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The negotiations were not going well and both Kayla Stone and Natalya Zakharova could tell that. It was one of the very few things on which they could actually agree on. They disagreed on great many fronts, but on that point they were very much unanimous. 

And, in all honesty, neither woman was particularly surprised by the status quo. They had been negotiating for almost a whole year – although it seemed more like a whole eternity to both of them – and just about the only thing they had done was disagree. 

In this particular instance, they had been at it for the better part of an hour, and right now Kayla was silently asking herself why she had even bothered inviting the bitch over. She knew the answer, of course; no great mystery there. For one, she had already been to Moscow at Natalya’s invitation about ten months ago, and she had been properly wined and dined by her host, so she had figured that she might at least return the courtesy, even if she did not believe it would lead to anything productive. There were other, more important reasons as well, but despite that, Kayla could not help but occasionally allow herself to think the whole thing was a colossal waste of time and wish that she had not done it.

Natalya, for her part, was silently asking herself why she had bothered coming all the way to New York, especially considering the hassle that the current lack of direct flights between Russia and the US was adding to such a trip. She too knew the reasons for her actions, but that did not stop her grumbling in her mind the whole time, for she was finding the visit far from enjoyable. She had arrived the previous day, but had not had the time nor been in the mood for any sightseeing and such. She had acquiesced to being treated to dinner by Kayla, but that had been simply out of politeness, and the experience had done nothing for her. Although the restaurant had been a nice enough place and the food really excellent, Natalya had cared little for either. The only things that had been on her mind from the moment she had landed at JFK International had been the meeting in Kayla’s office the next morning and the return flight to her native Moscow via Istanbul in two days’ time. The meeting, as she had expected, was going nowhere fast, and now all she could think about was going back home. 

Following some lengthy and intense discussions, an uncomfortable silence had now descended over the spacious, modernly furnished office. Each woman used that to gather her thoughts and prepare herself for making another push. It was not easy, and it was not about to become easy any time soon, but that did not matter. They may have, at some deep subconscious level, continued to question their motives for persisting in what had seemed like an exercise in futility from the start, but at the same time they both knew exactly why they were doing it. To put it simply, neither one of them liked – or was used to – failing in anything, and in this case, each was aware that a potential failure could – and most likely would – have disastrous consequences further down the road. And disastrous consequences were something that both Kayla and Natalya were determined to avoid at any cost. Although each woman had inherited her business from her father, each one cared about it as if it was her own child and would do anything to ensure its prosperity, let alone its survival, which could very well come under threat if this deal fell through. 

Yes, it literally was that bad. Or rather it was bound to get that bad in just a year or two; both women had a very keen sense for business and they could tell exactly in which direction the wind was blowing. It was not anybody’s fault really. It was not because of incompetence or poor management that their respective companies were in such dire straits; it was entirely due to circumstances. The current worldwide economic crisis meant that conditions anywhere were not favorable to anyone. As always, really big businesses, like arms and narcotics to name a couple, were an exception, but, unfortunately, Kayla and Natalya did not deal in any of those, which meant that they simply had to make the best of what they had. Both women viewed this potential deal as a step in that direction and that was why they were both so dead set on making it happen.

The two companies had some past business dealings with each other under the previous owners, and it was only natural that the two new majority shareholders and CEOs would not mind continuing the tradition. Consequently, once the initial contact had been made, it had not been too difficult to get the ball rolling. The difficult part – as each woman had quickly found out – had been to get it to roll in the desired direction. Mindful of the importance of the deal, they had dispensed with any intermediaries at an early stage, opting to negotiate personally, but that had not helped any. Both of them being naturally headstrong to begin with, they were completely ruthless when it came to business practices and each had stuck to her guns from the very start of the negotiations, not giving an inch or pulling any punches. Naturally, that had led to a great deal of tension being added to the process, and matters were not helped any by the fact that they had developed an instant mutual dislike almost from the get go. Of course, they were both smart and pragmatic enough not to let personal feelings get in the way of business, and their interactions with each other had always been civil, but even so, the dislike and underlying tension had always been present. 

Today’s meeting – only their second ever in person – was no different. On the surface, everything had so far been calm and courteous, but a keener observer would have easily detected the unmistakable signs of strain and masked animosity. Predictably, the talks had failed to bear any fruit and it did not look like they would. The main stumbling block – perhaps the only remaining one – was money. In short, each woman believed she should be the one to dictate the price and neither one would budge from her current position.  

Kayla now took a deep breath in an attempt to compose herself, but it did not work; she felt somewhat distracted, and also irritable. That was not a novelty; she had been feeling irritable for quite some time now, ever since she and her last boyfriend had abruptly parted ways a while ago. Not that she had ever counted on the man – on any man – for anything. Strictly speaking, she did not even need men for sex; she was bisexual and was therefore perfectly capable of getting her thrills elsewhere. However, the combination of business and some family issues had proven much too time-consuming to allow for even the most casual of intercourses, and even she had to admit that the lack of intimacy was not doing anything for her disposition. 

Having to deal with Natalya was also not doing anything for Kayla’s disposition. The Washington-born businesswoman felt like all they had been doing was run around in circles for the better part of an hour. Running around in circles was a thing she found annoying by itself at any time and under any circumstances, but it was especially annoying now, given her dislike for her ‘running partner’. 

“Shall we try this again, or are you beginnin’ to feel like it’s kinda pointless too?” Kayla now asked, uncrossed her legs and crossing them again, the other way. 

Aged twenty-nine, she was an extremely attractive brunette, currently clad in a neat and expensive business suit consisting of a grey knee-length skirt and a matching jacket over a white silk blouse. 

Facing her host from the opposite side of the large oval desk, the twenty-seven-year-old Natalya did some uncrossing and re-crossing of legs of her own. Golden-haired, lissome and lovely, she too was looking spruce and smart in an undoubtedly costly business ensemble: black jacket and skirt and a light blue silk blouse. 

“That depends,” she replied, “On whether or not we are willing to see reason.” 

As always, the women communicated in English – a language which, save for a minute trace of Russian accent, Natalya spoke perfectly, having studied it from childhood and having received her higher education in the US to boot.

“And, of course, by ‘we’ you mean me,” Kayla said with a thin smile.

“Well, I didn’t want to appear presumptuous,” Natalya matched the smile, “but now that you mentioned it...”

“Look,” Kayla began, having taken another deep breath that failed to achieve any calming effect, “We
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