mouth quirked, just the corner. "Thanks."

		Doors sealed. Willa sagged against the rail, the metal biting her spine. Elevator dropped her to twelve, then eleven. Phone buzzed in her pocket. Another ping from the shared drive. Orla's final annotation: Perfect sync. She thumbed it open walking to her office. The hallway smelled like burnt microwave popcorn from the break room. Her desk waited, piled with sticky notes. She dropped her bag, chair wheels squeaking as she sat. Harriet's email glared on screen still. Separate reports. She opened a new doc, fingers flying. Orla's graph pasted in clean. Valuation offsets. Bold. A knock rattled her doorframe. Junior associate from litigation, coffee in hand. "Hey, Willa. Quick question on the merger deck?"

		She waved him in. "Shoot."

		He leaned on the jamb, slurping. "That indemnity tie-in. Risky?"

		"Calculated." She spun her monitor. "See here."

		They talked ten minutes. He left nodding. Willa minimized the doc, pulled up email. Draft to Harriet: Progress Update - Precedents Secured. Sent. Ping echoed in the empty office. Her stomach growled. Turkey club long gone. Vending machine hummed down the hall. She stood, stretching kinks from her neck. Library air clung to her clothes still. Paper dust. Citrus. She shook her sleeve. Focus. Client suite tomorrow. Slides. Pitch. Desk clock read 4:22. Deadline loomed end of year, weeks away but close enough to taste. Layoffs. No room for slips. Phone lit up. Text from Orla: Suite keycode 4782. Slides folder updated. Willa typed back: Got it. Night. She grabbed her coat off the hook, wool heavy and warm. Hall empty now, most associates gone. Elevator ride down solo this time. Out on the street, wind whipped up Broadway. Taxi horns blared. She tugged her scarf tight, heels sinking into slush at the curb. Home. Red line. Dinner from the Thai place on 78th. Pad see ew, extra egg. But the folder pinged again in her mind. Perfect sync. She hailed a cab, yellow light flashing. Door yanked open cold. "78th and Columbus."

		Driver grunted, merging into traffic. Willa stared out the streaked window. Empire State blinked red against the dusk. Orla's voice looped. Smart catch. Bold. Her thumb rubbed the scar, skin warm now. Cab lurched at a light. She shifted, knee bumping the seatback. Tomorrow. Nine. No slips. Light changed. Cab surged forward.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 5

		

		The Client Meeting Coordination

		

		

		Orla punched the keycode into the panel outside the client conference suite. 4782. Lock clicked open with a soft beep. She stepped inside, the door swinging shut behind her on pneumatic hinges. The room smelled of lemon polish and the faint buttery edge from yesterday's pastries still on the sideboard, under plastic wrap. She dropped her laptop bag on the polished mahogany table, the thud echoing off floor-to-ceiling windows that framed the morning gridlock on Park Avenue sixteen floors below. Taxis crawled like yellow ants. She plugged in her cable to the wall outlet, screen flickering to life. Slides folder already synced from last night. Valuation charts. Indemnity clauses. Her thumb hovered over the trackpad, then tapped to advance. Willa's graph on offsets popped up. Clean lines. Risk baked in just right. She straightened the stack of agendas on the table, aligning edges with a fingernail. Client at nine sharp: David Lang from Apex Holdings. Merger pitch for his telecom buyout. End-of-year close or the department's half the staff gone. No buffer. Her neck itched under the collar of her silk blouse. She rolled her shoulders, fabric whispering. Trusting Willa with half the deck felt like handing over car keys to a teenager who'd just dented the fender. That copy room dent. Library rules after. No talk. Just work. Except her notes last night: Your offsets section nails the risk profile. Smart refinement. Send. Door swung open at 8:45. Willa strode in, coat draped over one arm, thermos in hand. Steam curled from the lid as she unscrewed it. "Morning. Traffic's a nightmare. Columbus Circle backed up to the bridge." She hung her coat on the rack by the door, curls already escaping the clip at her nape. Orla nodded toward the screen. "Slides are live. Your graph leads the indemnity slide. Pulls them in early."

		Willa crossed to the table, set her thermos down with a clunk. She leaned in, elbows on the edge, scanning the deck. "Good flow. But page seven, the comps table. Too dense. Client zones out after five rows."

		Orla pulled up the chair beside her, mouse in hand. Their sleeves brushed. Cotton on silk. She clicked to the slide. "Fair. Cut to four lines. Highlight the Lang precedent from '22. Your precedents folder had it flagged."

		Willa's finger tapped the screen, right on the table row. "Yeah. That one's gold. Shows Apex precedent for overrides." She straightened, but stayed close, hip against the table edge. "Pitch order. You open on synergies, I hit risks. Tag team the close?"

		Orla saved the edit, font snapping smaller. "Works. Your risks section lands harder with the graph." She glanced up. Willa's scar caught the light from the window, pale line against her temple. Bold. Always pushing the edge. Like her fingers under the copy room skirt. Orla cleared her throat. "Lang likes numbers. Not fluff."

		Willa grinned, quick flash. "Fluff's your department." She tugged her chair closer, knees bumping Orla's under the table. Pulled out her own laptop, synced folders. "Email from Harriet pinged at seven. Wants our individual takes on client vibe post-meet. Separate memos."

		Orla's mouse paused mid-drag. Harriet. Always carving lines in the sand. "Standard. Keeps score." She resized the comps. Perfect now. "We sync the core, diverge on style."

		"Subtle." Willa sipped her thermos, Adam's apple bobbing. Coffee smell cut the lemon air. "Deck's solid. We're ready."

		They ran through it twice more. Orla narrated synergies, Willa jumped in on risks. Timing clicked at eighteen minutes. Pastries unwrapped for the sideboard. Danish flakes on the plate. Water pitchers filled, ice clinking. Nine on the dot, receptionist buzzed from the hall panel. "Mr. Lang here."

		"Send him in." Orla smoothed her skirt, stood. Door opened. David Lang, mid-forties, gray suit rumpled from the elevator ride up. Graying temples, wedding band glinting. Handshake firm, palm dry. "Ladies. Traffic's hell." He dropped into the chair at table head, loosened his tie. "Apex needs this merger locked by December. Telecom regs tightening. Show me why your firm's the play."

		Orla clicked the remote. Title slide filled the screen. "Synergies first. Apex and TelCo mesh on spectrum assets. We've modeled twenty percent uplift in year one." Charts flowed. Lang leaned forward, elbows on table. Willa took the remote halfway. "Risks upfront. Indemnity offsets here." Her graph spun up. Lines spiked clean. "Lang '22 precedent matches your exposure. We've stress-tested for FCC pushback."

		Lang's pen tapped the agenda. "Bold offsets. Like it. Most firms lowball the indemnity."

		"Your profile demands precision," Orla said. She leaned in from her side, pointing to the comps. "These four seal it. Apex wins on overrides."

		Willa nodded across him. "We bundle the clauses. No loose ends."

		Lang sat back, fingers steepled. Chair creaked. "Solid deck. Send a formal proposal. Joint from you two. By Friday." He stood, hand out. "Good pitch."

		Orla shook first. "We'll deliver." Willa next. Lang out the door at 9:28. Suite quiet again. Screen saver rippled blues. Willa slumped into her chair, exhaled through her nose. "Nailed it. Joint proposal. That's traction."

		Orla minimized the deck, laptop humming soft. "Progress." Her phone buzzed on the table. Harriet. She tapped open. All-firm email: Post-client follow-ups due EOD. Individual assessments mandatory. No shared docs. Competition drives results. Willa's screen pinged too. She read, jaw shifting side to side. "She's splitting us already. Memos solo."

		"Expected." Orla closed her lid. Click final. But the gain stuck. Client wanted joint. Not Harriet's game. She watched Willa pack her bag, thermos cap twisting tight. That scar again, thumb brushing it absent. Close quarters here. Leaning over notes. Knees under table. Copy room echo. Library rules cracking. Willa zipped her bag. "Memos. I'll draft risks angle. You do synergies?"

		Orla stood, gathered her own things. "Split clean." But she lingered by the sideboard, picking up a Danish flake stuck to the plate. Crumbed it between fingers. "Your graph closed him. Precise."

		Willa paused at the door, coat over arm. "Your comps set it up." She held the handle. "Friday proposal. We loop?"

		"Backchannel." Orla stepped closer. Suite door clicked shut behind Lang's exit, sealing them in. Windows hummed with AC. Pastries cooling. She reached past Willa for the light switch, arm brushing her shoulder. "Harriet wants split. Client wants us."

		Willa turned the handle but didn't pull. Her curls shifted, one loose strand hooking on Orla's sleeve. "Yeah." Voice low. Thermos gripped in one hand. Orla's fingers caught the strand, tucked it back. Skin warm at her temple. "Smart instincts in there." Praise slipped easy. Always did with her. Trust nudged forward, despite the old scar inside. Betrayal from five years back. Partner who'd leaked her briefs. This felt different. Riskier. Willa's breath hitched, faint. She leaned in half an inch. "Yours too." Coat slipped a notch down her arm. Pressure built. Deadline weeks out. Layoffs list forming. Harriet's memos like knives. But Lang's handshake lingered. Joint ask. Orla's hand stayed at Willa's temple, thumb grazing the scar line. Rough texture. "Bold pitch. You owned risks."

		Willa's free hand came up, fingers curling into Orla's blouse cuff. Pulled. Suite table solid behind. Orla pressed forward, mouth on hers. Hard contact. Willa tasted like black coffee, bitter edge. Tongues met, urgent slide. Orla's palm cupped her jaw, tilting. Scar under thumb. Willa's coat hit the floor with a wool thud. They backed to the table. Willa hopped up, ass on mahogany, legs parting. Orla stepped between, skirt hiking as she pressed close. Hand down, under waistband. Fingers found slick heat. Willa gasped into her mouth, hips bucking. "Fuck. Yes."

		Orla stroked slow circles over her clit, firm pressure. Wet sounds in the quiet room. "So responsive. Perfect." Willa's thighs clenched her waist, heels digging into Orla's calves. She pushed two fingers inside, curl hooking deep. Willa arched, nails scraping the table edge. "Good girl. Take it."

		Willa's hand fumbled Orla's blouse buttons, popping two. Bra shoved up. Mouth latched on a nipple, suck hard. Teeth graze. Orla groaned, fingers thrusting faster. Table creaked under Willa's weight. Pastries plate rattled an inch. "That's it. Eager. Beautiful."

		Willa shuddered, walls clamping. Come hard, muffled cry against Orla's chest. Legs shook. Orla eased fingers out, slick trail on thigh. Willa panted, eyes glassy. She slid off the table, knees wobbly. Dropped to hers on the carpet. Hands yanked Orla's skirt up, panties aside. Tongue flat, long lick up the slit. Orla gripped the table edge, knuckles white. "Yes. Just like that." Willa's mouth sealed over her clit, suction pulling. Two fingers plunged in, twisting. Orla's hips rocked, neck arching back. Swan curve straining. "Perfect rhythm. Don't stop."

		Carpet burn bit Willa's knees. She hummed, vibration shooting up. Orla came with a sharp hiss, thighs quaking. Free hand in those curls, holding firm. Pulled her up after. Kiss sloppy, tastes mingling. They broke apart. Breaths ragged. Willa's blouse askew, curls wrecked. Orla smoothed her skirt, buttons redone crooked. Phone buzzed again on the table. Harriet's memo reminder. Willa snatched her coat, thermos. "Memos. Friday."

		Orla nodded. Door handle cold under her palm. "Synergies mine."

		Willa slipped out first. Hall voices drifted. Orla lingered, wiped the table edge with a napkin. Danish crumb still there. She flicked it to the carpet. Door clicked shut behind her. Her phone lit up in the elevator. Willa: Proposal outline started. Backchannel folder. She typed: Add your risks. Send. Elevator dinged at her floor. Paralegal station ahead, Elena Voss bent over files. Something there. Next push.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 6

		

		Elena Voss's Case Files

		

		

		Willa stabbed the elevator button with her thumb, the metal cool against her skin. Her thighs still ached from the table's edge, a dull throb that matched the pulse in her temples. The doors slid shut. She yanked her phone from her pocket. Thumb flew over the screen. Proposal outline started. Backchannel folder. Send. The car jerked downward, fluorescents flickering overhead. Her reflection stared back from the steel walls, curls matted at the temples, lipstick smudged at the corner of her mouth. She scrubbed it with her knuckle. Ping. Orla's reply lit the screen. Add your risks. Good. Willa pocketed the phone as the elevator dinged open. Hallway stretched ahead, linoleum scuffed near the vending machine where someone had spilled a Coke that morning and never mopped it. Paralegal station clustered at the end, low cubicle walls strung with extension cords and faded firm memos pinned crooked. Elena Voss hunched over her desk, glasses perched on the end of her nose, flipping through a stack of blue-backed binders. Willa slowed her steps. Orla emerged from the stairwell door twenty feet ahead, skirt smoothed but buttons mismatched on her blouse. She caught Willa's eye, gave a single nod. No smile. Just purpose. Willa quickened her pace, heels clicking sharp. Elena looked up as they flanked her desk, her fingers pausing mid-page. "Need those old Sterling merger files," Willa said. She leaned one hip against the desk edge, close enough to smell Elena's hand lotion, something citrus that cut through the station's coffee grounds stink. "The ones from '18 and '22. Client's asking for precedents on asset carve-outs."

		Elena pushed her glasses up. "Those are archived downstairs." She glanced between them, eyes narrowing a fraction. "Harriet's been pulling half the paralegals for her pet projects. You two splitting this or what?"

		Orla rested her forearm on the cubicle wall. "Together." Her voice stayed even, like she was reading clause numbers. "But route through you. Separate logs."

		Elena snorted. She swiveled her chair to the monitor, keyboard clacking under her nails. "Yeah, well. Logs are logs." Screen glowed blue on her face. "Sterling's in B-17. Carve-outs on page 214 for '18, indemnity riders page 89 for '22. I can print extracts if you want clean copies."

		Willa pulled up the spare chair from the next cubicle, plastic creaking under her. "Print everything. We'll cull." Her fingers itched for a pen. She grabbed one from Elena's mug, blue Bic with the firm's logo half-peeled. The scar above her eyebrow twitched as she uncapped it, an old habit when numbers stacked against her. Orla stayed standing, scrolling her phone. "Cross-reference the tax liens too. Client flagged that in the suite." She didn't look up, but her elbow brushed Willa's shoulder. Heat lingered there from the table, faint slickness under her sleeve. Elena hit print. The machine across the aisle hummed to life, spitting sheets face down. She stood, knees popping soft. "Gimme five to grab the binders. Don't touch my M&M's." She nodded at the red bowl on her desk, half-empty, and vanished around the corner. Willa exhaled through her nose. She dragged the stack of warm prints toward her. "Start with indemnity." Her pen circled a clause, ink bleeding slight on the cheap paper. "This one's gold. Shields the buyer on environmental."

		Orla bent at the waist, dark hair swinging forward. She tapped the next page. "Here. Matches our risk section." Her nail, short and unpainted, hovered precise. "Your outline nailed the exposure limits. Smart pivot."

		Willa's neck heated. She scratched a note in the margin, letters cramped. Praise landed like that sometimes, hooked deep. Made the fear loosen, just a notch. But the deadline squatted there, end-of-year layoffs like a guillotine blade. She couldn't afford slack. Elena thudded back with two binders under her arm, dust jackets yellowed. She dropped them on the desk, pages fanning. "Full scans if you need digital. But Harriet's got eyes on the archive logs now. Pulled Jenkins last week for 'unauthorized access' on a routine pull."

		Willa's pen stopped. "Jenkins?"

		"Yeah." Elena sank into her chair, dragged a binder open. "Said it violated interdepartmental protocols. Dude's on probation. She's cranking memos daily. Competition's the word. Alliances get flagged."

		Orla straightened. Her fingers flexed at her sides. "Examples?"

		Elena flipped to a tabbed section. "Like this. Sterling team tried looping in tax last cycle. Harriet rerouted their proposal through her desk. Client went elsewhere." She shoved the binder toward Orla. "Your merger's bigger fish. She's blocking broader now. Paralegals too. No sharing without her sign-off."

		Willa's thumb rubbed the Bic's ridges raw. The scar itched again. Fear coiled low, not measuring up, the whole department gutted if they bombed this. But Orla's presence anchored it, steady like her voice in the suite. "We route everything through you," Willa said. "Your logs only."

		Elena nodded slow. "Can do. But if she audits..." She trailed off, grabbed an M&M, cracked it between her teeth. Orla scanned the page, eyes flicking fast. "We'll anonymize. Backchannel stays ours." She marked a passage with her own pen, red ink from god knows where. "This bolsters section three. Elena, flag any others like it."

		They bent over the desk, heads close. Willa highlighted a subclause, her arm pressing Orla's for a beat too long. Skin warmed through cotton. Elena pulled another folder from her drawer, manila edges frayed. "Bonus. '19 hostile takeover. Similar carve-outs, but with poison pill tweaks. Client loved it."

		Willa copied the page numbers into her notebook, numbers marching neat. Her curls snagged on the binder's ring when she leaned in. She yanked them free, ignoring the tug. "Perfect. Ties our indemnity straight."

		Orla murmured approval, low. "Thorough work, Willa. This pushes us ahead."

		Heat bloomed again, sharper. Willa gripped the pen tighter. Focused on the text. Paragraphs blurred for a second, then sharpened. The station's hum pressed in, phones beeping distant, someone microwaving popcorn two cubicles over. Butter smell cloyed the air. Elena cross-checked on her second monitor. "I've got digital links. Folder's shared, password Voss19." She typed it out, screen reflecting in her glasses. "Harriet's memo drop later today, bet. She's on a tear."

		Willa integrated the first extract into the backchannel folder on her phone, thumb precise despite the shake. Upload bar crept to one hundred. "Sent." She passed the phone to Orla, fingers grazing palm. Orla added her risks section, synced. "Locked." She slid it back. Their eyes held a beat, station noise fading. Commitment sat there, unspoken. Elena's warning layered on top, Harriet's shadow longer than they'd clocked. "More where that came from," Elena said. She closed the binders with a slap. "But keep it quiet. My ass is on the line too."

		Willa capped her pen. "We owe you." She stood, chair scraping. The scar throbbed now, faint pulse. Orla gathered the prints, stacking neat. "Weekly check-ins. Here."

		Elena popped another M&M. "Fridays. After four."

		Willa nodded. She smoothed her skirt, fabric sticking slight where sweat pooled. Orla's gaze flicked to her neck, then away. They turned for the aisle together, steps synced. Hall loomed ahead, memos pinned to the bulletin board fluttering in the AC vent. Phone vibrated in Willa's pocket. Memo alert. Harriet's name on the preview. She thumbed it open as they walked. "You see this?" Orla asked, voice pitched low. Willa held out her screen. Words jumped. Performance reviews. Collaborations flagged. Break room. Now.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 7

		

		The Antagonist's Memo

		

		

		Willa's thumb hovered over the screen, the glow picking out that faint scar above her eyebrow. Orla scanned the text again. Harriet's memo hit like a slap: "Effective immediately, all collaborations exceeding standard pairing require prior approval. Performance reviews will flag excessive proximity. Initial review meeting: Break Room, now."

		"She's calling us out," Willa said. Her voice stayed even, but her fingers whitened on the phone edges. Orla nodded once. The hallway stretched ahead, fluorescent strips buzzing overhead, pinned memos flapping from the AC like loose tongues. Past the water cooler, the break room door sat half-open, coffee pot gurgling inside. She pushed through first, Willa right behind. Plastic chairs scraped as two associates bolted up from the table, Styrofoam cups in hand. They muttered excuses and scattered. Elena Voss slouched at the far end, feet up on a chair, scrolling her phone. A bag of M&Ms lay open beside her elbow, blue ones picked out and piled separate. She glanced up, clocked them both. "Knew you'd show. Memo's viral already. Whole floor's twitching."

		Orla pulled out a chair, the vinyl sticking to her skirt. Willa dropped into the one next to her, knees bumping the table leg. The vending machine kicked on with a low thrum, coils whirring for someone's delayed chips. Stale coffee scent hung thick, undercut by burnt popcorn from the microwave. "Read it?" Elena tapped her screen. Hers showed the same block text, Harriet's signature in looping blue ink at the bottom. Willa slid her phone across the Formica. "Flags us direct. Says 'observed pairings' in the library and suite."

		Elena snorted, snagging a green M&M. "Observed. Like she's got spies. Which she does. Me, probably, in her eyes." She crunched the candy, shell bits scattering. "That paralegal station pinged her radar. Files routed wrong, she thinks."

		Orla leaned forward, elbows on the table. Her neck ached from the station's bad lighting, a dull knot right at the base. Willa's curls brushed her shoulder as she shifted closer, auburn strands catching the overhead bulb. Focus. "We need precedents from the '18 Baxter deal. Indemnity clauses with international wrinkles. Elena, you flagged those last week."

		Elena popped another M&M, this one yellow. "Got 'em. But no direct shares now. Harriet's sniffing emails like a bloodhound." She pulled a laptop from her bag, screen scarred from sticker residue. "Backchannel only. I dump to a dummy folder, you two pull via QR scans. No logs."

		Willa traced the table edge with her nail, gouging a faint line in the laminate. "QR? Like those museum plaques?"

		"Exactly." Elena grinned, teeth stained faint blue. "Scan, grab, delete. I wipe the server trail at midnight. Been doing it for tax audits."

		Orla pictured it: Willa in her office, phone out under the desk, pulling files while Harriet paced the hall. Risk stacked on risk. Her own trust cracked wider every time they looped Elena in. Past partners bailed when heat turned up, left her holding briefs alone. But Willa stayed planted, pen tapping her thigh under the table. Steady. "Sounds solid," Orla said. "Your thoroughness keeps us clean, Elena. We'll route drafts your way first."

		Willa's tapping stopped. She met Orla's eyes, held a second too long. "Yeah. And we split the risk sections. I take liabilities, you handle contingencies. Elena funnels back."

		The door banged open. Harriet Kline strode in, heels clicking linoleum like castanets. Mid-forties, blonde bob razor-sharp, suit the color of wet cement. She carried a fresh printout, edges crisp from the laser jet down the hall. Coffee sloshed in her mug, steam curling up. "Ladies." Harriet's gaze swept the table, lingering on Willa, then Orla. "Convenient timing."

		Elena yanked her feet down, laptop snapping shut. "Just grabbing precedents, Harriet. Memo had us scrambling."

		Harriet set her mug on the table edge, rings clinking. "Scrambling. Cute." She unfolded the printout, same memo text, highlighted lines under "performance flags." "I've got logs. Library hours. Suite overlaps. Paralegal station today." Her nail tapped the paper. "This merger's my ticket to partner track. Layoffs hit bottom feeders first. You two want to stay off that list?"

		Willa straightened, curls shifting. "We're advancing the proposal. Client requested joint input."

		"Joint." Harriet's lip curled. "That's the flag. Separate memos by EOD. No shared docs. Elena, yours too. Or I pull your clearance."

		Elena's jaw flexed, M&Ms forgotten. Orla's fingers curled into her palm, nails biting half-moons. Harriet's eyes bored in, waiting for cracks. "We comply," Orla said. Flat. "Separate reports. But precedents stay accessible."

		Harriet sipped her coffee, black, no sugar. Grimaced like it burned wrong. "Accessible. Through channels." She rolled the printout, stuffed it in her pocket. "EOD. Don't test me." Door swung shut behind her, heels fading down the hall. Silence dropped. Vending machine dinged, chips thumping out. Elena exhaled through her nose. "Bitch move. She's blocking the Baxter files direct."

		Willa pushed back from the table, chair legs squeaking. "We use the QR anyway. Tonight."

		Orla nodded. Willa's plan landed solid, no waver. That scar twitched when she concentrated, faint white line against her skin. Orla wanted to trace it, tell her how sharp her reads were. Not here. "You lead liabilities. I'll contingency. Elena, set the first scan."

		Elena tapped her phone, generated a QR code on screen. "Done. Folder's live with Baxter extracts. Scan now, test it."

		Willa pulled her phone, camera app up. Beeped the code. Her screen filled with file thumbnails: indemnity.pdf, clauses.doc. She scrolled, thumb quick. "Pulls clean. No trace."

		"See?" Elena leaned back, snagged the vending chips bag left behind. Crunched one, salt flaking. "I run interference. You two ghost."

		Orla scanned her own phone next. Files loaded smooth. Willa's thigh pressed hers under the table, denim warm through skirt fabric. Accidental. Or not. Heat pooled low, but she shifted away. Focus. Harriet's threat hung, personal now. Reviews meant bonuses cut, paths stalled. Willa pushed through anyway, bold as ever. "Your split's smart," Orla said to Willa. Low. "Liabilities play to your edge on contracts."

		Willa's mouth quirked, almost a smile. "Contingencies suit you. Always three steps ahead."

		Elena watched them, eyebrows up. "Flattery later. I need your first drafts by six. Email to vossdummy@firmghost.net. Bounces clean."

		The microwave beeped empty, door hanging open. Someone's forgotten Lean Cuisine sat congealing inside, cheese skin hardening. Orla stood, smoothing her blouse. Willa's scent clung faint, citrus shampoo from the station. "Six sharp. We sync tonight."

		Willa rose too, pocketing her phone. "Station or here?"

		"Break room Fridays stick," Elena said. She swept M&Ms into her palm, dumped them back in the bag. "But alcove tomorrow. Private. Review changes."

		Orla paused at the door, Willa beside her. Harriet's mug still steamed on the table, lip print faint pink. Elena waved them off. "Go. I wipe the log."

		Hallway hummed again, printers whining distant. Willa bumped Orla's arm. "We got this."

		Orla glanced at her. That scar caught the light. "Yeah. We do."

		They split at the elevators, Willa toward associates' row, Orla up to seniors. Her office door clicked shut, blinds half-down. Laptop open, she pulled the QR files. Willa's liabilities draft already pinged in, timestamped two minutes ago. Precise. Orla typed her contingencies, fingers flying. Send to vossdummy. Sync. Phone buzzed. Elena: Alcove 4pm tomorrow. Bring Voss. Orla leaned back, chair creaking. Willa's draft glowed on screen, clauses tight. Dependence settled in her gut, unfamiliar weight. Trust issues whispered bail now. But Willa didn't. Neither did Elena. She hit send. Draft away. Tomorrow's alcove waited.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 8

		

		The Private Strategy Session

		

		

		Willa thumbed the alcove door handle at 3:58, the metal cool against her palm. It swung inward on silent hinges, revealing the nook's tucked-away curve off the main associate floor. Low-slung chairs in charcoal leather faced a glass-topped table, scarred from coffee rings nobody bothered to buff out. The lighting came from recessed cans, dialed low enough to blur the edges of manila folders stacked in the center. Distant phones trilled through the walls, a reminder that the firm pulsed on without them. Elena Voss already sat cross-legged in one chair, her laptop balanced on her knees, screen casting blue light up her face. She wore the same black cardigan as yesterday, frayed at the cuffs. "You're early. Good. Orla's grabbing printouts from the seniors' printer." Elena tapped a key, and the laptop chimed. "Drafts synced clean. No traces."

		Willa dropped into the chair opposite, her skirt hiking up her thighs. She tugged it down, fingers brushing the scar above her eyebrow out of habit. The alcove smelled like dry-erase markers and someone else's sandalwood candle, long burned out. "Printouts for what? We emailed everything."

		"Hard copies for markup. Harriet's got the digital logs audited now." Elena slid her laptop aside, pulled a red pen from her ponytail. "Changes from your splits. Willa, your liabilities section? Tighter than last week's. No hedging clauses."

		Willa leaned forward, elbows on the glass. "Cut the fat. Client wants merger clean, no loose ends." Her voice came out steadier than she expected. Yesterday's break room memo still gnawed, Harriet's words about "individual accountability" printed in her mind like a bad tattoo. Performance reviews could tank her bonus, stall her track to partner. But the words landed different today. Lighter. The door clicked again. Orla slipped in, a stack of papers under one arm, her blouse sleeves rolled to the elbows. She set the printouts down with a soft thud, the top sheet curling at the corner. "Contingencies updated. Elena, your precedents slotted in perfect." Her eyes flicked to Willa, held a beat too long. "Liabilities hold up against them. Solid work."

		Heat crept up Willa's neck. She grabbed a printout, scanned the clauses. Orla's handwriting marked the margins in precise blue ink, little arrows pointing to overlaps. "Yeah. Plays to the client's tax shelters." She traced one arrow with her fingertip, the paper crinkling under her nail. Elena watched them both, pen hovering. She chewed the edge of her thumbnail, a quick scrape of teeth. "You two look... different. Willa, you're not grinding your teeth through this. Usually you're like a pit bull on those liabilities, every what-if a fight." She tapped the pen on the table, rhythmic. "Less like you're proving something. And Orla." Elena nodded at her. "You're not qualifying every praise. Just saying it."

		Willa's pen froze mid-note. The alcove shrank, walls pressing in with the hum of the ventilation. Orla sat beside her, close enough that Willa's knee brushed the chair leg. Citrus lingered, faint from yesterday. Or not yesterday. The research library, bodies slick, Orla's fingers digging in. Willa shifted, chair leather sticking to her thighs. Orla cleared her throat. "Changes make sense. Files meshed better." She flipped a page, but her free hand rested on the table edge, inches from Willa's. Elena snorted. "Not the files. You. Both." She leaned back, cardigan gaping at the collar. "Willa, you used to pause on every clause, finger that scar like it owed you answers. Today? Straight through. Orla, your contingencies always had backups on backups, like nobody'd follow through. Now it's clean. Trusting the chain."

		Willa's scar itched. She pressed her knuckle there instead. Elena saw too much, paralegal eyes picking at seams. The memo loomed larger now, Harriet's threat personal. Collaborate too close, reviews suffer. But Elena sat here anyway, routing dummies, wiping logs. Willa glanced at Orla. That graceful neck arched as she read, pulse visible under the skin. "You're projecting," Orla said to Elena, voice even. But her fingers drummed once on the table. "Deadline's tight. End of year, layoffs if the merger flops. Focus stays sharp."

		Elena shrugged. "Sure. But it's working." She marked a clause in red. "Incorporate this precedent here. Client's old deal with Voss & Kline analogs. Strengthens your joint pitch." She slid the sheet across. "Orla, your contingencies cover the indemnity gap. Willa fills liabilities. Seamless."

		Willa took the sheet, their fingers brushing. Orla's skin warm, dry. She pulled back slow. "Seamless. Yeah." The word hung, alcove air thickening with printer ink and the faint tang of Orla's skin cream, something like vetiver. They bent over the papers together, heads close, shoulders almost touching. Willa's curls snagged on the table edge, and Orla reached, tucked one behind her ear without looking up. "Good adjustment," Orla murmured. Close, breath stirring Willa's hair. "That clause? Yours. Nails the exposure."

		Praise landed soft, but it hooked deep. Willa's pulse kicked in her wrists. She nodded, pen scratching faster. "Your indemnity ties it. No leaks." Bold words, but her voice dipped at the end. Vulnerability clawed up, the fear Elena named. Not measuring up. But Orla saw her drafts first, timestamped, precise. Sent them through. Elena jotted notes, oblivious or pretending. "Pitch outline next. Client wants formal proposal Monday. Harriet's memo kills direct syncs, so route through me. Vossdummy for drafts, vossghost for finals." The pen clicked. "Changes stick if you keep this rhythm."

		Proximity dragged on. Orla's knee nudged Willa's under the table, accidental. Stayed there. Willa didn't move. Documents blurred at the edges, deadline numbers swimming: merger value 2.4 billion, firm cut if lost. Layoffs by December 31. Her chest tightened, but not like before. Orla's presence buffered it, that steady voice layering affirmations over the numbers. "You're anticipating their pushback perfect," Orla said, pointing to Willa's margin note. "Smart angle."

		Willa's thigh burned where their knees pressed. Residue from the library pulsed low, unsolved. They hadn't spoken of it, rules fragile post-break room. But Elena's words echoed: less driven by fear. Guarded less. True? Willa tested it, leaned into the knee contact. Orla didn't pull away. Elena glanced at her phone. "4:47. I gotta bounce. Printer jam on exec floor." She packed her laptop, zipped the case with a rasp. "Email changes by seven. I'll bounce to ghosts." At the door, she paused. "You two? Keep whatever this is. It's gold." Door snicked shut behind her. Silence dropped heavy. Distant phones rang on. Willa straightened papers, hands unsteady. Orla's knee still there, pressure steady. "She's right," Orla said low. "Your edge sharpened. Not frantic."

		Willa met her eyes. Blue, guarded depth cracking open. "Yours too. No safety nets everywhere." Her fingers gripped the table edge, knuckles paling. Alcove dimmed further as fluorescents outside flickered to evening mode. Orla's hand covered hers, thumb stroking the back. "We sync." Voice wrapped praise around the words, easing the knot in Willa's ribs. Trust issues? Orla pushed past them here, fingers linking. Heat pooled insistent. Willa turned her palm up, laced their fingers. Orla's breath hitched, neck arching. Threshold hummed between them, undeniable. Papers forgotten, Orla tugged her closer, lips parting. Willa leaned in, curls falling forward. Orla's free hand cupped her jaw, scar thumbed gentle. Their mouths met, slow, tongues sliding wet. Willa's free hand fisted Orla's blouse, pulling. Alcove spun tight, deadline distant roar. Orla broke first, forehead to Willa's. "Hotel. Client prep overnight. Tomorrow."

		Willa nodded, breath ragged. Fingers tightened.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 9

		

		The Hotel Room Decision

		

		

		Willa pulled back just enough to grab her laptop bag from the alcove floor. The strap caught on the table leg, yanking her off balance for a second. Orla steadied her with a hand at the elbow, fingers firm through the sleeve. "Room's under my card. The Liberty on Broad. Five blocks." Orla's words came clipped, like she was dictating a filing deadline. She stacked their printouts into a neat pile, edges aligned with a single tap. Willa nodded again, throat dry. Her thumb dug into the scar above her eyebrow, pressing until the skin went numb. They slipped out of the alcove together, shoulders brushing in the narrowing hall. Firm lights had dimmed to after-hours yellow, casting long shadows from the empty desks. No one around. Good. The elevator doors slid open with a ding that echoed too loud. Inside, Orla punched the ground floor. Willa watched the numbers drop, stomach flipping like she'd chugged bad vending machine soda. Street air hit cool and diesel-sharp when they stepped out. Taxis honked past, brakes squealing on the wet pavement from an earlier drizzle. Orla flagged one, efficient arm wave, and rattled off the address. Willa slid in first, vinyl seat sticking to her skirt. Orla followed, knee knocking hers again. The cabbie glanced back once, muttered about traffic, then cranked the radio. Some old Springsteen track crackled through the speakers, "Born to Run," guitars whining. Five blocks felt eternal. Willa's fingers twisted the hem of her blouse, threads pulling loose. Orla stared out the window, jaw working like she chewed on an invisible toothpick. Hotel loomed up quick, brass doors gleaming under the marquee. Orla paid with a quick flash of black Amex, no chit-chat. Lobby smelled like fresh bleach and those fake citrus diffusers. Check-in clerk handed over two keycards in a paper sleeve. "Room 1214. Enjoy your stay." Orla pocketed them both. Elevator ride up, silent again. Doors opened to a hushed carpeted hall, walls papered in muted gray stripes. Room key beeped green. Inside, the space hit neutral, king bed centered with crisp white duvet, floor-to-ceiling window framing the skyline's jagged teeth. Traffic hummed faint from twelve stories down, tires hissing on asphalt. Desk held a Keurig and bottled waters, minibar door ajar with the clink of glass inside. Orla dropped her bag, flicked on the desk lamp. Yellow pool lit the papers as she spread them out. "Client wants merger clauses stress-tested by morning. We run scenarios, email draft at dawn."

		Willa set her laptop beside the stack, plugged in the charger. Cord snaked across the carpet like a tripped wire. She kicked off her heels, toes flexing into the plush fibers. Sat on the bed's edge, thighs pressing together against the ache that hadn't quit since the alcove. Orla stayed at the desk, typing, back straight. Laptop fan whirred soft. They worked. Willa cross-referenced precedents on her screen, Elena's files open in tabs. Orla called out revisions, voice steady. "Page seven, swap that indemnity language. Your call on the cap." Willa typed it in, hit save. Clock on her screen ticked to 8:42. Stomach growled. Orla glanced over. "Room service? Club sandwich, no crusts?"

		"Yeah. Fries too." Willa hit the menu on the room phone, ordered for both. Hung up, rubbed her neck where a knot throbbed. Food arrived on a rolling cart, plates clattering. They ate cross-legged on the bed, napkins balled on the duvet. Ketchup smeared the edge of Willa's plate. Orla wiped it with a finger, licked it clean. Willa's gaze stuck there, pulse kicking up. Orla caught it, set her plate aside. "Back to it?"

		They did. Scenarios ran long, hypotheticals stacking like Jenga blocks. 10:17. Orla stretched, blouse pulling tight across her shoulders. Willa watched the fabric shift, nipples faint outlines under silk. Heat crawled up her thighs. Orla paced to the window, parted the sheers. City lights blinked back, sodium orange from the bridges. "Harriet's memo still burning you?" Orla asked, not turning. Willa snorted, closed her laptop. "Like she owns alliances. We're just prepping a client pitch."

		Orla turned then, arms crossed. "Prepping naked would still be prepping."

		Willa's laugh came sharp, edged. She stood, crossed the carpet in three steps. Hand reached out, traced the curve of Orla's neck where pulse beat steady under skin. "This. Been thinking about this since the stacks."

		Orla's hand caught her wrist, not pushing away. Pulled her closer instead. "Good girl. Taking what you need." Mouths crashed, tongues hot and demanding. Orla walked her backward, knees hitting the bed frame. They tumbled down, mattress dipping under weight. Orla rolled on top, knees bracketing Willa's hips. Buttons gave under her fingers, one by one, blouse parting like a curtain. Willa's bra followed, clasp snapping free. Orla peeled the cups down, thumbs circling nipples until they peaked hard. "Look at you. So driven, so fierce. Built this body to win." Mouth closed over one peak, teeth grazing, suck pulling deep. Willa arched, fingers knotting in dark hair. Skirt hiked up, panties dragged down thighs. Orla's hand slid between legs, palm cupping the heat there. Fingers parted folds, middle one circling her clit slow, relentless loops that dragged slick over the nub. Willa bucked, breath hitching on a whine. "Please."

		"Shh. You've earned this. Ambitious, beautiful. My perfect rival." Two fingers pressed in now, curling against the front wall, thumb still grinding circles on her clit. Pace stayed deliberate, in and out, wet sounds filling the room. Willa's walls clenched, thighs quivering around Orla's hand. Sweat beaded at her temples, curls sticking to damp forehead. Orla withdrew, licked her fingers clean with a hum. "Taste yourself later. Up."

		She stripped quick, clothes pooling on the carpet. Willa shoved her skirt off, naked now except thigh-highs bunched at knees. Orla lay back, head on pillows, legs spread. Willa straddled her face, knees sinking into mattress on either side. Lowered slow, pussy hovering an inch above Orla's mouth. Tongue flicked out, flat and broad, lapping from entrance to clit in one long stripe. Willa gasped, leaned forward. Hands braced on Orla's thighs, spreading them wider. Her own tongue dove in, tracing the seam, parting lips to suck the clit between teeth gentle. Orla moaned into her, vibration buzzing straight through. They found rhythm, hips rocking in sync. Willa's mouth worked sloppy, lips shiny with spit and Orla's arousal, nose bumping the swell above. Orla's tongue speared inside, fucking shallow, then retreating to suck her clit hard. Sustained eye contact held, Orla's gaze upside down, pupils blown wide. Power flipped here, Orla yielding under her, hands gripping Willa's ass to pull her down harder. Willa ground against the mouth beneath, clit throbbing under flicks and sucks. Her own licks turned frantic, tongue plunging deep, tasting salt and musk. Orla's thighs tensed, heels digging into the duvet. They chased it together, breaths ragged gasps between laps. "Close," Orla mumbled against her folds, words muffled. Willa lifted off, spun awkward. Straddled Orla's thigh instead, slick pussy sliding over smooth skin. Clit dragged friction-hot with each rock forward. Orla's hands gripped her hips, guiding the grind. "That's it. Ride me. So good for me."

		Willa braced hands on Orla's shoulders, hips snapping faster. Thigh muscle flexed under her, pressing up to meet each slide. Pressure built, coiling tight in her gut. Orla's fingers pinched her nipples, twisting sharp. Willa came first, walls pulsing, slick flooding Orla's thigh. She kept grinding through it, oversensitive sparks shooting up her spine. Orla followed seconds later, hips jerking up empty, clit grinding against Willa's calf, release soaking the sheets. They collapsed tangled, chests heaving. Willa's face buried in Orla's neck, inhaling lavender shampoo and sweat. Orla's arm draped heavy across her back, fingers tracing lazy ribs. 11:47 glowed on the nightstand clock. Papers waited on the desk, screens dark. Orla shifted, kissed Willa's temple. "Ten minutes. Then clauses."

		Willa hummed, nuzzled closer. Her hand drifted low, cupping Orla's ass cheek, squeezing. Orla chuckled low, thigh nudging between hers again. Phone buzzed on the desk. Orla ignored it. Buzz again. Willa lifted her head. "Check it?"

		"Later." Orla's fingers combed through her curls, untangling a knot. "You're doing this. We're doing this."

		Willa's thumb pressed into Orla's hip bone, bone sharp under skin. Desk lamp flickered once, casting shadows across the bed. Outside, a siren wailed distant, rising then fading. Orla's phone lit up third time, screen name flashing: Elena Voss.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 10

		

		The Setback Analysis

		

		

		Orla stretched across Willa to snag the phone, screen still glowing with Elena's third text. Merger update from the client's midnight email dump. She skimmed it, thumb pausing on a clause revision buried in the attachments. Willa's breath puffed warm against her collarbone, fingers still curled loose on her hip. "Client sent revisions," Orla said. She tossed the phone toward the nightstand. It clattered against the lamp base. "Nothing we can't fold in tomorrow. Firm's corner office at seven. Get there before the floor wakes up."

		Willa propped on an elbow, curls sticking to her cheek in damp clumps. She squinted at the clock. "Eleven forty-seven now. That's... seven hours if we crash." Her thumb scraped a slow line up Orla's inner thigh, nail catching on goosebump skin. Orla caught her wrist, held it firm an inch from where heat still pooled low. "Sleep first. Then we bury this." She nodded at the desk, where their laptops sat open to timeline spreadsheets, tabs blinking with half-edited merger docs. TechNova's acquisition clauses, GlobalSynch's indemnity riders. All waiting. Willa's mouth quirked, but she rolled off, sheets tangling at her waist. Orla swung her legs over the bed edge, feet hitting the carpet's thin pile. The room's AC hummed steady, chilling sweat-slick skin. She padded to the bathroom, flicked on the light. Mirror fogged from their earlier shower. She wiped a palm across it, stared at the red mark blooming on her neck from Willa's teeth. Concealer in the morning. By twelve-thirty they were dressed, Willa tugging on yesterday's blouse while Orla zipped her skirt. No words on the elevator down. Cab outside idled with its yellow roof light cutting the dark. Twenty blocks to the firm, traffic thin past Times Square's glow. Willa leaned into her shoulder the whole ride, head heavy. Orla let her thumb rest on the denim seam riding Willa's knee. Firm lobby empty at one a.m., security nodding them through. Elevators whooshed them to the twenty-third. Corner office door clicked open on oiled hinges. Orla's space: floor-to-ceiling windows framing the Hudson's black shimmer, Midtown spires pricked with late lights. Desk mahogany slab piled with printouts, red pen slashes through rejected subclauses. Leather chairs creaked as they dropped into them. Coffee from the executive Keurig, black and scalding in Styrofoam cups. They worked till four, Willa cross-referencing indemnity schedules while Orla keyed in liability caps. Fingers grazed over a shared spreadsheet printout, Willa's pinky lingering on Orla's knuckle. Orla didn't pull away. Glanced up instead, caught Willa chewing the edge of her thumbnail, ragged skin peeling white. The scar above her eyebrow caught the desk lamp's yellow, faint white line pulling tight when Willa frowned at the screen. "Good catch on that rider," Orla said. Voice pitched low, like the hotel sheets still clung. Willa's thumbnail dropped. She flexed her fingers, typed faster. "Yeah. GlobalSynch won't budge on the reps and warranties without it."

		Dawn grayed the windows by six. They crashed on the leather sofa against the wall, Willa curled into Orla's side, jacket balled under her head. Orla dozed shallow, one eye cracking every time Willa shifted, knee nudging her thigh. Seven-fifteen, first footsteps echoed the hall. Orla nudged Willa awake. "Shower in the exec bath. Fresh clothes from the lockers." Willa groaned, rubbed her face. Stood anyway, blouse untucked and wrinkled. By eight they sat at the desk again, hair damp, Willa in a spare white button-down from Orla's locker drawer, sleeves rolled crooked. They pored over timelines. End-of-year deadline forty-eight days out. Proposal submission slotted for Friday. Layoff whispers louder every floor meeting, Harriet Kline's memos stacking like kindling. Willa slid a page across, her palm flat under Orla's as she pointed to a bottleneck in the due diligence checklist. Skin stuck slight where sweat beaded. Orla's gaze snagged on Willa's mouth, lower lip still swollen faint from last night's bites. She cleared her throat, traced the checklist item with her pen. "Here. Elena's precedents cover half. We route the rest through her station, keep it off our logs."

		Willa nodded, leaned closer. Chair legs scraped carpet. Her breath hit Orla's ear, coffee-sweet. "And the exclusivity clause? Client's pushing back."

		Orla turned her head. Noses brushed. Willa's eyes flicked down, pupils wide. The desk fan whirred, papers fluttering at the edge. Orla's hand found Willa's under the stack, thumb pressing the pulse at her wrist. Steady thump, quickening. Someone knocked. Sharp, three raps. Orla yanked her hand back. "Come."

		Harriet Kline pushed the door wide, tablet clutched to her silk blouse. Gray suit sharp as a blade, heels clicking parquet floor. She didn't wait for invites. "Morning review. Your proposal packet's flagged." Her gaze swept the desk, lingered on the two coffee cups side by side, lipstick smudges matching. Willa straightened, chair shoving back an inch. Orla kept her pen tapping steady on the indemnity page. "Flagged how?" Orla asked. Harriet dropped the tablet on the desk blotter, screen open to their submission draft. Red highlights slashed through three sections: reps, warranties, closing conditions. "Inconsistencies. Client-side data mismatches our diligence log. Immediate revisions. Push submission to Monday. No excuses."

		Willa's pen scratched paper, too loud. Orla scanned the highlights. Solid work, cross-checked twice. But the diligence log? They'd routed Elena's inputs off-channel after the break room memo. Invisible collaboration. Harriet's eyes narrowed on the scattered pages, the way Willa's highlighter cap lay uncapped between them. "Whose log?" Orla kept her voice even. Harriet tapped the screen. "Yours. Both flagged in audit sweep." She straightened, blouse crisp. "Rumors of side alliances. Focus fractures deliverables. Fix it, or performance reviews hit next week."

		Door clicked shut behind her. Silence dropped heavy, fan whir still the only sound. Willa shoved her chair back full, stood. Paced to the window, arms crossed tight over her chest. Fingers dug into her elbows, knuckles paling. "She knew. The log mismatches. We routed through Elena to dodge her memo."

		Orla closed the tablet, set it aside deliberate. "Audit caught the gaps. Our gaps." She stood, crossed to Willa. Hand hovered at her back, dropped before touching. "Distraction. That's what she exploited."

		Willa spun, scar twitching with her frown. "Distraction? You mean us." Her voice dropped, edged. "Glances. Hands. Hotel echoes every time we lean over a page." She uncrossed arms, hand raking her curls back, strands springing wild again. Orla nodded once. Leather scent thickened the air, mixing with Willa's citrus shampoo. "Yeah. Us." The word sat blunt between them. No name for it, no label. Just fact. Her own pulse kicked at her throat, old betrayal scars itching under skin. Trust handed over in a hotel bed, now bleeding into clauses and deadlines. Willa exhaled through her nose, turned back to the skyline. Midtown crawled with cabs, yellow specks. "Fear's choking me. Never measuring up. And you... praising it away one night, then this." Her fingers twisted the blouse hem, threads pulling. Orla stepped closer, heat off Willa's back cutting the office chill. "We fix the packet. New approach." She gripped Willa's shoulders light, turned her. "Layer in Elena's full precedents direct. No routing. Own the log mismatches as aggressive diligence. Client loves bold."

		Willa's eyes searched hers, thumb worrying that thumbnail again till a red dot welled. "And us? Pretend normal till Monday?"

		Orla's thumbs pressed Willa's collarbones, bone hard under skin. "Normal's gone. But the merger isn't. We sync the warranties first. Reps second. Closing conditions last." She nodded at the desk. "Papers. Now."

		Willa held her gaze two beats, then nodded. Dropped back into her chair, yanked the tablet close. Orla slid into hers, their knees bumping under the desk. Willa didn't shift away. They spread pages flat, highlighters clicking open. Orla keyed the first revision, voice low. "Warranties cap at five mil, like the precedents. Bold, but covered." Willa's pen circled a subclause beside her, arm brushing Orla's with each stroke. Harriet's heels echoed distant down the hall. Phone lines buzzed through the walls. Orla glanced up. Willa's curls caught the rising sun, copper threads glinting. Her free hand stretched under the desk, fingers hooking Orla's belt loop. Pulled once, firm. "Here," Willa said, sliding a fresh printout across. "Exclusivity tweak. Ties it."

		Orla took it, their knuckles stacking deliberate. Pen poised over the page.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 11

		

		The Tightening Deadline

		

		

		Orla's pen tip dug into the paper, black ink blooming around the exclusivity clause. She nodded once, sharp. "This seals it. Print ten copies, bind them tight. We take it upstairs now."

		Willa's fingers itched over the scanner button. The machine whirred, spitting out crisp stacks that smelled like fresh toner. She collated them on the desk, staples punching through with a metallic snick. Orla watched, her knee still pressed against Willa's under the wood. No pull away. Willa stacked the pile, rubber-banded it. "Elevator's fastest. Execs hate waiting."

		They rode up in silence, the car humming past floors marked by brass plaques. Willa's thumb grazed the scar above her eyebrow, nail catching the rough edge. The doors slid open on thirty-eight, executive level. Marble floors gleamed under recessed lights, glass walls partitioning conference pods like fish tanks. A receptionist glanced up from her MacBook, earbud dangling. "Innes and Ingham? Kline's pod, end of the hall."

		Orla led, packet under her arm. Willa followed, heels clicking echoes off the polished stone. The air up here carried leather polish and the faint citrus bite of some diffuser plugged into the wall. They pushed through the last glass door into a pod twice the size of the corner office, walnut table dominating the center, chairs upholstered in gray wool. City sprawled beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, Hudson River a gray snake under November clouds. Orla dropped the packet on the table, fanned three copies. "Harriet's due any minute. We walk her through it cold, no slides." She slid one across to Willa, fingers lingering on the edge. "You open. Your tweaks carry the punch."

		Willa flipped it open, pages rustling. Her stomach knotted around the hotel room's aftertaste, Orla's thigh firm between her legs hours ago. Focus clawed back. She traced the warranty cap with her highlighter, yellow streak bold. "Warranties first. Five mil ceiling, precedents direct from Elena's log. No bullshit routing."

		Door swung open. Harriet Kline strode in, tablet in hand, her pencil skirt hugging hips like it cost four figures. Blonde bob swung precise, eyes flicking over them both. "Progress report. Client's breathing down my neck. Apex Dynamics wants this merger locked by year-end or they walk to Collier & Reed."

		Willa straightened, packet gripped like a shield. "We've revised. New approach owns the mismatches." She spread pages flat, voice steady despite the thumb pressing her thigh seam. "Exclusivity ties reps to closing conditions. Bold diligence on the log gaps."

		Harriet pulled a chair, sat with legs crossed. Her nail tapped the table edge, red polish chipped at one corner. "Walk me."

		Willa leaned in, pointed to the first tab. "Warranties capped aggressive. Five mil, backed by Voss precedents. Client gets indemnity without open-ended exposure." Orla chimed from her side, voice even. "Willa nailed the subclauses. Ties IP transfer to audit clears, no loopholes."

		Harriet's brows lifted fractionally. She flipped pages, scanner eyes darting. Willa caught Orla's glance, quick heat in it, like praise hung unspoken. Thumb dug deeper into her thigh fabric, denim bunching. Harriet closed the packet. "Cleaner than the first draft. Run it by the client today. Call's at two."

		Orla checked her watch, silver band catching light. "We prepped for tomorrow."

		"Shifted." Harriet stood, smoothed her skirt. "Apex CEO's in town early. Wants final terms by close of business Friday. Or they balk." She tapped her tablet screen, calendar ping echoing. "Layoff memos hit desks Monday if this stalls. Get it done." Door clicked shut behind her. Willa's nail broke skin on her thumb, copper sting blooming. Friday. Four days, shredded timeline. She yanked her phone, calendar app glaring red blocks. Orla circled the table, stopped inches away. "We pivot. You lead the call. I'll handle follow-ups."

		Heat off Orla's blouse cut the pod's chill. Willa nodded, pages blurring under her fingers. "Apex loves aggressive. They bit on the log diligence last round." But fear gnawed ribs, old scar itching like failure's fingerprint. Never measure up. Not with stakes this high, department ax hovering. Orla's hand brushed her wrist, light as paper. "That exclusivity tweak? Brilliant. Client eats that structure." Praise landed soft, easing the knot a notch. Willa swallowed, voice rough. "Gonna need the full precedents packet. Elena's originals."

		"Pulling now." Orla tapped her phone, email whooshing out. She stepped to the window, skyline framing her silhouette, dark hair straight as a ruler down her back. Willa watched the graceful line of her neck, pulse kicking low. Distance? Impossible. Knees had bumped hours ago, knuckles stacked deliberate. Hotel sheets tangled in memory, Orla's fingers circling slow. Phone buzzed on the table. Incoming from Apex CEO's assistant: Conference line ready, two p.m. sharp. Willa glanced at the clock. Eleven minutes. She paced the pod, three steps wall to glass, heels muffled on the wool rug. Orla hung up her own call. "Precedents inbound. Printer's in the alcove."

		They crossed to the side station, machine churning out two hundred pages. Willa collated, staples snapping. Orla leaned close, breath warm on her ear. "Your pitch rhythm's perfect. They'll fold." Fingers grazed Willa's lower back, gone quick. Willa stacked the final set, rubber band tight. Back to the table, chairs dragged close. Line rang at two-oh-one. Willa hit speaker, leaned over the unit. "Ingham and Innes for Apex. Revised terms packet emailed."

		Male voice crackled through, baritone with a Texas drawl. "Got it. Logan here. Walk me, quick."

		Willa dove in, tab by tab. "Warranties capped five mil, precedents attached. Exclusivity locks reps pre-close." Orla fed refinements beside her. "Willa structured the diligence bold. Matches your risk profile."

		Logan hummed. Pages rustled distant. "Like the aggression. Vertex side clean?"

		"Full log audit," Willa said. Thumb pressed scar again, steadying. "No routing gaps."

		Pause stretched five seconds. "Strong interest. But final terms Friday noon, or we shop elsewhere. Non-negotiable."

		Line clicked dead. Willa slumped back, chair creaking. Friday noon. Two days compressed to bone. Layoffs Monday if it cratered. Orla's hand covered hers on the table, thumb stroking once. "We heard him. Strong interest. Your lead closed it."

		Heat climbed Willa's neck, praise sinking deep. But stakes twisted tighter, ribs squeezing. "Friday. Harlan's team needs counter-drafts by dawn. We split warranties, I take reps."

		Orla nodded, eyes steady. "Sync at six. My office." Her fingers squeezed Willa's, knuckles white. Release came slow. Willa gathered packets, stuffed them into her satchel. Zipper rasped loud in the pod. Orla lingered by the window, phone to ear already, voice low. "Elena, rush the addendums." Willa paused at the glass door, caught Orla's profile, neck arched slight. Pull yanked low, undeniable. Elevator down to thirty-two, alone. Willa punched the merger folder open on her phone, clauses scrolling. Thumb nail picked at the quick, red half-moon fresh. Orla's praise echoed, balm over the fear gnaw. Normal gone, yeah. But merger first. Her desk waited, stacks waiting taller. Phone pinged: Orla. Precedents attached. Knock this out. Willa typed back one word. On it. Satchel hit the desk blotter, pages spilling. Harriet's heels echoed hall distant again. Willa yanked a highlighter, yellow cap popping. Reps clause first. Bold lines slashed across. Orla appeared in the doorway ten minutes later, two coffees in hand. Starbucks lids steamed. "Fuel." She set one down, Willa's name scrawled black on the cup. Doubled shot, no foam. Knew it perfect. Willa took it, sipped. Burnt heaven. "Counters by dawn. You take closing conditions?"

		Orla slid into the guest chair, knees bumping again. "Split even. Your reps tie flawless." Praise casual, but it landed, easing the rib squeeze a hair. They spread drafts across the desk, pens scratching sync. Willa's curls snagged the desk lamp cord, tugged free with a mutter. Orla reached over, smoothed one strand back, touch lingering cheek. "Focus holds. That's you."

		Sting faded under it. Willa circled a liability subclause, arm brushing Orla's sleeve. Fabric soft, wool blend. "Friday noon. Harlan counters Thursday night."

		Clock ticked four-twelve. Sun dipped, skyline bruising orange. Willa's thumb circled the coffee lid, wax slick. Client interest strong, yeah. But compressed window bit hard, failure's shadow long. Orla's phone lit up. Harlan's team. She answered, voice shifting pro. "Innes. Reps incoming?" Willa watched her neck crane toward the screen, tendons taut. Wanted to trace it, hotel style. Mute pressed. Orla glanced over. "They want a walkthrough tonight. Eight, their Midtown office."

		Willa nodded, highlighter pausing mid-stroke. "I cover reps. You warranties."

		"Team." Orla unmuted, rattled off times. Hung up, leaned back. "Grab the rooftop first? Air before the grind."

		Willa's highlighter cap snapped shut. Rooftop. Fresh air, city hum. Away from desks. She stood, satchel slung. "Lead."

		Orla rose, hand grazing Willa's elbow out the door. Hall empty, fluorescents buzzing faint. Elevator button glowed. Doors parted, empty car. They stepped in, knees close. Willa's thumb found the scar, nail scraping idle. Orla watched, said nothing. Doors whispered shut. Ping at terrace level. Cool rush hit, wind whipping curls wild. Potted ferns rustled in concrete planters, New York lights pricking on below. Orla leaned on the railing, city sprawl endless. "We sync. No slips."

		Willa joined her, elbows touching steel. "No slips." Wind tugged her blouse hem, threads loose. Orla's fingers hooked it quick, tucked smooth. Phone buzzed in Orla's pocket. She fished it out, screen glare harsh. Harlan again. Text scrolled. Willa leaned closer, read over shoulder. One more on the call: Voss joining. Elena. Orla's jaw shifted, thumb hovering reply. Willa caught the flicker, old heat stirring low. Elena's name, alcove glances. Proximity all day, now this. "You good?" Willa asked, voice cutting wind. Orla pocketed the phone. Turned full, eyes level. "Yeah. Just..." Trail off hung. Willa's nail dug scar harder, waiting. Wind gusted, carrying distant siren wail. Orla stepped in, space closing.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 12

		

		The Jealousy Confrontation

		

		

		Orla's fingers caught the loose thread on Willa's blouse hem again. Tugged it down. The fabric bunched under her thumb before smoothing flat. Willa's skin showed hot through the gap, a strip above her waistband. "You're staring at that phone like it grew teeth." Willa shifted her weight. Elbow knocked the railing. Metal hummed under the impact. Orla dropped her hand. Pocketed the phone deeper. Elena Voss. Harlan's text made it casual. One more on the walkthrough. Like it was nothing. But Willa had gone still beside her, thumb scraping that scar above her eyebrow. Back and forth. Raw pink skin peeled at the edge. "It's Voss." Orla kept her voice even. Wind sliced across the terrace, carrying exhaust from the street forty floors down. "Joining Harlan's reps. Midtown, eight sharp."

		Willa snorted. Turned to face her full. Curls whipped across her cheek. She batted them back. "Elena. Yeah. Saw her eyeing you in the alcove last week. Harlan mentioned it today. Said she asked about your take on the warranties clause. Specifically."

		Orla's molars ground. Harlan. That weasel. Dropping it casual during the follow-up call. "Elena Voss has a sharp read on indemnity. That's all."

		"Sure." Willa crossed her arms. Blouse pulled tight across her ribs. "And the lunch invite? She cornered you by the elevators yesterday. I heard her. 'Orla, that breakdown on reps was gold. Let me buy you a salad at Pret. Pick your brain.'"

		Wind rattled the ferns in their concrete pots. Leaves scraped ceramic edges. Orla smelled the damp soil mixed with Willa's shampoo. Citrus. Sharp. She leaned into the railing. Steel chilled her palms through the thin metal. "Professional. Client side wants walkthroughs tight."

		Willa uncrossed her arms. Stepped closer. Her shoe scuffed the gritty terrace floor. Loose gravel skittered toward the edge. "Harlan laughed when he said it. Told the team you're 'Voss's new favorite.' Like it's a joke. But you're twitching."

		Orla's neck prickled. Harlan's voice echoed in her head. That chuckle over speakerphone. Voss's new favorite. As if Willa hadn't been the one twisting toward Elena in the strategy session. Leaning in over the shared laptop. Fingers brushing the trackpad. Harlan noticed. Everyone did. "You're the one who lingered with her on the reps slide." Orla turned. Faced her square. "Half the floor saw it. Harlan texted me a screenshot. You two, heads bent. Like old conference buddies."

		Willa's laugh came short. Barked into the wind. "Jealous? Over Elena Voss? She's mid-level at best. Pushes papers for Harlan's crew."

		The word landed. Jealous. Orla tasted it. Bitter on her tongue. She hooked her thumbs in her pockets. Phone dug into her hip. "Not jealous. But don't pretend it's nothing. You hate losing ground. Even to her."

		Willa's thumb paused on the scar. Nail hovered. She flicked it away. "This from you? The queen of measured takes?"

		Orla pushed off the railing. Gravel crunched under her heel. She closed the gap. Willa's breath hit her chin. Mint from the gum she'd chewed through the pitch. "Measured? Try honest. You've been grinding that scar since the call. Elena's name hits, and you scrape like it's infected."

		Willa's eyes narrowed. City lights reflected in them. Yellow pinpricks from taxis snaking below. "And you've been clenching that phone since Harlan's text. Voss this, Voss that. Like she's the merger whisperer."

		Orla's fingers itched. Wanted to grab Willa's wrist. Stop the damn scraping. "She's competent. Asks questions that stick."

		"Sticks." Willa mocked the word. Stepped back. Hit the railing. "Like she stuck to you at lunch? Harlan said you went. Pret A Manger on 53rd. Your spot."

		Orla followed. Pinned her there without touching. Heat rolled off Willa's blouse front. "I went. Twenty minutes. Clauses. Not salads."

		Willa's chest rose fast. "Bull. You crave that. Someone hanging on your breakdowns. Elena does. Fawns. Harlan saw it. Told the exec floor you're 'softening up.' His words."

		Softening up. Orla's stomach twisted. Harlan's drawl. Over the hallway water cooler. She'd overheard on the way back from Pret. Laughing with Kline's assistant. Orla Innes, thawing for Voss. As if fifteen years at the firm meant nothing. "That's what this is?" Orla's voice dropped. Breeze tugged her hair across her eyes. She shoved it back. "Harlan's water cooler crap? Fuel for your fire?"

		Willa shoved her shoulder. Light. But enough to rock Orla back. "My fire? You're the one who tucked my blouse. Twice. Like Elena might see and what? Swoop?"

		Orla caught her wrist. Thumb pressed the pulse point. Fast. Erratic. Like the hotel sheets under her palm nights ago. "You think I want her? After you? On that bed, thighs locked?"

		Willa yanked. Didn't break free. "Don't. Not here."

		"Then say it." Orla tightened her grip. Willa's skin warmed under her fingers. "Why the scar? Every time her name drops, you dig."

		Willa twisted. Free. But stayed close. Back to the railing. Fingers flew to the scar. Traced it slow. "Habit. Old. From the Baxter loss. Junior year. Partner said I folded too easy. Never measured up since."

		Orla watched the nail dip. White crescent at the tip. "You measure. More than they know."

		Willa shook her head. Curls stuck to her lip gloss. She peeled them off. "Easy for you. Senior. Praised. Elena sees it. Harlan pushes her your way."

		"Praised." Orla echoed. Tasted sour. Her own neck corded. Swan's curve, Willa called it once. In the alcove. Fingers tracing. Now it burned. "You think that's me? Handing gold stars? Try scars. Mine run deeper."

		Willa stilled. Thumb dropped. "What scars?"

		Orla released a breath through her nose. Wind gusted. Carried a plane rumble low overhead. Red lights blinked across the dark. "Lena. Not Voss. Five years back. Associate here. Promised partnership track. Shared a desk. Nights like the hotel. Then she jumped to Kline's rival firm. Took my notes. My clauses. Landed the McAllister merger. Left me explaining to partners why our pitch tanked."

		Willa's mouth parted. No sound. Eyes searched Orla's face. "Trust snapped." Orla leaned in. Forehead almost touched Willa's. "Harlan knows. Whispers it. So when Voss circles, yeah. I clench."

		Willa's hand rose. Hovered near Orla's jaw. Dropped. "Shit. Harlan played that. Wedged us."

		"Us." Orla gripped the railing on either side of Willa. Steel bit her palms. "Not strategic anymore. You know it."

		Willa nodded. Small jerk. "Hate folding. But you... you see the gaps. Fill them. Elena doesn't."

		Orla's thumbs stroked the railing. Cold metal warmed slow. "And you push. No quits. Voss folds at reps."

		Willa's laugh huffed out. Real this time. "Team."

		"Not team." Orla shifted. Knee nudged Willa's thigh. Fabric rasped. "More."

		Wind died sudden. City hum rose. Horns blared on Madison. Below, umbrellas popped against evening drizzle starting. Willa's fingers caught Orla's sleeve. Twisted the cuff. "Say it."

		Orla swallowed gravel in her throat. "Want you. Not her. Not anyone. Fears and all."

		Willa pulled. Sleeve bunched. Orla stumbled forward. Chests bumped. "Same. Measuring up? With you, yeah. Rest can shove it."

		Orla's hand slid to Willa's waist. Tucked the blouse proper. Fingers stayed. Warmth seeped through. "No pretense. Deadline hits or not."

		Willa nodded into her shoulder. Breath damp on Orla's collar. "Harlan's walkthrough. Midtown."

		Orla checked her watch. 7:12. Screen glowed faint. "Fifteen to leave."

		Willa straightened. Smoothed her own sleeve. Curls wilder now. "Rooftop air cleared it."

		Orla pocketed the phone again. No buzz this time. "Cleared. But Kline's eyes everywhere."

		Willa turned toward the door. Potted fern brushed her calf. Leaves snagged stocking. She kicked free. "Executive floor next. Drill rumor. Security lockdown practice."

		Orla followed. Door handle chilled wet from mist. She twisted. Hinges whined. Hall lights glared inside. "Locked in?"

		Willa glanced back. Scar pinker now. No thumb. "Together."

		Elevator pinged distant. Doors slid on the executive floor. They stepped off. Hall empty. Carpet muffled steps. Conference room ahead. Glass panels dark. Lock sign glowed red. Drill active. Orla pushed the handle. Stuck. "Already?"

		Willa rattled it. "Security. Harlan texted. Full sim. No outs till nine."

		Inside lights flickered low. Table cleared. Chairs pushed in neat. City view framed through blinds. Door clicked shut behind them. Locked. Willa dropped her satchel on the table. Papers rustled. "Plan the walkthrough. Here."

		Orla nodded. Pulled a chair. Metal legs scraped tile. "Start with reps."

		Willa sat opposite. Knee bumped Orla's under the table. Stayed there.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 13

		

		The Locked Conference Room

		

		

		Willa flexed her foot inside her pump. The leather creaked soft against the tile. Orla's knee stayed put. Solid. Willa dragged her satchel closer. Zipper teeth caught on a pen. She yanked it free. "Reps first," she said. Flipped open the folder. Pages fanned out. "Harlan wants the walkthrough tight. Client's on edge after Kline bumped the date."

		Orla leaned forward. Elbow nudged a water glass. It wobbled. Stem etched with the firm's logo, some silver eagle bullshit. "Reps confirm terms by tomorrow noon. Or we lose the exclusivity clause." Her fingers tapped the table edge. Short nails, clear polish chipped at one corner. Willa scanned the notes. Red ink circled revisions from the executive floor pitch. Her handwriting, all caps, slanted hard right. "They liked the indemnity shield. But that demand for final terms in forty-eight hours." She traced the scar above her eyebrow. Skin puckered under her nail. "Kline's playing chicken."

		Distant alarm whooped twice. Muffled through the glass walls. Blinds rattled faint in the AC vent. City lights smeared orange beyond. Willa caught her own reflection in the window. Curls frizzed from the rooftop mist. She tucked one behind her ear. Fell right back. Orla pulled her phone. Screen lit her face blue. "Harlan's group chat. Drill's full lockdown. No interruptions till nine." Thumb scrolled. "Good. Means no Kline popping in."

		Knee pressure shifted. Orla's calf slid along Willa's shin now. Stocking snagged on a rough spot in her pump heel. Willa didn't move. Heat built there. Steady. "Start with the pitch revisions," Willa said. Grabbed a legal pad. Pen cap chewed half off. "Slide three. Tax offsets."

		Orla nodded. Pulled her own notes. Papers whispered across the table. "Offset language needs steel. Client's CPA flagged the carryover. We tie it to the asset valuation." Voice even. But her free hand balled the edge of her sleeve. Same cuff Willa had twisted on the roof. Willa jotted numbers. Eight-point-two projected savings. Her numbers. "Valuation holds at one-forty per share. Bump it, they walk." Pen scratched loud in the quiet. Orla's calf pressed firmer. Willa glanced up. Orla's eyes on the pad. Lips parted slight. "One-forty-two. With the escalator." She reached across. Fingertip grazed Willa's knuckle. Lingered. Willa's pen stalled mid-number. Skin prickled where Orla touched. "Escalator risks the antitrust review." She flipped a page. Avoided looking back. "Review's pro forma." Orla's voice dropped. "We've got the green light from DC already." Her foot hooked Willa's ankle now. Pump toe caught. Pulled gentle. Alarm bleated again. Farther off. Willa tugged her foot free. Pump scraped tile. "Focus." But her pulse kicked in her throat. Scar itched. She scratched it raw. Orla sat back. Sleeve smoothed flat. "Right. Next: reps on non-competes." Pulled up an email on her phone. "Their GC wants carve-outs for the pharma side."

		Willa leaned in. Screen glare harsh. Orla smelled like rooftop rain and that cedar lotion. "Carve-outs gut the merger. We counter with sunset clauses." Her chair scooted closer. Thigh bumped Orla's now. Fabric rasped. "Good." Orla typed one-handed. Thumbs flew. "Sunset at eighteen months. Ties to performance metrics."

		Willa watched the words form. Her metrics. Orla praising them yesterday in the pitch. Heat crawled up her neck. "Metrics from our model. Page twelve."

		Orla scrolled. Paused. "This one's solid." Voice warmed. "You nailed the revenue projections."

		Willa's thigh tensed against Orla's. "Nailed it or not, Kline's escalation means we pitch Harlan direct tomorrow." She grabbed the phone. Arm brushed Orla's breast. Soft give under the blouse. Willa froze one beat. Typed her own edit. Orla took it back. Fingers overlapped Willa's. "Direct pitch reduces her leverage." She hit send. Phone chirped. "Sent to Harlan."

		Silence dropped. Just the AC hum. Knee to thigh contact burned now. Willa's satchel strap dug into her hip. She shifted. Bumped harder. "You saw her today," Orla said sudden. Eyes on the table. "Kline. In the hall. With that intern."

		Willa's pen tapped. Ink blot spread. "Yeah. Lingered on your office door." Petty twist in her gut. She pressed the scar. Nail bit skin. Orla's hand covered hers. Stopped the tap. "Not her." Thumb stroked Willa's wrist bone. Back and forth. "Said it up top."

		Willa turned her palm up. Laced fingers. Orla's cool. "Said it. But trust." She squeezed. "Your eyes go flat when she walks by."

		Orla pulled back. Stood. Paced to the window. Heels clicked sharp. Blinds slats sliced her shadow long across the table. "Flat." She turned. Back to glass. "Because of Ellen."

		Willa's chair scraped. She stood too. Three steps closed the gap. Orla's swan neck arched back. City glow haloed her hair. "Ellen." Willa echoed. Hand on Orla's waist. Blouse silk cool. "Partner. Five years back." Orla's breath hitched. Fingers gripped Willa's forearm. Nails dug half-moons. "Pushed me for lead on the Vantage deal. Then fed details to the other side. For a cut." Words clipped. "Lost the case. Lost two clients. Kline buried it. But I didn't trust anyone after."

		Willa's thumb circled Orla's hipbone. Through silk. "Buried why?"

		Orla's eyes flicked to the lock sign. Red glow steady. "Leverage. Keeps me in line." She stepped into Willa. Foreheads touched. Curls tickled Orla's cheek. "Can't let that flat-eyed shit derail us now."

		Willa cupped her jaw. Scar thumbed Orla's cheekbone. Smooth. "Won't." Mouth brushed Orla's. Lips dry from talking. Orla kissed back. Hard. Teeth nipped Willa's lower lip. Pulled. "Plan holds if we trust." Hand slid to Willa's ass. Squeezed. "Your numbers. My language. Harlan signs off."

		They broke. Orla grabbed her phone. Back to table. Willa followed. Ass cheek throbbed warm. "Call Harlan," Willa said. Sat hip to hip now. No table between. Orla dialed. Speaker on. Tinny ring. Three times. "Harlan." Voice gravel from cigars. "Orla and Willa. Locked in conference during drill." Orla's free hand on Willa's thigh. Fingers drummed. "Drill. Right. Talk."

		Willa leaned to mic. "Reps package ready. Exclusivity holds. Tax offsets at eight-point-two. Non-competes sunset eighteen."

		Pause. Papers rustled Harlan side. "Client endorsement?"

		Orla glanced at Willa. Nodded. "Pitching you direct bypasses Kline. Get TechMerge CEO on board tonight."

		"Risky." Harlan coughed wet. "But deadline's a bitch. Forward the deck."

		Orla hit send. "Sent."

		"Reviewing." Click. Line dead. Willa's pulse hammered her temples. Orla's fingers stilled on her thigh. Squeezed once. Five minutes. Phone buzzed. Harlan. "Endorsement secured. CEO's in. Vents the pressure on Kline." Gravel laugh. "Drill ends soon. Good lock-in."

		Line dropped. Willa exhaled. Chair back hit wall. "We did it." Fist bumped Orla's shoulder. Light. Orla's face paled under the fluorescents. "Did." But her nails dug her own palm. Red crescents stayed. Willa saw it. Grabbed her hand. Uncurled fingers. "Cost you."

		Orla's thumb traced a table scratch. Old coffee ring. "Ellen shit. Out loud." Shook her head. "Had to. For this."

		Willa pulled her close. Side hug awkward over armrests. Orla's hair smelled like rain still. "Barrier down. Biggest one."

		Orla nodded into her shoulder. Breath damp on Willa's collar. "Down." Stood again. Paced. Heels slower now. "Merger moves. Layoffs off the table if terms close."

		Alarm whooped final. Lights brightened overhead. Lock sign blinked green. Door handle turned easy. Click. Hall lights flooded in. Footsteps echoed distant. Staff chatter rose. Willa grabbed her satchel. Papers stuffed loose. "Harlan's walkthrough tomorrow."

		Orla smoothed her skirt. Creases faint. "Together."

		They stepped out. Door swung shut. Clicked locked behind. Willa's pump heel caught carpet fringe. She yanked free. Orla's hand steadied her elbow. Fingers lingered. Elevator pinged end of hall. Doors yawned open. Empty. They stepped in. Doors slid. Willa's back hit the rail. Orla faced her. Close. "Ellen," Willa said soft. Thumb on Orla's wrist pulse. Fast. Orla covered it. Pressed. "Out." Eyes held Willa's. "Your turn next time.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 14

		

		The Conference Room Vulnerability

		

		

		Willa's thumb stayed on Orla's wrist. The pulse jumped under her skin like a trapped bird. Elevator hummed downward, floor numbers ticking green. She jammed the door open button. Doors shuddered, parted again. Hall empty still, voices faint from stairs. "Come back," Willa said. Tugged Orla's sleeve. No question in it. Orla stumbled out after her. Heels scraped tile. They crossed the three steps to the conference room. Door handle cool brass. Pushed in. Faint squeak of hinges. Orla flipped the lock from inside. Thumb latch clicked solid. Room same as before. Table scattered with their notes, Harlan's printouts rumpled at one end. Overhead lights still half-dimmed from drill residue, casting Orla's shadow long across the whiteboard. Willa turned. Orla already there. Inches off. Heat rolled from her blouse collar. Willa cupped her jaw. Thumbs on cheekbones. Pulled her in slow. Lips met soft at first. Then harder. Orla's mouth opened. Tongue slid hot against hers. Taste of her peppermint gum lingered, sharp. They broke. Foreheads touched. Breath mixed. Orla's eyes stayed open. Brown, flecked gold in the low light. Willa held the stare. "Your turn next time," Orla repeated. Voice low. Fingers gripped Willa's waistband. "But now. You. So brave tonight. Facing my mess head-on."

		Willa's stomach flipped. Praise landed like fingers uncurling a knot. She kissed her again. Deeper. Hands up Orla's blouse. Buttons popped quiet, one by one. Silk bra underneath. Black. Simple. She shoved it up. Orla's breasts spilled free. Nipples peaked in the cool air. Willa palmed them. Heavy, warm. Orla arched into it. Moan vibrated against Willa's teeth. Orla yanked at Willa's skirt zipper. Metal teeth parted. Fabric pooled at her ankles. Willa kicked it aside. Stood in tights and blouse. Orla's skirt next. She hiked it up herself. No patience. Slid panties down her thighs. Damp spot darkened the crotch. Orla stepped out. Bare from waist down. Pussy lips swollen, dark hair trimmed neat. "You're perfect," Orla murmured. Palms on Willa's curls. Tugged light. "Taking this on. Me on. After everything." Fingers trailed down. Popped Willa's blouse buttons. Bra unclasped quick. Willa shrugged it off. Goosebumps rose on her arms. Orla's mouth found her collarbone. Sucked. Left a red mark blooming. Willa pushed her back. Orla's ass hit table edge. She boosted up. Sat. Legs parted. Willa dropped to knees. Carpet bit into her shins. Orla's thighs opened wider. Pussy right there. Wet folds parted slight. Clit peeked, pink and hard. Willa leaned in. Nose brushed inner thigh. Musky scent hit her. She licked flat from entrance up. Salt sharp on her tongue. Orla gasped. Hand in Willa's hair. Not pulling. Guiding. "Yes. Like that. So good, Willa. Your mouth." Hips rolled forward. Willa circled the clit. Slow laps. Then sucked. Pulled it between lips. Orla bucked. Table creaked under her weight. "God. Keep going. You're doing it exactly right."

		Willa's own pussy throbbed. Empty. She ground her thighs together. Focused. Tongue flicked faster. Side to side. Orla's juices slicked her chin. Dripped to carpet. Fingers joined. Two slid in easy. Curled up. Pressed that spot inside. Orla clenched around them. "Fuck. Brave girl. Taking me apart." Voice cracked. Legs shook. Willa hummed against her. Vibration pulled a whine from Orla. She pumped fingers steady. Sucked harder. Orla's free hand gripped table edge. Knuckles white. "Close. Don't stop. Perfect." Body tensed. Thighs clamped Willa's ears. Pussy pulsed. Hot gush coated her hand. Orla came with a choked cry. Back bowed off the table. Willa eased off. Licked her clean. Slow. Orla shuddered. Pulled her up. Kissed messy. Tasted herself on Willa's lips. "My turn to show you." But Willa shook head. Climbed up. Table hard under her knees. She swung leg over. Straddled Orla's hips. Pussies aligned. Wet heat met wet heat. Orla grinned. Hands on Willa's ass. Spread her cheeks. "Look at you. Taking charge. So strong." Willa rocked forward. Clits bumped. Spark shot up her spine. She ground down. Slow circles. Friction built quick. Orla matched. Hips up. Legs hooked around Willa's waist. Ankles locked. Eyes stayed open. Inches apart. Willa's curls fell forward. Tickled Orla's forehead. Sweat beaded on her swan neck. Willa leaned. Licked it off. Salty. "More," Orla said. "Rub harder. You're incredible." Clits slid together. Slippery. Pressure perfect. Willa sped up. Table rocked. Pens scattered. Rolled off edge. Clattered to floor. Orla's nails dug Willa's back. Red trails. Sting mixed with pleasure. "Yes. Fuck yes. Come with me." Rhythm locked. Grind, slide, press. Heat coiled low in Willa's belly. Tightened. Orla first again. Pussy spasmed against hers. Triggered it. Willa shattered. Clit pulsed. Juices smeared between them. She collapsed forward. Forehead on Orla's shoulder. They panted. Legs tangled. Orla stroked her back. Fingers lazy now. "You did that. Us." Willa nodded into her skin. Smell of sex hung thick. Mixed with whiteboard marker faint in background. Minutes passed. Orla shifted first. Sat up. Willa slid off. Feet hit carpet. Sticky between thighs. She grabbed tissues from side table. Box half-empty. Wiped herself. Passed to Orla. They dressed quiet. Blouses crooked. Skirts zipped askew. Orla smoothed hair. Precise again. "Trust you now. Full." Kissed Willa's scar. Light. "Whatever comes."

		Willa buttoned last hole. "Deadline's tomorrow walkthrough. Harlan's." Stomach twisted. Not fear. Hunger still echoed in her limbs. Door unlock clicked. They stepped into hall. Lights full now. Staff milled distant end. Coffee cart wheels squeaked past. Woman in pantsuit glanced. Double-take. Willa ignored. Orla's arm brushed hers. Walked side by side. Elevator pinged again. Doors open. Empty. Orla stepped in first. Turned. Willa followed. Doors slid shut. Orla hit lobby. Leaned against wall. "Harlan's deck needs tweak. That non-compete clause."

		Willa nodded. Pulled phone. Merger docs glowed screen. "Sunset at eighteen. Yeah." Thumb scrolled. But her eyes flicked to Orla's neck. Red mark peeked above collar. She swallowed. Pushed it down. Silence stretched. Elevator dropped. Floor ten. Nine. Orla cleared throat. "Ellen detail. Don't need yours yet." Voice even. Professional snap in it. Willa's chest tightened. She fingered her scar. Old habit. "Soon." But words stuck. Elevator dinged main. Doors parted. Hallway bustle hit. Suits hurried. Printer whirred. Orla straightened. Stepped out first. Willa followed. Heels echoed separate now. Gap grew between them.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 15

		

		The Communication Breakdown

		

		

		Orla kept her pace steady down the main hallway, the fluorescent strips overhead buzzing like a swarm trapped in glass. A junior associate in a rumpled Brooks Brothers shirt brushed past with a stack of Lexis printouts, the pages fanning stale ink smell into her path. She felt Willa's heels lag two steps behind, that deliberate space between them widening with every tile click. Her collar chafed where Willa's mouth had marked it earlier, the skin still tender under the silk. She tugged it higher, fingers precise. "Harlan's walkthrough," Orla said. She pulled her phone from her pocket, thumbed open the merger deck without glancing back. "Non-compete needs that sunset clause tightened. Eighteen months max, or he balks."

		Willa's voice came from behind, flat as the hallway walls. "Already flagged it. Page seven in the redline."

		Orla nodded to herself. Good. Focus here. The vulnerability in that room clung like sweat under her blouse, but they had Harlan Crowe tomorrow. Voss Corp merger. No room for slips. She scrolled to the clause, the screen's glow harsh against the passing office doors. A paralegal wheeled a cart by, metal screeching over a grout line. Coffee from the break room wafted strong, burnt like yesterday's reheats. They turned the corner past the elevators, the hallway narrowing where bulletin boards sagged with faded memos. Orla stopped under one, the pinprick holes in the cork catching her eye. "Ellen Voss's indemnity carve-out. Tie it to the non-compete, or it floats."

		Silence stretched. Willa halted beside her, close enough that Orla caught the faint citrus from her shampoo, mixed now with the conference room's lingering musk. But Willa stared at her own phone, curls falling forward to shield her face. No eye lift. No nod. "Ellen," Orla repeated, louder over a phone ringing from an open door. "You handle her depo notes?"

		Willa tapped her screen. "Yeah. In the shared drive. Folder's updated."

		Orla opened the drive app, fingers quick. The folder loaded slow, thumbnails blurring. She flicked to Ellen's section. Notes there, but the indemnity language swam in redline chaos. Her thumb hovered. "This cross-ref to non-compete. You shift it?"

		Willa shifted her weight, heel grinding the tile. "What?"

		Orla held out her phone, screen tilted. "Line twelve. References section three point four. That's the old draft."

		Willa leaned in, breath warm on Orla's wrist. Close. Too close for this light. She squinted, auburn strands brushing Orla's arm. "No. That's yours from last week. I merged it yesterday."

		The hallway pulsed around them. Footsteps tripled as three associates hustled past, murmuring about Kline's memo. Orla's pulse ticked in her neck. She swiped back to her version. Damn. Her edit from Tuesday sat untouched in Willa's merge. "You didn't pull my revision. It's misaligned now. Harlan sees this, he pulls the trigger on his exit clause."

		Willa snatched her own phone higher, scrolling furious. "Pulled it. Check timestamp. Ten last night. Before the drill."

		Orla's jaw worked the gum she'd popped in the elevator, the mint sharp on her tongue. Ten. She'd sent the update at nine forty-five. Willa must have worked offline. Or ignored the ping. "Client email just hit," she said, inbox dinging. Harlan's assistant. Concern flagged on the sunset tie-in. Proposal inconsistency. Review urgent. Willa's scar twitched as she frowned. "That's on you. You said Ellen detail later."

		"I said don't need yours yet." Orla's voice notched up, carrying over the printer's whine down the hall. Heads turned from a cluster by the water cooler. "Not skip the merge."

		"You skipped the notification." Willa pocketed her phone, arms crossing. "Always do. Assume I'll catch it."

		Heat crawled Orla's chest. The mark on her neck throbbed. She'd trusted her there, on that table. Full, she'd said. Now this. Petty fracture, but Harlan's concern meant resend. Delay. Kline circling like a shark on the department cuts. "Assume? That's your job. Junior pulls senior edits."

		Willa's laugh barked short. "Junior. Right. After you laid there begging for my tongue?"

		Orla's hand shot to her collar again. A suit paused mid-stride, briefcase swinging. She stepped closer, voice dropping to a hiss. "Not here. Professional."

		"Then act it." Willa jabbed a finger at the bulletin board, memos curling at edges. "Your trust crap from the room? Fine. But don't dump merge fails on me."

		The gum lost flavor. Orla spat it into a tissue from her sleeve, crumpled tight. Past betrayal flickered, that old colleague who'd buried her in a depo twist years back. She'd opened to Willa anyway. Stupid. "My fail? You floated the indemnity. I fixed it. You overwrote."

		"Overwrote nothing." Willa's heel scraped back, gap reforming. "Check logs. Prove it."

		Orla did, app reloading under thumbs gone slick. Log showed Willa's merge at nine fifty-two. Post her update. Conflict unresolved. Client concern live. She closed the app. "Harlan's team flags this tomorrow, we scramble. Layoff list grows."

		A cart rattled near, paralegal stacking boxes of depos. Eyes flicked their way. Orla smoothed her skirt, fabric cool against thighs still sticky from earlier. Pull back. Professional distance. That's what they needed after that room. No more cracks. Willa's phone buzzed again. She glanced. "Kline cc'd on the flag. Great."

		Blame coiled. Orla wanted to grab her arm, drag her back to that room, make her see. But the hallway demanded masks. "Fix your end. I'll handle Harlan."

		"My end." Willa snorted, turning toward her office cluster. "Tell yourself that."

		Orla watched her go, heels snapping sharper now. The gap stretched full hallway length. A coffee spill gleamed wet on the tile near the cooler, footprint smears tracking it wider. Her inbox pinged twice more. Client concern escalating. Merger deck tainted. She pocketed the phone. Straightened her collar one last time. Harlan tomorrow. Fix alone if needed. Trust fractured clean. The paralegal's cart banged a wall, spilling a folder. Papers fluttered. Orla stepped over, knelt to gather. Willa's voice echoed faint from down the hall, on a call now. Sharp. Directing someone else. Orla stacked the sheets, edges neat. Stood. Walked opposite. Her office door loomed, brass plate catching light. She pushed in, the click loud in empty space. Laptop hummed open. Deck pulled up. Misaligned clause glared. Fingers hovered keys. Phone vibrated. Willa. Text: Logs say your overwrite. Own it. Orla deleted without reply. Typed Harlan response instead. Delay request. Professional. But her neck burned. The room's echo lingered. Withdrawal clumsy as hell. Desk lamp flickered, bulb loose. She twisted it tight. Screen steadied. Inbox filled. Kline's name topped the thread. Orla leaned back. Chair creaked under her. Gum wrapper sat crumpled on desk edge. She flicked it to trash. Tomorrow. Harlan. Fix. Alone. Hallway footsteps faded outside. Quiet settled. She scrolled the deck again. Clause wrong. Both ends. Fingers typed. The paralegal knocked light. "Ms. Innes? Coffee?"

		Orla waved no. Door shut. Screen glow warmed her face. Merge conflict unresolved. She hit send on the delay. Phone stayed silent. Willa's office light slanted under her door, down the hall. Still on. Orla rubbed her neck. Mark fading already. Good. Desk clock ticked eleven. Harlan prep stretched. She worked. An hour ground by, coffee cold in mug. Black, no sugar. Firm's branded ceramic chipped at rim. Email from Harlan direct: Concern valid. Resubmit by noon or reconsider. Kline replied all: Noted. Departments advised. Orla's thumb pressed delete on Willa's text thread. Empty now. She forwarded the log to herself. Proof for later blame if needed. Chair pushed back. Hallway empty now, lights dimming auto. She stepped out. Willa's door cracked, glow spilling. Voices low inside. Willa on speaker. "Elena, yeah. Non-compete float. Fix incoming."

		Orla paused. Elena Voss. Key witness. Willa hadn't looped her. Footsteps hers alone echoed back. Office reclaimed. Door latched. Laptop shut. Bag zipped. Elevator call. Doors parted empty. She rode down alone. Lobby marble cold under heels. Outside, cab exhaust bit sharp. Town car idled. Harlan's service? No. Firm pool. Driver nodded. "Ms. Innes."

		Home. But merger setback solid. Rift cracked open. Tomorrow worse. She slid in back seat. Leather stuck to thighs. Phone dark. Silence rode with her. Streetlights streaked windows. Neck throbbed once more. She tilted head. Mirror caught the red faint. Finger traced. Gone by morning. Good. Car merged traffic. Honk distant. Sleep called. Deadline waited. Willa's face flickered mind. Scar pale. Blame hers. Orla's too. Fracture set. Town car turned onto Park. Slow. Phone buzzed life. Kline. Voice mail icon. She hit play. "Orla. Flag reviewed. Your lead on fix. Willa secondary. No excuses."

		Click. She deleted. Eyes shut. Home blocks away. Setback concrete. Rift hung. Car stopped red. She exhaled slow. Green. Motion resumed.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 16

		

		The Angry Reconnection

		

		

		Willa stabbed the speaker button off, Elena's voice cutting dead mid-sentence about the non-compete tweak. The phone screen blinked to black. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, cursor blinking in the proposal draft like a dare. The clause stared back, mangled. Harlan's email sat open in another tab, that noon deadline glowing red in her calendar. She dragged the mouse, deleted a line, typed it wrong again. The desk fan whirred, stirring a loose Post-it with yesterday's takeout order from that Thai place on Lex, the one with the spicy basil chicken that always left her mouth numb. Footsteps clipped down the hall, heels hitting tile too hard for the janitor's sneakers. Willa glanced up. Her door swung wide, Orla filling the frame, bag slung over one shoulder, laptop case in her fist. The overhead fluorescents buzzed back on in the hall behind her, motion sensor triggered. Orla's blouse hung loose at the collar, top button undone. "You deleted my loop-in on Elena," Willa said. She pushed her chair back, wheels snagging on the carpet edge. Orla dropped her bag on the guest chair. It thudded. "Your loop-in tanked the clause. I fixed it solo while you chatted witnesses." She crossed to the desk, leaned in, palms flat on the scattered printouts. Ink smudged her thumb. "Client's pulling back because of it. Harlan's on my ass now."

		Willa stood, chair shoving back harder. The desk edge bit her thigh. "Your ass? You stonewalled me in the hall. Wouldn't even look at the revisions. This is your misread on the indemnity section."

		Orla's laugh scraped out, short. "My misread. You rushed the markup without cross-checking my notes. Classic Willa. Charge ahead, screw the details." She straightened, eyes narrowing on the screen. "Noon resubmit or Kline axes us both."

		Heat crawled up Willa's neck. She grabbed Orla's wrist, yanked her closer over the desk. Papers fluttered to the floor. "Bullshit. You pulled back after the room. Went cold. This fracture's on you."

		Orla twisted her arm free, but stepped in instead, chest brushing Willa's. Her breath smelled like black coffee, no cream. "Pulled back? You started the blame game out there. Voices high, whole hall watching." She gripped Willa's shoulders, shoved. Willa stumbled back, ass hitting the desk edge. "Admit it. Your ego fucked the proposal."

		"Fuck you." Willa lunged, fingers twisting into Orla's collar, pulling her flush. Their mouths crashed, teeth clacking first, then tongues shoving. Orla's hands clamped Willa's hips, nails digging through skirt fabric. Willa bit Orla's lower lip, hard enough to sting. Orla growled low, spun her, slammed her back to the desk. Willa's spine arched over the edge, pens rolling off, clattering to the carpet. Orla's knee wedged between Willa's thighs, hiking her skirt up. "Such a fighter," she muttered, voice rough. Fingers tore at Willa's blouse buttons. They popped, scattering like dice. Cool air hit skin, then Orla's palms, rough and demanding, kneading her breasts. Thumbs scraped nipples, pinching until Willa hissed. "Look at you. Perfect tits begging for it."

		Willa arched into the grip, hands fisting Orla's hair, yanking her head back. "Harder." She bucked her hips, grinding against Orla's thigh. Wetness soaked her panties already, the friction sharp. Orla's laugh came breathy, dangerous. She shoved Willa's bra up, mouth latching on one nipple, sucking hard, teeth grazing. Willa's fingers dug into Orla's scalp, holding her there. Orla's free hand rucked Willa's skirt higher, shoved panties aside. Two fingers plunged into her pussy, no warning, thrusting deep and fast. Willa gasped, walls clenching around the invasion. Orla pumped harder, palm slapping her clit with each drive, thumb circling rough. "God, you're soaked," Orla said against her skin, words vibrating. "Tight little pussy gripping me. So good at taking it when you're pissed."

		Willa's legs trembled, spreading wider. The desk creaked under her weight, edge digging into her ass. She rode Orla's hand, hips snapping up. "Don't stop. Fuck, right there." Sweat beaded between her breasts, Orla's mouth switching sides, biting now, marking the swell. Orla curled her fingers inside, hitting that spot, relentless. Willa's breath hitched, thighs quaking. "Come on, Willa. Show me how mad you are. Squeeze my fingers." The praise twisted with the anger, fueling the burn. Willa shattered, pussy pulsing, juices slicking Orla's wrist. She cried out, nails raking Orla's arms. Orla pulled her fingers free, slick and shining. She smeared them over Willa's lips. "Taste yourself." Willa licked, salty-sharp. Orla hauled her up, spun her again. They staggered to the wall, photos of past firm wins rattling in frames. Willa hooked a leg around Orla's waist, yanking her close. Orla's hand gripped her ass, lifting her higher. Their cores ground together through fabric, clits throbbing against the barrier. "Rip it off," Willa demanded, teeth on Orla's earlobe. Orla's fingers shredded Willa's panties, the lace tearing with a snap. She ground her own mound harder, skirt hiked, panties shoved aside. Wet heat met wet heat, clits rubbing in brutal slides. Willa's hands clawed Orla's back, bunching blouse fabric. Orla pinned her wrists overhead with one hand, the other bracing the wall. Their hips snapped in contest, each thrust harder, chasing friction. "You're mine to wreck," Orla panted, forehead to Willa's. Sweat dripped from her temple, landing hot on Willa's collarbone. "Even when you fight."

		Willa twisted, freed one hand, slapped Orla's ass. "Prove it." She wrapped both legs around now, heels digging into Orla's thighs. The grind turned punishing, clits swollen, sliding slick. Orla's free hand kneaded Willa's breast again, pinching the nipple until it throbbed. Willa's walls fluttered empty, craving more. She reached down, fingers finding Orla's clit, rubbing circles amid the grind. Orla bucked, moan ragged. "Yes, like that. Rub my clit harder." Her hips stuttered, pace fracturing. Willa pinched, twisted. Orla came with a shudder, pussy gushing against Willa's fingers, soaking thighs. The slick heat tipped Willa over again, second orgasm ripping through, legs clamping tight. They slid down the wall in a tangle, breaths heaving. Orla's skirt bunched at her waist, Willa's blouse gaping open. The carpet scratched Willa's bare back. Orla rolled off, sat up first, tugging her clothes straight. No kiss, no linger. She stood, smoothed her hair. Willa levered up on elbows, thighs sticky, heart still pounding. "That fixes nothing."

		Orla zipped her skirt, grabbed her bag. "Didn't pretend to." She glanced at the desk, papers everywhere. "Noon deadline. Your mess mostly. Clean it." Door clicked shut behind her. Willa stayed slumped, staring at the ceiling tiles. A water stain spread there, coffee-colored. Her fingers traced the scar above her eyebrow, skin rough under nail. The computer hummed on, cursor still blinking. Harlan's email unread again. She pulled her skirt down, buttons lost under the desk. Eleven forty-five. Fifteen minutes to noon. She crawled over, scooped papers. One sheet stuck to her knee, ink blurred. Orla's handwriting looped in the margin: "Check indemnity - OI." Willa crumpled it. The fan whirred on. Hallway empty. Her phone buzzed on the desk. Kline. New email: Lead reassigned. Orla primary. Willa secondary support only. She deleted it without opening. Stood, blouse gaping. Mirror by the door showed red marks on her breasts, fading already. She buttoned what she could, fabric gaping. Laptop screen saver kicked in, firm logo bouncing. Merger docs autosaved half-done. Footsteps echoed far off. Janitor maybe. Or someone else burning midnight. Willa grabbed her bag, slung it. Door latch stuck a second, then gave. Hall lights dimmed to half. Orla's office dark two doors down. Elevator dinged empty at the end. She hit the button. Doors slid open. Stepped in alone. Floor numbers ticked down. Lobby waited cold. Deadline ticked with it.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 17

		

		The Moral Dilemma

		

		

		Orla pushed through the heavy door to her private office, the latch snicking shut behind her like a judge's gavel. The space smelled of her sandalwood diffuser and the faint metallic tang from the humidifier she'd forgotten to empty. Her desk lamp cast a yellow pool over the merger files, Harlan's red-tabbed section glaring up like a fresh bruise. She dropped her bag on the leather guest chair, the zipper's rasp too loud in the quiet. Noon deadline. Willa's mess, mostly. But the indemnity clause gnawed at her now, the one with Harlan's name buried in the subtext. She sank into her chair, the leather creaking under her weight. Fingers drummed the armrest, nails clicking against wood. Harlan. Colleague from her first year at the firm, back when she'd trusted too quick. He'd covered for her on that botched deposition, taken the heat from Kline herself. Now the merger docs dragged his old side deal into daylight, the kind that could tank his quiet exit to in-house counsel at Sterling. One line edit, and it vanished. Simple. Her computer chimed. Kline's email again: Lead reassigned. Orla primary. Willa secondary support only. She minimized it, pulled up the draft. Cursor blinked over the indemnity paragraph. Delete the reference? Rewrite around it? Her thumb hovered over backspace. Footsteps clipped down the hall, heels on tile. Not the janitor's shuffle. Orla's spine straightened. The door rattled before she could call out. Willa burst in without knocking, auburn curls wilder than usual, blouse tugged crooked over one shoulder. A button dangled loose at her collarbone, skin flushed pink underneath. "You saw the email."

		Orla leaned back, crossed her legs. Skirt still rode high from earlier, but she ignored it. "Kline's playing favorites. As usual."

		Willa slammed the door, leaned against it. Her fingers twisted the strap of her bag, leather creaking. "It's not favorites. It's you bailing on the clause. I checked the autosave. You flagged indemnity last night, then nothing."

		Orla's jaw worked side to side, teeth grinding enamel. "Harlan's not part of this merger. Dragging him in exposes nothing we gain."

		Willa pushed off the door, paced to the desk. She snatched the top file, pages fanning. "Exposes? It's due diligence. The client's asking for full audit trails on all subsidiaries. Sterling's board buried that payout under Harlan's sign-off. If we scrub it, they walk. Layoffs hit harder without this deal."

		Orla watched her, the way Willa's thumb nail dug into the file's edge, paper tearing faint under pressure. That scar above her eyebrow caught the lamp light, a thin white slash. "Harlan's clean. He fronted for me once. I owe him quiet."

		"Owe him?" Willa dropped the file, pages scattering like confetti. "You owe the department. Two hundred jobs. My job. Yours." She jabbed a finger at the screen. "One paragraph. We fix it together, push through. Kline reassigns? We prove her wrong."

		Orla's fingers curled into her palms, nails biting half-moons into skin. Trust Harlan to vanish into retirement, or trust Willa to bulldoze ahead? The room shrank, walls pressing with the hum of the AC vent overhead. "Proving Kline wrong means burning Harlan. He's got a kid starting college next fall. You want that on us?"

		Willa stopped pacing, planted hands on the desk, leaning in close. Breath puffed warm across Orla's cheek, coffee and mint. "I want the win. We've come this far. You praised me through the conference room lock-in, the hallway fuckup. Now you quit?"

		Orla's throat clicked dry. She stood, chair shoving back with a scrape. Inches from Willa now, close enough to smell her shampoo, something citrus sharp. "This isn't quitting. It's right."

		"Right?" Willa's laugh scraped out, short and brittle. She grabbed Orla's wrist, grip vise-tight. "Your right tanks us. I can't carry this solo. Not with Kline circling."

		Orla twisted free, stepped back to the window. Blinds slatted the city glow, Times Square's neon bleeding red through gaps. Her reflection ghosted there, sleek hair flat on one side from the wall earlier. Harlan's face flickered in her mind, that awkward grin at the firm holiday party, years back. She'd spilled merlot on his tie, he'd laughed it off. Covered her ass later. "You don't get it. Harlan's not some footnote. I strip this, he gets audited. IRS, board, the works."

		Willa snorted, crossed arms. Fabric gapped at her chest, red marks peeking from the rough play before. "And if we lose the merger? Whole floor audits. Including you."

		Orla turned, eyes narrowing. Willa's stance screamed cornered, shoulders hunched like she carried the firm's weight already. That fear she masked so well, bubbling up. Orla almost reached out, cupped her jaw, murmured good girl for fighting this hard. But the words stuck. "Then we lose. I won't torch him."

		Silence dropped heavy, broken only by the desk clock's tick. Eleven fifty-eight. Willa rubbed her scar, finger circling the ridge slow. "You choose him over me. Over us."

		"Not over you." Orla's voice dipped, almost praise, coaxing. "Over wrong."

		Willa's eyes flashed, she lunged forward, palms slamming the desk. Papers jumped. "Bullshit. You're scared. Past betrayal shit, right? Harlan's your shield. Can't trust forward."

		Orla flinched, heat crawling her neck. She grabbed Willa's arm, yanked her upright. "Don't. You don't know."

		"I know enough." Willa wrenched away, bumped the credenza. A framed photo tilted, her with Kline at some gala, both in black gowns. "We fixed the hallway mess together. Fucked it out in there." She jerked thumb at the door. "Now you fold."

		Orla's pulse thudded in her ears, steady drum. She straightened the photo, glass cool under fingers. Harlan had been there that night too, clapping her on the back. "Folding saves someone. Merger's numbers. Not people."

		Willa laughed again, uglier this time. She scooped her bag, slung it hard. "Numbers are people. My people. Your team starves without this."

		"Starve?" Orla stepped close, voice low. "You're junior. Bounce back. Harlan can't."

		Willa froze, bag strap twisting white-knuckled in her fist. Face drained, lips pressing thin. That hit home, Orla saw it, the fear cracking through. Good hit, bad wound. "You just demoted me." Willa's words punched flat. "Secondary. Like Kline's email."

		Orla opened her mouth, closed it. Thumb rubbed her own wrist, skin tender from Willa's grip earlier. "It's principle."

		"Principle." Willa backed to the door, hand on knob. "Fuck your principle. And fuck you."

		Door yanked open, slammed the wall. Willa stormed out, heels echoing sharp down the hall. Orla stood rooted, staring at the scatter of papers. Clock hit noon. Her screen saver kicked in, firm logo orbiting lazy. She sank back into the chair, pulled the Harlan section up. Fingers hovered. Delete. The edit committed with a soft ping. Gone. Phone buzzed on the desk. Kline: Status? Orla typed: Indemnity resolved. Sending revision. Sent. Hallway stayed empty. Willa's office light flicked off two doors down. She rubbed her temples, skin oily under fingertips. The diffuser clicked empty, scent fading fast. Door creaked open again. Not Willa. Elena Voss poked her head in, blonde bob swinging. "Orla? Client pinged. Sterling's antsy about the audit trail."

		Orla waved her off. "Handled."

		Elena lingered, eyes flicking to the desk mess. "Willa just blew past. Looked pissed."

		"Yeah." Orla straightened papers, stacking neat. "Junior drama."

		Elena nodded, slipped out. Orla's inbox refreshed. Willa, subject: Withdrawing support. Can't align. Good luck primary. No signature. Just that. She forwarded it to Kline without reply. Objective teetered now, Harlan safe but the deal wobbling. Harriet would pounce. Coffee mug sat cold by the keyboard, ring staining the coaster. Orla lifted it, drained the dregs. Bitter sludge coated her tongue. Cursor blinked empty on the screen. She hit print on the revision. Machine whirred in the corner, spitting sheets. Willa's crumpled note from earlier lay under the lamp, Orla's own handwriting looping in the margin. She smoothed it flat, dropped it in the shredder. Blades chewed loud. Desk cleared. Bag zipped. Door latch turned smooth this time. Hall light buzzed faint overhead. Willa's workstation glowed dim at the far end, figure hunched there alone.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 18

		

		The Solo Attempt

		

		

		Her fingers stabbed the keyboard, the plastic keys gritty under her nails from where she'd picked at a cuticle earlier. The monitor's glow carved harsh lines across the stacks of merger files, the top one dog-eared at the indemnity clause where Orla had carved out Harlan's protection. Willa shoved it aside. Fuck that. She'd rewrite the whole section herself, plug the gap, push the revision through to Sterling's team before Kline could circle back. The solo workstation tucked into the corner of the associate bullpen felt smaller now, walls pressing in with their scuffed beige paint and the faint buzz of the HVAC vent overhead dumping stale air. Her desk lamp threw a yellow pool over the keyboard, catching the edge of a half-empty Red Bull can from yesterday, its aluminum dented where she'd crushed it last week during a mock depo. She cracked her knuckles, the pops loud in the quiet, and pulled up the draft in Word. Harlan's name blinked back at her. Delete the shield, tighten the liability language. Simple. She'd loop in Sterling's counsel direct, get prelim sign-off, seal it solo. Two hours ground by. She blinked hard against the screen burn, the letters blurring into gray soup. Her thumb rubbed the scar above her eyebrow, the raised skin rough like a Braille warning. Past stumble. Not this time. Cursor zipped through revisions, clauses snapping into place under her edits. She hit save, then export to PDF, fingers trembling from the caffeine crash. Email to Sterling's lead: Revised indemnity. Addresses prior concerns. Feedback urgent. Attached. Sent. The whoosh echoed in her skull. She leaned back, chair wheels squeaking on the thin carpet. Neck ached from the hunch. The bullpen stretched empty around her, fluorescent strips humming overhead, casting long shadows from the empty desks. Somewhere down the hall, a printer whirred, spitting out someone else's bullshit. Her inbox pinged. Sterling's junior associate. Looks solid. Running prelim with team. Heads up on audit trail though. Matches? She opened the merger tracker, cross-checked the logs. Ninety percent aligned. Close enough. She typed back: Confirmed. Full deck incoming post-approval. Sweat beaded at her hairline, auburn curls sticking to her temple. She twisted one around her finger, yanked it straight, let it spring back wild. Orla's voice clawed into her head uninvited. That's perfect, Willa. You've got it locked. She snorted, the sound wet in her throat. Bullshit praise. Orla had picked Harlan over the deal, over her. Principle my ass. Willa grabbed the Red Bull, chugged the flat dregs. It fizzed sour on her tongue. Footsteps clipped down the hall, heels precise. Orla. Willa froze, eyes on the screen. Don't look up. The steps slowed at the workstation edge. Orla's shadow fell across the desk, sleek outline blocking the lamp light. "You forwarding your version to Kline?" Orla's voice cut flat, no warmth left. Willa's jaw worked side to side, molars grinding. "Already did. Sterling's prelim green. You can sit this one out."

		Silence stretched, Orla's fingers drumming once on the partition wall, nails clicking like Morse code. "That indemnity rewrite. It's sloppy. Harlan exposure's back in, but the cross-defaults don't chain right."

		"Handles fine." Willa kept her gaze pinned to the monitor, highlighting text she didn't need to read. Orla shifted, shoe leather creaking. "You're gambling the audit trail. Sterling pulls it, we're both sunk."

		"Then fix your own shit." Willa hit enter harder than needed, the carriage return thunking. Orla exhaled through her nose, sharp. "Primary's on you now. Good luck." Steps retreated, fading toward the elevators. Willa's shoulders dropped an inch. The shadow lifted, lamp glare stabbing back in. She minimized the email chain, pulled up the full audit log. Orla was right. One link frayed, the Sterling side. Needed her specific carve-out phrasing from the Harlan revision, the one she'd deleted to spite her. Willa scrolled back through Orla's last shared draft, copied the block. Pasted. Reformatted. Fingers flew again, sweat slicking her palms. There. Chained. She refreshed the tracker. Ninety-eight percent. Close. So fucking close. Inbox pinged again. Sterling: Prelim approved. Send finals for e-sign. Willa's fist bumped the desk edge, stapler rattling. Yes. She attached the full deck, fingers hovering over send. One more cross-check. The final indemnity tie-in. Her version meshed Sterling's terms, but the nuance on successor liability? Orla's wheelhouse. The exact wording from her private notes, the ones she'd shredded in a fit yesterday. Willa tabbed to her recycle bin. Empty. Shit. She typed from memory, close match. Good enough. Hit send. The confirmation bounced back. Deck received. E-sign in progress. She sagged against the chair back, vinyl sticking to her blouse. Neck throbbed. She massaged the base, nails digging in. Almost there. Solo. Proved it. Door to the bullpen swung open, hinges groaning. Elena Voss hustled in, blonde bob swinging like a metronome, tablet clutched to her chest. "Willa? You see the Sterling ping? They're looping me on audit confirms."

		"Yeah. Handled." Willa waved at her screen without looking up. "Prelim done. Finals out."

		Elena slid into the guest chair across the desk, wheels scooting it close. Her perfume hit, something floral and sharp, like department store sample. "Great. Except Orla's revision hit my queue too. She's grinding the Harlan indemnity solo, but it's bombing. Client flagged the exposure gap five minutes ago."

		Willa's thumb stopped mid-rub on her scar. "What?"

		Elena's fingers tapped the tablet screen. "Her delete on the shield clause? Sterling's team sees it as a red flag now. No buffer. They're pulling back on her version. Said it needs dual sign-off or it's dead." She spun the tablet around. Screenshot of Orla's email chain glowed, Sterling's reply bolded: Reconsider indemnity. Risk too high without prior alignment. Willa snatched it, scrolled. Orla's measured reply sat unanswered below. Typed two hours ago. No response. "She's tanking it."

		Elena shrugged, bob bouncing. "Kline's memo just dropped firm-wide. Deadline crunched to EOD tomorrow. No extensions. Layoff list finalizes post-merger." She tapped her stylus against the desk edge, click-click. "You two split the leads? Bold. But Orla's version's circling the drain. Yours might pull through if audit holds."

		The screen refreshed on Willa's monitor. New email from Kline. All caps subject: IMMEDIATE ACTION REQUIRED. She clicked. Text scrolled: Separation of efforts noted. But merger integrity demands unified front. Sterling demands joint revision by 5pm tomorrow or deal voids. No solo plays. Accountability shared. Forward all trackers. Willa's stomach knotted, acid bubbling up. Joint. After Orla bailed. She shoved the tablet back at Elena. "Her mess. Harlan fucked the indemnity from jump."

		Elena pocketed it, standing. "She's in her office shredding notes. Looks wrecked. Yelling at her diffuser or something." She paused at the partition. "You need backup on audit? I can pull logs."

		"No." Willa yanked her mouse cord straight, the plug popping free then slamming back in. "Get Sterling's finals pushed."

		Elena nodded, bob settling. "On it." She slipped out, door snicking shut. Alone again. Willa tabbed to the tracker. Sterling's e-sign stalled at ninety-nine percent. One hold: Indemnity nuance. Her pasted block from memory? Flagged yellow. Mismatch on successor terms. Exact phrasing needed Orla's hand, her precise loop through the regs. Willa leaned forward, elbows on the desk, forehead pressing into her palms. The wood grain bit into her skin. Files loomed in stacks, edges curling from humidity. The Red Bull can stared back, empty. She crushed it proper this time, metal crumpling accordion-tight under her grip. Her phone lit up on the desk mat, screen cracked at one corner from last month's drop. Text from junior associate: Kline cc'd me. Wants call on your prelim. Now? She typed: Stall. REVISION INCOMING. Deleted. Typed: ON IT. Sent. Screen saver kicked in, firm logo orbiting lazy circles. She jabbed the spacebar. Tracker refreshed. Sterling hold firm. No joint without Orla. Deadline crushed. Layoffs looming. Her thumb found the scar again, pressing until it pulsed hot. Across the bullpen, the elevator dinged. Voices murmured low, then footsteps split off toward Orla's end. Willa lifted her head. Enough. She grabbed her tablet, revisions tabbed open. Storm the private office? Demand the phrasing? Or loop Elena for a hack? The HVAC kicked higher, blasting cold that raised gooseflesh on her arms. Kline's memo taunted from the inbox. Shared accountability. Bullshit. Willa stood, chair shoving back with a scrape. Workstation lamp flickered once, bulb filament straining. She snatched her access fob, thumbed the power button on the monitor. Dark. Files stayed stacked, audit log blinking frozen. Hall light spilled under the bullpen door. She yanked it open, heels sinking into the carpet. Elevator bank glowed empty, but the stairwell sign pulsed red at the far end. Backup genny hum vibrating faint through the wall. Something off in the air system maybe. Whatever. She veered left, toward Orla's cluster. Tablet clutched tight, screen warm against her palm. A ping echoed from her pocket. New alert. Building wide: Non-essential power cycle imminent. Use stairs. She froze mid-step, fob dangling from her fingers.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 19

		

		The Crisis Convergence

		

		

		She twisted the doorknob to her private office, the brass cool and slick under her palm from too many late grips. The alert had buzzed twice on her phone, insistent like a kid tugging her sleeve. Building-wide power cycle. Non-essential elevators offline. Use stairs for all movement. Harriet's doing, no doubt, testing who cracked first under the squeeze. Orla glanced at the merger stack on her desk, the top page dog-eared where she'd circled the colleague's redacted line fifty times. She snatched her phone and the fresh client email printout, the paper still warm from the printer down the hall. Third-floor stairwell door, quickest to the lobby for that quick call with Sterling's deputy. Footsteps already echoed from somewhere below, sharp heels on concrete. The stairwell door hissed shut behind her, heavy fire-rated steel sealing out the bullpen hum. Dim bulbs flickered overhead, sodium-vapor orange painting the railings in bruised light. Concrete dust hung in the air, mixed with that faint oily tang from the genny kicking in. She started down, phone screen glowing as she thumbed open the email again. Client's new directive: flexible indemnity clause on legacy liabilities. Her thumb paused mid-scroll. That could slot right over the exposure without gutting the whole deal. Her pulse kicked up, not from the steps, but the fit. Clean. Both sides intact. Footsteps doubled back from above, faster now, clipping irregular like someone half-running. Orla rounded the landing to the fourth floor, rail tight in her fist. Willa burst through the door from the east wing, tablet clutched like a shield, fob swinging wild from her badge clip. She skidded to a halt two steps up, auburn curls plastered limp across her forehead, the scar above her eyebrow stark white against flushed skin. Dark smudges cupped her eyes, shirt collar tugged askew from whatever marathon she'd pulled at her station. She looked like she'd mainlined coffee through an IV, shoulders hunched, breaths coming shallow. Orla's grip spasmed on the rail. "Willa."

		She straightened a fraction, thumb jabbing her tablet dark. "Orla. You too?"

		"Power bullshit. Heading down for a lobby call." Orla nodded at the printout in her hand. "You get the Sterling update?"

		Willa's gaze flicked to it, then back, jaw working side to side. "Yeah. Deputy looped me ten minutes ago. Prelim hold's fraying without the joint sign-off." She shifted her weight, heel scraping grit. "Kline's memo hit. Shared accountability my ass. She cc'd the whole department."

		The echo bounced their words back sharper, filling the narrow shaft. Orla stepped up one riser, closing half the gap. Willa's shirt stuck to her ribs in damp patches, the outline of her bra strap visible through the white oxford. She'd pushed solo, hard, and it showed in the tremor at her wrist when she tucked a curl behind her ear. Orla's chest tightened. Her own reflection in the polished rail stared back gaunt, neck tendons strung tight, that old betrayal scar itching under her skin like it always did when walls thinned. "You look like hell," Orla said. Willa snorted, but it came out wet, almost a cough. "Speak for yourself. Those bags under your eyes? Designer?"

		"Touché." Orla held up the printout, unfolding it against her thigh. "This indemnity tweak. It covers the legacy without naming names. Shields my guy, keeps your prelim intact."

		Willa leaned in, eyes scanning the text, close enough Orla caught the stale Red Bull on her breath mixed with her shampoo, something citrus that cut the stairwell staleness. "Wait. Paragraph three. They waive subrogation on pre-merger claims if we cap the disclosure aggregate." Her fingers brushed Orla's holding the edge steady. "That's the third rail we dodged last week. Honors both. No exposure, no torpedo."

		"Exactly." Orla didn't pull back. The contact lingered, warm knuckle to knuckle. "Client's deputy confirmed verbal half hour ago. We stitch this in, joint file's live by dawn."

		Willa's thumb stilled on the paper. Silence stretched, broken only by the genny's low thrum vibrating up through the soles of her flats. She chewed the cuticle on her ring finger, skin ragged and pink. "Why tell me? After the office. You chose your line."

		Orla's throat clicked dry. The printout crinkled in her fist. Willa's scar pulled tight when she frowned, a tiny white lightning bolt from some old wipeout. She'd fought alone, close enough to taste the win, and crashed on the last yard. Cost carved plain in her slumped posture, the way her free hand fisted at her side. "Because solo's a joke. Yours got prelim. Mine stalled on this." She tapped the paper. "We both paid. Sleep, sanity, whatever. But this works."

		Willa searched her face, gaze steady now, no flinch. The stairwell light caught the sweat beading at her temple. "You think Kline won't sniff it? She's circling."

		"Let her." Orla's voice dropped, the echo carrying it soft against the concrete. She released the paper, but her fingers caught Willa's wrist instead, light pressure on the pulse hammering there. "You're good at this. Damn good. Pushed prelim alone when half the floor folded."

		Willa's breath hitched, but she didn't yank away. Her skin burned under Orla's thumb, veins jumping. "Don't."

		"Truth." Orla stepped up level, their shoes inches apart on the landing. The rail pressed cold into her spine. Willa's chest rose faster, nipples peaking against her damp shirt. "That scar? Earned it fighting. Like now."

		Willa's free hand rose, hesitant, fingers grazing Orla's collarbone, tracing the hollow there. "You look wrecked too. Neck's all corded."

		Orla caught her hand, pressed it flat against her throat. Pulse thumped under Willa's palm. "We match, then." She leaned in, lips brushing Willa's ear, voice low. "Smart girl, seeing the angle first. Knew you would."

		A shiver ran through Willa, shoulders loosening a notch. She tilted her head, mouth hovering near Orla's jaw. "Fuck. That voice."

		Orla's hand slid up Willa's arm, bunching sleeve fabric. "Earned every bit of it." She nipped the lobe, teeth grazing cartilage. Willa gasped, body arching forward, tablet clattering to the step below. Orla pinned her back against the rail, free hand cupping her jaw. Their mouths crashed, tongues sliding urgent, tasting coffee bitterness and salt. Willa's fingers dug into Orla's hips, pulling flush. Clothes tangled as Orla shoved Willa's shirt up, palms rough on bare stomach, ribs stark under skin. "So strong," she murmured against her neck, sucking a mark above the collarbone. "Held it together solo. Perfect."

		Willa moaned, head thunking rail. "Orla. Please."

		Orla's fingers popped her slacks open, zipper rasping loud in the echo. She shoved them down with panties, bunching at knees. Willa's pussy glistened, folds slick and swollen. Orla dropped to one knee, concrete biting through her hose. She spread Willa wide, thumbs parting lips, breath hot on the clit. "Look at you. Wet for this. For me praising what's mine."

		She licked flat and slow, from entrance to hood, Willa's thighs quivering on her shoulders. Tangy arousal coated her tongue, clit throbbing under the flicks. Willa bucked, one hand fisting Orla's hair, the other white-knuckled on the rail. "Yes. Fuck, yes."

		Orla sucked the nub hard, two fingers plunging knuckle-deep into heat. Willa's walls clenched, slick gripping tight. She curled them, stroking the front wall, thumb circling clit. "That's it. Take it like the fighter you are. Come on my tongue."

		Willa's hips jerked erratic, breaths punching out. Her curls bounced wild as she rode Orla's face, knees knocking the rail. Sweat slicked her inner thighs, dripping to Orla's chin. "Gonna. Orla, shit."

		"Come," Orla ordered, voice muffled, fingers thrusting faster, mouth sealed over clit. Willa shattered, cry echoing up the shaft, pussy pulsing floods around Orla's fingers. She rode it out, grinding desperate, until thighs trembled collapse. Orla rose, licking lips, fingers shiny. She kissed Willa deep, sharing the taste. Willa's hands fumbled Orla's waistband, but Orla caught them. "Not here. Not yet."

		Willa blinked hazy, pants still tangled. "But you."

		"Later." Orla tugged her slacks up, zipped firm. "This third path. We run it now. Neutral room, fifth floor. No priors."

		Willa nodded, swiping her tablet, screen spiderwebbed new from the drop. "Kline's memo expires midnight. We file joint."

		"Agreed." Orla smoothed Willa's collar, thumb lingering on the fresh mark. "You're brilliant at the revisions. Lead it."

		Willa's cheeks flushed deeper, but she straightened, scar twitching with her grin. "Together."

		The stairwell door above creaked open two floors up, voices filtering down. Orla grabbed Willa's hand. They bolted steps side by side, printout clutched between them.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 20

		

		The Honest Apology

		

		

		Feet pounded concrete as they hit the fifth-floor landing. Willa shoved the stairwell door with her shoulder. It banged open into a dim hallway lined with frosted glass doors. Orla's fingers squeezed hers tighter, the printout crinkling between their palms. They veered left, past a water cooler gurgling leftover bubbles, until Willa jabbed the keypad for the neutral meeting room. The lock clicked green. She yanked Orla inside, slammed the door, twisted the deadbolt. The room smelled like fresh dry-erase markers and the faint citrus tang of some industrial cleaner. Four chairs tucked under a plain laminate table, walls bare except for a flip chart stand in the corner. Overhead fluorescents hummed steady, no shadows to hide in. Willa dropped the printout on the table, chest heaving. Her slacks chafed sticky between her thighs, thighs still jelly from the stairwell. Orla leaned against the door a second, sleek hair mussed where Willa's hand had gripped it minutes ago. She straightened her blouse, buttons strained one slot off. Willa paced to the table, grabbed her tablet from her pocket. Screen lit up, cracks webbing from the drop but still functional. "Kline's memo. Deadline's eleven fifty-nine. We got..." She checked the time stamp. "Forty minutes."

		Orla crossed to her, palms settling on Willa's hips. Warmth seeped through fabric. "Sit. Both of us." She guided Willa into a chair, took the one opposite. Knees brushed under the table. Orla's gaze pinned her, steady. "Before revisions. Talk."

		Willa's thumb dug into the scar above her eyebrow, nail catching the rough edge. It stung fresh. "What's to say? You picked your old colleague over the merger. Over us."

		Orla's fingers drummed the table edge once, stopped. "And you picked the win. Pushed me to bury it." She leaned forward, elbows planted. "That wasn't just ambition, Willa. Say it."

		Heat crawled up Willa's neck. She twisted the tablet in her hands, rubber case squeaking. "Fine. Yeah. It's not just the merger. Or the layoffs." The words stuck like dry toast. She swallowed, tasted salt from earlier sweat. "Every time I fuck up a detail, I see it. That junior associate gig I tanked two years back. Partner chewed me out in front of the whole team. Said I didn't have the stomach." Her voice cracked on stomach. "Since then, every case, every late night... I keep waiting for it. Proof I'm not enough. And this merger? It's the ladder rung. If I miss, everyone sees."

		Orla's hand shot across the table, covered Willa's. Thumbs stroked knuckles. "You're enough. More." Her voice dropped, laced with that tone that hooked straight to Willa's gut. "Look how far you've climbed. Solo workstation grind got us preliminary approval. That scar? Badge from fighting back." She traced it now, feather light, sending sparks down Willa's spine. Willa pulled her hand away, stood abrupt. Chair scraped linoleum. "Don't. You bailed first. For what? Some principle from your past?"

		Orla rose slower, graceful even pissed. She rounded the table, stopped inches away. Willa smelled her perfume, jasmine undercut with arousal from downstairs. "Past colleague. Betrayed me. Leaked a deposition transcript to the press during my first big antitrust. Firm almost canned me. I swore I'd shield anyone in that spot." Her fingers grazed Willa's jaw, tipped it up. "But I hurt you. Chose ghost over now. I'm sorry."

		The sorry landed heavy. Willa searched her face, found no dodge. Still, doubt gnawed. "Words. Show me."

		Orla nodded once. "Your tablet. Pull the merger docs."

		Willa did, fingers smudging the screen. The third path printout lay beside it, client addendum highlighted yellow. She synced files, merger clauses scrolling. "Here. The exposure clause. Protects your colleague if we redact now."

		"Redact it." Orla's breath feathered Willa's ear. "Costly. Means rewriting indemnity sections from scratch. Delays filing ten minutes."

		Willa's pulse kicked. Ten minutes shaved off forty was tight. One glitch, and Kline's memo auto-triggers layoffs. Her thumb hovered. "This tanks us, it's on me."

		"Do it," Orla said. "Prove we honor both."

		Fingers flew. Willa slashed the clause, keyboard clacks echoing sharp. Indemnity rewrite popped up, legalese blurring as she cross-checked precedents. Sweat beaded her temple, dripped. Orla watched, silent, hand on Willa's shoulder massaging tense knots. "Perfect angle there. Tighten subpara C."

		"Done." Willa hit save, timestamped. Twenty-eight minutes left. She shoved the tablet at Orla. "Your turn. Read it."

		Orla scanned, lips curving. "Flawless." She set it down, cupped Willa's face. "You did that. Fixed what I broke. My fighter."

		The praise hit like fingers on clit. Willa's knees buckled. She gripped Orla's waist, yanked her close. "Shut up and kiss me."

		Mouths crashed. Orla's tongue plunged deep, tasting of Willa still. Hands roamed, Orla's unbuttoning Willa's blouse fast. Fabric parted, bra shoved up. Cool air pebbled nipples. Orla pinched one, rolled hard. Willa moaned into her mouth, hips grinding Orla's thigh. "Table," Orla gasped, breaking for air. She spun Willa, bent her over laminate. Willa's cheek pressed cold surface, ass up. Orla's palm cracked her cheek through slacks. Not hard, just sting enough. "Pants down."

		Willa fumbled belt, zipper. Slacks pooled ankles. Panties next, soaked crotch dragging skin. Orla kicked her feet wider, knelt. Fingers spread cheeks, breath hot on pussy. "So ready again. Dripping for my approval."

		Tongue speared entrance. Willa clawed table edge, nails gouging wood. Orla lapped broad, slurping wetness. Fingers joined, two scissoring deep. Walls fluttered, gripping slick. "That's my girl. Suck me in."

		Willa bucked back, table rocking. Orla's free hand snaked under, thumbed clit swollen. Circles tight, relentless. Pressure coiled low, thighs quaking. "Orla. Fuck."

		"Come when I say." Orla rose, pants unzipped. Strap-on bobbed free, thick silicone gleaming lube from earlier. She pressed tip to entrance, rocked slow. "Beg for it."

		"Please. Fill me." Willa shoved back, head swallowed head. Inch by inch, Orla thrust, hips snapping. Full, stretched. Balls slapped clit each plunge. Orla gripped hips bruising, pounded steady. "Take it all. Such a good lawyer. Earned this win." Praise rained with thrusts, voice husky. Willa's tits dragged table, nipples scraping burn. Sweat slicked backs, Orla's blouse sticking translucent. She reached around, fingers mashed clit. "Now. Come on my cock."

		Willa detonated. Pussy spasmed, milking shaft. She wailed, vision spotting. Orla didn't stop, fucked through pulses, extended bliss. Legs gave. Orla held her up, grinding deep till aftershocks faded. Pulled out slow, wet pop. Willa sagged, boneless. Orla zipped, helped her upright. Kissed forehead. "Brilliant. Dressed."

		They fixed clothes hasty. Willa sat, legs wobbly. Tablet glowed, docs revised pristine. "Final plan. We file joint, cite the addendum for third path. Bypasses Kline's traps."

		Orla nodded, pulled chair beside. Shoulder to shoulder. "Lead clause you handle. I back indemnity. Elena verifies post-file in war room."

		Willa synced to firm server, preview spun. "Green. Send?"

		Orla's hand covered mouse. "Together." Click. Confirmation pinged. Filed. Thirty-four minutes to spare. Willa exhaled, forehead to table cool. Orla's fingers combed her curls gentle. "War room. Now. Elena's waiting."

		Door handle turned under Orla's palm. Willa grabbed printout, followed. Hallway lights flickered once. Elevators dinged distant. They turned right toward the war room sign.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 21

		

		The Final Preparation

		

		

		The war room door swung inward on pneumatic hinges, the whoosh cutting through the hallway's hush. Orla stepped across the threshold first, Willa right behind with that printout clutched in her fist. Elena Voss sat at the head of the scarred oak table, her laptop screen casting a blue pallor on her face, surrounded by stacks of banded pleadings and half-empty Starbucks cups with lids chewed ragged at the edges. The air hung thick with the roast of cold coffee and the faint chemical tang of dry-erase markers. Whiteboards ringed the walls, scribbled edge to edge with flowcharts in red and black, arrows looping like veins under skin. Elena glanced up, pushed her reading glasses onto her forehead. "Finally. Thought you two ghosted me." Her voice scraped dry, like she'd chain-smoked a pack since lunch. She nodded at the center of the table, where the merger binder lay splayed open, tabs sticking out at odd angles. Orla pulled out a chair for Willa first, the legs scraping linoleum with a deliberate grind. "Filed thirty-four minutes ago. Addendum's live on the server." She sat beside her, close enough their elbows brushed when she reached for the binder. Willa's curls still carried that post-sex muss, one strand glued to her temple with drying sweat. Orla wanted to tuck it away, but Elena's eyes flicked between them, sharp. Willa dropped the printout flat. "Third path's locked. Client gets indemnity carve-out without triggering the non-compete poison pill. Kline can't touch it now."

		Elena flipped to the back section, highlighter poised. "Show me the indemnity clause again. Last sim, it wobbled under a recitals challenge." She scanned lines, muttering under her breath, pen tapping a staccato against her thigh. Orla leaned in, her shoulder slotting against Willa's solid warmth. The contact grounded her, that steady press like an anchor in the churn of deadline nerves twisting her gut. She hated how Harriet Kline's shadow loomed even here, in this buried room thirty floors up. Past betrayals flickered at the edges of her mind, the partner who'd fed her bad intel on a deposition just to steal lead credit. But Willa had revised those docs herself tonight, eaten the hours to protect Orla's line on ethics. No one forced that. Orla traced the edge of a Post-it with her thumbnail, peeled it back slow. "Page 47. We cross-referenced the UCC filing from the '22 precedent. Bulletproof."

		Willa's knee nudged hers under the table, insistent. Orla caught the flex in her jaw, the way her fingers drummed once on the printout before stilling. Good. That focus she craved in her. Elena grunted approval, scribbled a checkmark. "Holds. Now the fun part. Kline's gonna hammer the merger timeline. She's got that memo from yesterday, tightening the end-of-year cutoff. Simulate it." She shoved her laptop over, the screen queued to a mock slide deck labeled "Kline Objections v2."

		Orla took the trackpad, advanced to the first slide. Harriet's face stared back from a grainy headshot, all severe bob and ice-chip stare. "Alright. She's in the boardroom tomorrow, client on one side, us on the other. She opens with timeline breach." Orla pitched her voice low, Kline-flat. "'Partners, this addendum arrives past close of business. Invalid on procedural grounds.'"

		Willa jumped in seamless, her chair creaking as she straightened. "Counter with server timestamp. Filed at 11:26 p.m., pre-midnight EDT. Evidence packet's already queued." She tapped her phone, screen blooming with the confirmation email. Elena nodded, but her mouth twisted. "She pivots to fiduciary duty. 'Ingham, your solo run last week nearly tanked preliminary approval. Why trust this scramble?'" Elena's imitation nailed the condescension, nails clicking as she drummed them. Orla watched Willa across the table's clutter, the scar above her eyebrow catching the overhead fluorescents. That mark begged a thumb's stroke, but not now. Pressure coiled in Orla's chest, the old wariness pricking. Could they hold under real fire? Willa had buckled alone before, curls wild with frustration in her workstation glow. But here, shoulder to shoulder, she'd fought through separation, owned her fears in that neutral room. Orla's fingers itched to squeeze her thigh, affirm it all. Willa didn't flinch. "I own the solo miss. But Orla's indemnity shields the client from downstream liability. We eat the revision costs. Precedent's attached, page 112." Her voice stayed level, eyes locked on the slide. "Smart pivot," Elena said. She jotted a note, then slid a fresh marker across. "Board one. Walk the full flow."

		They rose as one, Willa snagging the marker cap between her teeth to uncap it. Orla erased a corner of whiteboard first, the felt squeaking rough. Willa sketched the timeline arrow first, dates in blocky print: Filing. Review. Sign. Her hand moved sure, elbow bumping Orla's ribs light. Elena paced behind, arms crossed. "Hit me with the weak spot. Indemnity indemnity indemnity. Client pushes back on exposure."

		Orla took the marker from Willa's slack grip, their fingers tangling brief, slick with marker residue. "We yield lead credit on the filing. I sign solo if needed." The words scraped out, but true. She'd shield Willa from Kline's knife if it came to that. Willa whipped around, auburn strands whipping her cheek. "No. We file joint or not at all."

		Heat bloomed low in Orla's belly at that fire, the defiance she lived for. She capped the marker, set it down deliberate. "Together then. But if she corners you..."

		Elena snorted. "Pressure test passed. Plan's steel." She gathered her laptop, slung her bag over one shoulder. "I'm out. Verify the final clauses at dawn if you want, but it's green. Sleep. Or don't." Her grin flashed crooked as she yanked the door open. "Boardroom's yours tomorrow."

		The door thudded shut, latch clicking final. Silence dropped heavy, broken only by the war room's AC hum and distant elevator chime. Orla turned slow. Willa stood there, chest rising quick, the printout creased in her fist. That look in her eyes, hungry under the triumph. Orla closed the gap, palms flat to the table edge behind her. "You held. Every beat." Her voice dropped gravel-rough. "My perfect partner."

		Willa's breath hitched, hands fisting Orla's blouse front. "Say it again."

		Orla gripped her hips, yanked her flush. "Brilliant. Locked that indemnity like you owned the room." She nipped Willa's lower lip, sucked it swollen. Willa moaned low, knees buckling into Orla's thigh slotting between. Table edge bit into Orla's palms as she boosted Willa up, ass sliding over scattered highlighters that clattered to the floor. Skirts hiked bunching, Willa's thighs clamped Orla's waist. Fingers clawed buttons loose, Orla's blouse gaping. "Look at you. Took every hit and gave better." Praise poured hot as she shoved Willa's panties aside, two fingers plunging knuckle-deep into soaked heat. Willa arched, head thunking the whiteboard, smearing an arrow red. "Orla. More." Her walls sucked greedy, slick coating Orla's wrist with each curl. Orla pumped steady, thumb grinding clit circles. Sweat beaded Willa's throat; Orla licked salt-sour trail up her neck. "Earned this. Fucked me through that filing, now take your reward." She freed her own slacks one-handed, strap base slick from earlier lube. Thick length sprang free, nudging Willa's entrance teasing. "Please." Willa rocked down, tip breaching. Inch swallowed slow, stretch pulling groans from both. Orla thrust up hard, balls slapping wet. Table shuddered under the rhythm, coffee cups rattling. "You're so good for me." Orla gripped bruising, hips snapping piston-deep. Willa's tits bounced free from her bra, nipples peaked dark. Orla latched on one, teeth grazing, sucked till she keened. Fingers dug into Orla's shoulders, nails crescent bites. Clit mashed relentless under Orla's thumb, pressure spiking. Willa's thighs quivered vise-tight. "Gonna come. Orla, say it."

		"Come now. Milk me dry, perfect girl." Willa shattered, pussy clamping rhythmic, juices dripping table edge. Orla fucked through it, grinding base to clit till Willa sobbed oversensitive. She eased out gentle, silicone glistening. Willa slumped forward, forehead to Orla's collarbone, breaths panting collar damp. Orla zipped smooth, straightened skirts with palms lingering possessive. "Dressed. Steady."

		Willa slid down wobbly, tugged hem straight. Her fingers traced Orla's jaw, thumb swiping lip corner. "Plan held. We're ready."

		Orla combed those curls back, tucked the stubborn strand. Pressure from the sim lingered, but dissolved now, trust solid in Willa's grip. Elena's checks locked, their flow unbreakable. Kline waited tomorrow, but this bond ate obstacles. She grabbed the binder, slapped it shut. "Boardroom at nine. Kline won't know what hit her."

		Willa nodded, printout refolded crisp. She pushed the door open, hallway lights spilling in stark. Orla followed, binder under arm, their steps syncing tight toward the elevators. The ping echoed closer this time.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 22

		

		The Boardroom Presentation

		

		

		Willa stabbed the elevator button again, thumb slick against the metal plate. The car jolted downward, fluorescents buzzing overhead like a trapped wasp. Orla stood shoulder to shoulder, binder tucked under one arm, her free hand brushing Willa's knuckles once, deliberate. No words. The descent hummed through her soles, thighs still tender from the table's edge. Doors slid open to the lobby's marble hush, security guard glancing up from his Post crossword. They split there, nods only, Willa veering toward the subway grates while Orla's heels clicked toward the garage. Her studio apartment smelled of yesterday's Thai takeout when she pushed inside, carton stiff in the fridge. She stripped the pencil skirt, bra hooks pinching sore skin, and crashed onto the futon in nothing but underwear. Sleep dragged heavy, dreams tangled with clause numbers and Orla's thumb circling relentless. Alarm shattered at six fifteen, Nokia blaring some default chime. Coffee brewed bitter in the Mr. Coffee drip, two sugars dumped in to cut the edge. She yanked on the gray wool suit, the one with the kick pleat, and twisted her curls into a low knot, strands already rebelling. Scar itched under her fingertip as she smeared concealer, but she left it bare today. Let them see the mark. Cab crawled crosstown through horn blasts and pedestrian dodges, driver muttering about parking fines on Park Avenue. Firm loomed at eight forty-five, revolving doors spitting her into the lobby's brass gleam. She clutched the thumb drive, plastic warm from her palm, and rode the express up alone. Thirty-second floor pinged open to suited traffic, paralegals hauling carts of Banker’s Boxes. Boardroom door waited at the hall's end, frosted glass etched with the firm name in gold block: Strauss & Kline. She nudged it wide. Long mahogany table gleamed under recessed halogens, twenty leather chairs tufted and empty save three. Orla perched at the far end, laptop open, sleek hair pinned in a French twist that exposed the full line of her neck. She looked up, lips curving just enough. "Prompt. Good."

		Willa's pulse kicked. Harriet Kline occupied the head chair, legs crossed in a navy sheath, diamond studs catching light like warning flares. Across from her sat Victor Lang, Apex Corp's CEO, silver temples stark against his black polo, fingers drumming a Montblanc pen on the merger binder. Late forties, ex-Marine build, eyes scanning his Rolex Submariner every thirty seconds. "Morning," Willa said, sliding into the seat beside Orla. Their knees bumped under the tablecloth, stayed pressed. Cable hummed as she plugged in the thumb drive, projector whining to life on the far wall. Screen flickered blue, then title slide: Apex-Global Dynamics Merger Terms. Deadline clock in the corner ticked 8:58. Harriet tapped a manicured nail on her folder. "Let's make this quick. Victor's flight leaves at noon. Clauses locked?"

		Orla leaned forward, mouse clicking smooth. "Revisions integrated per your notes. Willa handled the indemnity tweaks last night." Her voice wrapped the praise casual, but Willa's inner thighs clenched anyway. Lang grunted approval, flipping pages. Presentation kicked off at nine sharp. Orla took the opener, voice steady as she outlined acquisition structure, assets folding clean under Apex's umbrella. Slides flipped: org charts in Arial bold, revenue projections spiking green. Willa jumped in at valuation, numbers drilled from war room marathons. "Post-merger synergies hit twenty-eight percent here," she said, laser pointer dot dancing over the bar graph. "Cost savings from redundant IT staff, phased over twelve months."

		Lang nodded, pen scratching margins. Harriet's gaze bored in, lips pursed. Orla segued to risk allocation, her slide deck crisp. "Standard reps and warranties, with baskets at two percent materiality." Click. "Except carve-outs for environmental disclosures, which we've capped exposure on."

		Harriet straightened. "Hold. That environmental clause. Page one-oh-seven. Why the hell is fraud intent threshold moved to actual knowledge only?"

		Willa's gut dropped. The third path clause, Elena's verify last night. Honored Orla's ethics stick without gutting Willa's aggressive close. She opened her mouth, but Orla beat her. "Protects the client. Global's prior spills in Jersey were negligence, not malice. Knowledge standard shields Apex from successor liability ghosts."

		Harriet snorted. "Shields? It's a backdoor for every shareholder suit under the sun. Victor, you see this? They neutered your indemnity to play saints."

		Lang's drumming fingers stilled. He tugged his collar, Rolex glinting. "Numbers looked solid till now. Fraud carve-out without recklessness? That's a red flag on close."

		Clock hit 9:42. End-of-year deadline noon sharp, or the whole department's pink slips via mass email. Willa traced the table's wood grain with her nail, splinter rough under acrylic tip. Orla's knee nudged harder, insistent. She caught her eye: trust the flow. "We modeled it," Willa jumped in, voice pitched even. "Litigation data from last five years, similar deals. Knowledge threshold survives ninety-two percent of challenges. Recklessness invites jury sympathy plays."

		Harriet leaned back, arms folding. "Modeled. Cute. But Victor's board wants ironclad. Scrap it back to fraud full stop, or I'm pulling recommendation. Your names on the byline? Gone."

		Lang's pen tapped faster. "Tight timeline. Don't love the exposure."

		Orla's hand slid under the tablecloth, palm settling hot on Willa's thigh, thumb stroking once, firm. "Willa's valuation holds without it. She built those projections herself."

		Heat crawled up Willa's neck. The touch said more: you're solid, take it. But Lang squinted at the screen, flipping to backups. Harriet smirked, scent of Chanel No. 5 cutting the room's stale coffee air. 9:52. Sweat beaded Willa's spine, blouse sticking. The clause was their bridge, Orla's line in sand from the stairwell thaw. Yield now, and the merger limped, department teetered. But Harriet's barrier loomed, her interference since copy room day one. Orla squeezed her thigh, released. "We can adjust materiality basket up to three percent as offset."

		"Not enough," Harriet snapped. "Rewrite or walk."

		Lang closed his binder with a thud. "Need to chew on this. Exposure's too open."

		Willa's scar throbbed, finger rising automatic to press it flat. The war room bond, Elena's checks, all fraying here under halogens. Orla's profile stayed calm, neck arched graceful as she queued the next slide. But the room balanced on Lang's next word, layoffs a mouse-click away. She cleared her throat, words tumbling before thought locked them. "Hold the byline credit for Orla solo. She's lead architect. I step back, advisory only. Clause stays as drafted."

		Silence punched. Harriet's brows shot up. Orla turned, eyes widening fraction. Lang's pen hovered. "You'd yield first-author?" Harriet asked, tone laced acid honey. Willa nodded, palms flattening the tablecloth. "Protects the deal. Orla's framework carries it."

		Orla's fingers brushed hers under the cloth, grip tightening once, knuckles white. Praise hung unspoken, but Willa's pulse thrummed it anyway. Lang reopened the binder. "Huh. Ballsy. Let me see that clause again."

		Clock ticked 9:57. Harriet's diamond caught the skyline gleam through the windows, city haze smudging the East River. Orla's thumb grazed Willa's wrist bone, circle slow. Lang's eyes scanned lines, lips moving silent. The room held breath in the projector fan's whir.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 23

		

		The Last Minute Sacrifice

		

		

		Lang flipped to the clause appendix, his thumb creasing the page corner until the paper whitened. Orla kept her palm flat on Willa's knuckles under the tablecloth, the heat there steady like a low burner on her Viking range at home. The projector fan hummed louder in her ears, or maybe that was her own blood pushing past the sudden tightness in her temples. Nine fifty-eight blinked on the wall clock, red digits mocking the East River's gray churn beyond the glass. "This yield changes the optics," Lang said, not looking up. His voice gravel from too many cigarettes, the kind that left ash flecks on his Hermès tie. "Orla solo lead. Willa advisory. Clause holds at your original draft."

		Harriet leaned forward, her manicured nail tapping the table edge in a rhythm that grated like a loose faucet drip. "Optics for who? The client sees weakness in internal squabbles. Rewrite the basket to five percent, or this stalls."

		Orla slid her thumb along Willa's wrist vein, feeling the pulse jump twice, quick as a sparrow under skin. She'd prepped for this pivot in the war room last night, Elena's highlighter marks still fresh in her mind on the fallback clauses. Willa's concession bought them the window, but Harriet's Chanel fogged the air, thick enough to choke the deal. She queued the revised slide with her free hand, the click echoing off the walnut panels. The screen lit up with the adjusted materiality table, numbers crisp in Arial bold. "Five percent opens liability floodgates," Orla said. "We offset at three, tie it to the indemnity cap from page forty-seven. Client exposure drops half a basis point on the pro forma. Your auditors signed off yesterday."

		Harriet's lips thinned, the lines around her mouth pulling like overstarched linen. She glanced at Lang, who scratched his jaw, stubble rasping under blunt fingers. Willa shifted beside her, chair leather creaking, her little finger curling against Orla's in silent anchor. Orla cataloged it all: the way Willa's blouse seam pulled tight across her shoulder blade, the faint coffee stain on Lang's cuff from the firm's Keurig sludge, the clock now screaming nine fifty-nine. Lang grunted, pen circling the indemnity line. "Show me the math on that cap."

		Orla tapped her tablet, beaming the embedded Excel to his screen. Cells populated in real time, totals scrolling green. "Base case merger value holds at one-point-eight billion. Three percent basket absorbs the outliers without triggering rep clauses. We've stress-tested against your '22 volatility data."

		Harriet snorted, low and sharp. "Stress-tested in a war room fantasy. Real boardrooms eat juniors who grandstand."

		Willa's breath hitched, audible only because Orla's ear tuned to it like a radio locked on static. She squeezed Willa's hand once, firm, then released to gesture at the screen. "Not grandstanding. This is the framework Willa architected. Her revisions protected your downside from the start."

		Lang's eyes flicked between screens, his pen hovering over signature line. The room's AC kicked on with a distant rumble, chilling the sweat beading at Orla's nape. She'd trusted Willa through the stairwell chill, the neutral room confessions, but this, here under Harriet's glare, tested the scar tissue from her own old fracture. That partner who'd leaked her briefs to competitors five years back, left her twisting in deposition hell. Praise came easy when earned, but vulnerability? That stuck like gum under a heel. "Sign it," Lang said finally, scrawling his John Hancock across the digital pad with a flourish that smeared the stylus tip. "Clock's out. Deal's done."

		Relief punched Orla's gut low and sudden, like downing flat seltzer too fast. The tablet chimed confirmation, PDFs auto-generating to all parties. Harriet sat back, arms folding over her cream silk blouse, diamonds glinting dull now in the morning light slanting through blinds. No smirk left, just a flat stare that said she'd log this for personnel files later. "Congratulations," Harriet said, voice syrup over gravel. "Though yielding credit mid-pitch sets a precedent. Juniors note."

		Willa's chair scooted an inch closer, her knee bumping Orla's deliberate. Orla caught her eye, held it a beat longer than boardroom protocol allowed. "Precedent for smart plays," she said to the table, but pitched it for Willa alone. "That framework was flawless. You carried us over the line."

		Lang gathered his binder, zipper teeth grinding loud in the hush. "Send finals to my PA by noon. Billings department's thrilled." He nodded at Harriet, then the door, his loafers scuffing carpet pile on exit. Harriet lingered, stacking her notes with deliberate slaps. "Enjoy the win, ladies. Rifts mend, but reputations? Those fracture permanent." She rose, skirt whispering against stockings, and followed Lang out, door latching soft behind her. The projector fan whirred on, slide frozen on the signed pro forma. Orla exhaled through her nose, the sound sharper than planned, and turned fully to Willa. Her curls had escaped the pins again, one auburn strand sticking to her temple where sweat glossed the skin. That scar above her brow caught the light, pale against the flush creeping up her neck. "You didn't have to yield the byline," Orla said, voice dropping to the pitch she saved for stairwell confessions. She reached across the tablecloth remnants, fingers brushing Willa's sleeve cuff. "That was yours."

		Willa shook her head, the motion tugging her collar askew. "Deal needed it. Your line in the sand stayed intact because of that."

		Orla's thumb traced the cuff's edge, fabric rough from too many washes. Pride swelled specific, hot in her chest like the first sip of Laphroaig after a long day, peaty and sure. Willa had handed over the credit not from fear, but choice, the kind that patched Orla's own wariness seam by seam. "Brilliant move. You read the room better than anyone. I'm proud of you."

		Willa's pupils dilated fraction, her fork-finger tapping the table once, twice, like Morse for want. The boardroom felt smaller now, skyline pressing close through the windows, traffic hum filtering up from Park Avenue fourteen floors below. Orla stood, rounding the table in three strides, her Ferragamos silent on the carpet. She cupped Willa's jaw, thumb grazing the scar's faint ridge, skin warm and tacky from the pitch's strain. "Stand up," Orla murmured, the command soft but edged, praise threading underneath like velvet hem. Willa rose, chair wheels whispering back, her body heat radiating before they even touched. Their mouths met clumsy at first, Willa's teeth nicking Orla's lower lip in haste, copper tang blooming quick. Orla tilted her head, deepening it, tongue sliding along Willa's in a slow drag that pulled a hum from her throat. Hands found waists, Orla's fingers splaying over the small of Willa's back, bunching blouse silk until she palmed bare skin above her slacks waistband. Willa arched into it, nails scraping Orla's blazer lapel, popping a button loose with a faint ping. Orla broke the kiss, breath ragged against Willa's ear. "Good girl. So composed under fire." She nipped the lobe, felt Willa shudder, knees bumping the table leg awkward. "Lock the door."

		Willa twisted away, strides quick to the frosted panel, deadbolt snicking home. She turned back, cheeks mottled pink, fingers already tugging her blouse free from pants. Orla met her halfway, pushing her against the credenza edge, wood groaning under weight. She yanked Willa's blouse open, buttons skittering across the carpet like escaped pearls, exposing the plain white bra and the freckles dusting her sternum. "You're perfect," Orla said, unhooking the front clasp with one hand, the other dipping into Willa's slacks, palm cupping the heat through cotton. Willa gasped, hips bucking forward, her hands fisting Orla's hair, pulling strands from the sleek curtain. Orla shoved the slacks down to mid-thigh, fabric pooling around Willa's loafers, and knelt, nose brushing the damp crotch panel. She mouthed the fabric first, tongue pressing wet circles until Willa whined, thighs quivering. "Please, Orla."

		Orla peeled the panties aside, exposing slick folds, and licked flat from entrance to clit, tasting salt and musk sharp as sea air. Willa bucked, one hand bracing the credenza, the other in Orla's hair, tugging hard enough to sting scalp. Orla sucked the nub gentle, then firm, fingers parting lips to slide two inside, curling against the front wall where Willa clenched hot and greedy. "Yes, just like that," Orla praised between laps, her free hand kneading Willa's ass cheek, thumb circling the dimple there. "Take what you need. You've earned every bit."

		Willa's legs shook, loafers squeaking on polished floor as she rode Orla's face, breaths coming in hitches that matched the distant elevator ding outside. Orla added a third finger, stretching deliberate, the squelch loud in the locked room. Willa's walls fluttered, orgasm hitting with a bitten-off cry, thighs clamping Orla's ears as she pulsed around the intrusion. Orla rose, licking her lips, chin slick. She spun Willa face-down onto the credenza, cool marble kissing flushed breasts. Willa's ass lifted instinctive, slacks tangled at ankles. Orla unzipped her own skirt, shoving it and panties to knees, and ground her cunt against Willa's from behind, clits bumping slick, friction building fast. "Fuck, you're soaked," Willa panted, pushing back, the table edge digging red crescents into her hips. Orla gripped her waist, thrusting shallow, skin slapping skin. Sweat slicked their join, Orla's clit throbbing against Willa's tailbone on each grind. She reached around, fingers circling Willa's still-swollen nub, pinching light until Willa keened. Her own release coiled tight, thighs burning from the awkward angle, but she chased it ruthless, breath hot on Willa's nape. "Come again for me," Orla ordered, voice wrecked. "Show me how good you are."

		Willa shattered second time, cunt clenching air, the spasm yanking Orla over with her. She ground down hard, vision spotting white, a groan tearing free as she rode the pulses out, collapsing half atop Willa. They panted into the quiet, projector fan the only witness. Orla pulled up first, skirt hiked crooked, and helped Willa upright, fingers lingering on the scar as she tucked curls behind an ear. Harriet's notes lay scattered on the table, forgotten. The clock read ten-oh-two. Willa grinned, lopsided, and zipped her slacks with shaking hands. "Balcony?" she asked, voice hoarse. Orla nodded, straightening her blazer. She unlocked the door, peeking the empty hall, and they slipped out together, Willa's pinky hooking hers mid-stride.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 24

		

		The Post Victory Reflection

		

		

		Willa pushed the balcony door open with her shoulder. The hinge squeaked soft against the evening hush. Cool air rushed in, carrying exhaust from the street forty floors down and the faint rot of the Hudson on the wind. Her slacks still clung damp to her thighs, the seam rubbing raw with each step. Orla's pinky slipped free as they crossed the threshold, but her hand stayed close, knuckles grazing Willa's palm. She leaned on the railing first, elbows digging into the cold metal. New York sprawled below, taxis crawling like yellow ants along Fifth Avenue, the Empire State Building's red lights blinking steady. Her curls whipped across her forehead, one strand sticking to the sweat drying on her scar. The boardroom orgasm lingered in her muscles, a low throb that made her knees unsteady. "That was close," Willa said. Her voice scraped out rough, throat still tight from the cries she'd muffled against the credenza. She glanced sideways. Orla stood a foot away, blazer unbuttoned now, skirt smoothed but wrinkled at the hem. "Harriet almost had us. That clause bullshit. If you hadn't pivoted..."

		Orla's fingers drummed the railing once, twice. She picked at a flake of rust flaking off under her nail. "Your sacrifice sealed it. Yielding lead credit. I saw her face when you said it. Like she'd swallowed glass."

		Willa snorted, but it came out choked. She traced the scar above her eyebrow with her pinky nail, pressing until the old ache bloomed fresh. The skin there always pulled tight when she pushed too hard, a souvenir from that first-year mock trial where she'd blanked on cross-exam and the judge had called her out in front of fifty associates. "Yeah, well. Felt like puking the words. Gave up my shot at solo recognition. For the team. For... this." She waved between them, the gesture sloppy. Orla turned, hip bumping the rail. Her dark hair caught the breeze, lifting like a curtain before settling straight again. "Don't downplay it. You earned that lead. Fought for it since day one. And you let it go without flinching." Her voice dropped lower, the words landing deliberate. "That's strength, Willa. Real control."

		Heat crawled up Willa's neck, unrelated to the city glow. She shifted her weight, heels clicking on the concrete. Orla's praise always hooked in like that, sharp under the skin. "Control. Right. Look at me. Shaking like a first-year intern." She held up her hand, fingers jittering. The near-miss replayed: Harriet's pen hovering over the signature line, the client's eyes narrowing on that indemnity subclause. One wrong word, and layoffs would've gutted the department. Elena's war room clauses forgotten in the scramble. Her own voice cracking as she offered to step back. Orla caught her wrist mid-air, thumb pressing the pulse point. Skin on skin, warm despite the chill. "You held steady. We both did. From that copy room fight. Remember? You called me out on poaching your research. I thought you were just another hothead climbing over bodies."

		Willa's laugh barked short. "And I pegged you for the ice queen gatekeeper. Blocking juniors to protect your throne." She twisted her wrist, not pulling away, just testing the hold. Orla's grip firmed, callus from years of fountain pens rubbing rough. "Almost tanked everything back there. My brain froze on the pivot. If you'd yelled..."

		"Wouldn't have." Orla stepped closer, her swan-neck tilting as she searched Willa's face. The balcony light haloed her hair, turning strands blue-black. "We learned that much. Your prep in the war room. Elena's double-checks. My revisions on the slides. It stuck."

		The wind picked up, tugging at Willa's blouse buttons. She smelled Orla's perfume mixed with sex-salt, jasmine undercut by musk. Her stomach knotted, the full drop hitting now. "What if the client hadn't bought it? Deadlines passed. Layoffs. I'd be packing my desk tomorrow. That fear. It's always there. Gnawing. Like I'll never..." She stopped, nail digging into her palm. The scar itched worse. Never enough. Never measuring up, no matter the wins. The firm's ladder always one rung slippery. Orla's free hand cupped her jaw, thumb swiping the scar line slow. "Say it."

		Willa swallowed spit, tasting copper. "Never measure up. Not to you. Not to Harriet. Not even to myself. That copy room scar? Tip of it. Every stumble feels like proof."

		Orla's eyes narrowed, but her mouth curved fraction. "Bullshit. You just landed the biggest merger this department's seen in years. Outmaneuvered the managing partner. Gave up glory to save us all." Her fingers slid into Willa's curls, tugging light at the roots. "Good girl. Facing that fear out loud. Takes guts."

		The words landed hot in Willa's gut, thighs clenching instinctive. She leaned into the touch, forehead bumping Orla's collarbone. "Your turn. Don't dodge."

		Silence stretched, broken by a distant siren wailing up Broadway. Orla's chest rose sharp under Willa's cheek. "Past betrayal. Colleague I trusted. Stole credit on a pro bono win, tanked my promotion track. Made me... careful. With words. With people." Her voice frayed at the edges. "Praised to build them up. Keep distance. But you. You crashed through anyway."

		Willa pulled back enough to meet her eyes. Pupils blown wide in the low light. "Scared me too. Thought you'd use it against me. Ruin me in the boardroom."

		"Never." Orla's hand dropped to Willa's waist, bunching the blouse fabric. "Chose you back then. Choose you now."

		The air between them thickened with exhaust and want. Willa hooked fingers in Orla's blazer lapel, yanking her flush. Their mouths met clumsy, teeth clicking first before lips softened. Orla tasted like mint gum and the salt of Willa's own release, tongue pressing deep deliberate. Willa's hands roamed up, palms flattening over Orla's ribs, feeling the cage expand with each breath. She broke the kiss, panting against Orla's neck. "Here? Balcony's open."

		Orla nipped her earlobe. "Door locked behind us. No one's coming." Her fingers worked Willa's blouse buttons free, one by one, cool air pebbling skin. "Want this. You. Chosen."

		Willa nodded, pulse slamming her temples. She shrugged the blouse off, letting it puddle on the concrete. Bra next, clasp pinching before it gave. Orla's mouth latched on a nipple, suck firm, teeth grazing the underside. Willa hissed, arching, one hand fisting dark hair. The breeze licked sweat from her spine, raising gooseflesh. "Beautiful," Orla murmured, switching sides, tongue circling lazy. "Letting me see you like this. So open."

		Willa's slacks hit the deck next, kicked aside with panties. She spun Orla against the railing, knees hitting concrete rough. Orla's skirt hiked easy, no zipper snag this time. Black lace panties shoved down, pooling at her ankles. Willa dropped to her knees, the grit biting palms. Orla's cunt glistened, folds puffy from earlier, clit peeking swollen. She licked broad from taint to hood, Orla's thighs quivering. Salt and slick flooded her mouth, hips bucking forward. Fingers parted lips wider, tongue spearing inside, curling against the front wall. Orla groaned low, one heel scraping the rail. "Yes. Deeper. You're doing perfect."

		Willa added two fingers, knuckle-deep, scissoring slow. Orla's walls gripped velvet-tight, fluttering on the outstroke. She sucked the clit steady, humming vibration through it. Orla's hand clamped her skull, not shoving, just holding. "God, your mouth. So eager. Good for me."

		The praise coiled Willa's core tighter. She ground her own thighs together, clit throbbing untouched against denim rough. Orla came with a whine, thighs clamping Willa's ears, gush coating chin. Willa lapped through it, milking every pulse. Orla hauled her up, mouths crashing wet. Tongues shared the taste, hands fumbling. She boosted Willa onto the wide railing ledge, ass balanced precarious, legs wrapping Orla's hips. Orla's fingers found her again, three sliding home slick, no resistance. Thumb circled her clit deliberate circles. "Ride them," Orla said, voice wrecked. "Show me how much you want this."

		Willa rocked down, concrete digging tailbone, railing cold on bare back. Fingers crooked just right, hitting that spot over and over. Her walls spasmed, chasing, breasts bouncing with each drop. Orla's free hand pinched a nipple twisty, adding sting. "That's it. Clench so tight. Perfect girl."

		Orgasm built lazy, full-body unlike the boardroom frenzy. Willa crested slow, toes curling over the drop, cry muffled against Orla's shoulder. Juices dripped down Orla's wrist, pattering the balcony floor. They slid down together, backs to the wall, legs tangled sweaty. Orla's arm draped heavy across Willa's stomach, fingers tracing navel lazy. City noise hummed distant, a plane droning overhead red lights blinking. Willa turned her head, nose bumping Orla's jaw. "What now? Firm's safe. Harriet's outmaneuvered."

		Orla's laugh rumbled quiet. "Hall ceremony starts soon. Recognition. For us."

		Footsteps echoed from the hall inside, voices muffled through the door. Willa tensed, blouse snatched quick. "They're coming.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 25

		

		The Partner's Recognition

		

		

		Orla buttoned her blouse with fingers that still carried Willa's scent, slick and sharp like cut lemon under the balcony rail's grit. Willa yanked her zipper up, auburn curls sticking to her damp neck in frizzy clumps. The door from inside the firm swung wide, spilling laughter and the low bass thump of a jazz quartet. Colleagues poured onto the balcony, suits rumpled from the hall's heat, glasses foaming with Veuve Clicquot. "Shit," Willa muttered, shoving curls behind her ear. Her scar gleamed pink under the security lights. Orla caught her elbow, steered her past the group toward the main doors. "Smile. Act like you own it." Her own skirt clung wrong at the thigh, but she kept her chin level, neck straight. The balcony's chill nipped her skin, raising gooseflesh she hoped read as evening air. They slipped into the recognition hall sideways, through a service arch draped in gold lamé. Crystal chandeliers dripped light onto parquet floors polished to a mirror sheen, reflecting trouser cuffs and stiletto heels. Round tables dotted the space, white linens starched stiff, centerpieces of white orchids wilting at the edges from central air too dry. A hundred firm partners, associates, and clients milled with plates of passed shrimp skewers and caviar blinis, the air thick with cologne spikes and spilled champagne fizz. Elena Voss spotted them first, waving from a cluster near the podium. Her silver bob caught the light like brushed nickel, pantsuit the color of wet slate. "There you are. Harriet's been pacing like a cat in a sack."

		Orla nodded, scanning for the managing partner. Harriet Kline stood rigid by the bar, stemware clutched in both hands, her blonde chignon frayed at the temples. She wore the same navy sheath from the boardroom, now creased at the elbows. Willa leaned close, breath warm on Orla's ear. "She looks like she swallowed a lemon whole."

		"Keep it civil." Orla's palm brushed Willa's lower back, a quick press through silk. The touch lingered in her own skin, heat pooling low despite the room's din. Trust flickered there, fragile after years of walls, but Willa's yield on the balcony had cracked something open. A microphone whined feedback. The firm's managing director, Paul Hargrove, tapped the podium, his bowtie askew under a double chin. "Ladies and gentlemen, if I could have your attention." Conversations trailed off, glasses clinking final toasts. Hargrove cleared his throat, pages rustling. "Tonight we celebrate not just a merger, but survival. The Sterling-Klein acquisition closes December 31st, averting layoffs across three departments. And for that, we owe our stars."

		Spotlights hit Orla and Willa, harsh white pinning them mid-step. Applause swelled, sharp and scattered at first, then rolling. Orla's pulse kicked in her throat, steady but insistent, like a metronome set too fast. Willa shifted beside her, thumb rubbing the edge of her own sleeve cuff raw. Hargrove gestured them forward. "Orla Innes and Willa Ingham. Your strategy turned water into wine. Lead counsel on the win."

		They climbed the steps, Orla's heel catching once on carpet fringe. Plaques waited on the podium, brass heavy in her grip. Willa's curls haloed under the spots, her scar a thin white slash when she grinned. Cameras flashed from the back, reporters from Legal Week scribbling on iPads. "Thank you," Orla said into the mic, voice carrying smooth. "This wasn't solo. Willa spotted the clause pivot. She's the one who sacrificed credit to seal it." She turned, eyes on Willa. "Sharpest mind in the room. Every time."

		Willa's grin faltered, cheeks flushing deeper. Her fingers twisted the plaque's edge, metal biting skin. Orla watched the tremor, that hidden doubt Willa buried under barbs, now surfacing in the scar's faint twitch. Applause crashed again. They stepped down into handshakes, backslaps from juniors clutching business cards. Tom Reilly from litigation pumped Orla's hand. "You two are legends. Harriet's fuming."

		Elena materialized at Orla's side, flute extended. "Drink. You earned it." The bubbles bit her tongue, dry and crisp. Willa took a sip from Orla's glass, lips brushing the rim where Orla's had been. "Where's she at now?"

		Elena nodded toward the bar. Harriet had cornered Hargrove, gestures clipped, face mottled above her collar. "Announcement's next. Reassignment to DC. Client relations oversight. No more merger calls."

		Orla sipped again, the fizz burning her nose. Justice landed quiet, no fanfare, just Harriet's shoulders slumping as Hargrove peeled away. She set her glass down on a passing tray, linen napkin folded under it. Willa's hand found hers under the tablecloth, fingers interlacing sticky from balcony residue. Orla squeezed once, thumb stroking the knuckle scar there, old paper cut maybe. Hargrove returned to the mic. "One more note. Harriet Kline transitions to our Washington office, effective January. Her tenure here shaped us, even through the friction." Murmurs rippled, chairs scraping. Harriet lifted her chin, glass raised in mock toast, eyes skipping over Orla and Willa like potholes. "Done," Willa whispered. Her breath smelled of champagne and balcony salt. Elena pulled them aside, into a alcove where velvet drapes muffled the quartet's sax wail. "Look at you." She eyed Willa, then Orla. "First day you two snarled in my office, rivals picking scabs. Willa biting sarcasm, you doling praise like rationed bread. Now? Partners. Actual ones."

		Orla's neck warmed, the graceful line she kept straight now prickling. Elena had mentored her decade back, post-betrayal when trust curdled everything. Now those eyes, sharp behind bifocals, saw too much. "We got there."

		Willa snorted soft, thumb still circling Orla's. "Took a merger and a balcony shove."

		Elena chuckled, adjusting her cufflinks, gold initials glinting. "Growth's messy. You've shed the fear. Both of you." She paused, gaze lingering on their joined hands. "Firm's shifting. My retirement's official spring. You've got this without me hovering."

		Orla blinked. Retirement. Elena's office empty, no more late scotch debriefs over case files. The thought snagged, like a loose thread on wool. "You'll visit."

		"Count on it." Elena clapped Willa's shoulder, light. "Keep her honest." She melted back into the crowd, trailing a junior associate with contract questions. Willa tugged Orla's hand. "She's right. We're... solid."

		Orla turned, cupping Willa's jaw, thumb tracing the scar's curve. Dry now, but memory of skin wet under her mouth flared hot. "You are. Perfect execution. All night." The words slipped praising, automatic, but Willa's eyes darkened, pupil blow wide. Heat coiled in Orla's gut, walls clenching faint echo. Not here, not with eyes everywhere. She dropped her hand, grabbed fresh flutes instead. "Dance?"

		The quartet swung into "Fly Me to the Moon," Sinatra smooth. Willa led her to the floor, curls bouncing. Bodies pressed close under chandeliers, elbows bumping hips. Orla's skirt rode up at the thigh, Willa's palm settling there possessive. Harriet passed the floor's edge, DC reassignment glass in hand. Her gaze snagged theirs, lips thinning to a line. No words, just a nod curt, then gone into the night through French doors. "Bye," Willa murmured into Orla's collarbone. Orla laughed low, hips swaying them toward exit. The hall's hum faded behind, chandeliers winking last reflections. Elevator dinged empty on the lobby floor, marble cool under heels. Willa's head lolled on her shoulder during descent, curls tickling. Outside, cab stand queued under porte-cochere, exhaust fumes mixing rain-slick asphalt. Orla raised her phone. "My place. Packets tomorrow."

		Willa nodded, thumb hooking Orla's belt loop. "Ours now?"

		The cab pulled up, yellow paint chipped at the fender. Orla slid in first, Willa tumbling after, door thunk shut. "Yeah. Ours."

		Leather seats stuck to thighs, city lights streaking windows. Willa's hand crept higher, fingers drumming Orla's inseam. The driver glanced rearview, radio crackling WFUV indie set. "Stop," Orla said, but caught Willa's wrist, guided it still. Heat throbbed anyway, steady pulse. Home waited, kitchen light left on, bed unmade from morning rush. Cab lurched over pothole on Amsterdam, Willa jolting closer. Her scar brushed Orla's lips in the shift. "What if they call us back? Encore speech?"

		Orla nipped the scar light, tasting salt. "Let them wait."

		The doorman waved them through brass revolving door, mailboxes stuffed with holiday catalogs. Elevator climbed silent to twelve, buttons worn smooth. Willa's key jangled loose in Orla's pocket now, shared weight. Kitchen light spilled hall stripes as they entered, coffee pot cold on counter. Willa kicked heels off by the fridge, toes curling carpet fibers. Orla poured water glasses from Brita pitcher, ice clinking sink drain. "Bed," Willa said, already unbuttoning. Orla drank deep, throat working. Glass clunked counter. Tomorrow's routine loomed, paperwork stacks, but tonight victory hummed bone-deep. She followed Willa down the hall, lamp glow pooling on hardwood. Door clicked shut behind. Willa stripped shirt slow, bra clasp popping. "Praise me to sleep?"

		Orla's mouth watered. "Every word."

		She pushed Willa back onto duvet, knees sinking mattress springs. Fingers traced ribs, dipping navel. Willa's breath hitched, legs parting. Orla crawled over, skirt hiking. "Look at you. Open. Ready."

		Willa arched, nipples peaking air. Orla's hand slid down, parting folds slick already. Two fingers eased in, walls velvet grip. Thumb grazed clit hood, circles lazy. "So wet for me. Hold it together."

		Willa's hips bucked, chasing. "More. Please."

		Orla added thumb pressure, scissoring slow stretch. Willa's scar creased with frown, mouth slack. Orla leaned, tongue flat on nipple, suck rolling. "Good girl. Take it deep."

		Orgasm hit Willa quick, thighs quaking Orla's ribs, juices soaking wrist. Orla milked it, crooked fingers hitting spot. Willa keened low, nails raking Orla's neck. She withdrew slick, licked clean deliberate. Willa hauled her up, mouths fusing messy. Tongues swapped taste, hands roaming. Orla's skirt bunched waist, panties shoved aside. Willa's fingers plunged reciprocal, three thick, palm grinding clit. "Fuck," Orla gasped, swan neck arching ceilingward. Trust surged, no guards. "Faster. Earn it."

		Willa pumped relentless, free hand pinching Orla's nipple twist. Climax ripped through, walls spasming fist-tight, gush coating Willa's knuckles. Orla rode it out, foreheads pressed sweat-slick. They collapsed tangled, sheets twisting ankles. Willa's curls fanned pillow damp. Orla draped leg over, tracing scar lazy with tongue tip. Coffee maker gurgled pre-set dawn in kitchen. Willa mumbled sleep-thick. "Morning paperwork?"

		Orla hummed agreement, eyes drifting shut. "Together."

		Her last thought snagged on Elena's words, rivals no more. But sleep pulled harder.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 26

		

		The Morning Routine

		

		

		Coffee hissed into the pot, the last drops sizzling on the hot plate. Willa gripped the handle of the blue ceramic mug, the one with the chipped rim from that dive bar in Philly years back, and filled it halfway with the dark roast she'd ground fresh last night. Steam curled up, carrying that bitter edge she craved first thing. She added a splash of oat milk from the fridge, the carton sweating cold against her palm, and stirred with a spoon that clinked too loud against the ceramic. Orla shuffled in from the hall, barefoot on the linoleum, her dark hair knotted loose at the nape instead of pulled smooth. She wore Willa's old Columbia Law tee, the hem frayed at the edges, hanging off one shoulder. "Smells good," she said, voice gravelly from sleep. She reached past Willa for her own mug, the matte black one she'd bought at MoMA last month, and poured straight black, no cream, no sugar. Willa slid a stack of folders across the oak table, the merger follow-up docs they'd hauled home from the firm yesterday. Pages rustled as she flipped the top one open to the Thompson addendum, highlighters scattered like confetti. "Figured we'd hit this now. Get it off the plate before the week's sludge piles up." Her fingers drummed the edge of the table, nails picking at a stray staple. Orla sipped, leaning against the counter with the folder in hand. Morning light slanted through the blinds over the sink, striping her legs in gold bars. "We have time. Elena's not circling anymore. Let's outline first, cross-reference the indemnity clauses before we draft replies." She set her mug down, pulled out a chair, the legs scraping soft on the floor. Willa's jaw flexed. She traced the scar above her eyebrow with her thumb, the skin there puckered faint under her nail. "Outline? It's straightforward. Client wants tweaks on the escrow holdback, we push back with the revised schedule. Sign, seal, done." She yanked her laptop open, the screen blooming blue, keys clicking sharp as she pulled up the shared drive. Orla sat, flipping through the pages with that measured flip she always did, corner to corner. "Straightforward gets messy if we rush. Remember the indemnity snag last week? We almost looped back." Her pen tapped the table once, twice, marking rhythm. The spoon clattered into Willa's sink as she rinsed it too hard, water splashing the faucet. "That was Harriet breathing down our necks. This is cleanup. I can handle cleanup." Her voice edged higher, the old snap creeping in. She dropped into the chair opposite, chair legs thudding heavier than Orla's. Orla's eyes lifted, steady over the rim of her mug. "You're handling it. But my way keeps us clean." She underlined a clause in blue ink, the line precise. Willa snorted, shoving curls back from her face. A strand stuck to her lip gloss, tacky from the tube on the counter. "Your way. Like the boardroom, where you revised terms last second and I just... yielded." The word hung, bitter like the coffee dregs. She pushed her mug away, the liquid sloshing near the rim. Orla set her pen down flat. The fridge hummed louder in the quiet, ice shifting in the tray. "We yielded together. You think I don't see how you carry it? The scar tightens every time you second-guess."

		Willa's thumb pressed the mark harder, skin whitening around it. The kitchen shrank, counters closing in with their granite flecks and the half-chopped onion from last night's tacos still in a bowl by the stove. "Maybe I do second-guess. Always have. Pushed through law school stacks till my eyes burned, clawed for junior partner spot while everyone whispered I lucked into it. And now?" She gestured between them, hand chopping air. "Here, with you. What if it's the same? I chase, you lead, I never quite stack up. Not in the office, not in bed, not pouring your damn coffee right."

		Orla's chair scraped back. She stood slow, rounded the table, knelt beside Willa's chair. Her hand settled on Willa's knee, warm through the thin sleep shorts. "Stop." The word came firm, not sharp. Fingers squeezed once. "You stacked up. Boardroom, balcony, hall last night. You yielded credit, but you built the case. Curls wild, scar flashing every argument you won before I even opened my mouth."

		Willa's breath caught on a laugh, half choke. She picked at the folder's corner, paper tearing faint under her nail. "Flattery's your weapon. Always has been."

		"Not flattery." Orla's palm slid up Willa's thigh, thumb circling inner seam. "Truth. You measure more than enough. That fear? It's the ghost we both dragged in. Mine's trust, from the ex who gutted me over a deposition lie. Braced every time someone got close, even you. Rivals first, remember? But you got through. Earned it."

		Willa's chest loosened a fraction, air moving freer. She covered Orla's hand with hers, lacing fingers. The scar itched less now, thumb easing off. "Ghosts in the kitchen. Romantic."

		Orla chuckled low, the sound vibrating up Willa's leg. "Better than the boardroom." She rose, tugged Willa up with her. Bodies brushed close, hip to hip by the table. "We outline together. Your push, my pace. Deal?"

		Willa nodded, curls bouncing her nod. She grabbed the highlighter, capped end yellow. "Deal. But I draft the escrow reply. My wording's tighter."

		Orla's mouth quirked. "Prove it." She pulled Willa back to the chairs, knees bumping under the table as they settled side by side now, shoulders touching. Pages shuffled anew, pens scratching syncopated. The coffee cooled, mugs pushed aside, but the steam lingered in Willa's nose, mixing with Orla's shampoo, that cedar kind from the drugstore shelf. Half an hour ticked by, fridge cycling off then on. Willa typed fast, fingers flying, pausing to read aloud a clause. "See? 'Holdback release contingent upon audited close, no later than Q2.' Punchy."

		Orla leaned in, breath warm on Willa's ear. "Perfect. Add the penalty clause rider." Her free hand rested on Willa's lower back, thumb pressing a knot loose through the tank top. Willa shivered, but kept typing. The friction from earlier dissolved into this, elbows knocking light, highlighters passing hand to hand. Her fear sat named on the table now, not clawing ribs. Orla's too, out in the open like the onion bowl sweating condensation. She saved the draft, hit share. "Done for now. Elena'll review Monday." The screen went dark. Willa stretched, arms overhead, tank riding up to show navel. Orla's gaze dropped there, then back up. "Hungry?" Orla asked, standing to rinse mugs. Water ran steady, suds bubbling. Willa's stomach growled on cue. She eyed the bowl, grabbed a knife from the block. "Tacos round two? Or eggs." Blade sliced onion layers, eyes watering quick. She blinked hard, curls falling forward. Orla dried her hands on a dish towel, the one with the faded Target stripes. "Eggs. I'll scramble." She cracked shells into a bowl, whisk clinking metal tines. They moved around each other, bodies brushing deliberate now. Willa's hip nudged Orla's as she reached for peppers in the crisper. Orla's arm grazed Willa's back handing over the salt. The scar above her brow felt smooth when she touched it next, no press needed. Orla slid the pan onto the burner, flame whooshing blue. "You know, that fear of yours. Never measuring up." She stirred eggs slow, spatula scraping nonstick. "It fueled you. Got us here."

		Willa chopped peppers fine, knife thwacking board. "Yours too. The trust thing. Made you praise like it was armor."

		Orla glanced over, spatula pausing. "Now it's just us." She plated eggs, steam rising fluffy yellow. They ate at the table, forks scraping china. Willa forked a bite, yolk bursting warm. Silence comfortable, broken by Orla's "Pass the hot sauce."

		Willa did, bottle label peeling at the edge. Her phone buzzed on the counter, screen lighting with a name: Marcus Hale. The junior associate who'd leaked docs to Harriet early on, complicating the merger. Text preview: "Hey, about what I did..."

		She stared, fork midway to mouth. Orla noticed, head tilting. "Who?"

		Willa set the fork down. "Marcus. From the team." Thumb hovered over the screen.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 27

		

		The Forgiveness Gesture

		

		

		Willa's thumb stayed frozen over the screen. Orla set her fork beside the plate, the ceramic clink sharp against the quiet. She wiped her mouth with the napkin, folded it once, then leaned forward. "What'd he say?"

		"Just... 'Hey, about what I did.'" Willa turned the phone so Orla could see. The preview cut off there, but the name sat bold under the bubble. Marcus Hale. That kid with the gelled hair and nervous laugh, the one who'd handed docs to Harriet like it was nothing. Early sabotage, before everything cracked open. Orla's fingers tapped the table edge, once, twice. Nail polish chipped at the corner from yesterday's merger wrap-up. She pictured him in the bullpen, hunched over his desk, waiting for a reply that might never come. "You gonna answer?"

		Willa's shoulders lifted, then dropped. She poked at the eggs gone cold, yolk congealed yellow. "Dunno. Feels like poking a bruise."

		Orla pushed her chair back, legs scraping linoleum. The kitchen smelled of peppers now, faint spice hanging. She grabbed both plates, stacked them quick. "Come on. Living room. Couch is better for this."

		Willa followed, phone in hand, bare feet padding soft behind. Orla flicked the kitchen light off, bulb humming its last buzz. The living room opened up dim, afternoon sun slanting through blinds in dusty stripes across the rug. Their couch sagged in the middle from too many nights piled there, remote wedged between cushions like it lived there. Orla dropped the plates on the coffee table, a scuff mark from last week's takeout container still visible on the wood. Willa sank into the corner, legs tucked under, curls spilling over one shoulder. She unlocked the screen, full text loading now. Orla sat close, thigh pressing Willa's. The message read longer: "Hey, about what I did during the merger. I know it screwed things. Got a new job starting next week but wanted to say sorry before I go. No excuses."

		Willa snorted, short and dry. Her finger traced the phone case's ridge, a habit when she mulled. Orla watched the scar above her brow catch the light, faint white line against skin flushed from chopping onions earlier. "You don't owe him shit," Orla said. She stretched one arm along the couch back, fingers brushing Willa's neck without thinking. Warm there, pulse steady under the skin. "Yeah." Willa scrolled up, old group chat ghosts from the team. "But he was scared. Like I was. Harriet had him cornered."

		Orla's thumb rubbed a slow circle on Willa's shoulder. Part of her wanted to say leave it, let the kid stew. Trust didn't come back easy, not after leaks and whispers. She'd built her praise like a shield back then, doling it out to keep control. But Willa here, thumb still hovering, looked different. Not the sharp junior from copy room days. Willa typed, deleted, typed again. "What if I just say okay, whatever." She held the phone out. Draft read flat. Orla read it, then nudged her. "Or what if you don't."

		Willa's knee bounced once against Orla's leg. She chewed the edge of her thumbnail, skin already pink from earlier. "Feels stupid. Firm's done with him. No points for this."

		"Exactly." Orla's voice stayed even. She shifted closer, their hips aligning now. The couch vinyl creaked under the move. "No one's watching. No boardroom bets."

		Willa stared at the screen, glow blue on her face. Her breath came shallow, chest rising quick under the tank top. Orla smelled her shampoo, that cheap citrus from the drugstore shelf, mixed with kitchen steam. "Fuck it." Willa tapped out words fast. Orla leaned in, reading over her shoulder. "Hey Marcus. Yeah, it complicated shit. But you're out, merger's landed, we're good. No hard feelings. Good luck at the new gig."

		She hit send before pausing. The whoosh sound cut the air, then read receipt popped blue. Willa tossed the phone face down on the cushion, hands rubbing her thighs like wiping off sweat. Orla's fingers stilled on her neck. She squeezed once, firm. "That took guts."

		Willa shrugged, but her mouth twisted sideways, not quite a smile. "Not really. Just words."

		"Bullshit." Orla turned her chin with two fingers, made her look. Eyes green-flecked hazel, tired lines at the corners. "You could've ghosted. Or ripped him. That? Pure you now."

		Willa's hand covered Orla's, held it there. Skin callused at the base of her fingers, from pens and keyboards and that one time gripping the balcony rail too tight. "Learned it somewhere."

		Orla's chest tightened, a quick pinch under the ribs. She thought of her own old wounds, the partner who'd sold her out years back, praise turning to poison. She'd armored up after, words measured like evidence. But this, Willa forgiving without angle, cracked something open. Not dramatic, just real. Phone buzzed. Willa snatched it. "Thanks. Really means a lot." Then nothing. Screen dark again. She laughed, sudden and low. "Kid's probably shocked."

		Orla pulled her in, arm full around now. Willa's head dropped to her shoulder, curls tickling Orla's jaw. "Proud of you," she said, words simple against her ear. Willa hummed, body going loose. They sat like that, TV off, clock ticking faint from the hall. Orla's free hand traced Willa's arm, elbow to wrist, feeling the fine hairs rise. Domestic quiet, no merger deadlines breathing down necks. Harriet gone to some satellite office, Elena tying up loose ends Monday. Just this couch, this choice. Willa shifted, leg hooking over Orla's thigh. "Eggs are rubber now anyway." Her fingers played with the hem of Orla's shirt, bunching cotton. "Hmm." Orla kissed her temple, lips lingering on the scar's edge. Smooth there, like porcelain under callus. "What now?"

		"Dunno." Willa's hand slipped under the shirt, palm flat on Orla's stomach. Warm, nails scraping light. "You tell me."

		Orla caught her wrist, held it pinned gentle. "You're doing great." Praise slipped easy now, no armor needed. Willa's breath hitched, eyes darkening. She tugged free, bolder, fingers walking up Orla's ribs. "Say it again."

		"You're perfect like this." Orla's voice dropped, hand sliding to Willa's waist. Tank rode up again, skin exposed. She traced the dip there, thumb pressing dimple above her hipbone. Willa's leg tightened over hers, pulling closer. Couch springs groaned under the shift. Her mouth found Orla's neck, teeth grazing the swan curve, that spot that always made Orla's toes curl. Heat built slow, bellies pressing. Orla's hand cupped Willa's breast through cotton, nipple hard under her palm. Willa arched, gasp muffled against skin. "Not here," Orla said, but her grip tightened anyway. She nipped Willa's earlobe, breath hot. "Bed."

		Willa pulled back, eyes wicked. "Make me."

		Orla stood, hauling her up by both hands. Willa stumbled forward, laughing, phone tumbling to the rug. They left it there, plates forgotten on the table. Hallway narrow, shoulders bumping walls lined with crooked frames, one photo from the balcony night, city blur behind them. Orla pushed the bedroom door wide, cool air rushing out, sheets still rumpled from morning. Willa yanked her shirt off halfway down the hall, curls wilder now. Orla followed, hands everywhere, unbuttoning her own blouse one-handed. Fabric pooled at their feet by the threshold. Bed met backs first, mattress dipping uneven. Willa straddled her waist, knees bracketing hips, tank shoved up over breasts. Orla's mouth latched on one nipple, tongue flat and broad, sucking until Willa whined high. "More," Willa said, grinding down. Jeans rough against Orla's slacks, friction building wet. Orla flipped them smooth, pinning wrists above Willa's head. "Such a good girl." Words hummed against her throat. Willa's hips bucked, seeking. She released one hand, trailed down, popping Willa's button. Zipper rasped loud in the quiet. Fingers dipped in, finding her soaked, curls matted. "Yes," Willa breathed, legs spreading wide. Orla stroked slow, two fingers circling clit swollen and slick. Willa's walls clenched around nothing yet, begging. She pushed in, curl hooking just right, thumb steady on the nub. Willa's nails dug Orla's shoulders, marks red half-moons. "Fuck, Orla."

		"That's it. Take it." Orla pumped steady, free hand kneading breast, rolling nipple between fingers. Sweat beaded between Willa's curls, forehead damp. She came shaking, thighs clamping Orla's hand, pussy fluttering hot around fingers. Orla kissed through it, messy and open-mouthed, tasting salt. Willa panted, then shoved Orla's slacks down. "Your turn."

		Orla let her, rolling to knees. Willa stripped efficient, slacks kicked to floor. She knelt between Orla's legs, hands spreading thighs wide. Tongue first, broad lick up slit, clit throbbing under the flat. Orla gripped curls, not pulling, just holding. Willa sucked, lips sealed, fingers plunging deep. Orla's hips rolled, chasing. "Perfect mouth. So good for me."

		Willa hummed vibration, nose bumping clit. Orla shattered quick, thighs quaking, release soaking Willa's chin. They collapsed tangled, breaths syncing ragged. Willa nuzzled her neck. "Bedroom tenderness," she mumbled, half asleep already. Orla stroked her back, fingers lazy. Door still half-open, phone buzz forgotten in the living room.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 28

		

		The Bedroom Tenderness

		

		

		Orla's fingers tightened in the small of her back, a nudge that pulled Willa upright. She blinked through the haze, legs wobbly as they disentangled from the couch cushions. Orla stood first, slacks still pooled at her ankles until she kicked them free, bare feet padding across the hardwood. The half-open bedroom door swung wider with one push, hinges whispering in the late evening quiet. Willa followed, jeans sagging low on her hips, tank twisted around her ribs. She caught the edge of the doorframe, steadying, the wood cool against her palm. Inside, the bed waited with its rumpled duvet in that faded gray from Target, the one they'd argued over last weekend because Willa wanted the navy. Orla flicked on the bedside lamp, a squat IKEA thing that spilled yellow light over the nightstand cluttered with Willa's legal pads and Orla's half-read copy of some Harlan Coben thriller. City hum filtered through the cracked window, tires hissing on wet pavement blocks away. Orla turned, hands finding Willa's waist, thumbs hooking into the denim waistband. She tugged down slow, fabric scraping thighs until Willa stepped out, kicking them toward the hamper that overflowed with yesterday's blouses. "You're beautiful like this," Orla said, voice low, eyes tracing the scar above Willa's eyebrow, then lower to the flush staining her chest. "All undone for me."

		Willa's stomach flipped, that old itch scratching under her skin, the one that said prove it, earn it. She grabbed Orla's tank hem instead, peeling it up and off in one motion. Orla's bra followed, black lace from that La Perla sale, snapping open at the front. Breasts spilled free, nipples already peaked from the living room rush. Willa cupped them heavy in her palms, thumbs circling rough. "Tell me I'm good," she said, leaning in to nip Orla's collarbone. "Say it again."

		Orla's breath hitched, hands sliding up Willa's sides to shove the tank higher. Fabric caught on curls before bunching at her neck. She yanked it free, tossing it somewhere behind. "You're so good, Willa. Perfect. Look at you, asking just like that." Her thumbs brushed Willa's nipples, light at first, then pinching until Willa arched into it, a whine slipping out. They shuffled backward, calves hitting the mattress edge. Willa pushed Orla down first, duvet puffing around her hips. She climbed on, knees sinking into the give, straddling one thigh. Orla's skin burned hot against her inner thigh, slick from earlier still smeared between them. Willa leaned down, mouth latching on a breast, tongue flicking the nipple flat and wet. Orla groaned, hand cupping the back of Willa's head, fingers threading curls without pulling. "Yes, just like that. My good girl knows exactly what I need."

		Willa ground down, clit dragging over Orla's thigh muscle, the friction sharp enough to spark. She switched breasts, sucking harder, teeth grazing. Her fingers trailed lower, dipping between Orla's legs, finding her wet and open. Two fingers slid in easy, walls clenching greedy. Orla bucked up, hips rolling to meet the thrust. "Fuck, you're soaked," Willa muttered against skin, pumping slow, thumb pressing her clit in circles. Orla's free hand roamed Willa's back, nails scraping light down the spine, then lower to grip one ass cheek, spreading her. "Turn around for me. Let me taste you proper." Willa shivered, pulling fingers free with a wet pop. She twisted, facing Orla's feet, knees bracketing her head. Orla's hands guided her down, thumbs parting folds. Tongue hit first, broad lick from entrance to clit, deliberate and long. Willa jerked, hands fisting sheets. Orla did it again, slower, lips sealing around the nub, sucking soft. "Oh god," Willa gasped, rocking back. She bent forward, mouth finding Orla's pussy again, nose buried in trimmed dark hair. Tongue plunged deep, then up to circle clit, matching Orla's rhythm. They licked in tandem, breaths hot on each other, the room filling with slick sounds and muffled moans. Orla's thighs tensed under Willa's elbows, muscles jumping. "So sweet," Orla murmured between strokes, voice vibrating through Willa's core. "You taste like mine. Come on my tongue, good girl."

		Willa's arms shook, elbows digging into mattress. She sucked Orla's clit harder, fingers curling back inside, hooking that spot that made Orla's hips stutter. Orla retaliated, tongue flattening broad on Willa's clit, lapping steady, one finger slipping in to join, then two, scissoring slow. Willa's vision blurred, the lamp's glow haloing Orla's knee. She ground down, chasing, clit throbbing under the pressure. Release built low, coiling tight. Orla hummed approval, the sound buzzing straight through. Willa broke first, thighs clamping Orla's head, pussy pulsing around fingers as she shook, a sharp cry muffled into thigh flesh. Orla didn't stop, licking through it until Willa twitched oversensitive. She pulled back gasping, curls sticking to her forehead. Orla flipped her gentle onto her back, the duvet cool against heated skin. They realigned, Orla settling between spread legs, bodies lining up chest to chest. Willa's calves hooked Orla's hips, heels digging into ass. Orla's hand slipped down again, fingers circling Willa's entrance teasing before pushing in deep. Willa mirrored, reaching between them, two fingers thrusting into Orla. They rocked together, hips canting in sync, eyes locked inches apart. Orla's pupils blew wide, dark hair fanning on the pillow. "Look at me," she said, thrusting slow and full. "You're doing so well. Taking me just right." Willa clenched around the words, walls fluttering. She pumped harder, free hand tangling in that sleek curtain, tugging light. Sweat slicked their skin where bellies pressed, the slide turning messy. "Faster," Willa said, voice wrecked. Orla obliged, fingers curling, thumb grinding Willa's clit. Willa's hand sped, palm slapping wet against Orla's mound. Breaths mingled ragged, noses bumping. Orla kissed her sloppy, tongue thrusting in time with fingers. Willa's scar itched under the heat, a faint throb she scratched absent with her shoulder blade against the sheet. Orla came first this round, head tipping back, neck corded, a low groan ripping out as her pussy clamped down, soaking Willa's hand. Willa chased after, two thrusts later, legs locking tighter, pulling Orla deep. She shuddered through it, nails raking Orla's back, red lines blooming. They slowed together, fingers easing to lazy circles, prolonging the buzz. Orla kissed her forehead, then nose, then mouth, tasting herself on Willa's lips. "Perfect," she whispered. "All mine."

		Willa hummed, spent limbs heavy. She traced the graceful line of Orla's neck with a fingertip, skin salty. The window rattled faint from a passing truck, headlights sweeping the ceiling brief. Orla rolled off partial, propping on elbow, fingers combing Willa's curls back from her face. Willa caught her wrist, kissing the knuckles sticky. "Stay like this?" she asked, voice thick. Orla nodded, settling back in, leg thrown over Willa's. They fit quiet now, breaths evening out. Willa's hand rested low on Orla's belly, thumb stroking the soft skin there, feeling the rise and fall. No words needed, just the press of bodies, the lamp's hum, the distant wail of a siren fading blocks away. Orla's fingers traced idle patterns on Willa's hip bone, dipping sometimes to brush inner thigh. Minutes stretched, or maybe longer, Willa half-drifting. She blinked at the ceiling fan blades, still, gathering dust she'd meant to wipe last Tuesday. Orla shifted, mouth brushing her ear. "You want more praise?" Amusement laced the words. Willa snorted soft, turning into her. "Always." She nipped Orla's jaw, hand sliding up to cup a breast again, kneading lazy. Orla arched into it, nipple hardening under her palm. "You're incredible," Orla said, hand mirroring on Willa's side, tracing rib curve. "Strong. Brave. Chose this."

		Heat bloomed fresh, not urgent, just warm. Willa pushed Orla flat again, mouth trailing down throat, collarbone, between breasts. She lingered there, tongue swirling one nipple slow, then the other. Orla's hand fisted sheets, hips twitching. Willa kept going, kisses peppering ribs, belly, hip bone sharp under skin. She spread Orla's thighs wider, settling prone, shoulders wedging knees apart. Tongue first this time, long lick up the seam, savoring the tang. Orla's hand found her curls again, petting. "Good girl," she breathed. Willa hummed, lips wrapping clit, sucking gentle. Fingers joined, one, then two, thrusting unhurried. Orla's hips rolled lazy, chasing without demand. Willa watched her face upside down, cheeks flushed, lips parted on silent pleas. She curled fingers just so, tongue flicking steady. Orla's thighs quivered, breath catching on a whine. "Right there. Don't stop." Willa didn't, building slow until Orla arched off the bed, release pulling a gasp, walls pulsing wet around her fingers. Willa licked softer through it, easing down. Orla tugged her up then, mouths meeting hungry. They tangled side by side, legs knotted, hands roaming without goal. Willa's knee nudged Orla's pussy, slick smearing thigh. Orla's fingers found her again, stroking outer lips light, clit dipping under pad. "Come for me one more," Orla said against her mouth. Willa nodded, grinding into the touch. Fingers pushed in, thumb circling, pace matching heartbeats. She clutched Orla's shoulder, foreheads pressed, breaths shared. Climax rolled gentle this time, a full body clench, toes curling into mattress. Orla kissed her through, murmuring fragments. "Yes. Beautiful. Mine."

		They stilled eventual, sweat cooling sticky. Willa yawned into Orla's neck, body heavy leaden. Orla pulled the duvet over them partial, the fabric scratching faint at elbows. Outside, rain pattered start on the window, drops racing uneven. Orla's arm draped her waist, palm flat on belly. Willa mumbled something garbled about breakfast tomorrow, eggs or toast, mind fuzzing. Orla chuckled low, fingers drumming soft on skin.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 29

		

		The Kitchen Experiment

		

		

		Sunlight sliced through the blinds, hitting the duvet in sharp stripes. Willa blinked awake, Orla's arm still slung over her waist, heavy with sleep. The rain had quit sometime in the night, leaving the air thick and cool against her skin. She shifted, toes brushing Orla's calf under the sheets. Breakfast. Eggs or toast, she'd said. Her stomach growled low, pulling her upright. She slipped from bed quiet, feet padding over the hardwood to the bathroom. Toothpaste foam bitter on her tongue, then she tugged on Orla's discarded button-down from the floor, sleeves rolled to elbows. The fabric smelled like her, cedar shampoo mixed with sweat. Kitchen next. She flicked on the under-cabinet lights, even with the sun up, habit from too many late firm nights. The Keurig hummed as she popped in a hazelnut pod, steam curling up fast. Orla appeared in the doorway minutes later, hair mussed, wearing nothing but boxer briefs and a tank top that clung to her ribs. She leaned against the frame, arms crossed, watching Willa crack eggs into a bowl. "Smells good already," she said, voice rough from sleep. Willa whisked the eggs harder than needed, yellow swirling frantic. "Figured you'd want the full spread. Can't have you starving before we tackle that follow-up memo." She glanced over her shoulder, smirking. "Or are you too busy dreaming about my tongue to eat?"

		Orla pushed off the doorframe, closing the distance in three steps. Her hands found Willa's hips, thumbs hooking under the shirt hem to stroke bare skin. "Cheeky this morning." She nipped Willa's earlobe, breath warm. "Keep whisking. I like watching your arms flex."

		Willa snorted, but her whisk slowed. The bowl clinked against the granite counter. Orla's fingers trailed up her sides, pushing the shirt higher, exposing the dip of her waist. Heat pooled low in Willa's gut, sudden and sharp. She set the bowl down, twisting to face her. "You know, for someone who praised me so pretty last night, you're awfully handsy now."

		Orla's grin widened, predatory slow. She gripped Willa's thighs, hoisting her onto the counter edge in one smooth lift. Willa's ass met cold granite, a shock that made her gasp. Legs dangled, parting instinctive as Orla stepped between them. "That's because you're irresistible like this." Her mouth latched onto Willa's neck, sucking a mark just below the jaw. Willa tipped her head back, fingers digging into Orla's shoulders. Lips dragged down, tongue flicking collarbone. Orla's hand slid up Willa's inner thigh, knuckles grazing pussy lips already slick. She stroked outer folds first, lazy circles that teased without pressure. Willa bucked once, chasing more. "Fuck, Orla."

		A spatula clattered off the counter behind them, skittering across the tile floor with a metallic rattle. Both froze. Willa barked a laugh first, shoulders shaking. Orla pulled back, eyes crinkling at the corners. "Breakfast sabotage," she said, straight-faced before cracking up too. She bent to snatch the spatula, tossing it into the sink with a ping. "Where were we?"

		"Right here." Willa yanked her close by the tank strap, kissing her hard. Tongues tangled wet, coffee forgotten on the counter. Orla's fingers delved deeper now, parting lips to circle clit direct. Willa moaned into her mouth, hips rolling forward. Two fingers pushed in easy, walls clenching greedy. Orla curled them against the front wall, thumb staying on clit, rubbing firm. "You're soaking for me already," Orla murmured against her lips. "Such a good girl, letting me feel how wet you get." Praise hit like a spark, Willa's thighs trembling. She clutched Orla's hair, pulling strands loose from that precise curtain. But she wanted her turn. Willa slid off the counter, knees wobbling brief on landing. She spun Orla gentle but firm, pressing her back to the granite. Orla's tank rode up, exposing the flat plane of her belly. Willa dropped to her knees, tile biting into skin. She hooked thumbs in the boxer waistband, yanking down. Orla's pussy bare, trimmed neat, lips puffy from last night. Willa leaned in, nose brushing pubic bone first. Scent musky, heady. Tongue flicked out playful, quick laps at clit like teasing a button. Orla hissed, hands bracing the counter edge. "Willa." Another flick, faster, then a swirl. Laughter bubbled up again when Willa's elbow knocked the whisk bowl, sending it wobbling but not spilling. "Shit," Willa muttered, grinning up. Orla's face flushed, lips parted on a huff that turned to a chuckle. "Multitasking queen." Orla's fingers carded through Willa's curls, petting encouraging. Willa hummed vibration against her, sucking clit light between lips. Tongue delved lower, probing entrance before returning top. Orla's hips twitched forward, chasing. Willa gripped one thigh, spreading wider, free hand stroking inner thigh skin damp with sweat. "God, your mouth," Orla said, voice pitching up. "So perfect. Keep flicking just like that." Willa did, playful patterns, zigzag then circles. Her own pussy throbbed ignored, thighs squeezing together for friction. She slipped two fingers in Orla, thrusting shallow while tongue worked clit relentless. Orla's laugh cut short on a whine. "Up. Need you up." She tugged Willa to feet, mouths crashing messy. They fumbled sideways, Orla's back to the counter now reversed. Willa hooked a leg over Orla's hip, grinding pussy against thigh. Slick smeared skin, hot friction. "Like this?" Willa asked, breathless. Orla nodded, hands cupping Willa's ass, lifting to align better. Pussies pressed flush, clits bumping clumsy at first. Willa rocked forward, adjusting angle. Too high. She dropped her heel, grinding lower. Better. Wet heat slid together, lips parting on each thrust. Orla's arms banded her waist, holding steady. "Yes, grind on me. You're doing so well, baby." Fingers dug bruises into hips. Willa chased rhythm, clit throbbing against Orla's with each roll. Sweat beaded between her shoulder blades, shirt sticking. A cabinet knob poked her back, but she didn't care. Laughter escaped when their knees knocked, Orla shifting foot for balance. "Stubborn counter," Orla muttered, kissing her chin. They found it then, hips syncing slick slaps. Willa's fingers clawed Orla's tank, bunching fabric. Pressure coiled tight, breaths panting shared. "Close," she gasped. "Come on my pussy," Orla ordered soft. "Let go for me." That did it. Willa shattered, walls pulsing empty, clit jerking against the pressure. She rode through, grinding desperate until oversensitive sparks hit. Orla flipped them careful, pinning Willa to the counter again. She hooked Willa's leg higher, grinding down hard. Clits dragged direct now, Orla's thigh flexing under Willa's calf. "Watch me fuck you," Orla said, eyes locked. Willa nodded numb, hand braced behind for leverage. Orla's pace stuttered once, laughter huffing out when the edge bit her hip bone wrong. "Adjust," Willa said, giggling, pulling her closer. Smooth again. Orla's clit swelled under pressure, breaths sharpening. "Fuck, your pussy feels good. So wet for me."

		Climax hit Orla sudden, thighs quaking. She ground through, whine muffled in Willa's neck. Walls clenched phantom around nothing, slick flooding between them. Willa held her up, palms stroking spine damp through tank. They slumped together, foreheads pressed, breaths syncing ragged to even. Orla kissed her temple, lingering. "Eggs are probably cold."

		Willa snorted, sliding a palm down to squeeze ass cheek. "Worth it. You taste better anyway." She hopped down, thighs sticky, fetching the spatula from the sink. Orla tugged her boxer briefs up, leaning to snag the whisk bowl. "Rematch later?" Orla asked, cracking fresh eggs into the pan she'd lit sometime mid-fuck. Sizzle filled the air, butter popping. Willa poured coffee into mugs, black for Orla, splash of oat milk for hers. "Only if you promise more of that 'good girl' shit." She bumped Orla's hip deliberate, spilling a drop of coffee on the counter. Wipe later. Orla plated eggs scrambled fluffy, toast charred crisp at edges. They ate side by side at the island stools, knees knocking under. Fork scraped ceramic. "This is nice," Willa said around a bite. "No merger bullshit hanging over us. Just... this."

		Orla nodded, swallowing. "Our victory lap. Elena's coming by tonight, right? Balcony drinks?"

		Willa's fork paused mid-air, yolk dripping. "Yeah. Said she'd bring that rosé she hoards." She glanced at the window, city skyline hazy beyond. Rain scent lingered faint outside. Orla's hand covered hers on the counter, thumb stroking knuckle. "Can't wait."

		Willa squeezed back, heat lingering low despite full bellies. She licked salt from her lip, eyes on Orla's mouth.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 30

		

		The Private Vow

		

		

		Willa's tongue darted out again, chasing the last fleck of yolk on her lower lip. Orla watched the pink flash, heat stirring low despite the coffee cooling in her mug. She set the fork down with a clink against the plate, empty now except for toast crumbs. "Go shower first," Orla said. "I'll handle dishes."

		Willa slid off the stool, bare feet padding on tile. She hooked fingers in Orla's tank strap, tugging light. "Bossy already? Thought we were equals this morning."

		Orla caught her wrist, thumb pressing the pulse point. "Equals who smell like sex and butter. Scrub up. I'll join after."

		Willa laughed, low and rough, releasing the strap with a snap against skin. She vanished down the hall, water hissing on soon after. Orla stacked plates, rinsed under hot spray that steamed the sink edge. Suds swirled down the drain with egg bits. She wiped counters with a yellow sponge, the one frayed at edges from too many scrubs. Coffee pot rinsed, filter tossed. Simple rhythm, plates stacking neat in the rack. Her own skin itched sticky between thighs. She peeled off the tank, boxer briefs next, kicking them toward the hamper. Shower wait could hold. Steam enveloped her when she stepped under the spray. Willa hummed off-key, some pop tune Orla half-recognized from the car radio last week. Shampoo suds ran pinkish down Willa's back, auburn curls plastered flat. Orla soaped a palm, slid it over Willa's hip. "Tilt head."

		Willa obeyed, eyes closed. "Mmm. Your hands."

		Praise sat on Orla's tongue, natural now. "Such a good girl, letting me take care of you." Fingers worked lather into scalp, nails scraping gentle. Willa sighed, leaning back into her chest. Water pounded shoulders. No rush. They dried with the big towel, shared terry loops scratching skin pink. Orla combed Willa's curls with fingers, parting wet strands. "Wear that blue shirt tonight. Looks sharp on you."

		"Planning my outfit?" Willa asked, grinning in the fogged mirror. "For Elena. She notices details." Orla tugged a fresh tee over her own head, black cotton soft from too many washes. They dressed loose for the day. Laptops on the living room coffee table, case files spread like a puzzle. No firm office today. Victory lap meant remote reviews, low stakes. Willa typed furious on her MacBook, scowling at screen. "This depo transcript's garbage. Witness lied through teeth."

		Orla sipped tea from her chipped Kilner jar, chamomile steaming faint. "Cross-reference the emails. Timestamp mismatch."

		Willa nodded, scrolling. "Shit, yeah. Knew you'd spot it." Fingers flew again. Sun slanted through blinds, dust motes lazy in bars of light. Orla's phone buzzed twice, firm slack updates. She answered one, voice even. "Forward the redline to me. I'll sign off." Hung up, glanced over. Willa chewed the edge of her thumbnail, skin ragged there. Old habit, scar above her brow catching light when she frowned. "Focus," Orla said soft. "You're nailing this."

		Willa's shoulders eased. Thumb dropped. Afternoon blurred in keyboard clicks, file flips. Lunch was takeout from the Vietnamese spot downstairs, pho bowls steaming on the table, basil shreds floating oily. Willa slurped noodles loud, broth dripping chin. Orla wiped it with her napkin, cloth rough. "Messy."

		"You like me messy." Willa winked, chopsticks hovering. Orla's knee nudged hers under the table. "Only sometimes."

		Dishes rinsed again. Nap. Willa sprawled on couch first, Orla's head in her lap later, fingers carding through sleek strands. TV droned a true crime doc, voices tinny. Dozed off to narrator's drone about alibis. Woke to Willa stirring, phone alarm chirp for six p.m. "Balcony time," Willa said, stretching arms overhead, shirt riding up to show navel freckles. Orla swung legs down, feet hitting rug. "I'll grab glasses."

		Kitchen again, stemless wineglasses from the cabinet, the set from Willa's old place with faint lip smudges. Rosé bottle chilled in fridge door, Elena's text confirming fifteen minutes out. Balcony doors slid open with a rumble, evening air rushing cool, carrying exhaust and distant horn blats. City skyline jagged against orange sky, lights flicking on in high-rises like fireflies waking. Pots of herbs lined the rail, basil wilting slight from yesterday's rain. Two Adirondack chairs, cushioned faded blue. Orla set the bottle, opener, glasses on the small wrought-iron table. Breeze lifted her hair curtain, neck prickling exposed. Doorbell buzzed sharp. Willa yelled from hall, "Got it!"

		Voices filtered out, Elena's laugh bright. "Traffic was hell on the FDR. This better be chilled."

		Heels clicked tile, then decking. Elena Voss swept in, blonde bob swinging, tote bag dangling a second rosé. Tailored blouse, pearls at throat. Firm paralegal, sharp as they came, Willa's lunch buddy turned their quiet cheerleader. "Orla," she said, air-kissing cheeks. Perfume sharp, citrus bite. "Smells like home cooking in here. You two playing house full-time now?"

		Willa snorted, uncorking first bottle with a pop. "Eggs this morning. Counter sex optional."

		Elena's brows shot up, glass filling pink. "Details later. Cheers to merger widows no more."

		Glasses clinked, cold stems slick. First sip tart, bubbles faint on tongue. They sank into chairs, legs stretching. Sun dipped lower, casting rail shadows long. Talk meandered. Elena on firm gossip, new associate fumbling briefs. Willa leaned forward, elbows on knees. "Harriet Kline's out. Heard she's lateral to Chicago."

		"Good riddance," Elena said. "You two crushed it."

		Orla swirled her glass, stem twisting between fingers. Willa's knee pressed hers under table, warm denim. Air hummed thicker now, conversation dipping personal. Elena caught it, eyes flicking between. "Okay, spill. What's with the vibes? You look..."

		"Serious," Willa finished. She set glass down deliberate, pink ring on iron. Glanced at Orla, scar twitching faint when she swallowed. "We wanna say some stuff. Official. With you here."

		Elena's glass paused mid-lift. "Witness duty? I'm honored."

		Orla's pulse kicked under skin, steady but quick. Trust issues scratched old, betrayal echo from years back, ex-partner's lies still bitter. But Willa sat straight, curls drying wild in breeze, eyes locked steady. No games. Growth real since that living room call to the colleague, forgiveness raw. Orla nodded once. "Yeah. Private. But witnessed."

		Willa shifted closer, chair legs scraping wood. Hand found Orla's under table, fingers lacing tight, nails short and clean. "Orla first?"

		Orla exhaled slow, city roar muffling below. Words queued careful. "Willa. You fought me, matched me, then chose me. Every case, every late night, you showed up sharper, braver. I vow to praise your fire always, lift you when doubts creep. Balanced at the firm, no more rivals. Home here, decisions joint. Vacations twice a year, your pick first. And every morning, coffee splash or black, I choose you back."

		Willa's grip tightened, thumb stroking Orla's knuckle bone. Breeze tugged a curl across her cheek. She brushed it back, voice low but clear over traffic hum. "Orla. You cracked me open with words I never knew I needed. That scar," finger tapped her brow quick, "from old failures. You see past it, call me good anyway. I vow to trust your lead when I falter, share cases equal, no stepping on toes. This balcony ours, kitchen experiments daily. Firm roles split clean, co-lead on the Voss antitrust next quarter. And nights, your neck under my lips, I yield full."

		Elena's glass rested forgotten on arm, lips parted slight. "Damn. That's... concrete."

		Orla laughed soft, squeezing Willa's hand. "Antitrust co-lead. Agreed?"

		"Agreed," Willa said. "Balanced. No power plays."

		Talk flowed after, unhurried. Firm roles hashed: Willa takes depos first half, Orla closes. Home office split in the study, desks side by side. Vacations: Willa's Iceland dream first, then Orla's Amalfi. Elena chimed, "You'll kill that antitrust. I run the docs."

		Willa leaned head on Orla's shoulder, curls tickling collarbone. "Feels solid."

		"It is," Orla said. Praise slipped easy. "You're solid, Willa. Perfect choice."

		Elena raised glass again, rosé low now. "To vows on balconies and balanced bullshit. You two earned this."

		Second bottle cracked open, pour glugging. Stars pricked sky faint, city pulse steady below. Willa yawned mid-sip, glass tilting. Orla caught her wrist. "Bed soon?"

		"Yeah." Willa stood, stretching, shirt hem lifting. Elena gathered empties, tote slung. "Text me antitrust deets Monday," Elena said at door, hugging quick. "Proud as hell."

		Door clicked shut. Willa bumped Orla's hip in hall. "Study file review tomorrow? That old merger one's still buried."

		Orla nodded, hand sliding to Willa's waist. "Tomorrow.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 31

		

		The First Meeting Echo

		

		

		Willa twisted the bedroom doorknob, the brass cool under her palm from the night's chill seeping through the window cracks. Orla followed close, fingers grazing the small of her back, a lazy press that lingered until the door clicked shut. Sheets tangled fast under their weight, Orla's leg hooking over hers before words formed. Sleep pulled heavy, broken only by the faint radiator hiss and Orla's breath evening out against her shoulder. Sun sliced through the blinds next morning, catching dust motes over the kitchen table where Willa scraped burnt toast edges into the sink. Orla leaned against the fridge, mug steaming, black coffee no splash today. "Study after this?" she asked, voice rough from sleep. Willa nodded, chewing a corner that tasted like cardboard. "Yeah. That merger file's gotta go somewhere permanent." She rinsed the plate, water drumming loud, and dried her hands on a dish towel printed with cartoon avocados. Elena's antitrust docs could wait till Monday, but the old one nagged, a loose end from their win. They migrated down the hall together, Orla's bare feet padding soft on the hardwood. Willa pushed the study door open first, hinges creaking once. The room smelled like aged paper and lemon polish from last week's wipe-down, bookshelves crammed with leather spines and dog-eared briefs stacked two deep. Her desk sat flush against Orla's, chairs scooted close enough their knees bumped if they swiveled wrong. A single ficus drooped in the corner, leaves yellowing despite the weekly water. Willa flicked on the desk lamp, its bulb buzzing faint before settling to yellow glow. She scanned the bottom shelf under her side, fingers trailing labels sticky with residue. There: the fat binder, spine cracked, "Merger - Voss/Kline" scrawled in her own sharpie from months back. She tugged it free, hefting the weight. Pages rustled inside, tabs curling at edges. The scent hit then, dry ink and toner faint but sharp, yanking her straight back to the firm's copy room that first week. Seventeenth floor, air thick with heat from the overheating Xerox, jammed mid-run on the exact same binder. She'd been elbow-deep in the tray, cursing under her breath, when Orla swept in, all sleek purpose, demanding the machine next for her closing arguments. "Junior," she'd snapped, voice like cut glass, "step aside unless you want Kline breathing down both our necks." Willa had fired back, scar itching fresh from a paper cut that day, shoving the tray harder. Papers scattered, Orla's heel crunching one underfoot. They'd glared over the humming beast, elbows brushing accidental, heat sparking not from the machine. Rivals from breath one, every glance loaded. She blinked now, binder heavy in her lap as she sank into her chair. Orla hovered at the shelf opposite, sorting a stack of antitrust printouts, ponytail slipping loose over one shoulder. Willa thumbed the cover open, yellow highlighter stains blooming across clauses they'd battled over. That copy room glare would have curdled milk, no room for anything soft. "You found it." Orla straightened, dusting her palms on her yoga pants. She crossed the gap in two steps, knee nudging Willa's under the desk. Willa held the binder up, spine facing Orla. Their eyes snagged for a beat, and she passed it over slow, deliberate. No shove, no snap. Just the slide from palm to palm, fingers brushing knuckles. Orla took it, lips curving at one corner, that same half-smile from boardroom wins but warmer now, aimed private. "Good eye," Orla said. She set it on the shared desk space between them, open to the signature page, their initials side by side in blue ink. "Buried treasure."

		Willa's thumb pressed the scar above her brow, nail digging a half-moon until skin pinked. Back then, she'd have snatched it back, claimed credit. Now the touch of Orla's skin lingered, electric not from fight but fit. "Remember the copy room? You called me junior like it was dirt."

		Orla laughed, low and quick, leaning her hip against the desk edge. "You jammed the damn thing worse. I had Kline's brief due at dawn." She tapped the binder's corner, nail clicking plastic. "We nearly shredded the whole deal right there."

		Willa snorted, chair creaking as she rocked back. "I'd do it different now. Hand it over clean." She mimed the pass again, empty air, grin pulling wide. Orla caught her wrist mid-motion, thumb circling the pulse point light, enough pressure to pin without force. "You are different," Orla said. "Better. My perfect pull-up-from-the-trenches partner." Praise landed easy, wrapping tight around Willa's ribs, the kind that used to chafe but now settled deep. Heat climbed Willa's neck, unrelated to the radiator clank starting up. She twisted her wrist free gentle, but hooked fingers through Orla's instead, tugging until Orla half-sat on the desk arm, thigh pressing Willa's shoulder. "Flattery gets you coffee runs," she muttered, but leaned in, nose brushing Orla's hip bone through cotton. Orla's free hand carded into her curls, tugging strands loose from the messy bun. "Truth, not flattery. You earned this shelf space." She nodded at the binder, then the empty spot beside it. "And the next one."

		Willa tilted her head up, cheek scraping denim seam. The ficus leaf fluttered from a draft under the door, sticking to the floor mat. Petty urge hit to water it later, save the damn thing. Orla's fingers tightened in her hair, a pull that arched her neck automatic. "We box this one? Archive proper?"

		Orla hummed agreement, sliding off the desk to kneel level, knees bracketing Willa's on the rug. Face close, breaths mingling coffee-bitter. "Box it. Then pull the antitrust starter." Her mouth brushed Willa's jaw, not kiss but graze, teeth nipping earlobe quick. "Co-lead, remember?"

		Willa's grip spasmed on Orla's hand, nails biting crescents. Memory flickered again, copy room door banging shut behind them both that night, shoulders colliding in the hall, glares trailing like smoke. Impossible then to imagine knees on this rug, desks shoved together. She yanked Orla closer by the shirt collar, cotton bunching. "Show me," she said, voice gravel. "How we'd handle that jam now."

		Orla's laugh vibrated against her throat. She rose fluid, pulling Willa up with her, backs bumping desks. Binders and pens scattered minor clatter. Orla spun her gentle, palms flat to the desk blotter, Willa's fingers splaying over merger signatures. "Like this," Orla murmured at her ear, body aligning front to back, hips slotting snug. One hand covered Willa's on the binder, pressing down. "Hold steady. I fix the mess."

		Willa bucked back once, testing, thigh muscle flexing. Orla's weight pinned firmer, forearm across her waist, breath hot on nape. No rush, just pressure building slow like case law stacking. Willa's free hand clawed the desk edge, staple remover skittering off to thud on rug. "Good," Orla said, lips to the scar now, tongue flicking salt. "Hold it perfect."

		She did, spine straight, pulse thudding paper-thin under skin. Orla's fingers worked her shirt hem up slow, knuckles dragging ribs, cool air kissing exposed strip. Thumb dipped navel, circled lazy. Willa hissed, hips circling seek. "More," she demanded, but it came out plea. "Always more for you." Orla's hand slid lower, cupping through leggings, palm grinding clit deliberate circles. Fabric dampened fast, Willa's thighs clamping instinctive. Orla nipped her shoulder, teeth mark blooming pink. "Look at you take it. My brilliant fix."

		Willa shoved back harder, desk rattling, lamp wobbling. Orla yanked leggings down in one tug, bunching ankles, cool air shocking wet folds. Fingers parted her easy, two sliding home knuckle-deep, curl hitting spot that buckled knees. Willa braced elbows, forehead to binder, signatures blurring under sweat bead drip. Orla pumped steady, thumb strumming clit, free arm banding ribs tight. "Come on," Orla coaxed, voice wrecked now. "Show me how good you close." Praise hooked deep, Willa chasing, walls clench-release around invasion. She shattered vocal, bitten-off cry echoing off shelves, thighs quaking. Orla eased her down gentle aftershocks, fingers withdrawing slick, smearing Willa's hip. Kiss pressed between shoulder blades, lingering. "Perfect handling."

		Willa panted into blotter, scar throbbing with pulse. She straightened shaky, leggings kicked aside, turning to drag Orla's mouth down hungry. Tongues tangled salt-coffee, hands roaming reclaim. Orla groaned into it, shoved back to perch desk again, legs parting invite. "Your turn," Willa said, dropping to knees on rug, ficus leaf crunching under palm. She peeled yoga pants down, Orla's thighs parting wider, arousal glistening thighs. Willa licked stripe up inner seam, nose bumping clit, then sucked deliberate, tongue flicking hood. Orla's hand fisted curls, hips bucking stutter. "Fuck, Willa. Right there, yeah."

		She worked thorough, fingers joining to scissor stretch, Orla's walls velvet grip. Desk creaked under shifting weight, pens rolling forgotten. Orla crested fast, thighs clamp, cry muffled in own palm. Willa lapped through, rising to kiss residue shared. They slumped together after, Orla's head on shoulder, breaths syncing ragged. Binder lay askew between, pages fanned. Willa nudged it straight, fingers lingering signature. "That smile," she said finally, thumbing Orla's lip where it curved. "Copy room you'd have sneered."

		Orla nipped the pad, eyes crinkling. "Now? Yours undoes me." She reached past, pulling a fresh blue folder from drawer, "Voss Antitrust - Ingham/Innes" label half-stuck. "Ready to fill this?"

		Willa took the pen Orla offered, cap clicking loud in quiet.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 32

		

		The Future Case File

		

		

		Willa's fingers closed around the pen, the plastic barrel cool against her palm despite the room's lingering heat. Orla watched her uncap it with a twist, the metallic scrape echoing off the oak shelves. Sweat cooled on Orla's back where it pressed into the desk edge, her thighs sticky from Willa's mouth. The ficus pot sat crooked now, dirt clod spilled onto the Persian rug like a accusation. "Details first," Orla said, sliding the blue folder closer. She tapped the label, "Voss Antitrust - Ingham/Innes," the sticker's edge already curling from the drawer humidity. Her own handwriting, neat loops from last week's coffee run at Le Pain Quotidien, when she'd jotted client notes on a napkin. Willa leaned in, elbow bumping a stapler that skittered left. She scribbled the date in the top right corner, 10/15, the ink bleeding slight from her damp grip. "Voss wants aggressive. Elena mentioned that sidebar last month, the one with the patent loophole."

		Orla nodded, reaching past for the desk drawer. Her bare hip grazed Willa's, sending a fresh spark up her spine. She tugged out a crisp client intake sheet, the paper whispering against wood. "Start here. Intake number's 4782." Trust nudged her ribs, unfamiliar but steady now, like the second mug of decaf she kept for mornings Willa stayed over. No more bracing for the door slam. Willa took the sheet, pen hovering. A drop of sweat traced her collarbone, pooling in the hollow above her breast. She scratched the number, then client prelims: Voss Industries, telecom sector, suspected monopolistic bundling. Orla leaned over her shoulder, breath stirring the fine hairs at Willa's nape. "Precise lines. That's why Voss picked us."

		Willa's scar twitched when she grinned, pen pausing mid-initial. "Us. Still sounds weird." She flipped the sheet, adding bullet points on timeline, discovery phase projected for Q1. The desk lamp cast yellow pools on the page, shadows stretching long from stacked law reviews: Harvard, Yale, the dog-eared Cornell on trusts nobody touched. Orla's hand settled on Willa's lower back, thumb circling a freckle cluster. Skin there pebbled under the touch. "Weird's overrated. You initial the cert page." She pulled another form from the stack, certification of joint representation, the firm's boilerplate with spaces for both signatures. Her yoga pants tangled at her ankles; she kicked them free, fabric bunching by the ficus. Willa shifted on the rug, knees red from earlier pressure. She signed with a flourish, W.I., then slid it to Orla. Their fingers brushed, slick residue transferring like a secret seal. Orla signed below, O.I., the pen dragging heavier now. "Solid work. Clean partnership."

		The words landed easy, her voice low against Willa's ear. Praise used to feel like bait, tossed to test waters before the old girlfriend's lies surfaced. Now it stuck, genuine, warming her own chest. Willa tilted her head back, lips grazing Orla's jaw. "Flatterer. Pass the tabs."

		Orla fished dividers from the drawer, manila with pre-printed sections: Correspondence, Pleadings, Research. She licked her thumb, separated them crisp. Willa slotted the intake first, then cert, aligning edges perfect. The folder thickened already, promising stacks to come. "Research next?" Willa asked, twisting to face her. Legs tangled, Willa's thigh pressing Orla's inner knee. Desk creaked under shifting weight. Orla cupped her chin, thumb tracing the scar's faint ridge. "Tomorrow. Tonight's filing." She kissed her quick, coffee-salt lingering. Pulled back to grab the manila envelope from the shelf, the one Elena dropped off Tuesday with prelim docs. Seal cracked open, papers spilling: Voss depo transcripts, FCC filings yellowed at corners. Willa gathered them, sorting by date. "This one's gold. Page 47, their exec admits the bundle discount's a squeeze-out." Her fingers flew, punching holes with the desk prong, the thunk rhythmic like rain on balcony glass. Orla watched, hip perched on desk corner now. Naked from waist down still, air cooling her between thighs. She liked this view: Willa focused, curls damp-clumped, pushing that old fear underground. "You're quick. Voss'll eat that up." The praise pulled a flush across Willa's chest, nipples tightening anew. Willa stapled the depo, tabbed it Research 1. "We split discovery? You take the motions, I grind depos?" She glanced up, eyes sharp. Orla slid off the desk, knelt beside her on the rug. Ficus dirt ground into her knee. "Split even. Your grind's unmatched." She took the next stack, motions drafts from Elena, initialing each cover. Their shoulders bumped, syncing motions. The folder fattened, blue cover gaping. Willa punched the last holes, papers aligning with a soft rustle. Orla held it open while Willa fed the stack in, spines cracking fresh. "There," Orla said, pressing the bar down. Metal teeth gripped paper tight. Willa closed the cover, label facing out. "Joint first case. Ingham slash Innes." She traced the slash, nail polish chipped from last week's briefs. Orla stood, joints popping faint. She crossed to the low shelf by the window, the one with merger binders archived left. Dust motes danced in the desk lamp's beam, settling on her bare feet. "Here. Future row." She shifted the old Voss merger folder right, making space. Blue slid beside it, snug. Willa rose, folder in hand. Her leggings stayed kicked by the desk; she padded over nude, handing it down. Orla slotted it in, the soft thump final. Shelves groaned slight under weight, books flanking like sentinels: Wigmore on Evidence, Corbin Contracts spine-split. "Done," Willa said, arms looping Orla's waist from behind. Chin hooked over shoulder, breath warm on neck. Orla turned in the hold, hands framing Willa's face. Thumbs stroked jaw lines. "Beautiful close. Our case now." Kiss deepened, tongues lazy, bodies aligning flush. Heat rebuilt slow, Willa's breasts pressing soft against her own. They broke apart panting light. Orla glanced at the folder, label crisp. "Elena expects prelims Monday. Cabin this weekend first?"

		Willa's fingers dug into hips. "Yeah. Woods, no signal. Recharge before Voss grind."

		Orla nodded, stepping back to snag her yoga pants from the floor. Fabric whispered up calves, thighs, waistband snapping. "Pack the flannel. Gets cold nights." She tossed Willa's leggings over, watching her bend to catch. Willa stepped in, one leg half-clothed. "Bossy. Like it." She yanked them on, hopping once for the waist. Desk still messy: pens scattered, binder askew from earlier. Orla swept them into the caddy, clinks metallic. "Routine suits you. Us."

		Willa righted the ficus, pinching dirt back into pot. "Suits the scar too. No more hiding." She rubbed the mark absently, then dropped hand. Orla pulled her close again, foreheads touching. Study smelled of sex and paper now, ink sharp undercut by musk. "No hiding. Ever." Her voice dropped, thumb back on the scar. "You're flawless handling it all."

		Willa shivered, pressing thigh between Orla's. Friction sparked, yoga pants thin barrier. "Keep talking like that, folder stays empty."

		Orla chuckled low, hand sliding to ass grip. "Later. Cabin promises more." She nipped earlobe, release slow. They separated reluctant, Willa grabbing a water bottle from desk coaster. Twist cap loud, gulps echoing. Orla straightened the rug fringe, toes flexing into wool. Folder sat there, blue anchor on shelf. Orla eyed it, chest loosening. Trust issues whispered old warnings, but Willa's hand brushed hers, silencing. "Beer?" Willa asked, nodding kitchenward. Orla shook head. "Balcony. Stars out." She flicked lamp off, shadows swallowing shelves. Folder gleamed faint in moonlight slanting through blinds. Willa led, fingers laced. Door clicked shut behind. Orla lingered a beat, gaze on the shelf. Blue label caught light: Ingham/Innes. She followed, pulling door soft. In the hall, Willa waited, hip cocked. "Coming?"

		"Yeah." Orla caught up, arm around waist. Steps synced down corridor. Balcony door stood ajar, city hum filtering. Elena's text buzzed Orla's phone on dresser, ignored. Weekend first. Willa pushed door wide, cool air rushing. "Tell me about the cabin trails."

		Orla stepped out, words ready.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 33

		

		The Weekend Cabin Visit

		

		

		Willa leaned on the balcony rail, the metal cool under her palms despite the late spring humidity clinging to the city air. Orla's voice dipped into details about the cabin, trails snaking past birch stands and a creek that ran cold even in summer. Willa pictured it, fingers drumming the rail in rhythm with distant taxi horns. By the time Orla finished, Willa's pulse had picked up, that familiar itch for escape scratching under her skin. Two duffels thumped onto the cabin porch three months later. Willa straightened from the trunk of the rented Subaru, gravel bits sticking to her sneakers. Pine sap hung thick in the air, sharp enough to cut the exhaust from the drive upstate. Orla hauled out a cooler, ice sloshing inside. "Trails start behind the shed. That one loops five miles if we push." She set the cooler down, wiped her hands on her jeans. Willa grabbed both bags, straps biting into her shoulder. "Push later. Beer first." The screen door creaked open under her nudge. Inside smelled of cedar polish and faint woodsmoke from last tenants. Exposed beams arched overhead, knot holes dark like punctuation marks. Fireplace squatted in the corner, irons racked beside a stack of split oak. Kitchenette hugged one wall, Formica counters yellowed at the edges. Willa dropped the bags by the ladder-back chairs, kicked off her shoes. Socks muffled her steps across the rag rug. Orla stowed the cooler in the mini-fridge, bottles clinking as she bent. Willa watched the denim pull tight over her ass, heat pooling low in her gut. Months of firm deadlines and shared briefs had honed this hunger, no longer spiked with rivalry but steady, like the drip from the faucet over the sink. Orla turned, caught her staring. "Eyes up here, Ingham." A smirk tugged her mouth. Willa crossed the room in three strides, hands finding Orla's hips. "Can't. Too busy memorizing." She tugged Orla flush, noses bumping. Orla's exhale ghosted her lips, warm with mint gum. Their kiss started lazy, tongues sliding in familiar territory, but Willa's fingers dug into belt loops, yanking harder. Orla broke off, palms flat on Willa's chest. "Bedroom's through there." She jerked her chin toward the half-open door, loft stairs climbing to a platform bed under slanted eaves. Willa led, pulling Orla by the hand. Up the stairs, treads groaning under their weight. The loft held a queen mattress on a low frame, quilts folded neat at the foot. Window overlooked the treeline, late sun slanting gold across the flannel sheets. Willa shoved Orla down first, mattress dipping. Orla bounced once, laughed low. "Bossy today." Willa stripped her tank top, bra following, nipples peaking in the cabin's chill. "Your fault. Talking trails like that." She climbed on, knees bracketing Orla's ribs, auburn curls falling forward to curtain their faces. Orla's hands roamed up Willa's sides, thumbs circling under her breasts. "Look at you. All flushed and ready." Praise landed like fingers on her scar, that spot above her eyebrow throbbing under the memory. Willa ground down, heat through denim against Orla's shirt. "More." Orla sat up, mouth latching onto one nipple, teeth grazing the edge. Willa arched, fingers twisting in sleek dark hair. Suck turned to bite, just enough sting, then tongue soothing. "Perfect tits. Hold still." Willa obeyed, thighs clamping Orla's waist. Orla switched sides, free hand popping Willa's jeans button. They wrestled clothes off in a tangle, jeans snagging ankles, Orla's shirt inside out when it hit the floor. Naked now, skin sticking where sweat beaded. Willa shoved Orla back flat, straddled her thigh. Wetness smeared there already, her clit dragging slick friction. Orla's cock of a thigh pressed up, muscle flexing. "Ride it. Show me how bad you want." Willa did, hips rolling, breath hitching on each slide. Fingers braced on Orla's collarbones, nails digging half-moons. Orla watched, eyes dark. "That's my girl. Soaking my leg already. Knew you'd be dripping for this weekend."

		Willa's rhythm stuttered, clit throbbing against the firm press. Orla flipped them sudden, Willa on her back, legs splayed. Orla knelt between, knees bumping Willa's calves. "Spread wider." Willa hooked heels behind Orla's ass, pulling. Orla's fingers traced her folds, parting labia slow. Two slid in knuckle-deep, curl hooking that spot inside. Willa bucked, walls clenching. "Fuck. Yes." Orla pumped steady, thumb circling clit hood. "Tight little cunt. Takes me so well. Listen to that." Wet sounds filled the loft, obscene slurp on each thrust. Orla added a third finger, stretch burning sweet. Willa grabbed her own knee, pulling leg higher, opening more. "Deeper." Orla obliged, wrist twisting. "Greedy. Love it. You're flawless like this, all open for me." Praise hit harder than the fingers, Willa's scar itching fierce. She traced it quick, then gripped Orla's shoulder. Orgasm built fast, coiling in her gut. Orla leaned down, mouth on her neck, sucking a mark below the collarbone. "Come on my hand. Soak the sheets." Willa shattered, cunt spasming, thighs quaking. Squirt slicked Orla's palm, dripping to the quilt. Orla eased fingers out, smeared wetness across Willa's stomach. Licked her lips. "Taste yourself." She sucked her fingers clean, deliberate. Willa panted, chest heaving. Pulled Orla down for a kiss, tangy sharp on her tongue. Orla ground her own pussy against Willa's thigh now, clit hard nub dragging. Willa flexed muscle, met the thrust. "Your turn." Orla rode harder, breath ragged. "Yeah. Friction's good." Willa slipped hand between, fingers finding Orla's entrance. Soaked. Two plunged in, palm grinding clit. Orla moaned into her mouth, hips snapping. They moved sloppy, synced. Orla came first, walls fluttering, juices coating Willa's wrist. She collapsed half on top, leg thrown over Willa's. Sweat cooled sticky between them. Willa stroked down her back, nails light. "Good girl." Orla chuckled, nipped her jaw. "Stealing my lines." They lay tangled till dusk purpled the window. Fire crackled later, oak chunks popping sparks up the stone flue. Willa poked at the logs with the iron, embers glowing orange. Orla sprawled on the rug, flannel shirt loose over bare legs, bottle of Sam Adams sweating rings on the floorboards. "Trails tomorrow. That middle one hits the creek overlook." Willa set the poker back, wiped hands on her sweats. Sat cross-legged beside her, knees bumping. "Sold. No firm bullshit. Just us." Orla handed over the beer, fingers brushing. "Just us."

		Sun filtered birch-filtered next morning, Willa zipping her fleece at the kitchen sink. Coffee steamed from tin mugs, Folgers grounds gritty at the bottom. Orla laced boots by the door, laces whipping. "Packed nuts. Water bottles in the side pocket." Willa gulped the last swallow, rinsed mugs clattering in the basin. "Lead on." Trailhead gravel crunched underfoot, path narrowing quick into leaf litter. Ferns brushed calves, dew soaking pant cuffs. They walked shoulder to shoulder first half-mile, breathing syncing with birdsong. Woodpeckers ratcheted overhead. Willa stepped over a root snarl, hand out for balance on Orla's arm. "Remember the copy room? Me spilling toner everywhere." Scar itched faint, wind drying sweat on her temple. Orla glanced over, ponytail swinging. "You snarled like I'd stolen your win. Cute." Willa snorted, elbowed her ribs. "Cute? I wanted to deck you." Trail climbed steeper, switchbacks eating elevation. Rocks jutted, moss slick. Creek appeared at the top, burble over smoothed pebbles. They dropped packs on a flat boulder, unzipped for water. Orla squirted a stream into her mouth, droplets beading chin. Willa sat beside, legs dangling over drop-off. "Feared I'd never measure up. That scar? From botching a depo my second year. Harriet ripped me." Finger traced the line, skin pale against tan. Orla capped her bottle, set it aside. Knelt in front, hands on Willa's knees. "You measure. Every time." Thumbs stroked inner thighs. "Praise stuck 'cause you earned it. Trust too."

		Willa's chest loosened, old tightness gone like shed bark underfoot. "Your trust issues? Past bitch who bailed?" Orla nodded, eyes on the water rush. "Made me ration words. You yanked 'em out." She pressed forehead to Willa's, noses bumping. "Flawless partner now." Willa cupped her jaw, thumbs on cheekbones. "Yeah." They kissed slow, creek masking the soft sounds. No rush. Descent flew, loose dirt skidding soles. Cabin smoked faint from the chimney, oak scent welcoming. Willa kicked a pinecone off the path. "Firm anniversary next week. Lounge toast." Orla slung arm around her waist, fingers hooking belt loop. "Our toast." Porch steps groaned under them. Door swung in, fireplace irons glinting. Orla paused, hand midway to the latch. "Inside. Or keep going?

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 34

		

		The Firm Anniversary Toast

		

		

		Willa tugged the latch, door swinging wide on its hinges. "Inside," she said. "You know me."

		Orla followed her over the threshold, the cabin's latch clicking shut behind them. Fireplace embers popped in the grate, sending a spark skittering across the stone hearth. Willa shrugged off her pack, let it thump to the floorboards. Orla caught her waist before she could turn, palms flat against the small of her back. Fabric bunched under her fingers, Willa's shirt riding up to expose a strip of skin still damp from the hike. "You're still measuring up," Orla said, lips to her ear. "Every step today."

		Willa twisted, hands fisting Orla's collar. Pulled her down. Their mouths met rough, teeth bumping, creek-cold water still sharp on Willa's tongue. Orla walked her backward until knees hit the edge of the low couch by the fire. Willa dropped, dragging Orla with her. Legs tangled, boots knocking soles. Orla braced one arm on the armrest, the other shoving under Willa's waistband. Fingers found slick heat, two sliding in knuckle-deep. Willa arched, nails scraping Orla's neck. "Perfect," Orla murmured against her throat. "Taking me like this."

		Willa bucked, breath hitching. "More."

		Orla curled her fingers, thumb circling the swollen nub above. Willa came fast, thighs clamping her wrist, a low groan vibrating through Orla's chest. She eased back, licked her fingers clean while Willa watched, chest heaving. "Good girl."

		They packed by dusk, duffels zipped with the crunch of nylon. Saab keys jangled in Orla's pocket as she locked the cabin door. Willa slid into the passenger seat, auburn curls flattened from the wind, that scar catching the last orange light through the pines. The Saab's tires hummed over the Whitestone Bridge seven days later, Manhattan's skyline sharpening against the dusk. Orla downshifted at the toll booth, change rattling from the cupholder into the bin. Willa fiddled with the radio knob, landing on a classic rock station midway through "Roxanne." She drummed fingers on her knee, black sheath dress riding up her thigh. Orla's knuckles itched to trace the hem. "Firm's gonna stare," Willa said. Turned the volume down. "Us. Together."

		Orla signaled left onto FDR Drive, taillights blurring in the spray from a passing truck. "Let them. You've earned every look."

		Willa's fingers stilled. She glanced over, lips quirking. "Smooth talker."

		Orla parked in the garage under the building, engine ticking cool. Elevator hummed them up to the 42nd floor. Doors parted on the private lounge, a low buzz of voices spilling out. Crystal glasses chimed against marble tabletops. Dim sconces cast pools of amber over leather club chairs grouped around low tables. Waitstaff in crisp white shirts circulated with trays of caviar blinis and Veuve Clicquot splits. Harriet Kline held court by the floor-to-ceiling windows, silver chignon pinned tight, gesturing with a champagne flute at a cluster of juniors. No glance their way. Orla's neck eased a fraction. Willa smoothed her dress as they stepped in, curls bouncing loose now. Heads turned. A partner from litigation nodded at Orla, eyes flicking to Willa on her arm. Murmurs rippled. Orla kept her hand light on Willa's lower back, guiding her toward the bar. Felt the warmth seep through silk. "Two Ketel One sodas," Orla told the bartender, who nodded and reached for the Grey Goose instead. She slid cash across the mahogany. "Ketel."

		Willa leaned into her side, hip bumping. "They know. About us."

		"Course they do." Orla accepted the glasses, condensation slick under her thumb. Passed one over. Ice shifted, soda fizzing sharp. "Merger's a year old. You're lead on three cases. I'm not hiding my partner."

		Willa sipped, lime wedge bobbing. Her free hand found Orla's belt loop, tugged once. "Partner. Say it again."

		Orla bent close, breath stirring a curl at Willa's temple. "My flawless partner."

		A junior associate wandered up, bowtie crooked, name tag reading "Evan Patel." "Ms. Innes, congrats on the Reynolds close. Willa, you killed it on the briefs." He raised his glass, fizz sloshing. Willa clinked hers against his. "Team effort. Orla steered."

		Evan blinked, backed off into the crowd. Orla watched him go, then turned to Willa. "Liar. Those briefs were yours."

		Willa shrugged one shoulder. "We both know who wrote 'em."

		The lounge filled thicker, associates loosening ties, partners shedding jackets over chair arms. A string quartet in the corner sawed through "Clair de Lune," bows whispering over strings. Orla scanned for an empty corner. Spotted a loveseat tucked by the bookshelf, loaded with firm histories and leather-bound codes. She nudged Willa that way. They sank into the cushions, leather creaking soft. Orla's knee pressed Willa's, deliberate. Felt her shift closer, thigh muscle flexing. "Copy room," Orla said low. Lifted her glass. "To the toner spill that started it."

		Willa's scar twitched as she smiled, glass meeting Orla's with a clink. "You snarled worse than me. Thought you'd stolen my win."

		"Snarled right back." Orla sipped, vodka cutting crisp. Set the glass on the side table, coaster thumping wood. "Now look. Mutual wins. Every damn time."

		Willa's eyes held hers, steady. No old edge. "To that." She drank deep, throat working. Adam's apple bobbed under the skin. Orla's fingers flexed on her own knee. "You lead the toasts at home now," Willa said. Drained the glass, set it beside Orla's. "Bossy."

		Orla caught her chin, thumb brushing the scar. Skin warm, faint stubble rough. "Earned it. Perfect recall on facts. Perfect aim." Leaned in, lips grazing her jaw. "Perfect everything."

		Willa's breath caught, audible over the quartet. She turned her head, mouth finding Orla's. Kiss wet, open. Tongues slid, vodka-lime sharp between them. Orla's hand dropped to Willa's thigh, bunching the dress hem. Fingers crept higher, brushing lace edge. "Here?" Willa whispered against her lips. But her legs parted an inch. Lounge noise faded at the edges. Orla glanced around. Cluster by the windows laughed loud, backs turned. Bookshelf hid them partial. She pushed Willa's skirt higher, palm cupping through panties. Damp already. "Quiet."

		Willa nodded, bit the inside of her cheek. Orla rubbed slow circles, fabric barrier dragging rough. Willa's hand gripped Orla's wrist, not stopping. Urging. "You're soaked," Orla said. Voice thread. "Good girl. Holding still for me."

		Willa's hips rocked once, subtle. Free hand clutched the loveseat arm, knuckles paling. Orla slipped fingers under elastic, direct to skin. Slid along the seam, two dipping in. Tight clench around them. Willa exhaled sharp through her nose. "Shh." Orla pumped slow, thumb on the clit. Wet sounds faint under the violins. Willa's walls fluttered, building. Orla curled her fingers, hit that spot. "That's it. Come quiet."

		Willa's head fell to Orla's shoulder, teeth grazing collarbone through silk. Body tensed, thighs quivering. She muffled the groan in Orla's neck, release pulsing hot over Orla's hand. Orla worked her through, easy strokes until Willa slumped. Pulled out slick. Orla sucked her fingers, eyes on Willa. "Flawless."

		Willa straightened dress with shaky hands. "Jesus. In the lounge."

		Orla grinned, adjusted her own skirt. "Our lounge now."

		Applause swelled from the center. Harriet at a podium by the windows, tapping a spoon to crystal. "A year since the merger. To the firm."

		Glasses rose firm-wide. Orla and Willa stood, joining. Willa's pinky hooked Orla's as they drank. Harriet droned partners' names. Orla tuned half-out, mind on the slick drying between her fingers. Willa leaned in. "Kitchen tomorrow? That pasta from the hotel night."

		Orla nodded. "Callback. You chop the garlic."

		Willa's thumb stroked her palm. "Boss."

		Harriet wrapped, quartet striking up again. Crowd milled back to trays. Orla caught Willa's elbow. "Cab idling downstairs. Home?"

		Willa's eyes flicked to the exit doors, glass etched with the firm seal. "Yeah. Your turn to burn the sauce.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 35

		

		The Shared Recipe Attempt

		

		

		Willa slammed the cab door on West 72nd, the chill biting through her stockings as Orla paid the driver with a tap of her phone. Streetlights pooled yellow on the sidewalk, tires hissing past on wet asphalt from an earlier drizzle. Orla's fingers laced through hers, tugging her toward the brownstone steps. "Elevator's out again," she said. Willa groaned, heels clicking up the narrow stairs. Third floor smelled like garlic from the neighbor's takeout. Key rattled in the lock. Inside, the apartment hummed quiet, fridge kicking on in the hall. Orla flicked the kitchen light. Halogen buzzed overhead, casting shadows on the white subway tiles. Willa kicked off her pumps, toes curling into the cool linoleum. "Pasta first or wine?" She yanked open the fridge, cold air spilling out with the scent of leftover Thai. Orla leaned against the counter, unbuttoning her silk blouse one slow twist at a time. "You chop. I'll sauce. Bottle's in the rack."

		Willa grabbed the garlic bulb from the bowl by the sink, papery skin flaking under her nails. The scar above her eyebrow itched from the lounge's dry air. She peeled cloves, knife thudding rhythmic on the bamboo board. Orla uncorked a Chianti, glug filling two stemless glasses. Red swirled thick. She handed one over, knuckles brushing Willa's wrist. "To callbacks." They clinked. Wine hit tart on Willa's tongue, warming down her throat. Pot clattered onto the burner. Water rushed from the faucet, splashing Willa's cuff. She shook it dry, dumped in salt until it tasted like the sea. Orla measured olive oil into a pan, heat clicking blue under the flame. "Hotel night exact. No shortcuts." Willa smirked, mincing garlic finer, the sharp bite stinging her eyes. "You mean the night you called me reckless and then fucked me anyway?"

		Orla's laugh rolled low. She crushed tomatoes with the back of a spoon, juice splattering her apron strings. "Reckless won the merger." Steam rose as pasta hit the boil, strands twisting white. Willa scraped garlic into the pan. Sizzle popped loud. Oil foamed gold around the edges. Orla stirred, wooden spoon scraping enamel. Her neck arched graceful over the stove, dark hair slipping from its clip. Willa sipped wine, hip to the counter. The lounge orgasm lingered between her thighs, panties still tacky. She watched Orla's forearm flex, veins standing under pale skin. "Stir faster. It's sticking." Orla glanced back, eyes crinkling. "Bossy tonight." She turned the heat down, but a curl of smoke wisped up. Garlic edges blackened crisp. "Shit." Orla poked at it, spoon flipping a shard. It smelled acrid now, biting the back of Willa's throat. Willa snorted, setting her glass down. "Burnt. Your turn, remember?" She crowded in, shoulder to Orla's, peering at the pan. Black flecks floated in the red. Orla grimaced, then barked a laugh. "Hotel garlic was perfect. What'd I do?" She scraped harder, bits plinking into the sink. Willa grabbed a fresh clove, knife flashing quick. "Too hot. You always rush the base." Laughter bubbled up in her chest, spilling out. Orla's elbow nudged her ribs. "Like you're the chef. Pass the basil."

		They salvaged it, dumping in handfuls of leaves from the windowsill pot. Willa drained pasta, steam fogging her face, curls sticking to her temples. Forks twirled noodles onto plates, sauce uneven but salvageable. They ate standing, elbows bumping the island. Sauce dripped on Willa's thumb. She licked it clean, Orla watching. "Messy girl." The words landed warm, pulling low in Willa's gut. Plate clinked into the sink. Orla rinsed, suds foaming white. Willa pressed behind her, hands sliding under the blouse hem, palms flat to Orla's stomach. Skin soft, yielding. "Dishes later." Orla twisted the faucet off, water dripping steady. She turned, suds on her wrist, and backed Willa to the counter. Mouths met hungry, tongues sliding slick. Willa tasted tomato on her lips, wine sharp. Orla's hands hiked Willa's skirt, thumbs hooking panties down. They snagged on her thighs. Willa stepped out, kicking them aside. Cool air hit wet folds. Orla dropped to her knees, tile hard under her. Fingers parted Willa open, breath ghosting hot. "Look at you. Dripping already." Tongue flicked out, flat and broad over her clit. Willa gripped the counter edge, nails scraping Formica. Pleasure stabbed sharp. Orla sucked, lips sealing tight. Two fingers pushed in, knuckle deep. Willa's walls clenched greedy. She rocked forward, chasing. Orla hummed approval, vibration buzzing through. "That's my good girl. Grind on my face." Willa did, hips circling sloppy. Juice smeared Orla's chin. Fingers curled up, dragging that ridge inside. Pressure built, thighs shaking. Willa's hand fisted Orla's hair, tugging strands loose. Orla moaned into her, free hand squeezing Willa's ass, pulling closer. Tongue circled relentless, teeth grazing once. Willa gasped, knees buckling. "Fuck, Orla." Fingers pumped faster, squelch loud in the kitchen quiet. Orla pulled back a second, eyes up. "Come on my tongue. Show me how good you take it." Then dove back, nose bumping clit. Release hit hard. Willa bucked, cry ripping free. Walls pulsed around fingers, soaking Orla's palm. She rode it out, thighs clamping Orla's head. Orla licked slow through the spasms, drawing every twitch. Pulled free slick, standing to kiss Willa deep. Taste of herself salty on Orla's mouth. Willa spun her, skirt shoved up. Orla's panties black lace, damp patch dark. Willa yanked them down, exposing trimmed dark curls, lips swollen pink. Orla braced palms to the fridge, legs spreading. Willa knelt fast, tile biting knees. Tongue delved straight in, lapping broad. Orla's flavor musky, addictive. Fingers spread her, exposing the tight hole. Willa sucked clit, two fingers sliding into heat. Orla ground back, ass flexing. "Yes. Deeper, Willa." Voice strained. Willa thrust hard, palm slapping wet skin. Tongue flicked fast. Orla's thighs quivered, hand reaching back to grip Willa's shoulder, nails digging crescents. "Perfect. You're so fucking good at this." Praise lit Willa up, pussy clenching empty. She added a third finger, stretch tight. Orla keened, hips snapping. "Come," Willa said against her. "Want it all over my hand." Orla shattered, cunt spasming rhythmic. Juice gushed, dripping Willa's wrist. She fucked through it, tongue soothing until Orla slumped forward, forehead to the fridge door. They panted, tangled. Orla turned, pulling Willa up for a messy kiss. Hands roamed lazy, smoothing skirts down. "Burnt garlic sex. Better than hotel." Willa laughed, wiping a smear of sauce from Orla's collarbone with her thumb. She sucked it clean. Orla's eyes darkened again. "Bed?"

		Willa shook her head, grabbing the wine bottle instead. She poured sloppy into their glasses, red sloshing the rim. "Counter. Sit." Orla hopped up, legs dangling. Willa stepped between them, glass to her lips first. Wine dribbled down Orla's chin. Willa licked it up, teeth nipping jaw. Orla set her glass aside, hands cupping Willa's face. Thumbs traced the scar above her eyebrow, gentle. "Beautiful." Willa shivered, leaning in. Their mouths brushed soft now, tongues lazy. Orla's fingers trailed down, unbuttoning Willa's blouse slow. Fabric parted, bra exposed white lace. Orla mouthed the swell, tongue wetting cotton. Willa arched, nipples peaking hard. Orla unclasped, cool air pebbling skin. Mouth latched on one, sucking firm. Teeth tugged. Willa moaned, grinding against Orla's thigh. Slick trailed down her leg. "Need you inside." Orla switched sides, hand sliding between to circle clit. Three fingers breached easy this time, Willa soaked from before. She rode them, tits bouncing. Orla's free hand pinched the free nipple, rolling. "Ride it out. Good girl takes everything." Willa chased fast, walls fluttering. Orgasm crested quick, spilling over. She clamped down, grinding to stillness. Orla eased her off, kissing forehead. Willa sagged into her chest, heartbeat thumping steady under her ear. They stayed like that, breaths syncing. Orla's fingers combed Willa's curls, untangling knots. Kitchen smelled like sex now, sharp over the faint burnt tang. Willa straightened, grabbing a dish towel. She wiped Orla's thighs clean, cloth rasping soft. Orla watched, legs still spread. "Your turn to taste." She slid down, pulling Willa with. But Willa held up the bottle. "One more glass. Then tongue."

		Orla grinned, snatching it. She swigged straight from the neck, droplets pearling her lips. Willa chased them with her mouth.
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