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      Independent authors like me are completely dependent on reviews. The truth is simple:

      Good reviews = Amazon recommending this book = my ability to write more stories.

      You don’t even need to write words — just leaving a quick ★★★★★ rating is enough to make a huge difference.
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      2. APPLE REVIEWS

      2. GOODREADS REVIEWS

      3. RUBYSCOTT.SHOP REVIEWS
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        This story was written by a human who's spent an arguably unhealthy amount of time thinking about power dynamics, consent, and desire.

        Victoria and Abby exist because I care about depicting all sapphic relationships with authenticity and emotional depth - not the sanitised fantasy version, or the more vanilla affairs, but the messy, complicated, deeply human reality of dominance, submission and everything in between.

        Because here's the truth: desire lives as much in the mind as in the body. The real intensity isn't just physical, it's in the psychological dance between wanting and surrendering, controlling and trusting. That tension, the place where vulnerability meets power, is where we're most human, most raw, most real.

        If this resonates, leave a review. Help other readers find authentic representation.

      

        

      
        With love,

        Ruby, x
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      “Mm, that feels good,” Victoria almost purred in enjoyment as Abby’s fingers kneaded lotion into her shoulders. The heat of the Corsican sun waned as the lazy day eased into early evening. Her wife’s hands moved with precision, pressing into just the right spots to melt away what little tension remained after ten days of sheer bliss.

      Six weeks earlier, Victoria had purchased the villa on a whim; its perfect Mediterranean vistas had been irresistible. The quick transaction had been thanks to Bryce, her ‘lifestyle BFF’, as he liked to call himself. He knew the owner. Victoria hadn’t asked how. She’d learned that where Bryce was concerned, too many questions were never a good thing—plausible deniability—which came in handy when the Gendarmerie turned up at their door on the first day of their holiday. As she told a very pissed-off Captain Delamare—a woman whose face suggested she was well acquainted with disappointment—all she knew was that their suspect had left for Venezuela shortly after the contracts for the cash purchase had been exchanged. But the impromptu visit by the Corsican police force hadn’t impacted their holiday; in fact, the incident had allowed Victoria to experience a frisson of excitement which her life had been lacking lately.

      These days it seemed everyone was busy with their own adventures. Abby’s business, curating the passions of the BDSM lifestyle on camera, meant every kinkster with a trust fund wanted their ‘fun activities’ immortalised for posterity. Something spicy for the grandkids to discover during the inevitable post-death house clearance, along with their inheritance and innocence. Or a few awkward care-home conversations, depending on how they spent their final days. Her wife was away on business more than at home these days, and whilst she was happy for her success, watching everyone else’s life click into place while hers stood still was getting old.

      Even Freya, her sister-in-law, had moved to the other side of Edinburgh with Rosie-monster, their niece. The house felt empty without the fizz of the six-year-old’s endless energy. That tiny baby had grown so fast. Time was doing that elastic band thing—stretching slower and slower until it suddenly released and sprang back, stinging you on the arse. Although thankfully, after ten tan-filled days of Corsican pleasure, it was her wife’s arse that was stinging, and not all from rubber.

      Even Alison and Olivia were off on adventures. They’d left for a month in Central America, and six months later, they were still milking llamas up a hillside in northern Peru, chewing coca leaves, and living their best lives. Seemingly, altitude made everything more intense—orgasms that had their fitness trackers filing for emotional distress, according to Alison.

      And what was she doing? Treading water.

      Buying the villa had been her mid-life crisis wake-up call. She inhaled deeply, savouring the faint scent of lavender mingling with the Mediterranean breeze. The villa had proven to be a godsend—an oasis of calm with sprawling views of the sea, bright terracotta tiles, and a pool that glistened like molten sapphire. It had given her the space she needed to make the decision.

      “I’m going to sell the businesses,” she murmured. Tilting her head to one side to give Abby better access, she stretched out her arms, admiring the sun-kissed glow speckled with freckles she’d acquired. “I’ll call Alison later.”

      Abby’s hand stilled. “Really?”

      “Really.” Victoria let out a long breath that brought with it the calm certainty of a woman taking control. “La Petite Mort’s digital platform is worth about twenty-three million based on last year’s valuation, and The Crimson Sanctuary—well, the property value alone in Edinburgh makes it worth a decent amount. Add in the established clientele, the brand recognition… we’re looking at close to thirty million, conservatively. Even split with Alison, that’s more than enough to set us up for whatever comes next.” She’d been quietly consulting with financial advisors for months, preparing for this moment even before she’d consciously made the decision. Besides they still had the remainder of their property portfolio and there was no way they were selling that.

      “Okay.” Abby resumed the rhythmic motion of her fingers. “I know you’ve mentioned it, but I didn’t think you’d—” She paused for a beat and Victoria could almost hear the cogs turning. “What will you do instead?”

      Well, wasn’t that the billion-dollar question?

      “I don’t know,” she said. Her answer was honest, she hadn’t a clue. That could come after because all she knew right now was that she needed change. Not so much something more, but definitely something different, and that she would have to make happen. Life wasn’t going to rearrange itself while she lounged by the pool, no matter how perfect the view was. “I’ll worry about that later. Now that I’ve finally decided I just want to enjoy tonight…”

      “We could take this to the playroom,” Abby suggested, leaning in, her warm skin pressing against Victoria’s back. “Your obedient student is forever at your service, Mistress.”

      Victoria opened one eye and smirked. “Are you angling for extra credit, pet?”

      Abby leaned closer, her breath warm against Victoria’s ear. “Always.”

      The kiss that followed was slow and unhurried, as though they never expected the day to end. In some ways, Victoria didn’t want it to, but she was damned if she was going to waste a single moment of it. She pulled Abby onto her lap, facing her. Playroom be damned, she thought. That was for later. Right now she was seizing the moment.

      Abby’s bikini top loosened with a single tug, and Victoria let it fall aside, enjoying the view. Breathtaking. She cupped her wife’s right breast, smooth warm, and with a delicious amount of weight. Few things in this world were ever created more perfectly to fit into her palm. Between thumb and forefinger, she tweaked the erect pink bud, standing proud, desperate for attention. Abby moaned, a light sensuous invitation, and let her head fall back.

      Victoria watched as her lover lost herself in the pleasure of her touch, oblivious to the faint rustle from behind the golden palm at the edge of the patio. But Victoria saw those dark eyes watching them. Giada. A stunning creature, curvy rather than lithe, with long dark hair, olive skin, and a shyness that was captivating. Like the fully equipped playroom, she came with the house. An impoverished artist with a voyeuristic kink, according to Bryce. She was the housekeeper.

      Victoria had noticed something in Giada during their time in Corsica—a hunger that went beyond simple voyeurism, a need for connection that manifested in her careful, almost reverent service.

      Keen to ensure all the women of her household were satisfied, Victoria pulled Abby closer, taking her nipple in her mouth and freeing up her hands, one to explore, the other to hold her lover steady. Victoria took a sharp intake of breath as Abby shuddered, her body responding to the gentle circling of Victoria’s fingers around her clit.

      “Is Giada watching?” Abby asked, her breathing shallow and followed by a gasp as Victoria slipped two fingers inside her.

      She didn’t respond immediately, instead taking a few seconds to appreciate the warm wetness she found. Even after eight years, the thrill of making Abby so ready, so wanton, never became routine.

      “Uh-huh,” she murmured, her lips quirking into a knowing smile. “Do you mind?”

      “Not at all.” Abby’s voice took on a sultry edge. “Let her fantasise. You know she’s imagining what it’s like to be me. To have you touching her.”

      Victoria chuckled. Abby’s boldness was one of the many things she adored. Her wife glanced over her shoulder, a playful spark in her eyes as she caught the faint outline of Giada’s curls peeking from behind the palm.

      “Do you think she’s—” Abby let out a gasp as she moved, rocking her hips forward. Victoria responded by curling her fingers, just so. “—touching herself?” Abby finished, straightening her body as she rode Victoria’s fingers.

      “Maybe.” Victoria moved her fingers faster, letting out a groan herself as she sensed Abby tighten around her. “God, you are so beautiful… especially when you’re about to come.”

      Abby’s expression was almost ethereal, as though she’d reached some sort of Nirvana—a place so euphoric she was reluctant to leave even for a blow-your-socks-off orgasm.

      “Come for me, my pet,” Victoria whispered in reverence. “Give me your pleasure and let Giada see how much you want to please your mistress.” Abby met her gaze with such intensity it took her breath away.

      “Yes, Mistress. I’m going to come so hard for you.” She lifted her head, revealing the long line of her neck, and rocked her hips hard, grinding down into her mistress’s lap, leaving Victoria gasping. Her pet was the most exquisite woman she’d ever known, and more mind-blowing was that she belonged to her.

      Abby’s back arched, her centre clamped around Victoria’s fingers, and her mouth opened as she let out a low scream that came from the depths of her body. Her climax was glorious, and wet, and she gave her all to Victoria before falling forward and grasping on to her mistress’s shoulders. Victoria’s thumb kept moving in rough circles around her clit, causing Abby to cry into her shoulder.

      “Mistress,” she said, choking back a moan. “I’ll have nothing left to give you tonight.”

      Victoria kissed her cheek. Nobody knew Abby’s body better than she did.

      “You’ll always give me what I want, my pet. We both know neither you nor your body can ever deny me,” she said and changed the direction and tempo of her thumb, making Abby’s body shake again.

      A low moan escaped from Abby’s mouth. Victoria had her exactly where she wanted her… But then she lessened the pressure, and Abby snapped her head up, her hips pushing hard against Victoria.

      “Mistress?” she asked in question. “Have I done something wrong?”

      “You don’t tell me what you can give me.” Victoria kept her expression serious and placed a single swipe over Abby’s swollen, sensitive clit, eliciting another shudder. “I own you, my pet, and you’ll give me whatever I want, when I want it.”

      Abby swallowed. “Yes, Mistress. I’m sorry.” She bowed her head, averting her eyes as though in shame, but Victoria could feel her body twitch around her fingers. A few decisive movements and she’d come undone again, but it would be all the sweeter for the two of them if she made her beg… and it would set the tone for their last evening.

      “How sorry are you?” she asked. “Look at me when I’m talking to you.” Victoria curled the three fingers deep inside her sub, releasing yet another whimper from her.

      “Very sorry, Mistress. I’ll do whatever you ask of me. Anything.”

      Victoria winced as she looked into Abby’s pleading eyes. She knew with certainty that her pet would give her whatever she wanted, without hesitation or question, such was the trust they shared. It was a level of control that went beyond intoxication, one that someone with less integrity could abuse.

      “I want you to know your place and beg… not just for this release but for everything I’m going to do to you tonight. I’m going to strap you down and fuck you until the sun rises.”

      Abby swallowed as she tried to control her hips from rocking. She was ready to burst. “Please—” Her voice caught, and she tried again. “Please, Mistress, touch me, allow me to come.”

      Again she pleaded with her eyes but then seemed to sense Victoria was holding out for more. “Please, Mistress, I need this, I need you—please.” Her body shook and her eyes glistened with need. This was the sweet spot that would give them a night to remember.

      “Good girl.” Victoria moved her fingers forward in a beckoning motion as her thumb drew circles. “I’m wearing the strap tonight, and Giada will join us to watch me fuck you until you beg me to stop.”

      She watched as a single tear broke free and ran down her pet’s cheek, her chest swelling with love as she heard the moan she so desperately wanted to release being strangled back. She loved this woman with every molecule of her being. “Now come for me.”

      Abby’s body responded immediately, screaming, gushing, crying, pulsing against Victoria’s touch. Her release was all the more magnificent for being held back in an exquisite, tortured dance of control and submission.

      When Victoria finally withdrew, she did it with care, pulling Abby to her, holding her tight as she broke into sobs.

      “Hey, now, my pet.” Victoria kissed the top of her head. “I’ve got you, and I’ll take care of you.”

      They lay together in each other’s arms, their breathing rising and falling together, their intimacy being shared with a set of dark eyes from behind the golden palm.
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      Victoria adjusted her wide-brimmed hat, watching her wife slice through the crystalline surface of the pool. Water beaded on Abby’s skin as she surfaced, her grin bright enough to light up even the darkest corners of Victoria’s thoughts.

      “I’m starting to wish we didn’t have to leave,” Abby called, her wet hair slicked back as she leaned on the edge. “This has been bliss.”

      “As though you’d be happy doing nothing all day… every day,” Victoria teased, though a fond smile tugged at her lips. “I have loved just being here with you. Nobody to disturb us. Lots of time to lavish attention on each other.” Even now after all this time, such an innocent statement could bring colour to her wife’s cheeks.

      “And you’d miss Rosie-monster,” Abby deflected.

      Victoria arched a brow.

      Abby laughed, a light, musical sound that sent a familiar warmth through Victoria. “We just need to kidnap her from Freya on school holidays. I don’t think she’d mind.”

      Victoria chuckled, set her glass on the side table, and leaned back in her chair. Abby might have been in her mid-thirties, but she had never been in such good shape, and she proved it by placing her hands on the edge of the pool and lifting herself out in one fluid motion. Droplets cascaded down her toned frame as she padded over to Victoria and plopped down on the lounger beside her.

      “So,” Abby said, her voice taking on a more serious note as she towel-dried her hair. “You’re still adamant about selling La Petite Mort?”

      “Not just La Petite Mort, I’m proposing we sell the club as well.”

      “Has this got to do with that Karen woman? The one who chairs the women’s group?” Abby threw her head back, her hair flicking in an arc, but the mention of ‘that woman’ killed any sense of allure Victoria might have gained from the sight.

      “No, nothing to do with her. I wouldn’t give her the power to influence my decision. Besides, the charity was happy to accept my donation, so I’m still doing my bit.” She took a deep breath. Damn Karen and her holier-than-thou attitude. As if running a successful business, even that kind of enterprise, somehow disqualified her from wanting to help people. “Anyway, I want more of this. I want to spend time here, to focus on us, and if we’re only working around one of our schedules, then that’s easier to manage.”

      Abby’s gaze softened and she kissed Victoria’s temple. “If that’s what you want, I’ll support you. Always.”

      The vibration of Victoria’s phone against the tabletop drew their attention.

      “I’m going in to shower and change,” Abby said. “Don’t be too long. The taxi’s booked for three.”

      Victoria gave a small salute that earned her a cheeky swipe, then answered Alison’s video call. Whether it was by virtue of the altitude or time away from routine, Victoria had to admit Alison was looking brilliant, as though somebody had balanced her chakras or whatever it was they did in their group sound baths. But the patchy connection meant she didn’t have time to work through all the social niceties, so after a minute or so establishing they were both well, she launched in.

      “I’ve finished reading Olivia’s book,” she said, picking up the hardback. The embossed ivory lettering, instructing her to ‘Let It Go’, glinted in the sun. “I think we, or I, at least, should take her advice.” Victoria paused for a beat, as though allowing herself a second to reconsider, but ploughed on. “I want to sell the businesses, the club, everything—except the properties.” Once the words were out, she held her breath.

      The value was too high for Alison to buy her out, so it would mean finding a new business partner or selling up too. The several seconds of silence that followed seemed endless, but then she watched as her ex-lover shrugged and said, “Sounds fair. We’re planning on coming back in a few weeks. Olivia’s publisher is getting antsy about her not being available for publicity. I can sign anything you need…” The line faltered, and Victoria thought they’d lost connection, before Alison’s voice could be heard again. “…a ceremony called a despacho—are you still there?”

      “Yes.” Victoria let out a breath of relief. “Selling La Petite Mort, though… that’s like selling a piece of us. Remember those early days, coding the website ourselves, convinced we were going to revolutionise the UK adult industry?”

      “We did, in our own small way.”

      “I suppose so,” Victoria accepted wistfully. “Anyway, what were you saying? Something about a despacho?”

      “Oh, yeah, it’s wild! The shaman uses coca leaves and llama fat as offerings to Pachamama. That’s their name for Mother Earth. It’s not tourist stuff—it’s the real deal, the same ritual they’ve been doing up here in the mountains for centuries. I’m a bit nervous, to be honest. The locals say it can be pretty intense, and you’re supposed to go into it with pure intentions. They’ve told us to bring some flowers as a personal offering. I know it probably sounds crazy back home, but up here in the Andes, it feels… different. More real somehow. I’ll tell you all about it after—if the spirits allow phones.”

      The connection gave out soon after, but that was fine. It sounded like Alison and Oliva were enjoying themselves, and Victoria had said what she’d needed to. While a little peculiar, Alison’s response was what she’d wanted to hear. Now she just needed to find a buyer. She picked up the book, the glass, her phone, and an envelope she’d sealed that morning before she headed inside, stopping when she saw Giada. The young woman was plumping the cushions on the sofas. Her movements were precise but tinged with a nervous energy that hadn’t been there yesterday. Victoria smiled, a knowing glint in her eyes.

      “Giada.” She kept her voice soft, but the housekeeper still startled, taking a step back and clattering into the low coffee table.

      “Mama mia, Signora Fraser!” A hand flew to Giada’s chest, her olive cheeks flushing a delightful shade of pink. “You startled me.”

      Victoria took a deliberate step closer, noting how Giada’s breath caught. “Did you enjoy the show last night?”

      The blush deepened, spreading down Giada’s neck as she clung on to the cushion like a comforter. “I—I did, Signora Fraser.”

      “Look at me.” Victoria’s tone was gentle but carried an edge of command that had Giada’s head snapping up automatically. Victoria caught her chin between thumb and forefinger, tilting it slightly. The morning light illuminated the golden flecks in those hazel eyes, dancing with a mixture of embarrassment and barely concealed desire.

      “Tell me, Giada.” Victoria traced her thumb along the housekeeper’s jawline. “Do you only enjoy watching?”

      A small tremor ran through Giada’s body. “I will like whatever pleases you, Signora Fraser.”

      The raw honesty in those words gave Victoria pause. There was a flicker in those dark eyes—hope, perhaps, or recognition of a kindred spirit who might understand the demons that had driven her from her family in Milan to this quiet servitude on a Mediterranean island. Victoria sensed Giada was running from something, but whether it was her past or herself remained to be seen. Whatever it was, she wasn’t sure it fell within the playful bounds of the dynamic she shared with Abby. This may be something more primal, more delicate. The kind of submission that required a careful hand and an even more careful heart.

      “Then take this.” Victoria held out the envelope. “I trust you won’t disappoint me.”
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      The Scottish rain drummed against the farmhouse windows, a stark contrast to the Corsican sunshine they’d left behind. Abby busied herself with the coffee machine, the familiar whir and hiss echoing through the kitchen. The Aga’s warmth permeated the room, fighting back the autumn chill that had settled in a light mist over the River Forth. She checked the timer. Another fifteen minutes and the bread would be ready.

      “I still can’t believe you’re back already,” Freya said, settling into one of the worn leather chairs adjacent to the kitchen island.

      “Nor can I. If I didn’t have this shoot in Germany, then we could have stayed longer.” Abby eyed her sister’s outfit, expensive, designer, although she couldn’t name the label. She grabbed her coffee and sat down on the sofa opposite. “You’ll have to come over and visit. Rosie would love the pool.” Before she could wonder how much the dress cost, never mind the flash of red soles, a thunder of footsteps interrupted her as Rosie burst through the door from the boot room, trailing mud and enthusiasm in equal measure.

      “Auntie Abby!” She launched herself at Abby, who stood, caught her and lifted her up with practised ease. “I found eggs in the hen house!” In her hand, she clutched a white egg with a smear of poo and a feather.

      Freya paid no heed to her daughter’s egg delight. “Victoria would have to get back in any case. Things don’t run themselves when you aren’t around to keep an eye on them. Talking of the devil…”

      Victoria came into the room, her hair forming a halo of frizz over the crown of her head where the rain had landed.

      “Actually, about that…” said Abby as she carried Rosie and the egg across to the kitchen sink. “Victoria has some news.” She turned on the tap and placed the egg on the side. “Now to give monster a bath.” She buried her face in Rosie’s tummy and gave an evil laugh. “Mwahaha.” Her niece smelled of rain and fresh air and that indefinable essence of six-year-old energy as she squealed in delight.

      “Our little monster even remembered to close the coop gate this time, so no Great Chicken Escape take two.” Victoria grabbed her extra-thick socks from the arm of the sofa and sat down to put them on. “What news do I have?” She looked at Abby, who now had Rosie balanced on the stool in front of the sink so she could wash her hands.

      “About you retiring, or semi-retiring,” she said. “Or whatever you decide.” She dried her niece’s hands with the towel and sent her on her way, straight back into Victoria’s arms.

      Freya eyed her daughter’s muddy wellies with barely concealed horror. “Darling, why don’t you go change into something clean?”

      “But I want to show Auntie Abby my science project! We’re learning about volcanoes.”

      Abby caught Victoria’s eye across the kitchen. “Your auntie Victoria is excellent at making things explode.”

      Victoria choked on her coffee while Freya shot Abby a warning look. “Really, Abby?”

      “What? I meant science experiments.” Abby widened her eyes innocently. “Get your mind out of the gutter, Freya.”

      Rosie, oblivious to the subtext, bounced on the balls of her feet. “Can we do it now? Please?”

      “After you change,” Victoria compromised. “And maybe we can use the old potting shed. It’s already seen worse.”

      Once Rosie had thundered back upstairs, leaving a trail of muddy footprints that had Freya wincing, Victoria leaned against the Aga warming her butt. “So, as Abby was saying, we’re selling the businesses.”

      “All of them?” Freya’s perfectly manicured fingers paused halfway to her coffee cup. “Well, I have to say, I’m relieved. Those businesses were always beneath you.”

      Victoria’s eyebrow arched in that dangerous way Abby knew so well. “Beneath us?” Her voice carried that deceptively gentle edge that usually preceded someone’s imminent destruction. “You mean the businesses that bought this house? And yours? And the villa in Corsica?”

      Abby bit back a smile, warming her hands around her coffee cup. Victoria in takedown mode was always a treat to watch.

      “I just meant—” Freya backpedalled, but Abby cut in before she could dig herself deeper.

      “We’re looking at around twenty-three million for the online business alone.”

      Coffee sprayed across the coffee table. Freya grabbed for a tissue, her eyes wide as saucers. “Twenty-three million?”

      “Give or take.” Abby shrugged, sharing a knowing look with Victoria as they sat down on the sofa together. “And that’s at the low end.”

      “So you’ll give up that sort of work too? Please say you will,” Freya said, trying to regain her composure.

      “God no.” Abby leaned back, sliding her hand onto Victoria’s thigh. “Someone needs to stay employed to keep this one out of trouble.” She winked at Victoria, watching colour rise in her cheeks.

      “Must you?” Freya sighed, but she’d stopped trying to clean the coffee stains.

      “Always.” Abby grinned, unrepentant.

      The sound of Rosie singing ‘Shake It Off’ drifted down from upstairs, slightly off-key but enthusiastic. Victoria smiled fondly at the ceiling. “At least some things never change.”

      “Well, I have news too.” Freya’s tone shifted to something almost girlish as she pulled out her phone and pushed it across the table. “I’ve met someone.” The screen displayed a Tinder profile.

      Abby took the phone and looked closer. It was hard to see his face. His hair was short at the sides, tapered, but his eyes were hidden under a tousle of loose curls. Very private school looking and possibly too familiar with a soggy biscuit were her first thoughts.

      “His name is Jack. We’ve been messaging for a few weeks now and finally met for dinner last night.” Her face softened. “I know it’s early days, but there’s something about him.”

      “He looks…” Victoria paused diplomatically, “very accomplished.”

      “He is.” Freya beamed. “Which reminds me—would you mind watching Rosie next Friday? We’re going to that new place on George Street.”

      Before either could answer, Victoria’s phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen, her expression shifting subtly. “It’s Bryce. I should take this.” She squeezed Abby’s hand before heading toward the hallway.

      Rosie chose that moment to return, now wearing a surprisingly clean outfit and clutching an iPad. “Can we make the volcano now?”

      Abby allowed herself to be drawn into an increasingly complex explanation of volcanic processes, half her attention on Victoria’s retreating form. They needed baking soda, vinegar, and red food dye, the latter of which Freya had kindly brought with her. Of course she had; there would be no way Rosie would be allowed to do this in their flat.

      She tried to focus on Rosie even though she could see Victoria through the glass door pacing up and down the hallway, her free hand gesturing in that way it did when she was processing something significant.

      When she finally returned, Freya had moved on to explaining about Jack’s facilities management business.

      Victoria slipped back onto the sofa beside Abby, her expression unreadable.

      “Everything okay?” Abby asked quietly.

      Victoria nodded, then said, “Bryce thinks he knows someone who would potentially be interested in buying the club.” She paused, watching Abby’s reaction carefully. “Suzette Conner-Wakeman.”

      “The one with the dead Russian husband?” she asked. Abby didn’t know the woman personally, but she was aware of her by reputation.

      ‘Hm.’ Victoria nodded, her lips pursed tight.

      “Who’s Suzette?” Rosie asked, looking up from her iPad with the uncanny perception of children.

      “Just a friend of a friend, monster,” Victoria answered, but her eyes never left Abby’s face. “Now, about that volcano experiment…”
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      Suzette Conner-Wakeman’s name wasn’t uttered again until they stood at the farmhouse doorstep the next day watching Freya’s car crunch over the gravel as she drove away, Rosie’s little hand just visible over the back seat, waving frantically. Her sister-in-law could always be persuaded to stay—all it took was the appearance of a decent bottle of wine, and in last night’s case, it was a ten-year-old Barolo.

      Victoria could still hear the purr of the car’s electric engine when Abby turned to face her.

      “Suzette Conner-Wakeman?” said Abby.

      Victoria bit her lip. The woman’s name carried weight in their circles—a woman as commanding as she was enigmatic. “Uh-huh,” she said simply, turning to meet her wife’s gaze before walking back into the house.

      “And Bryce said she wants to buy the online business?” Abby was now following her down the hall and back into the kitchen.

      Victoria’s pulse quickened with a not unpleasant ripple of anxiety, although she wasn’t sure why. “No. Bryce said she was potentially interested in the club. He didn’t say anything about La Petite Mort.” She started to pick up the breakfast dishes, gathering them to place into the dishwasher. “But you know as well as I do, Bryce is prone to exaggerating. I’d be amazed if Suzette Conner-Wakeman has even heard of The Crimson Sanctuary never mind wants to buy it. It’s just Bryce being Bryce and bigging up his part, as usual.” She kept cleaning, avoiding Abby’s now steady gaze.

      Her wife’s fingers drummed against the surface of the island, then suddenly stopped. Victoria chanced a glance in her direction. Abby was typing furiously with her thumb as she held her phone.

      “Well, she can afford to buy it. Reported net worth is just shy of a billion. A billion!” Abby’s face screwed up. “I can’t even get my head around how much money that is… and I spend all my time around the filthy rich.”

      “And every penny inherited,” Victoria muttered.

      “Do you think the Russians killed him? Her husband?” Abby asked, still staring at her phone. Victoria didn’t know what web page she was looking at, but you didn’t have to go far to learn about Suzette’s now-dead, Russian oligarch husband, Lev Abramov. He died suddenly, unexplained, and she inherited everything and immediately changed her name.

      “Did you ever meet her?”

      “Look,” Victoria held up her hands, “let’s not get too excited or concerned about this. Like I said, Bryce knows everyone, but I doubt he has any sway with a woman like her.” She stacked the last of the plates into the racking, pushed it into the machine, and lifted the door closed with a thump. “Bryce is just desperate to be involved. Mark my words, it’ll come to nothing.” She gave as reassuring a smile as she could muster. “Now go and get packed. What time is your flight in the morning?”

      Abby let out a groan. “I’ll check in online. I’m only taking a carry-on, but I’ll need to leave here at…” Abby glanced at the ceiling and Victoria knew she was calculating to the very last minute she could leave without missing her flight. Her wife was not a morning person. “Four thirty-two.”

      In that moment, Victoria used the pressure of time to let the topic of Suzette slide away. The omission of her last entanglement with the woman didn’t need to be brought to light. Not now. Not ever, she hoped.
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      The air outside the farmhouse was crisp and still when Bo arrived. Her motorcycle rumbled to a stop at the edge of the drive, and she sat for a moment, staring at the building. Victoria’s home always exuded a kind of calm, the kind that made you feel seen even when you didn’t want to be. Today, Bo needed that. She needed Victoria.

      Destinee had been struggling, and by extension, so had Bo. Their plans to start a family had begun joyfully, filled with optimism and laughter. But as Destinee’s pregnancy progressed, the cracks began to show. Bo felt like she was failing—failing to support her partner, failing to understand what Destinee was going through.

      She pulled off her helmet, raking a hand through her dark hair before heading to the door. Victoria opened it before she could knock, her sharp gaze immediately assessing Bo.

      “Bo.” Victoria wrapped her arms around her, pulling her into a tight hug. “Come in.”

      Inside, the warmth wrapped around her like a blanket. The smell of fresh tea lingered in the air, and the faint crackle of the fireplace in the next room added a sense of home that Bo hadn’t felt in weeks.

      Victoria led her through to the new extension, where two steaming mugs of tea waited on the coffee table. Always prepared, Bo thought. Always steady.

      “What’s up?” Victoria settled into an armchair and Bo sat on the sofa opposite.

      She hesitated, staring into the tea as though it might give her answers. Finally, she sighed, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees. “It’s Destinee,” she said quietly.

      Victoria’s brows lifted slightly, her expression softening. “What’s going on?”

      Bo shrugged and opened her mouth to speak, but her voice cracked. “Dest—” She shook her head, blinking away the moisture in her eyes. Christ, her body was defying her as she tried to cling to a semblance of emotional stability. She inhaled twice, short and fast, and then let out one long breath in an attempt to centre herself. “She’s almost eight months now,” she began, her voice tight. “And physically, she’s doing fine. The baby’s fine. But…” She trailed off, running a hand through her hair in frustration. “She’s struggling. She feels like nobody sees her anymore.”

      Victoria tilted her head as though encouraging Bo to continue.

      “She’s always been on the butchier side of butch. It’s who she is, who she’s always been. But now, everywhere she goes, people just see a pregnant woman. They don’t see her. They don’t see the person she is—it’s like they’ve erased her.”

      Bo’s voice caught again, and she cleared her throat. “She told me last night that she feels invisible. And I didn’t know what to say. I just—I don’t know how to help her.”

      Victoria’s gaze didn’t waver, her calm presence steadying Bo’s spiralling thoughts. “Have you told her that you still see her? That you still see the person she is beneath everything else?”

      Bo exhaled sharply, her hands curling into fists. “Of course I have. But it doesn’t seem to matter. She feels isolated, like she doesn’t fit in anywhere anymore. She even said she hates going to prenatal classes because the other women treat her like one of them.”

      Victoria leaned back, her expression thoughtful. “And that’s something she’s not ready to accept?”

      “No,” Bo said. “I know she loves our child, and that she loves that she’s doing this for us, but at the same time, she feels like she’s losing herself, and I don’t know how to stop it.”

      “Pregnancy changes everything,” Victoria said softly. “I mean, I’ve never been pregnant, but a woman goes through so many changes, not just physically, but emotionally, too. Destinee’s always had a strong sense of identity, and now that’s being challenged. Probably more so because at eight months, there is no hiding it anymore, and it’s quite possibly the first thing people see. But she’s nearly there. Once the baby is born, the world will right itself again.”

      Bo looked up, her frustration giving way to vulnerability. “What if she doesn’t? What if she never feels like herself again?”

      Victoria’s gaze softened, and she reached across the coffee table to rest a hand on Bo’s. “She will, Bo. It’s just going to take time—and your support.”

      Bo nodded, swallowing hard. “I want to be there for her. I do. But it’s hard to watch her struggle and not feel like I’m failing her.”

      “You’re not failing her,” Victoria said firmly. “You’re showing up. And when she throws shit in your direction because she’s consumed by raging hormones and her body is invaded with this new life, suck it up. Stop worrying about if you are good enough, and just focus on giving her whatever she asks for—even if that’s space. And when she gets angry at you giving her too much space then apologise, and be right by her side, without another word.”

      Bo sat back, exhaling a shaky breath. “What if all this means she won’t bond with our baby?” She swallowed, her eyes darting up to the safety of the ceiling. “What if this is a precursor to⁠—”

      “Stop!” Victoria’s tone, firm and unapologetic, forced Bo to meet her gaze. “Since when did you start catastrophising? Destinee has enough on her plate without you being the harbinger of doom and mental health issues.”

      Bo opened her mouth to speak again but then realised anything she said was liable to bring more scrutiny.

      “I love you, you know that, and I know you’re worried about Destinee for all the right reasons and you’d move mountains for her if you could. But you can’t sort this, and not being able to sort it doesn’t mean you are failing her. You can’t solve this problem. Because it isn’t yours to solve.” Bo was relieved when her friend paused for a second, but it was short-lived. “Your job or calling, or whatever you want to call it, is to be there for her, unquestioning, with your support and ice cream stuffed jalapeños!” Victoria’s face softened. “If that’s still what she is craving…”

      “No, thank God. She was literally eating those damned things by the dozen and then doubling up in heartburn.” That momentary reminder tugged at the corners of her mouth to form a faint smile. “I hear you. Absorb the shit, and smile… and I’m sure once we’re through the next four weeks, this will sort itself out.” She sipped her tea, hoping Victoria was right. Infuriatingly, most of the time she was.

      Victoria gave her a small smile and leaned back in her chair. For a moment, the room was quiet, the crackle of the fire filling the silence. You could always count on Victoria for tough love.

      “It can’t be easy for her, her masculinity being erased with a bump in other people’s eyes,” said Victoria, her finger running in a circle around the edge of her mug.

      She watched her friend in the moments of silence that followed. Something wasn’t quite right. “You seem a little… distracted.” Bo kept her tone cautious. “What’s going on with you?”

      Victoria hesitated, her gaze shifting to the window. For a moment, her friend seemed almost vulnerable, a side which Bo rarely saw.

      Finally, Victoria sighed, her voice quiet. “You know I told you we were selling the businesses?”

      Bo nodded.

      “Well, Bryce called yesterday, saying he’d mentioned it to a few people, and you know what our community is like. Nothing stays a secret for long.” Bo watched as her friend met her eyes. “It seems that Suzette Conner-Wakeman might be interested.”

      “Holy shit! Didn’t she try to—like, get inside your knickers before?” It wasn’t the most elegant of terms, but it was accurate.

      “Uh-huh. Not that I let her!”

      “Yay! I’m not the only person in the world you’ve refused to have sex with.” Bo lifted her hands as though she had pom-poms and did a small cheer.

      “We’ve been through this, you know why we never went there—and stop making it sound like I fucked around. There were plenty of women I said no to.”

      The cushion Victoria threw at her caught her square in the chest, then toppled back towards the table almost knocking over her mug. They might both be approaching fifty, but some aspects of their friendship had never progressed beyond teenage years.

      “But there’s even more you said yes to!”

      “But not Suzette Conner-Wakeman!”

      “True. So have you spoken to her? Or have you met her? God, what does Abby think after what happened last time?” Bo barely drew breath. There was so much to be unpicked in her friend’s revelation, and frankly, she was loving a drama that wasn’t hers, but Victoria stayed quiet. “Tell me you’ve told her…”

      Victoria placed her mug on the table then tucked her legs underneath her bottom as she hollowed into the corner of the seat.

      “You haven’t told her!” Bo couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Victoria, the woman with meticulous integrity, hadn’t told her wife about the predatory Suzette Conner-Wakeman?

      What followed was an awkward ten seconds of silence. Bo knew because in an oddly delighted moment of realising her friend wasn’t perfect, she counted them. Then Victoria’s phone vibrated. The two of them looked at it balanced on the arm of the chair.

      “Aren’t you going to check that? Make sure it isn’t something important?” Bo asked.

      Victoria bit the inside of her cheek and reluctantly lifted the phone, swiping the screen.

      The intake of breath was small, but Bo didn’t miss it. “Want to share?”

      Victoria stared at her phone, the colour draining from her face. “Bryce says she’s flying in tomorrow.” She looked up at Bo, her eyes wide. “Suzette Conner-Wakeman doesn’t waste time when she wants something.”
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      Edinburgh’s crisp autumn air greeted Victoria as she stepped out of the car, her heels clicking against the cobblestones. The city, with its mix of historic charm and contemporary bustle, always filled her with a sense of pride, but today, that pride was tinged with apprehension. The meeting with Suzette Conner-Wakeman sat at the forefront of her mind like an uninvited guest at a dinner party.

      Victoria had opted to meet the woman at The Crimson Sanctuary, the club Suzette was interested in buying. Bryce had suggested the location not just because it gave Suzette a chance to see what she would be purchasing but because it was Victoria’s home turf. “It’ll give you home advantage,” he’d said. That was the theory, not that it was bloody working.

      After Abby had called last night, and they’d had another conversation where Victoria had successfully sidestepped the Suzette topic, again, she hadn’t been able to stop herself thinking about that fateful night. It had been a month before Abby had re-entered her life.

      The memory replayed with stunning clarity. Eight years ago, at The House—one of London’s most exclusive private clubs, the kind of place where even the air felt expensive and filed a tax return… Victoria remembered how the cashmere blend of her tailored suit had felt against her skin as she’d descended the sweeping staircase. She’d been there to meet a potential investor for La Petite Mort, though Bryce had been frustratingly vague about who exactly was interested.

      The main room had buzzed with the quiet energy of power. Not the obvious kind—there wasn’t a leather harness or collar in sight. This was old-money power, wrapped in designer labels and understated allure. A woman across the room had caught her eye, dark hair swept up elegantly, a blood-red dress. Suzette Conner-Wakeman.

      Even before Bryce made the introduction, Victoria had known who she was. Everyone in certain circles knew Suzette—widow, heiress, and according to not-so-whispered rumours, the kind of woman who collected beautiful things. And beautiful people. Like they were Pokémon cards.

      “Victoria Fraser,” Suzette had purred, extending her hand. Not to shake—her palm was turned down, like a queen expecting her ring to be kissed. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

      Victoria, never one to have her behaviour manipulated, had taken her hand but turned it, matching her grip strength for strength. “Funny, I’ve heard surprisingly little about you.”

      A lie, and a power play that had given her a thrill of satisfaction, especially when it made Suzette’s sculpted eyebrow arch. They’d moved to a private alcove, ostensibly to discuss business, leaving Suzette’s entourage of butch lovers at the bar. The woman had a small hareem. But Suzette had other ideas. She’d positioned herself too close, invading Victoria’s space. Each time Victoria had established distance, Suzette had found a reason to breach it again, like a cat determined to sit in the one spot you didn’t want it.

      “Your reputation precedes you,” Suzette had said, swirling her champagne. “The way you handle your… clients. Such control. Such precision.” Her voice had dropped to a whisper. “I wonder, though, if you ever tire of always being in charge?”

      Victoria remembered how her spine had stiffened, how her grip had tightened on her glass. “I don’t mix business with pleasure, Ms. Conner-Wakeman.”

      “Please,” Suzette had leaned closer, her perfume expensive and intoxicating, “call me Mistress.”

      The word had hung between them like a gauntlet thrown. Victoria had felt eyes on them from across the room—calculating, curious eyes. This wasn’t just about desire. It was about power. About whom would yield first. As if.

      “I don’t submit,” Victoria had said quietly, her voice carrying that sharp warning that usually had others stepping back. “Not even in play.”

      Suzette’s laugh had been low and musical. “Everyone submits to something, Victoria. Or someone.” Her fingers had brushed Victoria’s wrist, featherlight but deliberate. “The trick is finding the right pressure point.”

      Victoria had stood then, smooth and unhurried, though her heart was pounding like a teenager’s at their first club night. “Thank you for the champagne, Ms. Conner-Wakeman. I don’t think we’ll be doing business after all.”

      She’d turned to leave, but Suzette’s voice had followed her. “We both know our paths will cross again, Victoria. And when they do, I look forward to exploring your… limits.”

      The memory of those words still made Victoria’s skin prickle. But Suzette had been right about one thing: their paths were crossing again. Only this time, Victoria had so much more to lose. Brilliant.

      “Victoria!” Bo stood by the door to the club, a discreet carved wooden entrance halfway up one of Edinburgh’s oldest closes. She gave her friend a half-hearted smile.

      Bless her, thought Victoria. She’d carried through on the promise she’d made yesterday to be ‘around’ when the meeting was to happen… Hardly a sacrifice given Destinee ran the adjoining restaurant.

      “You didn’t need to come. I’m a big girl. I can handle her.” She hoped she sounded confident as she gave three sharp raps on the door. The hatch opened, and two dark eyes appeared in the space. “Password?”

      “Maeve, it’s me. Just let us in!”

      “Oh, right, Boss.” The butch woman with cropped grey hair pulled the door open and took a step back. “Boss. Ms. McKinnon.” Maeve did a small bow of her head and moved her hand up as though she was about to doff an invisible cap. The woman had an old-fashioned chivalry about her, one which the club’s clientele loved. Victoria sometimes wondered if she practised the move in front of a mirror.

      “Ms. Conner-Wakeman has already arrived,” she said as they stepped inside.

      “Already? But it’s only twelve. She’s not due until two.” Victoria heard the tension in her voice, then caught herself and smoothed down the lapels of her jacket as though the act might serve to mask her nerves.

      “Wow,” said Bo. “She’s keen!”

      Victoria just grunted. This wasn’t like her, allowing herself to get rattled. Perhaps this was the perimenopause thing everyone was talking about. Or perhaps it was that one tiny fact she was point-blank refusing to acknowledge. Suzette Conner-Wakeman got under her skin. Like a particularly persistent splinter.

      Low lighting, plush seating, and an array of abstract art created an atmosphere of understated luxury from the moment you entered the club. Even the lift walls were velvet-lined, something Bo obviously appreciated as she ran her hands over the fabric like a child in a soft-play area.

      “Are you going straight in to see her?” Bo asked as they waited to reach the fifth floor, where the restaurant and offices were housed.

      “No.” The lift pinged and the doors slid open. Two large wood doors with glass panels stood opposite, the entrance to the restaurant, but Victoria exited to her right. “I’m going to my office, to check my emails, put on some lippy, and then, when it’s time, I’ll meet her as arranged.”

      Bo stared at her. “Okay.” She paused for a second. “Will you be okay if I just nip in and say hello to Destinee while I’m here?”

      “Whatever,” she said with a wave of her hand. Christ, she needed time to get herself together and if nothing else slow down her heart rate. Perhaps she should have had that beta blocker the doctor had offered last week.
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      The kitchen of The Crimson’s restaurant buzzed with the controlled chaos that accompanied lunch service. The first tables had already been seated and service was underway. Steam rose from pots, knives clicked against chopping boards, and above it all, Destinee’s voice carried clear and commanding.

      “Laurent, that risotto needs more attention than your Instagram. Jakob, where’s my mise en place for table four?” She moved through her domain with easy efficiency, her chef’s blacks stretched tight across her belly, but her presence was as formidable as ever. “And someone tell me why these prawns aren’t being shelled?”

      Bo couldn’t help but smile. Almost eight months pregnant or not, her partner still ran the tightest kitchen in Edinburgh. She leaned against the doorframe between the kitchen and the dining room, dividing her attention between her magnificent other half and the lone figure seated in the far corner of the restaurant’s moody interior.

      Suzette Conner-Wakeman sat with her back to the wall, Edinburgh Castle in dark mosaics rising behind her like a granite crown. She wore something that was probably called ‘resort wear’ in the fashion magazines—a white silk jumpsuit, cinched at the waist with a gold belt that caught the light. Her dark hair was swept up in an elegant twist, revealing a long neck adorned with a single strand of pearls. Even from this distance, Bo could see why Victoria might have been thrown off balance.

      “Stop gawking.” Destinee’s voice cut through Bo’s observations. “You’re like a horny teenager at a peep show.”

      Bo turned to find her partner wielding a santoku knife with ease, dicing shallots with machine-gun precision. “I’m gathering intelligence.”

      “You’re being nosy.” Destinee didn’t look up from her work, but her lips curved into a knowing smile. “And you’re in my way. Either grab an apron or move.”

      Bo stepped to the side.

      “Has Victoria told Abby yet?” Destinee asked, the shallots sizzling as she scraped them into a hot pan.

      “Nope.” Bo shook her head. “She’s still in Berlin.”

      “What, they don’t have phones in Germany?” Destinee’s knife stilled. “Or FaceTime? Or any of the other hundred ways people communicate these days?”

      Bo gave a shrug. “Maybe she thinks it isn’t worth mentioning?”

      “Just so we’re clear,” said Destinee as she lifted the knife and pointed it in Bo’s direction, “don’t you ever think of keeping something like that from me. Ever.”

      “I told you about Moira,” offered Bo in self-defence. “And now the two of you are as thick as thieves and I’m the one who should be worried!”

      Moira, her ex, was a mum to six foster children and ran the family farm, turning her hand to any and every mechanical or DIY task you could think of, something Destinee greatly admired. Victoria’s words from yesterday echoed in her mind. Suck it up. Stop worrying about if you are good enough, and just focus on giving her whatever she asks for. “Anyway, I wouldn’t dream of it. I’m an open book with you.”

      “Good.” Destinee lowered the knife, but her gaze remained sharp. “Because secrets like that? They’re like leaving something on the heat too long. Eventually, it all boils over.” She rubbed her belly absently with her free hand. “And the clean-up is never pretty.”

      Voices from the dining room drew their attention. Through the glass partition, they watched as Suzette rose gracefully to greet Victoria, who had finally emerged from her office. The two women faced each other like chess pieces on opposite sides of the board.

      Destinee came over and stood beside her, both watching the two women settle into the booth. “She has to tell Abby,” muttered Destinee. “Nobody looks at a woman the way that Suzette woman is looking at Victoria and pretends they’re talking about business.”

      Bo hummed in agreement, then jumped as Destinee winced, pressing a hand to her side.

      “You okay?” Bo grimaced in concern, one hand hovering protectively.

      “Fine.” Destinee waved her off. “Your child just objects to me standing still for too long. Now, if you’re going to hang around my kitchen, make yourself useful. These prawns won’t shell themselves.”

      Bo grinned, reaching for an apron. “Yes, Chef.”

      But as she took her place at the prep station, she couldn’t help glancing through to the dining room again. Victoria sat opposite the rich widow, a woman whose gaze promised everything and whose smile suggested she was already counting her winnings.
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