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CHAPTER ONE
July 2021
Port of Carro, South of France
 
This is why I never drink alcohol… Louka Scott, known as Louk to her friends and teammates, tried and failed not to react when her companion brushed her lips against the side of her neck.
“Why are you so tense?” the woman whispered.
“No… I’m not,” Louka replied automatically.
She had enjoyed half a glass of wine at dinner, to celebrate her friend Danielle’s birthday. Danielle was a firefighter with the local brigade, and several of her crew-mates were in attendance that evening. The one now caressing the inside of her thigh had spent the whole night flirting with her. Just a bit of fun, Louka thought at the time, and even quite enjoyable. Certainly, pretty innocent stuff. As chance would have it, Katie had parked her car in the village, not far from her apartment. After dinner, they both naturally headed off in the same direction. When Katie asked if she might like to sit in front of the harbour for a while, and just chat, Louka agreed to it without thinking. She was keen to blame that decision on the wine, even though she knew it had nothing to do with it. Inside, she was stone cold sober. Close to midnight now in the small fishing village of Carro. Still really hot, and fast getting hotter, as Katie’s fingers went up in her hair for a sensual caress.
“Uhm…” Louka murmured. Don’t do that…
Although the thought occurred to her, she did not say the words out loud. This was a little too nice, and comfortable. Badly needed too, even if she would never have admitted to it. Katie’s touch just made it exceedingly hard to focus. She traced a light finger over her mouth, which made Louka shiver in spite of herself. This was going only one way, and she knew she had to put a stop to it… Sooner, rather than later, when she could no longer articulate a proper sentence.
“Your lips are so smooth…”
“So are you,” Louka muttered.
The firefighter smiled in reply, and scooted closer to her on the bench.
“And yet,” she remarked in a gentle tone. “Something’s not quite right for you, I can tell. What is it, Louka?”
Louka flashed her a brief, sheepish smile, even as the back of her neck tightened painfully. She suppressed a sigh. Not quite right, indeed… The question brought back difficult memories of events that she did not want to discuss with an almost-stranger, no matter how nice or friendly she may be. Almost two years, she reflected, and I still can’t get past it… She had not allowed anyone behind her walls in that time, let alone a good-looking woman like Katie, with her twinkling eyes, and hot kisses on her mind. Louka’s reaction to her partner’s betrayal two years previously had been to shut down completely, and to lose herself in her work for the S.N.S.M; Les Sauveteurs en Mer, the French volunteer Coastguard. Training, teaching, interventions at sea, and all kinds of fundraising
activities,
kept her adequately busy and on the straight and narrow. Yet, a single moment of inattention, a bit too much relaxing with a glass of wine, and there she was now, allowing just the sort of situation that she did not want to develop.
“Sorry about that,” she said.
“That’s okay. We don’t have to rush.”
Louka sensed her optimism in the statement, but she had to be honest.
“I’m sorry,” she repeated. “That’s not the point.”
She got up and restored a healthier distance in between them. All the while, she was acutely aware of the woman’s eyes on her. Katie followed her every movement with a warm and interested smile.
“Hey, I’m not looking for anything serious; you know?”
“Yeah, I get that, but…”
Louka shrugged and intentionally let her sentence trail off. The meaning was obvious, as far as she was concerned, although not for Katie, apparently.
“I just thought we could have some fun tonight, that’s all,” she declared, undeterred. “No strings attached. Just you and me, nice and easy.”
She sure sounds good, Louka decided. Katie came to stand in front of her again, too close for comfort. Still smiling; not giving up. She passed her tongue over her lips, deliberately slow and provocative. Louka watched her do it. She fought the impulse to step forward, and bruise her mouth with a hard kiss of her own. She was the last thing from shy when it came to sex, and her body ached for physical contact. Too long had passed since she had touched and caressed a woman, held someone in her arms, and allowed herself to be loved. She came really close to giving in. The lure of passionate sex and nothing else in the bargain was so tempting… She held back though, aware that she only felt raw need for the woman right now. Nothing but selfish desire, and this simply would not do. It was not good enough, not fair. Too much like using and abusing, what had been done to her in the past. Even if Katie insisted that she was just after some fun… Was anyone, ever? Really? Louka was not buying it for a second. She toyed with the idea of ignoring her own principles for once, to satisfy her cravings… But only for a brief moment, before she took a deep breath, and another obvious step back.
“Not a good idea,” she murmured. “Sorry.”
Katie lifted a curious eyebrow.
“You say that a hell of a lot.”
“What… Sorry?”
“Yes.”
Louka chuckled, amused to give her that impression.
“Trust me, I don’t usually.”
“I guess I’m pushing too much. Giving you no other choice in the matter,” Katie remarked. “I’ve heard you’re the confident type in most situations.”
“Where did you hear that?”
“At the brigade. My new colleagues all speak highly of you. They say you’re the most well-trained and courageous operator to have by your side on any rescue… And a great team leader as well.”
This was praise, indeed, coming from her peers; but Louka just gave a polite nod.
“Thanks. I work hard, that’s all. We all do.”
Katie had been pushing a bit, it was true, but only because Louka had been enjoying the flirting so damn much. She was not going to apologise again, but the urge was there to do so. As for the other comment about how good she was at her job, it seemed to confirm that she was correct in her decision not to take things any further with Katie. Her kind words, and the warm smile on her face now, did not feel at all like no strings attached, but more like heartfelt admiration. One-night stands could be fun, Louka knew, but they could also hurt people. I’m not going there with you, girl… Katie was still looking at her as if she hoped for more. On impulse, Louka pulled her into a tight hug.
“Let’s just be friends, you and me,” she said. “Okay?”
Katie gave her a healthy squeeze in return, and chuckled as she pulled back.
“Okay. If you insist.”
“Yeah, I’m afraid I do.”
“If you ever change your mind, let me know, alright?”
Relieved that she took it so well, Louka finally relaxed.
“I won’t, but thanks. You, uh… You’re very beautiful.”
“You should see me naked,” Katie teased in response.
Before more enjoyable but unhelpful flirting could resume, Louka’s beeper went off, and she snatched it off her belt to check the display.
“I thought you weren’t on duty tonight?”
“Not officially… But I have to go now.”
“Saved by the bell,” Katie nodded. “Have a good one, Louk. Be safe out there.”
“You’re okay walking to your car?”
“No worries. I’m a ju-jitsu black belt.”
“Really?” Louka grinned. “That’s impressive.”
After a final smile and a wave of the hand, she took off running toward the rescue station, located on the other side of the quiet harbour. She burst in two minutes later. First one in, as was almost always the case. She stopped in front of her personal locker, and yelled out a question.
“What have we got, Matt?”
Matthieu Roque, retired rescue swimmer now in charge of the station, and all communications with the emergency services, stood at the entrance to the equipment room as she began to pull on her wetsuit.
“Small vessel on its way to Corsica demasted in the middle of the Gulf of Lion,” he announced.
“How big is the vessel?”
“Thirty-footer. Her engine won’t start, so she’s completely at the mercy of the elements. Weather-wise, it’s twenty-five to thirty knots of wind on site, three-metre waves, and you’ll have a cross sea to contend with as well.”
“Aye, sounds like fun,” a male voice said behind her.
Louka smiled at her colleague, Eddy Nazaro, the pilot of the rescue boat. He was an experienced guy, always happy in tricky conditions. No cross sea or gust of wind would get the best of him. Five other members of the team soon arrived together, and listened attentively to the rest of the briefing while they put on their safety gear.
“The skipper hit his head trying to sort out a dragging sail,” Matthieu explained. “He lost consciousness for a while, and he’s been sick on and off for the past hour.”
“Are we getting assistance to evacuate?” Eddy enquired.
“Yes. The rescue helicopter is on standby for us.”
“Good,” Louka nodded. “Anyone else onboard?”
“Two women, and they’re all British, by the way,” Matthieu added. “Which is why I called you in, Louk. Just in case we need extra help with communication.”
“Good thinking,” she approved.
She was half-American, and her language skills often came in handy during rescues. Located at the south-eastern tip of the Côte Bleue, on the Mediterranean Sea, the Carro station covered the area around Marseille, the Camargue, and the entrance to the Gulf of Lion. Not only was it a popular holiday destination with tourists from all over Europe and the UK, but a busy route for international container ships and oil tankers headed to the Etang de Berre as well. Having a fluent English speaker on the team often made a world of difference with foreign vessels or skippers in need of assistance.
“Any other questions?”
“Nope,” Louka responded on behalf of her team.
“Perfect,” Matthieu nodded. “Let’s keep in touch over the radio.”
Thanks to the crew’s practiced efficiency, they launched out of the harbour five minutes later. Onboard were Louka and her rescue-swimmer partner, Pascal. Eddy and his usual right-hand man, George, a skilled navigator and radar operator. The other three members of the team: Olivia, her twin brother Frank, and Emilie, were old-timers, experienced in a variety of medical and specialist rescue skills. A solid group of dedicated people, Louka reflected in satisfaction. She stood at the rear behind the open cabin, holding onto the safety bar that she was also tethered to via her chest harness. Travelling on the 17m rescue craft, with the two Iveco 350hp engines on full power, often felt to her like riding a wild bronco, even when the sea was calm… Which was certainly not the case tonight. Pascal came to clip on next to her, and he flashed a happy grin.
“Les goo to rescue ze British, eh?” he quipped in appalling English.
Louka nodded at his enthusiasm, even as she laughed at his accent.
“Yeah, let’s do it,” she nodded.
She dropped her goggles over her eyes to protect her from oncoming spray, and the odd wave slamming against the hull of the boat. The cooler offshore wind was bracing. She filled her lungs with pure sea air, and welcomed the pumping of adrenalin through her system at the thought of the upcoming rescue. And to think that I could be in bed with a sexy firefighter right now… She smiled.



CHAPTER TWO
‘Come with us to Corsica!’, they said. ‘The crossing will be fun! And the boat is perfectly safe!’
Maybe the boat was… Unfortunately, it was not the case for her skipper. Oxford University lecturer Elizabeth McLean gritted her teeth, as another brutal wave slammed sideways against the hull, and threatened to overturn the small vessel.
“Are we going to capsize?” her friend Janice exclaimed in panic. “Oh, God!”
Janice’s new boyfriend of only a few weeks, Thomas, lay on the floor of the cabin with his eyes closed. A trickle of blood ran down the side of his face from a cut on his forehead. He moaned in genuine pain when the boat rocked even harder.
“Elizabeth!” Janice exclaimed.
“No, we’re okay,” Elizabeth repeated, calmly but firmly, for the third time in only five minutes. “Help is on the way. We’ll be fine.”
Part of her wished that she had not agreed to the unplanned trip to Corsica, but of course, she was also glad to be there now, to reassure Janice, and take care of things... As it turned out, her friend was not too good in a crisis. As for Thomas, his eagerness to show off with his sailboat definitely surpassed his skills as a skipper. That fact became glaringly obvious when the weather conditions turned challenging. He did not seem to have a clue of how to react. Janice was oblivious, but Elizabeth sure did notice. She was about to order him to turn around, and sail back to the safety of the harbour, when the mast broke in half. With that, they lost the main sail. Thomas’s fault, no doubt, for putting too much pressure on the rigging in high-wind conditions. The poor guy certainly paid the price for his ignorance. Not only did he sustain what looked like a serious head injury, but he almost fell overboard after the mast hit him square in the face. Past the first moment of anger at his stupidity, Elizabeth felt sorry for him. He could have drowned… She hoped that he was just concussed, nothing worse. She was pleased when they managed to support him down below, to the safety of the cabin; but it was not the end of their troubles. Sadly, the engine would not start. They had sailed from the port of Fos-sur-Mer late in the day, which was another error. It was fast getting dark, and they were stuck now, at the mercy of their environment. As the precariousness of their situation hit home, Janice burst into tears, and decided that they were going to sink.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Elizabeth declared. “That’s not going to happen.”
She left her to look after her boyfriend, and focused only on ensuring their survival. She used the onboard GPS system to figure out their position; radioed for help on the correct channel; located the emergency flares and the life jackets. She also did her best to ignore her friend’s predictions of doom and gloom.
“Just breathe, Jan,” she advised her, when she noticed how pale she had become. “I’ve called for help. Now all we need to do is rest, to be ready for when they come. Okay?”
“I am so sorry, Elizabeth,” Janice exclaimed. “So sorry!”
“Why? None of this is your fault. Don’t worry about it.”
“I know, but he told me he’d been sailing for years!” Janice hissed in sheer frustration now. “I was convinced he knew what he was doing!”
Elizabeth smiled at that, and she rubbed a reassuring hand over her shoulder.
“He was keen to impress you, and he made a mistake,” she said. “It happens, eh? We’ll laugh about it over a glass of wine in a few days.”
“I hope so,” Janice murmured, and her gaze softened as she looked at her injured boyfriend. “He may be an idiot, but I really like him, you know?”
“Yes… We’ll be fine,” Elizabeth promised.
Despite her assurance, the wind continued to howl, and the boat rolled dangerously in between each wave. It was pitch black out there, and Elizabeth suppressed a shiver. We’re in the shit, alright… She may be able to remain calm on the surface, and not give in to her own fears, but it did not mean that she was not also concerned about the situation. She was aware that all it would take was one stronger wave to hit them, just in the wrong way, and then… Don’t think about that now. Just focus on what you can do. With this in mind, she leaned forward to speak to Thomas.
“Hey, Thom. Can you hear me?”
He opened his eyes, and gave a weak nod.
“Won’t be much longer now,” Elizabeth repeated. “Hang in there, okay?”
He tried to smile and managed a small grimace.
“Thanks… Think I messed up, uh…”
“Just relax, darling,” Janice told him. “It’s okay.”
She kissed him affectionately on the cheek and he closed his eyes again, exhausted. Just then, a strong voice echoed across the cabin. Janice snapped her head up. The voice was female; husky; speaking perfect English with just a hint of an American accent.
“Vessel Starfish, Vessel Starfish… This is the Coastguard. Come in, please?”
Elizabeth literally threw herself at the radio.
“Yes!” she exclaimed. “We’re here! Hello?”
“Hi, good to hear your voice,” the woman said in a friendly tone. “How are you all doing onboard?”
“We’ve got one person injured with a suspected concussion, but conscious,” Elizabeth reported. “I’m fine, and so is my other friend.”
“What’s your name?”
“Elizabeth.”
“Do you have any flares, Elizabeth?”
“Yes…?”
“Excellent. We think we’re close to your location, but waves are making it hard to spot you on the radar. Can you fire a flare into the air for me?”
“Of course! When?”
“Right now, if you can.”
“Okay, I’m going,” Elizabeth advised.
“Roger that,” came the response. “Thanks.”
Janice grabbed her arm as she picked up the flare gun.
“Be careful, okay?” she implored.
“No worries. I’ll be right back.”
Elizabeth clipped her safety line to the boat railing as soon as she stepped on deck. She stood braced against the side of the wheelhouse with her back to the wind, and cast a quick glance around. Although she could not see it, the sure knowledge that a rescue vessel was close by, ready to help, gave her a huge boost of energy and confidence. All of a sudden, she felt invigorated, and even excited instead of scared. Okay, let’s do this thing… She loaded a single flare inside the gun, as per the instructions she had taken the time to read on the box. She locked it, pointed it away from the boat, and fired up into the sky.
“Yes!” she yelled.
For some reason, she half expected the flare not to work on her first try, but it did, and she was delighted at the result. The orange light turned the moonless night almost as bright as day. All of a sudden, things did not seem so threatening anymore, although now that she could see better, the waves were huge. Bloody hell! Elizabeth was shocked to realise their true size, but she did not stare for long. She just waited a few seconds to see if she could spot the rescue craft, and when she could not, rushed back inside the cabin and jumped on the radio.
“Are you still there?” she asked. “Did you see that?”
“Yes,” the female voice answered pretty much instantly. “Give us a moment, please.”
She sounded calm, in total control, which was reassuring to hear in the midst of such chaos. Elizabeth held her breath as she waited for an update, and the boat rolled even harder. About a minute later, which felt a lot longer, the woman came back with some good news.
“Gotcha!” she announced. “We have you in sight, Starfish.”
Elizabeth exchanged a triumphant glance with Janice. Her relief was such that she felt tears burn at the back of her eyes. No time for that, though, and she quickly blinked them away.
“What do we do now?” she enquired.
∞
Louka considered the wall of dark moving liquid in front of her, as the rescue craft hovered at the bottom in between two waves, before rising up on a crest again. In the distance, she could catch glimpses of the stranded sailboat. The conditions for an offshore swim were not ideal, and even dangerous. It was dark, windy, and cold, in an area of the gulf where currents were notoriously strong.
“You ready, Louk?” Pascal enquired.
He was grinning, not surprisingly. For a rescue swimmer of his standing, this was a fun operation, something exciting to sink his teeth into. Louka felt just the same, although she was keen to stay focused. As team leader, the swimming part of this rescue was just a small chunk of the overall challenge ahead of her… And yes: she relished it all.
“Just a sec,” she told him, and popped her head back inside the cabin. “Got an update on the helo, guys?”
“ETA, ten minutes,” Eddy replied.
“Okay, perfect.”
After speaking to the woman onboard the Starfish about the state of her injured friend, Louka had decided to request air support straight away. It was pretty clear from what Elizabeth described that they needed to move this guy off the boat, and get him to a hospital as quickly as possible. Meanwhile, she would hang back with Pascal and the two women, and see if they could get the engine started. If not, they would remain onboard while the rescue craft towed the sailboat back to Carro. It promised to be a long rest of the night…
“Get the tow lines ready, and just keep an eye on us, okay?” Louka requested from the rest of her team.
“No problem, Louk,” Olivia replied.
They all gave her a thumbs-up, and she turned back to her partner.
“Good to go, Pascal.”
“Okay.” He winked at her. “Don’t get too wet!”
She watched him go. Perfect dive, and he quickly got away from the craft. Louka had no idea where the joke came from, but they never went for a ‘swim’, as they called it, without saying it to each other. Good stuff. Out at sea in the middle of the night, in a blowing gale and perilous conditions, she was in her element. Louka jumped in after Pascal, and immediately felt the powerful current grab hold of her and carry her forward. Good thing Eddy knew the area so well; he had positioned the vessel to give his two swimmers the advantage of a strong push in the right direction. Louka went with it, and caught up with Pascal when he was almost there. This was the trickier and more dangerous part of any intervention of this kind: coming onboard a disabled craft without getting slammed into the hull, or being swept off-course. If that happened, they would have to fight the current all the way back to the target. Success was never fully guaranteed, and every now and then, even the most experienced swimmers needed rescuing. Of course, Louka was not anticipating failure at this point.
“On the next wave,” she yelled over the sound of the raging sea.
“Yeah!” Pascal agreed. “Here it comes!”
With the following surge, they both swam hard to reach the dive ladder at the back of the Starfish. As she grabbed hold of it with both hands, Louka spotted a woman standing on deck. Just a glimpse for now, before she turned to check that her partner had made it too.
“All good!” he confirmed. “Go!”
Louka quickly pulled herself onboard.
“Hi!” the woman exclaimed. “I’m so glad you’re here!”
She was dressed only in a pair of shorts and a soaking wet t-shirt, barefoot. She must be freezing. Louka reached out to take her arm and help her to stay on her feet, as another wave hit the boat, and threatened to knock her down.
“I’ll try the engine right away, Louk,” Pascal volunteered.
If they could get it going, they would regain a measure of control of the boat. This would help with the extraction of the injured man, and everything else as well.
“Great,” Louka approved, and she returned her attention to the woman. “Elizabeth?”
“Yes!”
Louka could feel her trembling, probably as much from the cold as a massive dose of nervous tension. She did not let go of her wrist, and gave her an encouraging smile at the same time.
“I’m Louka. Let’s go check on your friends.”



CHAPTER THREE
Now, Elizabeth reflected to herself, here’s someone who really knows what she’s doing… The woman in the orange-and-black wetsuit with the words LES SAUVETEURS EN MER written on the back quickly assessed Thomas’s condition, and she used the onboard radio to relay a series of fast instructions to her team in flowing French. She sounded like she may be the one in charge. Next, she turned to Janice, whose face appeared decidedly green now, and flashed her a compassionate smile.
“Bit wobbly, eh? How’re you feeling?”
“Not too bad,” Janice replied in a tiny voice.
She still looked absolutely terrified, as well as sea-sick.
“We’ll be on our way soon,” the woman assured. “Do you have any dry clothes you can put on?”
Elizabeth had been distracted as she watched her work, but she focused right back when she realised that this question was directed at her, along with a very clear, blue, intense look. Wow.
“Uhm… Yes,” she said, flustered. “I do…”
“I’d put them on if I were you,” the woman advised. “I’ll be right back.”
She disappeared outside, leaving Elizabeth to stare puzzled after her. Not many women managed to make her feel nervous with just a single look, but this one left her rather speechless. Nervous was not even the right word, actually; more accurate to say that she commanded her absolute attention. Yes… Definitely. Elizabeth suppressed an ironic chuckle at her own self. Women in uniform always did grab her attention, it was true... Keen to get past that, and see what else she could do to help, she reached for her rucksack and quickly changed into sweatpants, a hoody, and her waterproof jacket. Instantly warmer, she popped her head out to see what the two coastguard were doing.
“What’s going on?” Janice enquired anxiously.
“They’re attaching tow lines to the bow.”
“What about the engine?”
“Must be dead…”
Elizabeth noticed a bright light rapidly approaching in the sky.
“I can see the helicopter, Jan.”
Janice flashed a hopeful smile, and turned back to speak to Thomas. Meanwhile, Elizabeth continued to watch the rescue unfold. She had seen this type of thing on TV, and she knew pretty much what to expect. Still, seeing it happen live in front of her was something else. The waves, the black churning sea, the howling of the wind, and the massive shape of the helicopter, hovering low above their boat… It was at once exhilarating and terrifying. For reassurance, Elizabeth kept focused on the good-looking coastguard, the one who said her name was Louka. Holding onto a piece of the broken mast for balance, she looked supremely confident as she spoke into her radio, and seemed to direct the helicopter. Elizabeth saw the door to their cabin slide open, and a rescue operator in a yellow helmet sent down an emergency stretcher. She returned to her friends, and passed her arm around Janice.
“Are you okay, darling?” she asked.
“I’m scared,” Janice murmured. “He’s in pain.”
Elizabeth rubbed her shoulder briskly in reassurance.
“He’ll be fine,” she said. “The people look good out there.”
They walked back in just as she said that; Louka in the lead, followed by her partner this time, who carried the stretcher. He flashed them all a happy grin.
“Everyssing is good – Yes?”
Elizabeth smiled gratefully in return.
“Yes,” she nodded. “Thanks to you.”
“Good, good,” he chuckled.
Thomas was asleep, but he came to when they slid him onto the stretcher. Louka spoke to him quietly, reassuringly, and she detailed what was going to happen next.
“We’ve all done this hundreds of times before, so you’re in good hands,” she promised. “It’s windy and very noisy out, but you just ignore that. Keep your eyes closed. Okay?”
Thomas gave a small sigh and immediately closed his eyes again. Elizabeth noticed the intent look that the two coastguard exchanged between them.
“Everything alright?” she asked.
“Yes,” the woman nodded. “Everything’s fine.”
She was all business now, as she secured the last few straps on the stretcher. Elizabeth kept her arm around Janice when they carried Thomas out on deck. Something was different there… She grinned when she realised that the rescue vessel had already started to tow. Brilliant! Now they were not in such a precarious position, sideways in a crazy sea, but going with the oncoming waves, and a lot safer as a result. In next to no time as well, the stretcher was in the air, Pascal going up alongside. On the boat, Louka held onto a line attached to the bottom of the stretcher, presumably to keep them from going into a spin. She was lean and slender, Elizabeth noticed. Yet strong, too, as evidenced by the flexing muscles in her legs, as she balanced her own weight to facilitate her partner’s ascent. It was a difficult manoeuvre, perfectly executed.
“Oh, great! Great!” Janice exclaimed, as the stretcher and its precious cargo reached the helicopter. “I‘m so relieved! Thomas was crying, you know? He feels terrible about this.”
“We’ll go to the hospital as soon as we get back,” Elizabeth promised.
“Thank you!” Janice shouted at their two rescuers, as Pascal landed safely back on the boat, and Louka coiled her line. “You guys are amazing!”
He laughed, and flashed her a thumbs-up. Without pausing to take a breath, he went to check the tow lines. Louka pointed to the dry bench in front of the cabin, a bit more sheltered from the elements by a sturdy piece of tarp overhead.
“May as well have a seat,” she suggested. “It’s going to be a ten-minute flight for your friend, but around a couple of hours’ trip for us, I’m afraid.”
Elizabeth might have screamed at the thought of having to spend another two hours on this stupid broken boat, if not for the fact of the woman’s presence... She watched her take off her helmet now, and run a hand through her short blond hair. The Nordic type… Nice. Elizabeth gave a thoughtful smile.
“Actually, I think I’m going to go lie down inside,” Janice said. “Uhm… If that’s okay, of course?”
She shot Louka a questioning glance, and received an easy nod in response.
“So long as you’re alright? Yes?” the coastguard enquired.
“Yes… Just exhausted, and a bit woozy still.”
“Okay. No problem. Call me if you need.”
“Me too, Jan,” Elizabeth said.
Janice squeezed her shoulder and kissed her lightly on the cheek as she walked past. Elizabeth noticed Louka notice it, and politely look away. A telling reaction, indeed. All of a sudden, she felt the irresistible urge to dispel any wrong ideas.
“Thomas is her boyfriend,” she volunteered. “She’s worried sick about him.”
Clumsy or not, the statement served its purpose. Although why even bother with it? The sexy coastguard probably could not care less about the status of their relationship. Elizabeth also suspected that they would never see each other again after they came off this boat. Still, she felt better for being clear, and she watched her, as the woman reflected on the situation.
“Yeah, he seemed pretty banged up,” she agreed. “Lucky it wasn’t any worse, considering what happened. I wouldn’t worry too much. I’m sure he’ll be fine after a few painkillers and a good night’s sleep.”
“Thanks. And for all your help,” Elizabeth added. “I can’t tell you how grateful we are to you and your team.”
“No problem. By the way, did you know you’re out of fuel, and that’s why the engine wouldn’t start?”
Elizabeth shook her head, as the news sparked a new surge of anger in her. Bloody irresponsible Thomas!
“I had no idea,” she said. “It worked fine when we left the harbour, and I never thought to ask. I am so sorry. I know you risked your life for us tonight. Believe me, I’ll make sure this never happens again.”
Louka flashed her another brief smile.
“Am I to assume you’re not the skipper of this boat, then?”
“Correct. Thomas was supposed to be in charge,” Elizabeth sighed. “He led us to believe that he was a regular Captain Cook with lots of sailing experience!”
“I see...” Louka shook her head in sympathy. “That’s not good. Well done, though, Elizabeth. Your impeccable assessment of the situation earlier was incredibly helpful. It makes our job a lot safer when we can deal with calm and alert people like you on the radio.”
∞
Although clearly furious at the guy, the woman acknowledged the compliment with a small smile, and she reached out to touch her hand.
“You’re very kind. Thank you.”
Louka registered the brief touch over her bare skin, and her humble, respectful tone. For the first time since coming onboard, she took a moment to really look at her. Emerald-green eyes, full lips, high cheekbones… It was her turn to watch, as Elizabeth trailed perfectly manicured nails through her tangled black hair. For a second, as she did this, Louka completely forgot where she was, and the task at hand, until a shout from Pascal brought her back down to earth with a bang.
“Louka! Need your help with the lines!”
She jumped to her feet immediately.
“I’ll be right back, Elizabeth.”
“Can I help you?”
“No, stay here,” Louka ordered. “Be safe.”
She missed the interested twinkle in the woman’s eye at her commanding tone, which was probably for the best, at least as far as her powers of concentration were concerned. Louka made her way to the bow. She did not need to ask what was wrong with the lines. She could see that the light sailboat had begun to drift in the current, and the ropes were getting all twisted. She grabbed one and pulled on it to straighten it. It worked, but as soon as she relaxed her grip, the boat started to drift again. Pascal laughed when she groaned in irritation.
“It’s alright, Louk,” he said. “If we maintain the rudder at a forty-five-degree angle, that should do it. And we don’t have to hang on until our arms fall off, eh?”
“Yeah, good idea. I’ll sort it out.”
Louka dodged a rogue wave that may have swept her clean off the deck if she had not been paying attention, and hurried back to the helm to find Elizabeth watching her intently.
“What’s the problem?” she asked.
She appeared interested, not worried, and Louka gave her a quick smile as she took hold of the wheel.
“Nothing we can’t fix,” she said. “No problem.”
She was not a big fan of answering questions when she was on a job, or of people trying to help. They just usually ended up putting not only themselves, but the team as well, unnecessarily at risk. This time though, it was different. Elizabeth’s curiosity struck her as endearing rather than annoying. She was happy to explain what they were trying to do, even as she wrestled with the wheel. It was not long before Pascal yelled again, in approval this time.
“Like that is perfect, Louk! Lock it in!”
Elizabeth handed her a piece of spare rope, without needing to be asked. Louka did not say it, but she was impressed. And those green eyes, more or less constantly fixed on her… She tried her best to ignore the warm feeling inside her chest. She tied the wheel into position, and nodded at her partner when he came to stand with them out of the wind.
“Good job,” she congratulated him.
“You too,” he said in reply. “Now, we can relax a bit.”
Elizabeth beamed at them both as if she understood.
“Do you speak French?” Louka enquired.
“I’m learning,” Elizabeth replied with a lovely smile. “Are you American?”
“Only half, through my dad. My mother’s French, born and raised in Marseille. After their divorce, I came to live here with her.”
Louka heard herself volunteer the information, and she was amazed. She was notoriously reluctant to open up about herself these days… Especially to alluring women like the one standing in front of her now, who made her feel all dreamy inside and strangely vulnerable. Must be the night for this kind of thing, she reflected. First, a handsome firefighter eager for a one-night stand; and now, an Angelina Jolie look-alike who could hold her own in a crisis situation, and seemed genuinely interested in the nitty-gritty of her job. Louka gave an inner shrug. Being tested… She could take it. Eddy came back on the radio to announce that the helicopter had landed safely at the hospital. She focused on that.
“The guy suffered a severe concussion, as we all thought,” Eddy said. “But no internal bleeding, or anything like that. There won’t be any lasting damage for him.”
Louka confirmed the reassuring message for Elizabeth, and she watched in satisfaction as her entire face lit up.
“Wonderful! Thank you so much!”
“Like I said, you’re very welcome.”
“I’ll go tell Janice,” Elizabeth added, “and…”
She never finished her sentence. As she stood up from the bench, all the colour suddenly drained from her face. Louka had just enough time to rush forward, and catch her in her arms as she collapsed.



CHAPTER FOUR
Elizabeth thought she must have only blacked out for a second; just long enough to feel herself falling, and strong arms closing around her, guiding her into a soft landing. For a moment, it all went very dark and quiet… Then:
“Elizabeth?”
A light blur; movement in front of her, and a far-away voice calling. Nice voice… Very nice…
“Elizabeth.”
Firmer now. “Take a deep breath for me.”
Fighting the fuzziness inside her head, Elizabeth did so. She blinked hard a few times as well, until Louka’s blue gaze came into sharper focus. Well worth the effort… The coastguard flashed her a comforting smile.
“Are you with me?”
“Yes…”
For some reason, Elizabeth almost burst into tears. Perhaps it had something to do with the gentleness in the woman’s voice, so wonderful to hear when she was not feeling on top… What happened? Tell me I did not just bloody faint! She was on the floor, leaning against the side of the wheelhouse. As she glanced up, Elizabeth realised that Pascal was also kneeling close to her, with one hand resting on her shoulder. Quietly focused, his eyes intent, he was obviously assessing her.
“I’m okay,” she murmured, and made to move.
“Just hang on a second.”
Strong fingers wrapped around her wrist; Louka’s, again… After checking her pulse, she naturally kept hold of her hand. Elizabeth would have been embarrassed to admit quite how much she enjoyed the steadying touch.
“Yes, you’re fine,” Louka agreed. “At least, I think so. What happened?”
“Wish I knew…” Elizabeth muttered.
She shook her head, frowning in wonder. She was fit and healthy… She ate well, lifted weights in the gym, and went for a steady run at least twice a week. She was definitely not prone to fainting spells.
“I don’t know,” she shrugged. “I guess I stood up too fast.”
Pascal nodded and he moved aside, probably reassured that nothing too serious was going on. Louka remained close. She did not let go of her hand.
“When was the last time you ate?” she asked.
Elizabeth considered the question, and eventually just gave an uncomfortable chuckle. How stupid of me…
“I was busy,” she admitted. “Skipped lunch. We were going to have dinner on the boat, but then, all hell broke loose… So, it’s been a while.”
Louka nodded, finally looking satisfied at the explanation. She reached into their first-aid kit, pulled out an energy bar, and put it in her hand.
“As soon as you feel up to it, eat this,” she advised. “It’s like rocket fuel. It should see you safely to your next meal.”
“Thanks… Can’t believe I passed out on you like that…”
“Don’t worry about it. Are you ready to stand up?”
“Definitely,” Elizabeth assured, keen to prove that she was doing fine.
Louka flashed another gorgeous smile, leaned forward, and wrapped her arms around her waist in one swift and easy move. In spite of her resolve to show strength, Elizabeth experienced a second flash of dizziness as she began to pull her up. Her head started to swim. Startled, she let out a small gasp. Louka paused instantly, and waited.
“Okay?” she enquired.
Her breath was warm against her ear, her embrace firm and precise.
“Yes…” Elizabeth whispered. “Uh… Yes.”
Dammit! She did not like to appear so helpless and weak in front of a woman who oozed such strength and professionalism. In spite of this… Instinctively, she tightened her grip around her shoulders. It occurred to her that his time, the weakness in her legs may not be due to a drop in sugar levels in her blood, but the sudden intimacy of their position. She could not help but shiver, as Louka moved a hand to rest over the back of her neck. Again, it felt like a natural, steadying gesture at this point. ‘The thing to do’ in any good rescuer’s manual… Elizabeth tried her best to react accordingly, although Louka’s next words made it more difficult.
“Take your time,” she said. “I’ve got you.”
This sent a sizzle down the back of her spine. Yes, you do… Elizabeth squeezed her eyes shut as she experienced a sudden acute flash of arousal. It was a long while since she had been held like this, and actually enjoyed it. More often than not, she was the one who took care of everybody else, like she had done earlier. She bit on her lip, tempted to linger in the embrace. It would have been so easy to do so; and she almost did, but... No! Now, Elizabeth suppressed a frustrated sigh. Don’t… This was all wrong. No matter how good it may feel, she was not going to abuse the situation, nor this woman’s helpful attention. She took a deep breath to clear her head, and began to pull away from her.
“I’m okay now,” she promised. “Thank you.”
Louka did not release her completely, thereby unknowingly granting Elizabeth’s wish. Her colleague had gone back to watch the lines. Janice was still resting down below. The two women stood alone at the back of the boat, as a golden dawn began to rise, with their arms around each other. Louka held her gaze with a mild frown on her face, as if surprised to find herself in this position. Still, she did not move. Elizabeth knew that she should probably look away, but she could not bring herself to break eye contact. What for? All of a sudden, that made no sense to her. She just continued to stand in the same position, and she watched the woman’s eyes slowly turn a darker shade of blue. She felt Louka go completely still. Was she holding her breath? No, that’s me. Well… Elizabeth stopped thinking, and for a few startling, incredible seconds, it was as if the rest of the world stopped as well. The wind died down, and the waves settled. A beam of early sunlight fell over Louka’s shoulder. Elizabeth shivered. This was pure magic… Then, as quickly as it started, the moment was over.
“Elizabeth? What’s wrong?”
Janice emerged from the cabin, eyes wide in concern at the sight of the rescue woman supporting her. Elizabeth was pleased if that’s what it looked like... It sure no longer felt like it to her. Louka blinked as if she had just woken up from a dream. She let her go, took a step back, and cleared her throat.
“Elizabeth, are you alright?” Janice repeated.
When neither woman replied, and just carried on looking at each other, she stared at them both in stunned silence. Elizabeth was the first to recover. She turned to reassure her friend.
“Yes, I’m fine,” she replied with a bright smile. “I just forgot to eat, that’s all. Are you okay? Hey, by the way, we have good news about Thomas!”
She sensed Louka moving away, giving space for Janice to come sit on the bench next to her. Elizabeth resisted the urge to grab her hand, to hold her back. She also felt puzzled. Yes, the woman was extremely good-looking… But Elizabeth wondered at her own reaction; so strong, so unexpected. She could feel her heart still pounding. She wondered what might have happened if Janice had left it a few seconds more… What in the world is the matter with me? She glanced at her. Louka just gave a sharp nod as their eyes met again.
“Don’t forget to eat, okay?”
“I won’t. Thanks…”
“Alright.”
On these words, she headed off to join her partner on the other side of the boat. Elizabeth watched her go. She noticed the way she rubbed her hand over the back of her neck; as if trying to relieve some tension, maybe? Must be all in my head. Just because she felt tense after this exchange did not mean anything. She tore open the wrapper on the energy bar, and began to eat. Hopefully, this would restore some of her usual common sense. Next to her, Janice squirmed impatiently.
“Sure, you’re doing okay?” she asked.
Elizabeth nodded, and tried to focus back on her.
“Yes, don’t worry. How are you, darling?”
“Much better. So, what’s the news?”
∞
Louka noticed that her fingers were shaking when she grabbed hold of the lines. No real need to adjust anything; she was just after something to do. Pascal watched her fumble with the rope, and he gave her an odd look when she tripped over one of the hatches.
“Hey, Louk. Not going to faint on me, are you?” he joked.
“Nope,” she smiled. “Just distracted.”
“Yeah, this is the boring bit, isn’t it?” He yawned. “Well, at least, I’ve got the rest of the day off. Sort of.”
The French Coastguard were all volunteers who trained and saved people’s lives in their spare time. More often than not, a night-time intervention just meant some lost sleep ahead of a busy day in their own lives.
“Sort of?” Louka repeated.
“Jeima wants to go shopping.”
“Urgh… I don’t have that problem.”
“What?” he laughed. “Shopping? Or a girlfriend?”
“Both.”
Louka could not help a quick glance back toward the cabin as she said that. She felt wistful… She may have looked it too, because he nudged her shoulder with a knowing smile.
“Some problems are great to have, you know?”
Louka shrugged. Yes – she did know perfectly well, but she was not going to get drawn into this kind of conversation now. Not even on a boring tow back to port. She felt a bit confused, and definitely restless. Her intention when she had wrapped her arms around the woman earlier had been to help her up, and make sure that she was steady on her feet. Just doing her job. Suddenly, though, everything had shifted. Elizabeth pulled back to look at her, as if to ask a question; but instead, she stared at her with enough heat in her eyes to set fire to the boat. Louka passed her hand over her neck again, feeling too warm, as she remembered what that had felt like. Just incredible... For a heart-stopping moment, as she held her gaze, she was convinced that Elizabeth was going to kiss her. Or at least, attempt to. Her legs turned to jelly. Unlike earlier with Katie, she did not think that she would have stopped her. I’m so full of shit…
“Hey, you think he’ll sell?” Pascal enquired.
Louka chased surprise kisses with strangers from her mind, and she cleared her throat again.
“What?” she asked.
“This boat,” he nodded, not noticing her distraction. “She’s in really good nick apart from the broken mast. I wonder if the owner would be open to an offer.”
“Yeah, may be worth a try. After this mishap, he might be keen to get rid of her asap. Bet they got him high on drugs at the hospital. Might be a good time to go and ask.”
Pascal burst out laughing.
“That’s dark and twisted, Louk.”
“You know I’m only joking,” she smiled.
“Well, I’ll go practice my English and find out a bit more,” he declared. “You’re staying on watch?”
“Yep.”
Glad of an opportunity to avoid further temptation, Louka busied herself with wet lines, and she radioed across to Eddy on the rescue craft.
“Sorry it’s taking us so long to get back, Louk,” he told her. “We’re just doing the best we can with the current as it is right now.”
“That’s fine. So long as everybody’s safe, I’m happy.”
“Yeah, for sure. We should be there in another half hour.”
No sunrise on the water was ever a waste of time, anyway, especially when Louka was so happy with the way that a rescue had unfolded. Her team had performed impeccably; so did the Air crew. She reviewed the rescue in her mind as she admired the changing light, and enjoyed the warming sun on her back. She was always after the tiniest improvement, the difference that might make the difference in future interventions. Lost in her own thoughts, she did not see her approach.
“Louka?”
Louka glanced over her shoulder. Ah... So much for avoiding temptation. Elizabeth stood behind her, holding on to the boom for balance, a cup of something hot in her free hand.
“Thought you could do with some of this,” she offered.
When Louka just looked at her in surprise, Elizabeth raised a questioning eyebrow.
“What? Not that kind of person?”
Louka suppressed an amused grin at the note of impatience in her voice. The woman sounded like she was not used to being challenged. Interesting... But she did not linger on that thought, and accepted the drink with a grateful nod.
“Very much that kind of person,” she stated. “I’m not used to this sort of treatment on a job, that’s all. That’s very kind of you.”
A pensive smile floated over Elizabeth’s lips.
“You risked your life for us. The least I can do is make you a cup of coffee. Right?”
Louka took a sip of it.
“Right,” she agreed. “Thanks, Elizabeth.”



CHAPTER FIVE
Thomas came out of the hospital a day later, having already sold his boat to one of the Coastguard.
“Don’t think sailing’s for me,” he quipped with a dismissive wave of the hand. “I expected martinis and sunsets… Instead, I almost bloody died!”
I almost died, Elizabeth reflected. Nice of you to consider us.
 Of course, he was adequately humbled at first... Or pretended well enough. He apologised for failing to prepare the boat as he should have, and thanked her for her response when, ‘I wasn’t too chipper’, as he called it. The rest of his natural arrogance soon made a swift comeback. He laughed at Pascal’s French accent, criticised the air rescue team for not speaking a word of English, and complained about the food at the hospital. ‘You’d think the French would try harder’. He then decided to shorten his holiday, and fly home to London. He asked Janice to accompany him.
“I said yes,” her friend announced the following day.
Elizabeth was not too surprised, just disappointed.
“Are you sure?” she insisted. “It seems really sudden.”
“No, it’s not. Just, will you be able to pay the Airbnb rental on your own for the rest of the summer? I know that we signed up for two months, but…”
She asked that as if it was the only thing to consider.
“Yeah, I can afford it,” Elizabeth confirmed. “But really, it’s not about the money, Jan…”
“I know,” Janice interrupted. “You don’t like him.”
“I never said that,” Elizabeth pointed out in a firm tone.
“No, you didn’t,” her friend grumbled. “But you think it loud enough.”
Elizabeth could not deny that… She tried a different tack.
“I just remember how excited you were about assisting me in my work this summer,” she said. “About meeting my friends Jessie and Ky at the archaeological centre, and all your plans to go back to school in September and study ancient history... So, now I just wonder if you—”
“I can still do that later,” Janice cut in again.
Elizabeth bit hard on her lip not to laugh. Later? Yeah, right. May as well say never…
“What will you do back in London?” she enquired.
“We’re going up to the Lake District.”
“Oh?”
“Thom’s father has a country house there.”
Elizabeth already knew about Thomas’s rich family; he had made a point to tell her. They owned a string of exclusive resorts in Scotland and Devon. Hotels, golf clubs, that sort of thing. He worked in Finance, whatever that meant. He certainly seemed to have money to burn, a lot of free time to travel around and not accomplish very much. Janice was absolutely right about it: Elizabeth did not like the guy – AT ALL. Nevertheless, this was her friend’s decision, not hers.
“That’s fine,” she said. “I hope you have a great time.”
“Oh, yes,” Janice nodded. “Don’t you worry about that.”
She sounded too eager, and on the defensive, but Elizabeth decided not to argue any further. Janice was a grown woman. If she wanted to throw away a summer of learning and discovery in the company of gifted women who did cool stuff, all in favour of following a rich loser around… Then, it really was up to her. Elizabeth did not make that statement out loud, obviously... And in fact, she would have dropped the topic completely, in order to keep the peace between them, if Janice had not added something else that she could not ignore.
“I know you don’t agree, Elizabeth,” she declared. “But it’s my choice, and you know what? Not everyone can be like you; nor wants to be, for that matter.”
Elizabeth lifted a careful eyebrow at what sounded like an accusation.
“Like me?” she repeated. “What do you mean by that?”
“So excellent at everything you do,” Janice replied in a tight voice, as if it might be some kind of sin. “Always so driven and focused. Some of us are looking for more important things in life than a bloody career!”
Well… Elizabeth did not reply immediately. She wondered what may have brought this on, and decided that it must be due to a good dose of insecurity. Janice had actually confided in her about that once before. She did not feel like she was ‘enough’. She had no real goal or passion in her life. ‘Not like you’, she told her. Elizabeth’s drive and focus all sounded like good qualities back then, ones that Janice might like to acquire for herself. Hence the invitation to spend the summer in the South of France with her, at the learning centre established and run by her friends where Elizabeth had been invited to teach. When Janice suggested they get there a couple of weeks early to explore the area, Elizabeth agreed, since she was keen to brush up on her French. Really, it should have been her first clue as to her friend’s motivation for the trip. More up for a holiday than anything else, it seemed to be now…
“What is it you’re looking for, Janice?” she asked.
“Support… Connection. Love!” her friend exclaimed.
“What?” Elizabeth snorted. “With Thomas?”
Of course, it was the wrong thing to say. Janice threw her a furious look.
“I don’t suppose these things matter very much to you,” she snapped. “Too independent, aren’t you? Too self-assured. Not as needy as all the rest of us, uh?”
“Actually, these things matter very much to me,” Elizabeth replied calmly. “But if you’re coming at it from a perspective of need and lack, you’ll always be disappointed. You will settle for less, which is what I think you’re doing with Thom. Deep down, I believe you know it, too. That’s why you’re being so aggressive with me now, for no good reason at all.”
Janice would not settle, nor admit that she was right.
“Aren’t you supposed to be my friend?” she complained.
“You know I am,” Elizabeth chuckled. “Come on, Jan!”
“Well, I’m not feeling it very much right now.”
“I’m sorry if that’s the case. But as your friend, I have to be honest with you, that’s all.”
“You told me that Thomas was okay before!”
“Did I? When?”
“On the boat! You said he just made a bad call!”
Elizabeth shook her head, feeling her impatience rise.
“I wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt. Now, I—"
“What do you know about love, anyway?” Janice growled before she could finish her sentence. “All you do is sleep around! Have sex, and move on quick! You wouldn’t know true love if it hit you in the face!”
“Alright, that’s enough.”
Elizabeth stood up before she could lose her temper as well, and say a whole bunch of things that she might regret later.
“I really wish you’d stay, and go through with your studies. If you won’t,” she added, “then I hope that everything goes well with Thomas. See you later.”
“Where are you going?” Janice called after her.
“For a walk on the beach. Don’t wait for me.”
Elizabeth was pleased when she managed to exit the house without raising her voice. These things don’t matter to you... All you do is sleep around…
“For God’s sake!”
She felt angry, slightly hurt… But of course, there was so much that her friend did not know. She had an active sex life, it was true. It worked for her, and for her partners. As for being driven and focused on her career, it was simple; Elizabeth was passionate about it. She loved teaching, and excelled at it. She would have done it for fun, all day long! She had worked hard in the past to become an expert in her field of ancient history and anthropology. Now, she met a lot of interesting people through her work. She also travelled to all kinds of wonderful places, like the Côte Bleue, where they were staying now.
“Nothing wrong with my life at all,” she repeated to herself, stubbornly.
She walked across the village toward the sea front, a world-famous spot for windsurfers. It was after eight o’clock, nice and still out. Elizabeth was glad of it. A few people walking their dog said hello. She smiled to them in reply, and carried on walking. You wouldn’t know true love if it hit you in the face! Janice was wrong about that, too. Elizabeth did know. Hey, forget about it… With a sigh, she took her shoes off and went to walk on the edge of the water. Her thoughts soon drifted back to work. She was excited to deliver her first presentation on Wednesday night, and looking forward to dinner out with Jessie and Ky the evening before. Her two friends had just come back from a research trip in Italy, and she could not wait to hear all about it. Feeling a bit more settled now, Elizabeth stopped when she spotted a lone figure coming out of deeper water. It was a woman, she noticed. Wearing board shorts and a long-sleeved neoprene top; spear-fishing gun in one hand, carrying a fish in the other. Something was familiar about her. As Elizabeth focused on her approach, curious, she soon recognised the good-looking coastguard from the other day. Louka... Her pulse picked up. She swallowed, and found it impossible to glance away. The woman would not have looked out of place on the cover of a magazine. Elizabeth kept her eyes on her as she lowered her dive mask around her neck, and made her way on to the beach. She watched her pull a large knife from the sheath strapped around her right calf, and cut the line from her catch. A single thought floated across her mind. She’s the very essence of sexy. The woman had not noticed her yet, and Elizabeth could have easily walked away before she did. Just turned around, and disappeared. She found herself moving forward instead.
“Hello…”
∞
Louka barely looked up from the recalcitrant bit of line that she was working on.
“Hey,” she muttered, only to do a sharp double-take a split-second later. “Oh… Elizabeth? Hi.”
She was used to all kinds of people coming to engage her in conversation when they saw her on the beach with her speargun and a good fish, especially during the tourist season. At first, she just assumed this one to be the usual curious person, surprised to discover that their fish actually came out of the sea instead of behind the supermarket counter. But as she glanced at her, and recognised the woman from the sailboat, her heart jumped in her chest. All of a sudden, she found herself super-keen to answer any questions she might have.
“Nice catch,” Elizabeth commented, looking at the fish.
Louka slid her knife back in its Kevlar sheath, and she stood up to show it to her.
“A nice sea bream.”
“Your dinner tonight?”
Louka grinned in approval.
“Yes. With some chips and ratatouille.”
Elizabeth looked like it made sense to her.
“I take it you like to cook?”
“I love it. What about you?”
Elizabeth shot her a sizzling glance; whether intentional or not, Louka was not sure. All she knew was that everything about the woman, from the hiking shorts that revealed well-toned legs, to the silk blouse that she wore with the top few buttons undone, and her black hair flowing loose over her shoulders, made her feel hot and impossibly restless.
“I prefer to be cooked for,” Elizabeth informed her with an amused smile.
Louka felt the heat in her gaze as her eyes slowly roamed over her body. She caught her trying to maintain eye contact, before she drifted again. Now, she began to realise that she was not the only one feeling it… That thing. Desire, pure and simple. Was it raging for Elizabeth the same way that it suddenly was for her? Louka wondered about it, as the woman briefly caught her bottom lip in between her teeth, looking thoughtful, before she flashed another smile. She remained silent though, leaving Louka to scramble for something to say. ‘Can I kiss you?’ was on her mind, but if she were serious about it, she would not ask for permission. She would just wrap her fingers around a handful of her hair, step into her body, and— Stop it, Louk! Bewildered, Louka steadied herself, and she tried not to stare too hard at her mouth.
“So… How are your friends doing?” she enquired.
“They’re both fine,” Elizabeth replied with an involuntary smirk. “Flying back to England first thing in the morning.”
It sounded like a sensitive topic. Louka hesitated, but at this point, she had to ask something else.
“What about you? Are you leaving too?”
Elizabeth never took her eyes off her as she replied.
“I’m not. I’m actually here for work. I’ll be in Carro for the rest of the summer.”
It might have been Louka’s imagination, too much heat on the brain, but it sounded like a challenge. Elizabeth regarded her with a ‘What are you going to do about it?’ look in her eyes. Louka felt a drop of sweat slide in between her naked breasts under her wetsuit.



CHAPTER SIX
Elizabeth noticed the way she was looking at her, and very much felt like she was being touched. She had already noticed Louka’s intensity during the rescue, but at the time, she simply assumed that it was due to circumstances. Now, she could tell it was part of her make-up. She looked sharp; even more so in this black, tight, smooth diving top. Would her kisses be as fierce as she appeared? Elizabeth resisted the urge to wipe a trace of salt off her cheek. She fought the impulse to touch her mouth. She wondered what it would feel like to taste her gorgeous lips, and rake her fingers through her hair. All you ever do is sleep around! Janice’s harsh words were like a bucket of ice over her head as they came back to her. Never mind that her friend had no idea of the truth… Or that the coastguard was watching her with fire in her eyes… They were not alone on the beach. Also, Louka was holding a weapon in one hand, and a dead fish in the other. Let’s just cool it down a bit, Elizabeth decided.
“You’d better go,” she told her.
“Where?” Louka replied, looking puzzled.
With this, Elizabeth could add quite adorably naive to her list of things that she appreciated about her.
“Home,” she said gently. “Before your dinner goes off.”
“Oh, right,” Louka chuckled. “Yes, good point. Where are you going?”
Elizabeth would have carried on walking for a while if she had not bumped into her. Now, she just wanted to tag along and chat. She also did not want to admit that to Louka.
“I was on my way back,” she lied.
“Are you staying somewhere in the village?”
“Yes. At an Airbnb on Allée de la Pinède.”
“I know it,” Louka commented, as they began to walk. “The house belongs to one of my colleagues in the Coastguard. I live in an apartment right behind the harbour.”
Just a simple fact, not an invitation for nakedness. Elizabeth nodded accordingly.
“I guess you have to be close to the rescue station to answer emergency calls,” she commented.
“That’s right. Running distance, in my case. Our target is to be out in less than fifteen minutes. Anyway, what sort of work do you do?”
She appeared genuinely interested when Elizabeth told her that she taught at Oxford. When she explained about the series of classes and talks for the general public that she was going to deliver in Martigues, Louka flashed her an intent look.
“Well, that’s a nice coincidence,” she remarked.
Elizabeth raised a curious eyebrow.
“Is it?” she asked. “How come?”
“I’ve registered to attend one of your public presentations; the one on Wednesday evening, if I remember correctly.”
Startled at the news, Elizabeth stopped dead in her tracks to look at her.
“I’ll be talking about the story of Atlantis and Plato’s later works on Wednesday,” she pointed out.
“Yes, that’s the one,” Louka nodded without missing a beat. “I’m looking forward to it. Even happier to have got you off this stranded boat, now that I know you’re the star of the show!”
She flashed a friendly wink, smiling all the while. Elizabeth followed along as she kept walking, watching her intently. This sounded a little too good to be true.
“You’re interested in Plato?” she queried.
“I’m interested in philosophy in general, and the story of Atlantis in particular. Or the myth,” Louka added with a small shrug. “Depending on what position one decides to adopt.”
“And what’s yours?”
“I’m with Plato on this one. I don’t think it’s a legend. And you?”
Elizabeth did her best to keep a straight face, and not beam at her in open delight. To discover that the sexy coastguard was a philosophy enthusiast in her spare time made it even harder to act casual around her, like she was no big deal. Elizabeth stared at the sharp line of her jaw. Once again, her gaze stumbled over the sensuous shape of her mouth. That raw, pounding, almost irresistible impulse to throw her arms around her neck made an annoying comeback. Louka turned to look at her, apparently still focused on their conversation, and nothing else.
“Hmm?” she prompted. “What’s your take on it?”
“No spoilers,” Elizabeth replied. “Find out on Thursday.”
“Aha!” Louka grinned at that, before her naturally husky voice dropped even lower. “So, you like to tease, uh?”
They stood facing each other at the entrance to the harbour. Elizabeth looked into her eyes, not sure how to take the question. Was she serious now? Flirting? It was hard to tell with her level of intensity, but this felt like the real thing. Well… To hell with wondering, Elizabeth decided.
“I like to—” she started.
Before she could say it though, make it clear to her that she liked straightforward in all the things that mattered, Louka took a step back, and dropped her gaze. Surprised, Elizabeth paused. She noticed the faint flush of colour across her cheeks, which had not been there only two seconds earlier, along with a decidedly reluctant frown on her face. Elizabeth did not miss the obvious shift in her eyes either. From crystal-clear to dark and stormy; conflicted... All of a sudden, she knew it. For sure, Louka had been flirting with her, and for some unknown reason, decided to jump on the brakes almost as soon as she started. Why? Elizabeth was puzzled about that. A little frustrated. Quite unbelievably curious.
“What’s the matter?” she enquired.
“Nothing,” Louka said lightly, and just glanced at her fish, dripping blood over the pavement. “I’d better take care of this, that’s all.”
Good recovery, although Elizabeth was not fooled by it for a second. She also was not going to make it too easy.
“Yeah, I know,” she observed. “Hot here, isn’t it?”
She fixed her with a lazy, teasing smile, indeed; and waited to see how Louka would react. She noticed her hesitation. She saw her clearly struggle to keep her eyes on her face. Alright. So, it’s not just me. Now that she realised her predicament, fighting attraction the same way she was, Elizabeth enjoyed watching her squirm. This was fun, even if Louka did not take the bait.
“Well. Have a good evening,” she simply said.
Elizabeth did not try to hold her back. Again, they were not alone. Many people were out for an evening stroll, and almost everyone said hello. Louka was obviously popular in the village. Elizabeth gave her a warm, genuine smile, and she was pleased when it hit home. Louka grinned at her in return.
“Great to speak with you again, Louka. Enjoy your fish!”
“Thanks… It was great to talk to you too, Elizabeth.”
“See you in Martigues on Wednesday night?”
“Sure,” Louka nodded. “See you then.”
∞
Louka headed home with her dinner, once again on shaky legs, and proceeded to nearly slice her own thumb off as she gutted the fish.
“Dammit,” she growled.
She was distracted, which, while handling a knife designed to cut through metal wire, was not ideal. She regained her focus and managed to concentrate for long enough to finish the job without killing herself. She rubbed a little chilli and olive oil on the fish, and threw it on the barbecue she kept outside on the terrace. From up there, above a line of pine trees, she could see the rescue station and the lighthouse in the distance. She looked up at the stars. Clear skies over Carro. The cicadas had stopped their incessant grind, and everything was still… Apart from her own mind, of course.
“Louk?”
Louka turned around, startled to find her firefighter friend Danielle standing right behind her. Danielle lived in the same building, and she often popped in to say hello or share a cup of coffee. She usually did not simply materialise in the middle of a room though, invading her private space. Louka frowned.
“How’d you get in here?”
“Hello to you too,” Danielle smirked. “Your front door was wide open. I knocked, called out, but no reply. Thought you’d been burgled! Didn’t you hear me?”
“Mm,” Louka shrugged. “No, I didn’t.”
“Are you okay?”
“Of course.”
“Good,” Danielle nodded. “I’m just on my way to start my shift, but I just wanted to ask.”
Louka noticed the excited look on her face, and she had no idea what may have caused it. She flipped her fish over, realised that she had forgotten to add the chips she prepared earlier, and decided not to bother. She was hungry. Ratatouille and a chunk of bread would do for now. I prefer to be cooked for… She smiled to herself as she remembered Elizabeth’s comment. She enjoyed her attitude, her sparkle, and confidence. Nice sense of humour, too… And boy, the woman could flirt!
“Are you listening?” Danielle interrupted.
“Yeah. What did you want to ask me?”
Her friend flashed her an eager grin.
“How did it go with Katie?”
“Who?” Louka asked.
“Oh, Louk! Come on!”
As disappointment replaced anticipation on Danielle’s face, Louka did remember the woman from the other night. Katie, of course. Definitely friendly. Warm, intelligent, and good-looking too. She would make a wonderful girlfriend for somebody. Just not me, Louka reflected, and once again, she could not help but think of Elizabeth. Hot here, isn’t it? She grinned.
“I thought you’d be into her,” Danielle sighed. “What are you smirking at?”
“You did not try to set me up with a friend of yours, did you?” Louka muttered, ignoring her other question.
“Of course, I did! And not for the first time either!”
“But I told you, Dani. I’m not looking for anyone, okay?”
“Well, you should,” Danielle argued, starting on her usual rant. “You spend way too much time on your own, Louk. I don’t think it’s healthy.”
“Actually, I’m with people all day, every day.”
“You work around people every day. That’s different.”
Louka just shrugged impatiently, also in her usual way.
“Look, I appreciate your concern, but I really don’t need it. I like being single.”
“Say that again,” Danielle snorted. “Convincingly.”
“I’d rather sit down and eat, actually, before I get called out on a rescue and miss out on dinner.”
“Are you on call tonight?”
“Sure am.”
“Again?”
“Oh, for God’s sake, Dani! Give it a rest, will you? I’m fine.”
Louka moved her fish off the grill onto her plate, and began to assemble the rest of her light meal. Her thoughts drifted to her Wednesday plans. Philosophy with a hot woman… A strong shiver passed through her at the thought. This time, she chuckled out loud.
“You sound weird.”
“So, what else is new?”
“Tell me what’s going on, Louka.”
“Nothing. I’m just trying to eat, but you’re making it hard,” Louka said wryly. ”Thought your shift was about to start?”
“Not for another hour. We’ve got plenty of time.”
Danielle shot her a grin, and made absolutely no move to leave. Louka knew that she meant well. When her ex-girlfriend had failed to arrive on their wedding day, leaving her to stand on a gorgeous beach with all her closest friends in attendance, Danielle was there to catch her. After Louka sent everyone away, insisting that she only wanted to be on her own, she refused to listen. She stayed with her all night, as Louka developed a fever, and could not stop throwing up. She was present in the days that followed the breakup as well, when even breathing seemed to hurt. The two women were never actually lovers, but always more than friends. Louka thought of Danielle as family, and vice versa.
“Would you like something to eat?” she offered. “Or a cup of tea?”
“No, thanks. Just answer one more question.”
“What?”
“Have you met someone else?”
“No,” Louka scoffed, and promptly dropped her fork.
Danielle plonked herself in the chair opposite, her face a picture of glee.
“I don’t believe you.”
“Tough. Now go away, Dani.”
“Come on, don’t try to deny it,” Danielle laughed, ignoring her like she pretty much always did. “Look at you! You’ve gone as red as a tomato!”
“Chilli on my fish,” Louka grumbled.
“Nice try – not. Tell me, Louk! Who is she?”
Louka gave up trying to convince her. Danielle could prove more relentless and irritating than a bloodthirsty mosquito when her mind was set on something. Might as well tell her and get it over with.
“It’s no one, really,” she started. “Just a—"
“Oh, sure!” Danielle interrupted with a wild chuckle. “No one at all… That’s why you’re blushing so hard!”
Louka frowned, as her impatience grew.
“Hey,” she snapped. “Do you want to hear, or not?”
“Oh, yes,” Danielle grinned. ”I sure do. Go ahead, babe.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
“We rescued a British woman and her friends from a sailboat the other day,” Louka explained. “She was at the beach this evening, and she recognised me when I came out of the water. Came over to say hi.”
Danielle leaned forward, eyes wide in anticipation.
“And?” she prompted. “What happened next?”
“Nothing much,” Louka shrugged, keen to downplay their exchange. “We had a brief chat. She told me she’s here for the summer. Working. I was—”
“Ooh, goodie,” Danielle interrupted again. “That’s nice.”
“If you say so.”
“Now, tell me about that ‘nothing much’.”
“She’s…” Louka hesitated as she realised that just thinking of Elizabeth made her feel good, and want to smile. “She’s very, uh…”
She frowned, staring into space.
“Another good sign, if you can’t find your words,” Danielle commented.
“She’s interesting,” Louka admitted with a shrug. “The type of woman who’s hard not to notice. A professor at Oxford Uni. Confident; smart; a quick thinker, for sure. She was good under pressure during the rescue. She even made me a cup of coffee on deck.”
Louka smiled again at the memory, and Danielle nodded in approval.
“Thoughtful gesture. And a professor, too? I know how you like your intellectual types. Is she good-looking? She flirted with you?”
Louka only frowned some more at both questions, which seemed to be all the answer Danielle required.
“Even better!” she exclaimed. “So, she likes you, uh?”
Thinking of Elizabeth’s beautiful green eyes drifting all over her body made Louka feel uncomfortably warm again. Elizabeth certainly seemed to like what she saw when she looked at her. So did I…
“Are you going to see her again?”
“Wasn’t planning on it.”
“But now, you are?”
Louka glanced at her food. Not so hungry anymore... More like feeling nervous.
“I’m going to a talk at the Maritima Centre on Wednesday,” she sighed. “I didn’t know who the lecturer was when I booked for it, but now, turns out it just happens to be her.”
“Of course, ‘just happens to be’,” Danielle repeated with a delighted chuckle. “Oh, I love it, Louk! Didn’t I tell you before? No coincidences in this life. It is all perfectly orchestrated!”
“Well. I might not go now,” Louka muttered.
Only a few moments ago, she had been genuinely looking forward to the event. Now, as she realised that she cared more about seeing Elizabeth again than the topic of the presentation, it occurred to her that she may as well give it a miss.
“Why in the world would you want to do that?” Danielle enquired in a frustrated tone.
“Don’t need to complicate things, do I?”
“Yes, you do! You’ve been living like a monk since—”
“Don’t,” Louka warned. “Don’t talk about her.”
“Fine,” Danielle agreed. “Let’s chat about you.”
“Let’s not do that either, Dani. Please.”
Louka picked up her plate and fork and moved to the sink in the kitchen through the open French doors. Danielle followed her inside, still focused on the same subject.
“You’re attracted to the woman, I can tell,” she stated.
“Yeah, well... Happens. Never mind. I’ll soon get over it.”
“What if you didn’t?” Danielle insisted. “What if you went with it, and made crazy love to her all summer long? Eh? What if, Louk?”
Louka shook her head with an ironic snort, but she felt a bit rattled inside at the suggestion. Even the thought of a simple kiss made her heart skip a beat. Judging from their earlier encounter, she suspected that Elizabeth would be open to a lot more. The idea made her want to be weak, and act on it. It threatened to resurrect some kind of hope, the sort she knew was only pure illusion, and bound to lead to hurtful things. She could not allow it to take root. Plus, people get hurt in one-night stands…
“Stop dreaming,” she replied. “It’s not going to happen.”
Danielle came to stand behind her and she put both hands on her shoulders.
“Hey, listen,” she said softly.
Louka caught the change in her voice, and she pursed her lips in reluctance. She did not turn around, but she did not shake her off either. She knew what her friend was going to say. This time, a big part of her actually wanted to listen.
“Attraction’s only natural, Louk,” Danielle reflected. “And the more you push it away, the harder it will be… If you don’t want any complications, you should go with the flow, not swim against it. Stop running, babe. I know it’s tempting; I understand how you feel. But it’ll never work.”
She gave her shoulders a squeeze, and moved away. Louka allowed herself another few seconds to rinse her plate, and get over the strong emotion that the words stirred inside of her. Stop running… It was good advice. She was well aware that her life since the failed wedding, however busy and dynamic it may look on the surface, had ground to a halt at its core; definitely lost a lot of its sparkle. Not that she missed her ex... In hindsight, Louka had come to see her vanishing out of her life as a blessing. It still did not mean that she was ready to feel close to another woman; not even for fun. Danielle was correct in her assertion that she was scared. Not running as such, but… Louka turned to her, eyes dry, hoping that she did not look quite as shaken as she felt.
“I’ll go with you on Wednesday,” Danielle offered.
Louka flashed her a grateful but dubious smile.
“You’ll sit through a two-hour talk about Plato and ancient civilisations?”
“If it helps,” Danielle nodded with a less than enthusiastic shrug. “Even though it might kill me. But yeah, definitely. I’ll do it for you.”
Louka moved to give her a hug. Danielle did not share her love of ancient tales and her passion for philosophical topics. She was not a big fan of sitting still for very long either. She simply really cared, and Louka knew how lucky she was to have her.
“Thanks a lot. You don’t need to come.”
“But will you still go?” Danielle insisted.
“I guess…” Louka shrugged. “Yeah, I’ll go.”
Danielle went straight back to grinning happily.
“Will you ask her out?” she challenged. “Or shall I do it on your behalf?”
“Get off my back,” Louka chuckled. “Go to work.”
“Yes,” Danielle said sweetly. “But think about it, okay?”
Wednesday unfolded in a daze of non-stop call-outs for the team, and certainly no time to think, or reflect on the state of her personal life. The perfect set-up, as far as Louka was concerned. It all started early with a call for help from a teenager in a sea-kayak. The kid found himself dragged out to sea in strong winds and similar current. Eddy joked that he was well on his way to Africa by the time they caught up with him, and pulled him onboard. After dropping him off back in Carro, they headed to the Calanques. This time, they helped a triathlete on a training swim who was suddenly overcome by cramp, and washed out on an isolated rock, too far for him to get back to shore. A broken-down jet-ski and its unlucky owner, sinking fast off the island of the Frioul near Marseille, required their attention next. The last intervention of the day involved Louka diving fifteen metres to free up a stuck anchor. Nice and easy, as she described it afterwards.
“All in all, a great day,” Pascal concluded on behalf of the team when they made it back to port. “What say you, Louk?”
“Yes,” she agreed. “I’m with you on that.”
“Enjoy your time off,” he added as they disembarked. “Got anything nice planned?”
He always made a point to ask, even if she never really did have anything special going on these days.
“I’m going to a presentation at the archaeological centre this evening,” she replied. “And then, catch up on sleep, mostly.”
“Yeah, I like that part.” He chuckled. “I’ll be scrubbing and re-painting the hull of my new boat. If you feel like helping out in between naps, I’ll be at the docks.”
“I’ll pop round,” Louka promised.
She went home; devoured a plate of pasta; showered, got dressed, and headed off to Martigues before she could convince herself that it was a bad idea.
∞
Her friend Ky had to call her three times before Elizabeth heard, and turned to her.
“Mm?” she queried. “What’s up?”
Ky eyed her from under the brim of her cowboy hat, lined with real alligator teeth. A proud Australian, a gifted researcher, teacher, and bestselling author as well… The famous Professor Jacobs was not only a good friend, but also a huge inspiration for Elizabeth.
“Waiting for someone?” she asked her.
“No…” Elizabeth shook her head and smiled. “I’m not.”
It was true… Sort of. She had been keeping an alert eye on the crowd as people began to arrive, eager to spot her when she came in. Yet, it was almost time to start, and there was no sign of the charismatic coastguard. Maybe she changed her mind, Elizabeth reflected. Perhaps she was called out on a job. Or she didn’t like the way I talked to her the other day. Elizabeth had wondered about that afterwards. She worried a little, too. She did not want Louka to get the wrong impression. Elizabeth was attracted to her, and it was fun to flirt. This being said, it would be great to simply get to know the woman.
“Elizabeth,” Ky said in a louder voice. “What’s with you, girl?”
“Nothing, I’m here,” Elizabeth replied.
“Here in the clouds, yes,” Ky remarked, one eyebrow raised in amusement. “Sure you’re not waiting for somebody?”
She continued to fix her with an inquisitive grin, and also glanced at the assembled crowd. Elizabeth did well not to blush, and give herself away.
“Nope, I’m good to go,” she assured. “Where’s Jessie?”
“On her way. She and Anais went to pick up the kid from a late physio session. No need to wait for them.”
“Alright,” Elizabeth nodded. “So, will you give me a quick intro, Professor?”
“With the greatest of pleasure, my darling,” Ky approved.
There must have been thirty people in the room, which was really great considering that the talk was in English, and focused on a rather obscure topic. This was all testament to the quality of the work that Jessie and Ky had been doing here. The Maritima learning centre was thriving, and developing a great reputation among both the public and international scholars alike. As Ky started on a joke, something about her being British, ‘But please, don’t hold it against her’, Elizabeth allowed her gaze to roam. Still no Louka. Maybe just as well, she decided. It would make it easier to concentrate.
“I was over the moon when Elizabeth agreed to write the preface for my last book,” Ky announced with a warm glance at her. “Few possess her depth of knowledge and genuine passion for her subject. I am delighted to have her with us this evening, and so, without further ado…”
With a keen sense of dramatics, Ky turned to bring her up.
“Elizabeth, tell me straight: did Plato pull a fast one on us, or what?”
Elizabeth stepped forward with practiced ease and accepted the microphone from her.
“Thanks, Ky. I’m very happy to be with you all as well. To answer your question, let’s start with the character of Critias, who lived circa 460 to 403 BCE. He first introduces the story of Atlantis in Plato’s Timaeus, one of his later works. Critias himself describes the tale as: ‘A very strange one, but even so; every word of it is true’.
Elizabeth flashed her audience a radiant smile.
“Let’s go on a journey together, shall we?”
She was in her element on stage. For a full ninety minutes, she held everyone spellbound with her insights and quirky bits of information. People came forward to shake her hand or just say hello afterwards, eager to exchange a few words. Jessie had turned up by then, along with her partner, Anais, and their nine-year-old daughter Manon.
“Fab talk, Elizabeth,” she congratulated her.
“Thanks, Jess.”
“Did you enjoy that too, Manon?” Ky enquired.
“Yes!” the kid exclaimed with sparkling eyes. “I think it’s a true story, you know? As soon as I get certified as a diver, we’ll go find Atlantis, me and Jessie!”
“Great idea,” Elizabeth nodded. “Set up an expedition, and I’ll get my university to sponsor you.”
“YES!” Manon shouted excitedly.
Jessie laughed, and Anais flashed them both a loving smile. Ky went to have a quick word with someone she knew. Things were winding down nicely… Or so it seemed. As Elizabeth came off the stage, she spotted Louka standing across the room.



CHAPTER EIGHT
More people thanked her as she made her way across, but even though Elizabeth smiled and said all the right things back in reply, she barely registered a word. She only had eyes for her. Black boots, tight jeans hanging a little loose around her hips, and a red t-shirt with the letters S.N.S.M printed in white across the front… As she came close, Elizabeth realised that it was the first time she had seen her in anything but a wetsuit. The tattoos were a nice surprise. Louka’s left arm was completely covered, and she had them around her right wrist, and up to her elbow as well. Short hair with a few longer strands made her look sharp without appearing too severe. Glinting blue eyes in her tanned face, a soft smile dancing on her lips. Elizabeth was glad that she had not seen her earlier, because it would have killed her focus, for sure.
“Louka! Hi… I’m glad you could make it!”
She greeted her warmly, and stopped herself from taking her hands. Elizabeth had spoken to a lot of people this evening, but the vibe with Louka was entirely different. Immediately hot, intense, and captivating. It felt like meeting an old friend. More than that, Elizabeth reflected. Like an old flame, more like... Well. She may believe in the reality of Atlantis, but not in this stuff. This was pure attraction talking, she knew. The woman was so unique, her looks so arresting... She certainly did stand out like a brilliant flame among everyone else.
“Hi, Elizabeth,” Louka nodded, still with that great smile. “I loved your talk.”
“Were you there the whole time? I didn’t see you.”
“Yes, I sat at the back, and didn’t miss a word. Enlightening content; wonderful delivery. You were really great.”
She sounded both enthusiastic and genuine in her feedback, looking straight at her with admiration in her eyes. Elizabeth did not care much for praise of any kind, usually, but this made her feel pretty amazing.
“I’m glad you enjoyed it,” she replied.
“It made me want to go diving for it,” Louka chuckled.
“Are you a diver?” a young voice exclaimed.
Manon came to stand in between them, looking up at Louka and her tattoos with great interest.
“Yes, I am,” Louka replied. “And you?”
“I’m a diver in training,” Manon confirmed, before pointing at her t-shirt. “Are you a coastguard too?”
“Yes, indeed.”
“Cool… I like your tattoos.”
“Thanks. I like your dolphin necklace.”
Manon flashed an excited grin. She was not shy with adults, and very good at making new friends.
“You can be on our expedition,” she invited.
“Sounds great. I would love that,” Louka replied easily.
Manon nodded in satisfaction. She seemed incredibly taken by the woman, and Elizabeth could well understand that. It was natural to introduce the rest of her friends to her at this stage. Ky immediately pulled Louka into one of her trademark, exuberant hugs.
“Great to meet you, Coastie! Thanks for rescuing our friend and guest speaker off that broken boat the other night!”
“Yes,” Louka nodded. “My pleasure.”
Her eyes were fixed on her. Elizabeth tried not to stare back too intently in front of everyone else, although judging from the entertained grin on Ky’s face, she was not managing very well.
“Alright, kiddo,” Anais declared after a few more minutes of friendly chatting. “It’s time for us to say goodnight, and go to bed.”
“No, I want to stay!” Manon protested.
“Divers need their sleep,” Jessie told her.
“No, you’re just saying that…”
“I’m not, it’s true. Right, Louka?”
“Correct,” Louka nodded, perfectly on cue. “You need to be well-rested and sharp before any dive. I’m off to bed myself in a minute.”
This did the trick, nice and easy, and Jessie flashed Louka a happy wink. Manon extended a solemn left hand to her before leaving.
“Nice to meet you, Louka.”
“Nice to meet you too, Manon.”
Elizabeth gave a thoughtful smile as she watched them. So, the smoking-hot coastguard with the cool tattoos was also good with children... She liked that about her; a lot. Now, they were the last ones to leave. As Jessie and Anais led the way out of the conference hall, Ky and Manon followed behind, holding hands. Elizabeth and Louka naturally fell into step, side by side with each other. Gosh, this is so perfect... Elizabeth had to shake herself to remember that they were not heading home together. When she glanced at her, Louka did the same, and with a gentle smile. Again, Elizabeth was tempted to brush the back of her fingers against her arm. The only reason she did not do it was that she was not certain how Louka would react. Still not sure how she truly felt about her… She was reluctant to simply try, and risk putting her off.
“Goodnight, Elizabeth,” Jessie told her when they reached their vehicle. “Dinner at the house on Friday?”
“Great,” Elizabeth nodded. “I’ll bring dessert.”
Before getting into the car, Ky grabbed her around the waist for another hug.
“See you soon, my darling,” she said. “Thank you again for a wonderful presentation.” In a whisper, she added. “Bring your friend to dinner on Friday.”
∞
Finding herself alone in the carpark with Elizabeth was never Louka’s intention. Yet, she had known what might happen when she decided to go to this event, and now, she could not in all honesty say that she did not welcome the circumstances. She just felt a bit awkward, and out of practice interacting with a woman who made her forget to breathe. She had managed to hide her feelings pretty well until now, but she was struggling to keep it up. It was hard to remember why she even wanted to do that in the first place. Danielle was right when she said that intelligence ranked at number one on Louka’s list of attractive qualities, and the Oxford professor positively sparkled with it. She was a great speaker. Her sense of humour and quick-witted answers to all their questions delighted the entire audience. Of course, it did not hurt that she was so incredibly sexy... Dressed in burgundy leather slacks and a black silk shirt, with again, just the right number of buttons undone at the top; and the sort of heels that Louka might wear if she wanted to break a leg, she was breath-taking. Once more, Louka struggled to take a full one.
“She’s quite something, isn’t she?” Elizabeth said.
“Mm?”
Louka looked at her, startled, wondering if she might have picked up on her thoughts.
“Manon,” Elizabeth clarified. “She’s a fantastic kid.”
“Yes, she seems to be,” Louka agreed. “What happened to her?”
“A horrible car crash; three years ago, in her native USA. Her parents, Anais’s sister and her husband, were both killed. Although Manon survived, she lost her legs and right arm, as you could see. She’s had a tough time, but she’s pulling through wonderfully now.”
“That’s great to hear. And she’s a diver in training?”
“She is, indeed!” Elizabeth smiled. “Jess is teaching her. Anais believes that no injury, no matter how severe, should ever stand in the way of her achieving her dreams.”
“Good woman,” Louka approved.
“She’s paid for Manon to have the best prosthetics available on the market, military-grade, and all that. The kid has regular ones, a corrosion-proof pair for swimming, and running blades as well.”
“Ah,” Louka nodded. “Now I finally understand why the archaeological site of the ancient Roman city of Martigues also includes a retreat centre for disabled kids and their families on the side. That always seemed a bit strange to me.”
“That’s right. And I’ll tell you what,” Elizabeth added, “if that girl really sets her mind on discovering the exact location of the ruins of Atlantis, I’ll bet you she’ll succeed.”
“I’d be on her team,” Louka replied.
“Are you serious about that?”
“Yes… Wouldn’t you?”
Elizabeth fixed her with a smile that made Louka go nicely quiet and still inside.
“Oh, yeah,” she nodded. “I would.”
It was dark, but a full moon was out, making her green eyes shine. Louka held her gaze, considering what might happen next between them. In the past, she would have made the first move. Elizabeth kept on walking with a soft smile on her lips. More of Danielle’s words, spoken a long time ago, came back to Louka. Are you going to let your ex win? Remain frozen for the rest of your life? Come on, Louk… Time to wake up!
“Oh, will you look at this?” Elizabeth grumbled.
As she bent forward to scrutinise her tyre, Louka grabbed the opportunity of a deep breath to steady herself. Feeling better, instantly more grounded, and determined not to mess things up, she squatted next to her.
“Is that a nail?” she said. “Or a spike?”
Elizabeth shot her a sheepish glance.
“Do you know anything about changing tyres?”
“I know how to do it,” Louka grinned.
“Would you mind…?”
“Of course, not.”
Louka was actually pleased to have something to do, and let go of some nervous energy. She opened the car boot, lifted the carpet, and found that the spare tyre was missing.
“Not big on maintenance, are you?” she laughed.
“Actually, my friend Janice got us this car. It probably never occurred to her to check.” Elizabeth gave an impatient sigh. “No worries. I’ll just take it slow on the way back.”
Louka only glanced briefly at the useless tyre again before concluding that it was not an option.
“You can’t drive on that,” she said. “You’re already on the rim. You won’t make it back to Carro, and it wouldn’t be safe to try anyway.”
“Well… Okay, then. I’ll call Jessie.”
“No need. I’m here, I can take you home.”
Louka did not think it was her imagination when Elizabeth appeared relieved at the offer. So was she... Nowhere near ready to say goodnight, and actually very grateful for that rusty nail.
“Rescuing me again, uh?” Elizabeth remarked.
This time, Louka did not even think to edit her response.
“I’m off-duty,” she stated. “And this is no rescue or chore, believe me. I’m enjoying spending time with you, Elizabeth.”
Elizabeth looked deep into her eyes for a split-second before flashing a radiant smile that made the moon seem positively dull in comparison.
“Me too, Louka,” she nodded.
Eyes still hot, but now with a touch of added gentleness to her voice, and she reached out to touch her hand. Louka held on to her fingers lightly. They smiled at each other.
“I was very pleased to see you tonight,” Elizabeth informed her. “At first, I really thought that you—”
A loud, male voice interrupted her, startling them both.
“Hey, are you okay there, ladies?”
Louka glanced over her shoulder to see a tall guy dressed in a SECURITY t-shirt, and similar baseball cap, approaching them. She stood up, followed by Elizabeth.
“Yes, we’re fine. Thanks for checking.”
 He aimed his flashlight at the tyre, and gave a sympathetic smile.
“Ah. Bad one. You need any help changing it?”
“No spare tyre,” Louka replied. “We’ll leave the car here, and pick it up in the morning. Is that okay with you?”
“Sure, no problem. You’re alright getting home?”
“Yes, thank you very much.”
Reassured, he switched off his flashlight, nodded to them both, and walked back toward the main building.
“We’d better go as well,” Louka said.
“Yes…” Elizabeth cast a curious glance around. “Where did you park your car?”
“I don’t have one,” Louka replied.
She pointed to her motorbike; an impressive-looking Ducati Monster 1200S, black on black with naked fairings, and watched for Elizabeth’s reaction. Surprise at first, then a genuine excited grin.
“Oh, wow! This will definitely take my mind off Plato for a while…”
“I thought I did that,” Louka murmured.
Her attitude had gone from cautious and reluctant to ‘What the hell? Unfreeze!’. Elizabeth must have enjoyed witnessing the shift. She rewarded her with a searing glance that left precious little doubt as to what she must really feel, followed by a playful question that aimed to raise the bar even higher.
“Would you like to have that effect?”
She clearly liked to lead. Louka allowed her eyes to drift over the enticing rise of her breasts underneath the fitted blouse, and caught her holding her breath as she did so. She treated her to a hot wink of her own.
“I think I’m affecting more than just your mind.”
Elizabeth laughed, and Louka did not miss the sparkle of appreciation in her eyes. Yes, she thought; I can do what you do. Elizabeth let the comment slide, and of course, they both knew what the score was.
“So… Tattoos and a big bike, uh?”
“Yes… I enjoy speed, and edgy stuff.”
“You are full of lovely surprises.”
“Glad you think so. What about you?”
“Oh, yeah,” Elizabeth teased again, her smile intentionally vague. “Don’t worry. I’ve got plenty.”



CHAPTER NINE
Everything about Louka turned out unexpectedly, and kept her guessing. From thinking that she must have changed her mind about the talk, to finding her smiling at her from across the hall; getting the sense that she was not comfortable with flirting, to discovering how good she was at it… And definitely interested. I’m enjoying spending time with you. She said that, and meant it. There were the tattoos, of course, which Elizabeth would love to see up close and personal. Now, she was ready to jump on the back of her motorbike… A surprise ending to the evening, for certain. And all the while, something felt different about Louka. Elizabeth sensed an added dimension to their exchange. Every word felt loaded, even the teasing ones. She wondered if Louka could feel it too. Something more… This was not like the usual flirting, and empty conversation. Whatever this extra thing was, Elizabeth wanted it.
“Here, Elizabeth.”
She accepted the spare helmet from Louka, and focused her attention on the bike. Puzzled, she raised an eyebrow.
“Where am I supposed to sit on that thing?”
Louka burst out laughing. Nice and relaxed now, open and unguarded. Elizabeth smiled as well. She was under the charm, and not concerned if it showed.
“Yeah, good question,” Louka agreed. “This bike isn’t really built for two.”
“Mm. That’s what I thought.”
“But it’s okay for short rides. You’ll just have to slide close to me on the saddle.”
Elizabeth shrugged as if it was bad news, even as she made a point of looking her up and down.
“Well, if that’s the only option. I guess I’ll have to, uh?”
“Seriously, though,” Louka added. “Have you ridden a bike before?”
“Nope.”
“Then, don’t do like my friend Danielle when I took her for her first ride. She thought I was joking when I told her to hold on. At the first traffic light, she let go. Next thing you know, her feet are stuck under my armpits, and she’s hanging off the back for dear life.”
Elizabeth was amused.
“What a picture,” she laughed. “Was she okay?”
“Yes. But when I say hold on, I mean it.”
“You know, Louka,” Elizabeth replied, “holding on to you won’t be an issue for me.”
Louka did blush at that. Amazing...
“Alright. That’s good. Let me help you with your helmet.”
Elizabeth could not help a quick, ironic smile.
“What?” Louka enquired.
“Ah, nothing…”
Louka waited, patiently. Elizabeth gave an impatient sigh.
“Just that I’m not so helpless, usually. Not the backseat type either.”
For some reason, it felt important to say it; maybe because it really was the second time that Louka came to her rescue.
“Vain of me to point that out, I know.”
“It’s not vain. I don’t mind.”
“No?”
“No,” Louka chuckled. “I’ve spent two hours watching you on stage making Plato sexy, Elizabeth. Your vibe comes through loud and clear, believe me. Strong and powerful. In charge. My type of woman.”
Elizabeth wished that she could grab her face and lay a kiss on her that made her drop. Too bad she had a helmet on. Later, she promised herself…
“Thanks for indulging me. Now let’s do this thing.”
Louka swung an easy leg over her bike and started her up. The engine literally growled, low and deep, like a wild animal. Pretty accurate representation of how the woman made her feel. Elizabeth observed the lean muscles in her arms tighten and flex, as she straightened up her machine.
“Okay, get up behind me,” Louka invited.
It was straightforward enough. Elizabeth did slide in close on the saddle. Even if she had not wanted to, it would have been impossible not to. The position was extremely comfortable, even more so when she wrapped her arms around Louka’s waist and felt the heat of her body. She shivered, not from the cold.
“Alright?”
“Oh, yes,” Elizabeth assured. “Very nice.”
“Don’t let go, okay?”
“I won’t. And Louka?”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t hold back.”
Louka flashed her a burning glance over her shoulder. She did not reply, but the look was more than enough. She revved up the engine, rode them nice and safe out of the gravel car park, and once on the main road, only checked with her once.
“Still okay with this, Elizabeth?”
Elizabeth leaned into her.
“Go for it,” she yelled.
She tightened her grip, and Louka made the engine roar. The road back to Carro was full of twists and turns as it hugged the sinuous coast, with a faster stretch halfway through, tracing across limestone rocks and pine-covered hills. Louka did not ask again after this. She just pushed the bike hard. Even though it was her first time, Elizabeth could tell she was not pretending; this was a proper, fast, heart-pumping ride, and she laughed out loud inside her helmet. Not only was it great to feel the powerful machine under her, but experiencing Louka’s every movement and reaction through her own body was even better. She was quick, alert, incredibly responsive. I wonder if she makes love the same way she rides her bike… Elizabeth giggled again as her pilot downshifted to pass the top of the hill, and launched down the other side as if she was hoping to take off and fly. Not once did it feel unsafe. In fact, Elizabeth would have been disappointed if Louka had ignored her wish to go for it, and given her a boring ride because she thought she knew better. The woman clearly listened, which was another attractive trait about her. All too soon, she slowed down as they entered Carro. It was late, but people were still out in the village. Playing boules in front of the harbour, enjoying an ice cream, or sitting for a chat on one of the many benches. Making the most of the warm summer’s night. Now that it was safe to do so, Elizabeth sat up a bit more, and she moved her hands to her shoulders. Louka also leaned back. She pulled up the visor on her helmet, rested her left hand over her thigh.
“How’re you doing?” she enquired over the rumble of the engine.
“Fantastic!” Elizabeth beamed at her. “I’ve never felt more alive!”
“Great. I didn’t hold back, like you wanted...”
“Yep. And I didn’t let go, like you told me.”
Elizabeth caught the glinting smile at the corner of her eye, even though the helmet hid the rest of her face. As Louka pulled to a stop in front of her house, and allowed her to dismount first, only one thing was on her mind.
∞
Louka felt like she did during a rescue as she got off her bike. Ultra-focused, quiet inside, in the zone. She knew that Elizabeth had enjoyed the trip home because of the way she moved behind her. As Louka rode, it literally felt as if Elizabeth rode her… She was far from passive on the back of the bike, not like a typical newbie. Louka had felt her shift in tune with her, anticipate, and even urge her on, in the way she tensed expectantly before every section of fast road. She usually preferred riding solo… but not tonight. Definitely not tonight.
“Thank you, Louka.”
“You’re welcome.”
They stood facing each other on the street. Elizabeth fixed her with a soft, almost pensive smile. Louka kept her eyes on her face. She remained silent. This moment… If she had not wanted it, whatever was going to happen next, she would have kept her helmet on, and her bike in gear. Elizabeth would not be standing so still, so near, and watching her so attentively. Waiting. To hell with that... Louka closed the distance between them with a single step. No hesitation now, no holding back anymore. Elizabeth’s thoughtful smile vanished, replaced by anticipation sparkling in her green eyes.
“Yes,” she said.
Louka’s impatience had been building, and that one word freed her to express it. Her kiss was bold, hungry. This was no hesitant first contact between them… And neither was Elizabeth. She held her face in both hands, pulled her in, kissed her back. Surfing on the edge of rough, demanding from the start. Louka trembled from the rush, excitement making her skin tingle. Not even the most adrenaline-fuelled rescue came close to this… Her hands naturally came down Elizabeth’s slender back to find an opening under her shirt. Smooth, hot flesh under her fingertips; bra in the way. Elizabeth locked her arms around her neck and kissed her deeper. Their embrace turned languid, slow, by no means less intense. Louka settled into a world of new sensations. The feel of Elizabeth pressed against her; her lips setting fire to her soul; fingernails grazing the back of her neck, just sharp enough to feel good. When Elizabeth pulled back abruptly, she almost fell forward.
“What?” she mumbled.
Elizabeth flashed her the most tantalising smile. She opened the gate, and held out her hand to her.
“Come,” she invited.
Louka did not think twice about it. She took her fingers and followed her down the garden path. Halfway to the front door, Elizabeth grabbed hold of her again to deliver another scorching kiss. Louka enjoyed the way that she touched her. A little sharp and impatient, the perfect combination of edgy and raw. Louka could handle rough-and-ready, no problem. She much preferred it, in fact. Elizabeth slipped her hands under her t-shirt and laid them flat over her stomach, making her shiver. She tried to catch her breath, and failed. Elizabeth leaned into her even more, her hands still in place. She stared intently into her eyes.
“Mmm…” she drawled. “Strong body.”
Louka struggled to find words, as her skin burned and her brain slowly melted.
“Turning me all weak,” she murmured.
“No,” Elizabeth ordered. “Stay hard for me.”
Did she know? Louka briefly wondered. Could she sense that this kind of talk alone would make her explode if she carried on with it? Elizabeth chuckled as if she did know, or she read it in her eyes. She moved her hands up; the t-shirt went flying. In just her jeans and a sports bra, Louka regarded her with an amused smile.
“You’ve got nice skills.”
“Easily impressed, are you?”
Louka pulled her back against her with a quick shake of the head.
“No,” she said. “It takes a lot to impress me.”
She sank her fingers in her hair but held back from kissing her just yet. She noticed Elizabeth’s expression; a mix of longing and approval, full-on appreciation. Louka slipped a single hand under her blouse. No lacey bra was going to get in her way this time. One slight pull, and it just snapped.
“There,” she murmured. “Sorry ‘bout that…”
Elizabeth gave a shaky laugh. She held her breath as Louka cupped her right breast in the palm of her hand, rubbing gently as she discovered its full weight. She tried to capture her mouth once again, but Louka tightened her fingers in her hair. Enough to hold her back, a playful gesture. Elizabeth’s eyes widened and she gave a small giggle.
“Yeah… Doing all the right things.”
“Am I?” Louka replied. “Good.”
She teased her nipple with her thumb, lightly at first, then a little harder. Elizabeth’s giggle soon turned into a heated growl.
“Kiss me,” she demanded.
Whatever small reserve of patience and self-control Louka had been able to conjure up crumbled under the urgency of that command.
“Now, Louka,” Elizabeth added.
Louka could get lost here with her, and she absolutely knew it. She had a real weakness for gorgeous, intelligent, professional women with just this kind of an attitude. That Elizabeth talked to her in this way made her literally see stars. It would bring her to her knees if she was not careful. Not ‘it’; Elizabeth will. Louka grinned into the kiss, and as she felt her hands on the waistband of her jeans, impatiently looking for a way in.
“Elizabeth,” she murmured. “Inside…”
They kissed and stumbled their way into the living room. Elizabeth gave her a playful shove when they got to the couch. Louka caught her around the waist, and they both fell down on it, laughing. It was not a soft landing, though. Incredibly, as well, the sofa screamed loudly in protest.



CHAPTER TEN
Elizabeth could scarcely believe her eyes when she flicked on the overhead lights. Well, besides how magnificent Louka appeared, that is... In her black Nike bra, tight jeans, and a chocolate-square stomach, she stood coiled and ready, in a light fighting stance. On the couch, clutching a pillow over her chest for protection, sat a startled, frightened-looking Janice. She was the source of the shout that had almost given Elizabeth a heart attack.
“Jan!” she exclaimed. “What are you doing here? I thought you were back in England… Now, you’re sleeping on the couch? Are you okay?”
Louka relaxed, as she must have recognised her. Elizabeth went to stand close to her, and she wrapped her fingers around her wrist. She had a feeling that Louka might bolt. She did not want that to happen before she could talk to her.
“Uhm…” Janice mumbled. “Yes, I went back. But…”
“What?” Elizabeth insisted when she stopped. “Tell me!”
Janice’s bottom lip trembled, and her eyes slowly filled with tears.
“It’s Thomas,” she hiccupped. “He broke up with me.”
Elizabeth did well not to utter a resounding WONDERFUL! at the news. She felt for her friend, who was clearly taking this hard, but she could not in all honesty be sorry that she was rid of the guy. Janice dropped her head, looking ashamed now, as well as sad. More tears rolled down her cheeks.
“I know what you’re thinking,” she said in a tiny voice. “I messed up. Got it wrong. Again!”
Elizabeth suppressed an irritated sigh. She was not one for self-pitying drama at the best of times… And this certainly was a particularly bad moment to start in on it. Still, she would not be unkind to her friend.
“Janice,” she replied in a patient voice. “I don’t think that at all. This crazy idea you have about yourself is only in your head, my love…”
She paused when Louka gave her fingers a light squeeze.
“I’d better go, Elizabeth.”
“Wait…”
Elizabeth met her gaze, biting hard on her lip as she did so. Louka watched her with a warm, understanding expression, and a sure touch of regret in her eyes as well. She was right, though; leaving was probably a smart thing to do at this point. The lights were on, Janice was there, and the mood was gone. But I so wish it was not so… Elizabeth nodded, but she did not let go just yet.
“I’ll be right back, Jan,” she promised.
Louka collected her t-shirt off the garden path on their way out, and put it back on.
“I am so sorry, Louka...”
“That’s okay. Things happen.”
“Or not, in our case. Eh?”
Louka gave a rueful chuckle as she turned to her. Elizabeth saw her glance at her open blouse, and her cheeks colour nicely in reaction.
“It was fun,” she nodded.
“Was?” Elizabeth queried.
A light shrug, no real response, but Louka remained rooted to the spot. Hesitation... That same conflicted look Elizabeth had noticed once before was back in her eyes.
“Are you okay?” she enquired.
“Yeah,” Louka smiled. “Sure.”
“Okay with me?”
“Of course.”
Still not moving… And looking just as hot as she did before. Elizabeth was not going to re-start anything she could not finish, although she did brush the back of her fingers across her cheek in a sweet gesture. She touched her lips, only briefly, and drew a soft smile out of her. She knew she had to be careful. Behind Louka’s tough-girl exterior, her skills and confidence, she sensed a tender soul. Was her heart broken before? Elizabeth suspected that it might be the case. As for her own self… Well. It would be easy to care a bit too much with a woman like Louka. To go way too far, and lose herself in all her charms. Surely, though, it was okay to ask her just one thing?
“Jess and Ky invited me to dinner at their house,” Elizabeth shared. “Anais and Manon will be there, and I’ll ask Janice, now that she’s back. I would love it if you could come.”
She did her best not to sound too intense about it, but she hoped that Louka would be grateful for another opportunity to connect with her as well.
“When?” she asked.
“Friday evening. Are you free?”
Elizabeth intentionally gave her an out. She did not want to presume that Louka was after anything of any significance with her. A single night of fun was one thing; going out as friends, quite another. Even though she did not want to force anything, she was still taken aback by the intensity of her own relief when Louka nodded.
“Yes,” she said. “I’ll work something out.”
Implied in that response was that she would probably be on duty otherwise; but she certainly was not using it as an excuse. She does want this as much as I do. Elizabeth pushed the thought of ‘this’ from her mind, even as her heart skipped a healthy beat at the idea.
“Great,” she grinned. “Nothing special, just a relaxed meal at home between good friends; you know…”
Unconsciously, she tried to play it down again, as if it were no big deal. Her time, it seemed, to feel a measure of hesitation. Louka either did not understand that, or she had conquered her own doubts, which was more likely.
“Special enough,” she remarked. “Food shared with friends always is. Even if not, you’ll be there, so… You know.”
She flashed a slow smile, and brushed a kiss over the palm of her hand. Elizabeth tried not to grin, or shiver, a little too hard in reaction.
“Thank you,” she murmured. “Very smooth.”
“Hey,” Louka chuckled. “I’ve got skills, too…”
She went out the gate with a sexy wink. Elizabeth watched her straddle the motorbike and reach for her helmet. Skills, looks, and shedloads of allure, she decided.
“See you on Friday, Elizabeth.”
“Meet me here at six-thirty? We’ll walk together.”
Louka treated her to one last smile and a lingering look.
“Perfect,” she approved. “I’ll be right on time.”
∞
Louka kept herself busy. She was used to doing that. Only this time, it was to manage her excitement until Friday, not suppress any negative vibes. Much, much better. She did not want to blow this all out of proportions, of course… All the same, it felt good. Danielle bumped into her on the beach, early the next morning, and immediately noticed a change.
“Hey, you look happy,” she remarked.
“Knackered, more like,” Louka replied. “Not even 7:00, and it’s bloody hot already.”
She always started the day with a five-mile run. Across the sleepy village and along the coast for a bit, up into the pinede to work her legs on some serious incline, and back down to finish on the beach. Sometimes, she went for a quick swim afterwards. Often, Danielle accompanied her for that.
“You should see the size of the smile on your face, Louk,” she insisted. “Anything you want to share?”
Incredibly, Louka did want to talk about it. Her head told her to keep it in perspective, but her heart bubbled with the kind of joy that she simply had to express.
“I went to the event in Martigues last night,” she said. “And I ended up driving Elizabeth home after her presentation.”
“Oh, brilliant,” Danielle exclaimed. “On the bike?”
“Yes.”
“Did she like it?”
“Yeah,” Louka chuckled. “Although I think she’d have been happier doing the riding herself.”
“An Alpha female, uh?” Danielle grinned.
“A strong independent woman. I prefer that.”
“Of course. So, did she kiss you goodnight?”
“Mm…”
Louka lost her focus as memories drifted through her mind. Her lips still burned from Elizabeth’s kisses. She had spent half the night awake thinking about her, and how the evening might have ended if her friend had not unintentionally ruined things. Would, not might, Louka reflected. She would have made love to Elizabeth all night long, no doubt about it.
“Answer must be yes,” Danielle said.
“What?”
“She a good kisser?”
“She made me see stars,” Louka agreed.
Danielle laughed, and stood watching her with an amused expression on her face.
“Aren’t you glad you listened to my advice, uh?”
“I am very glad, actually. Thank you.”
“Are you going to see her again?”
“Yes. I’m having dinner with her and her friends on Friday. Supposed to be on duty, but I’ll swap shifts and give myself the night off.”
“That’s great, Louk,” Danielle approved, no longer teasing her now. “It’s wonderful to see you happy, and looking forward to going out again.”
Louka nodded, even as a spike of anxiety hit her.
“What’s the matter?” Danielle asked immediately.
Nothing much got past her. Louka gave a light shrug.
“I’m just a bit nervous,” she admitted.
“About Friday?”
“No, about me. I like Elizabeth. I’m curious about her. And yeah, I loved kissing her. But happy generally leads to trouble, and—”
“Woah, hang on a second,” Danielle interrupted. “Happy leads to trouble? How’d you figure that out?”
“Through experience,” Louka muttered.
“One bad experience,” Danielle pointed out, as Louka knew she would. “Doesn’t mean it’ll happen again. Doesn’t mean you can’t ever relax, have some fun, and good relationships in your life. Right?”
“Right. I know that.”
“Good. So, go to dinner, kiss the woman, and be happy.”
“All there is to it, uh?” Louka observed, having recovered her smile.
“You know what?” Danielle shrugged. “The older I get, the more convinced of it I am. Live, love, be happy... That’s all there is to a good life!”
“Thanks again for the reminder,” Louka said.
“Any time, my friend. Come on, now,” Danielle grinned. “Let’s go cool off!”
After a good swim, a shower, and a quick breakfast, Louka headed off to the station. She helped Matthieu perform a check of their equipment, and had no problem arranging the time off that she needed.
“You work so bloody hard all the time, you’re probably due a few years, to be honest,” he joked. “I can arrange for cover so you can have the whole day, if you want…”
“Let’s not be too crazy,” Louka chuckled.
“Alright, whatever you say... So, I’ll put you down to finish at 2:00 p.m., if that works?”
It would be plenty enough time to take a nap and get ready for dinner, but not too much to think herself into trouble. Louka smiled in satisfaction.
“Perfect. Thanks, Matthieu.”
She spent the rest of the day at the boatyard with Pascal, as promised; scraping, cleaning, and sanding the hull of his boat in prep for a fresh coat of paint. This kind of work did not leave them much time for talking, since they had to wear protective masks, but he treated her to a late lunch on deck, and shared his enthusiasm about his new acquisition.
“I still can’t believe that guy sold me his boat for so little,” he marvelled. “She’s in even better condition than I initially thought… A new mast, a handful of cosmetic jobs down below, and she’ll be as good as new.”
“Where will you take her on your first trip?”
“Morocco,” he grinned. “El Mansouria, to be precise.”
“Isn’t that where Jeima is from?”
“Yes. My girlfriend, and the rest of her family as well. We’re planning something a bit special when we get there.”
“Oh, yeah? What kind?”
He looked at her with excited, unusually bright eyes. Before Louka could ask if he was allergic to the paint, he raised his left hand in front of her. She noticed the thin gold band on his finger, and grabbed his wrist for a closer look. A slow smile spread over her lips.
“Pascal. Come on, now... Are you engaged?”
“Yes, partner,” he grinned in reply. “I am, indeed!”
Louka blinked in surprise, but that did not last for long. A second later, she grabbed him around the neck and pulled him in for a hard hug.
“Oh, that’s AMAZING!” she yelled.
“Don’t cry, or you’ll get me started,” he warned.
“Can’t help it. You know me and Happy-Ever-After stories, uh?”
It occurred to Louka that she was never able to joke about it in this way before. The change was probably due to Elizabeth’s liberating kisses... Danielle would be delighted. Pascal chuckled. He passed her a tissue, and patted her on the shoulder.
“Alright, Louk?”
“Never better. I’m so happy for you!”
“Thanks. You’ll come, right? You’re like my sister, so…”
“Oh, try and stop me!” Louka exclaimed with a smile, even as she wiped her eyes. “I’ll swim to your wedding if I have to, Pascal!”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Laughing in pleasure and excitement, he poured her a tiny bit of wine.
“For a toast,” he invited.
“To you and Jeima,” she approved heartily, and raised her plastic cup. “Cheers!”
Pascal drank straight from the bottle.
“Uh… You want some more?”
“No, thanks,” she chuckled. “You go ahead.”
She watched him pop a slice of saucisson in his mouth and chase it down with extra wine, all the while grinning from ear to ear. She glanced at his ring again, and gave a thoughtful nod.
“I had no idea you were thinking of popping the question,” she remarked.
“To be honest, Louk, we’ve been married in my head since the day I met the girl,” he reflected. “I always knew she was the one. This being said, I didn’t ask… She beat me to it.”
“Really? Cool! Good for her!”
Louka laughed in appreciation. Pascal’s girlfriend, a doctor in the oncology department at the Marseille medical centre, was a strong, independent woman of her own.
“We had a picnic at the beach last night,” he explained with twinkling eyes. “I was telling her about the boat, and we started to make plans about where we’d take her once I’m done with the refit. You know how Jeim loves to sail, right?”
“I do. And you both like to travel as well.”
“Yeah. So, we’re talking away, planning, all that good stuff. Next thing you know, she tells me it would be great to sail to El Mansouria. And I’m like, yeah, sure! I mean, that would make an awesome trip all in itself!”
Louka smiled at the joy that she could hear in his voice.
“Then,” he added, “she said it’d be a really cool place for a wedding. She gave me that look; all soft and smiling, but serious at the same time. You know?”
“I can imagine,” Louka murmured.
Elizabeth had given her that kind of look plenty of times the night before. She shifted from soft to razor-sharp, from cool to volcanic, depending on the moment. Louka suppressed a quiet sigh as she thought about her, Friday, and the number of hours in between now and then. Good thing she was due back on duty soon… Pascal nodded, his own face all dreamy.
“I thought she was only messing about, at first.”
Louka rolled her eyes in disbelief, and he laughed.
“I know, I know. A bit slow on the uptake, eh?”
“Hell, yeah. I’m glad you’re quicker during rescues!”
“Jeim told me something to that effect. She got the ring out and said the words, loud and clear. Marry me. I didn’t make her ask me twice, Louk, I can tell you that.”
“Ah.” Louka grinned. “Brilliant. Did you cry?”
“No, I didn’t bloody cry!” he grunted.
“Liar,” she teased.
He took another swig of wine, chuckled, and confessed.
“My eyes may have got a bit wet around the sides.”
“So, when’s the wedding?”
“September next year. Should be perfect sailing conditions around that time. Good period of the year for Jeim to take some leave, and not the height of the busy season for us either.”
“What about your honeymoon?” Louka enquired. “Have you thought of that yet?”
He nodded eagerly.
“Oh yeah!”
She smiled. Of course, he had, and he was clearly boiling to talk about it.
“Go on, then,” she invited.
“Well, the sailing trip will count as an early honeymoon for us. Right after the wedding, we’ll go off, just me and Jeima. Her cousin runs an eco-lodge in the mountains, and she’s invited us to stay. It’s nice and remote, with great views and lots of good hiking. Everything we like. Then, we’ll spend a few more days with her folks before we go home, and back to work.”
“Sounds wonderful,” Louka mused.
Something deep and unsatisfied stirred painfully within her at the thought of all this. Weddings… Just you and me time… She wondered if Elizabeth liked mountains.
“Hey, I already booked the time off with Matthieu,” Pascal added. “You’d better do the same, pronto.”
“No worries. By the way, speaking of time off, I’m finishing early on Friday.”
“How come?”
“Dinner with friends.”
“Oh, yeah?”
His turn to look curious, since she did not really do that sort of thing… Ever. And especially if it meant coming off duty early. Again, Louka was in a mood to share.
“Remember the dark-haired woman who made us a cup of coffee during the rescue the other day?”
“Angelina Jolie,” he nodded. “You bet, I remember.”
“Hey,” she frowned, instantly annoyed.
“What? I’m engaged, not blind.”
Louka shrugged in regret at her reaction.
“Yeah, alright…”
Jumpy for no reason... Already all twitchy about Elizabeth. Not good. She told herself to relax. Pascal certainly was not that kind of guy. He was simply interested, in his usual warm and caring way, like he always was with her.
“So, you’re having dinner with…?”
“Elizabeth,” Louka nodded. “Yes, I am. And a few others as well.”
“And… Do you like her?” he prodded tentatively.
She could not prevent the big smile that blossomed on her lips. He chuckled in approval before she even said anything to confirm it.
“Yeah, I thought you did.”
“Am I really that transparent?”
He looked amused at her reluctant tone.
“Not usually, you’ll be pleased to hear.”
“Just predictable then, right?” Louka muttered.
“It became obvious when you almost fell off the boat a few times during that rescue,” he laughed. “Always when she was in close proximity, I might add.”
“Sorry about that. Unprofessional.”
“It wasn’t, so don’t start,” he said firmly. “I think it’s good that you’re having dinner. Did you ask her out?”
“No, she invited me.”
“Even better!”
“She’s only here for the summer. So, you know…”
Louka felt it necessary to point that out. Sure, it was more to remind herself of the fact than for his own benefit. As expected, Pascal was unbothered.
“So, what?” he said. “Aren’t you the one who tells me that we should always expect the unexpected?”
“So, I’m both predictable and irritating,” she smirked.
“Stop that,” he ordered, and refilled her cup without even asking. “I’m of the school of Carpe Diem. If you like the woman, go out with her. Have dinner, have fun. Good or bad, you never know what tomorrow will bring. So, live now. Don’t wait.”
∞
Elizabeth did wait on Friday evening... And with every minute that passed without Louka showing up, her heart constricted a little more. They had not exchanged phone numbers yet, so she could not call her and ask if she had forgotten. She did not know where she lived. Well; she knew the street, and there was only one apartment building on it. Louka would not be too hard to find… But Elizabeth certainly was not going to go and look. The woman did not strike her as the type to be late. If she was not there half an hour after the agreed time, it was probably because she did not want to be. That, Elizabeth told herself, was perfectly fine.
“Let’s go, Janice,” she invited.
The house that Jessie and Ky owned on the Carro corniche was a typical Provençal mansion, complete with two gorgeous, ancient olive trees in the garden, a large swimming pool, and amazing views of the Mediterranean Sea across the road. They even had access to a private beach. Tonight, Jessie and Manon were on barbecue duty, cooking fresh mackerel with herbs and local fennel, and fries to go with it with homemade ketchup. Anais was making cocktails. Ky greeted them at the back door with warm hugs and a similar smile.
“Come in, girls! Ah; Janice, is it? Elizabeth tells me you’re going back to school to study ancient history?”
“Uhm… yes…”
Behind her, Elizabeth gave a gentle cough. Janice instantly corrected herself.
“I mean, absolutely, yes! I am doing that.”
“Good for you, my friend. It’s lovely to meet you.”
“You too, Professor Jacobs.”
“No need for that; call me Ky.”
As Janice relaxed, and handed her the strawberry-chocolate cake that she had baked for dessert, Elizabeth also smiled. She had spoken at length to her friend about her plans for the future. Janice admitted in the end that the whole Thomas episode was in reaction to her lack of self-confidence. It was scary to make a big change, any change at all… And several years of university was a huge commitment. Still, she wanted to go ahead with it, and make the most of the opportunity.
“Do something today that will give you the sort of life you want five years down the line,” Elizabeth approved. “Time will pass, no matter what you do… or don’t. You’re doing the right thing. I’m proud of you, Jan, and I’ll be there to support you.”
This included polite reminders to speak assertively, and not be afraid to state her intentions. You’re doing this thing, babe!
“Would you like to spend time with us at the archaeological dig?” Ky enquired.
“Oh, I would love that,” Janice exclaimed, without any need for prompting now. “Yes!”
“We’ll put you to work in the trenches,” Jessie grinned. “So to speak.”             
“Are you still discovering a lot of new artefacts?”
“I found a painted pot yesterday,” Manon said proudly.
“Wow… That’s great!”
“Mainly, we’re working on consolidating what we already have, which is significant,” Ky explained. “Restoring the ancient city of Maritima to her ancient beauty is a worthwhile goal.”
“And you’re enjoying the French life, obviously,” Elizabeth stated with an admiring smile at their surroundings. “You didn’t lie when you told me that you’d found a jewel of a house.”
“It’s gorgeous, and definitely the best writing den I’ve ever had,” Ky confirmed.
“I found a different kind of treasure,” Jessie murmured, as she looked at her partner.
Anais smirked at the comment but also blushed in obvious pleasure. She wrapped both arms around Jessie’s shoulders and gave her a sweet, gentle kiss.
“Me too, darling…”
Manon giggled as they embraced, while Elizabeth instantly thought of Louka. Dammit…! I wonder what made her change her mind? As they sat on the patio deck to share drinks and a bowl of black olives, she tried to stay focused on the conversation; not on the absent woman who had the power to make her legs shake and her blood boil, all in a good way, whenever she thought of her.
“So, Janice. Which aspect of ancient history would you like to focus on as your main subject?” Ky soon enquired. “Have you decided that yet?”
“Well, at first, I was tempted to go into Egyptology,” Janice replied with some of her newfound confidence.
“Alright,” Ky approved with a mischievous glance toward Jessie, whose specialty and absolute passion this was. “Not too bad a choice, I suppose…”
“Stop teasing us, Professor. It’s a wonderful choice, and you know it,” Jessie laughed. “But why, ‘at first’, Janice?”
“Because I always come back to what I think is my first and real interest.”
“Which is?”
“The Romans.”
“NOW, that’s what I like to hear!” Ky roared in reply.
This happened to be her own passion. A lifelong obsession, in fact, on which she had built a stellar career.
“Oh, here we go,” Jessie chuckled. “Now, look what you’ve done… Woken up the beast!”
Everyone laughed at that, including Ky.
“I admit I get a bit carried away whenever the Romans are mentioned,” she confessed, smiling wide. “With good reason, I believe.”
“True,” Jessie agreed with a warm smile at her.
“This is a fascinating field, Janice,” Ky added. “Not only as far as basic history is concerned, you understand? But also, when it comes to our modern-day creation of law; the development of democratic government practices; deep influences in language, literature, art… Not to forget infrastructure and city-planning, of course. The Romans are everywhere… Still, to this day: right here with us!”
Ky spoke from the heart, powerfully. Her love for the topic literally lit her on fire as she spoke, and everybody else around. Manon listened with her mouth open, hanging on to her every word. Elizabeth was pleased to notice that Janice looked just the same. Her friend seemed excited, under the spell.
“I love what you’re saying,” she exclaimed. “In essence, the study of the past allows us to become timeless ourselves for a little while... Doesn’t it?”
She looked startled in the sudden silence, as all eyes stayed on her.
“Sorry…” she murmured. “Is that silly?”
Ky burst out laughing, and stood up to give her one of her special hugs.
“My goodness,” she exclaimed. “Such a lovely thing to say, Janice! We’re all bloody speechless! Don’t you doubt yourself!”
“Okay,” Janice grinned.
“Listen,” Ky added. “It’s up to you, but if you want me to, I’ll be your studies mentor. Just let me know when you’re ready, girl.”
Elizabeth spotted surprise and emotion in her friend’s eyes, before she blurted out a resounding YES! and burst into tears of joy. Dear, wonderful Ky, she thought. The woman herself was a treasure…



CHAPTER TWELVE
“So, where’s your other friend?”
Tactfully, Ky waited until the end of the evening to enquire. When they were alone in the kitchen, making a round of coffee for everyone... Almost as if she sensed that it might be a sensitive topic. Elizabeth gave a nonchalant shrug, unwilling to admit that even to herself.
“Didn’t show up.”
“So, you invited her?”
“Yeah…”
“That’s strange,” Ky remarked. “She’s one of the local coast-guards, isn’t she?”
“She is, indeed... And?”
“Oh, nothing. Just that I tend to think of these people as the reliable kind. Don’t you?”
Elizabeth paused, as a memory of riding on the bike behind Louka flashed across her mind. Reliable, safe... Yes, definitely. She turned to Ky with a heavy frown on her face.
“Do you think I should check on her?”
“I don’t know… Do you want to?”
“I don’t want to act all creepy. If she just changed her mind, she doesn’t owe me an explanation. I mean, it’s not even as if we know each other very well…”
Elizabeth stopped. But we’re certainly not strangers anymore… After the other night, this was pretty damn clear. Ky nodded.
“Maybe something came up. From the way she was looking at you after your talk, I don’t think she’ll mind too much if you go and say hi. The same goes for you, by the way. You seemed pretty taken with her as well.”
“You noticed that?”
“Did I notice?” Ky snorted. “You must be joking, Elizabeth! Even Jessie mentioned it to me, and she’s usually deaf and blind to this sort of thing!”
Elizabeth chuckled.
“Well, Jessie doesn’t need to worry about noticing stuff like that anymore, does she? She looks incredibly happy with Anais and Manon. It’s really great to see.”
“Yes.” Ky gave a soft and loving smile as she watched them through the open doors. “These three are a brilliant team, that’s for sure. What’s your girl’s name again?”
“She’s not my girl,” Elizabeth replied, even as a nice tingle at the back of her neck made her twitch.
“Uh-uh…?”
“Her name’s Louka.”
“Oh, yes, that’s right. I say, my dear; if she’s on your mind, don’t hesitate. You never know what may come out of it in the future. Again, look at Jess and Anais.”
“Not that flirting with locals is my number one priority this summer,” Elizabeth shrugged, playing her own devil’s advocate. “And I’m also not looking for a long-term relationship.”
“Neither was Jessie,” Ky pointed out.
“Why are you insisting so much, Professor?”
Ky passed a friendly arm around her shoulders.
“Because you and Jess are extremely similar. You both work hard, focus all on your passion, and treat everything else as non-essential distractions. That’s okay, of course; so long as you keep your options open.”
Despite attempting to convince herself that she did not care whether or not she ever laid eyes on Louka again, Elizabeth was disappointed at the way that the evening had turned out. So, if the wise Dr Jacobs believed that it was a good idea to go and say hi, even if Elizabeth knew for sure that a long-term relationship would never be on the cards, it was all the backup that she really needed.
“Thanks for the advice, Ky. I appreciate it.”
“But will you act on it? That’s the important thing.”
“Yes,” Elizabeth grinned. “Definitely, I will”
“Good answer!” Ky slapped her on the back with her usual enthusiasm, and flashed a teasing wink at the same time. “Now, in lieu of decadent kisses, let’s have us some chocolate cake!”
∞
It was another sizzler of a night, typical of summer in the heart of Provence. With temperatures averaging 27 Celsius all through the night, and no AC in the rented house, Elizabeth was going to bed much later, and enjoying daily evening walks on the beach as well. On their way home, she asked Janice if she wanted to go along.
“Nope,” Janice replied, surprisingly, since she was a bit of a night owl.
“Why? What’s wrong?” Elizabeth frowned.
“Nothing,” her friend assured her. “But I’ve agreed to meet with Jessie bright and early at Maritima tomorrow, so I’m going straight to bed now.”
“Oh, okay… Great! Building new habits?”
“Yes, definitely. Time to start becoming the woman I really want to be. No more excuses, or giving in to fear.”
“Excellent. Well… Goodnight, then!”
Janice threw both arms around her neck.
“Thank you so, so much, Elizabeth!” she exclaimed. “It was wonderful to meet your friends tonight. I loved talking to Jessie, and Ky is amazing! I can’t wait to get back to Uni in September, and get stuck in!”
“I’m delighted to hear you say that.”
“It’ll be great having Dr Jacobs as a mentor,” Janice thrilled, before turning sheepish. “I don’t mean it’s not good to have you as one, too…”
“I know what you mean,” Elizabeth laughed. “No worries, babe.”
With a smile on her face, she watched her go into the house, and headed off on her usual tour of the village. Fifteen minutes later, she found herself walking on Louka’s street, without really planning to go there. At least, not consciously… She sure was not going to knock on her door so late at night. Still, it must have been fate… Or, ‘something’. When a taxi pulled up on the other side of the road, Elizabeth noticed. When a woman climbed out, she looked closer. Was it her? Hard to be sure in the darkness, although something about the way the woman moved reminded her of Louka. Elizabeth carried on walking, her eyes intent on the stranger’s back. Short blond hair, tall, an athletic figure… Of course, who else can it be?
“Hey, Louka?” she called.
She had to say her name twice, and a bit louder, before the woman heard. Although by then, Elizabeth knew that it was her. She walked faster to catch up, full of anticipation. She broke into a smile as she came close… Only for it to freeze on her lips, as Louka stopped under the only streetlight, and glanced over her shoulder.
“Oh, God!” Elizabeth exclaimed, in shock. “What happened to you?”
Louka did not answer the question.
“Elizabeth,” she murmured instead. “Hi…”
She swayed briefly before catching herself. She seemed a bit confused as well. Bloody hell! Elizabeth stopped in front of her, grabbed a firm hold of her arms, and looked up into her face.
“Are you alright?” she said sharply.
Stupid question, Elizabeth!
“Yes,” Louka replied, oblivious.
“Louka, you look as if someone beat you up!”
She was pale, which made the cut on her bottom lip appear even more painful. Her left eye was almost completely swollen shut, black and blue. Two thin plasters on her forehead covered what appeared to be a much larger cut, bruised as well, and with at least a couple of stitches in... Elizabeth suddenly noticed that the taxi was gone. She looked around, bewildered to realise that no one else was there. She’s on her own?
“I’m alright,” Louka repeated. “Uhm… Yeah.”
Elizabeth stared at her in growing concern. Quite obviously, she was not okay. Now, what do I do? Elizabeth wanted to know what happened, the cause of her injuries, and why Louka was coming home in a taxi, at close to midnight, with no one there to help her! Not in the middle of the street, though, and especially when the woman appeared to be struggling just to remain on her feet.
“Where’s your apartment?” she enquired.
“In here,” Louka mumbled, with a small gesture toward the building in front.
“Okay, let’s go,” Elizabeth decided, taking charge. “I want to make sure you get safely in.”
She secured her arm around her waist without waiting to hear what Louka might have to say about her coming along. Not a whole lot, as it turned out, and Elizabeth was not surprised. The idea that the athletic coastguard might need her help getting home safely would have been ludicrous only a few days before, but definitely not now. She looks awful. She should be in the hospital. Again, Elizabeth resolved to keep her opinion to herself until she knew the facts. She just waited, as Louka punched in a 4-digit security code at the door. It took her three attempts, another far from reassuring sign, but she managed at last, and they entered into a spacious lobby.
“I’m upstairs.”
“No lift?”
“No…”
Only two short flights of stairs, admittedly, although when Elizabeth glanced at her, she caught her wincing as they started to climb.
“You’re hurting,” she murmured.
Not a helpful statement, she knew, but it slipped out before she realised. She was just worried. She did not think that Louka had been attacked, and her injuries did not point to a motorcycle accident either. She feared what else may have happened… The attraction Elizabeth felt for her before was there, undiminished, and a strong protective feeling also arose in her. Meanwhile, Louka continued to claim that she was fine.
“Just a headache, that’s all,” she insisted.
Despite that assurance, she had to pause to catch her breath halfway up the stairs. Elizabeth frowned in further dismay when she stumbled with her next step. She tightened her grip around her waist. Louka was taller and heavier... If she went flying now, she would not be able to hold her back.
“This is bloody ridiculous,” she exclaimed. “I should call an ambulance for you right now!”
“No,” Louka replied through gritted teeth. “I was just at the hospital.”
“You should still be there!”
“Look, you don’t have to stay. I can—”
“I’m not going anywhere,” Elizabeth interrupted.
Louka did not argue, although she probably would have, if moving forward had not seemed to require all her concentration. She fished her keys out of her pocket in front of the apartment, and promptly dropped them on the floor.
“Dammit…” she muttered in obvious frustration.
“It’s okay,” Elizabeth said softly. “Please, let me help?”
Her calming tone, and the fact that she was asking now, no longer telling, seemed to have an effect. Louka nodded in assent.
“Okay.”
Elizabeth unlocked the door and helped her in. In other circumstances, she would have stopped to admire the myriad different plants that greeted them from every surface, shelf, and windowsill, as they walked in. Louka’s home was a green haven, a cool refuge of wooden floors and simple furniture. Although Elizabeth did not linger on these things now, she registered the vibe, and felt instantly at ease in her private space.
“Bedroom?” she said.
“In here,” Louka countered.
She headed straight for the couch in the main lounge, sat down carefully, and leaned back in relief.
“Thanks, Elizabeth,” she murmured.
“No problem.” Elizabeth took her hands. “You’re freezing... No, don’t move; I’ll get you a blanket.”
She found the bedroom without difficulty, and a blanket as well, in what had to be the tidiest cupboard on planet Earth. As she wrapped it around Louka’s shoulders, she noticed a white bandage showing over the top of her shirt collar, which she had not seen before. She sat in front of her, took her hands again, and leaned in close.
“How are you doing? Tell me honestly, please.”
Louka looked at her, eyes full of pain she could not hide.
“Not too good,” she admitted, although it seemed as far as she would take this kind of talk. “It’s, uh… It’s nice to see you. How did you know?”
Elizabeth lightly caressed the uninjured side of her face.
“I didn’t. I was out for a walk. It’s just pure luck I bumped into you.”
“Oh, alright,” Louka murmured. “I thought you might be looking for me because of… You know. I’m sorry I stood you up, Elizabeth. I wanted to see you tonight. Go out to dinner, spend some time with you…”
“Feels great to hear you say that,” Elizabeth nodded, as her heart swelled. “Although please, don’t worry about it, okay? I’m sorry about the rest… Is there anything I can do to help? ‘Not too good’ sounds like a massive understatement. Are you sure that you should not go back to the hospital?”
Louka leaned her cheek briefly into her hand.
“Sure,” she sighed. “I just need rest. Could be worse, eh.”
That second sentence sounded like she really meant it. As if to confirm, her eyes filled with tears, and she suddenly dropped her head. Elizabeth tensed in anticipation.
“Louka,” she whispered. “Please, tell me what happened to you…”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Everything hurt… Although, as an athlete used to pushing her body, Louka understood that her current level of physical pain, albeit intense, would not last for too long. She had got off lightly. Cuts and bruises, mainly. A dislocated shoulder. Torn ligaments might prove a more serious issue, but she was confident that a few targeted physiotherapy sessions, along with the right kind of recovery training, would take care of it in no time. She would be back on duty soon; riding her bike even sooner. The reason for her tears, which she did not like to show in front of Elizabeth, was purely emotional.
“I was on a routine rescue this afternoon,” she revealed to her. “Supposed to be, anyway, but everything went wrong. My partner was hurt. Badly.”
She had to pause, as even saying the words was too much. Elizabeth moved to sit on the couch next to her. She passed a gentle arm around her shoulders. She was not shy, but tentative, careful. Louka was torn between wanting her to leave, so that she could be alone the way she was used to; and giving in to the urge she felt to curl up in her arms, and allow Elizabeth to take care of her. She was exhausted, angry at her own weakness, sad, scared… Mainly scared.
“Your partner,” Elizabeth said quietly. “The man who was with you the other day?”
“Yes. Pascal.”
Despite her best intentions to remain strong, and not show any weakness, Louka leaned heavily against her when Elizabeth pulled her close.
“I’m sorry, Louka. How bad is it for him?”
“He broke his back. Almost drowned as well.” Louka took a hard breath and turned to her intently. “Can I tell you about it? I just… I need to…”
She had spoken to her team, of course. Conducted an initial debrief in a spare office at the hospital, even with the fresh sting of stitches in her head, when she felt nauseous and struggled to stay on her feet. But that was about procedure. It did not cover the feeling part, the stuff that made Louka want to cry. Elizabeth nodded with a gentle smile. Her eyes shone with compassion, a touch of concern, still; and a striking something else that would make Louka feel dizzy all over again, if she allowed herself to consider it.
“Of course, you can talk to me,” Elizabeth said. “I’m here for you… Whatever you need, Louka.”
She was, in a way, offering what Louka always worked so hard not to depend on in her life. A warm presence; a protective embrace; a patient ear… Even if only for a few hours, until the morning came, it was still powerful. This, coming from a woman who, even in the state that she was in, secretly made Louka want to be kissed, touched, and loved until the end of time. As if she had heard that thought, Elizabeth reached to touch her swollen lip. She asked if it hurt, before adding, with a quick, knowing smile;
“No, don’t answer that.”
Louka sighed and remained quiet, saved her lie for another time. She just closed her eyes, and let Elizabeth kiss her. Careful not to reopen the cut, but with enough pressure to make it count. Her kisses the other night had been passionate and demanding; now, her goal was to soothe, not to arouse, obviously. All the same, Louka would have had to be made of steel not to feel… so much. At the back of her mind, she wondered about it. This was just a kiss from a woman that she barely even knew. So random, in a way. Surely, her touch should not evoke this sort of reaction in her? It felt like a lot more than physical. Maybe I’m too out of it to judge… Elizabeth rested a cool hand over the back of her neck, eclipsing the pain in her shoulder for a miraculous moment. She moved to kiss her jaw, her cheek, the painful bruise around her temple. Louka kept her eyes closed.
This was intimate in a very special sort of way. It felt right. Genuine, and honest. She took a deep breath; exhaled, nice and slow. Her body relaxed. The hard tension in her back began to ease. Elizabeth was achieving what hospital-strength painkillers had not been able to accomplish before.
“Hey, Louka?” she murmured.
Louka opened her eyes to see nothing at all random in her expression. Elizabeth flashed her an open smile that matched her earlier kiss, and she rescued an errant tear from her cheek. She waited patiently, but her eyes never left her face.
“We went out to an Italian tanker in the middle of the gulf,” Louka started to explain. “One of their crew was complaining of stomach pain. With this sort of thing, it’s standard procedure for us to climb onboard, and assess the situation. In an emergency, we’ll call for helicopter backup, but often, we’re able to handle it ourselves.”
Elizabeth nodded, her full attention on her.
“We train for this stuff all the time,” Louka continued. “It’s usually no big deal, although when we arrived on site today, the sea state was poor. Huge waves. Two lots of conflicting currents, whirlpools... It was worse than the other night, if you remember what that was like?”
“Oh, I remember,” Elizabeth murmured. “I thought it was bad enough.”
Louka noticed the way she pushed a rebellious strand of hair behind her ear. She registered the natural elegance of her movements, the mix of softness and strength in her every glance. Such a feminine vibe... Her presence alone was comforting.
“The tanker crew threw a rope ladder for us over the side,” she said, “and we came close enough with our own craft to begin to climb.”
She stopped to take a breath, as she reviewed the events in her mind’s eye.
“Take your time,” Elizabeth invited.
Louka decided to speed up, actually. Get it over with...
“Pascal went up first,” she resumed. “He was almost at the top when the ladder failed. It broke in his hands, and he was left holding onto thin air. He fell. I was right behind him, clinging on to a piece of rope, but I couldn’t catch him. He hit the side of our boat with tremendous force.”
Elizabeth winced. Louka felt cold as she remembered.
“I thought that alone might have been enough to kill him,” she added. “It was such a hard crash, you know?”
“I can imagine,” Elizabeth nodded tightly.
“He was sucked under the tanker’s hull. I knew we couldn’t waste a single second, so I jumped. One of my team also did. The conditions were terrible, and Pascal drifted fast with the current. If I’d been on my own, I would have struggled to get him back.”
She shivered, as an image of her friend sinking to his death into the murky depths flashed across her mind. Elizabeth rested a calming hand over her thigh.
“But you did get him,” she stated.
“Yes,” Louka agreed, somewhat nervously.
“And where is he now?”
“At the hospital in Marseille. His partner Jeima is a doctor there, so they’re together.”
“That is good,” Elizabeth nodded.
“Oh, yes…”
“What about his back?”
“Well, Jeima’s optimistic. She told me that of all the types of injuries he could have sustained, this one offers the best hope of recovery.”
“Excellent!” Elizabeth said brightly. “You know, Louka, one of my friends broke his back in a parachute accident a few years ago, but he made a full recovery. He stills jumps now; and runs, rock-climbs, does yoga… If your friend is as healthy and strong as he appears to be, I see no reason why it won’t be the same for him.”
Louka nodded too. She felt herself settle, slowly but surely.
“Thanks for saying that, Elizabeth. It’s great to hear this kind of story.”
Elizabeth smiled, but also raised a querying eyebrow.
“Are you reassured?”
“Yes.”
“Sure?”
Louka managed a small chuckle.
“I feel much better. Pascal’s a stubborn guy, which will play in his favour. He’ll treat this like any other training injury, and work hard on getting himself better. I know that. I know he’ll be okay.”
Elizabeth fixed her with sparkling eyes full of kindness.
“And yet, Louka?” she invited. “I sense there’s something else you’re not saying.”
“There is,” Louka admitted. “You know, I’ve climbed rope ladders hundreds of times, and never had a single one fall apart in my hands. Such a stupid thing, but it could have killed him.”
“You think it was a freak accident?”
“I don’t know. Our station manager will speak to the Italian captain, perhaps order a full inspection of the ship. I’d push for that.” Louka reminded herself not to give in to anger. “Anyway; I’ve been in plenty of tricky situations during rescues, but this was nerve-wracking because Pascal was involved, and it was not just me.”
Elizabeth frowned in mild disapproval when she heard this, but she did not interrupt.
“It’s always worse when it happens to someone else, right?” Louka prompted.
“Someone you care about?” Elizabeth replied, staring at her as if she was telling her, not asking. “Yes, absolutely.”
Louka experienced another rush of emotion when she came to describe the image that really bothered her, and which kept flashing in her mind again and again on a crazy loop.
“The sight of him disappearing under that huge iron hull,” she murmured. “All limp, like he was already dead… I managed to grab him, but I was caught in the current. I thought we’d both drown. The idea that after rescuing so many people, the one I couldn’t bring back would be my partner, my best friend! It was just… It’s, uh…”
“Terrifying,” Elizabeth said when she struggled.
“I think that’s the right word,” Louka murmured.
Now, she really did feel the full force of her exhaustion, as all the stress, tension, and fear of the day slid off her shoulders on the back of this exchange. It was wonderful to be able to talk. She leaned back against the couch and looked at Elizabeth. Magic to have her here…
“What about you?” Elizabeth enquired.
“Me?” The question made no sense.
“How did you get your injuries?”
Louka tried for a dismissive shrug, and instantly regretted it when it made her shoulder start to throb. Elizabeth also gave her a friendly warning look.
“Don’t tell me it doesn’t matter,” she said.
Louka was not one for fussing when it came to her own self. ‘Spartan’ was a good description of her approach to personal care. Yet, Elizabeth’s question was loaded with more than simple curiosity, or just polite enquiry. Once again, it provided the right kind of intimate reassurance.
“I tore some ligaments in my shoulder when I tried to catch Pascal,” she answered honestly. “And right before I got back on our boat, a wave slammed into the side, and the propeller hit me in the face.”
“Ouch,” Elizabeth winced again.
“Wasn’t nice,” Louka agreed. “It earned me a chopper ride to the hospital with Pascal.”
“Right. I see... So, that’s where you were coming back from in the taxi?”
“Yes.”
“Alone?” Elizabeth queried again.
She looked concerned at that. Louka might have shrugged again if she had been able to.
“Just how it worked out,” she said.
“Didn’t you have some members of your team with you at the hospital?” Elizabeth insisted.
“Yes, they all came. But they left once Jeima updated us on Pascal.”
Elizabeth seemed even more puzzled by that statement, and Louka knew that she had more or less just backed herself into a corner. It made her want to laugh, and after the sort of emotional and painful day she had experienced, that felt wonderful.
“I think they believed I’d stay the night,” she added.
Elizabeth flashed her an ironic smile, as it finally started to make sense.
“Oh, did they?” she mused. “I wonder what gave them that crazy idea.”
Louka shook her head in pretend wonder, and managed a decent one-shoulder shrug. They both started to laugh.
“So, you did a runner,” Elizabeth concluded.
“Not completely… I did let Jeima know.”
“Before you escaped?”
“Uh-uh. I guess you could call it that.”
“Well, I guess it’s time for me to take you to bed, then. Isn’t it?” Elizabeth declared.
Louka vaguely wished she could have maintained a straight face at this point… But not really; and the smile that she gave in response accurately betrayed her thoughts. Elizabeth must be aware of what she was saying, and the effect that it would have on her. She must know perfectly well that no amount of fatigue or stress would stop Louka’s imagination from firing up.
“I won’t try to escape from you,” she told her.
Elizabeth regarded her with a mix of fiery and tender in her eyes.
“Not tonight,” she whispered. “But I hope… Soon.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Elizabeth wanted to go by her own words; Not tonight. Especially after Louka’s admission that she had sneaked out of the hospital early. She needed rest, not sexual stimulation… Still, it was hard not to look at her, with her rugged, admittedly slightly on the ragged side good looks at the moment, and be tempted to act on her urges. Elizabeth tried to think of something else. She helped her up, and chuckled when Louka leaned in close, and embraced her.
“Louka, come on…”
“Just a hug to say thanks,” Louka insisted.
“I hope you know you don’t need to thank me.”
“Oh, I know,” Louka said, brushing her lips against the side of her neck.
Elizabeth caught the smile in her voice. She relented… How could she not? She ran her hands up and down her back as she held her. Lean muscles, hard knots in some places that had to be painful. She pushed visions of candles, music, warm body oil, and intimate massage out of her mind for the time being.
“You smell like the sea…”
“Must be part of my DNA by now.”
“And of antiseptic as well, Louka.”
“Ah… That won’t stay.”
Louka rested her good arm on her shoulders as they walked across the apartment, and Elizabeth laced one around her waist. She was keen to prevent any fall, or at least, that was the excuse she told herself. It was hard not to keep finding reasons to hold her, and to want to stay close. Elizabeth was acutely aware that this was definitely not the norm for her. The romantic vibe never really entered into her relationships. They tended to be too brief and intense to allow it; she made sure of that. This was all brand-new, and strange… Although perhaps the circumstances were to blame for that. Louka slowed down as they neared the entrance to her bedroom.
“Think I can take it from here,” she said, and proceeded to stumble into the wall.
Elizabeth manoeuvred to keep her going more or less in a straight line all the way to the bed, and she sat her down on it.
“Take it from here,” she suggested. “Safer.”
Louka gave her a glassy-eyed, confused look.
“Yeah,” she half-shrugged again. “What I said, uh…”
“Okay,” Elizabeth smiled. “I gotcha.”
In the darkened room, she could not resist leaning down for another quick kiss, which ended up being not so quick, and not so tame either. Louka grinned when she finally pulled back, her attention restored, a nice flash of colour in her face.
“Yeah,” she approved. “Do that again.”
“No,” Elizabeth laughed. “We’re not doing that now.”
She resisted her natural impulse to rake her fingers through her hair, to make it wilder, and to capture her mouth for an even harder kiss. If she was not careful, she would get Louka’s lip bleeding again. Or end up in bed with her. Not tonight… She took a step back from standing in between her legs. She helped to unlace her trainers, and slip them off. She glanced at her jeans, but no… Too risky at this point.
“I’m going home, Louka,” she announced. “You’ll be okay, yes? Got everything you need?”
Louka sighed in relief as she sank into the pillows.
“Yes,” she murmured. “I’m fine. Hey, Elizabeth?”
Elizabeth lingered by the side of the bed, trying to stay firm but enjoying every second of the delay. Gosh…
How I’d love to get into bed with you!
“Stop talking,” she advised. “Go to sleep. I’m leaving.”
“Yeah, but wait,” Louka said, reaching for her hand. “Can I cook you dinner sometime soon? We can eat out here, and watch the sunset.”
Talk about romantic... Elizabeth grinned in honest pleasure at the idea of hanging out on a terrace, to watch an event that she rarely paid attention to in her busy life, but which suddenly felt like the height of blissful adventure when she thought of sharing it with Louka. The woman is dangerous…. Even so, she lingered some more.
“I’d love to share dinner and a sunset with you, Louka.”
Louka flashed her a seriously dazed and dazzling smile at the same time.
“Great,” she said. “I like you, Elizabeth.”
She seemed to run out of words after that; what a thing to end this conversation on... She exhaled, closed her eyes, dropped her hand. She either fell asleep, or simply passed out from sheer exhaustion. It looked like the second option was more likely. In the silence that followed, Elizabeth took a quiet breath. Lethal… Yes, but in a good way. This was the effect that Louka was having on her. For the first time since the other night, when they were both kissing each other into oblivion, and she was not thinking of consequences, Elizabeth experienced a brief moment of doubt. I’m only here for the summer. In light of this, was it right to pursue this ‘thing’, whatever it may be called, beyond the stage they had already reached? Was it fair? Louka sighed again in her sleep, turned aside, and hugged the pillow. Elizabeth bit on her lip. Don’t be jealous of the bloody pillow, Professor! Clearly, it was time for her to go. She walked out of the room and into the lounge where she had spotted a pen and a notebook earlier. On a blank page, she scribbled her phone number and two simple words: CALL ME.
∞
The cry of seagulls in the harbour progressively brought Louka out of a dreamless sleep the following day. She opened her eyes, blinked in the sunshine streaming in through the open window. She could tell that it was late, closer to lunchtime than breakfast. Well, fine… She was used to a fluid schedule, after all. She lay on her back, tuning in to the state of her body. Stiff everywhere, as expected, but no worse than after a hard training session. Good stuff. She sat up and rolled her shoulder a few times. Not too bad… Satisfied, she swung her legs over the side of the bed, and carefully stood up to test her balance. No dizziness or blurred vision. Even better. Louka located her phone on the floor, right where she had thrown her jeans in the middle of the night when the heat woke her up. She briefly checked on her stitches in the mirror as she walked past, and hit #3 on the speed-dial; Jeima’s private number.
“Louk,” her friend answered on the third ring. “Hey, how’s it going?”
She sounded well, which was instantly reassuring to Louka. Of course, she knew that as a doctor, Jeima was used to keeping cool under pressure.
“I just woke up,” she replied. “Feeling good. How are you, Jeim? And Pascal?”
“I’m pleased he had a really good night; I’m fine too. Hang on a sec, okay?”
Louka heard the sound of a TV on in the background as she waited, before a familiar gruff voice came on the line and made her smile.
“About time you called! Your beauty sleep more important, or what?”
“Oh, hello,” she grinned. “Sorry about that… Having to fish you out of the gulf yesterday kind of tired me out.”
“That really all it takes?”
“Nah, but you’ve got some serious blubber on you, man.” He laughed. “For your information, I haven’t had coffee yet, and I’m already on the phone to you. That’s how much I care.”
“Coffee,” he groaned. “Hmm! Apparently, I’m not allowed any just yet. Can you believe it?”
“Yep. I can.” Louka walked over to the window and smiled at the sunshine. “It’s wonderful to hear your voice, Pascal. How are you?”
“All things considered, pretty good,” he replied. “Could do without the broken back, but there you go. I’m seeing the physio in a bit, so we can start to plan recovery asap.”
“Great,” Louka approved. “I knew you’d get right on it.”
“I got a sailboat to prep for a wedding, remember? No time to waste. But you tell me about yourself, Louk,” he added. “Jeim says you got banged up as well. You okay?”
“Yeah, no worries,” she assured him. “Just a black eye and a sore shoulder.”
“Is Danielle there to help you out?”
“She’s away on exercise until tomorrow, but I can manage on my own.” Louka left out the part about Elizabeth. “I’ll swing by the station now, see who’s there, and we’ll come see you this afternoon. We’ll have a good chat, and I’ll fill you in.”
“Bring me a beer and a burger, will ya? I’m starving.”
“Is alcohol allowed in the hospital?” Louka teased.
“My doctor says ‘Hell, no!’, but my future wife just gave me a cheeky grin and a nod of approval, so I think we’re good here,” he replied.
“Alright,” she laughed. “You got it.”
“Thanks, partner. See you later, Louk.”
Louka hung up with a grin, feeling a million times better. After regaining consciousness in the helicopter, Pascal had been in terrible pain. He also complained of not being able to feel his legs. Louka worried about what this might mean, and she knew it was on his mind as well. By the time they arrived in Marseille, the sedatives had done their job, and Pascal was asleep again. A friendly nurse treated her shoulder and closed the wound on her forehead, as Louka waited for some news. Fortunately, it was good. As soon as she had the results of the CT scan, Jeima hurried out to reassure her and the rest of the team that Pascal would not lose the use of his legs, and that she expected him to make a full recovery.
“He’ll be pissed off about the injury,” she declared with a teary smile, “but we’ll soon fix that.”
She hugged each of the team in turn. Louka found solace in her words, but it was still great to speak to Pascal directly, and find him in such high spirits. After the call, she took a shower, washed the smell of antiseptic out of her hair, and put on clean shorts and a t-shirt. She ate a warm peach, wolfed down a piece of toast with houmous, and made herself a cup of strong coffee. On her way to the terrace, she finally spotted the note propped up against one of her cactus pots.
“Elizabeth,” she murmured.
The woman had left her phone number, and two words that made Louka breathe faster in anticipation. Call me... She stood outside with her coffee, stared at the harbour in the distance, and tried to make some sense of her feelings. I’m already missing her… Was that good? Probably not… Louka remembered her surprise upon finding Elizabeth outside her building the previous night, and the secret joy she felt when the woman insisted to come in with her. She lingered over the sweet memory of her kisses, and the way that she held back from doing more, even when it was clear that she wanted to. Elizabeth listened patiently when she went over the details of the failed rescue. She was understanding and supportive when Louka told her about the hard stuff. Not faking it, but genuinely concerned and attentive. She was gentle and even tender at times when she spoke, which did nothing to diminish the intense sexual vibe between them.
Louka felt her cheeks grow warm. So glad I didn’t beg! The urge to ask Elizabeth to stay with her was so strong at one point that she almost did. When she was sitting on her bed, and Elizabeth was ready to leave… Louka almost gave in, and outright pleaded with her not to go. I just want to sleep in your arms…
“For fuck’s sake, Louk,” she muttered, blushing harder.
Well, alright. She would chalk that up to too many useless painkillers on top of an emotional day, and fall back on her usual stoicism. As for whether she could handle the intensity of her feelings for Elizabeth, and risk a bit of heartache, in exchange for a sizzling summer in the company of a fascinating woman, the answer was yes. Without a shred of hesitation, Louka picked up the phone, and she dialled her number.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
“I think I’ll go to Maritima with you, Jan,” Elizabeth announced that same morning.
Her mind was on overdrive, and she was up early, despite a short and restless night.
“Cool!” Janice agreed with a smile. “Let’s go!”
They found Ky and Jessie outside when they arrived at the centre, loading equipment into their car. Elizabeth immediately raised an interested eyebrow.
“Field trip?” she enquired. “Tell me I’m right.”
“Yep,” Ky confirmed. “Fancy coming along?”
“Oh, absolutely! Something exciting?”
Elizabeth was running her first class for university students in the evening, but her many years of experience as a lecturer, and the fact that she was so passionate about her subject, meant that she only required minimum preparation; as in, just turning on her laptop and making sure that her microphone was on. This day, of all days, she needed a solid something else to keep her both busy and focused. Jessie had just the thing.
“There’s a Greco-Roman site in the forest of St Blaise, on the other side of town,” she explained. “A group of archaeologists discovered a section of Roman road there last year. Nothing’s been done about it since, but seeing how well we did here with Maritima, we were recently given the green light to map out the area on the side of the forest.”
“Fabulous,” Elizabeth declared. “Count me in, Jess.”
“Great,” Jessie nodded. “We could do with some help.”
“It’s going to be hot and dirty work, Janice,” Ky added with a friendly grin. “Sure you’re up for it?”
“Yes,” Janice assured her. “Put me to work, Ky, whatever you need. I can’t wait to get involved.”
She was full of enthusiasm. Ky patted her on the shoulder in approval, and Elizabeth did not miss the knowing glance that she threw in her direction as well.
“You know me, Professor,” she quipped. “Hot and dirty is my idea of fun.”
“That’s why I love working with you,” Ky chuckled. “Okay, then. Let’s do this thing, girls!”
They piled up in Jessie’s Jeep and drove the short distance to the forest of St Blaise. It was very nice under the trees at this time of the morning, although no doubt, it would get unbearably hot later on.
“Every summer, the Fire Service close public access to the forest from time to time,” Jessie mentioned. “I think we should be alright today, seeing as it’s not windy at all. Hot and dry, but no risk of us starting a fire unintentionally.”
Elizabeth enjoyed touring the site. She admired the stone chapel, which dated back to the twelfth century. She took some time to roam around the ruined rampart walls, and examine the ancient tombstones popping here and there through the under-brush.
“Having fun?” Ky enquired.
“I am, indeed. It’s good to be outside instead of in a lecture room, for a change.”
“Maybe you’re due a proper research trip soon, eh! I’ll have to think of somewhere exotic for us to go.”
“Alright,” Elizabeth grinned.
Marking the boundaries of the large site was sweaty work, as Ky had predicted, but she was used to this type of exercise and it was fun, indeed, to work with her friends. It did keep her mind off other things too. Elizabeth did not want to obsess about Louka, but she found it hard not to think of her pretty much constantly. I hope she’s okay. I hope she calls! She told Ky about the accident.
“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” her friend replied in genuine sympathy. “I hope Louka and her partner recover quickly... It’s always tough when rescue professionals get hurt trying to help other people.”
“That’s for sure.”
“Are you feeling better now that you know the reason why she stood you up?”
“Much better.”
“Are you going to see her again?”
“Yes,” Elizabeth smiled. “Definitely.”
“Good for you, my dear!” Ky approved. “We only get one chance at this life. It’s not a dress rehearsal, and it’s definitely up to us to make it count.”
When her phone went off shortly after lunchtime, Elizabeth was with Jessie at the bottom of a freshly-opened trench, on their hands and knees, investigating what may or may not be traces of precious pottery in the dirt. By then, the lure of discovery had taken over, and her mind was fully on what she was doing. She picked up her phone without thinking or checking the number, and answered in her usual, brisk manner.
“Yes, Elizabeth speaking.”
“Hey, Elizabeth... It’s Louka.”
Warm, husky… Just the sound of her voice was enough to send a shiver of excitement running down Elizabeth’s spine. She immediately dropped her tools and stepped out of the trench.
“Hi,” she said softly. “So, you found my note.”
“Yes. Thanks for leaving me your number. Sorry it took me a while to call… I just got up.”
“Are you okay? Did you sleep well?”
“Yes, perfect. I feel pretty good now.”
“Have you heard from your partner?”
“I spoke to him a moment ago, and he’s doing much better too.”
“Wonderful!” Elizabeth exclaimed in relief. “That’s great to hear, Louka!”
“I’ll be off to the hospital to see him in a bit, with some of the team.”
“Excellent. I hope you’ll get a doctor to check you while you’re there?” Elizabeth dared to suggest. “Just to be on the safe side?”
She did not want to push, and be irritating… BUT.
“I’ll see Jeima,” Louka replied. “Um, Elizabeth…”
“Yes?” Elizabeth prompted.
“You know, when I said about dinner…”
Oh, here we go, Elizabeth thought, and her heart sank at the thought of what Louka might say next. Sorry about that; changed my mind; I don’t think we should do it anymore. In the split second that followed her first words, a whole array of possible excuses went through Elizabeth’s mind, all of which she dreaded to hear. Those worries were clearly without foundation though, as Louka soon proved to her.
“I just wondered if you might like to go out for a full day instead,” she offered. “Spend a bit more time? Tell me straight if you’re not interested.”
Elizabeth instantly relaxed, and gave a small chuckle.
“I’m interested,” she confirmed. “Hey, don’t you know that yet?”
“Just checking,” Louka stated. ”Last night is a bit of a blur for me still.”
“Right, of course. Well, let me tell you clearly then: I would love to spend the day with you, Louka.”
“And a home-cooked meal at the end. Yes?”
She sounded really happy. It occurred to Elizabeth to joke that food would be the last thing on her mind at the end of a full day in her company, but she realised that it would not be true. Unusually, she could not wait to do all these things with Louka. Go out, spend some time, talk, and cook together.
“When?” she simply asked.
“Tomorrow?” Louka suggested.
Elizabeth gave a disappointed sigh.
“I have classes all morning tomorrow, and another public talk scheduled for the evening. Are you free the day after?”
“No… Physio appointment and Coastguard duties.”
“What? You’re back on duty?” Elizabeth exclaimed.
“Station duty,” Louka specified. “Nothing strenuous. How about Tuesday?”
“Yes, I can do Tuesday!”
“Great! How are you with boats?”
“Well; so long as they don’t break down or sink, I have no issue with them.”
Louka gave a soft laugh.
“Okay. I promise there won’t be any of that. Meet me at ten o’clock in front of the rescue station. Bring your beach stuff. I’ll take care of the rest.”
Elizabeth stood in front of the trench with a dreamy smile on her face.
“You’re really going to make me wait until Tuesday?”
Louka chuckled, and her voice dropped an octave lower as she replied.
“Yes, I really am. On the plus side, you know what happens to those who wait… Right?”
∞
Lying propped up in bed in a full upper-body brace, holding an illegal mug of coffee in his right hand, Pascal did not mince his words two days later, when Louka told him of her plans.
“What? You’re going to put that poor woman straight back on a boat? Why don’t you just cook her a nice dinner at home, and then… You know?”
Jeima rolled her eyes at her future husband.
“Wow,” she commented dryly. “Did we miss an acute brain injury with you? Or something else going on inside your head? I can’t believe you just said that.”
“Nah,” he grinned. “Louka knows I’m only kidding. Don’t you, partner?”
“Yeah,” Louka shrugged in reply. “Unfortunately, he keeps his dodgy sense of humour for his crew-mates, Jeim. That’s what I have to deal with all the time at the station.”
“Well, I really am sorry about that, Louka,” Jeima replied in mock indignation.
“That’s okay. I’m still glad I pulled his ass out of the water.”
“Yes, I suppose… All for the greater good, eh?”
“For sure. It’s gotta be done.”
Pascal held his ribs, and he laughed out loud.
“Okay, you two, enough! Hey, you think you’re funny?”
“Well. You’re laughing, aren’t you?” Louka teased.
“Yeah, but… I think I’m getting high on this.”
Jeima brushed a tender kiss over his forehead, and she took the coffee from him.
“Maybe later, okay?”
“Alright, doc,” he said, sounding sheepish.
“Thanks for bringing him ‘The essentials’, Louka,” Jeima told her with an ironic wink.
“Yeah, no worries,” Louka laughed.
“So, you’re hiring a boat? Sail?” Pascal asked.
“No, I’m borrowing the cruiser from Danielle’s dad.”
“The Targa? Oh, good idea,” he approved. “You won’t have any trouble with her. George is super-keen on maintenance and safety; he takes exceedingly good care of his boat. Bordering on obsessive, but…”
“I think that’s sexy,” Jeima remarked with a loving glance at him. “A man who’s diligent when it comes to safety? One who puts in the hard work and never cuts corners, just like you? Oh, yeah…”
Pascal turned beetroot-red at the compliment.
“So, I have my uses?” he said. “Despite my dodgy sense of humour?”
“Absolutely and definitely,” Jeima agreed. “You’re my kind of guy, darling.”
Louka smiled as they exchanged a kiss. It was great to see these two together, and witness the kind of love they shared. In the past, she never used to pay any attention. She had trained herself not to think about it, actually. Having met Elizabeth, she struggled to do the same. It was hard not to think of her when she saw her friends kiss, hold hands, or simply smile at each other. Hard not to want to dream again. Louka gave an inner sigh, and reminded herself to keep her feet firmly on the ground. Remember: she’s not staying.
“Anyway, I have good news to share with you,” she said, changing the subject. “Remember the Italian guy with stomach pain onboard the tanker?”
“Yeah!” Pascal exclaimed. “Sure! How’s he doing?”
“Well, it was appendicitis, as suspected. He had it removed at the hospital in Martigues, and he’s recovering well. Matthieu went to see him yesterday. The guy said to tell you hello, and a million times ‘Grazie mille’.”
“That is sweet,” Jeima approved.
“Yes. Especially since he had to endure a longer return trip with our crew instead of in the chopper,” Pascal remarked. “I’m glad that had no negative consequences for him.”
“As for the tanker,” Louka added, “she went through a full inspection, and passed with flying colours.”
“What about the rope ladder?” Jeima enquired.
“The manufacturer have issued a recall, although the ones they have in stock from that batch are fine after checking. Looks like it really was a freak accident,” Louka concluded, thinking of Elizabeth again.
Pascal leaned his head back on the pillows with a satisfied smile.
“Good. No one to blame in the end. I like that.”
“The oil company are extremely grateful for our help, and sorry about your injury. They’ve decided to donate €5,000 to the station.”
“Wow! That’s a lot of free beer!”
“Matthieu said we’ll have a team barbecue to celebrate, as soon as you feel well enough to enjoy it,” Louka concluded. “So, listen, mate. I won’t come in to see you tomorrow…”
“Of course, Louka,” Jeima said gently. “Have fun with your friend Elizabeth. You really deserve it.”
Pascal also gave her a serious look, the kind he reserved for just before a demanding rescue.
“Don’t come in, don’t worry, and switch your phone off as well,” he ordered. “Total day off. Think you can do that?”
“Yeah,” Louka smiled. “Definitely.”
She was nervous, and from years of working together under pressure, he could probably tell. He squeezed her hand, flashed her a reassuring smile.
“Elizabeth sounds great. You’re doing the right thing, Louk. Just relax, and enjoy your day.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Knowing that she was going to spend the day out on a boat, and being told to bring her beach clothes, did not stop Elizabeth from dressing up for their encounter; in her own way, of course… But this was a date, and an important one at that. She chose to wear comfortable yet elegant khaki cargo shorts, a loose scoop-neck bubble-hem black vest, and a pair of sandals. She kept her hair down and loose, put on the favourite gold bangles that she had bought in Egypt during a research trip with Ky, and stuck her sunglasses on top of her head. She carried a small rucksack with a few other things.
“Wow, you look great,” Janice commented as she prepared to leave.
“Thanks, darling,” Elizabeth smiled. “I’ll see you later.”
“Yeah. Or not…” her friend laughed. “Have fun!”
Summer mornings in Provence were always a treat, and this was no exception. Walking to the rescue station under lavender-blue skies and a warm sunshine, Elizabeth felt happy, relaxed, quietly excited. Louka had sent her a lovely text the night before.
‘Can’t wait to see you! Xx’
Nice and simple, sweet and kind, and it put a solid smile on Elizabeth’s face. She replied with a gentle tease.
‘Those who wait… Remember? X’
Louka responded with a laughing emoji, and left it at that. Elizabeth grinned at the thought. The woman could tease, too... She heard the village church bells ringing ten o’clock just as she reached the private pontoon in front of the rescue station, and threw an eager glance around. Now, where is…? Oh. Everything faded into the background for Elizabeth at the sight of the one woman she longed to see, walking fast along the pier toward her. Louka raised a hand in welcome as she approached.
“Hello…” Elizabeth murmured.
It took her a moment to recover the proper use of her voice. Louka looked stunning in cut-off denim shorts, a red cotton tank top, and sockless Nike trainers on her feet. She came to stand in front of her with a smile.
“Hi, Elizabeth.”
Nothing weak or injured about her now. Her natural energy came through loud and clear, as well as razor-sharp focus in her blue eyes when she looked at her. Her gaze was like a caress, as she let it roam. The way she bit lightly on her bottom lip also spoke volumes. Elizabeth took her hands in hers.
“Hi, Louka,” she replied. “Hey, you look really well now.”
“Thanks. My stitches have started to itch like crazy, so it’s a good sign. I had a good physio session yesterday... I’m definitely on the mend.”
Elizabeth reached up to touch her lip.
“That cut’s healing nicely too,” she remarked.
“Yeah,” Louka chuckled with sparkling eyes. “I’m good for kissing.”
“Are you sure?” Elizabeth smiled.
“Yeah, I’m sure. We waited long enough,” Louka declared.
She cupped her face in her hand and stared deeply into her eyes for a brief moment. Another warm smile… Then, right there on the pontoon, she laid a kiss on her that made Elizabeth almost lose her balance. And want to growl. Oh, yes! That intense, crazy vibe from the other night was definitely still there between them. She felt Louka’s intensity, her need and her hunger, just as her own. Such a thrill, and she responded in kind. She wrapped her arms around her neck for a full-bodied embrace, and kissed her back fiercely. All her nerves and questions about what it might feel like to see Louka again settled and were perfectly answered in that one heartfelt kiss. Elizabeth melted on the inside. No more nerves. The what-ifs dissolved in an ocean of bliss. Gosh… She can kiss! She stopped thinking to enjoy it fully. When the kiss ended, it was only too soon for her. Louka pulled back, but she kept both arms laced around her waist.
“Mm…” Elizabeth sighed. “Such an annoying thing… To have to stop in order to breathe.”
She loved watching the sunlight dance on Louka’s face as she laughed.
“Yeah, but it means I get to kiss you again.”
“True,” Elizabeth chuckled. “Good thinking.”
They stood gazing at each other for a while longer, smiling. Since when do I enjoy doing this sort of thing? Elizabeth wondered. She chased the thought out of her mind before the nerves could return. This was nice… She’s incredible. Elizabeth was not going to overanalyse every second of her time alone with Louka; she had made a promise to herself about that. Yes, it was different with her… Time for me to do things differently as well, and just go with the flow on this one.
“So,” she remarked. “No wind today.”
“Nice and calm, yes. Is that a problem?”
“No… But aren’t we going out on a boat?”
“Yes,” Louka replied with a confident smile. “This one right here.”
Elizabeth turned where she pointed, and her eyes widened in surprise at the sight of the luxury motorboat anchored along the side.
“Wow,” she grinned. “Looks like something out of a James Bond movie!”
“Yep,” Louka agreed. “Modern, comfortable, and powerful; no need to think about the wind today. We’ve got plenty of fuel as well…”
She winked at her, and Elizabeth nodded in approval.
“Good. Let’s not do a repeat of the ‘Thomas’ incident.”
“No worries. We’re in luck with the weather, too. It’s going to be calm all day, with perhaps a few scattered thunderstorms later on. Don’t worry, though; we’ll be back in plenty of time to avoid those.”
Elizabeth flashed her an amused glance.
“Do I look worried, you think?” she enquired.
“No,” Louka chuckled. “You look beautiful and tough. Hot as hell.”
“Thanks… And I also trust you,” Elizabeth added in a soft tone. “Don’t forget that, Captain.”
Louka blushed in pleasure at the compliment, and she took her hand.
“Shall we?”
Once they climbed onboard, she wasted no time in starting the engines. The two Volvo 960hp came on with a majestic purr, well in-keeping with the lines of the boat. Effortless elegance was the theme here, as well as technologically-advanced, which was a great combination.
“Sounds good,” Elizabeth said. “Hey, can I see the rest?”
“I’ll give you a complete tour,” Louka promised. “But first, let’s get out of here. The longer we hang around the station, the more you can bet that someone will find a reason to interrupt my day off.”
“No good reason for it today,” Elizabeth said firmly, with a quick glance toward the station building. “Let’s go!”
She stood next to her with her hand resting on her shoulder, as Louka manoeuvred the vessel through the quiet harbour and out into open water.
“Nice and smooth, eh?” she said. “She’s a solid vessel.”
It occurred to Elizabeth that she might be trying to put her at ease.
“Yes, it’s lovely,” she agreed. “And you know, I actually do like boats.”
“Even sailboats?” Louka prompted.
“Absolutely. When we were in Egypt, my friend Jessie and I sailed a felucca from Luxor all the way to Aswan. Admittedly, the guy we hired it from was there to help us navigate… But we had a good go at sailing ourselves, and to this day, it’s still one of the best things I’ve ever done.”
“Wow,” Louka exclaimed, genuinely excited. ”I would love to do something like that! What an adventure!”
“Do you like to travel?”
“Yes. I’ve never been to Egypt, but I’ve backpacked through New Zealand, explored the Australian outback, and spent some time in Alaska, too. I like big open spaces... Wilderness and raw nature.”
A true adventurer… Elizabeth reflected.
“Sounds wonderful,” she approved. “So, is this your boat?”
“I wish,” Louka grinned. “But no; she belongs to one of my friend’s dad. His retirement present to himself, although I think he’s discovered since then that he likes to remain in the harbour and tinker with the engines a lot more than taking her out to sea.”
Elizabeth laughed easily.
“Yes,” she said. “It happens... That’s why I’ll never retire. It would be the end of all my dreams, and of the adventure of life. At least, as far as I’m concerned.”
“You love your job, don’t you?”
“Oh, yes… And it’s much more than a job to me, in fact. It’s a real passion.”
“It shows,” Louka nodded with a smile and an appreciative glance at her. “That’s very attractive.”
Elizabeth returned the smile.
“So are you, Louka,” she murmured.
She filled her lungs with warm sea air, and watched as they cruised slowly past the lighthouse. Up ahead in the distance, she could make out the outline of Marseille, and the islands of The Frioul.
“Where are we going today?” she asked.
“Well; if that’s okay with you, I thought that we could drift around the calanques,” Louka replied. “Maybe anchor in a quiet cove for a while. Have lunch, go for a swim... Just chill. That sort of thing.”
“And kiss?” Elizabeth prompted.
“Oh, yeah,” Louka grinned again. “That, too.”
Elizabeth moved her arm to rest over her shoulders. Louka responded by wrapping hers around her waist once again, while keeping her free hand on the boat’s wheel.
“You know what?” Elizabeth reflected. “I’ve spent the last two days imagining doing pretty much everything that you just said. I want to relax, take our time, and get to know you better… With no interruptions!”
“That’s why I thought taking the boat was a good idea,” Louka admitted. “No one can reach us out here. I also followed my partner’s advice, and switched my phone off.”
“Me too.”
“I take it that you’re like me? And you don’t often do that?”
“Correct,” Elizabeth replied. “Nothing about what we’re doing today is the norm for me.”
With the sun on their back, Louka took off her sunglasses to look at her. She smiled, but she also seemed intent.
“So, what’s the usual for you?” she asked.
Elizabeth replied with the simple truth. She was pretty sure that it would not be any surprise to Louka, anyway... Hell! If she were in any way reserved or shy, they would not be on this boat right now; with kisses, and certainly a lot more, on the schedule for later.
“I like women,” she shrugged. “I have an active sex life, but serious relationships aren’t my priority. My job has always come first in the past, and I do travel a lot, which is not conducive to long-term, anyway. It’s like that.”
“I see,” Louka nodded with a light frown.
“Sorry,” Elizabeth added quickly. “I didn’t mean for this to sound like a warning… But you asked me how I do things, and that’s the way.”
“Yes… Sure, that’s okay.”
Louka sounded slightly unsure despite that assurance, and Elizabeth could well understand why. Could I have made any more of a mess of her question? She held her close. Of course, she needed to be clear with her about certain things… But she also wanted to be honest, and this was probably giving her entirely the wrong idea. When Louka glanced at her again, a bit uncertainly for sure, she softened her message.
“Like I said earlier, Louk; it feels different with you. I really want to be here now, and go with the flow. I kind of just made it seem like it’s the complete opposite… It’s not.”
Louka held her gaze.
“I like it when you say that.”
“What? Call you Louk?”
“Yes, and the other stuff. Are you nervous?”
Elizabeth was taken aback at the question. Of course, not!
“What makes you ask that?” she enquired.
“Oh, I don’t know,” Louka said. “It sounded like you were trying to convince yourself.”
Elizabeth hesitated. She was not far wrong.
“You’re very perceptive,” she observed. “Although I’m not nervous.”
“Good, because you don’t need to be,” Louka replied in that sexy tone she had used the other night during the rescue. “And I like it that you tell me straight, Elizabeth. All of it.”
“Since we’re on the subject...”
“Yes?”
“How the hell is a woman like you still single?”
Elizabeth sounded astounded on purpose, as she attempted to bring some lightness back into the conversation. Louka burst out laughing.
“It’s quite simple, really,” she grinned. “I’m the opposite of you when it comes to relationships. The last one stood me up on our wedding day.”
“Oh, gosh… I’m sorry.”
“Thanks… All for the best, in the end. Just to say that I used to be the intense and committed type.”
“Used to?” Elizabeth repeated. “What about now?”
“I’ve been single for two years,” Louka replied with another gentle smile. “But I can promise you one thing, Elizabeth: today will not end up with an engagement ring hidden in your dinner plate.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Louka was relieved to get the potentially tricky stuff out of the way nice and early. Elizabeth’s admission that she was a bit of a player, although she did not say that word, did not put her off, but she did pay attention. It certainly hit home. When Elizabeth added that it was different with her, Louka noticed how eager she was to believe it. I guess she says that to all the other women she dates… Nevertheless, she sensed a rare honesty and openness about her, and she was not going to let her own doubts or past insecurities ruin their day. As they came into the first calanque, she relaxed.
“Wow,” Elizabeth chuckled. “I’d heard about the calanques, and how beautiful they are supposed to be, but this is better than anything I’d imagined. Look at that!”
Louka shut down one engine and kept the other going on slow. She smiled as she took in the towering limestone cliffs on either side, white and grey for the most part, peppered with green pine trees in every available crevice and ledge. The inlet narrowed to just a 100-metre-wide. Elizabeth peered over the side as they glided in over transparent, blue-green water.
“How deep is it?” she asked.
“Around six metres around here.”
“I can see all the way to the bottom.”
“Yes,” Louka agreed. “It’s nice and clean.”
“And I can’t believe that we’re the only ones here!”
“That might not last for very long. This is a popular spot.”
Elizabeth flashed her an enthusiastic grin.
“Fancy a swim? It’s too nice not to.”
Anything you want, Louka almost gushed.
“Yeah, we can drop anchor here,” she replied. “If you want to snorkel, I brought some gear.”
Elizabeth smiled again.
“Yes,” she said. “Let’s do it.”
Louka enjoyed the way she rested her fingers on her cheek, and gently but firmly turned her head to kiss her. She liked how Elizabeth touched her, generally. Bold… Demanding. It worked with Louka on every level. Strong women who knew what they wanted and were not shy about taking it really did it for her. She laughed when Elizabeth stuck her hand flat on her chest, as she headed down below to change.
“Stay here,” she ordered. “No cheating.”
Louka gave her a lingering smile when she came out a few minutes later, wearing a black bikini set and a colourful sarong wrapped attractively around her hips. She looked like a fashion model; one who could just as easily discuss ancient Greek myths and philosophy, as kiss her into endless bliss. Louka felt her face grow hot at the thought.
“Okay, Captain?” Elizabeth enquired.
“Yes. You look stunning, Elizabeth.”
“Mm…” Elizabeth trailed her eyes all over her body. “Takes one to know one, Louk. Right back atcha.”
Louka pulled her against her for another kiss, and this time she allowed her hands to roam over Elizabeth’s smooth curves. Hot skin… Pliant body. She drew a small sigh of satisfaction out of her as she caressed her bottom, and cupped both cheeks in her hands. She deepened the kiss and continued her soft exploration. Elizabeth moved and shifted in tune with her fingers, inviting more contact, melting into the kiss at the same time. No matter the beauty of the chiselled crests up above, or the inviting clarity of the water below, Louka was only interested in the woman in her arms. Sensuous, sexy, smart; Elizabeth was all those things, and more. Never before had Louka felt so completely attracted to someone… Strangely, not even to the woman she wanted to marry at one point. It’s different with you, Louk... Louka breathed a little faster as she remembered those words. Elizabeth grazed the back of her neck with her fingernails, before pushing harder into her and taking control of things. She soon stopped, though, leaving Louka hanging mid-kiss, breathless and irritated.
“What’s the matter?” she protested.
“Why are you wearing this thick rubber skin that stops me from touching you?” Elizabeth grumbled, frowning at her long-sleeved diving top.
Still a little weak from the kiss, Louka burst out laughing.
“Because I’m clever,” she chuckled. “I brought one for you, too. The water’s going to be colder here than at the beach.”
“Really?”
Elizabeth did not look all that convinced.
“Yep,” Louka nodded. “Or we can forget about swimming, and go straight to the naked part. Say the word, Elizabeth... I’m all yours.”
Elizabeth clearly enjoyed that remark, and the inviting tone that she delivered it in.
“As far as I’m concerned, this entire day will be foreplay,” she stated.
“You think you’ll last that long?”
“Oh, yes…” Elizabeth flashed a mischievous smile, and she rubbed her thumb lightly over her lips. “The only question is; can you keep up with me?”
Louka laced her fingers around her wrist before she could touch her again, her movement gentle but firm. When Elizabeth leaned in for another kiss, she did not immediately let her.
“Be careful,” she warned. “You’re playing with fire here.”
“Oh, I know that, Louka,” Elizabeth murmured. “You’re the hottest partner I ever had...”
Louka could not help but smile, and it was her undoing. Elizabeth winked at her. She locked her free arm around her neck, and finally granted her the sort of kiss they both really wanted. For several delicious minutes, neither woman thought of saying a word, or of teasing for fun. Finally, Louka rested her forehead against hers. Eyes closed, smiling softly, she asked the question;
“Hey… Are you sure you want to go for a snorkel?”
“Oh,” Elizabeth chuckled. “I guess we could delay that for a little while. The cabin down below looks just—”
She stopped, as Louka took a step back, laughing quietly.
“What?” she enquired with a raised eyebrow.
Louka shrugged, light and playful.
“Just that you ask me if I can keep up, but I wonder if you should play the game at all, Elizabeth,” she remarked.
Elizabeth looked confused for a second, before realising that she had been played, indeed. Louka got a kick out of witnessing the instant spark of temper in her green eyes, before Elizabeth blushed, and laughed as well.
“Too late to pretend I was only joking?” she asked.
She doesn’t like to lose, Louka reflected, feeling both amused and fascinated. I’m playing with fire here, too…
“Too late,” she confirmed. “By the way; you’re making my day sparkle every time you smile. Did you know that?”
Elizabeth lingered into the one that she was giving her.
“And you’re one hell of a charming woman,” she said.
Louka handed her the diving top before another kiss could ensue. All fun tricks aside, she liked the idea of a day of foreplay between them. She wanted to take her time.
“Here, see if this one fits,” she invited.
She noticed that Elizabeth did not fumble like most people usually did when they put on a neoprene suit for the first time.
“Yes, it’s a perfect fit,” she confirmed. “Thanks, Louka.”
They sat side by side on the dive platform at the back of the boat to get ready. Elizabeth uttered a small cry of surprise as she let her legs dangle into the water.
“Wow! It is cold!” she exclaimed. “How come?”
“Fresh water seeps in from subterranean cracks in the rocks on either side of this inlet,” Louka explained. “There are entire rivers of colder water running under the surface.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard of that type of thing,” Elizabeth said with a delighted smile. “Rivers under the sea… How wonderful!”
“I think so too,” Louka agreed. “Will you be okay with the temperature?”
“Sure,” Elizabeth shrugged. “No problem.”
She rubbed a little spit inside her mask to stop it fogging up underwater; another clue for Louka that she was not a novice.
“Do you dive?” she enquired.
“Not regularly, but I’ve done it before. I like it.”
“Cool. How long can you hold your breath for?”
Elizabeth shot her both a wry look and a cheeky smile.
“Enough to kiss you into heaven,” she said. “And beyond.”
“Yes, you do that every single time,” Louka laughed. “But, really? How long?”
“Oh, I’m not sure… A minute? Why?”
“Because there’s a beautiful cave down here, but the narrow passage to get into it requires a good forty-five seconds of breath hold. I don’t want to—”
“I can do it, sure,” Elizabeth interrupted, beaming at her. “It sounds magical!”
Louka smiled at her enthusiasm. Passion looked good on a woman, and it certainly did on Elizabeth. She also already knew that she did not lose her head when under pressure; so, she was not likely to panic in the middle of the tunnel if her lungs got a bit tight. She was fit, too.
“Okay, cool,” she nodded. “We’ll do it.”
“If I pass out,” Elizabeth added, laughing, “you can give me mouth to mouth. Alright?”
∞
The water was bracing, to say the least, but the overall beauty of their surroundings, and the excitement of going for a dive with Louka, meant that Elizabeth barely noticed it after she got used to it. Watching Louka move underwater was fascinating as well. She possessed such fluidity and grace that simply observing her was a treat. Elizabeth did plenty of that, as they glided over the rocky bottom of the calanque. They emerged in front of the high cliff in a pool of morning sunshine. Louka pushed her mask up over her forehead, and flashed a brilliant smile.
“You’re looking at ease,” she commented. “Feeling okay?”
“Yes!” Elizabeth replied. “I’m having the time of my life!”
“Good. So, the cave’s entrance is right here,” Louka added, pointing to the side. “There’s an opening in the face a couple of metres down, and then it’s a pretty much straight tunnel all the way to the main cavern. Like I said, less than a minute’s breath-hold away.”
Elizabeth glanced at the cliff, feeling her heart beat faster in anticipation.
“Is it dark in there?”
“Darker inside the open tunnel, but manageable without a torch. There’s a hole in the roof of the cave itself. You can see the sky through that, and a lot more light comes in.”
“Okay,” Elizabeth nodded. “I’m good to go.”
“A couple of safety things, first,” Louka said. “In a minute, we’ll do an exercise to relax your breathing. When we go, I’ll be holding your hand. Don’t let go, okay? That’s just so I don’t lose you.”
“Got it. No problem holding hands with you, Louk.”
Elizabeth was not scared, but she did experience a nice rush of adrenaline, even as she said that. She just smiled, and steadied herself.
“Alright,” Louka said easily. “Here’s what I want you to do: hold on to the side of the cliff so you can just float, and take five deep breaths. Inhale—hold at the top; Exhale—nice and slow; and hold it as well before breathing in again. Makes sense?”
“Yes, it does.”
“Okay. Let’s do it together.”
Elizabeth followed her lead all through the five breaths, and instantly noticed how effective the technique was in relaxing her entire body.
“Great,” she said. “I’m ready now.”
“Let’s do it,” Louka approved. She gripped her hand firmly in hers. “One more deep breath. Three, two, one…”
On her signal, they went for it. Dropping fast alongside the cliff wall, the cave’s entrance soon came into view. Even though it was supposed to be for safety only, Elizabeth was glad to be holding on to Louka’s hand, as they went straight in. It quickly grew dark. Now, in the thick of it, she realised how intimidating it actually was to swim inside of a tunnel like this one; with tons of mountain rock above their heads, and completely submerged underwater; anyone even remotely claustrophobic would panic. Even though Elizabeth did not, her heart was still racing. Louka glanced back and flashed her the universal OK sign for divers. She responded in the same way. Yes, all good. The water was so incredibly clear as they entered deeper inside the tunnel that it was almost like floating on air… Except that there was none, of course. After another twenty seconds or so, Elizabeth started to look forward to some oxygen, but Louka kept going. How much farther now? It was hard to believe it had not been a full minute already, but… Elizabeth focused on looking straight ahead, and on the reassuring feel of Louka’s fingers wrapped around her own. What felt like another twenty seconds passed. Bloody hell! Now, she really needed to breathe. Her lungs grew tight, almost painfully so. Her heart was pounding out of her chest. Fear was not far off at this point, and it surprised her. She tensed. I need some air!



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Another reason Louka wanted to hold her hand was to be able to feel how Elizabeth was doing. She sensed her begin to struggle when she did, but by then, she was not worried; they were there. She just passed her arm around her waist, gave her a thumbs-up in reassurance, and a push toward the surface. She watched her break through from below, and burst out next to her a couple of seconds later. She found Elizabeth catching her breath, smiling at her from ear to ear. Louka whipped off her mask and she kept a safe hand on her waist.
“Okay?” she grinned. “You’re alright?”
“Yes, but… I thought I was in trouble here for a moment!” Elizabeth laughed.
“You did great. Come over there.”
Louka led her to a rocky shelf where they could both rest for a bit. Elizabeth eyed the inside of the spacious cave.
“Wow,” she commented, in awe. “For sure, this place has a great magical feel about it, Louka.”
“Yeah, I love it,” Louka nodded. “Glad you do, too.”
The hole in the roof that she had described earlier allowed a few rays of sunshine to illuminate the inside of the mountain. They sat in the light, warming up after the cold water.
“Feels like we’re out of time and space in here,” Elizabeth murmured. “Cradled in a sacred womb in between the rock and the sea… Doesn’t it?”
Louka gently brushed a strand of hair from her brow.
“You’re a poet,” she said. “That’s a beautiful way to put it.”
“Probably just lack of oxygen to my brain,” Elizabeth joked, and she briefly leaned against her shoulder. “Hey, that had to be more than a minute holding our breath, right?”
“No, it was definitely less,” Louka replied.
“Well, in this case… I thought I was much fitter than this. The last few seconds felt as if my lungs were going to explode.”
She sounded disappointed at her own performance. Louka squeezed her hand in encouragement.
“There’s a big difference between testing your breath out of the water in a safe environment, and doing what we just did. In here, adrenaline will kick in. Your heartrate will increase. All of a sudden, ten seconds feel more like a full minute.”
“That’s right,” Elizabeth nodded. “Like forever.”
“First time you’ve done something like this?”
“Yes.”
“Well, I think you did brilliantly,” Louka repeated, and she meant it. “How did you find the experience overall?”
“Intense. A bit scary. Mostly, exhilarating.”
“Sounds good to me.”
“I’d do it all over again with you by my side.”
“Even better,” Louka approved. “Because there is only one way out of here now.”
They sat there a while longer to allow Elizabeth to rest, and take in the atmosphere of the cave. Louka enjoyed the warming sun on her back, and she stretched her shoulder a few times. No pain, it was fine; although she did enjoy the protective manner in which Elizabeth rested a hand over her.
“This would make a great meditation spot, you know?” she commented. “In the style of the ancient mystery schools of Egypt and Greece. I assume you’ve heard of those?”
“The occult societies where initiates learned secret timeless wisdom that allowed them to transcend the human condition?” Louka replied without missing a beat. “Yes, I know.”
Elizabeth stared at her, a soft smile dancing on her lips.
“Do you have any idea how sexy you are?” she asked.
Louka burst out laughing, even as she blushed in pleasure.
“Lack of oxygen’s definitely affecting your brain,” she said with an amused grin. “But thanks... And you’re right: it’s a great meditation place, especially at night.”
“You sound as if you’re speaking from experience.”
“Yeah, I meditate,” Louka nodded, thinking that she might have said a little too much.
She did not believe Elizabeth would fall for such an obvious attempt at changing the subject, and rightly so. Her companion just seized on the obvious.
“You’ve been here at night,” she prompted.
“Once or twice, yes…”
“Who with?”
Louka considered lying about it, but dishonesty was not in her blood.
“Alone,” she shrugged. “After my failed wedding, I’d come here at times to just sit and ponder.”
Elizabeth lingered on her face, a mixture of disapproval and compassion in her eyes.
“I understand why you would,” she said. “But I really don’t like the idea of your swimming in here at night all on your own. Even if I suspect that you’re an excellent diver.”
“I know,” Louka admitted. “Pascal said the same thing to me in more colourful terms.”
It was an understatement; once her partner found out about her nocturnal escapades to the cave, he told her she was ‘fucking crazy’, and to ‘stop that bloody nonsense’ immediately.
“I’d say the same,” Elizabeth agreed, albeit cautiously.
Louka was not a fan of being told what to do, and she never listened to anyone’s advice on how she should live her life. She only confided in Pascal or Danielle from time to time. This being said, she wanted Elizabeth to give a damn, and it was obvious that she did. Respectfully, of course, since they had not known each other long, but no less genuinely. To have a woman like her care for real was nothing short of wonderful, Louka realised. She tried not to dwell on it too much.
“I’ve stopped doing dodgy things like that,” she said.
Elizabeth brushed a gentle kiss over her mouth.
“Okay, then. Shall we go back?” she invited.
The return swim was much easier. It always tended to be, after someone had gone through the experience once, although Louka noticed that Elizabeth seemed particularly relaxed.
“Just like a pro,” she approved as they came out.
“Can we swim to shore now?”
“Sure!”
They did that, and enjoyed a walk on the beach. Once again, Elizabeth marvelled at the views.
“This is awesome,” she declared. “Thanks for bringing me here, Louka. I’ve been to gorgeous places, all over the world, but this is one of the best.”
“I’m glad you’re having fun,” Louka replied.
Elizabeth wrapped her arm around her waist and looked up at her with a lovely smile.
“Mainly, I’m enjoying being with you; you know?”
“Me too, Elizabeth,” Louka said softly. “Very much.”
They exchanged another kiss, which may have gone on for a lot longer if loud voices above their heads had not interrupted. Louka glanced up to catch a long trail of people carrying coolers and umbrellas walking down the path.
“Ah,” Elizabeth sighed. “Goodbye, peace.”
“Time to get back to the boat,” Louka decided. “It’s going to get crowded on the water too, but I know another place where we can anchor for lunch. Should be a bit quieter there, and the scenery’s even better.”
I only want to look at you, anyway…
On the boat, she let Elizabeth shower first. Meanwhile, she rinsed off their diving gear and put it away. Sure, the thought of joining her below was on her mind, but she resisted, grinning all the while. She               poured them both a tall glass of fresh apricot and blood orange juice, added some ice, and glanced up as Elizabeth came back out. She had put her shorts back on, and a different bikini top this time; black with lots of little golden pyramids all over it. Louka chuckled.
“Did you buy that in Egypt?”
“Yep. At the local market in Cairo. You like it?”
“I do… I think you’re gorgeous,” Louka replied.
She was finding it increasingly difficult not to just blurt out what was on her mind. Elizabeth laid her hand on the side of her cheek, smiling softly.
“Thank you, Louk,” she said. “Is that for me?”
Louka handed her the glass and quickly took her turn in the shower. She washed the salt off her hair and skin in record time, and was back on deck with Elizabeth less than five minutes later.
A sailboat had appeared at the entrance to the calanque. A small RIB with divers on board anchored a short distance away. Louka waved hello to them.
“That’s the Carro diving school,” she said.
As she sat on the bench next to her, Elizabeth immediately rested a hot hand on her thigh.
“Have you ever done some real cave diving?” she asked.
“Yes,” Louka nodded. “I went to Mexico to try that out.”
“And what was it like?”
“The cenotes make for some of the best diving in the world. It was surreal in there at times, and always incredibly beautiful.” Louka smiled. “It made me cry.”
“From the beauty of it all, yes,” Elizabeth nodded.
“No,” Louka chuckled. “From the stress of the experience.”
Elizabeth opened her eyes wide in surprise.
“Why?” she exclaimed. “What happened?”
“On the last day, one of my friends got a bit off-track in one of the cave systems. I turned around to check on her, make sure she was okay, but I couldn’t see her. She was just gone.”
“Oooh…” Elizabeth sucked in air through her teeth. “That gives me the shivers just thinking about it.”
“Yeah,” Louka agreed. “Me too!”
“What did you do?”
“I went straight after her... Luckily, she hadn’t gone too far down the wrong way. I grabbed her and we both followed the markers to the exit. Kate was in tears by the time we got out, and I was shaking so hard I couldn’t even stand. I did have a little cry then too, I’ll admit.”
Elizabeth visibly shivered again.
“Yeah, no wonder,” she declared. “Hey, I thought you said you didn’t do dodgy things anymore?”
Louka gave a light shrug.
“Wasn’t supposed to be,” she reflected. “None of what I like to do is dodgy, to be honest. I’m not risk-averse, for sure, but I’m not crazy either. The motorbike is safe. So is my job, most of the time. I guess some people would consider sailing a felucca down the Nile on your own a pretty dangerous thing to do as well…”
“Yes, but some people are so bloody obsessed with staying safe that they forget to actually live,” Elizabeth retorted.
“Agreed,” Louka said with a warm smile.
Elizabeth hooked her arm around her neck and planted a hard kiss over her mouth.
“I like that we’re on the same page, Louk.”
“I like the way you kiss me,” Louka murmured.
They picked up anchor and continued slowly on their way along the coast. They soon reached the cove that Louka had in mind, which was just as beautiful as the calanque before, but did not include a sandy beach to attract the crowds. Elizabeth looked pleased.
“Nice and secluded,” she approved. “Great.”
Lunch consisted of Salade Niçoise with fresh country bread and a nicely chilled Côtes de Provence rosé wine. Danielle’s dad had an extensive set of cutlery onboard, although, strangely, no knives anywhere to be found.
“Ah, never mind,” Louka shrugged.
She just used her dive knife to cut slices of bread. Elizabeth raised her glass to her with an amused smile.
“Cheers, Captain. I like your style.”
“Cheers, Professor. So, what led you to your career?”
“I had a passion for all things Viking as a child,” Elizabeth replied. “Later on, I discovered the Egyptians and the Romans.  Pretty soon, I was devouring history books for my own pleasure. I begged my parents to send me to archaeology summer camps, which they did. One thing led to another… And here I am today, living the dream for real.”
“Good stuff, Elizabeth.”
“What about you and your career? What made you want to become a coastguard?”
Louka gave a light shrug.
“Well, I wish I could say it was a burning desire to be of service and to help people... It is now, definitely, but it was not at first.”
“I’m curious,” Elizabeth told her. “What got you going with it then?”
“I had a big crush on the station manager,” Louka admitted with a sheepish smile. “The fact that a woman was in charge was fascinating to me, for a start. I was fifteen; she was in her thirties. I thought she was so cool!”
“Crushes like that are often great for inspiration,” Elizabeth remarked, laughing softly.
“Certainly was for me… I spent my free time at the station and hung around with the crew. I started to care for all the right reasons. My idol moved to New Caledonia, and by then, I was hooked. I joined up as soon as I turned eighteen. Like you, I’ve been living the dream, so to speak, ever since.”
“Aren’t the Coastguard volunteers, though?”
“Yes, we all are.”
“So… Do you mind if I ask how you earn your money?”
“Of course not,” Louka said gently. “I run my own business on the side. People are often surprised when I tell them what it is, but I—”
“Wait!” Elizabeth interrupted. “Let me guess, see how close I can get.”
Louka noticed the way her eyes sparkled as she said that, and grinned. Clearly, she enjoyed a challenge. Louka held her gaze, thinking she could have stared at her like this for hours on end…
“Sure,” she smiled. “Go for it.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Elizabeth was having fun. Everything about this day surpassed her expectations by a full order of magnitude. Normally, the idea of a day-long date she could not easily escape from would send her running in the opposite direction, but this was pretty perfect. Louka’s presence made everything sharper, more intense, and exhilarating. Her laughter made the back of her head tingle, and every smile she gave went straight to the centre of her heart. It was getting harder to ignore quite how different this really was with her… Elizabeth kept her hand on her thigh. She liked the way that Louka seemed so tuned-in to her touch. She enjoyed the connection, that was obvious, as was the fact that she had put a lot of effort into this date. Fresh juice, all the right scuba gear, a wonderful lunch… These did not manifest out of thin air. Louka was thoughtful. She paid attention, kissed like a bad girl, and she looked just like an angel. Elizabeth glanced at her now and she smiled.
“So,” she nodded. “Your other job can’t be something dead obvious like a scuba-diving or motorbike instructor, if you say that people are surprised when you tell them.”
“Correct,” Louka grinned. “It’s something else.”
Elizabeth caressed her thigh, enjoying the quick tensing and relaxing of strong muscles under her fingertips.
“Let’s see…” she murmured.
She held her gaze and allowed her fingers to drift. Louka’s sparkling blue eyes turned a little unfocused. Nothing at all to do with the wine; she had barely had any.
“How many tries do I get?”
“Oh, you want more than one?” Louka laughed. “Greedy, don’t you think?”
“Demanding, is the word,” Elizabeth corrected with a quick wink at her. “And I sure am. You have a problem with that?”
She moved her hand as she spoke, trailed a languid finger behind her ear and down the side of her neck. Louka blinked, as if she had trouble keeping her eyes open.
“No problem,” she smiled.
“I think,” Elizabeth continued, “that you must be a writer in your spare time.”
Louka’s smile widened.
“Oh, yeah? What? Under a pen name, or something?”
“Yep. Exactly that.”
“What genre?”
“Lesbian erotica. The really hot stuff.”
Elizabeth chuckled, as Louka shook with laughter.
“That is not what I do, although it sounds like fun. I’ll grant you another try, since you made me laugh. Get it right, and you can have a hot kiss.”
She was, Elizabeth noticed again, definitely able to give as good as she received.
“Seriously, then,” she said. “I think you must be a painter. Or an artist of some kind. I feel that vibe in you every time you kiss me, Louk. You’ve got soul.”
“Wow. You guessed it. Yes, I’m an artist.”
Louka looked pleased. To be told that she had soul? Elizabeth wondered. Or to be understood? Of course, it had to be the second one. She could feel that about her too; a certain weariness.
“That’s great,” she nodded. “What do you do?”
“I design jewellery using only copper and crystals,” Louka said. “I sell it online. People seem to like it; business has been really good recently.”
“That’s wonderful. I can’t wait to see your work.”
“Thanks. And to be completely honest, I also help out at the diving school from time to time.”
“Ah,” Elizabeth grinned. “Thought you might. Now, can I have that hot kiss you promised?”
Louka did not make her ask twice. The kiss started hot, and went on from there. Elizabeth ended up straddling her lap, both hands stuck in her hair to direct the pace. Louka seemed to like that, and she was not idle either. She started to caress her thighs, her back, her sides, going near her breasts. Elizabeth rested one hand against the side of her neck. She felt her heart, beating fast; skin burning. Louka was all fire under her, and she managed to wrench her mouth away for a quick second.
“I’m nearing the point when I won’t want to stop,” she said.
Louka looked up at her with blazing eyes.
“Fine by me,” she replied.
Elizabeth smiled at her tone of voice; hungry, fierce, full of beautiful longing. She glanced at the open door to the cabin. No need to say another word. Louka moved to stand up; Elizabeth took the hand that she offered. They headed down below, and as per the other night, not in a direct line. Louka pulled her back into her arms as soon as they negotiated the five steep steps. Elizabeth wrapped hers around her neck and recaptured her mouth with great passion. Serious, now; no longer holding back. She stole her breath and elicited a muffled grunt from her. Louka was breathing hard already. Elizabeth deepened the kiss. She reached for the buttons on her shorts, and ripped them open. She bumped into the wall, and laughed.
“Careful,” Louka said.
“Watch your shoulder,” Elizabeth replied.
Louka slid down the ramp to the lower level.
“Shoulder’s fine,” she assured. “Don’t worry.”
Elizabeth let her catch her in a strong hug. They moved to the main cabin, with its open rectangular windows on the sides, and a round porthole overhead. It was cooler in there. Well; at least, when it came to ambient temperature. They fell on the bed, still in a tight embrace. Louka trailed a series of kisses down the side of her neck. She caressed her breast, slid her hand under the layer of bikini, twisted once… Something ripped, and it came off easily.
“Sorry, again,” she murmured.
Elizabeth laughed, and tugged at her t-shirt.
“Off with this too,” she demanded.
Louka got rid of it in one quick move. No swim top under-neath, no sports bra to get in the way this time. Elizabeth admired chiselled abs and small but perfectly formed breasts. They knelt on the bed, facing each other. Elizabeth noticed that the longer she stared, the more Louka’s nipples hardened. It was such a thrill to witness.
“You’re gorgeous,” she said.
Louka flashed her a thoughtful smile.
“So are you,” she whispered. “Beautiful, Elizabeth...”
For sure, Elizabeth had heard this lots of times before. She knew what she looked like, and how to make the best of it; but of all the women that she had known, her many lovers, Louka was the only one who looked at her with such reverence when she said the word. When she touched her again, Elizabeth felt it in her kiss as well. Louka meant a lot more than she was actually saying, and Elizabeth could hear her loud and clear. Never had a woman made her feel so desired and cherished at the same time. Louka looked at her with lustful eyes, but also genuine awe. She kissed hard and dirty, but touched her like she would a goddess. The combination was absolutely mind-boggling… Every fibre of Elizabeth’s body was on fire.
“Come here,” she growled.
She grabbed her around the neck and put every ounce of emotion she felt into a sizzling kiss. Louka laughed, hooked her arm around her waist, and pulled her down with her onto the bed. Shorts and other bits quickly went flying. They lay naked in each other’s arms, kissing and caressing. There was nothing shy in the way they touched, nothing restrained in their exploration. They learned the map of each other’s bodies and discovered how to navigate their private world. Elizabeth revelled in Louka’s strength. She forgot to be careful, and Louka responded joyfully, openly. Pleasure blossomed. Their love-making was simple and raw. No hesitation and no waiting. When they both reached the edge, Louka took her hard and fast, knowing instinctively that it was the best way with her. Elizabeth reciprocated seconds later, albeit in her own style, which she sensed Louka might prefer. She allowed the pleasure to build. She watched as Louka’s eyes slowly but surely lost their focus, and deep colour spread all across her face and chest. A bead of sweat rolled down the side of her face.
“Yes!” Louka muttered. “Yes, come on…”
Elizabeth kissed her long and hard, holding back just a bit at the same time, taking her to the next level; until Louka started to tremble beneath her, and she felt her just about to lose control. Her eyes were closed, and Elizabeth did not want this to end so soon.
“Look at me, Louk,” she murmured.
Louka shot her a burning look. Breathing hard now. Almost there, but not quite yet. Great. Elizabeth kept her on the brink. She stared into her eyes and spotted impatience, naked longing, curiosity, pleasure and joy; it was all there, and more, in Louka’s sparkling gaze. She pushed into her hand, trying to take what she wanted, but Elizabeth withdrew softly.
“Not yet,” she soothed.
Louka gave a weak chuckle that ended in a moan. Really had to be the hottest sound ever... Elizabeth was building up to another orgasm. She was holding Louka in her hand, literally. Release was only hers to give to this astounding woman, with the hard muscles, the gorgeous smiles, and the soul of an artist. She lingered some more, enjoying watching her struggle with the purest of pleasure, and she luxuriated in the sense of power that it gave her. She brushed a possessive kiss over her lips, and smiled.
“Mine,” she declared. “You know that, right?”
Louka nodded eagerly, panting all the while.
“Yeah,” she replied with a heated smile. “For sure.”
Elizabeth licked her lips. She kissed her again, roughly this time. It was clear that Louka was enjoying this part. She might even be receptive to a bit more... Elizabeth leaned over her, close enough to kiss but not allowing her to do it.
“Let me hear you say it,” she demanded.
Louka was swollen, rock hard, beyond ready in the palm of her hand. Any moment now, she might lose it. Still, Elizabeth pushed her. She wanted more, and she knew it was the same for Louka. Indeed, she spotted a spark of appreciation in her eyes as she asked the question.
“Say it,” she repeated. “Say you’re mine.”
“I’m yours, Elizabeth,” Louka replied in a husky voice.
“Do you want me to make you come?”
An urgent nod, a quick swallow.
“You know I do…”
Elizabeth did not reply. Instead, she made her touch lighter, doing the opposite of what Louka had just told her she wanted. Louka grunted in reaction, frustration obvious in her eyes before she settled. She laughed, and never once looked away from her. That she was having fun was never in doubt.
“Mm… Yes,” she nodded. “Keep going.”
Elizabeth grinned in satisfaction, and a touch of wonder as well. How could it be so bloody perfect?
“You like to play this game, uh?”
“Yeah,” Louka admitted. “I—"
Elizabeth swallowed her words with a scorching kiss before moving to suck on one nipple, then the other. Louka convulsed under her. She breathed harder, struggling for control. Elizabeth pulled back with a teasing smile.
“You know what I like?” she whispered.
Louka shook her head once, eyes pleading for relief but too proud to ask for it. For now…
“To feel how much you want this,” Elizabeth told her. “And yet… You’re still waiting.”
“I won’t wait forever,” Louka snapped.
Elizabeth shivered in more delight. A hint of rebellion was all part of the game, and boy, Louka could play! She traced her finger around the outline of her lips, briefly allowed her to suck on it.
“Yes, you will,” she replied.
She denied her another kiss; grabbed her wrist and pushed it down when she tried to reach for her. Louka was dripping wet in the palm of her hand, shaking harder. Elizabeth was not going to make her struggle much longer, but…
“Tell me why you’re waiting,” she commanded.
Louka flashed her a wasted smile that made Elizabeth want to give in. She fought the urge; she needed to finish this first.
“Tell me, Louka,” she insisted.
“Because you said so,” Louka panted.
“Good. Now, what do you want?”
“Fuck me, Elizabeth…”



CHAPTER TWENTY
Louka lay comfortably on her back, staring at the ceiling with a dreamy smile. Elizabeth was in her arms. She lay pressed against her side with one slender leg thrown across hers, and her head nuzzled into the crook of her shoulder. Both enjoying some rest after an afternoon of fun and orgasms. Louka’s smile widened into a half-embarrassed smirk. Fuck me, Elizabeth… Her cheeks grew hot at the memory of those words. I can’t believe she got me to that point so easily… But yes: Elizabeth had thoroughly enjoyed discovering her weaknesses, and she activated all her triggers. Louka suppressed an amused chuckle, not wanting to disturb her. She, too, had quickly figured out what Elizabeth enjoyed in that respect. She was wild. She liked fast and furious. You’re stronger, she said. Make me feel it, Louka! Of course, there were plenty of soft moments as well, like this one now. Louka turned her head to brush a gentle kiss over her forehead. Elizabeth gave a small sigh in response, and she moved her hand to rest over her naked breast.
“Mm…”
“Wake up,” Louka murmured.
“Why?” Elizabeth grumbled.
She stretched and held tighter on to her. Louka caressed her shoulder. She turned into her a bit more, ran her fingers through her hair.
“Because I miss you,” she said.
Elizabeth cracked one brilliant eye open.
“Well, in this case,” she smiled. “I’m fully awake.”
“Hi…”
“Hello, sexy. How are you feeling?”
“Destroyed,” Louka chuckled. “Amazing.”
“Yes, me too,” Elizabeth said, and she kissed her full on the lips. “Thank you.”
“What for?”
“Oh, you know… Everything?”
Louka held her gaze and she tried not to feel too much. If she was not careful, she would be overwhelmed. She would fall in love with Elizabeth right there and then.
“I know,” she just agreed. “Back at you.”
“Is there some of that wonderful juice left, you think?”
Louka raised a playful eyebrow.
“I assume you’re talking about the fruit juice?”
“Yes,” Elizabeth grinned. “Nutrition. I’m starving.”
“Sure. I can get you a—”
A sizzling strike of lightning illuminated the inside of the cabin, interrupting her. It was followed by a rumble of thunder in the distance. Louka frowned as she glanced outside.
“Wow, it’s gone really dark…”
“The thunderstorms that you mentioned?”
“Yeah… We’d better go check what’s going on.”
They located their clothes, quickly got dressed, and walked on deck under leaden skies and a rough breeze. Gone were the sunshine and cloudless sky. Now, it was inky-black. The sea had turned choppy and dark. It looked like a massive storm was on the way.
“What a change in such a short amount of time,” Elizabeth observed. “We’ve only been an hour or so, haven’t we?”
Louka checked the time on her dive watch.
“Actually, it’s almost six o’clock.”
“Really? I had no idea!”
“Time flies when you’re having fun.”
Elizabeth shot her a mischievous glance.
“Four hours, eh? That’s how long it took to wrestle you into submission?”
“You didn’t actually wrestle,” Louka grinned in reply. “You caressed and kissed and licked all over me. All that good stuff.”
“Oh, that’s right,” Elizabeth conceded with a smile of her own. “You’re the one who wrestled me down.”
“Only because you wanted me to.”
“Did you enjoy it?”
“Yes,” Louka laughed. “I certainly did.”
“Good,” Elizabeth said firmly. ”’Cos I’ll ask you again.”
“Can’t wait to obey all your orders, Professor.”
Elizabeth threw both arms around her neck and treated her to a downright filthy kiss. Louka allowed herself to enjoy it fully, before she pulled back and set her mind to business.
“Let’s get going and back to port,” she said, pointing at the accumulating darkness in front of them. “I’d rather not wait too long, and have to be rescued by my own crew.”
Right on cue, Matthieu called on the radio.
“Hey, Louka. You there? Come in, please.”
“Right here, Matthieu,” she replied. “What’s up?”
“Just checking on you, girl. We’ve got incoming weather, as you must have noticed.”
“Yeah, thanks. We’re on our way back now.”
“Okay, great. I’ll keep an eye out for you.”
Louka pulled up anchor and fired up the engines. Elizabeth went down the cabin and came back with two warm jackets for them to wear.
“Ah, thanks,” Louka approved.
“Is this dangerous weather to be out in, Louk?”
Louka knew better than to assume that she was frightened now, and indeed, Elizabeth just sounded curious and interested. This was another trait of character Louka seriously appreciated about her.
“It could be tricky for inexperienced skippers,” she replied. “But not for us. We have a good vessel, and I can handle rough seas. The way with this is simply to slow down, and not tackle each wave head on. Just hold on tight, okay?”
Elizabeth slipped her arms around her waist just as a strong gust of wind and plenty of salty spray hit them both in the face. Louka caught the delighted grin on her lips.
“Enjoying it?” she yelled over the sound of the waves.
“Yeah!” Elizabeth replied, laughing. “Can I drive?”
“Sure!”
Louka stood behind her as she took the wheel. She coached her on the best line to adopt, and how to get a feel for the trim of the boat, the gap in between the water and the bow. She did not have to issue many instructions before Elizabeth got the hang of it, and managed on her own. Louka kept one eye on the water, and the other on her. That was the good part. She noticed her serious and intent expression, as Elizabeth focused on choosing the best line, and got it right almost every time… She loved to see the excited glint in her eyes when she got the boat to surf down the back of a powerful wave.
“The better I adjust the trim, the more we fly!” she said. “Is that right?”
“Yeah, you got it.”
“This is fun, Louk!” Elizabeth said with a brilliant smile.
“I know! And even better in this kind of weather, don’t you think?”
“Yes… Nothing wrong with a bit of rough!”
Louka chuckled, totally charmed. Elizabeth, she reflected. A beautiful Oxford scholar who was not scared to surf big waves in a storm, could bring her to her knees in bed, and delivered the most tender hugs… Her emotion surged suddenly. Tears rose in her eyes before she even realised it. Bloody hell… Louka quickly brushed them away, before Elizabeth could see. Don’t be like that, you idiot, she told herself. Unless you want to get hurt.
“Here’s the lighthouse!” Elizabeth pointed.
“Yep,” she agreed. “We’re almost there.”
The subdued tone of her private musings must have seeped into her voice, because Elizabeth turned to her in surprise and a touch of concern.
“You okay, Louk?”
The gentleness in her eyes almost triggered more tears, but Louka managed to smile instead. She gave a vigorous nod, and squeezed her shoulder.
“Yes, all good. Well done getting us home, Skipper.”
“You’re a great teacher, is all I can say,” Elizabeth replied.
They swapped places at the wheel within view of the quiet harbour. Louka forgot to pay attention to navigation for a brief moment, as Elizabeth leaned into her and stared deep into her eyes.
“Sure? You’re alright?” she insisted.
“I’m fine,” Louka promised, before giving voice to her most pressing concern. “I was just thinking… We’re still on for dinner at home, right?”
Now, Elizabeth gave her the sweetest smile.
“If you’re still up for it, Louk, I’d love to go home with you and have dinner. That’s what you said we’d do, isn’t it?”
Louka smiled in relief, and her body relaxed.
“Okay, great. Yes. Just checking.”
“Hey,” Elizabeth added with a teasing smile, “you said you could cook, now I want to see for myself. Don’t try to weasel out of it, Captain.”
It felt to Louka as if a ray of sunshine illuminated her entire being once again, if not the skies above. She laughed.
“Yeah, no problem. You’ll be impressed.”
“Already am,” Elizabeth replied.
A sharp crack of thunder exploded overhead, making them both duck instinctively.
“Let’s move,” Louka declared, and cranked up the pace.
Matthieu came out of the rescue station as they docked, and helped them with the lines. Louka was literally walking on air as they disembarked, and she introduced Elizabeth to him.
“Everything okay with you here?” she asked.
“Yes,” he replied with a satisfied smile. “All quiet.”
“Good,” she approved. “Hope it stays that way.”
“Now, take your lady home before the heavens open.”
“Nice to meet you, Matthieu,” Elizabeth nodded to him in perfect French.
He gave them both a friendly wave before disappearing back inside. Elizabeth chuckled in amusement.
“Your lady, uh?” she repeated.
“Yeah, Matthieu’s old-fashioned like that.”
“I don’t mind. It’s kind of sweet, actually.”
“Kind of sweetly patronising, I think,” Louka snorted.
Elizabeth squeezed her hand, and she laughed.
“Yeah, you nailed it.”
They walked faster when a few fat drops of rain landed on the tarmac, and literally sprinted the last hundred metres to the building as it began to pour, laughing all the while. They could not avoid getting drenched, but at least it was warmer back on land.
“Downright tropical storm!” Elizabeth exclaimed.
“Provencal weather,” Louka replied with a grin. “Wild like you, my lady.”
∞
Elizabeth gave a soft sigh as Louka closed the door behind them, effectively cutting them off from the furious noise of all the wind and rain.
“This feels so nice,” she smiled. “Peaceful.”
“Bathroom’s down the hall if you’d like to shower,” Louka offered. “I’ll bring you a fresh towel. I have some clothes you can wear while yours dry.”
Elizabeth raised a curious eyebrow.
“You want me to shower alone?”
“No, not really,” Louka chuckled, blushing nicely. “But you said you were hungry earlier, so I was going to get dinner on the go, and—”
“I was a bit peckish, but I think dinner can wait,” Elizabeth stated. She came to rest against her, and kissed her gently. “For now, what I’d really like you to do is to come and get warm with me, babe.”
Twice in a short period of time now, she had noticed Louka appear flustered, and she suspected that she knew why. She, too, did not want the day to come to an end.
“We’ve got all night,” she added. “Can we take it slow, and make it last? What do you think?”
Louka’s reaction betrayed her true feelings. Again, as on the boat earlier, a wide smile spread across her lips, illuminating her whole face and making her eyes sparkle.
“Great,” she replied. “Yes, I’d love to do that.”
“Then, show me the way.”
They made love in the shower. Slow and tender this time, fiercely intimate. Louka naturally took the lead, and proceeded to set her body on fire, using nothing but her talented mouth and lips. Elizabeth did not want this to be one-sided, but as she tried to give back after a short while, Louka stopped her.
“Let me love you, Elizabeth,” she whispered. “This is just for you now. Okay?”
Elizabeth watched her come to kneel in between her legs. A light tremble coursed through her; pure arousal. Louka waited patiently, eyes blazing in anticipation. She caressed the back of her knees. Elizabeth kept her eyes on her, and her own breathing quickened. Oh, Louka… She struggled to find her words, even just the one. The sight of her in this position, holding her gaze so ardently as she waited for permission, made Elizabeth want to prolong the moment. She continued to watch desire dance and burn across her lover’s eyes.
“You’re so beautiful,” she murmured.
Louka smiled again, and did not reply. At least, not with words. She maintained eye contact, and very deliberately, in the most erotic gesture ever, licked her centre core. Elizabeth almost fainted at the sensation.
“Say yes, Elizabeth,” Louka grinned. “Or I’ll make you beg. Your choice.”
Elizabeth gave a shaky laugh. Never before had she met a woman who could turn the tables on her like that, and make her like it so damn much.
“Yeah,” she panted. “Please, Louka...”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
They cooked a late dinner together. Or rather, Louka did. When Elizabeth almost sliced her wrist off with the ceramic knife as she tried to help, she invited her to sit down, drink some wine, and just relax.
“I’ve got this,” she promised.
“Sorry. I’m not very nimble in the kitchen.”
“Clumsy as hell, but well-intentioned,” Louka replied with an amused smile. “That’s okay.”
Elizabeth sat down with her glass of wine, kicked back, and kept her entertained as she worked with stories of secret society rituals that sounded straight out of a Dan Brown novel.
“You’re making me want to go back to school and study all this stuff in more detail,” Louka observed.
Elizabeth came to hug her from behind.
“I never tell these tales in school. Too dark and provocative. These are only for cosy after-sex sessions with intelligent women who understand. Hey, is that a marinade you’re making?”
“Yes,” Louka grinned. “Well done! You know that word?”
“Not that clueless after all,” Elizabeth remarked with a self-deprecating laugh. “So, what is it?”
“Basil and olive oil with some wild herbs and a hint of spice to go with our fish. We’ve got fresh ratatouille to go with that, and home-made fries. That’s my standard dinner. Sound good?”
“Mm, perfect. Olive?”
Louka let her pop one into her mouth, and she smiled again as Elizabeth took a seat up on the side of the counter. She had borrowed a pair of her sweatpants and a Coastguard hoody, both too big for her but hugely sexy.
“What?” she enquired, as Louka lingered.
“You look cute in my clothes.”
“They’re comfy and warm. So is your home, Louka. What’s the deal with all the plants, though? It looks like a proper jungle in here… I love it, by the way.”
“Thanks,” Louka smiled. “I really love being surrounded by plants. Peaceful, living things. Life itself. It’s nice.”
The storm had passed. It was all quiet now, and pleasantly warm once again with the terrace windows open. Louka lit a few citronella candles to keep the mosquitoes at bay. She cooked the fish on the barbecue and they sat outside to eat, with the clean scent of fresh rain still in the air, and the sound of crickets in the background.
“Haven’t felt this relaxed in a long while,” Elizabeth mused. She raised her glass to her with a soft smile. “Thanks for today, Louk. It was amazing… and still is. On every level.”
“Thank you for being here,” Louka replied. “It’s been a long time for me too.”
She did not want to sound too intense. Her comment about Elizabeth looking cute in her clothes was mushy enough... Louka kept the conversation flowing smoothly. With genuine interest, she asked about Elizabeth’s work, her friends, and her daily life back in Oxford. Elizabeth enquired about her own, the Coast-guards, Pascal and his girlfriend… Her eyes lit up when Louka mentioned their wedding plans, and the sailing trip up ahead.
“That’s fantastic. And good motivation for a quick recovery as well, right?”
“Oh, definitely. Pascal’s all fired up.”
“What about you? When will you go back on duty?”
“Sometime next week, I think. My shoulder’s okay, which is the deciding factor. I’ll get Jeima to take these off.” Louka briefly touched the stitches on her forehead. “Can’t wait to be back with my crew.”
Elizabeth told her about the archaeological site at St Blaise, where she would spend time with her friends Jessie and Ky. She also shared her classes schedule at Maritima for the upcoming weeks.
“Busy,” Louka remarked.
Elizabeth reached to take her hand across the small table.
“Just enough to keep me happy,” she said, and looked her straight in the eye. “I would love to spend the rest of my time with you, Louka. Uh, I mean…” She smiled, chuckled, and her cheeks coloured lightly. “Some of my free time. If you would like to as well?”
Louka stared, fascinated. She loved this sort of directness, mixed with just the right amount of reserve. Frankly, it was just the sort of thing that she had been hoping to hear. She laced her fingers through hers, and smiled as well.
“I’d love to spend all of my free time with you,” she replied, thinking she should not miss this opportunity to be honest. “Just so you know, okay?”
Elizabeth’s smile widened. Clearly, she was pleased.
“Great,” she murmured. “Let’s do that, then.”
“How long are you staying?” Louka enquired.
“Until September 15th.”
Louka suppressed a massive exhale. Just over six weeks... Her anxiety had increased throughout the day, especially on the way home. She felt it acutely from time to time, and she was certain that Elizabeth had noticed. Now, the idea of spending six weeks together before her lover had to leave was incredibly seductive. It was dangerous, too. Six weeks was long enough to help her to relax right now. Louka also realised it was plenty of time for her to hurt badly when the relationship came to an end. Are you sure you can handle this thing? The question was so clear in her mind that for a split second, she thought Elizabeth might have asked her… But no; she just continued to watch her with a thoughtful, hopeful expression in her eyes. She may as well have spoken out loud. Louka did so.
“Six weeks,” she said. “That’s good, eh?”
“Yes,” Elizabeth agreed. “Then, it’ll be back to the day job in Oxford.”
She was gentle, but crystal-clear about it. This was the deal, take it or leave it. Louka nodded in understanding. Yes, for sure; she could do this.
“I am of the school of Carpe Diem,” she said, repeating her partner’s inspired words.
He had no idea when he told her that he would almost lose his life a couple of days later… This was definitely good advice. Elizabeth smiled in approval and also seemed to relax a fraction. Louka liked to think so, anyway.
“Seize the day,” she said. “Right?”
“Yep. Go for it. No regrets.”
“I like that, Louk.”
Louka squeezed her hand, happy to be over this particular hurdle. She was not planning on looking back, or worrying too much about how she would feel six weeks down the line. Live your life now, she thought. That’s all you ever really get.
“With this in mind, can I tempt you with a slice of chocolate cheesecake and strawberry coulis?” she offered.
“Oh, you’ll kill me with pleasure,” Elizabeth laughed.
“I take it that’s a yes?”
“Hell, yeah!”
They went for a walk after dinner, both keen to extend the evening. It was close to midnight when Elizabeth enquired about her creative work again.
“I’d really love to see what you do. Can you show me?”
On impulse, feeling quietly excited, Louka decided to take her to her workshop.
“It’s in a converted garage a few doors down.”
“Great. Let’s go to it!”
Elizabeth broke into a smile as soon as they walked in, and Louka turned on the soft overhead lights. The rectangular back window ran along the far wall, with great views of the harbour. Moonlight shone through, illuminating dark-red terracotta tiles on the floor. Abstract paintings hung on opposite walls of the room, and the space was filled with more green plants. Music speakers in the corners, and not a speck of dust in sight. Every tool was in its place, every shelf clean and tidy.
“First impressions?” Louka enquired.
Elizabeth smiled again in approval, as she took in the rest of her surroundings.
“I love the energy in here,” she declared. “It’s peaceful and quiet; very grounded.” She trailed a finger over the work-bench. “Nice and sharp, minimalistic, and extremely warm at the same time… Powerful. I think that’s just you through and through, Louka.”
“Thanks,” Louka nodded. “It’s kind of you to say.”
She was really touched by such meaningful and substantial feedback. She rarely invited people to visit what Pascal liked to call, ‘The Genius’s Lair.’ This was her creative space, and she was fiercely protective of it. Elizabeth’s own personal vibe, far from disruptive, only made the small studio feel more like home, and inviting.
“You’re very sensitive, aren’t you?” she remarked.
Elizabeth giggled. She threw her a provocative wink.
“Oh, yeah?” she laughed. “You think so?”
Louka experienced a nice rush of heat at the reminder of how sensitive Elizabeth actually was… And how she had come to discover this fascinating fact. She passed one arm around her shoulders and pulled her close against her side.
“That, too,” she grinned. “But you know what I mean about the rest. Right?”
“Certainly.” Elizabeth brushed a smiling kiss on her mouth, and cast an eager glance around. “Where is your actual work, Louk?”
“Right over here…” Louka directed her to the display case in the corner. “Pendants and rings just waiting to be added on to my web-shop.”
Elizabeth leaned close to examine the pieces, and she smiled in obvious appreciation.
“Wow… Just crystals and copper, uh?”
“Yes. Like I said, I prefer to keep it simple.”
“Simple, but effective. What gave you the idea in the first place?”
“Well, I like natural things; plants, minerals, and crystals. I enjoy working with my hands too, and copper lends itself really well to delicate work. I created a few different pieces for fun, just to give away as presents. People loved it and said I should do more. My friend Danielle, whose dad owns the motorboat, put me on to Etsy… And it all went from there.”
“You’ve got seriously talented hands,” Elizabeth reflected, in all seriousness now. “May I?”
She reached for one of the pendants, a brand-new one that Louka had just finished. It was a chunk of natural rose quartz wrapped in thin strands of copper wire, engineered to make it look like a tree was superimposed over the crystal.
“Sure…” Louka picked it up off the stand and passed it to her. “I really like this one. Quite a bit of work’s involved in the design, but I think it’s really worth it.”
Elizabeth turned it around slowly in her fingers, nodding as she examined the detail, and she lifted it up to the moonlight to admire the translucent effect.
“Such precise, intricate work,” she remarked. “Beautiful!”
“Thank you…”
“Makes me think of Yggdrasil, the mythical Viking tree that connects the Nine Worlds. I assume you know the tale. Did that influence you at all?”
Louka smiled, delighted but not surprised that she would guess all this without any prompting.
“Yes,” she nodded. “That was my inspiration.”
“How long does it take you to create one of these?”
“A few hours… I do it in the evenings, mainly. I bring my rescue gear in if I’m on duty, turn the music on, and lose myself in the work. A few times, when no call came, I worked all night and didn’t realise it until the sun came up. It was the case for this one.”
“I love to know this sort of behind-the-scenes stuff about an artist’s creative process,” Elizabeth declared. “How much is this one? I want to buy it.”
“No,” Louka chuckled. She took the pendant from her and gently placed it around her neck. “It looks lovely on you. Keep it, Elizabeth.”
“Are you sure? It must be expensive. I—”
“Yeah, it’s crazy expensive,” Louka interrupted, smiling in amusement. “Whatever. I want you to have it. Don’t argue with me.”
Elizabeth wrapped her fingers around the crystal and gave her a brilliant smile.
“Thank you, Louk.”
“My pleasure, Elizabeth.”
‘Keep it as a souvenir of our first date’. Louka almost blurted that out without realising, but she held back as soon as she did. If Elizabeth chose to see it that way, fine. If not, never mind. Louka leaned into her, as Elizabeth wrapped her arms around her neck and held her nice and tight. She kissed the side of her neck, and the tender spot behind her ear. She pressed her mouth over her lips. Elizabeth opened up. She yielded softly to her. This is absolute bliss…
“Louka?”
“Mm?”
Louka pulled back. Elizabeth met her gaze. She caressed the back of her neck, and flashed her a devastating smile.
“Take me back to bed, darling,” she murmured.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Things fell effortlessly into place over the next few weeks. Pascal was released from hospital a bit earlier than expected on account of how well he was doing. The fact that he still had to wear a full brace until further notice did nothing to dampen his spirits. He consulted his private physiotherapist, established a demanding recovery programme for himself, and informed Louka that he aimed to be back with her on the rescue boat before the end of October.
“That soon?” she enquired when she went to visit him at his house. “Are you sure?”
“Yeah.” He nodded confidently. “The regular doctor said it would take me ten to twelve weeks to get back to normal fitness, but I’m not buying that. My physio’s really good, and I’m super-motivated. Between us, we’re aiming to cut that down to a more reasonable six weeks.”
“Magic number,” Louka agreed. “What does Jeima think of your plan?”
“She’s definitely on board,” Pascal replied with an excited grin, before repeating his usual line. “Hey! We’ve got a new boat to sail, and a wedding to plan, haven’t we?”
Louka went back to normal duty with the Coastguard crew as well. Really, it was the only thing which remained ‘normal’ in her life. The rest of it was a delicious whirlwind, and she could not have been happier.
“Yeah, you’ve been more social these last three weeks than you have in a whole two years,” Danielle remarked. “Good for you, Louk! It’s great to see you smiling.”
Elizabeth introduced her more fully to her friends: the two archaeologists, Jessie and Ky; Janice, of course; Anais and the young Manon. She took her to visit the site at St Blaise. Every free evening, they went for a meal in one of the many restaurants along the coast, or enjoyed a picnic on the beach in Carro. Louka attended as many of her lover’s public talks as she could fit in with her duty rota, and Elizabeth spent many more nights at her apartment. She enjoyed being reacquainted with Pascal at the annual Coastguard’s barbecue, and meeting Jeima and Danielle. She was not shy about practising her French, and everyone was delighted with her efforts. Elizabeth fitted in with all her people as if she had known them her entire life… It was wonderful, Louka reflected, and she loved every second of those moments. A massive ‘But’ hung in the air
though, which grew harder to ignore as the days flew by toward their six-week deadline. She was mulling over it when she bumped into Danielle inside their apartment building, only a few days after the barbecue.
“Hey!”
“Hi,” Louka muttered.
She kept going on her way; head down, preoccupied. Busy. She totally missed her friend’s puzzled expression, and the way that her smile faded, to be replaced by a flash of concern.
“Uh… Louk?”
Louka did stop at that, and turned to her.
“Yeah?”
“Where are you going?”
“To see Pascal.”
“Is he okay?”
“Yes… I’m just going to say hi.”
“Well, can you hold on a second?”
Without waiting for an answer, Danielle grabbed her arm, and pulled her inside her home.
“What?” Louka enquired.
“Where is Elizabeth?”
“Doing some work in St Blaise. Why?”
“Just checking. What’s wrong?”
“No—”
“And don’t say ‘nothing’,” Danielle interrupted. “Your face is like thunder. You look so worried! Talk to me, Louk. What’s the matter?”
Louka both sighed and shrugged at the same time.
“We’ve only got twelve days left,” she murmured.
“Before Elizabeth goes home?”
“Yeah.”
“I knew this would happen,” Danielle declared.
“I don’t need you analysing me or my relationship behind my back,” Louka snapped, only to stop when she noticed her friend’s expression fall. “Ah… I’m sorry, Dani. I know that’s not what you’re doing.”
Danielle gave her a quick, heartfelt hug.
“I’m sorry too. I didn’t phrase that right, Louk.”
Louka gave another light shrug in response.
“It’s fine,” she assured. “You just caught me at an awkward moment, that’s all. Just ignore me, uh.”
“Mm… Think I’d rather ask you a question, actually.”
Louka gave an easier smile, amused in spite of herself.
“That’s kind of a loaded start,” she remarked.
“Might as well hit you with the whole thing then, hey?” Danielle chuckled.
Louka knew that she would, no matter what. Might as well just go with the flow.
“Go for it,” she nodded.
Danielle jumped right in.
“Alright, so,” she started. “You are not seriously telling me that Elizabeth will fly home in twelve days, and that this will be the end of it between you two. Are you?”
Louka felt her mood darken even more.
“I guess that’s what I’m saying, yeah,” she admitted.
“What? You guess?”
Danielle sounded astounded.
“I know,” Louka replied impatiently. “I mean, that’s always been the plan. I knew it.”
“Yes, but a whole lot’s happened since the plan was made that neither of you counted on.”
“Tell me about it.”
Danielle narrowed her eyes at her.
“Are you in love with her, Louk?”
Definitely probing deep, pulling no punches, and Louka felt her heart skip a joyful beat. All the same, she could not allow the thought to take hold.
“No,” she said darkly, steeling herself against her feelings. Dammit! “Not going to make the same stupid mistake twice, am I?”
Danielle gave a gentle smile.
“Falling in love is never a mistake.”
“With the wrong person, it is. I should know, okay?”
“Okay… Although let me tell you that from an observer’s point of view, you both look incredibly right for each other; you know that, too?”
Again, Louka tried not to let her emotion get the best of her.
“Elizabeth made it clear from the beginning that she’s not interested in long-term. Her job comes first; she likes to travel. So, there. Sure, she said it’s different with me, but…”
“What, Louka?” Danielle prompted when she hesitated. “If she said that, it changes all the rest, doesn’t it? I think it’s good… Unless you don’t want it to be, of course?”
“People say a lot of things in the heat of a good moment,” Louka reflected quietly. “I don’t think I should attach too much significance to it.”
Danielle would not give up.
“Have you spoken to Elizabeth about what happens next?” she asked.
“No.”
“You mean, ‘not yet’?”
Louka was fast losing her patience with all those questions. She just gave a non-committal grunt in reply to this one, much to her friend’s irritation.
“Talking to you today is like drawing blood out of a stone,” she exclaimed.
Louka reached for the door handle.
“That’s a sign that I should go. Pascal’s waiting.”
“First, tell me why you’re so reluctant to discuss the future with Elizabeth,” Danielle insisted. “I mean, this is crazy!”
“Not as crazy as you think.”
“Look, you’ve introduced her to me and everyone else; and I know that she’s done the same with you and her own friends. You both act like this is the start of a solid relationship… So, I really don’t get it.”
Louka took a good half-a-minute to decide whether to reply or not, but she finally caved in.
“The reason I haven’t discussed anything with Elizabeth is because I sense that she doesn’t want to,” she said. “It’s come up once or twice… Every time, she finds a way to shift the subject on to something else, and avoid the topic. She’s leaving in twelve days, and that’ll be the end of it. I just need to digest it.”
“She’s in love with you, Louka.”
“Danielle. Don’t…”
“No, I mean it. She looks at you like—”
“Please,” Louka repeated, softly but firmly. “Don’t tell me. I knew what I was getting into with her from the start, and I’ll say it again, Dani: I’m fine.”
Danielle fixed her with a disapproving look on her face.
“You’re not,” she said. “Just pretending. And Elizabeth… I think I know what she’s doing.”
Louka would have liked to be strong enough not to ask, but she could not help herself.
“What’s that?” she enquired.
“She’s running. It’s bloody obvious!”
The thought had occurred to Louka. The first time her lover told her about her attitude to relationships, she even said it to her straight; ‘Sounds like you’re trying to convince yourself’.
“Maybe she’s been on her own a bit too much in the past,” Danielle added, right on target. “And now, she’s scared of doing it differently. Maybe she doesn’t even know how. Louka: you must talk to her if you care about her at all.”
If you care about her at all… Had to be the understatement of the century. Louka ruminated on this as she climbed on her bike and rode to Pascal’s house. She was still thinking about the same thing when she left, and considered what to do next. Her phone rang as she was pondering her options. Elizabeth... She broke into an instant smile, and forgot everything else.
“Hello, beautiful.”
“Ha,” Elizabeth chuckled. “It’s more like a sticky puddle of sweat at the minute, but thank you.”
“Working hard?”
“Done for the day. What are you doing?”
“Sitting on my bike, looking out to sea,” Louka replied.
Elizabeth uttered a deliciously throaty, sexy laugh.
“Mm… What a picture.” Her voice grew tender. “Hey, are you okay?”
“Yes. Just wondering where to take a ride to next.”
Well, it was kind of true… Elizabeth sounded pleased, and she asked her the one thing Louka hoped she would.
“Could you come and pick me up?”
“Sure. I’m on my way.”
“Kiss you when you get there.”
With that incentive in mind, Louka rode to St Blaise with a nervous knot in her stomach. Every kiss mattered more lately. Every hug, every embrace, every time she woke up in the night to find Elizabeth nestled against her side… They were running out of time. As she turned onto the private road that led deeper into the heart of the forest, she reflected on Danielle’s conclusion. Was she accurate in her assessment that Elizabeth was scared? And running? What about me? Louka did not like the idea, but she had to admit that part of her was also scared. Saying good-bye at the end of summer would be hard enough; but finding out for definite that her lover did not care as much as she did, if indeed that was the case, would be harder. She spotted her when she reached the car park, sitting on a rock in the distance. She smiled inside her helmet. Hard not to… Elizabeth still took her breath away every time she laid eyes on her. Louka stopped the bike in front of her.
“Hey,” she said.
“Hi,” Elizabeth replied.
She was dressed in field clothes: cargo shorts, sturdy hiking boots, and a sleeveless top. Her hair was tied back. She wore her crystal, Louka noticed. It seemed she rarely took it off. Cheeks flushed from the heat, covered in dust and sweat… Definitely stunning, no matter what.
“You look gorgeous,” Louka declared.
Elizabeth touched her cheek and leaned in for a kiss.
“Thank you, darling. I feel like boiled leftover stew.”
Louka glanced at two cars parked under a single tree. Not a lot of shade here, and it was brutally hot in the afternoon sun. She was surprised that the forest was still open.
“Who else is here with you?” she asked.
“Jessie, Janice, and a few students. Work has to be done, even in this weather, but since it’s not my main job,” Elizabeth added with a sheepish smile, “I thought I’d ring you, babe.”
“I’m glad,” Louka murmured. “I was thinking of you, too.”
Elizabeth lingered in her embrace. She drew a deep breath, as if to add something else, only to apparently change her mind. She just rested her head on her shoulder, and gave a small sigh. Louka caressed the back of her neck. She could feel how tense she was.
“Are you alright?” she asked.
“I think the heat’s getting to me,” Elizabeth admitted. “I feel all out of sorts.”
Me too, Louka reflected. Elizabeth had gone pale, though, and she frowned in sudden concern.
“Sure you’re okay to ride the bike?”
“Oh, yes. Be great to get some air, actually.”
“How does going back to mine for a cool shower and some ice tea sound to you?”
Elizabeth flashed her a relieved smile.
“Wonderful,” she nodded.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Conscious that she was not feeling on top, Louka rode nice and easy all the way back to Carro. By the time they reached her apartment, she realised that Elizabeth was showing symptoms of heat exhaustion. General tiredness; she was pale, and her pulse was weak, yet also faster than normal.
“Are you feeling dizzy?”
“No… But I’ve got a headache.”
“Sorry, darling,” Louka said gently. “Still need to have that cold shower.”
Elizabeth came out of it barefoot and with her hair wet, just wearing one of her t-shirts again. Louka glanced at her and felt herself melt on the inside. The sight of her lover in her clothes always did something to her. She also felt a twinge of sadness at the thought that it was coming to an end. She did not dwell on it.
“I still feel hot,” Elizabeth complained.
“Well, you are. Regardless.”
“Urgh…”
Louka gave her a hug. She sat her down on the couch, and applied a cold compress over the back of her neck.
“How’s that now?” she asked.
“Bit better. Thanks, Louk…”
Elizabeth sounded both irritated at the situation and bone-weary. Louka put a tall glass filled with mostly ice cubes in her hands.
“Here, drink this,” she advised. “Slowly.”
“Whatever happened to tea?” Elizabeth grumbled, eyeing the glass suspiciously.
“It’s in there,” Louka chuckled. “But ice is your best friend at the moment, trust me. You’ll feel better once you lower your core body temp. How’s your head?”
“Sore.” Elizabeth took a sip of her drink and sighed. “Sorry, babe. I don’t mean to moan at you like this, and complain. Tell me to shut up, hey…”
“I don’t mind if you complain,” Louka replied with a gentle smile. ”You’re allowed, especially if you keep calling me babe.”
She sat next to her, pulled her close, and kissed the side of her neck. Louka readjusted the cold compress over her burning skin.
“I wanted to spend quality time with you this afternoon,” Elizabeth added in frustration. “Not force you to do first-aid on me for a stupid heat stroke.”
“Exhaustion,” Louka corrected. “Heat stroke is worse; it can actually kill you. If that’s what you had, we’d be in the hospital by now, not sitting on my couch.”
“Right…”
“Anyway; please, relax. Any time alone with you is quality time for me.”
“You say the sweetest things.”
“That’s because you’re sweet.”
Elizabeth sounded tearful, and Louka was not sure whether it was because of her current condition, or something else. I must be projecting… Now was definitely not the time to push things.
“I’m sorry you’re feeling rough,” she simply said. “Keep on drinking. It’ll help, I promise.”
Elizabeth leaned more heavily against her shoulder.
“Serves me right for forgetting to wear a hat, eh?”
“Rookie mistake, Professor.”
“Yeah… I do stupid things when I’m excited.”
Louka bit hard on her tongue not to ask the first thing that popped into her head; Was I one of those mistakes? She held back a sigh. If she was not careful, this kind of thinking would ruin the time that she had left to spend with Elizabeth. Either speak to her, or get over it, Louk!
“Hey…” Elizabeth touched a light finger to her cheek. “Are you still with me?”
“Yes,” Louka smiled. “Always with you.”
As Elizabeth snuggled against her side, she reclined back on the cushions. Her lover swung her right leg over hers, and rested her hand flat in the middle of her chest. Her favourite sleeping position, and Louka’s as well. She caressed her naked thigh.
“Are you cooling down a bit?”
“Think so… Bit hard to tell when you’ve got your hands on me.”
“Are you complaining again?”
“No,” Elizabeth chuckled. “Not about that.”
“Good.” Louka made sure to keep her hand right where it was. “So, tell me what you’ve discovered at St Blaise that’s so exciting.”
Elizabeth shook her head.
“Nothing to tell you,” she groaned. “We haven’t discovered anything as yet, but I don’t need much. Just a whiff of potential, and I completely forget myself.”
“I like that about you,” Louka murmured. “A lot.”
“When I forget myself?” Elizabeth managed to smirk. “Yes, I know you do.”
“And your passion, too. Your enthusiasm and zest for life... Your vibrancy.” Louka smiled as she yawned. “Maybe not right now, but…”
Elizabeth raised herself up and delivered a long, passionate and vibrant kiss to her that absolutely proved the point.
“For you,” she whispered. “Always now.”
How could she speak like that, and think of leaving in two weeks? Louka knew she had better focus on practical things, or she would say too much, at the wrong time. She passed her the still half-full glass.
“Drink up,” she instructed. “Stop avoiding it.”
“I can think of better things to do with an ice cube.”
“Drink,” Louka repeated in a chuckle.
Elizabeth finished the drink and settled back down. She pressed her icy lips against the side of her neck. Louka laughed. It was so hard not to say it. I love you, Elizabeth; I am so in love with you! She closed her eyes and forced the words out of her mind. Elizabeth shivered against her.
“I think your medicine’s working,” she murmured.
“Great. Would you like a blanket?”
“No. Just you, Louk.”
Louka tightened her embrace.
“No problem, darling.”
Elizabeth dozed in her arms, on and off for a while, as her body recovered. Louka just kept her comfortable, and tried not to give herself a headache by thinking too much. She was almost asleep as well when a tiny gasp from her lover brought her right back. Something wrong with her breathing. Louka was instantly alert.
“Elizabeth?”
“Yes… Okay, Louk.”
She sounded reluctant, though, and she avoided looking in the eye.
“What’s wrong?” Louka insisted.
She sat up, and realised that Elizabeth was crying.
“What—”
“I’m just tired,” Elizabeth said, pre-empting the question. “I didn’t realise this heat thing would be so draining, but I’m okay, babe. Really. Just feeling emotional for no reason.”
She flashed a brave smile, meant to reassure; but it barely touched her eyes, and Louka was absolutely not convinced. She watched her dry her tears on her t-shirt, and pretend that she was fine, when obviously, she was not. The ‘heat thing’, as she called it, must be a catalyst for something else. Louka laid both hands on the sides of her face. She brushed her thumbs across her cheeks in a soothing gesture.
“Elizabeth…” she started.
Her lover stiffened. More tears welled up in her eyes. Louka knew, without even needing to ask. Elizabeth was holding back on her as well. Why? She felt a rush of impatience. What the hell are we both doing here? As she opened her mouth to broach the subject, her phone started to ring. Never in all her years of duty had Louka felt so annoyed to get a call from the station.
“Hey, Louk,” Matthieu said. “Divers in trouble. Need you here asap.”
“On my way,” she just said.
Elizabeth was already getting up.
“You don’t have to leave,” Louka protested.
“That’s okay. I’ll just go and see Ky at her house. You have to go.”
Louka nodded impatiently. The atmosphere felt so charged between them all of a sudden… Perhaps not in such a good way.
“Take it easy, okay?” she said. “See you later?”
Elizabeth looked at her with stormy eyes full of reluctance, hesitation, anticipation… Pure conflict. Louka’s anxiety spiked up another notch. Thankfully, before it could get any worse, Elizabeth pressed a hot kiss over her mouth.
“Call me as soon as you get back,” she invited with a gentle smile. “Take care of yourself, Louk. Now, go. And don’t worry.”
∞
Elizabeth was in luck; Ky was at home on her own when she got there, and she welcomed her with open arms.
“I was just thinking about you, dear. Fancy a glass of wine and a chat by the side of the pool?”
Elizabeth asked for another ice tea instead of wine, thinking that her lover would approve of that choice. Oh, Louka… She had not even been gone for ten minutes, and Elizabeth was already missing her. This was not supposed to happen…
“A chat would be great,” she told Ky. “Is Jessie still at the site in St Blaise?”
“Yep, still working away. And Janice with her, as well. Your girl’s doing great, you know?” Ky chuckled. “Can’t say I blame you for bailing out early in this heat, though.”
“Wasn’t early enough, as it turns out. I ended up with heat exhaustion.”
“Oh, no!” Ky exclaimed. “Are you alright now?”
“Yes, fine. Louka took me home and looked after me.”
“Aha.” Ky smiled in approval. They sat down at the back of the garden, in the shade of an olive tree. “I see how that might help you feel better pretty damn quick.”
“Yes… She got called out, unfortunately.”
Elizabeth stared at the sea in the background. She could just make out the lighthouse in the distance, and as she remembered their first date, and cruising past it on the motorboat, a dreamy smile spread across her lips.
“It’s been a wonderful couple of months for you two, hasn’t it?” Ky observed.
Elizabeth felt her emotion rise as she looked at her, and she reached to touch her crystal in reassurance. Any link to Louka was grounding. She both resented and loved the fact.
“Yes,” she murmured. “It really has.”
Ky returned her gaze with a gentle expression on her face. Her remark was not innocent. It was the reason why Elizabeth had come to see her. Ky was sensitive like that, and always a great listener. ‘Nosy as hell’, as she often described herself… But only because she cared, and Elizabeth knew from experience that she could be counted on to keep a secret. Ky had never let her down before.
“Have you spoken to her?” she enquired now.
“No, I haven’t. Although I know it’s been on her mind.”
“Mmm… And how are you doing, my dear?”
“Like the house is burning down, and I can’t find the exit door,” Elizabeth blurted out.
Ky gave an amused, yet warm laugh.
“That good, eh? Feeling a sense of urgency?”
“For sure. I’m leaving in two weeks, and I hate the idea of hurting her.”
“Didn’t you both know the score when you started to date, though?” Ky reminded her. “She knew that you were only here for the summer. Right?”
“Right. Anyway, that’s not the point.”
“Isn’t it? She seems strong enough to handle it, Elizabeth.”
“I know…” Elizabeth gave a sharp exhale. “She is strong, definitely, but also a lot tender than she looks. I’ve let this whole thing get out of control, and now it’s too late to change any of it. It’s my fault.”
“Why?” Ky enquired.
Elizabeth frowned in wonder.
“Why?” she repeated. “What do you mean?”
“Well, it’s not like you to ever lose your handle on things,” Ky stated. “You’ve nipped relationships in the bud before, just for that particular reason. Whenever people get too close, you move away.”
“Yes,” Elizabeth nodded. “I always do.”
“So, I’m wondering why you allowed this relationship to progress past the point of no return, when you’re now having to worry about people getting hurt. And that’s including yourself, by the sound of it.”
Elizabeth swallowed and tried not to give in to more tears. She was finding it hard to breathe, all of a sudden. Because I hate being alone… Because I never stopped hoping… And believing my own damn lies!
“Is it not obvious, Ky?” she murmured.
“Yes, but I think you need to say it, darling.”
“It’s different with her,” Elizabeth replied through gritted teeth.
The back of her neck had gone painfully stiff. Fresh tears burned. Her headache was back with a vengeance. Everything else hurt.
“Stop beating around the bush, girlie,” Ky insisted, gently yet firmly. “For your own sake, and Louka’s as well. Are you in love with her?”
Elizabeth did not reply, even though she wanted to scream ‘Yes’ in reply. She dropped her face into her hands. She could no longer help the tears. I’ve lied to everyone… She looked up as she felt Ky move closer. Her friend knelt in front of her, and rested a supportive hand on her leg.
“Do you love her, Elizabeth?” she repeated.
Elizabeth started to shake. Everything was coming back to her now. Finding out, all those weeks in the hospital, the pain, and running out of time. Just like we are now…
“I can’t,” she murmured. “Ky, I just…”
Ky pulled her into a hug as she started to cry silently.
“There, there…” she murmured. “Louka’s in love with you too, Elizabeth. It’s obvious. The time has come now, my darling. No more hiding, eh? You have to tell her the truth.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
It was one of these days when one call followed after the other without a chance to rest in between them. It started with a case of the bends for one of the divers on their first rescue, who had to be taken to the recovery centre in Marseille. It went on with a vessel come aground on a line of rocks submerged in shallow water at the entrance to Carro harbour; two kids in an inflatable who had gone too far and needed help getting back to the beach; and a sailboat drifting off the coast of Camargue. Apparently, the skipper was drunk out of his head, which made it difficult to understand exactly what the problem was.
“Full moon tonight,” Matthieu stated. “Bound to be crazy out there.”
Louka hoped it would not be the case for her. She managed to call Elizabeth just after eight-thirty, as they crossed the Gulf of Lion. It was windy and rough on the water, the boat’s engine was loud, and reception was bad. But never mind all that... She found a slightly more sheltered spot at the back of the cabin, and made the call while she had the chance. Elizabeth picked up on the third ring. She sounded well. Louka nodded.
“Hey… I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”
“Yes, I’m absolutely fine now. Where are you, babe?”
“On a job, headed to Camargue. We might be quite a while on this one.”
“Louka… safe… you?”
Louka pressed the phone tight against her ear as a whistling gust of wind drowned out her voice.
“Say again, Elizabeth?”
“Be safe, darling.”
“Yes, no worries. Are you at your house with Janice?”
“No.” Elizabeth laughed. “I’m in your bed. Danielle let me into the apartment… I hope you don’t mind?”
Louka grinned into the wind as a joyful shiver ran through her. Danielle did indeed have a key to her place, and vice versa. She watered her plants if Louka went away, and Louka fed her cat when she was on exercise. The thought of Elizabeth in her own space now, waiting comfortably for her to get home… It was the best feeling in the world for Louka, especially since she had been so unsure of where they stood after having to leave so quickly earlier.
“I love that,” she declared. “Stay there… Please.”
“Definitely. That’s the plan.”
“I mean, so long as Dani’s not in bed with you, uh?”
“No way,” Elizabeth chuckled at the joke. “Just a good book to keep me company. Hey, Louka?”
“Yes?” Louka said, smiling.
“We’ll talk when you get back, okay?”
Louka saw Eddy waving at her from inside the cabin, and she raised a hand in acknowledgment. One minute, she mouthed.
She desperately wanted to have that talk, and Elizabeth sounded happy about it… But for a moment there, it still took all the strength out of her legs. She held on to the safety bar.
“Yes, definitely okay,” she said. “I was—"
“Louka!” Eddy called impatiently.
“Go,” Elizabeth instructed, as she must have heard him in the background. “I’ll see you when you get home. Be careful out there.”
Again, Louka struggled not to say these three simple, yet incredibly precious words to her. She could feel an invisible wall in between them, and she knew that it was not her own barrier. Elizabeth still had her shield up despite her gentle words, and a few weeks of being close. Louka wondered why. She was both curious and apprehensive to find out… But Elizabeth was right; this was no time for a conversation, and Louka really did have to go, now.
“I’ll be there asap,” she promised, and hung up the phone.
Her team all stood around the radio, their faces grave. Eddy looked up when she joined them. He looked relieved to see her, but also frustrated.
“Sorry about that,” she said. “What’s up?”
“Our sailor’s ranting now, and I don’t like the sound of it,” he announced. “I mean, listen to that crap, Louka!”
He turned up the radio again. The man was crying, and she understood why they all seemed so worried. He sounded pretty desperate.
“I lost everything the day I lost her,” he wailed. “You know what I mean? What’s the point of it now? May as well just call it quits, eh? I swear, there’s no other way!”
Louka frowned.
“What’s he talking about?”
“Girlfriend ran off with his best mate, apparently,” Eddy explained. “Now, he’s on about drowning himself.”
“Like hell,” she grumbled.
“You wanna talk to him? I’ve tried to get him to calm down, but nothing I say seems to hit home…”
“Yeah, no problem, Ed. I’ll have a word. You just focus on getting us there.”
He looked much happier as he passed her the receiver.
“Sure thing. Thanks, Louk, I appreciate that.”
Louka sat at the console and took a deep breath to clear her mind. Here we go…
“Hello, can you hear me?” she said firmly, yet in a friendly tone, as soon as the guy paused for air. “My name’s Louka, I’m with the Coastguard. I’m sorry to hear about your troubles. Hey, what’s your name?”
As she engaged him in conversation, it became obvious that he was probably not that serious about drowning himself, and just craved a sympathetic ear. Heartbroken, yes; but hopefully, not suicidal. Either way, she was happy to keep him talking, and safe, as they continued to race toward his location. She was also able to ascertain that there was nothing actually wrong with his own craft.
“So, he called the Coastguard just to whine to us about the state of his love life?” Eddy muttered in irritation.
“Sounds like it at first glance,” Louka admitted.
“He could get fined for that. Probably will, to be honest.”
“Yeah…” She gave a thoughtful shrug. “Then again, who knows what he might have done if no one had been there to talk to him on the radio, eh?”
“Good point, Louk,” Eddy agreed. “And you did a great job with that.”
“I’ll get on board and find out what’s really going on with this bloke. Happy with that?”
“Okay. The guys are ready to throw the lines. Nice boat, by the way. If our man Pascal was with us, I bet he’d be getting his wallet out.”
Louka grinned at the mention of her partner.
“Probably. He’s obsessed, for sure.”
The sea state was good enough to permit a straightforward boarding, and everyone was glad of it. Louka went on with her colleague, Olivia, who filled in for Pascal on this particular day. The lone skipper, David, was in tears as they met him, although whether from a broken heart or too much bloody whisky, Louka was not sure. He looked to be in his early thirties. She spotted an open bottle on the table, a sharp knife, and a bloody towel. What the hell has he been doing? She frowned in dismay, as she noticed several fresh lines across his forearm. Too late, he attempted to hide it from her.
“David,” she said. “What’s going on, man?”
He swallowed hard as she came close to examine the cuts, and he met her gaze.
“I wasn’t going to. I just… I thought of it, but…” He took a deep breath. “I won’t. It was just a way of letting go of the hurt. I’m sorry...”
Louka put a reassuring arm around his shoulders.
“I understand,” she said softly. “Sit down. It’s okay.”
“Sure doesn’t feel like it, you know?” he sobbed. “Fuck!”
“I know.” Louka opened her first-aid kit and got out a clean compress. “I know it probably feels like the end of the world for you right now, but it won’t be, trust me. I’ll clean this up for you, alright?”
“Yes. Thank you...”
“Is your engine working?” Olivia enquired.
“Yes.”
“You got fuel?”
“Yeah, yeah. Plenty.”
Louka smiled. He sounded offended that they would even ask. Not so far gone, then... She was pleased with that.
“I’ll get us on the way, Louk,” Olivia advised.
“Perfect. Thanks.”
Louka stayed with the man for the next hour. She took him on deck for some fresh air, and gave him a chance to talk, as Olivia motored the yacht into port, and the rescue boat followed. It only took thirty minutes of so. Matthieu had radioed ahead, and an ambulance was waiting for David when they arrived.
“I don’t need that,” he protested. “I’m fine, really.”
“Yes, I know,” Louka nodded. He had sobered up nicely on the way back, and she believed him. “But at least one of the cuts on your arm needs stitching up. Get it sorted, and go home. Get some sleep. Be well. Yes?”
He hugged her impulsively.
“Thank you for showing up for me. Sorry about the trouble. I know that’s not what you guys are here for…”
“No problem.”
“It’s okay if I need to pay you for the—"
“Don’t worry about it, my friend,” Louka interrupted. “I’m glad we could help you, that’s all.”
They dropped him off and crossed straight back to Carro. After a quick debrief at the station, Louka was finally able to head home. It was almost two in the morning by the time she walked inside her apartment. Already smiling in anticipation, although a bit nervous as well. Would her lover still be there? Louka stopped at the entrance to her bedroom and tentatively peeked inside. Happiness and relief flooded through her at the sight of Elizabeth in her bed, fast asleep. Her face was turned toward the window; lustrous black hair spread over the pillow, shining in the moon light. Louka traced the lines of her body with her eyes under the light sheet that covered her. Elizabeth was in one of her t-shirts again. She wanted to burn this image in her mind, to keep it there forever. How will I go back to an empty bed after this? Louka stepped into the bathroom and took a quick shower, trying not to make too much noise. Fully naked, she climbed into bed, and brushed a kiss over Elizabeth’s shoulder. Her lover smiled with her eyes still closed.
“Mmm… Louk…”
“I’m here,” Louka murmured. “Don’t wake up.”
Elizabeth turned over and nestled into her arms with a soft, contented smile.
“I missed you.”
“I missed you too.” Louka kissed the side of her mouth, the smile on her lips. “Thanks for being here. Thinking of you at my place kept me warm on the boat.”
Elizabeth opened her eyes. She caressed her cheek.
“Did it go well for you and the team tonight?”
“Yes, very well. I got to share my failed wedding story with a guy whose girlfriend dumped him for his best mate. He went out on his boat tonight, thinking of hurting himself.”
“Oh, that’s so sad… Is he okay?”
“Yeah. We got him back, nice and safe. He said it was good to hear about what happened to me, and to see that I’m alright, now.”
Elizabeth nodded in full approval.
“Turning past hurt into wisdom, aren’t you?”
“I hope so,” Louka reflected. “If it helps others, the story is worth sharing.”
Elizabeth moved her fingers to the side of her neck.
“It’s a wonderful way to think about it, Louk,” she said. “I love the fact that you’re able to.”
“I love it when you do that,” Louka murmured. “Just rest your hands on me like this.”
“Are you tired?”
“Just a bit… Not too bad.”
Louka closed her eyes, as Elizabeth kissed her softly on the lips. She welcomed her close when she snuggled deeper into her embrace. All of a sudden, she struggled to remember the reason why she was holding back from telling her how she really felt about her. Carpe Diem, Louk… Remember?
“So…” she whispered.
“So,” Elizabeth nodded. “You should get some sleep.”
“You said you wanted to talk.”
“Now?”
“Why not?”
Louka spotted a spark of hesitation in her eyes, and she felt it in her body as well when Elizabeth tensed. She held her gaze, waited until she settled.
“Elizabeth, I’ve got something to tell you that I suspect you must already know,” she started. “But it’s been a while now, and I—”
“Please wait, Louka,” Elizabeth interrupted. She sat up, and looked at her with burning eyes. “Do you mind if I speak to you first?”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Louka wrapped herself in the bedsheet, as if aware that this was going to be a serious discussion. Perhaps unconsciously looking for protection as well? Elizabeth reached to take her hand and she did her best to smile. Gosh, she was nervous! She had to tell her now, though... Right now. She had already waited too long, and this was not fair to her lover. The words flew out of her mouth, without her knowing what they would be.
“I lied to you, Louka.”
It was a hell of a strong statement to begin with, and Louka swallowed hard in reaction. She looked startled at first, worried. Elizabeth watched emotion slowly rise in her face. She rested her hand against her cheek, held her gaze intently. Say it!
“I’m in love with you.”
Louka blinked, once, before an uncertain smile spread over her face. Now, she looked confused.
“I’m… That’s what I was going to say…” She gave a sharp exhale, held her hand in both of hers. “I’m in love with you too, Elizabeth.”
To hear her say those words was like a ray of pure sunlight illuminating the darkest day. Elizabeth became aware of a warm, tingling feeling at the centre of her chest, and a sense of inner unfolding, opening, and relaxing. Funny how she never realised before how tense she actually was. All that control… Being on guard all the time… Not allowing herself to feel.
“Oh, Louka,” she sighed. “I love you, babe!”
She wrapped her arms around her neck and allowed Louka to hold her tight in return. She closed her eyes, lost herself in the moment. She could feel her heart pounding, although definitely in a good way. They remained locked in this strong embrace for a while, in total silence. Louka was the first to speak.
“I know this was not supposed to happen between us,” she murmured in a voice made huskier by emotion. “I know you just wanted a holiday thing... Well, fuck it!”
She rarely if ever swore, which made her words even more powerful now. Elizabeth chuckled; she sobbed. Not sure which, and it did not matter. She pulled back to find Louka smiling, blue eyes glistening with a few tears of her own.
“Yeah, fuck it,” she said. “We’re doing this thing.”
Caught in the witching hour, with the silvery light of a full moon bathing the room in her magic tones, she felt lighter than ever… As if suspended in a parallel world outside of time and space, in their own private universe, where none of the normal rules applied. Love certainly was not a thing to be feared here, but embraced, cherished, and protected.
“So, this lie can’t be too bad if you love me, right?” Louka prompted. “Please, don’t tell me you’re married to someone else; or even worse, to a guy!”
She was joking, yet with a definite trace of nervousness in her voice. Elizabeth shook her head.
“I’m free, Louk. Free to be with you, free to work things out the way we both want. But all those things I told you about my life when I first met you: how I date a lot and have an active sex life; that my job always comes first for me, and I’m not interested in the long-term…”
She sighed. Hard to believe she had weaved that story for so long, and believed it was all true.
“That was the lie?” Louka said gently.
“Well, part of it. A protective mechanism, I suppose.”
“I can understand that.” Louka gave an intent nod. “I know the feeling, for sure.”
She was understanding, yes; and so kind. But of course, she had no idea. Get it out of the way, Elizabeth. Tell her. Elizabeth took a deep breath. She kept her arms loosely around her neck, and said it out loud.
“I was married once, Louka.”
Louka opened her eyes wide. Finally, for the first time since they started talking, Elizabeth caught a flash of real hurt in her eyes. She was not surprised. It was a big revelation, no two ways about it. She averted her eyes briefly.
“I’m sorry,” she murmured. “You’ve been honest and open with me from the beginning… And I haven’t. Our stories are not too dissimilar, but like I remarked earlier, you turned past hurt into wisdom, and I’m afraid I turned it into fear.”
She went quiet, at a loss. Her earlier joyful rush was gone. She felt cold now, and she shivered, as a spike of anxiety hit her in the stomach. Louka continued to stare, frowning all the while. She looked stunned, unhappy. I don’t want to lose you… I cannot lose you now!
“Please,” Elizabeth begged her. “Talk to me, Louk.”
“Tell me what happened,” Louka asked.
Of course, she had questions. Elizabeth nodded in response, and she started from the beginning.
“We were married for a year, seven years ago. It was before I knew Janice, Jessie, and Ky. I’ve told Ky since, but not anyone else.” Elizabeth shook her head again. “No one knows about that time in my life, and my wife. Her name was…” Her voice caught in her throat, and she had to cough before she could finish. “Her name was Caroline.”
Louka clearly realised how hard this was for her to share, even after seven years; perhaps even worse, in fact, because of that length of time. Her expression softened. Love shone through her eyes. It was the kind Elizabeth had caught glimpses of before in unguarded moments, except that Louka was no longer trying to hold back and hide it from her now. She brushed a gentle kiss across the palm of her hand, and leaned her cheek briefly into it. The caress never failed to make Elizabeth tremble. Louka pulled back and met her eyes.
“Was she the love of your life?” she asked.
“Back then,” Elizabeth replied with a hard sigh. “Yes.”
“Then, I don’t think I need to know all the details,” Louka said softly. ”I can see how painful this is for you, so just tell me quick. Whatever you want to say… Or not. It’s okay.”
Elizabeth nodded. She was a thousand times more grateful to her for allowing this than she could have expressed in words, and so, she did not even try. She just carried on.
“Caro contracted a rare form of brain cancer six months into our marriage; we spent the next six in and out of hospital. It was painful for her, and I basically watched her die. She passed away in my arms, the day after our first wedding anniversary.”
This left Louka speechless for a second, as her words sank in. After a moment, she bit on her lip, and shook her head.
“I’m sorry, Elizabeth…”
Her reaction was genuine, absolutely no question. Yet, she was not overly emotional, which was good. It helped Elizabeth to remain grounded as well.
“I lost my head for a few years after that,” she admitted. “I buried myself in work and started travelling all over the world. I met lots of people; and… Women, yes. I never talked about Caro to anyone. Never let myself think about her either. I, uh… I just invented a whole new life for myself that never had her in it.”
“The fact that you needed to do that in order to survive,” Louka reflected, again, in a quiet voice. “It says a lot about how much you must love her.”
She used the present tense, and Elizabeth knew that it was not a mistake. She loved her even more for showing this kind of sensitivity. She brushed at her eyes as a few tears came, but she did not allow them to distract her.
“In time, I naturally healed,” she continued. “Caro became the most precious memory I had. I carried her everywhere with me inside my heart. I still do.”
“Good,” Louka murmured.
“I just didn’t feel the need to tell people. It was too intimate, too precious. But at least, I could think of her again, and it was more than enough for me.”
“You say that you told Ky?” Louka observed.
Elizabeth smiled at the mention of her friend. She felt a bit stronger now, definitely relieved.
“When you know her better, you’ll easily understand why,” she reflected. “She’s always such a rock, even when things are going well. We’ve always been close. I consider her as my sister. You know what I mean?”
“For sure,” Louka nodded with a smile. “I’ve got Pascal and Danielle in my corner. We’re like family.“
“That’s right.”
On impulse, Elizabeth leaned over to kiss her. As often was the case with Louka, one quick kiss turned into a much longer, meaningful, brain-melting one. She fell back on the bed with her. They lay on the pillows, facing each other.
“I’m sorry it took me so long to tell you, Louk.”
“Not that long for such an important thing to share,” Louka declared. “I’m glad you waited until you were sure about me to tell me, actually. Um… You are? Right?”
“Oh, yes,” Elizabeth replied. “A million percent sure.”
Louka flashed her another brilliant smile.
“Right… Me too.”
Elizabeth traced a slow finger around the outline of her lips. She touched her mouth, caressed her face. She gave a thoughtful sigh, all the while grinning in open wonder.
“What is it?” Louka enquired, smiling still.
“Well… I just never thought I’d meet someone like you; so beautiful and kind. So perfectly in tune with me on every level.” She giggled. “So outrageously sexy!”
“Sorry, can’t help that part,” Louka joked.
Elizabeth pulled her even closer against her.
“I was also sure I’d never fall in love again,” she added. “I didn’t think that such a miracle could happen to someone twice in a single lifetime.”
“Same for me,” Louka agreed. “I was convinced that even if it were possible, I didn’t want it to happen, anyway. I know you were resistant, too.”
“Really? You did?”
“Yeah. I sensed it in you.”
“Yet, you didn’t say anything,” Elizabeth remarked. “Why not, babe?”
“I wanted to give you time… I didn’t know what was going on, but I didn’t want to force anything. I certainly didn’t think that bombarding you with questions would be helpful to either of us. I just hoped you’d talk to me when you were ready.”
“Thank you. I know it must have been hard.”
“Yeah,” Louka chuckled. “Before you asked if you could go first, I was about to tell you that I’m madly in love with you. Just cross my fingers, and hope you said the same. It felt like jumping out of a plane without a parachute.”
Elizabeth gave a tender laugh.
“Sexy, and courageous, too.”
“Yeah, right,” Louka chuckled.
“Well, you don’t need to worry anymore. I’m crazy in love with you, Louka.”
“Say that again.”
“I love you, babe.”
Louka looked at her with that sexy smile still floating on her lips.
“I don’t think I’ll ever tire of hearing that.” She nodded. “Or of saying it to you. I love you, Elizabeth.”
Elizabeth felt as if every cell in her body was dancing with joy; but it was not long before she experienced a familiar pang of fear.
“It’s both wonderful and scary at the same time, isn’t it?” she said, almost shyly.
Louka’s gaze sharpened.
“I won’t hurt you,” she promised. “All I want is to be with you, Elizabeth, and love you. I will always support you, and I’ll never do anything to—"
“I know, Louk,” Elizabeth interrupted. “I feel the same, but neither of us can predict the future. Things will happen…”
Louka brushed another kiss over her mouth when she did not finish her sentence. She rescued a single tear from her cheek. Elizabeth had not been aware that she was crying.
“Sorry about that,” she murmured.
“Don’t worry,” Louka said gently. “Life is crazy sometimes, and it can be cruel, too. But I’m willing to take a risk with you. I know it’s a lot to ask after everything you’ve been through, and I know that’s why you’ve been avoiding getting close to anyone.”
Elizabeth nodded silently. She was right, of course, and her sudden fears were linked to that. Unfounded, she knew, but she needed reassuring. Louka held her close and did just that.
“I don’t know how to explain it, Elizabeth,” she said with a strong smile. “But whatever life throws at us, we’ll be okay, you and me. I just know it.”
“Yes?” Elizabeth prompted.
This felt so good to hear… She wanted to believe it.
“Yes,” Louka nodded confidently. “This is our time, I can feel it. So, my love; shall we do this thing?”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
It would not be as straightforward… Although for now, Louka had no idea of the challenges ahead. She just waited for her lover to say yes; to confirm, once again, that she was not dreaming this wonderful moment between them.
“I’ve lived in fear for long enough, and it stops right here,” Elizabeth replied. She smiled, her usual confidence seemingly restored. “I want to be with you, Louka. As partners. Officially… And for the long-term.”
“Long-distance, too?” Louka murmured.
“Ah…” Elizabeth caressed the side of her cheek. A flash of impatience glinted in her eyes, even as she laughed. “Yeah, there is that to consider.”
“We can work it out,” Louka was quick to reply. “England isn’t that far, is it?”
Elizabeth’s expression grew soft and dreamy.
“Less than a two-hour flight, in fact. I have to get back to deliver my university classes… But the Oxford countryside is beautiful in the autumn.”
“Yeah? Well, I think I could take time off in October. Like, a couple of weeks, maybe?”
“Oh, Louk, that would be wonderful!” Elizabeth exclaimed. “We could go for walks, and canoe on the river… Stop at quaint little tea shops for hot drinks and cake. Laze around in front of the fire at home…”
Louka grinned in pleasure at the idea.
“Sounds like a romantic fairy tale you’re telling me.”
“Yes, I think you’ve definitely activated my romantic side,” Elizabeth chuckled.
She blushed, and Louka once again lost herself in her eyes. The things that Elizabeth had revealed to her at first completely threw her. Married… A wife… Death… Bloody hell! It was huge; crushing! It would have been devastating for her at the time, as evidenced by the reaction Elizabeth described. All these years of avoidance and hurting on her own… Louka wondered how she could have kept all this from her if she was genuine about her feelings. It hurt to think of it… Although only briefly. On second thought, Louka was indeed happy that she had waited. It only made her choice to reveal the truth at this point more significant, and certainly poignant. When Elizabeth said that she wanted to be partners for the long-term, Louka knew that she really meant it.
“Alright. I’ll come see you at home,” she promised.
“And I can fly back to spend Christmas with you here.”
“Oh, yeah! So, we’ll do the distance thing.”
“For a while, yes; until we can figure out a more permanent way,” Elizabeth concluded. “Is that okay with you, babe?”
Louka smiled so hard that it made her cheeks hurt.
“Okay, girlfriend,” she murmured. “That’s perfect.”
Elizabeth lay on top of her and sealed the deal with a long, sizzling kiss. Louka robbed her of her t-shirt in one swift move. She would not have thought it possible to improve their already sparkling physical connection, but after Elizabeth opened up to her, once she trusted her with her innermost precious memories, making love was on a different level. More solid and grounded, and deeply emotionally connected. Louka fell asleep in her arms afterwards. Exhausted, empty; but definitely happier than ever. It was congratulations all around when they shared the news of their ‘official’ relationship with their friends the next day, after a lazy lie-in, and brunch on the terrace.
“That’s wonderful!” Jeima declared, elated. “So, now I hope that you’ll be able to come to our wedding with Louka next year, Elizabeth?”
“Definitely! I’ve cleared my schedule for it.”
“Yeah, I already invited her,” Louka chuckled.
“I would hope so!” Pascal approved with a delighted smile of his own. “And that’s the best news about you two, Louka.”
“Thanks, partner,” she nodded.
He challenged her with a probing question.
“So, will we be having a double next year, or what?”
Jeima rolled her eyes at him, although she could not help but laugh as well. This was typical of Pascal’s sense of humour: always on point, often inappropriate, and sometimes rude; he certainly never held back with Louka. She gave an ironic shake of the head, thought it best not to comment. As for Elizabeth, she just wrapped a possessive arm around her neck, and looked him straight in the eye.
“Leave that to me, Pascal,” she said in perfect French. “I’m in charge here.”
Both the gesture and her words, even if they were meant as a joke, made Louka’s cheeks flame up brighter than the Carro lighthouse. Pascal laughed at this perfect comeback.
“I hear ya, Elizabeth,” he said. “Lucky you, Louk!”
“Yeah,” Louka grumbled. “See you later, guys.”
They went for a walk; stopped for ice cream on the beach, discussed future plans. Back at the apartment, Danielle had just finished her work shift.
“So, it was okay to let you in last night, eh?” she said with a knowing smile at Elizabeth.
“Definitely. Thank you, Dani.”
“No problem! Glad it helped.”
“I’ll get you your own key, Elizabeth,” Louka said.
“And I’ll make good use of it, Louka,” her lover replied.
They held eyes and grinned at each other. Danielle laughed in appreciation.
“You two are just perfect together,” she declared. “Good for you, ladies!”
Elizabeth delivered a great public presentation at Maritima that same evening, which Louka was able to attend, even though she was on duty. No call came through, for a change. Unusually as well, she was glad of it. Ky invited everyone back to the house for a round of drinks.
“Must be something floating in the air of Provence,” Jessie said, as they shared a toast of local wine in the garden. “Don’t you think?”
“Those love vibes!” Anais chuckled. “For sure, darling!”
“Long may it continue,” Ky approved, and raised her glass. “To Elizabeth and Louka: all the very best to you! Bottoms up, my darlings!”
Young Manon also joined in with a glass of apple juice.
“I’m happy,” she announced, “because our expedition team is getting together.”
They all laughed at that.
“Very true,” Jessie remarked. “We’re the discovery team for Atlantis, aren’t we?”
“Yes!” Manon nodded. “Hey, Louka?”
“Hey, Manon,” Louka replied.
The kid grinned up at her.
“Are you drinking apple juice too because you’re on duty?” she asked.
“Yep, that’s right.”
“Cool!”
“Yes, it is,” Louka chuckled.
Manon stood looking at her with a fierce expression on her face, her bottom lip in between her teeth. Thinking hard, by the look of it.
“What’s up?” Louka enquired, amused.
“Ask her, Manon,” Ky prompted with a gentle smile.
The girl turned red. Shy, all of a sudden. She was so bright and self-assured normally that it was easy to forget that she was only nine-years-old, not twenty-nine… Louka squatted in front of her and raised an interested eyebrow.
“Now, I’m curious,” she declared. “Come on, don’t keep me waiting!”
Manon returned her smile and got over her brief moment of uncertainty.
“Could I come see you at the station one day?” she asked.
Louka had fallen for the child, just as sure as she was head over heels in love with Elizabeth.
“Sure,” she replied. “You want to come with us on our next dive training? I’ll show you the equipment we use, and all the drills.”
“Yes?” the girl exclaimed, eyes sparkling with excitement.
“Absolutely,” Louka nodded. “I think we have a session planned for next week. I’ll check and let you know exactly when. Okay?”
“OKAY!” Manon threw herself in her arms with a beaming smile. “Thank you, Louka!”
“My pleasure!”
As she ran off to tell Anais, Ky nodded in satisfaction.
“That’s very kind of you, Louka. She’s been dying to ask.”
“No problem. It’ll be fun to show her the ropes.”
Ky pulled her subtly aside to carry on talking.
“I am delighted for you and Elizabeth. You two really make a great couple.”
“Thank you.” Louka gave a happy, thoughtful smile, as she watched her partner joking and laughing with her friends at the table. “I think she’s the one for me. You know?”
“Oh, yes, my dear,” Ky confirmed. “It comes through loud and clear, and not just from you. It’s a beautiful thing to witness. Now, there’s something else I wanted to tell you. I know you’re well-established in Carro, and that you have your own tribe.”
“Yes?” Louka prompted, curious.
“Well, you’re part of our family now, too,” Ky added. “So: anything you need… Anytime. I want you to know that I’m here for you. And the same goes for Jess and Anais. Okay? You got that, girl?”
She sounded gruff, which someone else might have thought was strange… But Louka knew her well enough to realise that this was simply her own style. Ky’s way of handling emotion, and important conversations. Her tone may be sharp, but her eyes shone with kindness. It gave Louka a better sense of why her partner had chosen to confide her about her past, and no one else. Louka had her own circle of friends, her Coastguard crew, her ‘tribe’, as Ky called it. Nevertheless, her words of friendship still meant a lot.
“Gotcha loud and clear,” she replied. “And likewise, Ky.”
∞
Summertime in Provence was a gorgeous experience for both locals and tourists alike. Sunshine, blue skies, heat; the beach, great food, fragrant nights… Not to mention a long list of leisure activities to cover all tastes. This being said, it also had a darker side; namely, a much-increased risk of scrubland and forest fires. These tended to be on a small scale, usually controlled by expert firefighters. Unfortunately, climate change brought on even drier weather over the years. This, coupled with powerful winds like the Mistral, which could blow hard for days, boosted the threat of significant blazes. Two days later, the coastguard team was placed on high alert, as news of rapidly spreading flames in the mountains of the Luberon and Alpilles Natural Parks, as well as near the towns of Aix and Salon-de-Provence, came through.
“Hot, dry, and windy,” Louka announced. “Never a good combination.”
“You’re not involved in fighting fires though, are you?”
Elizabeth sounded slightly alarmed at the idea.
“No, definitely not,” Louka reassured her.
“So, why is your team going on standby?”
“In case the fires come close to the coast, we’ll evacuate the locals in our boat.”
“Oh, right… I never thought of that,” Elizabeth reflected in surprise. “Does it ever get that bad around here that people have to evacuate their homes?”
“Not too often, but it happens. Two years ago, the start of a super-blaze near Marseille meant that we had to get people out from the surrounding villages. The fire crews did a great job that night. Luckily as well, the wind died down before the situation could get worse.”
“What’s a super-blaze? You mean, like a superstorm?”
“Yes. When it’s very windy, a blaze can jump from place to place, and travel around like that really fast. Fires can leap over roads, bridges, buildings, fly from one side of a hill to the other in a flash… Crazy stuff.”
Elizabeth frowned in reluctance.
“That kind of fire would be unstoppable, wouldn’t it?” she observed. “If it moves that fast, and is so unpredictable?”
“It could be hard to contain,” Louka admitted. “That’s why we have to be ready to jump onboard. Danielle is spending the night at the fire station with her own crew. Most likely, they’ll go out to help the other teams. Would you mind being on cat duty for us?”
“Sure,” Elizabeth nodded. “I get on great with cats.”
She chuckled, but she still looked preoccupied. Louka knew why, of course… She took her in her arms, and brushed a gentle kiss over her mouth.
“I know this is new for you, but it’s pretty routine for us. Don’t worry about it too much, eh? It’ll turn out fine in the end, I’m sure.”
Elizabeth nodded pensively.
“I just need to get used to it in the same way that Jeima is, I suppose,” she reflected.
“Yep. Won’t take you long.”
“And to having you out there, taking all kinds of risks...”
“Calculated risks,” Louka corrected with another kiss. “And I’ll be careful. Always am.”
“Do you have to go to the station?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Mm,” Elizabeth groaned. “That’s a bigger problem.”
Louka flashed her a playful smile.
“I don’t have to go just yet. It’s only four o’clock, and our briefing’s at five.”
Elizabeth melted into her arms with a delighted laugh.
“Now,” she grinned. “That’s much better, indeed!”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
At first, it was standard routine, as Louka had described. She went to her meeting and just ensured that everyone knew what to expect. There were only seasoned professionals on the crew, locals who had grown up in the area. Fires were a fact of life for them, and even though no one took the situation lightly, they were not overly worried about it. Just quietly focused, and ready to do their job when required.
“Several fishermen and motorboat owners also came to the briefing, and made themselves available to help,” Louka told her partner when she got home. “Carro is a tight-knit community. It’s always great to see everyone pulling together when we need to.“
“So, what now?” Elizabeth enquired.
“How ‘bout some spaghetti bolognese?” Louka offered.
“That’s it?”
“Or I can make you something else. Let me see what’s in the fridge, and I—”
“No, Louk,” Elizabeth chuckled. “I’m not talking about the food. But I mean… Is that it in terms of rescue prep?”
“Yeah; we’re ready. If you weren’t here, I’d probably go to the station and spend time with Matthieu, but I really don’t need to be there. So, we just take it easy for now.“
“In this case, let me do the cooking.”
Louka cocked an eyebrow in surprise.
“Oh… Are you sure?”
“I want you to rest up and relax, in case you need to go out later,” Elizabeth replied. “Yeah, I’m sure. Why’d you ask?”
“Well,” Louka said with a teasing grin, “from what you told me before, your cooking in itself might trigger a red alert-type situation.”
Elizabeth snorted, amused.
“I can boil pasta and warm up sauce, Louka.”
“Uh-uh. But can you do the sauce from scratch?”
Louka burst out laughing at the look of mild confusion that crossed her lover’s face. She got up off the couch and draped her arm around her shoulders on their way to the kitchen.
“I’ll make you a deal,” she invited. “I cook dinner, you talk to me about your work. I always find it incredibly relaxing when you do that.”
“Alright,” Elizabeth conceded with an amused smile of her own. “Probably a wise move, to be fair. So, what subject would you prefer?”
“Something to make me dream,” Louka said.
Elizabeth obliged in great style. She was deep into a sizzling account of Cleopatra and Anthony’s first personal encounter, tears streaming down her face as she battled with a recalcitrant onion, when Danielle called with an update. It was just after nine o’clock in the evening.
“Go ahead, Dani; got you on speakerphone so Elizabeth can hear,” Louka said.
This was a subtle warning to her friend to keep it nice and light on the call. Danielle obviously did not get the hint.
“Right! Well, we’re off to war, ladies!” she announced in a thundering voice.
Louka gave an inward sigh. Elizabeth froze mid-chop, and stared aggressively at the phone.
“What’s really going on?” Louka enquired.
“We’re going to help the crews in the hills near Salon-de-Provence. Wind’s on the increase and it’s turned south-easterly. Just thought I’d let you know.”
“Thanks, girl. Watch yourself, okay?”
“Sure! Don’t forget to feed my cat. Gotta go now. Bye!”
Louka called Matthieu and passed on the news. She threw pasta in boiling water, and grinned at Elizabeth’s perfectly sliced vegetables.
“Want to add chilli to that?”
Her partner was still frowning.
“The wind is pushing these fires in our direction, isn’t it?” she asked.
“Yes, it is now.”
“How far away is Salon from here?”
“About sixty kms. Much closer as a bird flies.”
“We’re going to get it,” Elizabeth reflected. “Aren’t we?”
Louka was not going to insult her intelligence, and invent empty reassurances just to make her feel good.
“Seems likely it’ll come close,” she nodded. “Carro is well-protected though, so I don’t anticipate any immediate danger for the village.”
“But the surrounding hills?”
“For sure, that could be at risk.”
“What about the archaeological centre in Martigues?”
“Maritima is also a retreat centre, classed as residential. It’ll be on the firefighters’ priority list.”
“And the site at St Blaise?”
“Mm...” Louka gave a small wince at that. “The forest had a few lucky escapes in the past. It might get hit… It’s hard to tell. Hey, listen; right here and now, it’s okay. Let’s not think up a whole bunch of disaster scenarios, alright?”
“You’re right,” Elizabeth replied. “I just like to know what’s what. Let me give my friends a quick call now, and make sure that everyone’s okay. Then, I can relax.”
Louka nodded with a gentle smile.
“This reminds me of when I met you,” she said. “You were wired as hell, but you acted all cool under pressure, ready to do whatever you needed to.”
“You liked that?”
“Yeah. Made me nearly fall off the deck a few times. Pascal will never let me forget that. Did you notice the effect you were having on me?”
“I sure was hoping,” Elizabeth grinned, and treated her to a sexy wink. “It made almost sinking a really worthwhile event in my life, you know?”
“Good,” Louka chuckled.
Ky and her family were doing fine. Janice was at the house with them, and Ky confirmed that the centre in Martigues was not likely to come under threat.
“These Romans knew what they were doing, hey!” she said in satisfaction. “Maritima is in a great location, and we worked with the firefighters to make the site safe. Not a pine needle out of place. We’ll be okay, my girl. Say hi to Louka for us.”
They enjoyed a quiet dinner on the terrace after this, chatted for a while about easy stuff, and fell asleep on the sofa. Louka’s phone went off a few hours later, toward dawn. Instantly alert, she grabbed it off the table.
“Yes, Matt?”
Elizabeth pushed herself up. Wide awake as well, she kept one arm protectively around her shoulders. Louka stroked her fingers as she listened to what Matthieu had to tell her.
“Be right there,” she said a few seconds later.
“You have to go,” Elizabeth stated.
“Yes. Pregnant woman on a cruiser isn’t feeling too well.”
Elizabeth kissed her fiercely, intimately, still nowhere near long enough, before pulling back.
“Go, baby,” she said softly.
“I love you,” Louka replied.
“I love you too, Louk.”
Louka put on her shoes and she grabbed her kit bag. Ready to go in less than a minute, and she turned to her lover with one last smile.
“Glad I don’t have to hold back from saying it now, eh!”
“Never again,” Elizabeth beamed at her. “I promise.”
∞
It was to be a difficult and emotional day; although it started on a happy note.
“Yes, that’s a hell of a first,” Emilie commented, laughing in wonder, after they dealt successfully with their first rescue of the morning.
“What?” Eddy grinned. “Baby delivery at sunrise?”
“You bet! Even before I had my first cup of coffee!”
Louka glanced at their extra passengers with a smile; sailing couple Frederic and Sandra, cradling newly-arrived baby Ana in their arms. It became obvious as soon as she boarded their vessel that there was more to the situation than a case of sea-sickness.
“Baby’s coming!” Sandra confirmed. “It’s happening!”
“Three weeks early, but our girl’s ready!” Frederic added with a mix of panic and excitement in his voice. “What do we need to do?”
Louka was glad to have Emilie as her partner on this day.
“I’m a doctor,” she announced, and quickly took charge of the situation. “Relax, everything’s going to be fine.”
Thankfully, there were no complications. The young couple were taken straight to hospital from the station, and one of the Coastguard sailed their boat into the harbour. The team just had time for a quick coffee before being called out again, this time to help evacuate a passenger with a broken arm from a cruise ship headed out of Marseille. The fires receded to the back of Louka’s mind as she worked, although by lunchtime, the sky had turned hazy with smoke, and the smell was impossible to ignore.
“The fire crews have a real battle on their hands,” Matthieu announced when they gathered in the briefing room for a quick update. “I don’t need to tell you it’s brutally windy out there…”
Louka nodded, along with everyone else.
“The fires are jumping all over the place.” He highlighted a few spots on the map affixed to the wall. “Salon, Miramas, Istres. The closest one to us already blazed through forty acres of forest in St Blaise, and it’s heading toward the coast as we speak.”
“What about the riding centre, and the archaeological site at St Blaise?” Louka enquired.
“Both of them untouched,” he nodded. “The crews focused their efforts on the equestrian centre, obviously, since they have fifty horses there and could not evacuate them all. I’m happy to report that everyone’s doing fine. The old chapel and the rest of the archaeological site also survived.”
“That’s great,” Louka approved, thinking of Elizabeth.
“I’m talking to the fire coordinator,” Matthieu added, “and I’ll keep you all posted on developments. Fair to assume we’ll be needed soon, so get some rest and a bite to eat, but don’t wander off too far, okay?”
Louka always kept food in the fridge for situations such as this one, so she did not even have to leave. She made herself and Emilie a ham sandwich, washed it down with an energy drink, and got busy checking the boat in preparation for their next job. Everything was in order, as expected, but she liked to make sure, especially when she had time to spare. Her lover called just as she finished her inspection and prepared to take a break; perfect timing.
“Mission accomplished, Louk,” she announced in a bright voice. “I fed the cat.”
Louka burst out laughing.
“Great!” she said. “Thank you very much!”
“You’re very welcome,” Elizabeth chuckled. “How are you, babe?”
“Good. I’m on standby at the station.”
“Is there anything you need?”
Louka bit pensively on her lip, as a series of red-hot images flashed across her mind.
“From you?” she mused. “Yeah, lots of things.”
“Anything that’s decent?”
“Not a single one.”
Elizabeth responded with that throaty laugh she often gave, which had to be the sexiest thing in the universe, and a similar sort of statement.
“Wish I could come down and strip you naked.”
Louka grinned on the phone in open pleasure.
“Oh, yeah? Why don’t you?” she challenged.
“Can’t. I’m with Ky, writing up a new presentation.”
“Ah. Are you at the Centre in Martigues?”
“Yes. And you’re on duty, remember?”
“Yeah,” Louka sighed. “Might be a while, too.”
“Just hold on to your ideas, my love,” Elizabeth instructed. “When you make it home, I’ll give you everything you need or want.”
“I can’t wait to see you.”
“Likewise. Although…”
“What?” Louka frowned when she paused.
“Oh, nothing… Just that I never said I wouldn’t make you wait,” Elizabeth teased in reply. “Or even beg a little. Would you like that?”
Louka snorted ironically. She had fallen right into that one, and it was lovely, of course.
“Yeah,” she said. “I guess I would; as you well know.”
“Say it to me, then,” Elizabeth whispered. “Ask me.”
Louka would have liked to be able to control her reaction to this too, but Elizabeth’s words made every nerve and cell in her body sizzle up to attention. She wiped sweat off her brow, felt her face burning nicely, and started to laugh.
“Elizabeth… Do you know what this is doing to me?”
“I do have a pretty good idea, yes.”
“Damn. My legs are shaking.”
“And...?” Elizabeth prompted. “What have you got to say to me?”
Louka took a deep breath, grinning wide at the same time. Never had she enjoyed being stuck on standby at the station quite so much as now. She told her partner what she wanted to hear.
“I would like you to make me beg, Elizabeth.”
“Mm… You sound bloody delicious, woman!”
“Get out of here!” Louka laughed again, delighted.
“Yes,” Elizabeth chuckled. “Ky’s just come back with a few students, so I’ve gotta go talk Roman history to them. But hey, seriously; I love you, baby.”
No more teasing, just pure tenderness; like a caress, warm and soothing. Louka felt it deep in the centre of her chest.
“I love you more,” she whispered. “See you soon.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
The fires moved unbelievably quickly; less than an hour later, the flames had reached the outskirts of Martigues. Even though firefighters had the town under control, the surrounding hills and coastal area, such as the beautiful Côte Bleue, unfortunately, were now under threat.
“Need any help, team?”
They all sat in the briefing room, killing time until the next call. Louka glanced up from her coffee to see Pascal hobbling in. He was on crutches, wearing his brace, and a big smile across his face.
“Hey!” she grinned. “My other half is back!”
She jumped up to give him a friendly hug, and guide him to the couch. The rest of the crew were all smiles, and also stepped forward to shake his hand and pat him on the back – carefully.
“Great to see you, mate,” Matthieu nodded. “What are you doing here?”
“Thought you could use some help manning the radio and whatever else needs doing,” Pascal replied. “I’ve been sitting at home twiddling my thumbs; I may as well sit here and be useful to the team, eh?”
“I appreciate that. You’re sure it’s not painful?”
“Nah. Got my own doc’s approval to come down.”
Two phones started to ring at the same time, and a weather update came through on the radio.
“Take your pick,” Matthieu advised. “The rest of you, guys: I think it’s time to get back onboard.”
Louka was pleased with that. Sitting around the station just waiting for something to happen always made her feel anxious for no reason.
“See you later, partner,” she told Pascal.
“Don’t get too wet, Louk,” he replied with a wink.
Louka laughed at the familiar remark.
“I’ve missed that,” she said.
A large fleet of the famous Canadairs, the yellow-and-red Bombardier-type firefighting aircraft, had deployed into action above the length of the coastline. With a twinge of longing in her heart, Louka thought of her lover, as she watched them line up for a drop. The planes filled up their tanks from the Etang de Berre, on the shores of which the Maritima centre was located. Elizabeth would have great views of their activities from there, and it was always spectacular to watch. Once again, Louka was relieved to know for sure that she would be safe, as long as she stayed there. As for her own self, she stood on deck a while later, watching a line of flames sweep along the high ridge of the very calanque where they had enjoyed their first date.
“This is bad,” Eddy declared. “Don’t you think?”
“It looks a bit worse than two years ago,” she agreed.
“Yeah… I hope that bloody wind stops soon!”
For now, they motored close to the beach to embark a group of hikers who had suddenly found themselves cut off from the main path by the blaze. No injuries apart from mild dehydration; relief and gratitude all-around. Another similar rescue followed, this time to help campers escape an isolated site on the edge of the sea, surrounded by nothing but miles of wild pinede. It was a much closer call for this group. The owner of the campsite was in floods of tears, as Louka helped him to climb onboard.
“The flames came so quick! There was so much smoke! And the people… Jesus Christ! I was so scared to lose people!”
Louka sat him down and asked an important question.
“How many are we supposed to have?”
“Twelve. Twelve, plus a couple dogs!”
Emilie performed a quick head-count of their load.
“Twelve, it is; and two cute puppies,” she concluded.
“Alright,” Louka reassured the man. “Everyone’s here and accounted for.”
“Thank you,” he coughed. “Thank you so much!”
She placed an oxygen mask over his face and nodded.
“No problem. Just breathe nice and slow for me, okay?”
“Look at it now,” he exclaimed. “Everything I built over the years… It’s all going up in smoke! I’m losing everything here!”
“But you’re alive,” Louka reminded him. “Right?”
He looked at her, fresh tears in his eyes.
“Right,” he murmured. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it,” she reassured him. “I understand, but I need you to relax now, and focus on your breathing. You’ll be fine when you do.”
Several other people had to be treated for smoke inhalation on this one. After dropping them off with a team of paramedics, the Coastguard headed off to refuel. Louka checked her phone on their way back to base to find a text from Danielle.
‘Hell of a job but we’re getting on top! U B safe!’
She smiled. Given the severity of the fires, it was super-kind of her friend to let her know that she was okay. Hell of a job, and a hell of a long shift for her, Louka reflected. She started to reply, when a sudden strange sound made her look up. It was noisy on the boat with the sound of the engine, the wind, and the crashing of the waves, but she was so used to that sort of roar that she barely even noticed it anymore. This was different.
“What was that, Louk?” Eddy yelled from inside the cabin.
“I’m not sure,” she replied.
“Some kind of bang, eh?”
“Yeah.”
One thing was for certain, it did not come from their boat. Everyone onboard looked around for another kind of answer, but they were alone out there. Louka just happened to glance at Frank when his eyebrows shot up in astonishment.
“Oh, bloody hell!” he said. “Look at that!”
She turned to see what he was pointing to, and was taken aback at the sight of one of the Canadairs heading straight out to sea… And toward them.
“What’s he doing?” Emilie asked, voicing her own question out loud. “Coming in to fill up?”
“I wouldn’t think so,” Frank replied, his eyes still fixed on the approaching plane. “They can use salt water if they have to, but it’s never their first choice. Also, the local pilots train on the Etang de Berre all the time, so it makes more sense for them to refill there.”
As far as Louka could ascertain, the sea state right now was nowhere near suitable for this kind of exercise anyway, even if they had wanted to change location. Eddy called on the radio for confirmation.
“Hey, Matt; are the Canadairs coming to refill at sea now? You heard anything about that?”
“Nope,” Matthieu replied. “Why?”
“Because we’ve got one of them doing a—”
Another loud bang interrupted the transmission, and they all ducked instinctively in reaction. This time, Louka spotted a cloud of black smoke and a bunch of flames bursting out from one of the engines. The plane wobbled and immediately started to lose altitude; fast.
“He’s coming in to land,” she snapped.
“What?” Eddy frowned. “You mean he’s gonna—”
“Crash-land!” she shouted. The wounded Canadair roared above their vessel, and left them behind. “Let’s go, Eddy, we’ve got to keep up with him!”
In response, he just made the boat’s engines scream. Louka grabbed hold of the radio, and they launched into hot pursuit.
“Matthieu?”
“It’s me, Louk,” Pascal replied. “Can you see the plane?”
“Yes, we’re right behind it.” She glanced out of the window through a cloud of spray. “It’s losing altitude on what appears to be a controlled descent. Is that right?”
“You got it. I’m tuned in to their radio channel now. They lost one engine over Martigues, and the built-in fire extinguisher failed to trigger. The cockpit’s full of smoke. The pilot’s going to ditch on water away from buildings and houses.”
“How many onboard?”
“Just him and his co-pilot.”
“Okay. We’ll be on hand to assist.”
“Roger that, Louk, I’ll pass it on and keep you posted.”
Louka hurried out on deck to follow the plane’s progress.
“At least they’re used to doing this sort of thing all the time, aren’t they?” Emilie remarked. “Landing on water should be no problem for these guys.”
“Yeah, no problem,” Louka echoed.
Of course, they did not do it all the time on a single engine and a cabin full of smoke, but she focused her mind on what she could control, and checked that her crew was ready. Frank and Emilie, as rescue operators; Eddy and George in their usual roles of pilot and navigator. A small team, yet solid. Louka checked that she had her dive watch, and her O2 canister safely attached to her belt. Emilie did the same.
“We may not need to swim,” Louka said to her, “but just in case…”
She left her sentence unfinished, as another explosive sound boomed overhead, and a massive chunk of wing detached from the plane on its burning side.
“Oh, shit,” Frank commented, in a voice devoid of any tone.
The aircraft immediately banked left, except that there was nothing controlled about it anymore. It went into a hard spin. All the Coastguard team could do was watch it happen from below as the machine began to spiral down. There would be no easy ditching or elegant manoeuvre to land; this was as bad as it gets. Louka winced as she watched the plane hit the surface of the water at the worst possible angle. Instantly, it broke into three pieces under the violence of impact. A huge explosion followed the crash.
“Get inside, guys!” Eddy yelled. “Now!”
They sheltered at the back of the cabin while he turned the boat away from the heated blast. Debris fell on the water. Ashes rained all over the deck. The acrid smell of burning fuel brought tears to Louka’s eyes. By the time it was safe to turn around, the front of the Canadair was no longer visible, and the cockpit had sunk under water.
“Emilie?” she called.
“Yeah, good to go,” her partner confirmed.
“We’ll get the medical equipment ready,” Frank said.
“Do that, and the resus kit, too,” Emilie instructed.
“Rescue helicopter’s on the way,” George announced. “ETA fifteen minutes.”
These various bits of information took less than a minute to be communicated. By then, they were on site. The Canadair’s tail was still burning. Patches of fuel were visible on the water. The middle part of the plane was almost completely submerged.
“What’s the depth here?” Louka enquired.
They scanned the surface, searching for any sign of the two pilots. It was still windy, with powerful waves. She held on tight to the safety bar.
“Twenty-two metres,” Eddy replied. “We’re right-bang on the edge of a five-hundred metre drop, Louk.”
“Okay, I’m going to—"
“There!” Emilie interrupted with a shout.
Louka followed her pointing and spotted one of the men, in a bright-orange life jacket, floating only a short distance from the boat. He appeared totally unconscious though, face down in the water. Dammit!
“Frank, Em; get him out,” she ordered. “I’ll go look for the other one.”
“Okay, Louk,” they both replied in unison.
Of course, they were not really supposed to dive separately; NEVER, in fact. But Louka was not worried about bending the rules a little. She was at home underwater. It also made sense for the team doctor to stay put, and take care of the other guy first. Emilie could always catch up afterwards, although Louka hoped that there would be no need; she was just planning on grabbing the other pilot, and getting out as quickly as possible. Certainly, she did not intend to use all fifteen minutes of air available on her O2 canister... The water was nice and clear as she made her way down deeper. She could see the outline of the front of the Canadair, come to rest on an outcrop of rock. Such an eerie sight... She did not let it distract her for long. She finned harder to reach the cockpit, and peered in through the broken windows. Two empty seats. Where the hell is he? She could not just hope that he had managed to escape, she had to make sure of it. The windows were too small for her to get through, so she swam around to the torn side of the aircraft, and slipped in that way. Razor-sharp edges everywhere, bits of metal sticking out like a hundred scalpels; incredibly dark, too. Louka registered danger at the back of her mind, but she kept her focus, and just flicked on her torch. Better. She turned to face toward the cockpit. Her eyes adjusted to the darkness. There, for a brief moment, she lost her breath at the gruesome sight that greeted her.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Elizabeth thought of her new friend, the woman whose cat she had looked after, and she hoped that Danielle was keeping safe out there, as she observed the relentless dance of the Canadairs around the Etang de Berre. It was business as usual at the centre though, and Ky soon drew her attention to professional matters; a familiar one, in particular.
“Hey, Professor,” Elizabeth chuckled. “Why do you always push me on the same subject every time we’re together for more than a few days?”
“Because I know it’s one close to your heart,” Ky replied. “I watch you coach Janice, who’s doing great with her pre-course work by the way, thanks in no small part to your support. And I want you to go after your dreams, too.”
Elizabeth touched the crystal around her neck, and she gave a thoughtful smile.
“Oh, I’ve got more than I ever dreamed of right now, trust me.”
“You’re in love, my dear,” Ky commented with an amused glance at her. “That’s wonderful, but life isn’t going to stop just because of it; you know?”
“I wish it could slow down,” Elizabeth grumbled. “At least for my last few days with Louka... Although I know that we’re lucky; we’re all safe from the fires, and we don’t have to worry about losing our homes, like some local people do.”
“Correct,” Ky nodded. “We have a lot to be grateful for. So, how about it?”
Elizabeth had to smile at her persistence. Ky did have a one-track mind when it came to certain ideas… And it was no bad thing with this one. As always, whenever the topic of her writing a book came up, Elizabeth felt her excitement rise.
“I’ve been thinking about it,” she admitted.
“That’s good to hear! And?”
“I’m seriously tempted. Atlantis is such a fascinating topic of investigation... It’s been my favourite mystery for a long time, as you know. You could say I’m obsessed with it.”
“Like I am with the Romans, and Jessie with Cleopatra!” Ky approved. “The most qualified experts are ‘obsessed’, so to speak, to some degree. Excellence requires that sort of passion in any field; be it research, the arts, sport... Hell! Life itself does! What’s the point of being born otherwise? I never settle for mediocre, my dear, and I know it’s the same for you!”
Ky spoke with her usual flamboyance, and Elizabeth loved every word of it. She possessed that same passion, sure. It also burned in Louka’s gaze when she talked about her rescue work with the Coastguard. Elizabeth could feel it in the jewellery she created. And when she makes love to me… She smiled.
“The best people have that spark, don’t they?”
“That’s right,” Ky agreed. “And your presentation the other night felt like a nicely wrapped-up book synopsis! You’re almost there, girl!”
“You really think so?”
“I would not encourage you if not,” Ky assured. “I think you’ve got all relevant angles covered; historical, philosophical, spiritual… And don’t forget that our intrepid Manon is ready to step into the role of expedition leader anytime you need!”
“Oh, yes,” Elizabeth grinned. “The job’s hers.”
“So, what’s your next step going to be?”
“Well, I guess I could start on it pretty soon. I—”
“You guess?” Ky interrupted impatiently.
“I am going to,” Elizabeth corrected. “I’ll write a detailed outline when I get home, and send it to you for review, if that’s okay.”
“Great! Please, do. No time like the present, eh?”
“True; although I still need to do some investigating on the ground, and to be honest with you, I don’t think that planning a research trip is what I really want to do right now.”
“I see. No worries,” Ky replied with a loaded smile. “What about next year? When you’re ready for a rest from all the great sex you’re going to have with your girl?”
Elizabeth chuckled again.
“Come on, Professor…”
“Jokes aside,” Ky replied, “Louka strikes me as the daring and enterprising type. Don’t you think she would enjoy going on this kind of adventure with you?”
“I think so, yes. I know she’ll love to hear that I’ve decided to write a book… And especially one about Atlantis. She’s really into all this stuff.”
“Good! Then, she’s absolutely the right girl for you.”
“Absolutely the only one for me,” Elizabeth nodded with a beaming smile. “Okay, I’ll talk to her.”
“Great! Meanwhile, I’ll introduce you to my publisher, and we can get the ball rolling.”
Ky was already reaching for her phone.
“Can we just wait until I’ve got the outline done?” Elizabeth suggested. “Then, I won’t mind a bit more pressure.”
“Ah.” Ky put her phone away with a sheepish smile. “Yes. Of course, my dear, you do that first. Sorry. You know me, I get all excited!”
“And I love you for it,” Elizabeth replied with a warm hug to her. “Thank you for your support, Ky. You know how much I appreciate your help.”
“And my irritating prompting?” Ky joked in reply.
“For sure,” Elizabeth laughed. “That, especially.”
“So, where’s Louka? On duty, I imagine?”
“Yes. Until the fires are under control, she—”
The image came out of nowhere, and hit her like a punch to the stomach. Elizabeth gasped, forgot the rest of her sentence, and quickly reached for the side of the desk to hold onto. Bloody hell!
“Whoa!” Ky exclaimed. She quickly slipped her arm around her waist to steady her. “You okay, girl?”
Elizabeth swayed. Not okay. She felt sick.
“Uh…” she groaned. “I’m… I feel dizzy…”
“Sit down here, darling. Take a deep breath.”
Elizabeth sat leaning forward with her head in between her knees. She was out of breath, her heart pounding. What did I just see? She blinked hard to recover the image, but it was gone from her mind. All the same, the scene was seared on the inside of her eyelids.
“Louka…” she murmured.
In a single flash, she had seen her partner lying down, eyes closed; her face was chalk-white, her lips a greyish-blue colour. She looked dead. Elizabeth raised her head, tears streaming down her face, just as Jessie and Janice walked in together. They both froze in alarm.
“What’s wrong?” Jessie exclaimed.
Janice rushed to put her arms around her shoulders.
“Elizabeth! What happened?” she cried.
Ky knelt in front of her, holding her hand. She did not ask anything, but her gaze was intent upon her face as she waited.
“It’s Louka,” Elizabeth stammered. ”I just saw… Something happened to her. She’s hurt!”
Other people may have tried to reassure and comfort her. To tell her it must be nothing, and not to worry. But for women like Ky and Jessie, accustomed to a world of ancient teachings and unusual possibilities, sudden flashes of insight like this one made absolute sense. Neither of them argued.
“Let’s get back to Carro asap,” Ky decided.
“I’ll drive,” Jessie announced. “Let’s go now.”
With her balance restored and her mind sharp once again, Elizabeth shot out of her chair and raced with them out of the building.
∞
Inside the downed Canadair, Louka recovered quickly from her initial shock, although it was just like a scene from a horror movie at first. To see the pilot all tangled up in some webbing, floating in the beam of light from her torch… Bloody awful. Until he jerked, and she realised that he was fighting to free himself. He caught sight of her, gestured frantically. Louka did not waste a second. As she came close, she noticed the oxygen canister in his right hand, but from his desperate signs to her, understood that it must be empty. She reached for her own spare. She was relieved to find him alive, and confident that she could deal with the situation. She had a torch, plenty of air, and a sharp knife to cut through the webbing. They would both be out of there in no time. No problem… Of course, Louka was also aware that not all rescues went according to plans and expectations; and sadly, this one was about to turn into a nightmare. As she came within touching distance of the tangled pilot, he grabbed her and tried to wrestle the air canister out of her hands. Ah… For God’s sake! Certainly, she appreciated the gravity of the situation. She had a good idea of the level of fear that he must be experiencing right now. Quite how panicked he actually was only became obvious when he started to fight her. Louka gave him the spare canister, of course; but in his blind panic, he dropped it. The O2 bottle sank to the bottom and disappeared under bits of flooring. The pilot aggressively went for the second one, the only one that they had left... Louka managed to draw only one breath before he snatched it from her. She took her knife and focused on cutting the lines that kept him in place. Hopefully, he would calm down once he was free, and recovered his breath. Fat chance… When she released him, his first reaction was to turn away from her, and try to escape; only in the wrong direction, back toward the cockpit. Louka barely avoided a kick in the face as he did so. Okay, not putting up with this… It was too dangerous, and not just for her. She grabbed him by the shoulders, pinned him against the side, and forced him to look at her. Finally, she had his full attention. Louka gave him the OK sign. He nodded in reply. He did not fight her when she reached for the canister, and she was able to take several deep breaths. Okay; that’s better. She pointed toward the back, jerked her thumb up. He gave a few sharp nods to show he understood. Let’s get out of this wreck… Louka passed him the O2 and she pushed him ahead of her. She was a free-diver with years of experience. Under controlled circumstances, she could hold her breath for almost five minutes. Right now, she could probably go for three, at least. She was perfectly calm, as she guided her charge to the opening in the side where she had managed to come through earlier. The pilot seemed less rattled at first, although he did jostle for position when they reached the small opening. Come on, man! Not thinking straight, for sure. Louka realised this, and she did not take it personally. She just did what she could to keep him safe… And it cost her. As he pushed her aside and shot forward through the opening, she caught her leg on one of the broken shards of the fuselage. Fuck! The pain was so intense that it made her see stars. All of a sudden, she knew she was at risk. Something deep inside told her that if she failed to exit, she probably never would. Louka got out. She pushed off the side of the plane with her good leg and began to ascend back to the surface. One quick glance at her left thigh revealed a cloud of something dark oozing out of it. Blood. Don’t look at it. Louka gritted her teeth and she kept going. She broke through next to the pilot and gulped in a huge breath of air.
“Help!” he shouted.
He seemed dazed, disoriented. She took his arm.
“Hold on to me,” she ordered. “Relax! You’re safe.”
Even now, no longer able to feel her leg, he was still her first priority. Louka spotted the rescue craft cresting a wave in the distance. Before she could use her whistle to signal to them, she saw Frank dive in, and swim hard in their direction. She experienced another wave of relief, and total appreciation for her team. We’re almost there…
“Keep going,” she encouraged the pilot.
As Frank caught up with them, the boat manoeuvred close. George stood in a secure position on the dive platform, ready to help pull them onboard.
“Take him,” Louka yelled to Frank.
The second he did so, all her strength deserted her, and she went weak. It happened so suddenly that she did not even have time to warn him. Louka tried to grab hold of the boat’s ladder, but she missed. A wave caught her and pushed her off-course. All of a sudden, the boat was no longer so close. All of a sudden, she could no longer see very well either.
“Frank…”
She tried to shout, but her voice only came out as a whisper. Of course, he did not hear. She struggled against the force of the current. Another wave smacked her in the face. She swallowed some water, lost sight of her boat and crew. Before Louka fully realised what was happening to her, before she could call again or reach for her whistle, everything went very quiet and black inside her head. She lost consciousness, and disappeared under water.



CHAPTER THIRTY
It took longer for Elizabeth and her friends to reach Carro than it normally would. The main road was closed, with a long line of fire vehicles stretched across it. In the distance, not even very far, they could see flames through a wall of smoke. Elizabeth stared at the scene with her jaw clenched hard.
“Is there a way through?” she asked. “Can you see, Jess?”
“No safe path through here,” Jessie replied, wisely enough, and she quickly put the car into reverse. “Don’t worry, though. I know another road.”
That one was not so direct, and Elizabeth struggled on the way there. It occurred to her that it would be so much easier on her partner’s motorbike… She remembered what it felt like to ride with her; such an exciting, sensual experience. She thought of the way that Louka always smiled when she looked at her, and she recalled the sweet taste of her kisses. This cannot happen to us, she reflected. Please… Not Louka!
“I can’t stand the thought of losing her,” she murmured.
Jessie took her eyes off the road long enough to shoot her a sharp glance.
“You won’t,” she said. “Don’t think about it.”
“That vision was so clear,” Elizabeth muttered. “It was so sharp, and it felt so real! Louka was lying down, eyes closed. She wore her diving suit, and her hair was wet. She was so still, so incredibly pale… She looked like she—”
“Elizabeth,” Ky cut in, leaning forward to rest a steadying hand over her shoulder. “Remember, visions of this kind are a message from your unconscious mind. They’re to be understood as a symbolic representation of something else. The symbol has to be a bit in-your-face in order to get you to pay attention, that’s all.”
Elizabeth swallowed back her tears.
“Yes, I know that,” she murmured.
“I know you do,” Ky replied. “And I want you to keep your spirits high, girl. No matter what, it won’t be near as bad as your imagination is tricking you to think right now.”
She rubbed her shoulder in encouragement, and Elizabeth briefly touched her fingers in response.
“Thanks, Ky,” she replied.
She was grateful for her friend’s words of reassurance, but she continued to wrestle with the same question inside her own mind. What did that terrifying vision mean? What could it be a symbolic representation of? Talk about ‘in-your-face’, yeah! Ky was right, though; I shouldn’t let my imagination run crazy on me. Elizabeth took a deep breath, and she reminded herself that her partner was an experienced professional. She could take care of herself out there. Louka knew what she was doing, and she had a great team working with her. Relax, Elizabeth… That vision had to mean something else!
“Listen to this,” Jessie said, and she turned up the sound on the radio.
Elizabeth stiffened all over again, as news of a downed fire-fighter airplane came through... Fortunately, it did not sound too bad. Local authorities praised the two pilots for avoiding a lethal crash over Martigues. They said that they were both recovering fine after landing the Canadair at sea, and being picked up by the local Coastguard.
“Louka must have been involved in that rescue!” Elizabeth exclaimed, feeling her spirits soar.
“And if the pilots are doing well, then she must be alright, too,” Janice observed in a cheerful tone, voicing her own hopes out loud.
“Sure makes sense to me!” Ky roared in approval.
She hit her with an enthusiastic slap on the shoulder, and Elizabeth relaxed a fraction more. Yes… Yes, it did make sense, didn’t it? She wanted it so badly to be the case that it made her chest hurt. They pulled up near the station. Jessie pointed.
“Look, the boat’s already back,” she observed.
“Yes,” Elizabeth said tightly. “That’s great.”
She jumped out of the car and raced toward the pontoon. An ambulance was waiting, which also made sense. Standard routine, probably. It was soon confirmed when she spotted the medics helping two guys in flight-suits off the rescue craft. One was lying on a stretcher, carried by some of the Coastguard. It was busy on deck, lots going on... Elizabeth scanned the area, searching frantically for her partner. As team leader, she should be there with her crew! Worryingly, Elizabeth could not see any sign of Louka. Her feeling of dread returned, even stronger than before. This isn’t right... Where the hell is she? She wrapped her fingers around her crystal, as
Ky and Janice came to stand with her.
“Alright, my dear?” Ky enquired.
“No,” Elizabeth replied. “No, something’s wrong here…”
Without asking for permission, she grabbed onto the railing and jumped onboard. A member of the crew, someone she had not met before, stood in front of her at the entrance to the cabin, blocking her way.
“Sorry, you can’t go in. Can I help you with something?” he asked.
“Is Louka in there?” Elizabeth enquired in halting French.
When he did not answer fast enough, she just tried to push past him.
“Whoa, hold on a sec,” he said, or something to that effect.
He was not unfriendly, just firm, but Elizabeth experienced a flash of anger which robbed her of her ability to find the right words in French. Thankfully, before she could scream in utter frustration, start to cry, or throw a punch at him, a familiar voice intervened.
“It’s alright, Frank! Let her in. Elizabeth? Are you okay?”
The sight of Pascal standing inside the cabin with Louka’s station manager, Matthieu, and both of them looking concerned, did nothing to reassure her. Pascal was in recovery; he could barely stand without crutches! The situation must be bad if they had needed to call him. Elizabeth threw a wild look around. Still no sign of her partner...
“Pascal, where’s Louka?” she blurted out in fast English. “Is she okay? I know something’s happened to her, so… Please, tell me where she is now!”
His expression gave him away. His shoulders dropped; he gave a reluctant sigh. Next to him, Matthieu also shook his head. Elizabeth wobbled on her own legs.
“OH, FOR GOD’S SAKE!” she shouted. “Please, tell me!”
Finally, from the level down below, came a weak call.
“Elizabeth? Is that you?”
“Louka!” Elizabeth gasped in reply.
“Ziss way,” Pascal invited with an open hand.
Elizabeth rushed down the stepladder, and there she was, at last...
“Oh, baby!”
Louka sat on the floor with her back against a locker unit. Her face was pale, like in the vision, but she was fully conscious. Elizabeth took it all in: the oxygen mask dangling from around her neck… A trace of blood across her cheek… The woman in the S.N.S.M wetsuit, similar to hers, wrapping a bandage around her leg… And the tired but gentle smile on her lover’s lips.
“Hey, Professor,” Louka said. “Was that you, yelling at my crew?”
Elizabeth dropped to her knees in front of her, torn between laughing and crying in relief. In the end, she did a bit of both. Louka wrapped her arm around her neck. She pulled her close against her side.
“Don’t worry,” she murmured. “It’s nothing.”
The bloody towels on the floor did not serve to confirm this, but she was awake, alert, and talking… Alive! Elizabeth was not religious, but all the same; Thank God!
“Yeah, she’s fine, now,” Louka’s colleague confirmed with a friendly smile. “Hi, Elizabeth.”
Elizabeth recognised Emilie, and remembered that she was a qualified doctor. She’s fine ‘now’, uh? She flashed the woman a heartfelt smile of pure gratitude.
“Whatever you just did, thank you from the bottom of my heart, Emilie.”
“Of course. It’s all good, Elizabeth.”
Elizabeth kissed her partner fiercely on the lips, and earned herself a dazed smile in return.
“How are you doing?” she asked.
“Uh… Tired. Really happy to see you.”
“Tell me what happened, Louk.”
Elizabeth suppressed a strong shiver as she told her, despite the fact that Louka spoke in an easy tone, and tried to downplay the whole thing.
“I cut myself underwater, and struggled a bit to swim back to the boat. Emilie stitched up my leg just now.”
“Stitches; again,” Elizabeth winced in dismay. “How many, this time?”
“Uh, five,” Louka answered with a light shrug, as if it was an everyday thing for her. “But that’s it. Really, it looks worse than it is.”
She was good at this, but so was Elizabeth at perceiving the truth behind the reassuring smoke screen. She kissed her again, ran her fingers through her salt-encrusted hair, and looked into her eyes with a tender smile.
“I’m crazy about you, babe. You know that?”
Louka nodded softly, seriously.
“Yes. I love you too, Elizabeth.”
“I even love that you’re such a bad liar.”
Emilie gave an ironic snort in the background. Louka threw her a warning glance, but she clearly was too exhausted to keep frowning for very long.
“I don’t know if you’re joking, or what?”
“Bit of both,” Elizabeth replied. “I was talking to Ky when a sudden vision of you lying down with your eyes closed flashed across my head. You looked dead, Louk.”
∞
It was the last thing Louka would have expected, although she did wonder briefly what Elizabeth was doing on the boat. How did she know that something had happened? A vision of me dead, uh? Louka twitched at that. She kept her eyes intently fixed on hers, as Elizabeth carried on.
“At first, I didn’t know what to think,” her lover said. “I wasn’t sure if my mind was playing tricks on me, like old fears resurfacing, or if it was real. We raced over here as quickly as we could. Then, I couldn’t see you... I—”
“I’m sorry, Elizabeth,” Louka interrupted. “Damn! I had no idea this was going on for you.”
“It’s okay, Louk.”
“No,” Louka reflected unhappily. “No, it’s not really, is it? I should be honest with you, instead of sugar-coating what really happened.”
Elizabeth gave a quiet nod of assent, and Emilie seemed to sense that this would be a good time to leave. She went back up to the main cabin.
“I passed out in the water a short distance from the boat,” Louka admitted. “Big waves. I was bleeding. If my crew hadn’t been there, and paying attention, it could have been bad.”
She felt her partner tense, and she did not need to ask. She knew exactly what kind of old fears she was talking about.
“Frank got me out,” she added quickly. “Emilie stopped the bleeding. Now, listen; when I fainted, it was like sinking into a dream, and I saw you.”
Elizabeth opened her eyes wide.
“What? Like in a vision of your own?” she exclaimed.
“Yes… You held out your hand to me, and I tried to reach for real. Frank said that’s how he spotted me as I went under. In a sense, my love, you guided me back to safety.”
“Oh, Louk,” Elizabeth sighed in pure anguish.
“I’m with you now,” Louka replied in a fierce tone.
“Say that again,” Elizabeth demanded.
“I’m here. I’ll always be with you.”
Elizabeth tightened her arms around her neck and held her in complete silence for a while. Louka closed her eyes, allowed herself to rest in her embrace. They remained like this, both of them recovering from their emotions, until excited voices echoed above. Louka glanced up and spotted Elizabeth’s friends peering down the opening. One, in particular...
“Louka!” Ky shouted. “Are you alive, my girl?”
“Yeah,” Louka chuckled. “And kicking.”
“Thank Zeus and all the Gods!”
“It’s a Ky thing,” Elizabeth laughed, when Louka looked at her in wonder. “Can you stand, my love?”
“Yep.”
The upper cabin was warm and full of brilliant sunshine. Louka felt her energy return, along with one absolute certainty: never again would she cause Elizabeth to experience this kind of fear. She would make some changes to her lifestyle, happily so. For now, she just relaxed, as Jessie, Ky, and members of her crew all cheered for her.
“Alright, guys,” she grinned.
Pascal had good news to share.
“I just spoke to Danielle on the phone,” he announced. “The firefighters are back in control now, and the wind’s beginning to ease off. No loss of life, despite a few close calls.”
Again, everyone clapped enthusiastically.
“Well done, everyone,” Louka concluded. “Great job, thank you. That’s it for debrief. Go home and relax. Have a cold beer, or something.”
Pascal put his arm around her shoulders as the boat began to empty.
“You okay, partner? Tell me the truth, Louka.”
Louka smiled, as Elizabeth kissed her on the cheek.
“Yeah,” she nodded. “It’s great to be alive.”



***epilogue***
Six busy and tantalising weeks later, Elizabeth stood in front of the Arrivals gate at Heathrow Airport, waiting impatiently for her partner to come through. Louka was the first one out, and even though they had video-called every single day during their time apart, and seen each other via the screen, it was a million times better in person. The sight of her took Elizabeth’s breath away. Louka wore her usual jeans, boots, a Coastguard hoody, and a rucksack slung over one shoulder. There was an unusual and attractive vibrancy about her. She looked strong and sexy, completely at ease with her own self. Elizabeth noticed a few people turn to look at her, both men and women alike, and her heart swelled in love and happiness. Mine, she thought, elated. My girl…
“Louk!” she shouted. “Over here!”
Louka flashed a brilliant smile when she spotted her.
“Hey,” she grinned, and quickly ducked under the line.
Elizabeth threw herself at her with a joyful cry, knocking the rucksack off her shoulder. Louka laughed in pleasure. She wrapped her up in a tight embrace, nuzzled her face against the side of her neck, and gave a heartfelt sigh.
“Gosh… I’ve missed you so much, Elizabeth.”
“Me too, babe. It’s so good to hold you again!”
They exchanged a lingering kiss, became entangled in each other’s eyes for a while, and eventually both giggled at the same time. Elizabeth remembered to give her the bouquet of flowers that she had bought this morning; winter jasmine, lilies, and a single red rose in the middle. First time it occurred to her to buy someone flowers… It was also the first time she understood how wonderful it could be.
“Welcome to England, my love,” she smiled.
“Thanks, darling,” Louka said softly. “These are gorgeous.”
She picked up her rucksack, and Elizabeth hooked her arm through hers.
“Let’s go home,” she invited. “So that I can finally kiss you the way I want!”
“Uh,” Louka pretended to frown. “Do I really have to wait that long?”
The answer was ‘no’, of course. When they reached the car, Elizabeth laid a single kiss on her that made Louka tremble, and her eyes sparkle like ice in the sunshine afterwards. She returned the gesture with just as much passion. Elizabeth leaned into her; Louka slipped her hands under her jumper. Once again, all sense of time and location dissolved, and it was a good while before they stopped for air.
“Now, let’s go home,” Louka declared, satisfied.
Elizabeth was delighted at the look of wonderment on her face, as they drove deep into the heart of the Cotswolds. She had loved discovering the Calanques with her, all that Carro and the Côte Bleue had to offer. Now, it was great to be able to introduce her to her own world.
“Are you enjoying this, babe?” she enquired.
“Yes,” Louka grinned. “Golden forest, old-world cottages, ancient churches… Beautiful. I feel like I’ve landed in a dream, and we’ve entered into a magical world!”
“Great, I’m glad you think so.” Elizabeth approved. “That’s exactly what I want the next three weeks to be. Every second full of magic and love… Just the two of us, in a dream of our own making.”
She smiled, as Louka leaned over to kiss her on the cheek.
“I’m so excited… Am I being too intense?”
“Absolutely not. I love you, Elizabeth.”
∞
As far as Louka was concerned, the simple fact of being reunited made her dream complete. Sure, the scenery was outstanding; but to finally be in the same space with Elizabeth was something else. To be able to kiss her and listen to her speak… To watch her smile, and to hold her hand… Yes, it was pure magic.
“Jess, Anais, and Manon said to give you a big hug,” she said, as they approached Elizabeth’s village. “Pascal, Jeima, and Danielle send you their love and plenty of kisses. I promised I’d deliver.”
“Ah, that’s so kind… I miss them all.”
“You want to know what Ky’s advice was?”
“Probably something that shouldn’t be repeated in public?” Elizabeth prompted, amused.
“She told me to enjoy our naked time, play dirty, and make you scream aplenty,” Louka chuckled.
Elizabeth burst out laughing.
“Typical. What did you reply?”
“That I’d let Matthieu know what she likes. She laughed, and told me he already does.”
Ky and her station manager had been going out steadily for a few weeks now. An unlikely couple at first glance, but Louka had never seen him happier, and Jessie said the same of Ky.
“That something floating in the air in Carro finally caught up with her,” Elizabeth reflected. “That’s wonderful.”
Her two-bed cottage was at the end of a quiet country lane near the village of Castle-on-the-Wold, on the edge of a vibrant forest bursting with autumnal colours.
“Quaint on the outside, modern and comfy on the inside. I think you’ll like it, Louk.”
“Do you think it’ll be cold enough for a fire tonight?”
“Definitely. How warm was it in Carro when you left?”
“Twenty-two,” Louka chuckled. “The beach was full.”
She did not notice much of the house beyond the entrance, as Elizabeth grabbed hold of her playfully, pushed her against the wall, and proceeded to kiss her into oblivion. Louka groaned  in approval. Now, this was the best kind of welcome... Elizabeth ripped open the buttons on her jeans. Louka worked her magic, and made her bra disappear. She said what always made her partner laugh.
“Oops! Sorry about that.”
Elizabeth sank her teeth into the fleshy part between her neck and her shoulder, biting just hard enough to please. Louka shivered. Eager for another kiss, she twisted her fingers into a handful of her hair. Elizabeth easily gave in. She made the kiss deep, slow and sensual, full of quiet passion. She pulled back when Louka smiled, and watched her with glittering eyes full of tenderness and joy.
“I love you, baby...”
Louka promptly lost her own words to the power of that gaze. All she could do was smile, nod, fall in love all over again. She waited for Elizabeth to take the lead. Anything she asked for, Louka was ready to give, and a whole lot more. It must have been obvious... Elizabeth kissed her again, long and hard. Then, she took her hand, and led her upstairs.
∞
The following week was a delight. They went for leisurely walks in the forest, explored the surrounding villages, and stopped to sample cakes at all the tea shops along the way. They enjoyed an overnight stay in Oxford too. Elizabeth took her to her office and a tour of the famous University. They visited museums and the arboretum, and went for a cruise on the river. That night, Louka treated her to a romantic dinner at one of the oldest pubs in the city, followed by a traditional ghost tour.
“Come with us and enjoy spooky shenanigans,” she read from a review in the Times Magazine. “Make your way through one of the most haunted cities in the world, hear stories of fallen cavalries, and find out how Dead Man’s Walk got its name.”
“I know that,” Elizabeth nodded. “It’s because—”
“Shh!” Louka interrupted, laughing. “Don’t tell me!”
“I love how excited you are about this ghost trail, babe.”
“So are you, Professor,” Louka teased. “I can tell.”
“Yes,” Elizabeth admitted. “This does appeal to my sense of mystery, alright.”
The days went on in a blissful haze… All the while, Louka waited patiently. One evening, Elizabeth shared something new and wonderful with her.
“You’re writing a book?” Louka exclaimed.
Elizabeth looked as if she could not quite believe it herself.
“Yes,” she nodded with a grin. “I received Ky’s feedback on my outline this afternoon. Her publisher will sign me up. So, it’s official. I am going to write a book about Atlantis!”
Louka pulled her into a delighted hug.
“That’s fantastic, Elizabeth! Such a great topic! I’m so proud of you!”
“Thanks, babe. That means a lot.”
Indeed, Elizabeth looked even more pleased with this than when she announced the publisher’s deal. Louka kissed the back of her hand.
“So, what happens now?”
“A lot of hard work, but I’m looking forward to it. Also, do you remember when Manon mentioned a research expedition on the evening of my first talk in Maritima?”
“The night I first kissed you.” Louka smiled harder. “You bet, I remember. When are you thinking of taking that trip? And where?”
“Next summer, so that Manon can take part. I’ll make sure the dates fit in with Pascal and Jeima’s wedding. As for where, I’m thinking of travelling to Greece, Spain, and to dive the Straits of Gibraltar.”
“Wow… Will your university support this?”
“I applied for a grant, and they said yes.”
“Awesome!”
She had been busy behind the scenes, Louka reflected. Then again, so have I... Elizabeth looked at her with sparkling eyes.
“I wanted to talk to you before making too many decisions, but also face-to-face. Things started to snowball when I began to plan, and here we are. Now, the most important question is: will you be able to come on the trip? I can wait, do it at another time to accommodate your schedule… You know.”
It was time for serious talk, and Louka was excited.
“I’ve actually got news of my own,” she said.
Elizabeth immediately grew attentive.
“Excellent,” she smiled. “What is it?”
Can she feel it coming? Louka knew how sensitive her lover could be… She hurried to say her piece before Elizabeth began to guess.
“I’ll be taking a sabbatical from the Coastguard next year,” she announced. “I wanted to free up some time to be with you; now I’m even happier to have made that decision.”
Elizabeth looked at her, eyes wide in surprise.
“A sabbatical?” she repeated. “Oh, Louk; that’s great!” She grinned, elated. “Does it mean you can fly back to England with me after Christmas?”
“Yes… If that’s okay.”
“You are kidding, right?”
“Yep,” Louka laughed. “I know the answer to that one.”
Elizabeth gave her a breathless kiss, and pulled back with a light frown.
“Are you sure you want to do this, babe?” she cautioned. “I know how much your work with the team means to you. Seems like a huge decision...”
“It is, but it’s time for us. I’m happy, trust me.”
Elizabeth nodded with a lingering smile.
“Then, so am I!” She chuckled. “What am I going to do with myself until Christmas now, after you’ve gone?”
Louka shrugged, amused.
“Oh, I don’t know. Write a bestseller, maybe?”
Elizabeth went from laughing to razor-sharp serious.
“Oh, yeah. Good reminder. So, about the research trip…”
Louka looked at her, feeling her heart race. She had talked to Jeima about this. When? Where? How? Her friend just laughed, and told her that she would know when she needed to know; not one second before, not one second after. She was right.
“I wouldn’t miss that trip for the world,” Louka replied, smiling wide. “Of course, I’m coming! Although I do have one condition.”
“You can’t be expedition leader,” Elizabeth joked. “Sorry, that’s Manon. How about Chief Diving Officer?”
“Nice title, but I was thinking of something else.”
Elizabeth frowned again, clearly without a clue.
“Tell me what, then, Louk,” she asked.
It was perfect. Louka gave her a soft kiss.
“As the writer’s wife,” she answered.
Elizabeth blinked, speechless. Louka jumped off the couch. Here. Now… In this fairy-tale cottage, by the side of the fire, with her partner wearing her favourite Coastguard shirt. Louka knelt in front of her, holding the open box with the engagement ring that she had been carrying around in secret since her first day in England.
“Will you marry me, Elizabeth?”
Once over the initial moment of surprise, Elizabeth broke into a slow, loving smile. She ran both hands through Louka’s hair. She held her face, and looked deeply into her eyes.
“Louka,” she murmured. “Yes… Yes, I will!” She fell in her arms, crying and laughing at the same time. “This is the best day of my life!”
Louka closed her eyes. Tell me about it…
“And mine finally makes sense,” she whispered.
Several minutes passed, and they remained locked in a tight embrace. Louka was the first to pull back, to slide the ring on her finger.
“Perfect fit,” she smiled.
“Oh… It’s gorgeous, Louk.”
“Not as gorgeous as you, my love.”
“Tell you what, babe,” Elizabeth declared. “We’ll go back to Oxford first thing in the morning. I want you to have your own ring before you go home. Is that okay?”
Louka felt herself blush. Elizabeth had said yes; this should not matter all that much in the big scheme of things now, but all the same…
“Call me a hopeless romantic, but I can’t wait to wear your ring on my finger,” she admitted.
“Of course! The rings are a symbol of our love, and for us, a bridge across time and space until Christmas.”
Of course, she understands...
“Yes,” Louka nodded. “That’s exactly right.”
“To tell you the truth,” Elizabeth laughed, a little sheepish now, “there’s another reason as well. I want the entire world to know that you’re taken, and no question about it!”
Louka chuckled in pure pleasure.
“Oh, no question. I’m yours, Elizabeth, and I want everyone to see it too. You make me feel like I’m the luckiest woman in the world.”
Elizabeth brushed a hot kiss across her lips.
“My Lucky Louk,” she smiled. “You and me, forever?”
“Yes,” Louka promised. “And whatever comes after.”



THE END…
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