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THE MOLTEN STEEL IN the weld exploded. Tiny bits of white-hot shrapnel flew all over the leather-clad figure. Muffled by the large welding helmet, a stream of swearing reverberated. The pop continued to echo in the vast open space of the industrial loft.

The right hand lifted slightly and waited. The electronic sensor in the helmet shut off the small feed of electricity to the special glass, and the black mirror became clear. The deep brown eyes smoldered through the view. Amanda’s eyes scanned over the weld as her mind raced through evaluations of starting over or to just flow more microwire into the hole and work it all out in the grinding. 

The right hand eased forward and the fresh arc snapped into being—as searing as the noonday sun and just as damaging to the eyes. Half a millisecond after the arc started, the glass was the proper density of black. Amanda had hesitated to pay almost as much as her rent on a welding helmet. But the first time she didn’t have to raise the face shield, she knew it had been a great investment. 

Her right foot stepped on the feed pedal and the microwire of the welder flowed into and filled the hole. Amanda trailed out and started the rest of the weld. Stainless steel was a tricky weld, and it required every bit of her attention. The metal could overheat until the pocket exploded or run too fast and leave a snail track with no real weld. 

The large buzzer at the door jarred the hulking leather clad woman. The weld exploded as she pushed the welding tip into the fluid steel—sending shrapnel flying about the space. 

Her left hand whipped the helmet up and off as the right pulled the welding head away from any metal. “Cats fucking in the sunshine!” she blasted. 

The buzzer growled again. 

“Fuck,” she muttered. She stood from the roll-around chair and turned, yelling, “I’m coming.”

The temptation to grab the battered aluminum baseball bat that was leaning near the door was tempting. She glanced at the clock on the wall—quarter after seven. “Fuck.”

Opening the door, she glared at Sam, her property owner and friend since the second grade. 

“What?” Old friends were not exempt from Amanda’s glare. 

Sam teased with his bad imitation of gay talk and hand whiff. “Oh, gawd, girl—who put Ajax in your panties this morning? Because you are definitely sounding roughed up and ready to go.”

She sagged against the door jam, trying hard not to be cheered by his humor. “Dial that fucking perky shit back about seventeen notches, creampuff. What do you want? I need to get to work.” She started taking her leather welding jacket off by pulling on the snapped front Superman style. 

Sam slapped his hands up to almost hide his eyes at the exposed tits. “Oh, gawd, girl. Stop that—my eyes are virgin.” Amanda forgot she had not put a T-shirt on underneath. 

Sam liked her breasts, but he had seen them at every stage of development. Nice as they were, they were not the size he liked. It had been a race to get his wife, Carol, and her double-Ds to the altar before Amanda took a crack at them. Occasionally, in the hot tub, the two girls still teased Sam by acting out one of his fantasies of girl on girl—but it never went farther than a little light petting and some sisterly peck kissing. Carol had known if she married Sam, she also got Amanda as part of the deal. The two were almost welded at the hip, where they both had matching tattoos of a puckered kiss—he on the right, she on the left.

Sam presented a small square envelope. “Your evil twin is getting married.”

“I know. I threw the last one away.”

“You had better read this one... I’m to be a groomsman, and you’re a bridesmaid.” He laid a finger on his chin and rolled his eyes. “Or was it the other way around?” 

Amanda scowled. “Yeah, you’d look fucking cute in a pink frou-frou dress.”

Deep in the bowels of the workshop, a large bell began to ring. 

Amanda jumped. “Oh, shit. Now I really have to get to work.”

Sam raised his hand as the door slammed. “Later,” he said to the closed steel door.  

As he turned, he glanced at his watch—7:31. He knew, almost to the minute, the back door would slam open and the large black motorcycle with a leathered rider would race out at 7:52. For anyone in a car, the race out to the computer campus would be a spin of the freeway roulette wheel. It could take twelve minutes or it could take an hour. Sam knew Amanda’s commute would be somewhere between five and seven minutes. Splitting the lanes was illegal in Oregon, but he also knew the cops had to catch her before they could hand her a ticket.

True to form, the helmeted and all black leather figure strolled down the hallway. As she passed the security office, she did not even look—the right arm with a middle finger rose as she cruised past the open door. All of the security guards knew the sound of her boots. The custom installed steel ingots on the outer sides of her heels got just as much grinding time on winding roads as the dull clicking in the halls of the computer company. In the land of T-shirt to dress shirts with ties, nobody ever told the hot programmer that she was dressed inappropriately. Nobody dared. Nobody had ever heard of her pulling either of the knives that were set on each side of the tall boots, other than to see her slice an apple—but nobody wanted to. 

If you asked anyone in the company if she had an attitude problem, they would all tell you that only if you were a computer chip that didn’t work right. With people, she was either neutral or friendly. With her core fellow programmers that she felt were her equals, she was even playful.

The helmet came off, and she shook out her short self-hacked attempt at a pageboy haircut. The brown was an almost nice color, but the cut-by-kindergarten scissors was a perpetual train wreck that most people ignored and others thought she might have paid big bucks for that ‘special’ I am dangerous look. She placed the helmet on the shelf over the empty desk, kissed her two fingers, and then touched the date on the front. The numbers had white outspread wings. 

She turned and walked three desks deeper into the cubical corral. The large Irish-Japanese-Samoan sat leaning back with his signature smile. She sat down on his lap as she draped her arm over his shoulders. Her fingers barely reached far enough to touch his far shoulder. Her arm pinned down the massive limb of a braid that she knew he was also sitting on, the tip of which might also be peeking out between his thighs—if there had been a separation between them. 

“Good morning, sweetheart. How was the ride this morning?”

“Six minutes, forty-three seconds. Traffic was a bitch.”

The man smiled. “Hmm, sounds like a mix of bad timing or you fucking just rolled a three. Those fucking trolls will get you in the back cavern and fuck you up.”

Amanda had first met Samson at a D&D chat room. They had started exchanging ways to cheat on games that had moved from single-shooter to the cracked versions of Halo and Call of Duty. Both agreed the only way to play GTO was by the rules... and that was when he offered her a job. He only had to wait two years until she graduated from high school. He had been her mentor ever since. She had cracked her knuckles on cooled chipsets and connection speeds measured in MPSs. He had broken his on 8088s with dial-up. 

“What have we got going, Obi-Wan?” They both scanned over the three 32-inch monitors. 

He pointed at a set of figures. “You and Peter have been beating on this for two weeks now. I’m wondering if we have a sync problem that is deeper to the root...”

Amanda leaned in as she stripped off the leather jacket. The black T-shirt had a worn neckline and a hole in the right sleeve. Samson knew the front at one time said I didn’t wake up with a bad attitude; don’t make me go rent one; it was the young woman’s mantra toward life—and her only shirt that was not a plain white ribbed tank top.

He also knew this was Amanda, which meant zero ramp-up. She was already at full speed before the jacket came off—she would get her first of many cups of coffee later. It was why he hired her.
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THE LARGE COFFEE IN the cardboard heat wrapper was the only item on the desk that was incongruous. Every item was either utility or custom and special. The paperclips were standard, but they rested at the ready in a porcelain holder from Florence, Italy. The leather accessories were from Argentina or Spain, and the bud vase had been hand blown, while Victoria watched, in a tiny shop in Romania. 

If one were to view her desk without knowing Victoria, they would think it was a prop for a movie; with everything laid out by measuring. Victoria’s personal assistant would tell you that her boss merely put stuff down on the desk and expected it to find its exact place by itself. The truth was somewhere in between. Objects, people, appointments, and anything else in her life were not tolerated being out of where they should be in order to be efficient. Sloppiness was not what Victoria was paid $838,827.53 a year for—which did not include her benefits package, average performance bonuses, and partner profit sharing over the last three years. 

Her perfectly manicured hand reached for the platinum Monte Blanc pen that was a personal gift from the President of France. Each time she reached for it, she had a brief, fond memory of that evening in the Tour d’Argent. They had sat at a small table back away from the main gallery of the dining room. Their only neighbor was the floor to ceiling wall of windows overlooking the Seine. The president and his wife had graciously sat seated so that when the night settled, Victoria’s view was the dark hulk of the backside of Notre Dame—until the lights came on to be timed with the arrival of dessert. They were celebrating her thirtieth as well as a successful outcome for a certain French company that was near and dear to their hearts—and personal portfolio. 

Victoria looked over a couple of the expected reports on her desk and signed off on one. She glanced through the rest of the short stack. 

She sipped at her coffee as she mulled over the short stack. Victoria shook a heft of blond curls out of her sight and glanced at her Patek Philippe watch. “Karen?”

Her assistant appeared in the open doorway a moment later. “Yes?”

Victoria read the last of the page and as she turned the page and brought the coffee back toward her lips, she mused. “I’m missing the brief on the Treadle, Krug, and Punket...”

“They called this morning and said there was new information important enough to vet and if accurate—to include in the brief. They were targeting right after lunch.”

Victoria weighed the information as she looked at her assistant, but as Karen knew, she wasn’t seeing her—it was the great whiteboard in her boss’s head that Victoria was viewing. 

“It’s ten of eleven. Please call down and tell them that I need it in my hands by a quarter of one so I can review and prepare for the three o’clock meeting.” She looked back up at the turning woman. “And Karen...”

“Yes?” 

“Make sure that whoever is doing the vetting is the one to deliver the brief. If there’s more than one, I want them all here in case I have questions.”

“Yes, Ms. Dumas.”

“Oh, and Karen...”

The head appeared again. 

Victoria picked up a hefty file, squared to the left corner of her desk. She made sure she had full eye contact with her assistant. Finally, she stood, still holding the file. She stepped from behind the desk and walked across the large office. Her assistant, feeling the weight of the action, moved back into the office. 

Victoria waved her hand at one of the chairs by the desk as she sat at the other. Victoria thought back over the years that this woman had helped guide her through to the powerful position she was in today. Karen had been the seasoned mentor but without the title or acknowledgment. She had risen to head legal secretary at one of the largest firms in the Pacific Northwest. She might have moved higher, but age became her personal glass ceiling. A simple lunch was all it took Victoria to convince her to jump ship, take a small temporary cut in salary, but also be Victoria’s personal assistant.

The older woman hesitated at the door.

“Please,” Victoria pointed at the seat again.

The older woman put her hand on the door, looking askance. Victoria thought a moment and then nodded. Karen had shown the same kind of astute perception since the day Victoria had poached her from the other firm. The woman had known that her career was stalled and saw the young, upstart lawyer as a way forward to a renewed interest, and a better position beyond the secretarial pool desk she had been sitting at for twelve years. 

“Karen, I know you had the most to do with this report on the Leeper-Dunfield merger. I don’t know who you pulled in for a team on it, but I want you to let accounting know. You and your team did an exceptional job on this.”

“Thank you.”

Victoria uncharacteristically extended her hand. “I knew the final on Friday, but I’ve been thinking about this all weekend long. I have informed accounting as to the bonus I would have received. It will pass to you and your team instead. I just wanted you to know how much I personally appreciate all that you do each day for the company and for me.”

“It’s the job—”

Victoria cut her off. “No, it’s not. It is you, your work ethic, your knowledge and what you bring to my office personally, and the firm in general.” She held up the file. “What you did with this, and what you have done since I hired you, goes way beyond the job description you signed on for. You never told me or anyone else that it was outside of your job—you just took it on, ran with it, and brought in a home run. I just thought it was time you knew your work and efforts have not gone unnoticed by the partners.”

The older woman blushed slightly. “I appreciate you telling me, as well as the bonus.”

Victoria thought a moment about the many hours the two of them worked side-by-side and had even shared lunches and dinners as they worked into the night. Yet Karen maintained her professional separation, even when Victoria had resorted to her first name. 

Victoria sighed. “Karen, I know you have a lot more years of being professional than I have, but I think when it’s just the two of us... Victoria instead of Ms. Dumas works for me just fine.”

“Yes, Ms. Du... um, Victoria.” She blushed faintly. “I’ll work on it.”

Victoria smiled softly and nodded as she put her hand on the older woman’s shoulder. “Karen... about the bonus. I don’t think you understand what we’re truly talking about here. You are going to need to sit down with David on this—all of you. Your share is more than you made in the last five years combined. You need his help in looking at how this affects your financials. All of you are going to suffer a very large tax event, so the partners are here for all of you via David. His help is part of working here, so take advantage of his help. Normally he is not cheap. I know—he manages my portfolio.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

Victoria grinned. “Just say thank you, because when you get your next paycheck, you’re going to hate me. You’ll never see your old tax bracket again, even with David’s help. Your new compensation package is that of a full associate—which is something the partners think you have become, with or without a law degree.”

Nervous, the older woman glanced at the large wall clock. “Oh, look at the time. Thank you again, but I need to get some work done.”

Victoria nodded. “I have a few whips to crack myself.” She noticed the welling of tears in the older woman’s eyes, so she reached out and softly gripped the woman’s hand. “I know these last several years your personal life hasn’t been the best. However, you never walked through these doors with anything but a smile and cheer. Moving forward, I think things will be a lot better now. If you ever need to talk, I want you to know I live close, and we can talk. If there is anything, you need help with—we are family, and we try to take care of our family whenever we can. It might take some time to get used to it, but we’re glad that you are part of our family.”

The woman swallowed and cleared her throat. She spoke quietly. “Thank you... Victoria.”

The two smiled and nodded as they stood. A new understanding.
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THE MEETING PREDICTABLY ran a lot longer than the partners had originally speculated. The fresh information was about a problem that was no longer a possible financial irritation but had grown into not only a financial problem with catastrophic potential but some personal embarrassment for the management as well. 

Victoria laid out the new information to the potential clients as well as the law firm’s partners. The potential clients had hoped the firm would take them on before the problems had become general knowledge and the firm could not abandon them. At the outset, Victoria expressed, unequivocally, how much she advised the firm reject the clients. In the end, the new clients agreed to almost doubling the retainer for the first five years, as well as a moderate uptick on the billing for hours spent on the problem. 

The clients and partners had spent the rest of the afternoon strategizing the path moving forward. One of their top partners would step down and retire early to spend time with his family—the one in Portland. The family he was maintaining in Los Angeles, as well as the mistress in Seattle, would be dealt with discretely. 

Overall, the meeting and contract had worked out to the good. The work was not going to be easy over the next few years, but Victoria knew her staff would hammer out the details and make it all run like a Swiss watch.

With work over, Victoria retrieved her Lexus.

The short drive up into the Pearl District to buy a new outfit had not relieved Victoria’s stress. She was very familiar with the fine natural fabric at the upscale boutique—especially silk.  

She recognized she was getting knots in places she didn’t get knots, and it affected her time on her daily runs. She was hoping a little get-away over the coming weekend would do the trick. Just her, open sand to run on, and the sea to swim in—no thinking about work or—

“Fuck.” 

Victoria froze in the dressing stall. The voice was guttural and bordered on male. She held the new dress up to her chest, clutching at the fabric for a sense of secured decency. 

“What the fuck? How the hell do you get into this thing?”

Victoria relaxed a little. She could now tell the person talking was in the next stall and was female. Still clutching the dress to her silk bra, she looked up at the edge of the wall that separated the two changing booths. “Is there something you need help with?”

Her face heated at the returning silence. She realized how silly it was for her to look at the top of the booth when obviously nobody was tall enough to look over. She also realized she had not even started the conversation properly. After all, she did not even know who was on the other side.

“Hello? Is there something I could help with?” She was not even sure the other woman was still there. “My name is Victoria.” She blushed. How totally silly can I get? The woman would not care less who I am.

The curtain swooshed back and Victoria jumped. She looked wide-eyed at the figure standing in front of her, dressed in a form-fitting tank top and white thong. In her hand was a summer dress. 

“How the fuck am I supposed to put this on? The waist won’t fit over my shoulders and it doesn’t stretch.”

Victoria stared at the hacked brown hair and deep brown eyes. The face had potential, but the hair was more than a bit scary. It looked hacked in chunks by something a gardener might use. The rest of the young woman was just amazingly toned—Victoria guessed a swimmer or body builder. 

“Hello? Do you speak English?” Amanda stepped back and then looked in the third and last booth, which was empty. She came back to look at the obviously frightened woman in the second booth. “You are the woman that asked if she could help, aren’t you?”

Victoria just nodded. She felt like a fool but didn’t know what to say. 

Amanda rolled her eyes and threw the dress over her shoulder and headed back to her changing booth. “Well, what the fuck. Seven words and we hit a brick wall of ignorance. I must have rolled a pair of shit dice this morning and didn’t know it.”

Victoria shook herself. She rushed out
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