
        
            
                
            
        

     
OFF THE WRITTEN
PATH
NATALIE DEBRABANDERE
Copyright © 2023 Natalie Debrabandere
 
 
 
 
All rights reserved.
The moral rights of the author have been asserted.
This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the author’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published or without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.
ISBN: 9798366191180
 
DEDICATION
For Crystal
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
To all my readers:
Thank you for reading and reviewing in all the good places.
I appreciate you greatly!



chapter
1
The book promo interview was conducted by her agent inside the cosy meeting hall of London’s Priestley Bookshop. The event had gone extremely well. Now, ahead of an opportunity for the audience to have their books autographed and personal photos taken with her, popular science-fiction author, Eleanor St James, was about to start on a round of Q&A.
“So, what do you think, Ellie?” her agent, Kate Watts, asked mischievously. “Shall we make it a bit spicy? Ask-Me-Anything kind of style?”
“Yes, I don’t see why not,” Eleanor answered in a matching tone. “You know, Indie Wild isn’t the only one who enjoys a bit of action every now and then.”
The audience laughed and hooted enthusiastically. Indigo Wild, aka Indie in the books and for her fans alike, was the lead protagonist in the space opera/drama/intergalactic comedy series that had made Eleanor internationally famous. Indie had come to her one morning, out of the blue, while Eleanor was out on a training run. Her best ideas often came to her during a workout, and she’d immediately sensed that Indie was one. At the same time, Eleanor never imagined the enduring triumph that her intrepid, hot-tempered, and sexy heroin would become… It was still a source of amazement and great pleasure for her.
“Perfect,” Kate approved. “Let’s make it memorable, folks! Please make your way to the end of the center aisle. Stand close to the microphone and speak clearly, so that everyone may hear your question. Thank you!”
As a line of eager attendees began to form, Eleanor spotted a middle-aged guy standing on his own at the back of the hall. He stuck out like a sore thumb among the predominantly female crowd who attended the event. Indie Wild was, famously and unapologetically, one for the ladies, even if the books appealed to a large segment of readers. Other men were present at the event tonight, of course… But something about this one caught Eleanor’s attention. She was not certain why and had no time to linger.
“Good evening, Ms St. James.” The first questioner smiled shyly at her from behind the mic. “My name’s Michelle. It’s so great to see you!”
Eleanor quickly turned her attention to her.
“Good evening, Michelle. Call me Ellie. How are you doing tonight?”
“Very well, thank you. I just wanted to ask you a question about writing.”
“Sure, go ahead.”
“What advice would you give someone who wants to write, but currently has a full-time job doing something else, and little time to spare?”
“Excellent question,” Eleanor approved. She was aware of how nervous the woman seemed to be to speak in front of the audience, and keen to put her at ease. “I recommend that you commit to writing a set number of words each day. Something you can achieve with a bit of effort… Like, maybe 500? How does that sound?”
“Brilliant!” The woman beamed in reply. “500 words... Yes, I think I could do that.”
“Excellent. Make sure you get it done, no matter what. As with a lot of things, consistency is key with writing as well. What genre do you have in mind?”
“I feel drawn to fantasy.”
“Nice. I wish you the best, Michelle. You know, that’s how I got started too, on the side of a busy full-time job.”
“Really?”
“Yes,” Eleanor nodded. “I used to work in marketing for a big firm. Hated it!” Everyone laughed. “I wrote in the evenings, at weekends, during holidays… So long as you’re consistent and enjoy what you’re doing, you’ll be fine. The rest is out of your control, so don’t worry about it. Just do what you love. Have fun with it. That’s it.”
“That’s really wonderful advice, thank you.”
“Tried and tested. And you’re welcome.”
The next person in line wanted to know if Indie Wild might acquire a steady, steamy girlfriend, sometime soon.
“Because you know, we’d all like that,” she winked.
“Anybody else feel that way?” Kate prompted.
“Yes!” the audience all replied in unison.
“Oh, good,” Eleanor chuckled. “It’s nice to receive this kind of feedback, especially since there’s a distinct possibility of Indie finding someone special in the next book.”
The man that she had noticed earlier wore a rumpled suit and a dirty tie hanging off his neck. Frankly, he looked as if he’d spent the entire night sleeping under a bridge or drinking in the pub. Definitely the odd one out, out there. Intrigued, Eleanor kept an eye on him as he continued to move toward the mic. I wonder what he’s going to ask me…
“Ms St. James,” another woman prompted when it was her turn to speak. “Are we ever going to enjoy Indie Wild on the big screen? And if the answer’s yes, which I hope it is, who would you like to see play her?”
“Seeing Indie make it to the movies would be a dream come true for me as well,” Eleanor confirmed. “And we’ve taken steps toward making it happen; haven’t we, Kate? I’m not sure how much we can reveal at this time?”
“All of it! Go on, please!” someone suggested out loud.
Amid general laughter and excitement, Kate offered a smile and a carefully crafted answer.
“Maybe not all,” she said, “but what I can tell you for certain is that we should have good news to share with you all before the end of this year.”
“As to who I’d like to see play her,” Eleanor carried on, “I think that—”
“OW!” a woman screamed.
Oh, shit! Eleanor forgot the rest of her sentence as the odd-looking guy suddenly made a crazy move, and started to push his way roughly to the front of the line, elbowing attendees out of the way. A woman was knocked to the ground. Another tried to stop him, but he shoved her brutally back. He did not stop at the end of the line when he reached it, but carried on past the microphone and leapt right onto the stage.
“Ellie!” Kate shouted in warning.
But it was too late. Before Eleanor could move, or Security had a chance to react, the man was in front of her, muttering like a demented person.
“You, bitch!”
Eleanor was not a fighter; nothing like her fearsome galactic warrior, Indie Wild. But she was a keen runner in her own right. Fit, and light on her feet. She reacted quickly to the attack about to take place, managed to duck out of the way, and avoided the guy’s closed fist flying toward her face. Armed with nothing but a hardback copy of her novel, still a substantial weapon if used correctly, she instinctively swung it at her assailant.
“Argh!”
Taken by surprise, the man stumbled back a couple of steps. Tittering on the edge of the stage, and clutching his bloody nose in both hands, he was swiftly grabbed and assisted into a fall by two Security guards. The men quickly neutralized the attacker, who by then was not offering much resistance, and they dragged him away.
“Kate?” Eleanor grasped her friend by the shoulders. “Are you okay?”
“Yes… And you, Ellie?” Kate replied frantically. “Did he hit you?”
“No, he missed.”
“Bloody hell! What just happened?”
“No idea, at least beyond the obvious...”
“I’m calling the police!”
“Yes, please.”
Eleanor took a deep breath but she remained on stage, both hands extended out in front of her in a soothing gesture to her audience.
“It’s over. He’s gone. Is everyone okay?”
Stunned faces looked back at her. Eleanor noticed that the event organiser was also on the phone, presumably calling the cops too. Attendees were checking on each other, which was nice to see them do. Then, a woman began to laugh.
“Wow!” she exclaimed. “Ms St James, you dealt with that guy just like Indie Wild would have done!”
As shock turned to hilarity and the room burst into a round of applause, a very relieved Kate came to wrap her arms around her shoulders.
“Nice recovery, Ms St James,” she whispered in Eleanor’s ear. “I like your style!”
●●
A hundred miles northeast off the coast of Scotland lay a group of thirty-two islands known as the Outer Wilders. Sunset over the area at any time of the year was always spectacular, and even more of a treat when seen from the air. A fleet of ferries and several bridges connected the islands, but the more remote ones were easier accessed by air, and therefore served by a helicopter, paid for by the community. Twice a week in winter, and double that number of times during the summer season, the chopper also ferried people to and from the mainland. One of the two regular pilots assigned to fly the Sikorsky CH-148 Cyclone, Kai Walker, sighed in pleasure at the sight of the golden sun melting into the ocean.
“That view never gets old, eh?” her co-pilot, Rob Andrews, remarked.
“Nope,” she grinned. “I love my job, and this reminds me of how lucky we are to be able to fly.”
“That’s for sure.”
Inside the main cabin, along with Safety Marshal, Jackie O’Neil, sat seven passengers that evening: a group of French students on a tour of Scotland, two marine biologists from the University of Glasgow, and one permanent resident of the main island. The Wilders enjoyed mild weather all year, thanks to the proximity of the Gulf Stream, and attracted all kinds of people. From surfers and kayakers, divers and trail hikers, to climate scientists, biologists, and archaeologists. The islands were rich in history. Sully’s Rock, one of the more difficult ones to access, had become a haven for artists and creatives in recent years.
“Kai,” Jackie radioed from the cabin.
“Go ahead, Jack.”
“What’s our ETA?”
“Twenty-five minutes. We should be at the—” Kai glanced aside as Jackie suddenly popped her head between the two front seats. She looked worried. “What is it?”
“Can you be any quicker?”
“We’re fighting gusts of twenty-eight knots on the nose.” Kai frowned. “Why? What’s the matter? Somebody feeling air-sick in the back?”
“It’s Anya,” Jackie revealed, mentioning the local woman.
“Really? Well, she’s used to this. Tell her to just—”
“Kai!” Jackie interrupted, hissing between her teeth. “We think she’s about to have her baby!”
“What? No, there’s no way,” Kai replied. “She told me she’s eight weeks off her due date still.”
“Well, either she’s crazy-early or she fibbed about the date to be allowed on the flight. Either way, she’s having really close contractions!”
“Bloody hell,” Rob muttered.
Kai twisted round to glance into the cabin. The cockpit was higher but she could see well enough. Namely, that Anya was half-sitting, half-lying on the floor, with one of the biologists at her side. She was pale, obviously in pain. Dammit.
“Okay, I’ll do what I can,” she stated. “Rob, better warn the airport that we’re going to need an ambulance.”
“Roger.”
“And Jack? Ask her what the deal is. Is she early, or what? I need to know what kind of emergency we’re really dealing with here.”
Jackie nodded, retreated sharply, and Kai forgot all about the sunset and the view. So far, she’d kept her machine cruising at a comfortable 150mph, but the Sikorsky had more in the tank. Just as well, considering the sort of news that Jackie came back on the radio to relay.
“Anya says she’s only a week from her official date.”
“Okay.” So, she lied to me. “That’s good.”
“Good?” Rob grunted. “Are you kidding?”
“At least, the baby will have more of a chance to survive if she’s near full term,” Kai explained.
“Right.” A second later, Rob confirmed that an ambulance was on its way to their landing zone. “I’ve got a medic who says that she can talk to you on the radio, Jackie,” he advised as well.
“Great, I’m going to need her.” The red-faced marshal made another appearance between the two pilots’ seats. “Anya’s water just broke. The baby’s coming, whether we think it’s convenient or not.”
“ETA will be closer to fifteen minutes,” Kai assured her, as the pregnant woman let out a cry of pain. “Break out the medical kit we carry, it’s got clean towels in it.”
“Got it.”
“Anybody else able to help you, Jack?”
“Two biologists. And a medic in my ear.” Jackie flashed a hopeful smile despite the fact that she was obviously sweating. “We’ll be alright. Just step on it, Captain.”
Kai pushed the aircraft to 185mph, just under the maximum speed threshold, and Rob did his best to figure out a faster route, albeit unsuccessfully.
“It’s no use, Kai,” he soon announced. “Any time we might gain by diverting south will be lost when we need to zero back in on the airport. May as well just stick to the most direct path.”
“Copy that. No problem.”
“Unlucky for us, gusts are up to 42 on the coast. How does she handle on the stick?”
“A bit rough.” Kai flashed a smile. “This girl can cope with the conditions though. She’s tough.”
“Good thing her pilot is too.”
“I guess…”
When she was not flying the community chopper, Kai was on call for SAR; Search And Rescue. She was used to facing all sorts of difficult conditions in the cockpit, from snowstorms to heavy fog, and a lot worse winds than today. Still, never when a woman was about to give birth in the back. I should have known… The owner of a popular café on Sully’s Rock, Anya Reynolds was rarely, if ever, seen without a smile on her face or a cheerful word for everyone that she met. But when Kai had said hi to her at the tiny airport on the island of Loust, she had found her unusually quiet and withdrawn. Anya assured her that she was fine, and the baby not due until September. Just going to spend the weekend with my sister. Safe to fly, absolutely. Something serious must be going on if she had felt the need to lie in order to be allowed to travel…
“How’s it going, Jack?” Rob inquired.
Kai dropped a little altitude as a violent gust of wind hit the aircraft. She doubted anyone in the back noticed the turbulence. They had their own issues to deal with.
“Baby’s coming,” Jackie replied. “We’re—Oh! Oh, man!”
“What?” Rob groaned.
“Baby’s HERE!”
Kai and Rob exchanged a worried glance in the silence that followed. Then, Jackie started to laugh, and the cries of a new- born filled the cockpit.
“Good lungs,” Rob remarked. “Sounds healthy.”
“Well done, Jack,” Kai approved. “ETA nine minutes now.”
She stole another backwards glance to see one of the French girls holding the baby, all wrapped up in a thick towel, in her arms. Good. But Kai’s relief was short-lived when she noticed Jackie grab the oxygen bottle out of the med-kit, and rush to apply the mask over Anya’s face.
“What’s going on?” she snapped.
“She’s lost consciousness. Please, Kai, hurry!”
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“Do you have someone to stay with you tonight, Ms St. James?” the detective inquired.
The slight change in her voice made Eleanor hold her gaze a bit more attentively than she might have otherwise. The officer had been polite and efficient with her as she took her statement, but detached. This last sentence, spoken in a more intimate tone, held warmth and a sure invitation. Blond-haired, blue-eyed, she was lean and strong. The sort of woman I might put in one of my books… Eleanor suppressed a chuckle at the idea. The question was on the tip of her tongue to ask: Why? Are you volunteering? No doubt the answer would be affirmative. The last thing she needed though, tonight and as always, was a stranger in her bed. No matter how lovely it may turn out to be with this particular one.
“I’ll be fine, thank you,” she smiled.
“Alright.” The police officer handed her a card. “Call me if you need… Anything.”
“Thanks.” But I don’t think I will.
As the officer left, Kate walked in, looking annoyed.
“All done, Ellie?” she prompted. “Are we allowed to leave this bloody place now?”
“Yes, we’re free to go. Are you okay?”
“Fine. Just don’t like the vibe here very much.”
“Fancy a glass of wine at my place?”
“One or two.” Kate smiled, instantly more relaxed. “I think we’ve earned it, don’t you?”
“Oh, absolutely.”
A short taxi ride later, they made it safely back to Eleanor’s Chelsea apartment. From the couch, her grey tabby cat, Max, yawned and stretched and fixed them both with a pair of sleepy green eyes.
“Hello, Maxi.” Kate went over to scratch the top of his head. “How’s your evening been? Nice and quiet, I assume, eh? Unlike ours.”
Purring, eyes half-shut, the friendly feline chased the caress, ending up in her arms.
“How ‘bout some food?” Eleanor inquired. “I’ve got lasagne in the freezer.”
“Lovely.”
Kate followed her to the kitchen with Max still in her arms, and took care of feeding him and changing his water. Eleanor put the lasagne in the oven, poured her friend some wine, and raised her glass.
“Cheers, darling.”
“Cheers!” Perching on a stool behind the breakfast bar, Kate pulled out her phone. “Here we go, Ellie. According to Twitter, you barely escaped with your life after being attacked by a crazy stalker armed with a machete.”
“Didn’t take long for things to blow all out of proportion, did it?”
“Well. He did have a knife...”
“But not a machete,” Eleanor corrected with an ironic snort.
”True, it was a folding knife. Swiss Army type thing.”
“In his pocket, which he never touched. Also, I don’t have a stalker.”
“Let’s hope not! Did the police find out anything about this guy, and why he came after you like that?”
“Yes. Apparently, his wife’s an avid reader of mine. She left him recently. For a woman. Now she wants a divorce and half of all he owns.”
“Ouch,” Kate remarked, although she looked decidedly un-sympathetic. “No kidding. And him being such a wonderful and gentle guy, I’m sure. No justice in this world, uh?”
Eleanor smiled, nodding at the remark.
“He was going home from the pub tonight when he walked past the venue and saw my name on a poster. Decided to come in to have a listen. Didn’t plan to do anything. But then he just, quote, ‘Lost it a little bit’. In his own words.”
“Jesus… I assume that he was drunk?”
“Yes. Quite a bit over the limit.”
“That’s so stupid! He could have hurt you! Or someone else in the audience!”
“Oh, I agree; we got away lightly on this one.” Eleanor gave a pensive shrug. “Kinda sad for this guy too. His wife left him, his whole world’s falling apart, and now he’s losing it.”
“Huh,” Kate mumbled, still looking at her phone. “I guess you could see it that way. Your core audience seems to be loving it, though. Someone in the crowd filmed the attack and it’s going viral.”
“I’m not sure I’m happy about that.”
“Well, that’s out of your control, so just relax.”
Eleanor frowned.
“Why are you sounding so pleased about this stuff, all of a sudden?”
“Because,” Kate grinned, “this episode might end up doing more good for your latest release than all the rest of the promo stuff that we’ve put together. Very well done, my darling.”
“It’s not like I planned for this to happen, Kate.”
“No, you didn’t. And neither did I. But it’s great publicity for the new book, all the same. Your readers already get a kick out of seeing you as an extension of your main character, and the way that you put this guy down on stage was textbook Indie Wild.”
“I didn’t really put him down.”
“I know,” Kate conceded with an impatient sigh, “but that’s not the point. It looks like you did on the video, and people are loving it. So long as you’re alright, of course…”
“Which, for the last time, I am,” Eleanor grunted.
“Then all is well with the universe.” Kate raised her glass in celebration. “Cheers, my dear. That lasagne smells delicious, by the way. Is it ready? I’m starving.”
“Just another five minutes. And you’ll be pleased to hear that I cooked this, not Indie.”
“Pleased and relieved. The only thing your intergalactic cop can cook is trespassing aliens.”
Eleanor shot her friend an amused glance.
“For sure. Hey, guess what else happened today.”
“No idea. What?”
“The police gave me her card, and suggested that she could stay with me tonight. Just in case I needed... Anything.”
“Really?” Kate smirked. “Nice. What time is she coming?”
“Well,” Eleanor shrugged. “She’s not, obviously.”
“Why, ‘obviously’? And why not?”
“Because, Kate, I’m not into one-night stands. Especially not with a woman who looked to be half my age. I just mentioned it because I thought it would make you laugh.”
“To be honest, Ellie, it would seem that dating as a whole is not your thing,” Kate replied, ignoring the second part of what she’d said.
“Correct.” Eleanor pulled out two plates from the cupboard and she started to serve the food. “You know very well that I am not looking for love, a relationship, or casual sex. I like being on my own and doing what I do just fine.”
“Huh-uh. Was she good-looking?”
“Yes… Very attractive woman.”
“Ah!” Kate pointed a knowing finger in triumph. “You’re blushing. You liked her. ‘Obviously’. And you brought her up in conversation, so… Are you sure that you won’t invite her over?”
“Absolutely. And anyway, speaking of which—”
“What?” Kate laughed. “Your non-existent sex life?”
“No, doing what I do. I spent the last six weeks travelling all over the place, with dates in the US, the UK, Australia... Lots of signings and interviews to promote the latest book—"”
“I know,” Kate shrugged. “I organised the tour. And you’re changing the subject.”
“That subject is closed.”
“So now you’re complaining about my schedule?”
“Not at all. I enjoy travelling and meeting with my readers everywhere. But I must say that it left me with little energy in the tank.”
“I see. Not even for one night of fun with a sexy cop, uh?” Kate insisted with a teasing wink. “Shame. I’m sorry about that, Ellie.”
“Stop it,” Eleanor demanded. “I’m serious now. Talking to you as my agent here, okay?”
“Okay, I’m all ears.”
“What I meant to say is that all I long for right now is fresh air, solitude, and TLC. It’s time to recharge my batteries ahead of writing the next Indie Wild book, and I know exactly how to do it.”
“Alright.” Kate raised an interested eyebrow. “How?”
●●
If Kai had been flying on her own that evening, just herself and pregnant Anya, she would have pushed the helicopter a lot more than she dared to do it now. But of course, she had the safety of her crew, and the rest of the passengers onboard, to think about. She flew harder than she might have done otherwise, but never unreasonably so. She was well within her own limits, too. The specifics of this case may be unique, but it was not the first time that she’d had someone in trouble in the back, and needed to juggle her desire to get them medical care as quickly as possible, with the constraints of the weather, or the chopper’s capabilities. With that being said, they arrived at the airport a few minutes ahead of the improved ETA she’d given. Kai was very good at managing expectations. She never made promises that she could not keep, and regularly over-delivered on her estimates.
“Prepare for landing, guys. We’re going to make it nice and smooth for you.” Rob instructed the passengers with a smile and a thumbs-up. To Jackie, on the private crew channel, he added: “How’s everyone doing?”
“Nice and calm. Baby seems fine. And Anya’s not bleeding, but she’s still unconscious.”
She sounded worried… No surprise there. But also firmly in control, and Kai nodded in approval. Jackie used to work in the office, handling admin for the Wilders’ Air Service. At fifty- three years of age, she was convinced that it was too late for her to become a part of the flying crew. The fitness test, especially, frightened her. But on hearing that it had always been Jackie’s dream to fly, Kai volunteered to train with her over the winter, and to get her up to speed. Only three short months later, Jackie ended up passing all the required tests with, no pun intended, flying colours.
“Good job, Jack,” Kai told her now. “We’re almost there.”
She came in fast and tight over the landing zone, pulling off at the last minute to set the chopper down smoothly, as Rob had promised. An ambulance was on the tarmac, its lights flashing. As soon as Kai powered down the aircraft and gave her the go-ahead to do so, Jackie opened the side door and waved the two medics over. They rushed forward, wheeling a stretcher between them.
“Go help with the disembark, Rob,” Kai instructed.
“Roger that. On it.”
Jackie popped her head forward again, cheeks flushed and her blue eyes flashing.
“You okay, Jack?” Kai inquired.
“Yes. Kai, do you mind if I jump in the ambulance with Anya? I can call her sister from there, and be with Anya until she relieves me. I think we should do that for her.”
“Good idea. And yes, you go ahead. We don’t have another flight scheduled for tonight, so it doesn’t matter what time we get back.”
“Perfect. I’ll keep you posted.”
“Alright. Thanks, Jackie.”
Kai handled the aircraft’s shut-down checks while everyone disembarked. Rob then helped her to clean the passenger cabin. They tied down the helicopter after that, and walked to the small terminal.
“Well, that was a first, uh?”
“Yep.” Kai nodded. “And a speedy delivery, as well. Aren’t these things supposed to take hours?”
“I wouldn’t know, to be honest,” Rob chuckled. “My two were born almost as quickly as this one. It was bloody reckless of Anya to even think of taking this flight. Do you know her well?”
“Not beyond what I see of her at the Café. You?”
“Same here. She doesn’t seem like the stupid type though. What?” He shrugged off Kai’s disapproving look. “Just telling it as I see it.”
“Maybe there’s more to the story than we’re aware of.”
“Yeah…” He sighed. “Oh, well. Let’s just hope that mother and baby will be okay. For now, I’m nipping to the burger joint round the corner. Get you anything?”
“No, I’m good, thanks.”
“Okay. I’ll see you in a bit then.”
Kai wandered into the pilot’s lounge, deserted at this time of night on a Friday, and put some fresh coffee on the go. She’d be happy to pass the time with one of the aviation magazines left in there. As she opened one at random, and started to read the account of a daring rescue over Ben Nevis, she did not notice the woman who entered the room quietly behind her. Not until, that is, a pair of arms appeared around her waist, and hot lips grazed the side of her neck.
“Hello, Captain.”
The embrace, the soft flutter of breath over her skin, and the woman’s voice, rich and warm; all of it was incredibly pleasing. Before she could catch herself and resist the impulse to do it, Kai had already closed her eyes and relaxed into her.
“Hello, Miss Cassidy.”
Ann Cassidy, the owner of a local charter flight company, kept an office at the airport. Kai had made her acquaintance one winter afternoon, when a ferocious blizzard grounded her and her crew for several hours. An innocent invitation to share a cup of coffee in Ann’s office, and discuss possible flying opportunities, turned into a much more intimate affair. It took Ann six long weeks, and several more naked encounters, before she finally confessed to Kai that she was actually married. ‘Although things aren’t going well between me and my wife’. Hell of a disclaimer, and not one that Kai would entertain. She put a stop to the liaison right there and then, but the two women remained on friendly terms. Ann sometimes seemed to forget that there was nothing more to it than that… Or the forgetting was intentional.
“Heard you had a bit of an eventful one tonight.”
“Mmm…” News travelled fast, obviously. Kai tried to find her words, but the way that Ann continued to kiss and nuzzle behind her ear made it tough to focus. And hard to pull away as well. “Ann, don’t—”
“You have some time?”
“Not really.” Oh, come on. Is that the best you can do? Kai tried again in a firmer tone. “No time. And you know you can’t touch me this way.”
Ann wrapped a close arm around her neck. She rested her hand against the side of her face, turning Kai’s head toward her. Knowing it was wrong, but struggling, Kai reluctantly allowed herself to be handled. Ann was always like this with her. Gentle. Tender. Convincing. And married, for God’s sake!
“Can you spare a few minutes for us?”
“No. Ann… I—"
Ann briefly smiled at the feeble refusal, and just went ahead anyway and kissed her.
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It was just a brush of the lips. Nothing like the erotic and ardent kisses that Kai was used to receiving from her. But definitely still very nice, and the reason why she felt her legs go weak. The rest of her body refused to move. Oh, dammit! Aware of her reaction, Ann leaned into her. But when Kai met her gaze, instead of the usual anticipation, she spotted a sheen of tears.
“Ann… What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. Let’s go to my office.”
“Wait a second.” Kai stood her ground as Ann tried to pull her by the hand. “What’s the matter? Tell me.”
They might never be able to be together, but Kai still cared deeply about the woman. Ann had once told her that it was this, her seemingly unending warmth and compassion for everyone in her life, that made Kai so attractive and impossible to resist. ‘As well as your translucent grey eyes, hard body, and rugged charm, of course…’
“She’s left me,” Ann admitted bitterly.
“Your wife?”
“Yes…”
When she spotted a tear slide down the side of her friend’s cheek, and her instant, furious swipe at it, Kai pulled her into a gentle hug.
“I’m so sorry.”
“Yeah,” Ann mumbled into her shoulder. “Me too.”
“Come.” Kai led her to the couch. “Have a seat. Would you like a coffee?”
“No,” Ann grumbled. “I want you to kiss me, Kai. And do it like you mean it.”
“Talk to me first.” Kai poured coffee into two mugs that she set on the low wooden table in front of the couch. Sitting next to Ann, she allowed her to snuggle against her side and flashed her a soft encouraging smile. “What happened?”
“Oh… You don’t want to know.”
“Yes, I do. You’re upset. So, tell me about it.”
Ann stared at her coffee for a good thirty seconds before she answered, through gritted teeth.
“Abigail found someone else.”
“Right… For good?”
“Yes, I’m pretty sure it’s for good. And I know I’ve only got myself to blame for it. If I’d been a better wife… There for her, instead of… Of…” Ann winced. “You know.”
“Yeah. Being unfaithful.”
“Hey!”
As Ann shot her a dark look, Kai rubbed her shoulder in a soothing gesture.
“Look, I’m not being funny. But it’s precisely what you just said, isn’t it?”
“I know!” Ann sighed heavily through her clenched teeth. “It’s precisely what happened. I did it to her, I broke her heart. For sure, I am to blame. It’s just… Urgh! I hate myself!”
She sounded like she meant it, and Kai did not like this kind of talk. It was the sort of mindset that led to people doing stupid things.
“I guess that if you’d been right for each other, neither of you would have felt the need to go looking elsewhere,” she said, although she did not really believe those words. “Maybe it’s just the—”
“Don’t.” Ann clasped her hand quickly in hers. “It’s kind of you to look for an excuse for me, Kai, but I don’t know that I would have acted any differently, even if things had been good between Abigail and I. I need to take a good look at myself. There’s no excuse for cheating on a partner. On my wife! Not a single reason, no matter what.”
“So, what are you going to do? Take a break, and see?”
“She’s already filed for divorce. It’s over. Completely.”
Even as she said that, Ann unconsciously rubbed her hand up and down Kai’s thigh. Incorrigible… To stop her, Kai laid her fingers steadily on top of hers.
“Hey. Let’s not do that now, okay?”
“Why not? It’s not like my marriage can be rescued!”
“Rob will be back any second.”
“Then let’s go to my office!”
“No.” Kai chuckled at her insistence. “I can’t.”
“But it was nice between us before, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, very nice.”
“Kiss me, then,” Ann purred, pressing herself harder into her. “Please. I need you, Kai.”
Kai doubted very much that it was true. Ann did not need her, she just wanted solace from her emotions. Kai told herself not to be weak, but the feel of Ann’s firm breasts against her arm was hard to ignore. Sure, she liked that.
“Please, Kai.”
Kai was struggling with saying no, hovering on the edge of letting herself be convinced, and Ann must have felt it. She laid cool fingers on the back of her neck and played with strands of Kai’s jet-black hair.
“Please, darling…”
“One kiss,” Kai murmured. “Just—”
“Yes,” Ann replied, and she moved fast to claim it.
The kiss was hot and demanding, no longer a teasing brush of the lips. Ann kept one hand on the back of Kai’s neck and she fumbled with the zipper of her flight-suit with the other. Down the zipper went, and Ann slid a confident hand inside to cup her right breast. Kai groaned.
“Ann…”
“Shhh. It’s okay.”
When she deepened the kiss and threw one leg over hers to straddle her lap, Kai gripped her butt in both hands.
“Not doing this,” she mumbled.
“No,” Ann replied in agreement, and kissed her harder.
She was… Well. A handful, to say the least, and Kai felt her own thighs tremble. With her resolve crumbling faster than the max speed of her chopper, and Ann moving suggestively against her, she offered little resistance when her partner took her by the hand.
“Come with me. Don’t think, just move.”
Wordlessly, Kai followed. Ann’s office was in shadows, with the curtains drawn on the only window, but she navigated them expertly to the couch and just as deftly stripped out of her jeans. Before Kai could utter another objection, she pulled her on top of her and delivered another scorching kiss. Making clear exactly what she was after, and Kai was less reluctant this way. Not just because she usually preferred being on top, but because she was the one giving. She lay half on top of Ann, still in her flight-suit, and trailed a line of biting kisses down the side of her neck.
“You feel so good,” Ann murmured. “I love your mouth on my skin.”
She was great at making this sort of comment, at inviting, focusing, and subtly encouraging.
“Just relax,” Kai whispered.
Leaning on an elbow, one-handed, she quickly unbuttoned Ann’s shirt. Ann unclasped her own bra, giving her full access. She guided her to her breast, although Kai no longer required any prompting, and sighed in pleasure when she took a nipple in her mouth.
“Oh, yeah… Kai. Gosh, I’ve missed you!”
Kai did not answer this time. Ann said a lot of things in the heat of passion, some of which she only meant for that period of time. Kai had missed the sex, definitely. It was always good with Ann. Mostly, though, she yearned for something else. Something that this woman, through no fault of her own, could never give her. As Ann writhed and gasped underneath her, Kai pushed the thought out of her mind. Sometimes – Often, actually, sex for her was like flying in the middle of a storm. She could lose herself completely in the moment, every sense attuned to the reactions of her partner. Her own pleasure mattered a lot less to Kai and, as always, she focused her full attention on Ann now. The tears had been telling. She needed taking care of, and Kai excelled at that. She caressed her thigh, teased her way between her legs, brushed a knuckle over the wet spot on her panties.
“Off,” Ann instructed. “Take them off.”
“You’re so impatient.”
“Do it. Please!”
Kai obliged with a chuckle and, once again, Ann managed to fiddle both hands inside her flight-suit. She lifted her t-shirt to caress the muscles in her back, shifted under her to fondle Kai’s naked breasts, and twisted her nipples between her fingers. Kai did not let it distract her, although the gestures made her shiver all over. Ann was skilled, definitely. But she wanted to remain in control of the interaction. Quickly, she found Ann’s clitoris and flicked her thumb over it. Nice and hard.
“Do that again,” Ann hissed. And then. “I want you in me, Kai.”
From the feel of her, it probably wouldn’t take long to push her over the edge. Kai slid her fingers over her, between the silky folds, and entered her in one powerful stroke. Ann arched her back in reaction.
“Oh, Jesus!”
“Is this what you want?”
“Yes!” Ann pinched her nipple and she sucked at the fleshy part between her neck and shoulder. Kai groaned in reaction, and when Ann wedged one leg in between hers. “I want you to do it with me, babe.”
“Okay.”
“Can you?” Ann fisted her fingers in her hair. She brought Kai close to nip at her bottom lip. She licked her mouth, nice and heavy. “You can come for me, baby?”
“Yeah. I will.”
Incredible to realise how little of this kind of talk Kai might need, in fact, if Ann continued to respond to her in this way. As far as sex was concerned, they certainly were a great match. Kai kissed her long and deep, she stroked her faster, matching her own thrusts to the rhythm.
“You’re so fucking sexy,” Ann growled, holding on tight to a fistful of her hair. “I’m so close, Kai… Oh. Fuck… Yeah!”
As she clenched around her fingers with the first tremor, Kai filled her more fully and squeezed her swollen clitoris. Ann stopped breathing for a second, then she released with a sharp moan. Feeling her lover orgasm in her arms, watching bliss spread across her face, would have been more than enough for Kai. But Ann did have another idea. At the height of her own pleasure, she claimed her mouth and also roughly palmed her chest. With a groan of need, and two hard thrusts, Kai joined her with an intense orgasm of her own.
“Mmm… Darling.” Ann sighed contentedly. “You really are amazing; you know that?”
“I think you may be a little drunk with the moment.”
“And so modest! What have you done with my panties?”
Kai picked them off the back of the couch and passed them back to Ann with an amused chuckle.
“Only what you begged me for, eh?”
“Correct. I did beg. And you went above and beyond, my love.” Ann quickly got dressed again and pulled her back into a tight embrace. “Thank you, Kai. For everything.”
She spoke in a tiny voice, very different from her usual self-confident ways. Kai held her in silence for a little while longer, gently rubbing her hand up and down her back. She could feel her crying, and she knew that Ann would not want her to make a big deal out of it right now.
“Will you be okay?” she murmured eventually.
“I’ll be fine.” Ann took a deep steadying breath. She rested her hand over Kai’s cheek and brushed a soft thumb across her lips. “Thanks for asking, and for being with me tonight. It means more than you know.”
“It’s not like I didn’t enjoy it too...”
“Then I’m very glad. Have you got time for a last coffee?”
The yearning in her voice, along with her glistening eyes, twisted Kai’s heartstrings into a knot. Really, she needed to go back to Rob… Of course, he’d probably be just fine on his own with a burger and a magazine. And Jackie hadn’t called from the hospital yet, so..
“Quick one, yes,” she nodded. “Thanks.”
Ann poured them both a fresh cup before returning to sit by her side. She obviously needed the comfort and reassurance of close contact. Kai passed her arm around her shoulders.
“I wish you didn’t have to leave...”
The message notification chime on Kai’s phone interrupted what may have turned into a loaded moment. The temptation to offer Ann a ride back to the islands on the chopper, to invite her to spend the weekend with her at her home on Sully’s Rock, was there, for sure. Kai genuinely liked the woman. She reached for her phone instead.
“It’s Jackie,” she shared, pushing the familiar longing out of her mind. “Mother and baby are both doing well. They’ve been reunited with family. And Jack’s on her way back.”
“Oh, excellent,” Ann murmured.
Kai gave her a gentle squeeze.
“It’s past 8 o’clock on a Friday evening, Miss Cassidy. What were you doing still in the office?”
“Well, it’s a good thing I was. Otherwise, I’d have missed you passing through.”
“But why were you still there, Ann?”
“I was just doing a bunch of admin, going over new quote requests. Might as well get on with the work, right? Since no one is waiting for me at home anymore.”
She spoke without a trace of bitterness, just obvious sadness and resignation.
“You should go home anyway. Take a hot shower, have something to eat, and go to bed.”
“You’re probably right.”
Kai brushed a soft kiss over her mouth.
“Make that definitely right.”
“Can I text you later?”
“Of course, you can. Anytime you want.”
“Okay.” They exchanged another hug at the door, and Ann finally let her go. “Fly safe, Kai.”
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Eleanor flew to Glasgow on the 2nd of July, and hired a car for the second leg of her journey. Kate had been surprised when she told her of her plans to spend the entire summer at Sully’s Rock, and doubly so when Eleanor revealed that she’d already bought herself a house there.
“I knew you liked the place after going to visit last autumn, Ellie, but weren’t you only there for a single week before? Isn’t that a bit quick to invest in property?”
“It might be for some people… But not for me! When you know that something’s right, why wait? I fell in love with Sully, Kate. The island is so beautiful… So rugged and wild!”
“Uh-uh. And that’s a good thing, I suppose?” die-hard city girl Kate inquired.
Eleanor laughed at her lukewarm, predictable reaction.
“As far as I’m concerned, it’s excellent. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about my plans until now, but you know I prefer not to talk about things until they’re done.”
“Forever the lone wolf, aren’t you?”
“If that’s a synonym for ‘Resilient’, yes.”
“I guess it is,” Kate smiled. “Same as with your books. Even after all this time as your agent, I know you won’t tell me what a new story is about until it’s all on the page.”
“True. And, as you know, it’s an energy thing for me. Better not to dilute it until I’ve got the first draft ready. Would you like to see some pictures of the house?”
“Sure. I’d love to.”
The two-bedroom cottage was clean and sturdy, with thick white-washed walls and a recently upgraded thatched roof. It stood three-quarters up the side of a grassy field, which Eleanor now also owned. A dense forest of pine, conveniently located at the back of the house, protected it from the prevalent winds.
“It’s all wide-open views of the ocean out in front,” she explained, grinning with pride and excitement. “You see?”
“Yes, indeed. It looks very beautiful, Ellie.”
Inside, the cottage was also elegantly quaint, with exposed oak wooden beams on the ceilings throughout, and large squares of dark-grey slate for flooring.
“Upstairs, it’s all dark-wood.”
“Nice.”
“And I’ll be able to turn the second bedroom into an office pretty easily.”
“The Writing Den of your dreams,” Kate approved with an indulgent smile.
“Yes, always wanted one of those!” Eleanor chuckled. “The house is south-facing, so it’ll be bright even during the winter months. And best of all: it’s so quiet up there, Kate! My closest neighbour is 1.2 mile away on the other side of the forest, and the road to the cottage is just a single lane. It’s perfect.”
“Mm. Is there a Starbucks over there? Or Costa? How about a supermarket?”
“Nope!” Eleanor beamed. “Just a general store for food, and the cutest coffee shop I’ve ever seen. They make amazing cakes there, by the way, and the scones are to die for. Good thing it’s a forty-minute walk away from the house, or I might gain a ton of weight during my stay there.”
Kate shot her a thoughtful glance.
“Don’t take this the wrong way, darling, but you sound so unlike a science-fiction writer at times… It’s unreal.”
“Oh? What’s a Sci-Fi writer supposed to sound like?”
“I don’t know. Less… Old-world, I guess. Your books are so high-tech, you know? So full of real science! I bet your readers picture you driving a Tesla, and living in an ultra-modern home with a robot for a butler. Not a picture-postcard cottage with a grass roof.”
“It’s thatched,” Eleanor corrected, amused. “And I suppose you’re right. It is a paradox, but I do like both. I totally am into cutting-edge Quantum Physics and building futuristic worlds; and also, into reading old hardback novels by candlelight. Who knows? I might start writing epic fantasy one of these days... Something with swords and dragons in it.”
“Now, there’s a thought,” Kate said dryly. “So long as Indie Wilde comes first, okay?”
“Oh, absolutely. Like I said, I have really enjoyed doing the promo tour, but I feel ready to retreat into my creative bubble now, and call in the next story. I can feel Indie floating in the air already.”
“That’s great. You will have phone and internet, over there on your island bubble; won’t you? So that I can reach you?”
“Yes. And speaking of futuristic, I’ll be hooked up to Elon Musk’s Starlink, so no problem with reaching each other at any time.”
“How about hot water?”
“For sure,” Eleanor laughed. “It’s the Wilders, Kate, but still the 21st century. I’ll have all mod-cons, don’t worry. I hope you’ll come to visit once I’m all settled in?”
“Count on it.”
Now, Eleanor was looking forward to one of the best short drives in Scotland, which would take her from Glasgow to Oban in about two hours, although it might take longer because she planned to stop along the way. Scenic road trips should not be rushed, she knew. And slowing down a bit before starting on the next book would only be helpful to the overall creative process. It would, as Kate laughingly described, ‘Stir your writer’s juices.’ Eleanor’s first stop was at Loch Lomond, only thirty minutes down the road from Glasgow. A bit early to stop already… But it soon became obvious that she would likely drive the car off the road if she tried to appreciate the tremendous beauty of the lake from behind the wheel. The guide book did not lie when it said that it was breath-taking. She enjoyed a coffee and a sandwich at one of the picnic areas, with amazing views of the surrounding peaks in the background.
“What do you think, Max?”
Her feline companion sniffed the air in appreciation. He sat majestically in the middle of the wooden table, eyes half-closed, head tilted back toward the sun. Purring his head off, and she laughed.
“Yeah. That’s the mood, alright.”
Eleanor had trained him to be comfortable on a leash and in different environments, from a busy London park to the inside of a car. It meant that she could take her faithful companion on this trip, and ultimately to Sully, which was great. Her good old Max was as essential to her wellbeing as her laptop and coffee. Eleanor drove on, smiling as she approached Loch Awe. Having just taken in Lomond, she wondered if this one would be worthy of its name… And it certainly was! This lake was long and thin, flanked on all sides by more magnificent peaks. She stopped for a selfie in front of St Conan’s Kirk, in the village of the same name, and shared it on her Instagram page. Not a very futuristic photo, for sure… But the church building was spectacular, and it was definitely a cool behind-the-scenes shot. Moving on to the northern shore of the loch, she parked up again to take in the sights of Kilchurn Castle, officially one of the most beautifully-located ruins in the whole of Scotland. It was the sort of place that triggered imagination, and Eleanor could have sat there for a long time, admiring the view. She absorbed the atmosphere of her surroundings and examined the jagged lines of the old castle reflected on the surface of the lake. Its previous owners were described in the guidebook as ‘The mighty Campbells of Glenorchy’. Eleanor had herself a fun time
imagining the sort of characters and storylines that she might create out of such a rich historical background.
“Yep,” she murmured. “Juices flowing nicely.”
A few hours later, she had made her way into Oban, turned her car in, and found the offices of the helicopter line. There, she was surprised to encounter an unlikely obstacle, in the form of a particularly unhelpful check-in person.
“No. You’re not allowed to take an animal on this flight.” he declared. “Absolutely not.”
Eleanor kept her smile and calmly phrased her objection.
“But when I checked at the time of booking, the person I spoke to assured me that it would be fine.” She could not resist throwing his own word back at him. “Absolutely.”
“Must have been a mistake. Excuse me.”
Eleanor kept her eyes on him as he swiftly dismissed her to pick up the phone. He was young; late teens or early twenties. Clearly inexperienced. And brusque, for sure. She wondered if this might be his first job in customer service and reflected that he might not keep it long if he persisted with this sort of attitude. She waited politely, until he put the phone down, to resume the conversation.
“If you check my ticket, I think you’ll find that it’s all been agreed,” she suggested.
“Well, like I said, it’s not possible,” the desk clerk repeated, digging his heels. “Animals aren’t allowed on the helicopter. I’m sure you can imagine what would happen if your cat freaked out in the middle of the flight. Right?”
“He won’t freak out. And he’ll be in his carrier, of course.”
“I’m sorry, madam.” He crossed his arms over his chest in a show of non-cooperation and regarded her coolly. “Perhaps you should book the ferry instead.”
Eleanor burst out laughing. Wow! This kid was so bad that it was actually funny.
“Alright,” she told him with a smile. “Let me speak to your manager, please. So that we can sort this out before I miss my flight, and lose my temper.”
She was immediately struck by how quickly his demeanour changed. Had simply the mention of his boss done the trick? It seemed to… All of a sudden, the check-in assistant uncrossed his arms and snapped to attention. His expression went from bored and confrontational to alert and attentive.
“Everything alright with you here, Keilan?” a female voice inquired.
“Yes,” he gulped. “Uh. Fine.”
As Eleanor turned to see who had spoken, she was curious. Something about the newcomer’s voice would have caught her attention anywhere, she was sure of that. It might have been the richness of her tone, or the subtle huskiness attached to it… Even the quiet authority that it belied. Whichever it may be, it was an attractive voice, and as her eyes landed on the woman, Eleanor realised that her looks more than matched it. Half-a-head taller than her own 5”5, slender but also athletic-looking, she exuded uncommon vitality. Eleanor stared unconsciously as a pair of luminous grey eyes met hers.
“Hello,” the dark-haired woman smiled. “I’m Kai Walker. Helo pilot.”
Eleanor would not have been surprised if she’d announced that her name was Indie Wilde. Before she could do more than smile in return, the woman in the khaki flight-suit set her helmet down on the counter and squatted in front of Max’s carrier.
“I love cats,” she grinned. “Can I hold him please?”
“Max loves cuddles,” Eleanor replied, and she unlocked the carrier. “Go ahead.”
As if he recognised the importance of making a good first impression, Max allowed himself to be picked up and he settled comfortably in the stranger’s arms. She scratched the base of his ear, the special spot that all cats adore, and earned herself a lick on the cheek.
“Sweet. What’s his name?”
“Max. Maxi for friends,” Eleanor added, thinking it would not hurt their case to hint at the possibility of friendship between these two.
She observed the helicopter pilot as she continued to fuss over Max. This one looked like she would fit right in on the set of the latest Top Gun movie. She also came across as relaxed and totally free of affectation. Strikingly unaware of her own good looks. As often when she met someone who made her curious, Eleanor filed the image of Kai Walker aside for possible use in a future book scene. Anything else simply did not penetrate the realm of possibility. Being single suited her lifestyle. As she’d reminded Kate only recently, she was not one for casual encounters with much younger women, as this pilot clearly was. Eleanor noticed things, and beautiful people, all the time. But it never went any further with her. In truth, she rarely felt the need… So, she was really surprised at the faint pulse of arousal that she suddenly experienced.
“Will you be flying with us today?” Kai inquired.
“Well, yes.” Eleanor ordered her mind back into the game. “At least, that was the plan until I was told that I couldn’t bring an animal onboard.”
“Sure, you can,” the pilot in charge confirmed, and she shot the kid a pointed look. By now, he had flushed a darker shade of red and totally abandoned the attitude. “Keilan?”
“I’m sorry, Kai,” he mumbled. “I thought she couldn’t.”
“She?” Walker raised an ironic eyebrow. “You mean, one of our valued passengers?”
Eleanor suppressed a smile at the blunt correction.
“Uh, yes. I thought that… Well, I just assumed…” The kid’s shoulders slumped in embarrassment and he turned to look at Eleanor with another flustered nod. “Sorry, ma’am.”
“That’s okay, no harm done,” Eleanor replied gently.
“Relax, Kaidan,” Kai also instructed. “If you’re not sure, ask me or Jackie. Just don’t argue with the customers. That’s bad for business and you’re too young to turn into a grumpy old man already. Got it?”
She sounded firm but also supportive and friendly, and the kid’s face cleared.
“Yeah, got it. Thanks, Kai.”
As Kai Walker stood close to pass Maxi back to her, Eleanor found herself looking deeply into her winter-grey eyes. She may have lingered a bit longer than she normally would. Okay, she definitely held on for much longer. The look that she received in return was not an invitation as such… Of course not! But it was warm. Steady and accepting. Almost, Eleanor reflected, like an intimate welcome.
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Kai made a mental note to tell Jackie that her nephew might not be quite ready to man the office on his own. Then, she surveyed the rest of the tiny departure lounge to see who else would be on the flight today. It was the usual mix of visitors and islanders. No pregnant woman this time! She made a point of going to say hi to the elderly couple who sat next to the window.
“Mr. and Mrs. McAllister. How are you doing?”
“Hello, Kai.” With a smile, the woman reached out to take her hands. “We’re doing fine, thank you. Just on our way back from spending a week with the grandson. Oh, he’s so lovely!”
“I’m glad you had a good time. How old is Will now?”
“Eleven months and just starting to walk!”
“Wonderful.”
“Is the flight going to be cancelled?” McAllister grumbled, clearly not interested in the chit chat.
“No. Why?” Kai inquired.
“Because of the weather!” He fixed her suspiciously, as if she should know better than to ask such a silly question. “Lots of turbulence over the ocean. Be a delicate crossing, won’t it?”
Andrew McAllister, a retired fisherman, hated flying with a vengeance. If it were up to him, he’d never board the helicopter. Unlucky for him, his wife was in charge of travel arrangements and the couple rarely opted for the much longer ferry crossing. Kai glanced around the room to see that his gloomy prediction had captured the rest of the five passengers’ attention, including Max’s owner. It occurred to Kai that she didn’t know her name, and her pulse quickened with the sudden realisation of how much she wanted to find out. She watched her casually run a hand through shoulder-length, rich auburn hair, and noticed a smile hovering in her clear hazel eyes. It made Kai want to smile back, and linger… She was careful to look away, and take in the whole room instead.
“Actually, the conditions couldn’t be better for a flight this afternoon,” she assured. “Blue skies, light winds to help us on our way. It’ll be a smooth and quick ride, so relax and enjoy it. I’ll see you all onboard.”
Kai stole another brief glance at the redhead on her way out, wondering what it was about her that so made her want to go back and talk to her. She had noticed a couple of strands of silver in her hair, although the woman only appeared to be in her early forties. Might have been the fact that she was older, indeed. Something that Ann, who was twelve years older than Kai’s thirty-one, often liked to joke about. ‘You, my dear, have a taste for the older ladies.’ Kai laughed off this sort of comment, although it was kind of true… But she usually just replied that she had a taste for the ladies, period. She was aware that she had a reputation, both on and off the islands, for being a relentless flirt and a player. No relationship lasted long enough for her partners to learn the truth, and she had resolved herself to the notion that it would probably always remain that way. Oh well... On the whole, it was fine. She had her flying, enough Search and Rescue calls to keep her on the ball and interested as a pilot, and a solid community. It was enough.
“Are we ready?” she asked her crew when she reached the helo.
“Refuel and prelim checks are done,” Rob confirmed.
“And the cabin’s all set,” Jackie announced.
“Excellent. The McAllisters are flying with us today, Jack.”
“Ah,” Jackie grinned. “Dealing with the usual anxiety?”
“Yep. He’s convinced he’s going to die.”
“Okay, I’ll take good care of him.”
“Also, I walked in on Keilan telling one of the passengers that she couldn’t fly with her cat in a carrier, and that she should take the ferry instead. He was pretty rude to her.”
“Oh, dear.” Jackie paled in reaction. “I swear, that boy will drive me nuts! I’ll have a word, Kai.”
“Alright, no worries.”
As the pilot in charge, Kai liked to perform her own checks. It was good practice to run them twice anyway, even if the crew were conscientious, and Rob certainly was. She quickly went through the list once more, before glancing at the passengers manifest. The only other female name printed, apart from Mrs. McAllister, was for a Ms. Eleanor St James. It was an elegant name, charged with mystery and style. Kai had to smile at the discovery. It suited the woman, for sure. And now is the time to concentrate on your flying. She put on her helmet.
“Poor McAllister really does look scared out of his pants,” Rob chuckled as he flashed their reluctant passenger a grin and two thumbs-up through the window.
“He certainly does,” Kai replied, although she only glanced at him briefly.
Eleanor St James was in line to board right behind the old fisherman, and she just happened to glance at the cockpit at that instant. Kai felt a pleasant spark of heat in her chest when their eyes met again. Eleanor broke into a smile directly aimed at her. She looked a bit thoughtful, definitely curious, and extremely beautiful. She disappeared from view and Jackie soon confirmed that all were onboard with the cabin door secured.
“Roger that, Jack.”
Kai pulled on her gloves and she dropped the visor down on her helmet. Indeed, it was time to focus.
●●
Two weeks later, Kate called her for the first time since Eleanor had left London.
“So, are you having fun, living like a monk on your island?”
Sitting at her desk in her newly-arranged office, gazing out the window at the vast ocean in the distance, Eleanor smiled in approval.
“Monk life? Yeah, I like that. I’m loving it up here.”
“How many words have you written?”
“Zero.”
There was a heavy pause before Kate came back, sounding concerned.
“Hell… Are you okay, Ellie?”
“Sure!” Eleanor chuckled. “Never better, to be honest. I’ve just been incredibly busy with the move. All my stuff arrived on the ferry five days ago, so I’ve been unpacking and tidying up. Also had to call in a plumber because my toilet was not working properly, and a small leak in the kitchen needed to be fixed as well.”
“Right. That doesn’t sound too good… Or is it normal with an old property?”
“Yes, it’s fine. The cottage isn’t really old, but it was empty for about six months, so I expected a few niggles. Overall, it’s in excellent shape. No nasty surprises. I’m doing great, Kate.”
“Okay, then. That’s nice to hear.”
“As for writing, it’s all good too. I’m laying the foundations for something new at the moment. Lots of focused day-dreaming and visualising involved.”
“And how many cakes have you devoured?”
Eleanor burst out laughing at that.
“A few too many, I’ll admit. But I’m enjoying spending time in town and meeting the locals.”
“Being social, you mean?”
“There you go.”
“Wow!” Kate exclaimed. “Must be something different in the air on the Wilders, for sure!”
Eleanor ignored the jibe. She was not antisocial, just intro-verted. Kate knew the difference, and she was just teasing.
“Whether you need a plumber, mechanic, or dating advice, the Café is the place to go on Sully’s Rock. As a newcomer to the island, it’s nice to know that and make useful contacts.”
“Dating advice, eh?”
“Not literally, of course. I just said that to give you a flavour of the place.”
“Sounds like the sort of town where everyone knows each other’s private business,” Kate reframed ironically. “Sure you’ll be okay in this kind of environment?”
“Of course. With only about 3,000 full-time residents, it’s a tight community here, but I don’t mean to say that people are nosy. Just warm and friendly, from the ones that I’ve met so far.”
“I’m glad to hear you’re making friends. And that you have a working toilet now too.”
“And how about this: the owner of the Café gave birth to her son onboard the helicopter last week.”
“Oh, my God!”
“Mmm, I know…”
Deep down, Eleanor realised that Anya’s unusual delivery was not what prompted her to mention it to Kate. The helo was not it either. But its pilot? Yes, definitely. She had not met a single person in town who did not mention Kai Walker at some point, and always in glowing terms. She seemed to be a pillar of the community. And it was not lost on Eleanor that more than one woman got a telling sparkle in their eye when they brought up Kai’s name. The sexy chopper pilot was pretty elusive though. Since her arrival, Eleanor had bumped into some of her crew at the café. She’d met Anya as well, and her partner in running the business, Janine. Janine’s husband was now Eleanor’s plumber, and his best friend drove the delivery truck which had brought all her boxes to the cottage. That guy’s brother, Fraser, ran the general store and also was a part-time firefighter. Eleanor was already getting used to waving to people that she knew in the street, and seeing them at the store, or enjoying a meal at one of the restaurants that dotted the rugged harbour. But Kai Walker was nowhere to be seen...
“Ellie, you still there?”
“Yes.” Eleanor did not admit that she had been drifting off, distracted by the memory of a pair of vibrant grey eyes staring at her from under strands of coal-black hair. “Sorry Kate, what did you just say?”
“I asked how come that woman delivered her baby in the air,” Kate repeated. “Or is that a Sully thing?”
“No, it’s not. Anya’s twin sister on the mainland was going through a tough time after being made redundant from her job, so Anya took the risk of getting on the flight to go and see her. It wasn’t the best idea.”
“Pfew! You don’t say.”
Eleanor thought it best not to mention Kai to her friend at this stage. She knew only too well what Kate’s reaction would be if she let on that she had met a gorgeous woman on the island, one that she struggled to get out of her mind. Kate was bound to encourage her to ‘Go for it’… But of course, Eleanor did not want to do that, or try to contact Walker again in any way. Especially not since every woman on the island seems to be half in love with her. Eleanor knew the type of woman who encouraged this sort of thing, and… No, thank you very much. She would forget about Kai and focus on her work.
“Alright then,” Kate concluded with an audible smile. “I just wanted to touch base and make sure that no crazy person armed with a machete was running after you.”
“I’m safe. Has Twitter calmed down a bit?”
“Yes, but book sales haven’t.”
“Fantastic.”
“I’ve got to go now. Lunch at The Berkeley with the London Book Fair new advertising person, then I’m meeting with a client at the office.”
“Great,” Eleanor approved. “Have fun, and I’ll be in touch again soon, Kate.”
“Ciao, ciao, darling.”
Eleanor noticed her running shoes in front of the door as she went downstairs. Yeah, why not? She was due a nice work-out. Quickly, she changed into a pair of shorts and t-shirt, laced up her shoes, and made her way to the start of the forest path. The narrow trail would lead her straight into town, unless she turned left about a mile into it. Eleanor jogged to the junction, warming up on a flat section, before turning left onto a single lane of tarmac. Someone in town had told her that it would lead her straight to the beach, and she was curious to take a look at it. A mile and a half further downhill, Eleanor went pas a twist in the road and literally froze in place at the scenery that greeted her.
“Oh, my gosh…”
When she had heard it simply described as ‘The local’, she’d imagined a regular stretch of water in front of a row of houses, with perhaps a high concrete wall to protect the buildings from storm surges. But this was nothing like it, and Eleanor laughed in delight. This beach seemed to have it all… Starting with wide open space for at least an entire mile before the first house could be seen in the distance. And certainly, no ugly concrete. Eleanor gazed at gentle dunes of pristine white sand, only broken here and there by tufts of grass, and turquoise-blue water. The scene looked like something out of a different age, untouched and wild and exceptionally beautiful. Eleanor turned around, looking for a path onto the beach, and stepped right into the arms of another person running around the bend.
“Oh—Sorry, didn’t see you,” the woman apologised.



chapter
6
Just when she least expected it, Eleanor finally bumped into her. And talk about wild… Not sure about the untouched part, but Kai Walker did look as attractively untamed and fierce as the beach; and about a hundred times more interesting, which was saying a lot. Eleanor found herself staring into her eyes again. In the next instant, she also became aware that they were sort of holding onto each other. Walker had literally run into her and grabbed hold of her shoulders to steady herself. In reaction, Eleanor also automatically set both hands on the woman’s hips, so as not to lose her balance. As the touch, both hers and Kai’s, registered through Eleanor’s body and mind, she experienced a rush a heat. Tingles all over. They were alone out there, and standing very close. Close enough to kiss. As the idea occurred to Eleanor, Kai’s expression went from smiling and amused to laser-focused and incredibly attentive. She was intense. Her reaction was enough to make Eleanor wonder if she‘d spoken that other thought out loud, but she knew she had not. She took a cautious step away from her, dropping her hands at the same time.
“It’s okay. I was in the middle of the road.”
Kai blinked and she also let go.
“Yes, you were.” Her smile returned. “Amazing view.”
You have no idea… Eleanor ran a flustered hand through her own hair, amazed at her unusual reaction to the woman. She turned to glance back toward the beach, more to buy herself a bit of time than because she needed to double-check. The view was great, she’d already established that. Steady up, dammit!
“Yes,” she replied after taking a deep settling breath. “I was blown away by the scenery.”
“It might happen for real if you ever come down here on a stormy day.” Kai made an inviting gesture toward a break in the road, and the start of a downward path. Eleanor naturally fell into step with her. “Are you training for the race?”
“No… Just out for a normal run. I didn’t know there was a race.”
“The Sully 10-Miler is taking place in two weeks.”
Eleanor admired well-muscled legs under Kai’s red shorts. She noticed that she was wearing the latest model Hoka running shoes, and a Coros GPS watch on her left wrist. She looked like a no-nonsense, serious runner.
“Will you be taking part?”
“Yes.” Kai flashed her a smile over her shoulder. “I’ll be on the start line, for sure.”
 “10 miles?”
“Yep. The run starts and finishes at the harbour. It’s mostly off-road and takes in this beach on the way back. Up the forest trail that leads toward your house, then straight down into town. Fancy doing it as well?”
Eleanor registered the fact that Kai knew where she lived. No surprise there. Small place, Sully’s Rock, as she’d told Kate. She wondered what else the helicopter pilot knew about her.
“In two weeks, you say?” she prompted.
“Sunday after next. Start time is one p.m.”
“Very good. I’ll be there.”
“Just like that?”
“Sure. Just like that.”
Kai looked pleasantly surprised that she could make such a quick decision. But Eleanor trained regularly enough to be able to enter any 10-miler of her choice at short notice, and know that she would finish comfortably, regardless of terrain, elevation, or whatever else. As she observed Kai’s easy stroll down the beach path, she suspected that it would still not be as quick as this one would manage. The woman reminded her of a leopard on the prowl. Muscles tightly coiled, lithe and powerful. Gorgeous.
“I assume you’ve run this race before?” Eleanor asked in an effort to control her imagination.
“Many times, yes. I rarely miss it.”
“What’s your best time for the distance?”
“Ah,” Kai chuckled. “Competitive, are you?”
“Oh, I don’t think you have anything to worry about. I used to be faster in my twenties and thirties, but I’ve dropped to a 10-minute-per-mile pace in the last few years.”
“Well…” Kai dropped her gaze to her legs and came back up slowly, one inch at a time, boldly assessing her. Or at least, it felt like that. She grinned then. “Mmm.”
Eleanor fixed her with a sharply raised eyebrow, unwilling to acknowledge the return of a pleasant warmth in her limbs. Or to let Kai see that she’d enjoyed her blatant cruising.
“What are you trying to say?” she challenged. “Go on, I can take it.”
Kai shrugged in reply, the grin only partly veiling a more thoughtful light in her eyes.
“Just that you look very fit, that’s all.”
“Yeah, nice recovery.” Eleanor laughed.
“I mean it, Ms St James. You’re built like an athlete.”
“Please, call me Ellie. And thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
Eleanor knew what she looked like, and yes, okay: she was trim and firm in all the right places. But Kai looked like a mix of Greek goddess and Amazon warrior. Exaggerating much, Ms St James? The voice in her head sounded like a super-ironic version of Kate. Eleanor tried to keep her eyes off of Kai as they ambled across the large expanse of beach. With the white dunes on one side and the glittering ocean on the other, they might have been the only two people in the universe. It all felt strangely intimate and unbelievably nice.
“Still won’t help me finish the race ahead of you, I’m sure,” Eleanor concluded, wary of awkward silences.
“I don’t know about that.” Kai smiled, angling her head to look her in the eye. “You might finish ahead of me.”
“How do you figure that?”
“If I break my leg or fall off the cliff. It’s possible.”
She was effortlessly charming, in that innate way that some people have to make one feel as if they really are the only point of focus in their universe. Making eye contact, inclining her head toward hers, inviting closeness. Whether intentional or not, she was smooth, to be sure. Eleanor was keen not to allow herself to enjoy being on the receiving end of that too much, although she did smile at the playful comment.
“I suppose you have to be fit in your job as a pilot.”
“Yes, we have to pass a fitness test every year. But I would run or hike even if it was not the case. The surfing’s great around here too, if you happen to be into that.”
“Not yet,” Eleanor replied, contemplating the gentle swell. It looked benign and inviting at the moment, but she knew that the ocean could be fierce in these parts. “I might get into it one of these days.”
●●
Kai refrained from offering to teach her or lend a board. She did not often feel nervous around women. And this wasn’t nerves as such; more like a recognition. Whether she knew it or not, and despite her easy tone and friendly smile, Eleanor St James sent out definite warning vibes. The ‘Hello, but don’t get too close to me’-type. She appeared confident and tremendously at ease with herself, but quietly distant. Like the sort of woman who didn’t need anything or anyone in order to be okay in this world. Kai appreciated self-reliance and independence in others. In women, she found it incredibly sexy. And of course, she was exactly the same. She could take care of herself, in good times or bad; and also enjoy company, flirting, and more, if it was on offer. If Ann had been there instead of Eleanor, Kai would have found herself on the receiving end of many flirtatious comments already. She knew it. But Eleanor was definitely not flirting, and this made Kai feel decidedly on edge. Right there and then, it occurred to her that she wanted St James to like her, at least. Dangerous thing to think… Considering the possibility that Eleanor might also not be attracted to women in general bothered her more than Kai thought it would, or wanted it to. Get a grip, will you?
“How are you getting on with moving in at the cottage?” she asked.
“Very well. Had to get a few things fixed, as expected, but nothing major. And I love it.”
“Is this a holiday home for you, or are you moving to Sully permanently?”
“Not sure about that, but either way, it’s far from a holiday home.” Eleanor’s eyes flashed as she answered. “I expect to do my best work here.”
Kai smiled at the vehemence of her answer. Underneath the cool and collected demeanour, she sensed a fiery spirit.
“Are you an artist?”
“I’m a Sci-Fi writer.”
“Oh, cool. Under Eleanor St James? Is that your real name?”
Eleanor arched a suspicious eyebrow.
“Yes, to both questions. Why?”
Because you’re gorgeous, remote, different from everyone I know. Because you feel like a challenge, and you intrigue me. Just… Because. None of these answers were likely to get her far, Kai realised, so she just fell back on easy stuff.
“Nothing nefarious, I can assure you. Maybe I’d just like to read one of your books and get more of an idea of what you do. If that’s allowed. Are you on Kindle?”
Eleanor eyed her fixedly for a second, her expression damn near impossible to decipher, before breaking into a wide smile. She blushed and her eyes sparkled again, making it impossible for Kai not to smile and stare in return.
“Kate would scream if she could hear me now!”
“Who’s Kate?”
“My agent,” Eleanor said. “She claims I’m not very good at promoting my work and I think she’s right. I’m sorry, Kai. Yes, I am on Kindle under my own name. Or you can find me in the bookshop here on Anchor Street.”
“Alright. I’ll check you out.”
“Mmm. Will you now?”
For the first time in the conversation, Eleanor’s tone shifted to something resembling mild flirting. Aware that she probably did not mean anything by it, Kai kept her imagination firmly in check.
“I read a lot,” she offered. “But usually not fiction.”
“Don’t you? How come?”
Once again, this was delivered smilingly, with just a hint of fake disapproval for good measure. A wicked sense of humour obviously lurked in there just out of reach… For some reason, only known to her, Eleanor was choosing to keep it in check for the time being. Perhaps she was right to do so. They had only just met, after all. Kai wondered what the seemingly reserved woman was like when she allowed herself to relax and let go fully. She was also surprised at the strong wave of anticipation that immediately surged on the back of this thought. She wanted to know. To find out what Eleanor was like in private. For the second time, Kai smelled danger on the horizon.
“I tend to read technical stuff related to my job,” she replied evasively. “And the occasional biography.”
“Such as?”
Kai suppressed a smile at the probing question. She was not the type to make stuff up to impress other women, and very glad of it right now. Somehow, she got the sense that Eleanor would expose her in under five seconds if she ever attempted that sort of thing.
“The last bio I read was a memoir by Mission Commander Amber Smith, who was a helicopter pilot in the US army. In the book, she tells of her time flying active combat missions in Iraq and Afghanistan.”
“Sounds like a book I’d like to read. Thanks for the tip.”
“You’re welcome. Yeah, it’s very good.”
“Did you learn to fly helicopters in the army yourself?”
“No, my adoptive father taught me. He used to fly the local Mountain Rescue chopper. He got me in the cockpit when I was twelve, the year that I came to live on Sully.”
It was more than Kai usually volunteered about herself, but she found it easier than normal with Eleanor.
“You fly for Mountain Rescue too?”
“Yes. Part-time.”
St James asked good, safe questions. She did not touch the childhood bit, which Kai noticed and appreciated. But Eleanor did not seem inclined to reveal much about herself. Kai opted for a safe prompt for her now.
“How’s Maxi doing?”
“Oh, having a blast. I couldn’t let him go outside in central London, but he’s loving it here with all the space. He’s found his freedom.”
“That’s nice to hear.”
They’d come to the end of the beach. Before Kai could think of anything else to say, Eleanor checked her watch and gasped.
“Oh, no. Look at the time! I have a phone meeting with my publisher in forty-five minutes and it’s uphill all the way back. I must go. It was nice to see you, Kai. Thanks for showing me the beach.”
As Eleanor touched her arm, just a friendly move, the urge to grab her hand was almost overwhelming. Kai held back and just gave her fingers a gentle squeeze.
“It was great to see you too, Ellie. I’ll read your book.”
“Oh, dear,” Eleanor chuckled. “No pressure then, eh!”
“No pressure. Just don’t forget to sign up for the 10-miler, okay? I’ll expect to see you there.”
“I look forward to it. Bye!”
On that, Eleanor sprinted up the steep path and back onto the road. Kai watched her go. Excellent running style. A captivating personality, and that alluring smile… Knowing that it might not be wise, she turned and headed back the way she’d come. Into town, with a visit to the bookshop in mind.
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Her mobile went off in what felt like the middle of the night. Kai was used to coming awake quickly, from years of work with the Search and Rescue service. When she was on call with them, she often slept in the back room at the air station. She had trained herself to be able to fall asleep in under five minutes, and wake up alert, ready to go. She was not on call today, and frowned when she checked her watch. 03:15 a.m. She grabbed the phone. A. Cassidy was calling. Kai picked up instantly.
“Ann. Are you okay?”
At first, there was only silence. Then, Kai picked up on the sounds of a woman softly crying. She sat up and leaned forward, gripping the phone tighter in her hand.
“Ann? What’s wrong? Talk to me.”
“I’m sorry…” The reply came on a sob, as non-reassuring as could be.
“Why? What’s going on?”
“She’s not coming back.”
Kai let herself fall back on the pillows with a quiet exhale. Okay… Wife problems. Not good, but it could be worse.
“Are you safe?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“You’re at home, right?”
“Right. Kai?”
“Yes.”
“Can you come round? Please?”
Ann sounded a little drunk, which perhaps made her forget that Kai lived on an island one hundred miles off the coast. It was a bit more complicated than jumping in her car and driving over.
“I’m a little too far for that,” Kai reminded her gently. “But I can stay on the phone with you if you want?”
“Would you?”
“Sure.”
“I’m sorry, Kai. I just feel so sad. And alone!”
If she’d ever been asked, Kai would have sworn that Ann Cassidy would be the last person on the planet likely to do this sort of thing. Call in the middle of the night after one too many drinks, in floods of tears, because she was struggling. Hurting. She understood the feeling, though.
“It’s okay,” she assured her friend. “Do you want to tell me what happened?”
“Abi came to collect all her stuff today,” Ann murmured.
She spoke with such pain in her voice that Kai felt her own heart twist in reaction. Was it love, truly, which made Ann react in this way? Or suddenly staring into an abyss of rejection, and realising all that she had lost? Probably both.
“Did you speak with her?”
Not that Kai particularly wanted to hear the details if she had... But it might help Ann to talk it out, so she was prepared to listen for the rest of the night, if that’s what it took.
“Some sort of talk, yes… A rant, more like! But Abi’s right, of course, I know that. I let her down so completely… She said this new woman that she’s with now is everything I’m not: kind, understanding, caring. She told me that she hates me.”
“She told you that?”
“Yeah.” Ann’s voice caught in her throat. “And also, that she’ll never come back, can’t wait to be divorced, and put me out of her mind forever.”
“I’m sorry, darling...”
“She spoke with such hatred! I felt it deep inside. It was like a… Like a physical wound. You know? Like she reached in deep and made me feel what I did to her. Kai, do you understand? I felt it!”
“Yeah, I understand,” Kai said softly.
She could feel Ann’s pain as well and did not like to witness her going through this sort of thing. She was also well aware that hard lessons needed to be learned at some point. Ann was an intelligent woman. She was bound to come to that awareness in her own time, and Kai saw no need to mention it now. She just let her friend talk, and empty out.
“I begged her not to go, not to leave me. I sounded fucking pathetic but I just couldn’t stop, it all came rushing out. I begged her, Kai.”
“Of course… That’s alright.”
“Told her how much I loved her and how sorry I was about everything I’d done. I am, you know?”
“Yeah, I know.”
“Again and again, I promised her that it would be different if she gave me another chance. But I saw it in her eyes,” Ann cried. “She had nothing left but anger and disgust for me. I lost her. It’s over.”
Kai winced at the rawness of her tone, although none of this was surprising in the least, and on both sides. She would never understand the urge to cheat on a partner and was always very clear with hers: no attachment, no commitment, no long-term arrangement. Were she to be married and find out that her wife had been cheating, she would react as Ann’s wife had. Kai also suspected that there was more to Ann’s behaviour than mere uncontrollable lust and a lack of respect for her wife. Life was far from black and white, ever totally right or wrong. Sometimes, people were compelled to do bad things. Stuff that they would never choose if they possessed the awareness and maturity to do better.
“I’ve got the day off tomorrow, in a few hours,” Kai said, eager to move them on. “I could jump on the helo and come over to see you if you like.”
“Would you?” Ann cried even harder.
“Yes, of course.”
It would mean putting off the surfing session that Kai had been looking forward to all week, giving up on a lazy breakfast at the Caf’, and a reading session. She’d been surprised to find that Eleanor St James’s complete series was available at the tiny bookshop in town. Not only that, but a huge poster advertising Indie Wild listed glowing five-stars reviews from all the major newspapers. Eleanor was a New York Times best-selling author as well, something that she had not mentioned. Maddy Olson, the bookshop owner, laughed her head off when Kai asked her if she’d heard of St James. ‘Of course, I have! What planet do you live on, Kai? She’s even bought a house on Sully now!’ Well. Kai knew that, for sure. All week, she’d been thinking of paying Eleanor a visit on her day off. She sighed. This would have to wait another day. Might be safer this way, too...
“What time can you be here?” Ann inquired.
“I’ll catch the eight o’clock flight off Sully and come straight to you.”
“Oh, Kai.” Ann’s relief was obvious. “Thank you so much. I’m so sor—"
“Stop saying that,” Kai instructed. “I want to be with you, okay? I consider you a genuine and close friend, Ann. So, don’t feel bad for calling on me when you need.”
“I don’t think I’ll want to have sex.”
Jesus! The woman was relentless.
“I’m coming over to give you a friendly cuddle!” Kai made that clear with a chuckle. “Buy you breakfast, take you out for some fresh air... Nothing else, no ulterior motives.”
“Alright,” Ann replied in a small voice. “I would like that.”
“Good. Now go to bed and try to get some sleep. I’ll be with you mid-morning, I promise.”
“Okay. ‘Night, Kai.”
“Goodnight, darling,” Kai whispered.
She managed another couple of hours and woke up feeling good. Following a shower and a cup of Kimbo Italian coffee, she threw on jeans and a t-shirt and cycled on her mountain bike to the Air Station. Alex Cookson, the pilot on duty, performed an exaggerated double-take at the sight of her walking in.
“Go away, Kai. It’s my turn to play!”
She smiled at the standard joke between them.
“No worries, I’m just a passenger today. I’ll be in the cabin, assessing your performance.”
“Taking notes to improve your own, you mean?” he teased her in reply.
Laughing, Kai boarded the waiting helicopter, took a seat at the back, and got out her Indie Wild book.
●●
Eleanor sat facing the harbour on the terrace of the Café, with a cup of tea, scone, clotted cream, and strawberry jam in front of her. She’d made an excellent start on the new book. After a week of intense writing, averaging six to seven hours each day, she’d decided to pop into town for a change of pace. She also wanted to register for the Sully race. Now, carefully checking the route on a small map she’d been given to prepare, she reflected that Kai had not lied when she told her that it would be up and down. Eleanor knew she’d have a job, maintaining a steady 10-minute per mile pace on this kind of loop. It was an interesting challenge, and she was determined to give it her best. Satisfied, she took a sip of tea and split her pastry open. In the fierce scone debate, which had existed in England since more or less the beginning of time, as to whether jam or cream should be applied first, Eleanor was a jam-goes-on-first kind of person. She took a bite, sighed in pleasure, and her thoughts drifted back to Kai as she relaxed. She’d managed not to think about her when she was writing. Or rather, the writing took everything away, as usual. When she was not typing words on her laptop, Eleanor was busy dreaming up the next chapters. Visualising in the shower, in bed, when she was having her dinner… Even now, her mind was active in the background. What’s next for you, Indie Wild? A voice interrupted before she could fall deeper into it.
“Hi! How are you?”
Eleanor looked up to see someone she knew... but struggled to place at the moment.
“Hi. Um… I’m sorry; remind me?”
“Jackie,” the woman smiled.
“Helicopter woman,” Eleanor recalled with a snap of her fingers.
“Correct,” Jackie laughed. “Hey, sorry to bother you, but I just noticed the 10-miler map in front of you. Will you be taking part?”
“Yes, I’ve just entered. I take it that you too?”
“Yep! It’ll be my second time this year.”
“Have a seat if you like,” Eleanor invited. “I’m Ellie, by the way.”
“Nice to meet you properly this time, Ellie.”
“You too. So, what’s the run like?”
“Half-fun and half-torture,” Jackie grinned. “But everyone on the helicopter crew is doing it, so I am too. It was Kai’s idea… You know, our pilot?”
“Uh-uh,” Eleanor nodded.
“She’s a really excellent coach.”
“Oh, is she?” Eleanor could not resist asking.
“Yep.” Jackie nodded as her coffee and a slice of apple pie were delivered to the table. “She knows her stuff inside and out and is always willing to help. I’m hoping to come in under an hour and forty. How about you?”
“I think I’d be happy with this sort of time too.”
“Nice.” Jackie raised her cup of coffee in a toast. “Cheers to that!”
“Cheers!”
They enjoyed a friendly chat, during which Jackie revealed that her husband, a local fisherman, was also a dedicated writer in his spare time.
“He has a passion for poetry,” she explained. “His work was published for the first time last year, and received excellent reviews.”
“That’s fantastic,” Eleanor approved. “Just being published is a major accomplishment.”
“Yes, it was like a dream come true for my Gordon.” Jackie giggled, eyes glinting with pride and affection. “When he was invited to attend the annual book festival in Edinburgh, Kai flew us over. Can you imagine that?”
“Yes, very fancy.”
Eleanor noticed that once again, Kai was mentioned a lot in this conversation. And it was nice, finding out more about her in this way. She seemed very kind, and a good friend.
“We got to stay at this fantastic resort for the weekend, all expenses paid by the publisher.” Jackie shook her head as if she could still not believe it. “It was all very grand!”
“And well-deserved too, I’ll bet.”
“Between you and me… I think it is, you know!”
“Yeah, for sure.”
“Of course, Gordon said it was a bit too much glam and fuss at the end,” Jackie added with a fond smile. “He was glad to come home and go back to his boat. That’s where he finds his inspiration, by spending time alone on the ocean.”
“Mmm, yes. I can well understand that.”
“Must be all routine for you, eh?” Jackie prompted. “All the flashy promo stuff and glitzy lifestyle?”
“Not really,” Eleanor laughed. “First of all, I was a writer for a long time before I became popular, and I’m still amazed at the way that things took off. Grateful, certainly. But it still feels a bit surreal at times. As for a glitzy lifestyle, that’s really not my thing.”
“Of course. Sorry,” Jackie apologised. “Please don’t think I was being rude by saying that you must be used to the glitz and glamour.”
“No worries, I don’t think that at all. But just to explain that similarly to your husband, I need solitude in order to write my best stuff. Silence, dark skies at night, and to be as close to nature as possible. This kind of stuff.”
“Well, you hit the jackpot with Sully.”
“I think so, yes.”
“Ellie, would you like to come for dinner at our house one night, and meet Gordon?” Jackie suggested. “I feel that you must be kindred spirits, and I know that he would love to meet you. Of course, if you’re too busy with your writing…”
“No,” Eleanor, who usually dreaded social engagements of any kind, found herself replying eagerly. “I would love to meet your husband, Jackie.”
She meant it, and Jackie beamed at her in reply.
“Fab! How about next Sunday evening then?”
“After the race?”
“Why not? We’ll be able to compare notes.”
“Perfect. Having something nice to look forward to after the torture session will be good as well.”
“So true! But you know what Kai would say?”
“No, what?” Eleanor queried instantly.
“That motivation doesn’t matter; it’s discipline you need.” Jackie rolled her eyes in amusement, and a nice bit of pride there too. “She’s hardcore like that, you know.”
Eleanor did not know Kai well enough to predict the things that she might say… And most people would sound obnoxious when making this sort of remark. Eleanor reflected that Kai could probably get away with it. She looked like the kind of woman who walked her talk. And so sexy… Eleanor did not share her conclusion with Jackie, but she did feel the heat of it, nice and deep in the pit of her stomach.
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“If you wanted to stay,” Ann murmured in her ear. “It would be okay, you know?”
Kai lay on the couch, holding her in her arms. Following the phone call for help in the middle of the night, she had spent the entire day with her friend at her apartment. They’d been out for a short walk, to combat the fantastic hangover that Ann suffered from. They talked. Ann cried a lot. When she finally fell asleep, exhausted, Kai made a quick trip to the supermarket to get her some fresh soup. Sweet potato and spinach, lightly spiced, served with large chunks of buttered bread. It was the ultimate comfort food for her, nice and healthy too. Ann certainly needed both.
“I’m back on shift tomorrow, so I have to go soon.”
“But what if you weren’t… Would you stay with me, Kai?”
Kai had suspected that the question would come up at some point, and she was reluctant to answer it. Ann had just started to settle. She saw no need to undo all the progress she’d made.
“Don’t think about that now,” she said. “Just—”
“The answer’s no, then,” Ann reflected quietly.
Apparently, her mind was set on having this discussion. So be it, then.
“I love being friends with you, Ann,” Kai answered with a soft sigh. “But I don’t want any more, really.”
“Why? Afraid I’ll cheat on you and break your heart?”
Ann’s words were not cutting. Not even bitter, and her eyes reflected only sadness. This was no confrontational line… More like the expression of deep personal doubt.
“Actually, I don’t think that at all,” Kai stated.
“How come?” Ann shrugged. “I would if I were you.”
“Well, don’t.” Feeling her trembling slightly, Kai tightened her grip. “I’m not someone who thinks people can never change. I’m sorry you had to go through losing so much in order to learn a valuable lesson…”
“I won’t repeat the mistake.”
“I know that. Yes, I believe you.”
“Why not, then?” Ann insisted. “We’re good together, Kai. The sex we share is great. Mind-blowing, every single time. And I like you. A lot.”
“I like you too.”
Ann kissed her gently, then gave her a lingering look.
“That’s the thing, isn’t it?” she prompted. “Like. You don’t love me.”
“Neither do you. Right?”
“Oh, damn.” Ann burrowed deeper into her embrace with a groan. “I don’t, but you feel so damn good, Kai! Maybe we could just be—”
“Friends,” Kai interrupted. “I want that very much.”
“Yes.” At long last, Ann flashed a genuine smile. “Me too.”
“Good. Let’s leave it at that.”
“Friends with benefits?”
“It’s great to see you smile again.”
“Answer the question, friend!” Ann chuckled.
“Nope, I don’t think I will.” Kai brushed a gentle kiss over her cheek and pulled back before Ann could go for her mouth. “You need to recover properly from this, then you can figure out what you want from your life going forward. Not just what you think you need at this time. And now, I really need to go.”
Ann gave her a fierce hug at the door.
“Thank you for spending the day with me, for feeding me, and listening to my rambles. I’m not back 100%, but now at least I feel stronger.”
“Then I’m very happy,” Kai nodded with a smile. “Call me anytime you need. That’s what friends are for.”
“But no sexting, are you sure?”
Kai laughed and confirmed.
●●
The sight of storm clouds, bruised purple and black, rolling in over the ocean, was breath-taking. Eleanor enjoyed unrestricted views over the bay from on top of the hill, and the display tonight was nothing short of spectacular. Having achieved her word count for the day, she hurried out to check that everything was safely stowed away. Of course, it was not. She remembered hearing the weather alert on the News that morning, vaguely, in what felt like a different life. But then she’d blissfully lost herself in her Sci-Fi adventures. The garden furniture, and the mountain bike that she had recently acquired, still awaited her attention. Eleanor tidied up quickly, noticing the freshening breeze and rapidly diminishing light. By the time she went back inside, the temperature had dropped significantly. Perfect evening for a fire. The weather had been great recently, with some very hot days, reaching over 30 Celsius in the afternoons. But now it was down to just 15, and a perfect opportunity to test the fireplace.
“Let’s get cosy in here. Shall we, Max?” Eleanor smiled as her house companion glanced at her with sleepy eyes, meowed, and went right back to dozing.
She built a good fire, put her favourite Pachelbel concerto on to play in the background, and poured herself a glass of red wine. She returned to the window, keen to enjoy the weather on show outside while she was dry and warm in the cottage. The local bulletin had advised that the storm would be a significant one, with winds up to 48mph, lashing rain, and possibly some hail. Nothing with the potential for destruction of buildings or loss of life on the island, in which case Eleanor would not be looking forward to it, of course. As an image of Kai, in her dark-green flight-suit, flashed in front of her eyes, she experienced a sudden rush of anxiety at the thought of her flying in this kind of weather. But no… Of course, the helo would not be operating during a storm. Kai would be safe. And why are you still thinking about her? Eleanor was grateful for the distraction when the first rumbles of thunder sent Max flying into her arms.
“It’s okay, buddy…” He pressed himself tighter against her and began to purr. “There you go. Relax, I’ve got you.”
She sat with him in front of the fireplace, rubbed his head, and allowed her thoughts to drift to the next chapter in her book. When the music stopped abruptly, following another hard crack of thunder, Eleanor remembered as well that buying candles, a flashlight, and new power banks for all her electronics, was one of the things which had been on her To-Do list. And forgotten. Oh, well… She could live with a temporary power cut.
“At least we have the fire. Eh, Maxi?”
She settled back on the couch with her glass of wine, fully determined to relax and enjoy her evening, no matter what. But another noise soon got her attention again. Eleanor frowned and she listened hard, hoping that the wind had not knocked a gutter out of place… Or something similar. Her particular specialty meant that her knowledge of quantum physics and jet engine propulsion was more extensive than house and building stuff. Eleanor went to the kitchen. No torch either… Typical. She used the one on her phone to check on the previous leak. That looked fine. No more noise either, other than howling wind and driving rain. Satisfied, she was about to turn around when she caught a shadow moving past the window. Instantly, she froze. Someone’s out there. Now, this had the potential to seriously ruin her fun. Eleanor checked her phone. No signal. Oh, dammit! She heard the noise again, and something knocked against the back door. I’m not expecting anybody tonight… And certainly not in this weather. With the memory of the mad guy jumping at her on the stage still fresh in mind, Eleanor raced back to the front room to grab the iron poker from the fireplace. A recent conversation with Kate also was not helping to reassure her. Kate was adamant that she should hire a bodyguard for promo events from now on, and install a security system at the cottage. ‘Whether you like it or not, you’re famous now, darling. And with your house out in the sticks like that, you shouldn’t take any chances…’
“Bloody hell!” Eleanor muttered under her breath.
Imagination was fine when she was writing Indie Wild, but not right now! She reminded herself that the chances of some Hannibal Lecter-type serial killer tracking her all the way here were slim... Get your head on right, woman. When a loud knock sounded on the door, Eleanor returned to the kitchen, slipped through the back door, and raced to the front of the cottage. There you are! Some guy in a large rain poncho with the hood up stood in front of the entrance. Eleanor felt better for putting eyes on him. He carried a heavy bag with God knows what inside; but her poker could be a dangerous weapon if she used it well. And I sure will if I have to! Without hesitation, she raised it up in front of her like a cricket bat.
“Turn around!”
As the guy glanced over his shoulder, Eleanor gasped. She was startled to find herself staring into the magnetic grey eyes of the woman who had been on her mind more than she wanted her to. The surprise, as judging from the stunned expression on Kai’s face, was equally shared.
“Hey,” she exclaimed. “Are you okay?”
“What are you—What—” Eleanor stammered. “Ah! Come on inside!”
Thunder cracked and the rain poured even harder as they hurried back around the house. It did not take long, but Eleanor was drenched by the time they got in, her jeans and cotton t-shirt soaked all the way through. Kai seemed concerned.
“Is everything alright?” she repeated.
“Yes. Everything’s fine.”
“What are you doing with this thing?”
Feeling sheepish, Eleanor set the heavy poker down on the table.
“I thought you might be an intruder.”
“So… You came out armed?”
“Yeah,” Eleanor shrugged. “Pretty much.”
Kai stared at her in silence for a moment or two. Eleanor soon spied a flicker of a smile on her lips, which turned into a roguish grin.
“Wow. You really mean business, don’t you?”
Eleanor wondered if Kai had any idea of how gorgeous she appeared at that moment. Dressed in jeans, scuffed hiking boots, and a dark flannel shirt with the top three buttons open, only the oversized rain poncho could have made her appear to be a guy before. Now, the subtle flare of hips and breasts gave her away. She was all woman, gorgeously female, certainly no doubt about it. As she allowed her gaze to drift over her, Eleanor noticed Kai do the same. And when her eyes moved to her chest, Kai bit on her lip. Like the other day, she grew still and attentive. Eleanor felt her nipples tighten in reaction under the wet t-shirt. She was instantly hot, unable to prevent a hard blush from rising in her cheeks. Oh, man!
“There’s a fire in the front room. Go warm up, I’ll be right back,” she instructed.
Kai did not look cold... Far from it! But Eleanor needed a break, and to put on clothes that did not leave her feeling quite so vulnerable.
“Okay,” Kai said. “Thanks.”
Eleanor rushed upstairs to change. When she came down, a minute later, she found Kai sitting on the floor in front of the fire with Max on her lap. He was all over her, purring like an engine as she gave him a thorough rub.
“Found your friend again, eh, sweetie?” Eleanor chuckled. And as Kai flashed her an amused glance, she nodded. “Talking to Max.”
“Ah.” Kai laughed. “Of course.”
Feeling comfortable again in a pair of sweats and a loose jumper, Eleanor returned the poker to the side of the fire. The gesture earned her another uncertain glance from Kai.
“Just being paranoid,” Eleanor assured her.
“Okay… But do you have reason to be?”
“Ah… Not really, no.” Eleanor briefly explained about the recent incident. “Now my agent thinks I should be more careful. I think she got me feeling spooked for no reason.”
“More careful, as in what?”
“Hire a full-time bodyguard.”
“Argh.” Kai winced. “It makes sense but I would hate to have someone follow me around like that all the time!”
“Yes, so would I.” Eleanor laughed with her. “Thankfully, I don’t think it will come to that. Would you like a glass of wine?”
“If you’re having one…”
“I certainly am.”
“Then I’ll join you,” Kai approved.
Max did his best to crawl under her shirt as a violent clap of thunder made the window rattle, and Eleanor smiled fondly at the way that Kai scooped him up and helped him to snuggle in. Lucky you, Max, she was tempted to blurt out, but just focused on pouring the wine instead.
“Here you are, Kai.”
“Thanks. So, are you doing okay up here, generally?”
“Yes, as long as I don’t let my imagination run wild.”
“Oh, I don’t know. It’s nice when you do that.”
“Mmm?”
“I read your book,” Kai informed her with a smile. “First one in the Indie Wild series.”
Eleanor laughed in surprise, anticipation, and a quick rush of pleasure as well.
“Oh, that’s great,” she said. “Thanks! Hope it was enjoyable for you?”
She received early feedback from Kate, her editor, and also a panel of select readers, on all first drafts of her novels. It could be a bit painful sometimes, as none of them pulled any punches. But it was as it should be: useful, constructive criticism. Eleanor welcomed the review process which allowed her to improve her work and deliver the best experience to her readers. Beyond that, she’d learned not to take comments too personally, whether they came in the form of harsh criticism or fabulous praise. Trying to please everyone was a losing battle. Her job was to listen to her heart and intuition. To be the best conduit possible for the story, and that was it. If she could do justice to the characters whose lives unfolded inside her head, she was more than happy. This time though, she did find herself eager, and a little nervous, to hear Kai’s first impressions of her work.
“The banter between Indie and the rest of her crew made me laugh out loud a few times,” she answered. “And the twist at the end was very well done. Amazing cliff-hanger. I never saw it coming.”
“I’m so glad it worked for you,” Eleanor approved with a beaming smile.
“So, I’ve bought the other books in the series.”
“Awesome. Thank you so much, Kai...”
“No, thank you! Your world-building was on point, and the sex scenes between Indie and the alien captain, very realistic as well.” Kai chuckled. “Not that I ever had sex with an alien, of course, but…”
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She left her sentence unfinished, and Eleanor herself was left a little speechless as she scrambled to connect the dots. The alien fleet captain in the book was a hermaphrodite, but she’d written her as female. Indie Wild was female. And if Kai Walker said that the sex between them was realistic, it could only mean one thing: she knew about the FF stuff. Eleanor was always careful when making assumptions, since she herself was very biased in a lesbian direction. But she had tried to imagine Kai together with a man and it simply did not fit. Now, she knew. Anyway, who cares, uh? Eleanor realised that she did, very much. There was something else, too. People tended not to comment on the sex scenes in her books when they were face to face with her. In reviews and on forums, yes, plenty did; but not in person. The fact that Kai had wanted to tell her… What did it mean? Eleanor was more adept at writing this kind of thing than she was at reading it in real life.
“Are you flirting with me?” she blurted out.
Kai appeared taken aback at the question, which was nice to see.
“Uh…” She hesitated.
Eleanor had to admit that she looked very good like this too. A little flustered and attractively unsure... Gosh. She really is stunning.
●●
Kai caught the sparkle in her hazel eyes, and she noticed when those eyes grew attractively unfocused. It made her sweat a little bit. Was Eleanor even aware that she was staring so hard at her lips? It occurred to Kai that she was being assessed, maybe even thoroughly tested. She was pretty amazed to feel a ripple of apprehension go through her. Kai did not usually worry much about how she came across to other people. She was friendly and helpful with everyone that she met, and the rest just took care of itself. Women were drawn to her; Kai never needed to chase. It had always been like this. Now, astonishingly, she found herself in the position of caring a lot more, and wanting to say the right thing. Bloody nervous about it, too. Again…
“I wasn’t flirting,” she said. “Or at least, not consciously.”
But would you mind if I did? Kai held back from asking that question, just in case she received an unwanted reply. As it was, her polite answer earned her an easy smile from Eleanor.
“Let’s hope that it won’t be like this for the race, uh?” she said with a studied glance out the window.
“It should be hot and sunny on Sunday. Although last year was exactly like this. I still had mud coming out of my ears three days later.”
It was an exaggeration, but Eleanor chuckled. They were back on steadier ground now, though Kai experienced a stab of disappointment at the thought of moving on. Unbelievable…
“You don’t fly in this weather, do you?”
“Not with the island helicopter, no.”
“But with Search and Rescue, you do?” Eleanor quirked a reluctant eyebrow as she recalled Kai mentioning her other job.
“With SAR; yes, definitely. We get called out for a variety of incidents around the Wilders. Could be for someone injured on the Isle of Glenaig, which is a climber’s paradise. Beautiful crags up there, but it’s not for the inexperienced. Or we could have a group of hikers lost in a blizzard. It happened twice last year. Often, it’s a fisherman’s vessel in trouble. We go out in all kinds of weather, even when it's like this.”
“Isn’t that dangerous?”
“It’s more challenging than in perfect flying conditions, but okay if you know what you’re doing.”
“And you do,” Eleanor prompted with a smile.
“Generally, yes,” Kai chuckled.
Challenging may be an appropriate word to describe Eleanor as well, although, in the best way possible. She felt to Kai like a wonderful riddle to be solved, or a complex puzzle. Enticing, for sure.
“So,” the writer said expectantly.
“So?” Kai repeated, her mind a blank.
Eleanor touched her arm. Fleetingly, but it was nice.
“Thanks for the visit, Kai. I appreciate it.”
“No problem. Thanks for the wine.”
“You’re welcome.”
Eleanor waited, her expression turning amused.
“Oh!” Kai all but smacked herself in the forehead when she realised why. “Sorry. There is a reason for dropping in on you out of the blue. I went out to check on your elderly neighbours down the road. Thought I’d drop in on you too.”
“Really.” Eleanor crossed her arms over her chest.
“Not because you’re old,” Kai hurried to add.
“Huh-uh.”
Eleanor was clearly having fun, teasing, her eyes sparkling. It was a real effort for Kai to look away and focus on her reason to visit, indeed.
“This storm isn’t too bad but we get hit with a lot worse in the winter months,” she said. “So, you should be prepared.”
“Even just this made me lose power a little while ago.”
“There you go. Since you’re new to the island, I thought I would bring you a few useful items for emergencies.”
Kai laid them out on the table. Candles, matches, batteries, a flashlight, a small first-aid-kit, Swiss Army knife, Jet-boil, and a wind-up radio.
“D’you know, that was on my list of things to prepare but I haven’t had time yet.” Eleanor picked up the radio. “Ooh, I like this stuff! Solar, too?”
“Yes. It’s got a USB port on the side so you can charge your phone on it as well. Not as good as the mains, but enough for an emergency call if you ever need to make one.”
“Awesome.”
As Kai noticed the excited expression on her face, she could not help but feel great at the idea that she had done something to make Eleanor happy. This kind of thinking was more dangerous than flying in a blizzard, and she gave herself a silent warning. Again… Steady up.
“Are you a bit of a prepper at heart?” she asked.
“Yes, you could say that.” Eleanor chuckled. “Although I wouldn’t want to experience a disaster-type situation in real life. Writing one for a book would be fun, I suppose.”
“Prepare for the worst, hope for the best.”
“You got it. Do you think I should stock up on food and water too?”
“It wouldn’t hurt to have a few days’ worth. Two years ago, we were hit with atrocious weather at Christmas, and it stopped the ferry coming. The general store ran out of most things after a week. It’s a good idea to store water, canned foods, pasta…”
“The essentials. Correct?”
“That’s right. Everything you need to survive.”
“Add to that a few bottles of red wine, then.”
“Oh, for sure!” Kai grinned. “Good coffee and chocolate cookies too.”
“What’s this for?” Eleanor continued with a smile, pointing to a tiny sticker on the wind-up radio.
“It’s the frequency for Sully’s community channel. Tune up to that for weather updates, advice, and whatever else needs to be communicated to the residents during a weather emergency.”
“Great. How much do I owe you for all this?”
“Nothing, it’s on the house.”
“Really? How come?”
“That’s your welcome pack from everyone on Sully. We’re happy to have you.”
“Oh…” Eleanor seemed genuinely touched. Certainly, more than the bundle was worth. Without any warning, not that Kai would have stopped her if she had given one, she reached over and pulled her into a hug. “Thank you, Kai.”
The embrace was sure and confident, yet slow as well, as if Eleanor were focused on getting used to how it felt with her. Kai sure needed to... As her arms went up around Eleanor, she was hyper-aware of every single point of contact in between them. She was careful not to lean in too hard or appear too eager, but not reluctant either. You’d think I’ve never hugged a woman before. As Eleanor rested her fingers lightly on the back of her neck, Kai closed her eyes. She held her breath, frightened to do anything to disturb the moment. This simple hug was turning out to be better than any other she’d ever received. She dropped her head forward, unconsciously settling into Eleanor’s grasp. It was great to be held, and Eleanor felt wonderful in her own embrace as well. Hot breath fluttered against the side of her neck. Damn. She feels so good. Every sense attuned to her partner, Kai more or less lost any notion of time or location. Until, that is, Eleanor jerked back with a small cry.
“Oh, Jesus!”
Kai blinked, eyelids heavy and her heart racing. She felt dazed, sluggish, definitely unsure of what was happening. Then, she registered music playing in the background. Sounded like Beethoven... Piano concerto No. 5, to be precise.
“I guess the power is back on,” Eleanor declared.” Forgot I had some music on when it went off earlier. Sorry, Kai, I didn’t mean to startle you as well.”
As their gazes met, Kai started to recover. She realised that she was still holding onto Eleanor’s shoulders, and immediately took a step back.
“Right…”
It was all she could manage. She smiled, at a loss. Eleanor, seemingly unaware of the real reason why she could not get her words out, reached to touch her arm once more. The touch was light but her fingers felt like fire on Kai’s skin. She just managed not to shiver in response.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah...” Speak, goddammit! Kai made a brutal effort to utter a full sentence. “I, uh... I enjoy listening to classical music during a storm as well.”
Eleanor’s smile suffused her entire face with warmth.
“Yet another thing we have in common.”
“For sure.”
“Do they play classical on the community channel?”
Kai chuckled, feeling herself return to normal. Thank God!
“I’m afraid not,” she said. “The only thing you’re likely to hear on there outside of emergency updates is a gruff fisherman reading weather updates for the North Atlantic.”
“I think I would enjoy that too.” Eleanor grasped her hand, squeezing gently. “You know the shipping forecast, late at night on BBC Radio?”
Kai looked at her intently. Eleanor was mentioning a series of specialist forecasts and gale warnings for thirty-one sea areas that covered the waters around the British Isles.
“I listen to that all the time.” She smiled. “You too?”
“Sometimes, yes. I find it incredibly grounding. I imagine what it must be like to listen to the forecast inside the cockpit of a tiny fishing boat, out in the middle of a cold and dark ocean. I think of the people out there, and wish them well. It makes me feel connected.”
Kai did not have time to censor herself this time. She held onto Eleanor’s fingers, as howling winds and fierce rain buffeted the little cottage. She blurted out the only thing that was on her mind.
“That’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard.”
Eyes flashing, Eleanor did not miss a beat.
“I very much doubt it, Ms Walker.”
Her tone was light, but somewhere at the back of her mind, Kai registered that the remark did not sound like a compliment. She had no idea of what Eleanor may have heard, or believed about her. But she instantly wanted to set the record straight.
“I might surprise you.”
She was rewarded with a thin smile, a tightening of the lips, and Eleanor let go of her hand. Whoa! The atmosphere had gone from intimate and warm to cool and distant in the blink of an eye. Without knowing why, Kai felt compelled to apologise.
“I thought that what you said was very beautiful, that’s all.” Eleanor fixed her as if she did not quite trust her but wanted to, and Kai could not resist opening up a little more. She knew she might regret it later, but never mind… “I can relate to what you said. About connection.”
There, leaving the ball in her court. Eleanor’s gaze softened and Kai became aware of her own pounding heart. She realised how tense she’d become, and did her best to relax the muscles in her back without making it too obvious. She knew the signals of her own body. Right now, her entire being was screaming at her not to mess this up. It should have been a warning that she was getting too engaged. Taking this interaction way too seriously, too much to heart.
“Relate… How?” Eleanor asked.
Kai ignored the warning inside her mind.
“I was twelve years old when I came to live on the island with Agnes and Tavish Walker, who later adopted me officially. Even though I had escaped a bad situation at my original home, it was hard at first. I didn’t know anyone on Sully. Didn’t trust anybody, which didn’t help either. And my nights were plagued with nightmares.”
“Oh, Kai…” Eleanor murmured.
“It’s okay.” Kai nodded softly. “Just to say that Tavish gave me a radio one day. Said it might help to listen to it during the night if I woke up in a panic like I used to. That’s how I landed on the shipping forecast one night, in the middle of a meltdown. I sat listening in the dark, in my tiny bedroom under the eaves that felt very much like the cabin of a ship, and I couldn’t believe how secure it made me feel. Connected, like you said. To this day, I still listen to the programme.”
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Eleanor kept telling herself not to be too drawn to the woman, but every time she forgot to hold herself in check, she grew a bit more intrigued, interested and, frankly, more attracted to her. This admission now, a surprising glimpse into a more vulnerable side than the one Kai offered to the world, was a major blow to Eleanor’s determination to maintain emotional detachment. The things that Kai alluded to… A bad situation at home. Could she mean abuse? Well… Why else would you be taken away from your original home and family? That, and the sense of terrible aloneness that Eleanor could picture as Kai described the situation, made her want to grab her again and hold her tightly in her arms. She did not. Could not. But hell! She wanted to.
“I should go,” Kai stated, a touch uncertainly.
Eleanor glanced outside, scrambling for composure even as her brain tried to come up with a reason not to say goodbye just yet. The weather was on her side.
“Unless you came over in a canoe, I think you should stick around a bit longer,” she invited. “Relax, and enjoy your glass of wine.”
It may have been imagination again, or wishful thinking on her part, but Eleanor got the sense that Kai was relieved.
“No canoe,” she chuckled. “Just a leaky old Jeep.”
They chatted easily a while longer, about safe topics like the upcoming run, Kai’s passion for flying, and Eleanor’s writing routine. With the rain slowing down and their glasses empty, Kai again stood up to leave. Just then, a rattling sound followed by a dull noise sounded outside, catching Eleanor’s attention.
“What’s that?” she frowned.
“It’s your rubbish bins being knocked over in this wind, and scratching the outside wall,” Kai replied. “I picked them up and set them straight when I arrived, but I guess they’re gone again.”
“Ah, that makes sense then.” Eleanor had to laugh. “That’s the noise I heard earlier, which sent me out with the poker. I’m glad the bins are to blame, and not a stalker.”
“Yes, and I’m glad you didn’t hit me.”
“That makes two of us!”
Once again, they stood facing each other in front of the fire-place. Silence ensued, except that now, Eleanor was getting more used to it. Kai took her time in between bits of conversation. She seemed at ease with silence and sustained eye contact. Eleanor stared back, focusing on the tiny shifts of color in the woman’s eyes. Calm, confident eyes. She could not help but crack a smile, and Kai instantly did the same.
“What?” she murmured.
”At times, you look very serious.”
“Sorry, just thinking. One of my friends is an electrician on the main island. He could set you up with a very good alarm system for a decent price, if you’re interested.”
Calm, confident, and a problem solver. Sexy all over.
“You’re grinning again,” Kai remarked. “Now what?”
“You’re very kind and thoughtful, that’s all. Do you think I need a house alarm on Sully?”
“Well, I never thought of having one installed for me,” Kai replied with a light shrug. “But I’m also not a famous person like you. If it means that you can sleep at night, and that you’re not spooked during a storm—”
“I’m not spooked,” Eleanor interrupted. “Just aware.”
Kai flashed a dubious smirk, but she did not argue. When no tease came, Eleanor was almost disappointed. Really, it was time to let Kai go, and for her to get a grip.
“Thanks for the offer,” she nodded. “I’ll think about it.”
“Good. If you decide to go ahead, let me know. I’m easy to find, just come to the Air Station.”
●●
The race on Sully’s Rock was known as The Hard Rock 10. Either appropriately or worryingly, perhaps, depending on one’s level of ability… Whoever had chosen the name certainly had a good sense of humour. The day of the event dawned bright and warm from the start. In her running attire, and with her race number pinned to her t-shirt, Eleanor cycled into town a couple of hours before the start of the run. In the middle of the crowded harbour, local shops had set up stands selling everything from ice cream, cakes, and coffee, to fishing gear, running shoes, or surfboards. Music was pumping, lots of people were about, and everyone seemed to be having a really good time. Jackie caught up with her just as Eleanor was racking up her bike.
“Hey, Ellie! How’re you doing?”
“Looking forward to it. And you?”
“Yeah, I’m ready and excited!” Jackie grinned. “Let’s have a wander through, shall we?”
Eleanor was well aware, as they checked out the gear stalls and said hello to a number of people, that she was only really looking to see one person in particular. But despite what Kai had said to her the day of the storm, she was not actually that easy to find...
“Ah, here you are, Keilan. Ellie, remember my nephew?”
“Sure.” Eleanor smiled at the teenager, who seemed much more relaxed out here than he’d been behind the airport counter. “Are you also running today?”
“Yes, I am.” He returned her smile. “Hello again.”
Jackie’s husband, the fisherman/poet, also came forward. With his well-trimmed beard, tanned face, short grey hair, and a marine captain’s cap slightly askew on his head, he reminded Eleanor of some famous pictures of Ernest Hemingway. She told him so.
“Thank you, my dear.” Gordon laughed, and he dropped a gallant kiss over the back of her hand. “Let’s hope the writing goes this way as well.”
“We’d better make our way to the start,” Jackie urged. “Just need to make a quick pit stop at the Café, okay? Pre-race nerves going on!”
“No problem,” Eleanor chuckled.
While she waited outside, she finally spotted Kai, standing with a group of other runners in front of the Search and Rescue stand. Eleanor had to blink at the sight of her there. Even among seriously fit people, Kai still cut a singular figure. Physically, she was one of the best-looking females out there; and it was more than just that with her. Eleanor studied her intently. Kai stood with her legs slightly spread and both arms crossed on her chest. She looked confident without seeming overbearing. Serious and focused, like the other day, but also quick to smile and share a joke. Eleanor sighed without being aware if it, and she froze when Kai glanced aside suddenly, and caught her in the process of looking. Oops... Eleanor immediately felt uneasy, but Kai’s brilliant smile as she held her gaze and ambled over made everything instantly better.
“Hi, Ellie. Good to see you.”
“How are you, Kai?” Eleanor nodded.
Her name on Kai’s lips sounded way more attractive than it was in reality. Eleanor liked that. For sure, it was good to see her again.
“I’m doing well,” Kai replied. “Beautiful day for a run, isn’t it? It’s going to be hot, though, so I hope you got plenty of fluids in you.”
“Some.” Eleanor raised a shoulder. “Does a double-espresso count?”
“You’re joking, but I’m sure you’re more ready than you let on.”
“Oh? What makes you think that?”
Kai glanced at her legs, slow and appraising, the way she’d done once before. That was all it took for Eleanor to be struck by a sudden vision of herself, standing nude in front of her. What would it feel like to allow Kai’s heated eyes to travel over every inch of her body, like a caress? The vision was so unexpected, and so damn real in its intensity, that Eleanor almost swayed in reaction.
“Like I said, you’re in great shape.” Kai declared. With a mischievous wink, she added. “Well, for a writer at least.”
Unusually for her, Eleanor was left without a clever come-back. She just stood in place... Smiling, maintaining eye contact. As time stretched between them, and energy grew, she noticed Kai’s quick intake of breath, and watched her take a bold step closer. Oh-oh… Suddenly, the music and noise dimmed. Eleanor lost awareness of the rest of the people around them. Kai had moved in close enough to touch. Eleanor swallowed. Oh, man… She could not remember a woman ever making her feel this way. Wanting to stare, to study, to explore. Hell, Eleanor wanted to touch her. Slowly, as if in a trance, she raised her hand toward her face.
“Hey, babe!” A woman’s voice intruded, breaking the spell. “Better make it to the start line if you’re going to win this race, I think.”
Kai moved away, focus flooding back into her eyes. Eleanor dropped her hand as if she’d been burned, her heart hammering faster than after running an 800m sprint. She looked aside at the new arrival. The woman shot her a sharp glance in return, if not downright suspicious, and immediately locked a possessive arm around Kai’s neck. Okay… The two gestures, Eleanor realised, were linked and probably for her benefit. What the hell is this? A declaration? A warning? It sure seemed like it, and it made her want to snarl in reaction. For god’s sake, Ellie! Eleanor kept her cool and a neutral expression, even as she noted a light frown on Kai’s features. She’s not happy… Eleanor wondered why. Was she dismayed at the interruption? Or annoyed to have been caught?
“Hi, my name’s Ann.”
The newcomer stuck out her hand. Eleanor took it. Doesn’t matter anyway. Let it go.
“Eleanor,” she nodded. “Hi.”
It was childish not to use the shorter, friendly version of her name, but whatever. Eleanor was not in the mood. She forced a smile and did her best not to focus on the way that the woman—
Ann, rubbed herself against Kai’s side. Granted, she was hugely attractive. About Eleanor’s age, with sleek blond hair styled in a short bob, clear green eyes, and perfect lips. If the tight jeans and high heels that she had on were any indication, she was not here for the run today. Shame. I’d have enjoyed beating her. Eleanor silently admonished herself again against this kind of puerile reaction. It was none of her business, really, how Kai chose to spend her free time.
“Oh, hi!” Jackie exclaimed as she re-joined them, giving no indication that finding some woman all wrapped up around Kai was anything at all strange or unusual in this world. “You’re in the second wave, Kai?”
“Yeah, I’ll be chasing you, Jack.”
Kai glanced at her again as she replied. No longer frowning, but not back to her sparkling self either. Something was clearly bothering her, and Eleanor was still none the wiser about it. But she did not linger with the look this time, nor allow her emotions to show.
“Have a good race, Kai,” she simply wished her, smiled at her escort, and allowed Jackie to lead her away toward the start line.
Casual runners were going out first, to be followed fifteen minutes later by competitive athletes in a second wave. In total, there must have been something like 200 people waiting for the signal to go. The atmosphere was festive, the weather perfect for a run, and Eleanor took a deep breath. Relax, and enjoy yourself. First and foremost, she’d moved to Sully to focus on her writing. The rest of the time, she wanted to be able to appreciate what the island had to offer. This absolutely did not include obsessing about a woman who obviously already had everything that she required.
“Don’t wait for me, okay, Ellie?” Jackie instructed just as the countdown to ten started. “If you want to go, go!”
“I’m no gazelle, Jack,” Eleanor laughed. “Same to you!”
“Five, four, three, two, ONE!” the crowd chanted.
And they were off. Now, there were ways to make any 10-miler extra-hard, and this one had obviously been designed with that in mind. It started with a significant uphill which took them all the way above the harbour. Eleanor had no breath left at the top, otherwise the views would have taken it away. Carrying on, the trail soon veered off-road toward the beach. The path was steep, technical, and required all her attention. Far from being a respite, even though it was going down, it made it tough on the knees and quads. Crossing the beach at the bottom led them on to another uphill trail, which made Eleanor chuckle in wonder. Whoever had worked out this route must be a runner as well, and a merciless one at that.
“Well done! Looking good! Go, go!”
People stood at the start of the new uphill section, clapping and encouraging friends, family, and strangers alike. Already, the field had stretched out significantly. Eleanor scrambled up the almost vertical incline, having to use both hands in places to steady herself.
“That a run or a rock climb?” she tossed over her shoulder.
“It’s called… Hard Rock…” Jackie panted. “For a reason…”
Indeed… Eleanor laughed, and she pushed harder.
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After half-a-mile of ascent, thankfully, the course levelled up a bit and allowed for some easier running. Still off-road though, snaking over and through sand dunes, and now the soft terrain became the challenge. Eleanor settled into a good pace. Not too fast, but not slouching either. Jackie kept up with her.
“I’m getting a second wind!”
“Perfect!”
Hard work aside, this was a fantastic run, showing Eleanor a route that she had not had a chance to explore on her own yet, but that she knew she’d come back to. The halfway point of the race, along with the first of two aid stations, was situated on the beach where she had met Kai before. Eleanor grabbed a cup of water, stopping for just a few seconds to drink it properly and catch her breath.
“Still feeling good” she inquired.
“Yeah, I’m loving it. You?”
“Me too!”
The next two miles were on the road, leading to the forest and a long uphill section, ahead of heading back into the town. Before the two women, and a string of runners of the same level, reached the turn-off, excited shouts behind them made Eleanor glance over her shoulder.
“Be the second wave,” Jackie panted. “They’ll swallow us up in a moment!”
Eleanor instantly thought of Kai. She was shocked to realise how much she wanted to see her. It almost made her forget to keep running, and had nothing to do with fatigue. A minute later, as predicted, the race leader overtook them. Long-limbed, loose, he looked very much like a ginger-haired Kenyan. Definitely a pro. Jackie cheered for him, but not as much as she did for the guy who came in second position.
“That’s William, one of our Coasties!”
Participants from the first wave kept going on the right side of the road, while the third and fourth runners in the lead flew by at an impressive speed. Eleanor focused on her own effort, but another loud cheer soon re-captured her attention. The first female runner was about to catch up.
“That’ll be our Kai,” Jackie announced confidently.
Sure enough, familiar red shorts and a shock of black hair appeared into view. Eleanor slowed to a fast walk, as did Jackie, to watch her go.
“Wow,” another runner commented. “If she’s here already, that means she’s been clocking a 6:30.” He looked impressed as he checked his watch.
Kai was just ahead of two male runners, and looking a great deal more comfortable. She must have just passed them. Eleanor grinned in satisfaction. She focused her eyes on her, noticing the look of grim determination on Kai’s face. She was hurting, but she looked damn good all the same. Next to Eleanor, Jackie was jumping up and down and screaming herself hoarse.
“GO-KAI-GO-YOU-CAN-DO-IT-GO-GIRL-GO!”
Eleanor joined in, and Kai high-fived them both on her way past. She was gone again in a flash.
“Didn’t she look awesome?” Jackie exclaimed.
“Oh, yeah…” Eleanor sighed.
It was another ten minutes before the second woman came past, and then a few more. But Kai had obliterated the field, and Eleanor had no idea why she felt so proud. Nothing to do with her, was it? She also was not the one that Kai would kiss at the finish line. Disturbed by another load of unwanted thoughts, she tripped on an exposed root and nearly crashed.
“Oh, gosh! You okay?” Jackie asked.
“Yeah, just need to concentrate,” Eleanor grumbled.
The last two miles were gentler on the legs as they emerged onto proper tarmac, and found the second aid station. Again, the views on the way back to the harbour were magnificent. Eleanor and Jackie picked up the pace with a mile to go, challenging each other to finish strong. It was a great result in the end, even better than expected.
“01:34:17!” Jackie exclaimed. “Hey, that’s a new PB for me!”
“For me too!”
After they hugged, in triumph and exhaustion, a cheerful race marshal passed a medal around their neck and patted them both on the shoulder.
“Hey, thanks.” Eleanor smiled at him.
“Well deserved,” he grinned in reply.
They joined a few others in front of an electronic display of the results, eager to see who’d won.
“Ah, William finished second!” Jackie stated. “He should be pleased with that, since he got in twelfth last year. Why isn’t Kai showing in fifth?”
“I don’t know…” Eleanor scanned down the list. “Oh, there she is.”
“In 27th place?” Jackie sounded bewildered. “But she was in 5th when we saw her!”
Kai had still won the race for the women, but Eleanor was pretty sure that it would not be enough for her. Clearly, she had been pushing for a much better result.
“Maybe she bonked after we saw her,” Jackie suggested by way of an explanation.
Bonking, also known as hitting the wall, was a condition of sudden fatigue and loss of energy caused by the depletion of glycogen stores in the liver and muscles. Eleanor remembered it happening to her in her second marathon, when everything quit on her at 22 miles. It had been a collapse of her entire system, due to a few nutrition errors along the way. She remembered how she’d gone from feeling great to wanting to lie in a ditch, close her eyes, and go to sleep. Needless to say, she had lost a lot of time in the last four miles. Could the same thing have happened to Kai? It was unlikely but not impossible. Jackie grabbed an official walking past, someone she obviously knew.
“Hey, have you seen Kai?”
“Yeah, I think she’s in the tent.”
Eleanor tagged along to the marquis run by the sponsors of the race, which afforded welcoming shade and cooler air-flow to competitors. Inside, runners could enjoy a free massage from a team of physiotherapists. Popular brands like Garmin, Asics, or Roka, were present as well, selling all kinds of running gear at fantastic discounts. In the corner, next to the entrance, was also a First-Aid point.
“Oh, dear,” Jackie exclaimed as they came to it. “Kai! What happened to you?”
Eleanor came to a sharp stop at the sight of Kai sitting on an exam table with her head down. She’d been expecting to find her in the middle of a massage, maybe only clad in her shorts and sports bra. That would have been a challenge in itself. But this was worse, and no laughing matter.
“Hey, Jack.” Kai looked up. “Ellie. How are you both?”
“Never mind us,” Jackie snapped. “Is that blood on your t-shirt?”
The previously white race singlet had turned maroon in places. It was blood, definitely. And lots of it. Eleanor took in the dark bruise on Kai’s knee, the missing skin along her thigh, her bandaged elbow… An attending medic had obviously just put in two stitches on her forehead as well. Oh, Kai…
“You look like you’ve been in a fight, girl,” Jackie said.
Or a car crash, Eleanor reflected bitterly. And where the hell is your girlfriend when you need her? She was angry.
“I took a spill on some gravel on the last downhill,” Kai explained with a tired sigh. “With only a couple miles to go, I’m sure I would have come in 5th otherwise, but… Ow!”
“Sorry,” the medic apologised.
“Are you done yet?” Kai grumbled.
Eleanor suppressed a smile at the show of temper. So long as Kai could complain, it was probably not so bad, even though it looked it. She resisted the urge to sit next to her, to pass an arm around her shoulders, and hold her close to comfort her.
“All done,” the medic replied. “Stitches need to breathe, so I won’t cover them up. Just be careful with them.”
“Yeah, okay.”
“You sure you don’t feel dizzy or sick?”
“Just annoyed,” Kai shrugged. “Can’t believe I crashed like that.”
“At least you didn’t break anything,” the medic reminded her, focusing on the bright side.
“That’s right,” Jackie nodded. “Now, where’s Ann?”
“Oh, she had to leave. Work stuff. She flew back with the helo.”
“Fair enough, but I don’t want you to be on your own after this. I’ve already invited Ellie, and prepared enough food to feed an army. So, you’re coming too, Kai.”
“Okay, but I need a shower first.”
“Gordon can take you home if you—”
“No, no, I’ve got my Jeep here,” Kai interrupted. She stood up, instantly wincing. “Damn. I’ve gone stiff as a board; I need to stretch.”
“You can’t drive in this state,” Jackie objected.
“What state? Of course, I can. Stop fussing, Jack.”
“And stop being so stubborn!”
“If someone else can drive you,” the medic interjected, “let them. Or wait a couple of hours. I’ve just given you some pretty strong painkillers.”
“Yes, thanks for your help,” Kai acknowledged, and headed briskly for the exit.
Clearly, she had no intention of accepting any more.
“Look at you limping,” Jackie observed as they walked back outside. “Really, Kai, I think the doc is right. It’s not safe for you to drive.”
“I’m just stiff,” Kai continued to argue.
“Ellie, would you mind going with her?”
“No, not at all,” Eleanor heard herself reply.
It was not her place to insist or push. She might have, had she been in Jackie’s shoes, but she did not know Kai well enough for that.
“Let her, Kai,” Jackie pleaded one last time. “Otherwise, I’ll keep imaging you passing out behind the wheel and driving off the bloody cliff!”
“You should do something about that overactive mind of yours,” Kai groaned. “Eleanor needs a rest and a shower too. I can look after myself.”
“Ellie, will you talk some sense into her, please?”
“Well, if it’s any help, I could drop you off, drive your car back to mine to get sorted, and pick you up on the return trip,” Eleanor offered. “But really, Kai, it’s up to—"
“Yes, it’s perfect!” Jackie declared before she could finish.
When Kai looked at her, Eleanor responded with a sheepish smile, in silent acknowledgment of her predicament. Kai rolled her eyes wryly in response.
“Alright, then,” she relented. “Let’s do that.”
“Okay, you two,” Jackie approved. “Off you go now! I need to find my husband.”
“She’s kind, isn’t she?” Eleanor remarked when they found themselves alone.
“Yes, but she worries too much.”
“To be fair, I think it was just good advice in this case.”
Eleanor spied a reluctant grin on the corner of Kai’s mouth as she fished her car key out of her shorts’ pocket, and passed it to her.
“Sure you don’t mind doing this?”
“I’m sure,” Eleanor confirmed. She would have to go back for her mountain bike at some point, but she could do that later, maybe after dinner. Kai had gone pale, and she did not want to give her any excuse to send her away. “Can you get into the car on your own?”
“Yes,” came the immediate answer.
Eleanor watched her struggle to hoist herself sideways onto the higher seat, a wince of pain never far, it seemed. But Kai’s desire not to appear like she needed any help apparently was stronger than the pain. Eleanor wondered why this was, but she did not ask.
“You remind me of Indie Wilde,” she just remarked with a gentle smile. “Except that she’d probably be swearing her head off right about now.”
“She’s got a short fuse, eh?” Kai chuckled. “To be honest, I probably sounded just like her, or even worse, after landing face first into that rock.”
She was smiling, but it was Eleanor’s turn to wince at that.
“How’s your left arm? I noticed you’re not using it much.”
“Oh, it’s fine, I just dislocated my elbow.”
“Fine but dislocated? How does that work?”
“The medic put it back in.” Kai leaned back against the seat, carefully, and stretched out her legs in front of her. “Hence the painkiller that means I’m not allowed to drive. Everything is fine but kinda sore.”
“Okay.” Eleanor laid her hand comfortingly over her naked thigh. Before she even realised what she was doing, she felt the tight muscles contract, hot skin burn under her fingertips. She let go instantly. “Let’s get you home, okay?”
“Thanks.” The harbour was still packed with runners and visitors. Kai inquired about her race as they slowly inched their way out of the carpark, and toward the main road. “How was it for you? Forgot to ask, sorry.”
“Given the circumstances, I’m surprised you’re even doing it now.” Eleanor nodded with a smile. “The run was great, thank you. Brilliant atmosphere, awesome route, and a new PB for me and Jackie: we got round in 01:34.”
“You blew your best prediction.”
“We sure did.” Eleanor threw her a look. “You didn’t forget what I told you.”
“’Course, I didn’t.” Kai smiled and she closed her eyes.
“Which way?” Eleanor prompted, before she could drift off.
“Main road for two miles until you see a sign for the light-house. Take that road, then all the way to the end of Cook Street. My house is on the left, number 27.”
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Nothing about Eleanor made Kai want to relax… And yet, it did. Something about having her behind the wheel of her own Jeep, driving her home, was strangely reassuring. Eleanor’s frequent glances, checking on her even though she did not say so, were nice too. She smiled often, warmly, and Kai secretly wished that she would place her hand back on her leg. The gesture had been grounding, and just brief enough to make her yearn for more. Somewhere at the back of her mind, she did realise that the idea of Eleanor touching her had the power to radically unground her. Right now, though, her guard was down. Whether this was due to pain pills or a knock on the head, the result was still very much the same.
“Silver lining,” she whispered.
Still smiling, Eleanor looked over.
“Sorry, what?”
“Nothing, don’t mind me,” Kai muttered, and she clamped her mouth shut.
Being high was one thing, but she understood instinctively that blurting out what was really on her mind would not do.
“You can close your eyes again,” Eleanor invited. “I know where I’m going.”
Kai did not mean to fall asleep, but she did, within seconds. She came to a while later at the sound of her name being called. Startled and disoriented, she jerked forward.
“Easy,” a gentle voice reminded her. “It’s alright.”
Eleanor had parked the Jeep in front of her house, got out, and come to her side. She stood inside the open door now, close, with one hand safely on her shoulder.
“Oh…” Kai shivered. “Thought I fell asleep at the wheel for a moment.”
“No, you’re okay. Let me help you out.”
“Uh… No, I can do it.”
“I know you can,” Eleanor answered patiently. “But since I’m here, let me do something useful, okay? Put your good arm around me.”
Kai twisted off the seat to avoid moving her elbow, and she did wrap her right arm around Eleanor’s shoulders. Just as well, really, because she stumbled as soon as she stood up.
“I got you. You okay?”
“Yeah, but my legs feel like concrete.”
“Mmm, that kinda rings a bell actually.” Eleanor laughed as she laced her own arm around her waist for support. “Ready to walk?”
The feeling of Eleanor’s soft breasts moulding against hers caused Kai to hold her breath. The question went in one ear and out the other. Without being aware, she leaned against Eleanor’s side, unconsciously seeking more contact.
“Kai?” Probably mistaking the movement, and her lack of answer, for a sign that she was not feeling well, Eleanor held her tighter. “Talk to me, please.”
“Uh, yes.” Kai exhaled, annoyed at herself for hesitating, and wondering exactly how much mind-altering stuff the medic had pumped into her system when she was not paying attention. “I’m fine, we can go.”
Eleanor assisted her into the house, all the way to the foot of the stairs leading up to the bathroom.
“Got it now,” Kai assured her, and she let go.
Eleanor was a lot slower to release her. When she did, she remained close, eyeing her with a touch of concern. Kai tried her best to keep her eyes on her face.
“Maybe I should stay with you, uh?”
“No, no.” I’m bound to lose my head and say something stupid if you stay. “Go, Ellie. You need a shower too.”
“Are you saying I stink?” Eleanor laughed.
“No.” Kai wrinkled her nose at her own bloody t-shirt. “But I do. And you just aced a ten-miler, so you should go home and take care of yourself.”
Eleanor took a reluctant step aside.
“Alright. But I’ll be right back. Okay?”
“Yes. Just please… Take your time, really.”
Kai watched her drive off before dragging herself up to the bathroom. Okay. Help was nice, but surely there was no need to make such a fuss.
“I came off the trail,” she muttered. “Big deal—”
Catching herself in the mirror gave her pause. Ah… She did actually look as if she’d been in a fight, and lost to a bigger guy. No wonder Jackie sounded so worried. With a sigh, Kai started to undress. One-handed, she got rid of her shoes, socks, shorts and t-shirt. The sports bra was harder to take off, and a sudden image of how Eleanor might help her to get out of it made her feel dizzy.
“What are you, Kai?” she muttered. “Twelve years old?”
Water spraying over the missing skin on her thigh made her hiss, but at least it focused her. Still one-handed, Kai washed her hair, careful not to get her stitches and bandaged elbow wet. She stood for a while under the hot jet, letting the heat soothe the sore muscles in her neck and shoulders. Her mind wandered back to the race, and that stupid slip. She thought about Eleanor, too. Maybe I should stay with you… Kai blinked, suddenly startled all over again. Had there been only concern in that gentle offer? Had she missed something else in Eleanor’s tone? Maybe I should stay… Kai closed her eyes as a vivid picture formed in her mind of Eleanor standing right behind her in the shower. Fully nude, with one arm locked tightly around her neck, and her free hand wandering free. Touching her. Caressing her. Rubbing herself all over her…
“Fuck!”
Kai swore when the sound of her phone ringing somewhere in the house brought her back to her senses. Now her bandage was getting wet! She turned the water off and was very careful when stepping out of the shower. The last thing she needed was another slip, and for Eleanor to find her on the floor when she came back to pick her up. Kai ignored the lure of her bed as she went past it, although it would be great to slide naked under the covers and sleep off the painkillers… But something a lot more interesting was on the cards for her now. She got dressed and checked her phone. Ann had both called and texted her.
‘So did u win?’
Kai grunted and typed a quick reply.
‘Fell on my ass. Finished 27th.’
The response was pretty much instant, and as expected.
‘Poor baby,’ Ann wrote. ‘Free Tuesday? I’ll kiss it better.’
Kai stared out of the window, hoping to see Eleanor pulling up in the Jeep. She started a few answers. Deleted them. In the end, she opted to remain vague. This, with Ann, was not what she wanted. She’d been clear about that. Bearing in mind that her friend was still fragile from her breakup, and eager not to sound abrupt on a text, Kai just kept it simple.
‘I’ll be in touch X’
●●
Eleanor let herself into the house when she heard Kai holler, ‘Door’s open!’, before she could even knock. She found her in the living room, ready to go in a pair of threadbare black jeans, black boots, and a red T-shirt with cut-off sleeves that highlighted the muscles in her arms. Her hair was still wet from the shower, and her eyes sparkled in welcome as they settled on her. She looked magnificent.
“Hi,” Eleanor smiled. “I thought I might find you asleep.”
“It was tempting but I want to catch up with Jackie. And to be honest, I’m starving as well.”
“All good reasons. Feeling better then, if you’re hungry?”
“Not too bad.” Kai lingered with her eyes on her. “You look beautiful.”
Eleanor had managed to keep her composure at the sight of Kai in those jeans, looking sexier than any woman had a right to, and not even trying. But in a completely unconscious moment, this made her smile brighter than she wanted her to see. It might have been the way in which Kai delivered the compliment; both lightly and with an air of it being the most important statement she’d ever made. That serious side of her was seriously enticing. And it made it seriously difficult not to react.
“Thanks,” she murmured.
It was true that she had taken more care than usual with her appearance. Instead of baggy shorts, she wore white linen slacks. Sandals, instead of old Nikes. And a green silk shirt which made the colour stand out in her eyes. Eleanor could not remember the last time she’d wanted to make an effort to look good for another woman. But today, she had, and Kai had noticed... She tried not to focus on how mind-bogglingly pleasing this was.
“What does your pendant say?” Kai inquired as she walked up close. Eleanor lifted the titanium-engraved bar necklace to let her see. “I crew with Indie Wilde,” Kai read out loud.
“Author swag,” Eleanor nodded. “It was a present from my editor on my last book launch.”
“Very cool. I love it.”
And I love your smile. Eleanor refrained from saying that out loud. She could not resist touching two gentle fingers to the side of her eye. Kai went very still.
“Nasty bruise.”
“Mmm…”
“Does it hurt?”
“It’s a little tender.” Kai covered her fingers with hers. “But your touch is very soothing.”
Eleanor stood cupping her face, feeling heat pouring out of her skin. She watched Kai’s eyelids lower to almost closed, and her lips part to allow a quiet sigh. Gosh… What am I doing with her? Eleanor had not meant to touch her; especially not in this way! The gesture could only be described as intimate. Loving. Too much. Yet, not only could she not bring herself to care that it may be overstepping the mark, but she was also blown away by the rightness of it. Touching Kai felt as natural as taking a breath. And from her reaction, the feeling was probably shared...
“Kai,” she murmured.
As Kai opened her eyes to silently stare, Eleanor scrambled for something else to say. Dialogue usually flowed out of her like magic on tap when she created it for her characters. Now, she found herself helplessly tongue-tied.
“We should go,” Kai remarked.
There. Three simple words to move them on. Eleanor was grateful for that, as they should definitely move. Something in Kai’s expression told her that she must be very much aware of what was happening too. And what is that, anyway? Connection, for sure. Which was all perfectly fine, right? Eleanor suspected that Kate would laugh her head off if she could see her reaction right now.
‘Real people
connections, darling,’ she would often say. ‘Good ones happen in real life sometimes too, you know? Not just in the world of books!’
Kate teased her seriously, if that was even a thing, about her lack of a ‘Proper social life’ and desire to connect, ‘IRL’, with other people. But Eleanor had no problem. And, obviously, no lack of desire when it came to connecting with Kai. This woman made her feel as if she had known her forever. And yet, she was still such a stranger… Eleanor did not become hopelessly attracted to strangers, so what was it with this particular woman? Attraction. Of the lustful kind. Come on, you know damn well what this is!
“I can drive, if you like,” she offered, intent on ignoring the inner voice that spoke truth inside her mind, at least for the time being.
“No need. I promise I won’t drive us off the cliff.”
“I’m not worried in the least,” Eleanor declared.
“Sounds like good ol’ runner’s high got a hold of you,” Kai observed with a grin.
“Yes.” Something has, for sure.
“And I see that you’re bringing adequate rehydration for us as well.”
Kai was referring to the two bottles of wine in a carrier bag on the back seat. Eleanor laughed.
“I didn’t know if Jackie preferred red or white, so I thought I’d play it safe with one of each.”
“She’ll be pleased you thought of her.”
“Shame your girlfriend couldn’t stay for dinner, uh?”
Eleanor froze as she heard the words. She had not planned to blurt this out loud. Hell, no! Did not want to ask or even think about it. Still, the remark was out before she even knew it was coming. Kai glanced at her from behind a pair of Oakleys which completely hid her eyes.
“Ann’s a very good friend of mine. But not in that way.”
“I’m sorry,” Eleanor hurried to apologise. “I didn’t mean to stick my nose into your business, Kai.”
“Don’t worry, you didn’t.”
Kai gave a quick shake of the head and she chuckled as she started the engine. By the time they reached the end of the drive, she was laughing.
“What?” Eleanor prompted softly, smiling as she observed her face in profile.
Even with two stitches on her forehead and a shiner around her eye, the woman was incredibly handsome.
“Just that if you think asking me this sort of thing is sticking your nose into my business, you’re in for a steep learning curve on Sully,” Kai said.
Relieved at her reaction, further confirmation that she had not offended her with a thoughtless comment, Eleanor relaxed a little bit more.
“Are you saying people can be a bit sticky around here?” she asked.
“A lot, yes.” Kai smirked in amusement. “I think you’ll find them both curious and persistent. Of course, it’s never meant in a bad way. People just like to know you here. They really care. It doesn’t make a difference if you were born on the island or came over from London. They won’t be shy about getting to know you.”
“That’s great,” Eleanor reflected.
“Yeah? You think so?”
“Totally. I’ve already experienced that caring vibe you talk about. Like Jackie inviting me to dinner today, or you coming in the storm with your box of goodies. Genuinely warm and caring gestures.”
Kai was smiling.
“I’m glad you think so,” she nodded. ”Like I said, it’s how we do it here on Sully’s Rock.”
In other words… Nothing personal. Eleanor received the message loud and clear, and she reflected that she’d do well to abide by it. Back off. Stay focused. But with her next sentence, Kai completely threw her off.
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“You know, you mentioned your friend Kate a couple of times. If you’d not told me who she was to you, I would have asked.”
Kai spoke the words knowing full well that she should not go down that road. But she wanted to, this was no mindless slip. The stretch of time between uttering the sentence and Eleanor’s response felt like an eternity. And then, Eleanor just gave a short and careful;
“Oh? Okay.”
Kai glanced over at her. She noted a new level of intensity in her hazel eyes, the almost defiant tilt of her chin. As if Eleanor were daring her to say more.
“Sure,” she smiled. “Hey, I’m curious too.”
Lobbing the ball back in her camp, leaving Eleanor to take this anywhere she wanted to. Kai suspected that she would nip the conversation in the bud instantly. Why would a woman like St James be interested in her, past the obvious, superficial stuff? The looks, subtle swagger, the attraction of a good time with no strings attached… Perhaps a good friendship. Like with Ann. That’s what Kai was about. Why am I thinking about anything else? She would have dropped the idea, for sure, changed the subject to talk about the run again, or whatever else, but Eleanor threw the ball back her way.
“Curious about me?” she asked.
“Yes.” Kai shrugged.
“Why?”
Eleanor kept her eyes fixed on her like two laser beams, the rest of her expression unreadable. Kai suppressed a shiver as her stomach tightened in reaction. Talk about being in the spotlight...
“Why does this feel like a dangerous question?” she mused out loud, stalling.
She was feeling unstable, which was extremely rare for her, and she wondered if Eleanor could tell.
“I don’t know,” came the reply, soft and thoughtful. “Why don’t you tell me?”
Okay, then. Kai made a conscious effort to relax. If she could fly her helicopter in the middle of a freezing blizzard, in zero visibility, surely, she could handle this conversation. With that in mind, she focused on giving Eleanor an honest answer.
“I’m not sure what it is, but something about you makes me want to pay attention. You feel different from other people, and I feel drawn to you without even wanting to.”
Kai slotted the Jeep into a space in front of Jackie’s house and cut the engine. In the silence that ensued, she turned to look at her passenger. Eleanor appeared a little stunned and unsure. Definitely cautious. Kai brushed a folded knuckle over her arm.
“You are very beautiful,” she murmured.
“And you’re very—” Eleanor started, only to stop abruptly and stare harder. Kai steeled herself against a metaphorical slap in the face, but it didn’t come. Instead, Eleanor circled her fingers around her wrist. “That’s a beautiful thing to say. Thank you.”
“It’s just the truth of how I feel.” Eleanor nodded briefly in acknowledgement, but she remained silent. And although her touch was gentle and warm, it still held the energy of dismissal. Kai felt it hard in the center of her chest. Well, what did you think was going to happen? She’d opened the door, and Eleanor was not following. Time to move on, obviously. She forced a smile that she did not quite feel. ”Okay, let’s go.”
“Kai.” Eleanor held her firmly in place.
As Kai turned to face her, she tried and failed not to react at the wonderful feeling of Eleanor stroking the inside of her wrist with her thumb. It set her heart racing. She made the mistake of glancing at her mouth and noticed her lips, softly parted. Moist, tempting lips... Kai swallowed hard and barely managed not to lick her own in anticipation.
“You said I make you pay attention,” Eleanor stated. “Well, I think you make me lose concentration a little bit.”
“I’m sorry about that.”
“Why?”
“Because concentration must be important in your job.”
“Yes,” Eleanor chuckled. “Just as in yours, I know. But look, Kai. I, uh…”
Once again, she hesitated. And the more she did, the more it made Kai want to lean in and kiss her. And not only that; she wanted Eleanor to want to kiss her back. Kai wanted her to like wanting it. And to like her.
“Sorry, what?” she murmured, aware that Eleanor had said something while she was drifting.
“I’m not relationship material.”
“Well, I—”
“Not even a short one, just for fun. I don’t do that,” Eleanor added.
And you think I do. Kai was aware of a layer of ice settling over her chest when Eleanor let go of her. Still gentle, but firm. And for the first time, Kai realised that her head was throbbing. Could have been due to her injury. More likely, the conversation was making her brain ache. Either way, it was clear. Shouldn’t ask this kind of question if you can’t handle the answer.
“Okay,” she nodded, her shields dropping. “No problem.”
Kai flashed her usual grin, turned away, and climbed out of the Jeep. With a pounding headache to add to her sore body and itchy stitches, she thought of home and half-wished that she had gone to bed when she had the chance. No option to turn around now, or Jackie would probably insist on going along and putting her to bed. If she did that, Kai might well cry. Bloody painkillers. She just decided to put a brave face on, embrace blissful denial, and blame her emotional state on the fall. No one would be any the wiser.
“Hello, ladies!” A smiling Jackie greeted them at the door. “Oh, thanks for bringing wine, Ellie, that’s very kind. Garden’s this way, you go right ahead. I thought we could lounge outside tonight, seeing as it’s so hot. Kai?”
“Hey, Jack.”
Jackie held back as Eleanor went through, to enfold her in a warm hug.
“You’re so pale. Sure you shouldn’t be tucked in bed?”
“Hundred percent.” Kai hugged her tightly in turn. “I hear congratulations are in order for you.”
“PB!” Jackie beamed. “I couldn’t believe it when I saw the time!”
“I always knew you had it in you. Told you, didn’t I?”
“You certainly did. This one’s a talented coach, you know, Ellie? I couldn’t have done it without her.”
Eleanor smiled in approval, and she lingered again with her eyes on her face. Kai only briefly acknowledged that. She did not trust herself to hide her true feelings at the moment, and Eleanor seemed to see and understand too much, every time she glanced at her.
“Where’s Gordon?” she asked.
“Gone to get more charcoal for the barbecue. He’ll be back in a sec.”
“Anything I can do?”
“Yes,” Jackie said firmly. ”Take a seat and relax.”
●●
Eleanor had witnessed the sting of rejection on Kai’s face earlier. She’d seen a spark in her vibrant gaze flicker off, and now she could sense a frightening hardness in its place, as unyielding as a piece of granite. She was dismayed and surprised at the reaction. She took it hard... Part of her wanted to cling to the idea that Kai was probably not used to women turning down her advances. That it was all it was, and nothing more. It would make it much easier not to care, and be so attracted to her. In reality, Eleanor knew little about Kai. She would do well not to rely on vague, fleeting impressions, and the feelings that they created in her, to judge another person. As Eleanor replayed the conversation in her mind, she felt her heart sink. Kai had paid her an honest compliment. She’d been gentle and sweet about it. And what did I do for her? Feeling exposed, Eleanor had yielded to an impulse to protect herself, and slammed the door in her face. She resolved to put things right at the first opportunity. In the meantime, Jackie made it easy for everyone to relax. She shared a few funny stories of training to be selected as a member of the flight team. Kai joined in to share her side. Eleanor observed that she had a razor-sharp sense of humour, but never on the back of anyone else. She was kind. Most of the time, the jokes were at her own expense.
“It’s good to see a bit more colour back in your face, Kai,” Jackie commented at one point. “How long do you think you’ll have to be off work?”
“I won’t have to be off,” Kai assured confidently.
Wisely, Jackie did not argue with the optimistic statement. The conversation turned to books and Eleanor’s career. She was happy to share of herself as well. After dinner, Gordon invited her to visit his writing space. His library was beautiful in a way that felt both ancient and timeless. Weathered hard-backs lined the shelves. He had set up a small mahogany desk as his writing station in front of the window, placed candle sticks in strategic places, and Eleanor admired an antique green Bankers lamp on the desk.
“I could sit in here and read or write for hours.”
“So can I,” he chuckled. “And I never hold back.”
His poems were sharp and clear; odes to nature, the ocean, the sky. Words alluding to something beyond, intangible, yet as intimate and warm as a lover’s touch.
“Gordon, I love your work,” Eleanor said in genuine admiration. “I assume your book is available in the local shop?”
“Yes, but I’d be honoured if you would accept this copy, Ms St James.”
He was still unable to call her by her first name, apparently, which might have made Eleanor feel a bit uncomfortable if he also did not address Kai, whom he seemed to know very well, as ‘Captain’. She concluded that the man was simply delightfully old-school, and an absolute treasure. So was his wife…
“For my next challenge, I’ve decided to learn how to surf,” Jackie announced when they re-joined her and Kai. “How about it, Ellie?”
“Me? Uh…”
“We could do it together. It would be fun!”
Eleanor let herself be convinced, only to discover after she had agreed to a trial that the instructor would be Kai. It figured. And so much for keeping my distance… An attempt to decline a ride home was also swiftly thwarted.
“Nonsense,” Jackie declared. “The last thing you need after PB-ing a 10-miler is to pedal home. There’s space for the bike in the back of your Jeep. Right, Kai?”
“Right,” Kai approved.
She sounded subdued… Tired and wary. Anyway, Eleanor was overruled for the time being. Just after nine, they stopped in the harbour and picked up the mountain bike. Kai was quiet on the drive to the cottage, and Eleanor respected her silence. But as Kai pulled in front of her home, cut the engine, and leaned back into her seat, it seemed like an invitation to talk.
“How are you feeling?” Eleanor prompted.
“Much better. Thanks.”
“You know, about what you said before—”
“Yeah, I’m sorry about that,” Kai interrupted.
“No, I’m sorry,” Eleanor countered softly. “I was surprised, that’s all, and I don’t think I reacted very well. I didn’t mean to sound so sharp and dismissive.”
“Alright…” Kai paused, then flashed a stronger smile. “So, we’re okay?”
“Yes. More than okay.” Ah, damn! Eleanor winced inside, hoping the clumsy comment would not prompt another delicate question... But of course, it was a trigger for Kai.
“What does ‘More than okay’ look like exactly?” she queried.
Eleanor sighed. I am so out of my comfort zone here… Oh, well. Might as well own up to it and try to do a bit better than she had previously.
“I’ll be honest with you, Kai,” she replied. “I’m a lot more at ease creating dialogue for the characters in my books than I am handling conversations in real life.”
“I think you’re doing quite well, actually.”
“Ah! Like I said, you’re very kind. And…” So attractive. And sexy. Talking to you like this is way too easy. And dangerous. “Look. Under different circumstances…”
Shut up. Stop staring at her. Don’t look at her mouth. Do not— Too late, Eleanor did exactly that. It was just a flicker of the eyes, but Kai’s next question showed that she’d noticed.
She shifted on her seat, moving infinitesimally closer. Eleanor noticed that too.
“Under different circumstances… What?”
“Nothing. Forget I said anything.”
“I don’t want to forget,” Kai stated with a soft smile. “Tell me. Under different circumstances, would you kiss me?”
“I told you; I don’t do that.”
“What? Kiss women?”
“No. I don’t kiss women lightly.”
“Fine. Show me how you do it then. I’ll adapt.”
“Stop it!” Eleanor ordered, although she laughed when she spotted the teasing glint in Kai’s bright eyes. She was just being herself, gentle and kind. Eleanor relaxed, but she also leaned her back against the door, putting a bit more distance between them. “You are entirely too good at this game. And I do not intend to play with you.”
Kai held her gaze, looking both pensive and careful.
“Seems to me that you are, actually,” she murmured.
Eleanor tensed with the effort not to admit how much Kai actually made her feel, and want to play some more. Harder. The impulse was almost impossible to resist. It almost made Eleanor forget why she should hold back. Almost… But not completely.
“I’m sorry about that,” she repeated. “Little slip. But it stops right here.”
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Kai sat in silence, gnawing lightly on her bottom lip. Eleanor knew that she should move. She had said what she needed to say, and it was time to leave. Yet, despite an awareness that she was on dangerous ground, she found herself still rooted in place, eyes locked intently with Kai’s.
“Why?” she asked, unnerved to discover that she did not want this moment to end. There was a connection between them; a tempting one. Of course, she could feel it. And it was strong.
“What do you mean?” Kai inquired.
“Why me?”
“Why not you?”
“Kai,” Eleanor huffed impatiently.
“I’ve already told you. Does it have to be more complicated than that? I’m attracted to you, Ellie. We can keep it simple.”
“Oh, but you’re wrong. It always gets complicated.”
Kai did not break eye contact to ask her next question, and the gentleness in her gaze was almost too wonderful to bear.
“Did a woman break your heart?”
“Absolutely not,” Eleanor scoffed.
“But are you scared of what you might feel? Is that why you won’t take a chance with me?”
“You’re very sure of yourself, aren’t you?”
“Not really, although I know what it can sound like.”
“Either way. I won’t take a chance, with you or anyone else, because I don’t need to.” Eleanor was firm in her answer. “I like my life just the way it is, how I’ve made it. And for the record, I don’t believe in relationships. With some exceptions, I think a lot of people just get involved because they can’t hack being alone. That’s not love. And it’s not me.”
She noticed Kai’s instant and sharp intake of breath, as if a burning reply were on the tip of her tongue. But she held back, apparently not willing to voice it out loud.
“Fine,” she just shrugged.
“What were you going to say?”
“Nothing.”
“No, tell me,” Eleanor insisted.
Kai leaned forward with a sultry grin.
“Kiss me, and I will.”
●●
Replaying the conversation in her mind the next morning, as she drove to the Rescue Centre, made her cringe. Kai was convinced that the little show with Eleanor the previous night would never have happened if she’d not been high on pills. She’d been called a delicious flirt, and other very nice things before, by women she wanted to seduce. Ones who were receptive to her charms. But Kai was never so persistent with the ones who made it clear that they weren’t interested in what she had to offer. As Eleanor had. When Kai challenged Eleanor to kiss her, the writer just grinned, patted her softly on the cheek, and said: ‘Take care of yourself, Kai. Goodnight.’ More than a little patronising, as if she were dealing with an over-excited puppy. I guess I deserved it. Contributing to Kai’s irritation this morning, as well as the missing skin on her thigh and the stitches on her forehead, was the fact that Eleanor looked at her from time to time as if she wanted to rip all of her clothes off. She said NO, but still eyed her like a full-on YES! And that line about people being in relationships because they could not hack being on their own…
“What a flamboyantly judgmental statement to make!”
It was a major source of annoyance for Kai, even though she happened to agree. Being alone in life could be hard. It would be easy to fall for the illusion of safety with an equally lost partner. A lot of people did that. Kai knew what it was like, this craving. She never gave in to it. Her problem with Eleanor seemed to be that the more the woman insisted that she was not interested in her, the more Kai’s own interest grew.
“Just stop thinking about her.”
Parking in front of the rescue station, Kai shot a smiling glance at the Eurocopter MH-67E Shark waiting on the tarmac. There! Something a lot safer to think about. She never wished for others to get in trouble so that she could fly, but she was grateful for the day’s scheduled training session, which should settle her nicely. Early for duty, she poured herself a coffee in the kitchen and went to take care of her first order of business. Forty-nine-year-old Carla Williams, ex-Army medic and now team doctor, split her time between Sully’s Rock and the hospital on the main island. She was on call for the team this morning, and raised a puzzled eyebrow when Kai walked into her office.
“Whoa! What happened to you?”
“Got in a fight with a bunch of drunken sailors.”
“You what?”
“Just kidding. I slipped and fell during the run yesterday.”
“Ah, unlucky. Stitches, uh? Did you suffer a concussion?”
“No, no. Just a dislocated elbow. But it wasn’t for long, and the rest is only cosmetics.” Kai was keen not to exaggerate the extent of her injuries. “Can you please do your doctor thing and certify me fit to fly? We’ve got a training session coming up.”
“You know as well as I do that it’s not quite how it works in my world,” Carla chuckled. “But sit yourself on the table, and I’ll check you over.”
Twenty rather long but painless minutes later, Kai received the green light that she wanted. Another thirty, and she was up in the air with her team, headed to the Isle of Glenaig to practice winching and recovery from several different locations. For the next few hours, at least, she was in her element. Fully focused on the job and doing what she loved. No other thoughts came to intrude.
●●
Eleanor enjoyed four days of the same sort of thing: perfect focus and flow. Her routine was very simple when she was writing. Wake up at dawn, meditate for thirty minutes, and run for forty. Then shower, coffee, and work. She wrote for as long as she felt connected to her characters, only breaking for lunch and a short walk around the house to get some air and reset her mind. She stayed away from the radio, a TV that she still refused to own anyway, her email inbox, and her phone, until completely done writing for the day. The only difference now was that she found herself impossibly distracted in the evenings.
‘Kiss me, and I’ll tell you.’
Eleanor kept replaying that sentence in her mind, and the way that Kai had smiled as she delivered it. The word ‘Sinful’ invariably came to mind, albeit in the best possible way. What else might have happened if Eleanor had taken her at her word and kissed her? What would it feel like to touch Kai intimately, and be touched in return? These were risky thoughts which Eleanor could not afford to let invade her mind. Imagination was more than a tool for her. It was her bread and butter. Allowing Kai Walker free residence in there would be too dangerous.
‘Kiss me…’
At a loss, Eleanor exorcised the power of that line by giving it to Indie Wild. There! It fitted her character perfectly. She did wonder, briefly, if her crazy attraction to Kai may not be related to the fact that she reminded her so much of Indie... But no way. Kai was one of a kind, and flesh and blood. For sure… Eleanor managed not to let her intrude during her writing hours, but all the others were fair game, apparently. It disturbed her enough to mention it to Kate at the end of a business call the following day.
“You got an extra minute to talk?”
“Sure! What’s up?”
“It’s personal.”
“Okay… Everything alright, Ellie?”
“Yes. I’m writing well and already halfway through the first draft. The new office is great. It’s just that when I’m not writing, I feel incredibly distracted.”
“I see. That’s not like you.” Kate still sounded pretty matter of fact. “I guess you need to get used to the house, the awesome views that you described to me, and all the rest. Right?”
“Mm.” All the rest. Eleanor suddenly regretted bringing that up. “Yeah, I suppose. It’s fine, really.”
Of course, she’d already said too much for Kate to just let it go.
“Is there something else?” she prompted.
“Um… No, not really. Like you said, it’s just the—”
“Oh, my God!” Kate suddenly exclaimed.
“What?”
“Is it a woman? It is, isn’t it?”
Defeated, but also relieved, Eleanor admitted to that part, at least.
“Nothing’s happened,” she cautioned.
“But you’re distracted, so something must be happening.” Kate’s smile and rush of interest were both obvious. “What’s her name?”
“Kai Walker.”
“What does she look like?”
“Jet-black hair, grey eyes, fit. She’s a helicopter pilot.”
“My goodness! Ellie, she sounds outrageously tempting! Should I send help? Clearly, you’re in great danger over there on your piece of rock.”
“Stop it,” Eleanor grunted. “I can handle myself.”
“Sure! I know you can. But you must be feeling the heat, all the same, otherwise you wouldn’t have mentioned her to me.” Eleanor could only keep silent at that. It was true. “What’s she like?”
“Kind and friendly. Genuinely caring and helpful. Every-one likes her.”
“And you as well, uh? A lot. I can tell.”
“She’s a pillar of this community.”
“Don’t start dodging questions. By pillar of the community, you mean the local heartthrob?”
“Quite possibly, yes.”
“And? Come on, tell me more!”
“She wants to kiss me,” Eleanor relayed, feeling weak at the knees.
“Oh, man!” Kate gave in to laughter. “How terrible for you, my dear.”
“It’s annoying, for sure.”
“Why in the world would you think that?”
“Because I’m here to concentrate on my work. Which means not only writing the next book but also making sure that it’s the best in the series. I have to meet all my editorial deadlines... You know. All that stuff.”
“Of course,” Kate approved. “There’s pressure associated with deadlines, but you’ve done it all before and I’ve no doubt that you’ll do it again.”
“That’s why I can’t allow myself to be distracted.”
“I understand. And yet, this one’s different, isn’t she?”
“What?” Eleanor frowned, startled. “What do you mean?”
“Well, I know how protective you are of your creative time when you’re writing. You don’t let anything or anyone ever get in the way. So, she must be quite special for us to even be having this conversation.”
“She’s different,” Eleanor conceded. “She caught my eye at the airport in Oban. I bumped into her two weeks later when I was out running. Then, she came to the house to deliver some supplies. There were a few other times. And now…”
“She wants to kiss you,” Kate concluded. “So, let her.”
“Oh, come on!”
“Why not? You can’t stop thinking about her, obviously. So, kiss her. Sleep with her. Do whatever you want. Get her out of your system, and your peace of mind will be restored.”
“You know I don’t do that,” Eleanor protested.
“And you know what? I think you should, once in a while. You work hard for your success, Ellie. I’m all for it. But there’s no rule to say that you have to always sacrifice your life in the process.”
“It’s not a sacrifice!”
“Case in point: Stephen King.” Kate ignored her objection.
“What’s he got to do with Kai wanting to kiss me?”
“His marriage never got in the way of his writing. Just the opposite, it seems. Many more of my clients, who are at the top of their game, also have partners and even children.”
“So now we’re talking marriage and kids?” Eleanor snorted.
“That’s pushing it a bit, isn’t it?”
“You know what I mean. It’s about balance, my friend.”
Eleanor hung up feeling even more confused than before. She’d been naive to think that Kate, who was adventurous in her relationships with both men and women alike, would tell her to forget about Kai. She also knew that her friend did have her best interests at heart. Eleanor trusted her fully and completely. This being said, sleeping with Kai just to get her out of her system… I can’t do that!
“Surely not!” Eleanor repeated out loud.
And of course, there was something else. Sex was one thing, but Eleanor was not sure that she had it in her to leave it at that. An intimate one-night stand with Kai… How would that work? Extremely well, probably. She rolled her eyes. What about after? She was bound to bump into Kai everywhere on Sully. They even had common friends now! How awkward would it all become? With a groan of frustration, Eleanor closed her eyes.
Kiss me...
Even now, several days later, she could feel how much she wanted to. She recalled the flush of blood in Kai’s tanned cheeks. How moist and a little swollen her lips appeared. The bruise and the stitches, along with her naturally handsome looks, made her seem just the right mix of vulnerable and tough. A sure recipe for disaster. Eleanor knew that she’d better settle things in her own mind before she met Kai again for the surfing session with Jackie. Unless I decide not to go, of course… But Eleanor could not make that decision either. At a loss, feeling both flustered and irritated, she pulled on her hiking boots and went for another walk.
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“What have we got?”
Saturday night, 22:30. Kai rushed into the Rescue Station control room, followed closely by Rob, her usual co-pilot on this team as well, and Jonah, their rescue swimmer. Matthew Smith, an ex-Navy officer, was handling comms that evening.
“Call for help from a fishing vessel 30 miles south-west of Sully,” he announced. “One of the guys onboard got caught in a winch. It crushed his arm and fingers pretty bad.”
“Copy that.” Kai took a moment to check the weather map as she finished suiting up. “Looks like low ceiling and visibility all the way.”
“What’s the name of the vessel?” Rob inquired.
“It’s the Starfish. Kenny’s the one who got injured.”
Kai knew every island fisherman and deck-hand by name. Jonah’s brother and his cousin chartered a boat together. Rob’s sister often crewed on another one. It was bad news for young Kenny, who liked to surf at her favourite spot.
“We’re going to need Carla,” Jonah observed.
“Right here,” Carla said, also in full gear as she walked in.
“Great. Let’s go,” Kai nodded.
Following a well-rehearsed routine, they were airborne in less than five minutes. The flight path that Kai opted for, for no other reason than it was the most direct to the vessel in trouble, had them passing within sight of Eleanor’s cottage. Whenever Kai was on a night flight, heading off to sea or the mountains, knowing that someone was in trouble out there, and perhaps fighting for their life, she liked to pictured the people that she knew on the ground, warm and safe inside their homes. She did not linger very long thinking of Eleanor, but she did spot a light on in her home as they flew close, and imagined her in her office, hard at work doing what she did best. The thought was oddly comforting.
“So, what’s the plan?” she prompted, nicely focused.
“Soon as we get on site, I’ll go down to assess and stabilise the patient for a winch-up,” Jonah responded.
“I’ve got three types of bleeding control in case we need,” Carla added. “Stamp flint and tape. Maybe Jon can bandage the guy when he’s on the boat, as part of stabilising him. Then, we’ll get him up nice and quick, so I can take over.”
“I can do that,” Jonah confirmed. “Yeah, no problem.”
“Sounds pretty straightforward,” Kai approved. “Everyone happy to proceed?”
The answers were affirmative. Rob established contact with the boat.
“Fishing vessel Starfish – From rescue helicopter Sully-one-one. How do you read me, guys?”
“Yes, this is Starfish. Go ahead, helicopter.”
“Okay. First of all, can you give us a status update on your injured crew member? How much pain he’s in, if he’s conscious or not, that type of thing.”
“Uh, roger,” came the flustered reply. “Yeah, he’s conscious alright. In a lot of pain. Like a 10 out of 10.”
“Good copy, Captain,” Rob answered calmly. “Our plan is to winch our rescue swimmer down to you. He’ll get your guy bandaged up and ready for a winch-up. We’ve got a qualified doctor onboard the helo.”
“How long are you gonna be?” The man sounded stressed, which Kai often expected in this kind of situation.
“We’re two minutes out. Standby for a winch brief.”
“Uh… Okay. Great.”
Rob kept his instructions to a minimum, short and precise, knowing that it would help to keep the captain calm. Onboard the helicopter, Jonah got ready.
“Kai, you’re at 70 knots, ready for me to open the door?” he asked, as per procedure.
“Go ahead, Jon,” she answered.
The Starfish popped up on the radar long before they had a visual on her, but she eventually spotted her lights and outline, and steadied the aircraft into a waiting hover after making her approach. Down below, the ocean was a threatening mass of swirling black. Rob finished briefing the captain.
“Okay, can you guys lower and stow any antennas and put your radar to standby. Secure any loose gear on deck. We put out about 60 knots of rotor wash, so anything that’s not secure will blow off. And we also don’t want stuff to get sucked into the rotor system.”
“Roger. Yeah, we already cleaned up on deck. Everything’s tied down and no hazard.”
Kai and Rob performed their own check, as best as possible in the low-vis conditions. Everything looked tidy on the vessel, with just the standard block swing to be careful about.
“Yeah, I’m happy,” Kai confirmed.
“Okay, starting winch-down,” Jonah announced.
In addition to her medical duties, Carla was also trained as a winchman, so she worked with him to ensure that he got down safely. Meanwhile, Kai focused on maintaining a steady hover at 70 feet above the vessel.
“Swimmer’s on deck,” Carla soon announced. “Swimmer’s okay. Swimmer’s away.”
The manoeuvre, which could be tricky at the best of times, was perfectly executed. Kai repositioned the helicopter to avoid creating too much rotor wash. Less than a minute later, Jonah came through on the radio to say that the patient was bleeding heavily.
“In pain,” he also advised, “but fully conscious. So, we’ll be able to use the basket to get him up.”
Carla confirmed the procedure to adopt, which they had already discussed, while Kai took her machine in a patient circle around the boat. A moment later, Jonah came back on.
“Ready for basket hoist.”
“Roger that, Jon.”
As Kai settled the aircraft into position, Carla sent him the line.
“Be aware that I’m sending a Ziploc bag in the basket with the patient,” Jonah added. “His fingers are in it.”
“Christ,” Rob muttered, off the radio.
Kai winced in sympathy but she did not react outwardly. Her pulse barely picked up. As the pilot in charge, she never let anything rob her of her control. Lives depended on her keeping a cool head. This was also why they stuck to generic terms like ‘The patient’, when they were working. Maintaining emotional distance was key to a successful mission.
“Understood, Jonah,” Carla acknowledged. “You can send him up now.”
With both patient and swimmer back inside the cabin a few minutes later, and the door safely secured, Kai pointed them back toward land.
“How’s he doing?” Rob inquired, looking back.
“He’s hurting, but it could be a lot worse,” Carla answered. “We’re lucky that his mates reacted well by putting a tourniquet on him, and his fingers on ice. He’s lost three, but the bleeding has stopped for now.”
“ETA back to base fifteen minutes,” Rob let her know.
“Make that twelve, actually,” Kai corrected.
“Twelve,” he grinned. “Yeah, Boss.”
The return was uneventful. Following landing and a proper shutdown of the helicopter while the patient was still onboard, an ambulance crew took him over. After they left, the chopper team all regrouped inside the station.
“Do you think they’ll be able to reattach his fingers?” Rob was optimistic.
“I’m not a specialist hand surgeon but, sadly, I very much doubt it,” Carla reported with a disappointed shake of the head.
“His hand was a mess,” Jonah confirmed. “Poor Kenny.”
There were no other emergencies for the rest of the night, and Kai managed a solid five hours of sleep, despite Rob’s fierce snoring. She came off duty at six a.m., after briefing the day crew and her relief pilot, and decided to treat herself to a coffee and maple syrup pancakes in town. After a brief stop at home to change and grab her gear, she climbed in her Jeep and drove to the beach. Jackie had already confirmed by text that she would be there: “Look forward to getting wet with you, girl!” Eleanor did not confirm, and especially not plans for getting wet together... After their last conversation, Kai figured that spending time with her would not rank extremely high on the woman’s list of fun things to do in her free time. She was surprised to find her at the beach, looking really great in a pair of running shorts and a Nike t-shirt.
“Hey, Coach!” Jackie greeted her with a smile.
“Hello, Jack.” Kai smiled at Eleanor as well. “Hi, Ellie. How are you?”
“Very well, thanks. Stitches all gone?”
“Yes, and not a second too soon.”
“Great.”
That was all it took... Just this one word, spoken with such warmth and conviction, reached nice and deep under Kai’s skin and took hold. Whatever may have been said before, Eleanor sounded like she really cared. And it was so nice. Kai could not help the next thought to cross her mind, like a flash of lightning. It would be so great to have someone like her, to feel this all the time, to be able to give back, and— Okay. Stop that.
“Nice swell for a surfing lesson today.” She nodded, hiding her fluster. She was good at that, pretending that a whole bunch of things never affected her.
“Been looking forward to this all week,” Jackie declared.
Kai had brought her own board. Her two companions hired one from the little surf shack that also served cold drinks and ice cream, and made a roaring trade in the summer.
“Let’s find a quieter spot,” Kai invited.
Once away from the crowds, and kids playing in the water, Jackie shook her head as she observed all three boards laid out side by side on the sand.
“How come yours looks like a fine blade?” she complained, jokingly. “But you made us hire ironing boards?”
“Agreed,” Eleanor laughed. “What’s the deal with that?”
“First of all, it’s safer,” Kai answered, enjoying the way that she smiled. She turned over her board to expose the fins. “Those are razor-sharp. The pointy end of my board could be lethal too. So, until you know what you’re doing, I’m afraid you’ve got to use a less sexy item. Also, a longer and more rounded board with a soft top will be easier for you to manage at first.”
“Okay, fair enough,” Jackie conceded. “So, we go in?”
“Not yet. First, we do a round of practice on the beach.”
As Kai went through the basics of how to handle the board, paddle, catch a wave, and stand up, she could feel Eleanor’s eyes on her, tracking her every movement. Jackie was a good student, but she was always quick to joke and laugh. Eleanor, in contrast, was intent and perfectly focused. She grasped directions quickly, usually got it right the first time when it was her turn to practice, or only required minor adjustments. She was clearly having fun with the process, but Kai sensed a ruthless personality beneath her smiles. Drive, determination, excellence. She appreciated all these traits in a woman, and Eleanor seemed to have them all in abundance. The fact that she looked so gorgeous in a bikini top, having taken her t-shirt off, only added to the difficulty of not forgetting half the stuff that Kai needed to convey. She suspected that she’d be exhausted by the end of this session, just from the constant effort not to stare and smile, and say the wrong things.
●●
Eleanor wondered how she even registered one word of what Kai said to them the entire time she was speaking. She was an excellent instructor, obviously. Her instructions were simple yet efficient, she demoed all the movements, and she knew her stuff. Past her initial reluctance to show up for the day, Eleanor found herself keen to do well. It was great to relax after another period of intense writing, and surfing was exciting to learn. Being reunited with Jackie was nice too. And of course, there was Kai. In a pair of Quicksilver board shorts that rode low over her hips, and a simple red swim top, she hands-down stole the show out there. Eleanor tried and failed many times not to linger over her during the lesson. She was glad to have an excuse to stare when Kai demonstrated a move.
“Be fluid as you feel the water, and keep your back straight once up on the board. Look in the direction of where you want to go, and steer with your arms.”
Jackie immediately adopted a zombie-style stance on top of her board.
“Something like that,” Kai chuckled. “But not as rigid, and you don’t need to stick your tongue out. Surfing’s all about flow, okay? As soon as you hit the water, it should all start to make more sense.”
Tight muscles rippled under her tanned skin every time she moved. Hard not to wonder what she would look like naked… Eleanor bit on her lip. In her mind’s eye, she could easily erase the shorts and bra from Kai’s body.
“Got it?” Kai said.
“Yeah, got it,” Eleanor nodded, flustered.
Standing up on a surfboard ought to be easy when they got to it, compared to keeping her expression neutral.
“Give us a full demo,” Jackie encouraged.
“Alright.”
Kai picked up her board and jogged to the water. She made the term fluid come alive as she ducked under a wave, using the technique she had taught them, and surfaced on the other side.
“She’s at home in the water, uh?” Jackie nodded.
“Yep,” Eleanor replied. “She’s looking good out there.”
Straddling her board for a few seconds, Kai caught the next wave with two quick strokes of the arms. Eleanor watched her chain up all the little steps that she had described on the beach in one seamless move: keep your weight at the back of the board to avoid dunking the nose and sinking. Arch your back as you grip the sides and let the wave take you forward. Then push quickly to your feet, all the while keeping your back straight. Kai seemed to deliberately slow down every step to allow them to see the sequence, but she still looked effortless out there, and incredibly graceful.
“Looks easy enough, uh?”
“When the instructor does it, sure,” Eleanor laughed.
Kai walked back toward them with a smile, sparkling in the sunshine as she shook excess water out of her hair. Eleanor had to hold her breath.
“Any questions before you try it?”
“Nope, can’t wait to get stuck in,” Jackie replied.
“Okay. Get comfortable with your paddling first, and don’t go too far out.”
“Gotcha. Come on, Ellie!”
Jackie tucked her board under her arm and headed for the shore. Looking forward to turning practice into real experience, and a bit of breathing space from their alluring coach as well, Eleanor did the same. Or at least, that was the plan. Next thing she knew, she felt herself falling forward.
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“Oh!”
With a gasp of surprise, Eleanor let go of the board and she landed straight into the arms of her instructor. Her mind went blank. She could not ignore the press of hard muscles against her bare stomach. The feel of Kai’s breasts crushed against her own made her nipples rock-hard under the thin fabric of her bikini top. Without a shadow of a doubt, she knew that Kai would be able to feel that. Her skin was so damn hot… Her mouth, so close. Blood-red lips could not have been more of an invitation if she’d said it out loud again. Kiss me…
“Ellie.”
Eleanor almost whimpered under a wave of raging desire. At the back of her mind, she was aware that she had not been this turned on in a number of years. Also, that Kai had just said something. Didn’t sound like what was in Eleanor’s head. And finally, urgently, that she had to let go of her. Right now, dammit!
“I’m sorry.” She took a clumsy step back.
Meanwhile, Kai expelled a quick breath and fixed her with eyes gone slightly hazy, perhaps reflective of her own reaction.
“You—” she started, and stopped briefly to clear her throat. “You forgot your leash, Ellie.”
Oh, is that what it was? As Kai bent to untangle the length of polyurethane cord from around her ankle, Eleanor also reached to help but only succeeded in knocking heads with her when Kai straightened up. Instantly, Kai steadied her again with a strong hand.
“Gosh, I’m sorry,” Eleanor grumbled.
Kai’s expression was neutral now, totally focused on her.
“Sure you’re okay?” she asked.
“Sure.” Eleanor laughed, realising the ridiculousness of the situation. She was perfectly fine; just losing her mind a little bit, and determined not to share the reason why. “You did warn us about the leash…”
“Well, it’s a lot to take in.”
“No, it isn’t,” Eleanor shot back. Kai broke into a grin at her amused ironic tone and the sudden tension between them eased. “I’m a clutz from time to time. This stuff’s not rocket science.”
“No…” Kai obviously meant to say more but she held back on it, biting on her lip, as if considering her next sentence very carefully.
Before she could say it, Jackie called from the water.
“Come on, girls! What are you waiting for?”
Eleanor gripped the leash with the same hand that she held the board, as Kai had taught them to do. She was extremely keen not to repeat her earlier mistake, if only because ending up in Kai’s arms again might completely undo her. She flashed her a quick smile.
“Okay, let’s go do it.”
“Ellie.” Kai held her back with just a finger.
“Yes?” Eleanor prompted when she hesitated.
Kai’s gaze softened, giving Eleanor yet another interesting glimpse into a more private side of her. But then she just grinned again, and shook her head.
“No, nothing. You’ve got it.”
Eleanor wondered what was really on her mind. She ached to find out. With a twinge of regret and resignation, she reflected that Kai might not be holding back so much if Eleanor herself had not told her explicitly to back off the other night. Not only had Eleanor refused to kiss her, but she’d been bold in stating her opinion of relationships. She’d made it clear that she did not want this;
whatever this incredibly alluring woman, with her thoughtful eyes and attentive manner, had to offer. She’d been dismissive, even to the point of being rude. She was aware of it. But hey... Eleanor could not afford to fall for Kai’s charms. She did not want to end up like one of these women on Sully, clearly smitten with the sexy pilot. No way! She would not allow herself any more distractions. And yet… With her heart still racing from the sensations of an unexpected embrace, Eleanor found herself running out of reasons to keep her distance. She was grateful for the next fifty minutes, which provided a great opportunity not to think about any of this. Kai spent the time straddling her own board, dispensing advice and encouragement. She caught a few waves, but mainly just kept a careful eye on her two students. Even in shallow water and easy conditions, a board bouncing off a wave could hit someone wrong and cause a serious injury.
“The last thing you want is stitches, believe me.”
Jackie was the first to catch a wave and ride it all the way back to the shore. Elated, she stood on the beach and performed a victory dance.
“Awesome, Jackie!” Eleanor shouted.
“Next wave is yours, Ellie,” Kai encouraged with a smile.
“Alright!”
Energised by her friend’s achievement, Eleanor went for it. Two strokes, grab the board, arch your back, jump up, keep straight… And as often happens with a skill that the body has to learn, everything clicked into place for her with this one wave. It was still an inelegant wobble, far from Kai’s flawless style, but Eleanor did manage to stay on her board until she reached the beach. Jackie greeted her with a celebratory high-five, and Kai called an end to the session as she joined them.
“Already?” Jackie pouted.
“We spent a full hour in the water, Jack. Ellie’s covered in goosebumps and your lips are turning blue.” Kai nodded. “You both did great, but it’s enough for today.”
“Mmm, yeah. Now that you say it, I’m actually freezing.”
“Me too,” Eleanor chuckled. “This was a bit harder than a run.”
“You’ll sleep well tonight,” Kai smiled.
“Thank you, Coach!”
Jackie planted a big kiss on her cheek, which of course, she could do without the risk of exploding internally. Eleanor did not push her luck. After rinsing off, she offered to buy a round of ice cream; a safer way of expressing her thanks. Gordon pulled up in his Range Rover after they were done, and on their way to the car park.
“Hello, ladies. Captain.”
Eleanor shot Kai an amused glance and she grinned.
“Hello, sir. How are things?”
“I’ve just been to see young Kenny.”
“How is he?” Kai inquired intently.
“Alive and generally well,” Gordon nodded. “Although the doctors weren’t able to reattach his fingers.”
“What?” Jackie exclaimed. “What happened to Kenny?”
Kai filled in the details of the night rescue for her.
“He’s a bright lad,” Gordon concluded. “And still young. He’ll adjust quickly, I’m sure. Now. Can we give you a lift home, Ms St James?”
Eleanor felt Kai tense imperceptibly next to her.
“No, thank you,” she said gently. “I think I’ll stick around here for a bit.”
●●
As she secured her surfboard to the roll bars on top of her Jeep, Kai was very aware of Eleanor on the other side, changing back into her shorts and t-shirt. But of course, she held no illusion. Eleanor had mentioned earlier that this was her first real time away from the laptop in an entire week, and Kai would not let herself hope that she would want to stick around here with her for the rest of the afternoon. Eleanor had to have much better things in mind to do. Kai was surprised, and pleased, when she did seem to want to linger.
“Did you happen to fly your helicopter over my house last night? On your way to that rescue?”
“Yes, close to it over the field. Sorry about the noise.”
“No problem. I was still in my office with Max, tweaking the last chapter of the day. I looked up and saw your blinking lights. It was nice.”
“Nice to see the helo?”
“To think of you and your crew, going out to help someone in trouble. It was a reassuring feeling.”
“I thought of you as well,” Kai offered. “Spotted a light on upstairs and pictured you at work. It was nice too.”
Eleanor scrutinised her face as if she were seeing her for the first time. Just as Kai might have started to feel uncomfortable, she nodded.
“Can I buy you a coffee in town?”
“Sure. Um…”
“Hey, we don’t have to if you’re busy,” Eleanor was quick to add, probably sensing her hesitation. “I’m sure you must have better things to do this afternoon than—"
“No better thing. You are it.”
“Oh, am I?”
As Eleanor fixed her intently, Kai scrambled to temper her response.
“I mean, yes. Coffee sounds nice. I just thought you’d have more interesting plans, that’s all.”
“Well.” Eleanor’s gaze never wavered. “I’m glad we cleared that up then.”
Whether it was spending time in the ocean that caused it, or something else, she seemed relaxed. Kai also felt a layer of subtle tension slip off of her shoulders as they both climbed into the Jeep, and headed off. She’d expected Eleanor to go with Jackie, and for her to be on her own again. Usually, she did not mind alone time. Kai did have plenty to get on with, and plenty of women would volunteer to keep her company if she felt like it too. Right now, though, she was only interested in one...
“There is a new juice bar in the harbour. Fancy giving it a try?”
“Absolutely.”
A few minutes later, sat on the outside terrace and enjoying a refreshing blend of orange, mango, and kiwi, Eleanor sighed in satisfaction.
“Alright?” Kai prompted.
“Wonderful, yes. Thanks for today, Kai. It was just the right mix of challenging and relaxing.”
“Great, I’m glad you enjoyed it.”
“How long till I’m as good as you on a surfboard?”
“Oh, it would take a very long time of intense practice,” Kai teased, and Eleanor laughed easily.
“Yeah, I’m sure.”
They sat side by side on a bench, facing the sunny harbour. Young kids were hunting for crabs under the pier, in a safe spot at the edge of the water. A small group of amateur painters had set up their easels a short distance away, focusing their efforts on a beautiful, three-masted, wooden-hulled frigate. The vessel was part of an annual gathering of tall ships that took place on Sully every year at this time. She was magnificent but, with Eleanor sitting next to her, Kai barely even noticed.
“So, everything going well with your writing?” she asked.
“Yes, extremely. Last night, I reached a turning point in the book. Now, I’m far enough into the story that I know for sure it’s a goer.”
“How far into it are you?”
“25,000 words.”
“Out of how many?”
“My books are usually around 80,000 words.”
“Wow.” Kai gave a small whistle. “So, what would happen if you got to 25k and didn’t feel that the story was a goer, as you say?”
“I’d start again on something completely different.” Eleanor chuckled when Kai stared at her with eyes wide. “Seems a little crazy, I know. But that’s how it works for me.”
“You don’t plan it ahead of time?”
“Nope! I am what’s called a pantser.”
“A what?” Kai was lost.
Eleanor shot her an amused glance and leaned a little closer at the same time.
“Pantsers are writers who don’t outline or plan anything ahead of time. Basically, we fly by the seat of our pants. Hence the label of ‘Pantser’.”
“That’s for real?” Kai chuckled.
“Hundred percent, yes.”
“So, how does that work for you?”
“Well, I don’t want to bore you with the details—”
“I’m not bored, Ellie,” Kai interrupted. “Really not.”
Don’t you understand that everything about you fascinates me? Kai held her gaze while Eleanor gave her another one of those long glances, which felt both intense and gentle at the same time. She was clearly studying her, quietly assessing. The way that she obviously felt she could do it so openly triggered something with Kai that she had not experienced in a long time. Eleanor might as well have told her straight: I am doing this because I can. It implied a startling level of intimacy. It was as if the woman were laying claim to her, and it struck an especially tender chord with Kai. It had taken her years to realise why she always felt that something was missing in her life. Why it was so painful at times, and what the missing thing was. She’d been looking to fill the void through relationships in her younger days. In time, as she understood and healed that part of herself, she’d stopped craving solace quite so much. Learned to live with a hole in her, in a sense. It was astounding, really, the ease with which Eleanor both reawakened and calmed the primal need.
“Kai?”
“Yeah.” Kai looked up, startled.
“You okay?”
Under the table, Eleanor pushed her leg against hers in a perfectly innocent nudge. Kai just about managed not to caress her naked thigh in reaction.
“Perfect,” she nodded. “Tell me about your books. How do you do it?”
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Kai knew that she’d done well to insist when Eleanor smiled in pleasure, and her hazel eyes sparkled in anticipation. That said, she started with a note of caution.
“I don’t often talk about this stuff because it sounds a little strange to some people. You know?”
“You can talk to me. I don’t mind strange.”
“Mm.” Eleanor brushed her fingers over her arm, a fleeting gesture that she may not even have been aware of. Kai did not interrupt her this time. “I like that you said that. So, for me, a new book always starts with setting an intention. I open myself up to possibility. I also call out to Indie, mentally. Like, ‘Hey! I’m ready, let’s do this thing.’ Then, I just pay close attention to what comes back. It may take a few days.”
“But she always responds?”
“So far, yes, and long may it continue!” Eleanor grinned. “Out of the blue, I will sense her. I’ll get a glimpse of where she is and what’s happening to her at that moment. It’s my signal to jump on board. After that, it’s like watching a movie.”
“Wow. That clear, uh?”
“Yes, it’s incredible. I see and hear it all unfolding inside my head. And so, my job is to describe everything that I witness as best I can. I see myself more as a scribe or a translator... Just that instead of a language, I translate images into words.”
“And you really never plan ahead?”
“That’s right. I never do.”
Eleanor’s eyes and her entire face lit up beautifully as she explained the process behind her passion. Kai reflected that she could have listened to her speak for hours.
“That’s amazing,” she murmured.
“In the beginning, it was a bit scary as well.”
“How come?”
“Because there is a lot of uncertainty with it. A lot of ‘Not knowing’. I’ve had to get used to going to bed every night with no idea of what’ll happen next in the book. But every morning, when I sit at the laptop with my head empty, the rest of the so-called ‘real’ world disappears. Writing gets done; that’s really the best way I have of describing it.”
“Almost as if by magic?”
“Almost! Yeah, you got it.”
“Sounds like a channelling experience,” Kai reflected.
“Yes!” Eleanor looked at her appreciatively. “Exactly like channelling. When I sink into it, I lose all track of time and space. And by the time I’m done, another chunk of the book has been transcribed.”
“Awesome.”
“You don’t think it’s crazy?”
Eleanor was no longer testing so much, but teasing gently, and that too felt pretty insanely good.
“Not at all,” Kai said. “I’ve heard Gordon speak in similar terms of his poetry.”
“Ah, yes…”
“A sculptor friend also describes her gift as something that is happening through her. And please don’t tell my crew that I said this, but…”
“What?” Eleanor prompted with an eager smile.
“Sometimes, when I’m flying the helo, I get into such a flow state that it feels like I’m not even there anymore.”
That last remark earned her a heated glance.
“You feel it too,” Eleanor whispered.
“I do. I also feel that you’re entirely too modest about your own part in the creative process,” Kai added with a gentle smile for her. “But I understand. As you said, it’s wonderful stuff.”
“It’s the best, craziest, and most beautiful thing in my life.” Without missing a beat, Eleanor raised hot fingers to touch her cheek. “You’re very beautiful too, Kai. Inside and out.”
Kai froze in surprise at the sudden shift. She knew this sort of talk was off-limits; Eleanor had made that very clear the other night. Yet, she no longer sounded so certain. Might not have been to begin with… Kai leaned in close. Slowly, carefully, giving her plenty of time to adjust in case the gesture was not welcome. Eleanor responded with a fleeting smile, as if to acknowledge her thoughtfulness. She did not pull back. She never broke eye contact. She just moved her fingers to touch her mouth, a gesture that could be experienced as both a caress and a defensive move. She was touching, exploring, yet holding her back a safe distance at the same time. With infinite gentleness, Kai pressed her lips into a kiss over the tip of her fingers. When Eleanor did not stop her, she dipped her head to brush another kiss against the palm of her hand. She circled her fingers around her wrist, kissed the warm skin on the inside, and watched Eleanor’s lips part with a soft sigh.
“I’m safe, you know,” Kai murmured.
“Maybe I’m not. That, you don’t know.”
“I’m not worried.”
“Mmm…”
Kai waited for something more which never came, but the sudden distance in Eleanor’s eyes grew very noticeable.
“Stay with me,” she said gently. “Please?”
“I’m here,” Eleanor promised. She flashed a quick smile but also pulled away slightly. “Sorry, Kai...”
“About what? Telling me I’m beautiful? Or wanting to kiss me?”
“Ah, don’t hit me with unfair double-binds.”
Because a smile lingered behind her eyes, even as Eleanor said this, Kai did not immediately settle.
“Would it be unfair to say that I think you’re gorgeous?” she risked asking.
“No… I believe it would make us even.”
Playful but still wary, and Kai did not want to quit playing just yet.
“Am I allowed to raise you one?”
“No, that’s enough,” Eleanor chuckled.
The ringing of Kai’s phone interrupted the exchange before it could take an even more frustrating turn. Or exhilarating... Kai was equally split between the two at this point. Under Eleanor’s cool and calm façade, and what seemed like layers upon layers of protection, she kept catching tantalising glimpses of a very different side of her. Kai sensed heat, intensity, and passion. She burned to discover more... She had questions too. Like: Where did you go inside your mind just now? What makes you think that I may not be safe with you? Who put that idea into your head? Did she hurt you?
Kai knew better than to ask, or make assumptions. But her lips still tingled from Eleanor’s touch, heat simmered in the pit of her belly, and all she knew was that she wanted more. Maybe this was not so safe, after all. She glanced at her phone.
“It’s work. Sorry, I’ve got to take this.”
“Of course, you go ahead.”
●●
Kai had just been asked to cover for one of her colleagues on the rescue team, who was sick, but she insisted on giving Eleanor a ride home.
“I always expect to be called back in,” she explained. “I’m used to it and it won’t take me long to get ready. Also, this is not an emergency call.”
Eleanor was quiet on the drive back to her cottage, feeling like she could not wait to get there and be on her own, but also like she was running out of time to figure out what she wanted to say. Or do. When Kai reached her house and killed the engine, she turned to her with a soft smile.
“Thank you. Feels like déjà vu.”
“Yes? What part?”
The part where you asked me to kiss you. Eleanor bit on one side of her lower lip, knowing from the fierce expression in Kai’s luminous gaze that she was thinking of the same thing. Eleanor was not going to mention it out loud, but her next sentence was not much better.
“I’ll think of you if I hear the chopper tonight.” Great. Now you sound like you’re half in love with her!
If Kai thought that was a mushy line, it didn’t show. In fact, she seemed positively delighted.
“I’ll think of you too,” she replied.
Eleanor watched her slide closer, both wanting and fearing what she might do… But craving it more. Kai locked eyes with her and she smiled, a silent reassurance which Eleanor had not realised that she needed. She remained still as Kai pressed soft fingers to the base of her throat and drifted along her collarbone. The sensation was amazing… Eleanor struggled to keep her eyes open under the featherlight caresses.
“Kai…”
“Yes?”
Kai moved a little closer still. She stroked her neck, the side of her jaw, and cupped her cheek into her hand. Eleanor inclined her head, resting inside the circle of the arm that Kai had draped over the seats. Moving into her embrace, even as she told herself not to do it.
“I should tell you to stop.”
“Do you want me to stop?” Kai brushed a light thumb over her lips.
Eleanor steadied herself, even though she was secure on the car seat, by placing a flat hand over her chest. She felt Kai shiver in reaction, and noticed her breath hitch. Eleanor marvelled at the feel of so much heat under her fingers. She observed a small vein in the side of Kai’s neck, pulsing with a rush of blood, and was seized with the urge to run her tongue over it and suck on it. It was insane! For the first time, she also realised how much control Kai was exerting in order to hold back. She could feel her trembling. It should have scared her but it was a thrill. Sensing Kai’s desire for her almost overwhelmed any sense of caution that she had.
“I can’t, Kai,” she murmured.
“Can’t?” Kai repeated softly. “What?”
“I can’t just kiss you…”
“Sure, you can… If you want to.”
Kai pressed her cheek against hers, breathing slow, inviting a response. Skin feverishly hot and smooth, and Eleanor moved her hand to her shoulder. There was more to distract her there, tight muscle and crazy temptation. She slid her fingers beneath the collar of Kai’s t-shirt. She heard a soft whimper, wasn’t quite sure which one of them had uttered it. Who cares? Eleanor locked her arms around Kai’s neck. She turned her head toward her, unable to resist any longer, and found her lips. It was a kiss to annihilate all others. Shy, at first… And surprisingly so, given what Eleanor had assumed about Kai. But all her doubts and preconceived ideas melted into nothing with that first brush of the lips. The kiss went from shy to tentatively seeking, and then just bold. Pure fire. Kai felt like a welcome storm gathering over parched land. Eleanor tightened her arms around her neck. As Kai deepened the kiss, she lost herself in a swirl of delicious sensations. It was over too soon, on a tender stroke of the lips. Eleanor struggled to open her eyes.
“Oh, Kai. I…” She exhaled.
“Is it a good thing to make a writer forget her words?” Kai whispered in reply.
She trailed her fingers lightly over her throat, all the while keeping her in a tight embrace. Eleanor never wanted to move. She tried and failed to find something clever to say in response, but nothing came.
“Wow…” She shook her head, giving up the search, and a chuckle came. “Boy, you can kiss!”
“I think that had a lot to do with you, Eleanor.”
Kai had started out by calling her Ellie, at Eleanor’s request, in that warm and friendly way she had of addressing everyone. But now she reverted to her full name, as if it were a privilege that she’d only just earned. And it sounded very different when she said it. Full of respect, intimacy, and something that felt a lot like gratitude. Again, Eleanor was surprised by that. She clasped the back of her neck, staring deeply into her eyes.
“How are you feeling?” Kai murmured.
So close that Eleanor could feel the warm flutter of breath against her skin when she spoke. Kai was gentle with her words and the way that she held her. Eleanor had not anticipated to be feeling so damn perfect with her in this moment either.
“I’m fine,” she nodded. “Are you okay?”
Kai’s grey eyes glistened with raw emotion and she averted her gaze. Gosh, she was stunning!
“Kai?” Eleanor prompted in a whisper.
“Yeah.” A quick smile. Miraculously, she blushed. “Never better.”
Eleanor realised that she could be in trouble here. It would have been easier, definitely a lot safer, if Kai had been true to type in her reaction. If she’d answered with a teasing joke, and the sort of arrogance that would confirm Eleanor’s suspicions about her. That Kai was like every other good-looking woman out there, the sort who knew it, and how to work it to their advantage. But Kai only felt totally honest and genuine. Humble, without any agenda whatsoever. She was clearly emotional, even after only just one kiss, and even more lethally attractive as a result. To top it all, there was nothing average about the way that she kissed. Eleanor knew for sure that she should not risk another one. It was such a bad idea! Dangerous. Stupid. Playing with fire…
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Kai could not even begin to put a name to her feelings. She was happy… That, she knew for sure. But the rest was too intense to be able to process immediately. She was wholly unprepared for Eleanor to kiss her back, and especially with such authority. For a woman who claimed that she wanted none of this stuff, she demonstrated both startling intent and astounding skill. Eleanor kissed her without hesitation. Eagerly at first, like she needed her oxygen. Then she slowed down and turned the experience into a soulful dance.
“How am I supposed to remember which way is up on the helo after you kiss me like this?” she grinned afterwards, her head still spinning.
Eleanor rested a soothing finger over her mouth.
“Now don’t say that and make me worry about you.” She was smiling, the look in her eyes a little thoughtful. “You have to go.”
“Why?”
“To get ready for your shift.”
“Oh.” Kai chuckled. “Yeah, that.”
“Were you afraid I meant something else?”
“Yes… I was, actually.”
Kai did not like to pretend, make excuses, or lie. Not in her work, her life, her relationships... Not after two heavenly kisses. And certainly, not to Eleanor. She felt like the kind of woman who’d see right through any bullshit… Also, for the first time in years, Kai wanted to be totally open with a woman. The idea of being defenceless and vulnerable frightened her too. Not just the thought that Eleanor might slide out of the Jeep and never look back from their first kiss. But the astounding sense of connection that she felt with her was stronger than fear. And Kai found it easy to push all that out of her mind, anyway. Because Eleanor may have just reminded her that she should get on, but she was not letting go of her.
“Will you be at the station until tomorrow now?”
“Yes. If it’s quiet tonight, I’ll sleep in the crew room.”
“But you’d rather be flying.” Eleanor smiled as she twirled a strand of her hair in between her fingers.
Kai did her best to keep her mind on the conversation, even though she was extraordinarily distracted by the wonderful feel of Eleanor in her arms, and the way that she continued to touch her.
“As a general rule, yes. But every flight of this kind means that someone else is either injured or in danger. Usually both. So, a quiet night will do me just fine.”
Eleanor nodded, still with that pensive smile which made her look incredibly alluring and mysterious at the same time. Kai felt her start to disengage, and immediately scrambled to ask one important question.
“Can I see you again?”
“Of course, you will.”
“Just us? When?”
Kai was well aware that the questions must make her sound overeager and extremely uncool, but she had zero intention of appearing as if she didn’t care. Eleanor was bound to appreciate a straightforward approach. Her own question earlier, asking if Kai were afraid, had cut straight to the core of the matter. So, Kai asked away. Then, she held her breath when a fleeting shadow crossed Eleanor’s face, hoping that this was not a sign of a change of heart or regret. Please don’t just say that you’ll call me. Please, don’t dismiss me. She steeled herself for an answer that she would not like. And for sure, it did not start incredibly well.
“As I said, I don’t allow distractions when I’m in the middle of writing a book,” Eleanor said firmly.
Disappointment hit harder than expected, even though Kai had anticipated that it would hurt. In spite of herself, she was already invested. How could she not, after everything that had happened between them? But Eleanor was not finished, and her next words were a lovely surprise.
“So, yes,” she carried on. “I think it’s best if we don’t leave it to chance. Would you like to come for dinner on Wednesday night?”
●●
“Wow! You got the dreaded synopsis sorted out already? Must be something good in the air on Sully’s Rock, uh?”
Yeah, you don’t say… Eleanor glanced up from the smiling image of her agent on her laptop, to briefly take in the sweeping view in front of her window. Even after four weeks in her new home, she was still not used to the beauty of the surroundings. And speaking of which…
“How’s everything else going?” Kate inquired.
“Everything else?” Eleanor smirked. “Like what?”
“You know. How’s the drop-dead gorgeous helicopter pilot that you’re not interested in?”
“Oh, Kai,” Eleanor nodded casually.
“Yes. That one.”
“She’s coming for dinner in a couple hours.”
“Oh!” Kate burst out laughing, eyes glinting in real surprise and pleasure. “Ellie, that’s great!”
“Yes… You know what? I think so too.”
“What made you change your mind, darling?”
Eleanor smiled at the warm tone of approval in her friend’s voice, and she could not resist a little tease.
“Well… She kisses like an angel, for starters.” Kate’s mouth dropped open in amazement and she stared at the screen, wide-eyed. Eleanor chuckled. “Hey, I should screenshot you, looking like that.”
“I was just about to ask if she still wanted to kiss you, but I see that things have moved on a bit since then.”
“Quite a lot, actually.”
“So, do tell me then: what has changed, Ellie? Last time you mentioned the woman to me, you seemed intent on not letting her anywhere remotely close to you.”
Eleanor briefly outlined a series of events. Doing the 10-mile race, becoming friends with Jackie, the surfing lesson, and a nice intimate chat at the juice bar… She was honest about the rest of it, too.
“I must admit that some of my reluctance toward Kai was based on her looks,” she reflected. “And the way that I’ve seen other women react to her. Like she’s something real special and they’re all lusting after her.”
“Sure. No one wants to be just another notch on a woman’s belt.”
“Exactly.”
“Also, how dare these women even look at her twice!” Kate chuckled. “Did you feel a little bit jealous?”
Eleanor went still inside as the comment, friendly as it was, shone an unforgiving light on her. I sound so possessive of her already... And what makes me so different from these other women? And able to judge? Nothing, really.
“Next,” she grumbled.
“Kai must be special if you let her kiss you,” Kate observed.
“She is. Although not in the way that I thought.”
“I assume it’s a good thing?”
“She surprises me at every turn.” Eleanor bit lightly on her lip as she remembered sitting in the Jeep with her arms wrapped around Kai. It was hard not to shiver every time she thought of her. “She’s charming, yet without a speck of arrogance. Just very open and unguarded. Feels like crystal.”
“Crystal?” Kate sounded unsure. “You mean, fragile?”
“No. Pure.” Eleanor finally found the word that she’d been looking for. It made her laugh, since she was famous as a writer for her razor-sharp descriptions. Not so much here. “You know, Kai asked me if it’s good to make a writer lose her words.”
“Oh, dear,” Kate grinned. “She knows too much.”
“Perhaps, but…” I’m safe, you know. Eleanor believed her. “There is a startling innocence about her, but it doesn’t make her fragile. Paradoxically, she’s also got a tight grip on her emotions. But I keep seeing glimpses of…”
Eleanor held back again, cautious not to reveal too much, even to Kate. What Kai had allowed her to witness in her eyes was too private. She’d been tearful, if only just for a moment. And that kiss… Eleanor had replayed it over and over in her mind, pretty much every single night since. Kai had been a mix of hungry and playful. Complex.... Ferociously tender. Yeah, that was a great way to describe her.
“So, what you’re telling me in essence is that there’s more to a book than its cover, uh?” Kate was aware and sensitive enough to know when not to push too much for details, which Eleanor was grateful for.
“A lot more, yes,” she nodded in reply.
“What are you cooking for dinner tonight then, for this rare catch of a woman?”
“Oh.” Eleanor laughed. “My trusted go-to: lasagne al forno with a fresh green salad on the side.”
“And then?”
“You think I need dessert? Maybe just fruit, in this case. I’ve got peaches and strawberries in the fridge. The weather here has been unusually hot, so—”
“Not asking about dessert, darling,” Kate interrupted with a mischievous smile. “At least, not the food-related kind.”
“Kate.”
“Yes, Ms St. James?”
“Don’t start,” Eleanor warned.
“Okay, seriously, Ellie. Just the other day, you assured me that you didn’t want to get involved. But now, only a week later, you’re on about how the woman kisses like an angel. So…”
“Point taken,” Eleanor grumbled. “I’m allowed to change my mind, aren’t I?”
“Of course. And you know what I would do?”
“I have an idea but I’m afraid to confirm.”
“Strawberries in bed, all the way.” Kate grinned, back to her teasing ways. “With cream, of course. You got some?”
“Cream?” Eleanor could feel herself blushing. “Yes.”
“Aha! So, you have thought about it, haven’t you?”
“Not specifically, no. But I’m only human, Kate.”
“No need for that qualifier, being human is great, period. By the way, you mentioned feeling distracted before. If that’s still the case, at least your work doesn’t seem to be affected by it.”
Eleanor’s number one fear that further interaction with Kai would destroy her ability to write had not materialised. If it had, sadly, no dinner would be happening tonight.
“I’ve been even more focused than usual, actually.”
During the days, at least… At night, Eleanor’s imagination abandoned Indie Wild and her crew, and set about creating wild dreams of her own.
“Excellent. So, are you going to sleep with her?” Kate asked as if she could see inside her mind.
“Damn, you’re stubborn!”
“We call it relentless, my dear. It’s a gift, what can I say?”
“Right.” Eleanor had to laugh. “Sorry to disappoint, but sex won’t be on the menu tonight.”
“Like kissing wasn’t?”
“That’s right.”
“Blushing harder.” Kate winked. “Very cute, Ellie.”
“Look, I’ve got to go. Lasagne’s not going to cook itself.”
“Who cares? Strawberries and cream, remember?”
“Bye, Kate!”
“Have fun, darling. Speak soon for a full report!”
Eleanor hung up with a virtual kiss to her friend, knowing the damage was done. Images of feeding strawberries to Kai in bed, with both of them completely nude, would be harder to get rid of now than crafting the synopsis for her new book had been. She paused on her way to the kitchen to give Max a brief cuddle. Oh, well…
“Who says I can’t think about it? Hey, Maxi?” Taking her cat’s gentle meow for a sure sign of approval, Eleanor smiled to herself. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”
●●
“Is it that woman again?”
Kai took a moment to answer as she sat in the empty gym at the rescue station. She’d just finished a solid workout. Now, she could have asked Ann what woman she was referring to, but her friend’s voice on the phone held no challenge. Maybe just a hint of sadness. Kai was truthful in reply.
“Yes, I’m having dinner with Eleanor tonight.” She sighed in the ensuing silence. “Ann?”
“I’m here, Kai.”
“Look…”
“Hey, don’t,” Ann pre-empted. “There’s no need. I’m sorry if that sounded funny, I didn’t mean it that way. I just remember her from the run the other weekend, and she seemed like your real type. Eleanor, yes. I remember her name now.”
“My real type?” Kai repeated warily. “As opposed to what kind?”
“The no-strings-attached, let’s-just-have-fun kinda girl. This one’s older. Clearly grounded. Sophisticated.”
“Very much like yourself, you mean?”
“Oh,” Ann chuckled. “Thanks, but sophisticated? Me? Since when, uh?”
“You’re being too hard on yourself.”
“Well, I kinda deserve it.”
“Absolutely not.” Kai headed to the locker room to shower and change. “This lesson doesn’t have to be a lifelong sentence for you. Learn from it and move on.”
“But not with you. Yeah, I get it.”
Ann had made it clear a few more times that she would like to take things to the next level. Kai resisted every single attempt to sway her, carefully yet firmly. This sounded like acceptance now. And, hopefully, a healing start.
“You know, I love you, Ann,” she reminded her. “I cherish our friendship and that’ll never change.”
“I love you too, darling.” Ann’s voice was stronger with her next words and she sounded a lot more like her own self. “Look, Kai, I love what we have as well. The sex was always amazing… But if I had to choose between that, and being friends with you the way that we are now, I’d choose friendship.”
“Great. Now stop saying nice things,” Kai teased, “or you’ll make me cry.”
“Don’t you dare! So, anyway; is it serious with Eleanor?”
Kai paused as she pulled off her socks. Good question. She did not have to think about it for long, as a single answer came to mind. Hell, yes.
“You know what… I think it could be,” she answered.
“Then I’m happy for you,” Ann declared. “Your Eleanor is one lucky woman.”
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Time in Eleanor’s life was very elastic and malleable. Real time counted in hours and weeks was very different from the time that she actually experienced from words and pages created. So, even though it had only been three days since her last encounter with Kai, it felt like a lot longer for her after being immersed in the lives of her characters. In Indie Wild’s dynamic world, things happened quick and fast. As a result, Eleanor always felt as if she went through a lot of extra life during her writing hours. Sometimes, shifting back to her own world afterwards left her feeling slightly disconnected. At other times, everything was more vivid to her. It might have been why seeing Kai again in the flesh, instead of just in her imagination, hit her so strongly that night when she opened the door. Or perhaps it was due to the woman’s strong magnetic vibe, and the pull of her liquid grey eyes, which did the trick. Either way, Eleanor froze as she took in the sight of her.
“Hi, Ellie,” Kai smiled.
Threadbare jeans again, although blue, this time, to go with her boots. A white Henley shirt with buttons undone. No bra; Eleanor was pretty sure of that. Kai carried flowers and a grin to melt the entire northern ice cap. Eleanor immediately grew a few degrees hotter in reaction.
“Hello, Kai. Come on in,” she invited. “Oh, these are really beautiful!”
“I wasn’t sure if you liked roses...”
“I do. Reds are my favourite. Thank you.”
Kai’s entire face lit up even more beautifully at that, and she stepped in. They stood in the entryway, facing each other in easy silence for a moment or two. Talk about a warp in the space-time continuum… Eleanor watched Kai watching her and taking her in. It was the sort of deliberate appraisal which would have her raising an irritated eyebrow if someone else had been doing it. With Kai, though, it was okay. A lot more than okay. Just like comfortable foreplay, with no sense of entitlement whatsoever. Eleanor could feel her skin tingle everywhere that Kai laid her eyes. And with that slow exploration, Kai managed to give more than she took.
“I like your earrings.”
Of all the things she might have said, it was the sweetest, and the one that touched Eleanor the most. The little W-shaped
gold earrings had been a present from Kate for when Indie Wild hit the New York Times bestsellers list for the first time. Eleanor was not generally very keen on jewellery, but she liked to wear meaningful symbols to remind her of meaningful occasions. This evening was another one. Kai’s comment in appreciation of such a tiny detail, at least to the uninitiated, highlighted her thought- fulness. For sure, she was paying attention.
“I like the way your eyes sparkle—” Eleanor blurted out in return, only to catch herself as she heard her own words. Argh. Well done, Ellie, very smooth. NOT.
Kai apparently had no problem with that remark, and her gaze also grew significantly more intent as she allowed it to trail over Eleanor’s mouth. She met her eyes in a silent question.
“Yes,” Eleanor whispered, slowly but surely combusting on the inside. I’m going to explode if you don’t kiss me now...
As Kai leaned in close, Eleanor automatically raised an arm around her shoulders in welcome. She pulled her in. Pressed her free hand against her chest, palm flat over her heart, enjoying the solid feel of her like that. Kai kissed her gentle and slow in that mind-melting style of hers, as if for the very first time, before retreating. It was a wonderful hello. A masterful kiss, as sensual and arousing as it had been before. But no longer enough. Not now. Without thinking, Eleanor held her in place, gripping the soft strands of hair at the back of her neck.
“Wait,” she murmured.
Forgetting that she’d wanted to take things slow and easy at first, she took her mouth with searing authority, if not force. She experienced Kai’s reaction, which was thrilling, as she moved her hand to rest on the side of her neck. She felt Kai’s pulse race under her fingertips, blood rushing to the surface. A light tremor rippled through and she moaned. Oh, Jesus… In the next instant, Eleanor found herself against the wall, Kai’s heated lips pressed against the base of her throat. She wrapped her arms around her, sank her fingers deep into her hair, brought her back up in a fluid gesture. More. Kiss me hard. Yes, like that!
●●
Somewhere at the back of her mind, an alarm sounded. Quite loud too, but Kai was lost. She would gladly run out of oxygen and pass out while still locked in the best kiss of her entire life. She ignored everything else around them both, focused only on the amazing sensation of silky hot lips over hers, and impatient, demanding hands pulling her closer, deeper, harder. In the end, though, the alarm grew louder and more shrill, and she became aware that Eleanor was speaking to her.
“Wait… Wait. Kai!”
Kai immediately jerked back, the words cutting through her pleasure like the slash of a sword.
“Eleanor. Sorry… Did I hurt you?”
“No. Oh, no!” Eleanor, her cheeks flushed and smiling in what seemed like pure delight, pulled her back into her arms in a reassuring gesture, and toward the kitchen. “It’s the lasagne.”
It took a second for Kai to realise what she meant, and that the alarm was not just happening inside her head.
“There.” Eleanor switched the timer off and pulled the oven door open a crack. “That’s better.”
As the most delicious smell wafted through the kitchen, Kai relaxed and she chuckled.
“Wow. I was on another planet there for a second.”
Eleanor shot her a sizzling glance.
“Me too. A very long, wonderful second.” As Kai stepped forward, she also raised her hand in a gentle warning. “No. Stay right where you are.”
“Why?”
“Because I really want to have dinner with you tonight, Kai. I don’t want to rush any second of it. And I’m afraid I will, if you kiss me like that again.”
Kai bit on her lip, holding back on a heartfelt response. Too revealing. Of course, Eleanor spotted her hesitation.
“What?” She stood with one hand comfortably on her hip, hazel eyes glinting in invitation and wonder. “Tell me.”
Kai lingered over her. Eleanor always seemed to effortlessly add a touch of elegance and sophistication to anything she wore. Tonight, it was a pair of white jeans and a black silk shirt. The Indie Wild earrings were a lovely addition, although Eleanor did not need anything to enhance her natural beauty. Kai did her best not to stare at the flash of black bra visible through her open collar. Her lips had been on that spot just a minute ago, on naked skin.
“You don’t miss a thing, uh,” she murmured with a smile.
“Not usually,” Eleanor replied, cocking her head slightly. “I just don’t often care to pursue it. So, what were you going to say, before you censored yourself?”
She had a way all of her own to make a woman feel special. No-nonsense, straightforward. A lot of it unsaid, but Kai was in tune with her silences and omissions. She let out a slow exhale, the influence of their recent kiss making her want to take a few risks.
“It means a lot that you want to have dinner with me.” As Eleanor raised an encouraging eyebrow, prompting her for full disclosure, Kai nodded in surrender. “And not just skip to more important things.”
Eleanor never took her eyes off of hers.
“Is that usually what happens? Other women want to skip to the naked part?”
“To be fair, I don’t encourage anything else. But I want you to know that tonight’s very different for me, Eleanor.”
There... Another thing which Kai had not planned to reveal. Or not so soon. She could feel herself heating up from the inside, no longer purely from desire. She was sweating from the sense of being so exposed. This felt like being out on a windy ledge on a high mountain. Eleanor stepped forward to take her hands.
“It’s okay,” she murmured. “This is also not the norm for me.”
“Yeah, I remember what you said before.”
“I haven’t had a date in five years, to tell you the truth.”
“Impossible.” Kai spoke in awe. “But surely, women ask?”
“Yes,” Eleanor answered with a quick smile. “They do.”
This admission also meant a lot… And Kai thought it best to slow down a bit at this point. Establishing that they were both together in unknown territory was enough. Now they could take their time to draw the map. She spotted a bottle of red wine and two glasses on the table, and seized on an opportunity to change the subject.
“May I?”
“Pour me a large one?” Eleanor prompted. “Yes, please.”
“Good. I like a woman who goes straight to the point.”
“In all things?”
“Definitely.” After only a brief pause to reflect on what else she might possibly be asking, Kai added; “Although I know how to take my time for certain things.”
From the way that Eleanor’s face coloured, as deep and rich a shade of red as the wine that she handed to her, she suspected that she’d accurately nailed this one.
“Seems you can flirt as well as you surf.”
“Only with an inspiring partner.” Kai raised her glass to her in acknowledgement. “Cheers, Eleanor.”
They each took a sip of wine, smiling at each other over the rim of their glasses.
“Come with me,” Eleanor invited then.
She’d set a small table for two out on the patio at the back of the cottage, facing west and the setting sun over the ocean.
“What a gorgeous setting…
“Yep.” Eleanor flashed her another pointed glance. “I hope you’re hungry?”
It could have been another opportunity, but Kai decided to lay off the innuendo for now. Flirting was nice, and she could do it forever with a woman like Eleanor. But she did not want their dinner to turn into a series of insipid one-liners.
“Starving,” she approved. “I went for a three-mile run this afternoon and finished up in the gym.”
“Nice. What’s your normal routine?”
“I run most days, and hit the gym when I feel like it.”
“That’s a pretty smart way of doing it.” Eleanor brought out the lasagne, a bowl of fresh green salad, and she served them both generous portions. “No gym for me today, but I forgot to have lunch.”
“Too busy?”
“Yes… Too involved. I looked up at noon and thought of it, but then got so absorbed in the next bit of story that it was three o’clock when I became aware of the time again. Thought I might as well wait to eat until we were together.”
“It does sound like you’re flying with this new book.”
“Yes. My agent says that it must be something extra-special in the air on Sully.”
“Oh, for sure,” Kai nodded in approval. “Being able to take a walk on a wild ocean beach any time that you feel like it must be good for creativity as well.”
Eleanor held her gaze.
“So is meeting interesting people. Tell me, what else do you like to do in your free time?”
“Oh, I don’t have much of it, but flying is my passion. If I’m not doing rescue, it’s trips to and from the mainland. You know I like running and surfing... And reading too.”
“Non-fiction, yes.” Eleanor smiled. “Thank you for making an exception for me.”
“You’re welcome. As a matter of fact, I’ve just started on the next Indie Wild book.”
Max invited himself to dinner, which he must have decided would be best enjoyed by sitting on Kai’s lap for the entire time. Eleanor could not really argue with that.
“Don’t think you have to allow him to steal your food to be polite,” she just remarked when her bold feline friend raised his whiskers to the level of Kai’s plate.
“Oh, that’s okay,” Kai grinned. “I don’t mind at all.”
“I gave him bad habits. When he was a kitten, I always let him sit on me like that too, and lap the milk from my morning bowl of cereal.”
“That’s cute. Did you adopt him as a rescue?”
“Yes, at around three months old. He was underweight and had gone almost feral. Scared. Some bad stuff happened to him. People hurt him, probably.”
“Mm.” Kai decided not to comment on that. But she did pet the enterprising Max as he investigated the lasagne, and actually encouraged him. ”Go on, scruff. Of course, you can have some of my food.”



chapter
20
Eleanor observed Kai’s gentle manner with her beloved cat and found herself melting even more on the inside. She chuckled as well at Kai’s affectionate nickname for him.
“Scruff – that really suits him, actually.”
“He’s a lovable one,” Kai grinned. “Aren’t you, Maxi?”
“Clever food thief too,” Eleanor remarked. “Trust me, he’s an expert manipulator.”
Max enjoyed a respectable chunk of the lasagne, then went on to lick Kai’s chin with equal enthusiasm, and rub himself all over her with a resounding purr.
“Your cat is very cute, Eleanor.”
“I think he’s totally adopted you. Consider yourself owned, my friend.”
In response, Kai flashed the kind of unguarded smile that made Eleanor’s heart ache.
“I hope so.”
There was something there, Eleanor realised. A telling truth of some kind. She could feel it. And if Kai was falling for Max, she found herself ever so close to doing the same thing with her. They chatted easily over dinner, discovering common interests, a similar taste in music, a love for nature, the ocean, and simple things. Eleanor learned a little more about Kai’s adopted family as well.
“My parents live on the main island now, close to where my brother, Matthew, and his wife, Jennifer, are based. They have three young kids, twin boys and a little girl, all under the age of five.”
“I bet they’re busy, uh?”
“Yes, especially as Matt’s a Navy officer, and away quite a lot. My parents are on hand to help out with the kids. They love doing it.”
“Do you like children?” Eleanor wondered.
“Yeah…” Kai gave a sheepish shrug. “I love being an aunt, but I wouldn’t want any of my own. You?”
“I prefer cats,” Eleanor admitted frankly.
“Fair enough.” Kai laughed. “Yeah, me too.”
“Do you fancy an after-dinner walk?”
“Excellent idea. Do you have a torch?”
“I do. But only because a helpful person brought me one as part of an emergency pack the other day.”
Eleanor grabbed a blanket as well, and they headed down the middle of the field. The night was still, sweetly fragranced. Not too cold, but enough to enjoy being close. Eleanor laced one arm around Kai’s in an instinctive gesture. Kai inclined her head toward her in silent acknowledgment. Smiling.
“So, how does it feel, being a land owner?”
“Amazing!” Eleanor chuckled.
They sat at the edge of the field, overlooking the ocean. The stars were just coming out. It felt like the night held a magic quality which Eleanor could not have easily described in words. It just felt very comfortable. Special… And of course, she knew the reason why.
“Are you cold?” Kai inquired when she shivered.
“No.” Eleanor recaptured her arm under the blanket. “I just feel very, very good right now.”
“I’m glad. Me too.”
Eleanor watched starlight reflected in Kai’s eyes and she bit lightly on her lip.
“I kinda hoped that it wouldn’t happen. You know?”
“Because it makes everything a bit harder?”
“Yes. You understand...”
“Sure.” Kai’s face in profile as she glanced toward the ocean was strong and relaxed. “I can’t tell you that I’m sorry, but I do understand. It’s unplanned, for sure.”
“Yes.”
“But you know, Eleanor… The last thing I want is to be an issue in your life. Or to come in between you and your work.”
“I know that, Kai.”
“Yeah? Are you sure?”
“Yes.” Eleanor rested a firm hand over her chest again. She liked to do that; to feel her, and also experience Kai’s reaction. Always a tiny hitch of breath, going very still, a flare of heat in her grey eyes. “You feel confident in yourself. Grounded. And safe.”
Kai circled her fingers around her wrist.
“I feel you are, too. Despite what you said the other day.”
Eleanor remembered making that comment, telling Kai that she may not be safe. She’d been flustered at the time, unsure of her own feelings. Frightened. She may as well admit it to herself. And now, Kai left the door open for her to share more. Because she did not push, because she was patient, Eleanor wanted to.
“My previous partner was not as settled as you seem to be. She assured me that she understood a demanding career, but it was more wishful thinking than anything else. The whole thing was tough on her. She resented my time away. You see… There are moments when I really need to be alone. Both to write and to recharge. That’s as essential to me as breathing.”
“Yes,” Kai simply said.
Only one word, but powerful in the sense of acceptance that it conveyed.
“Also, my readers like to engage with me, and I with them. They tend to be women…”
“Women who like women?”
“Yes, and it was another problem for my partner.” Eleanor sighed as she recalled their many arguments. “She grew jealous. Suspicious, even though I told her that she had nothing to worry about. But somehow, she got it in her head that I was having a bunch of affairs. Ended up being angry all the time.”
“She must have had unresolved issues affecting her,” Kai reflected in a warm, understanding tone. “Your relationship was a trigger, I assume.”
“Yes, that’s right.”
“And so, did she call it quits?”
“I ended it. She couldn’t, but I had to. It was destroying her, and I would have gone down with the ship.”
“That’s very sad. I’m sorry to hear it, Eleanor.”
Kai spoke with a level of compassion which Eleanor found striking. She looked so beautiful right now… And it felt as if it were only the two of them in the universe, sharing secrets under the stars.
“Kai,” Eleanor gently caressed her cheek. “I’ve been on my own for a long time. And part of me really likes it.”
“I told you… That’s not an issue with me. I like my solitude as well.”
“Okay. But I just want to be clear. I don’t know what you’re looking for, and I also was not expecting to be having this sort of deep conversation with you. Before we go any further… Perhaps we should talk a little more.”
“Of course. I’m all for communication.”
“Good.”
“But I’m really not looking for anything.”
“Kai. I—”
“Hey, don’t worry,” Kai interrupted with a soft smile. “I’m also not trying to wriggle out of a serious conversation with you. Just so you know, I’m not the type.”
Eleanor nodded slowly.
“Okay…” But everyone’s looking for something, aren’t they?
Just as the thought occurred to her, Eleanor realised that her question to Kai was unfair. Right now, she would not be able to answer it for herself. She wanted… Period! Beyond that, she was not sure. Kai seemed at ease though, and she continued.
“I have zero expectation. I came to see you tonight because you invited me, and I really like you, Eleanor. Before you ask me why, I don’t know! I just do. I wanted to spend time with you, and I trusted my intuition.”
“Am I thinking too much?” Eleanor inquired wryly.
“Mm.” Kai grinned. “Yeah, kinda. But I don’t mind. Look, I’m attracted to you on every level. You know that. But I’m not here because I’m secretly hoping to end up in bed with you this evening. Or even that you’ll kiss me again. I hope we’re clear now.”
“We are…” Eleanor raised a prompting eyebrow. “But what if I wanted to take you to bed?”
“I knew you’d say something like that!” Kai’s grin widened, her eyes danced, and she passed an arm around her shoulders. “No matter how tempting, I would say no. Not tonight.”
“Really?”
“Yes. And also, I think you’re just testing me. I don’t think that’s what you really want tonight either.”
Eleanor pressed herself into her embrace, enjoying feeling the warmth of Kai’s body in the cooling breeze rising from the ocean.
“It’s scary how well you can read me,” she said.
“I think that’s because we’re very much alike, you and I. In tune.”
“True. I like that.”
“I like it too,” Kai whispered. “Although…”
“Although…? Having second thoughts?”
“Just about one thing. I would very much like you to kiss me again, Ellie.”
Eleanor no longer cared that Kai must have felt her shiver in reaction. She could see desire flickering in her eyes. It looked like an ache, beautiful yearning. The sight of Kai in this moment; attentive, hopeful, waiting patiently for her to take charge, took her breath away. There are so many things that I would like to say to you… For now, everything felt included in a shared moment of silence. Eleanor did not break the precious link; she simply laced her arm around Kai’s waist to steady her. She could feel a slight tremor in her as well. As she rested her fingers over her cheek again, Kai allowed her to guide her face toward her. Eleanor just paused to allow their breaths to mingle before parting her lips and meeting hers. This time, she was the one who let out a soft moan at the renewed contact. Even with her ex-partner, when Eleanor thought herself in love, kissing had never felt this good. Kai managed to express so many things through the caress. She kissed like a promise, and reassurance, all rolled into one. Hot but calming, charged yet also steady. Eleanor dropped her hand to slide it under the hem of her shirt, encountering smooth skin and responsive muscles. She spread her fingers, pressing gently, a movement which elicited a heated groan of anticipation from Kai. Eleanor turned into her, rolling them both onto the ground. Kai assisted with the movement, ending up lying half on top of her with their legs twisted together.
“Don’t stop kissing me,” Eleanor murmured.
“I won’t,” came the muffled answer. “Couldn’t…”
Kai resumed the kiss. Hungrier now. It went on for a while, and then Eleanor clung to her as she burned a trail of fire down the side of her throat, grazing the triangle of naked flesh in the opening of her shirt, coming to feast over the top of her breasts. So focused and intent was Eleanor on following the path of these talented lips, and delighting in the sensations, that she almost did not notice Kai going for the clasp on her bra. Almost, but not quite.
“Hey…” She pushed her down, laughing, and straddled her hips to keep her in place. “Don’t do that to me right now.”
“We shouldn’t?” Kai grinned weakly in reply.
“I think not today.”
“Then you’d better get off me, Ms St James.”
Kai sat up with one arm still locked around her waist, fixing her with smouldering eyes and the sexiest smirk ever.
“You are so damn hard to resist,” Eleanor grinned. “Do you know that?”
“And yet, here you are, resisting me,” Kai laughed.
Eleanor sank her fingers into the longer strands at the back of her neck, softly caressing her.
“We just agreed to take it slow, remember?”
“Yep. I sure do.”
“Are you changing your mind?”
“No.” Kai rested against her with her eyes closed. “It’s just very easy to forget about everything when I’m with you. To get lost in you. That’s all...”
Eleanor held her nice and close, marvelling at the intimacy of the moment, until an approaching bright light in the middle of the sky caught her attention. Kai also briskly glanced up at the familiar whup-whup sound of blades.
“That’s my crew,” she nodded. “Nice trim, they’re looking good up there.”
“Aren’t they flying kinda low?”
“They are, but it’s okay. Good thing you stopped me when you did, though, or they would be getting an eyeful from the cockpit,” Kai added with an amused smile.
“Could they see us in the field when it’s so dark?”
“Oh, yeah. We’ve got high intensity spotlights and Forward Looking Infra Red systems onboard.”
“Which means?” Eleanor prompted.
Kai laughed again, this time at her suspicious frown.
“Pretty much, we can turn night into day with the steerable spotlights, and the FLIR system displays detailed images based on thermal radiation for the crew.”
Eleanor shot her a vivid glance.
“Remind me never to get naked with you in the middle of a field, then.”
Kai’s eyes flashed beautifully in return.
“I promise I’ll find a safe spot for us when you decide that you want to do that, Eleanor.”
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Just over a week later, following an excellent day of flying, Kai noticed Jackie chuckling to herself as she changed back into her street clothes.
“Still grinning, I see?” she nodded to her.
“After this sort of day? Oh, yes!” Jackie replied, handing her camera to her. “Take a look.”
Kai scrolled through the many different pictures. Jackie had caught a luminous rainbow highlighted over the rocky outline of Sully; a trail of dolphins streaking through transparent waters; the huge shadow of a pilot whale under the hull of a red kayak, far out at sea; and a slash of rippling sunshine over the crest of a lonely wave.
“Wow… Jack, these are great.”
“Don’t look so surprised, Boss.”
“I’m not,” Kai grinned. “Just pleased that taking to the air seems to have rekindled your passion for photography.”
“It certainly has.”
“So, now don’t tell me that you’re still refusing to have your work shown at the gallery in town?”
“Well…” Jackie flushed instantly. “Jonathan has asked me a few times.”
“Of course, he has. He runs the gallery, he’s an expert at spotting new talent. The question is, what are you waiting for to take him up on the offer?”
“I’ve been thinking about it… But I just want to be sure, you know? Listen, Kai, I want you to tell me straight.”
“Don’t I always, Jack?”
“Yes. And I really appreciate it.” Jackie flashed another shy smile. “But do you really think that my photos are good enough to show?”
“Good enough?” Kai repeated with a roll of the eyes. “Jack, your work is excellent. Outstanding! And I’m not the only one saying it.”
“Right.” Jackie laughed, pleasure and excitement written all over her face. “In this case, I think I’m going to accept Jonathan’s offer and select a few pieces to show at the gallery.”
“Wonderful. And congratulations! Your poet husband isn’t the only talented one in the family, you know?”
“Thanks, darling. Gordon keeps telling me the same thing, to be honest.”
“I think it’s about time you started believing us.”
“It is, isn’t it?” Jackie chuckled.
“Totally. By the way, speaking of Gordon…”
“Yes?”
“Do you think he’ll be using the RIB this weekend?”
Kai was referring to his beloved Zodiac Pro Rigid Inflatable Boat, RIB, a long-range motorboat which Gordon used when he went out fishing with friends.
“He won’t be,” Jackie replied. “We’re going to Edinburgh for the weekend on book-related stuff.”
“Okay. Mind if I borrow it then?”
“Sure, you’re always welcome to do that.” Jackie winced in the same sentence. “Even if you know that I hate the thought of you going out to sea on your own.”
“But you know I’m safe. Been doing it for a long time.”
“For sure,” Jackie conceded wryly. “Just like my Gordon’s been a fisherman all his life, but it still doesn’t stop me worrying every single time he takes the boat out. Are you planning a trip to Castle Island?”
“Yes.” It was a logical follow-up question, since the island was her destination of choice whenever Kai asked to borrow the RIB. For safety purposes, she would also let Jackie know when she reached her destination, and when she left on her return journey. Kai only hesitated briefly before sharing the rest of it with her. “I’ll be taking Eleanor with me this weekend.”
Jackie looked up from lacing up her shoes, clearly startled at the announcement.
“Eleanor?”
“Yes.”
“You’re taking her with you?”
“Yep, that’s what I said.” Kai shrugged impatiently.
“Oh… Kai!” Jackie hurried to throw both arms around her neck for an emotional embrace. “That’s just… Ah! I don’t know what to say!”
“Alright, Jack,” Kai groaned, embarrassed. “There’s nothing to say, is there? I just—"
“But that’s so great!” Jackie insisted with a beaming smile.
“It’s okay. I just thought she’d appreciate the experience.”
“For sure, she will! The island is amazing! But you don’t normally take anyone with you when you go to Castle, do you, Kai?”
“I don’t usually, but—”
“As in, another woman,” Jackie interrupted once more with glinting eyes.
“I took you, didn’t I?” Kai pointed out.
“Yes, but you know that’s not what I mean!”
Kai finally smiled in acknowledgment. She knew that Jackie was bound to be excited if she told her about taking Eleanor to the island. Which, of course, safety protocols required her to do. But Kai would have been eager to mention it anyway. Talking about Eleanor was just so… Wonderful. For sure, Kai was not the type to run her mouth about personal relationships, but Jackie was like family to her.
“Eleanor told me that, as a writer, she enjoys and cultivates out-of-the-norm experiences. So, I thought this might be a good idea.”
“Oh, absolutely! You can’t pick better than a visit to Castle Island for outside the norm around here,” Jackie remarked. “But don’t try to dodge the matter at hand.”
“I’m not,” Kai nodded. “I really like her, Jack.”
“Oh, my gosh! Listen to you! I think you’re going to make me cry,” Jackie exclaimed.
“Stop it, Jack.”
“Did you—”
“And please.” Kai stopped her as soon as she spotted the eager grin on her face. “Don’t ask me that.”
“How do you know what I was going to ask?”
“I don’t. I’m just pre-empting.”
“Well, what I was going to say, before your mind inserted rude intentions,” Jackie resumed with an exaggerated offended expression, “is simply this: did you check with Eleanor that she’s okay on small boats?”
“No, I just told her to pack warm clothes and an overnight bag, and that the rest is a surprise. But I’m sure she’ll be just fine on the boat.” Kai smiled, thinking that Eleanor would have no problem handling a bit of rough.
Wisely, she did not mention that out loud to Jackie.
“Take plenty of food with you,” her friend advised.
“Of course. Not going to make Eleanor fish for her dinner, am I?”
“Ooh, listen to you, all touchy!”
“Aha. Very funny.”
“Bring a load of candles too,” Jackie suggested, half-teasing, half-hopeful. “For a romantic dinner at the hut?”
“Already in the supplies bag,” Kai confirmed.
Jackie fixed her with wondering eyes, full of warmth and quiet joy.
“You really do like her, don’t you?”
“Yes, I really do.”
Kai spent the rest of her evening in the gym, burning off impatience with exercise. Like a kid before Christmas... The thought made her pause. By the time she’d come to live with the Walkers on Sully’s Rock, she’d learned to fear the holiday season. Too much alcohol and drugs were usually on the menu at her house, as well as the potential for psychological and physical violence. She was rarely disappointed on both counts. Agnes and Tavish Walker had changed her perspective and shown her the true meaning of family, love, and connection. They’d made her feel like she belonged. One of the tribe. Wanted, appreciated, and safe. Kai would always be immensely grateful for the role that they still played in her life to this day. Some things were hard to heal completely though. Deep inside, despite the fact that she loved her adoptive parents, her brother, his wife, and the kids… Kai suspected that a part of her might always feel like a stranger, an outsider even to her own life. Childhood memories haunted her. Sometimes, after an especially bad dream, she still needed to turn the radio on in the middle of the night, and seek comfort in the calm voice of a stranger. It was silly because her life was so different now. So very good. The whole thing was bittersweet. She’d learned not to let her past ruin her present connections, but her sense of detachment could be profound. Visceral, at times. Not with Eleanor, though… With her, Kai felt both anchored and free. And it struck her as a true thing, unlike many times before when a relationship had just been a tool to quell a crushing sense of loss. Sometimes, Kai needed too much. Aware of the dangers of taking it all, she never stayed long with any one partner. Strangely enough, there was no fear of hurting Eleanor. Just a sense of natural balance on both sides. Kai still watched herself. She was careful. But part of her was hoping… What if things could be different with Eleanor? When her phone rang and she recognised her number, Kai felt her legs turn to jelly. She didn’t think it had anything to do with the series of squats that she’d just performed.
“Hey, Kai. How are you?”
“Hi. I’m fine, thanks. Just leaving the gym.”
“Oh, very nice.” As Eleanor chuckled, Kai could picture her smiling. “I myself am on the couch with a glass of wine.”
“That’s okay. I’m sure you earned it.”
“Yes, I had a very productive day.”
In the silence which ensued, Kai was not sure what to say. They’d agreed not to meet again until the weekend. She’d be on rescue duty or flying the island chopper, and Eleanor needed to focus on her writing. Kai had taken it to mean that she probably would not be in touch until then.
“So, everything alright?” she prompted.
“Yeah, everything’s great.” Eleanor’s voice softened. “I just thought… Well, I just wanted to say hello.”
Kai sat with both hands on the wheel and her eyes closed, savouring the words and the sound of her voice. In return, she blurted out the only thing on her mind.
“I missed you, Eleanor.”
“Good.”
“Is it?”
“Yeah, I’d hate to be the only one suffering.”
With another jolt of pleasure, Kai glanced at the time on the dashboard. Just after 7 p.m., and she was off duty now until the morning. Emboldened by Eleanor’s remarks, she gave herself no time to think.
“Are you done writing for the day?”
“Yes. Word count is complete.”
“Would you like me to come up and say hi?”
“Oh, Kai,” Eleanor sighed in obvious yearning. “Would you please?”
“I’m in the car. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”
Kai hit the road with a smile on her face, the tight muscles in her shoulders not even a faint memory. Eleanor had called. They’d be together again in just a few minutes. It was awesome. When her phone rang again, Kai picked up without bothering to check Caller ID.
“Hello, is this Kai Walker?” a deep male voice inquired.
The man was polite and he spoke with a London accent. No idea who he was.
“Yes?” she prompted. “This is Kai.”
“Also known as Kai Stewart, daughter of Mary Stewart in Stonehaven?”
Woosh! In the blink of an eye, all the oxygen was sucked out of her lungs. Hearing that name was worse than a punch in the stomach, and Kai lost awareness of her surroundings. The road disappeared, she forgot that she was driving. Nothing remained but a void, and she was floating in the middle. Thankfully, it did not last long. Although by the time she regained her senses, she was already off the road.
“SHIT!”
She yanked the handbrake, hit the clutch, and turned the wheel sharply to the right to attempt to steady the Jeep before it was too late. She felt the tires spin on a patch of loose gravel, struggling for grip in front of a low security barrier that was the only thing between her and a seventy feet drop down to the ocean below. For an instant, she thought that she would not make it, and braced instinctively for impact… Fortunately, the Jeep came to a stop, millimetres from smashing into the barrier. Kai sat frozen in place, gripping the wheel, and breathing hard. Dammit, it was close!
“Are you still there, Ms Stewa—"
“My name’s Walker,” Kai hissed, cutting him off before he could repeat the name. “Who the fuck are you?”
The F-word just slipped out. She recognised anger in her own voice, an undercurrent of rage, and made a concerted effort to tone it down. The Stewarts got angry all the time. They lashed out often, and with dreadful consequences. Kai did not.
“Ms Walker, of course.” He did not seem fazed in the least. “I apologise. Just needed to make sure that I was speaking to the correct person. My name is Alexander Thomson. I am a family lawyer representing your uncle, Tim Stewart.”
Kai bit so hard on her lip that she tasted blood, but the pain was not unwelcomed. It kept her sharp and in control.
“Mr. Thomson, I’ll be clear.” She spoke calmly, all the while maintaining a white-knuckle grip on the steering wheel to stop herself from shaking. “I don’t know what you want or how you got this number. Frankly, I don’t care. But the Stewarts are dead to me.”
“I am fully aware of the situation, Ms Walker,” he assured her. “Although I’m afraid that I must insist. Please: I’ll only need a minute to explain the reason for my call.”
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Eleanor grew concerned when, forty-five minutes later, she was still waiting for Kai. Driving straight to the cottage from the air station should only have taken her fifteen minutes or less. She debated whether to call again and find out about the cause for the delay... Or not. Eleanor hesitated, staring out of the window, her glass of wine forgotten. Maybe I should just wait. Perhaps Kai had changed her mind about coming to see her. Or got caught up in something else, more important, and forgot to say. But this did not sound at all like her. She would not forget! Especially not when she’d sounded so happy on the phone minutes earlier. Happy and sincere. Realising that the cause of her reluctance was just avoidance of potential rejection, Eleanor was just about to hit Redial when Kai called.
“Hey, you.” In the heavy silence that followed her greeting, Eleanor gripped the phone tighter. Something was wrong, she could already feel it. “Kai? Are you there?”
“Sorry,” the reply came. “Yeah, I’m here.”
Eleanor froze at the sound of her. Kai sounded raw... Like she had a bad cold, all of a sudden. Is she crying?
“Kai, what’s the matter?”
“I can’t make it.”
“What?”
“I’m sorry, Eleanor. I… I have to— Uh...”
When she seemed unable to finish her own train of thought, Eleanor’s alarm grew. This sounded nothing like the woman she knew.
“What happened?” she inquired sharply.
“Nothing. Really. Don’t worry.”
Voice a little better, but still full of something that sounded a lot like pain. Kai was hurting, and she clearly did not want to share. Eleanor bit on her lip, thinking fast. She was not the type to insist… And Kai was not the sort to be pushed either. That being said, Eleanor needed to know at least one thing. Or even a couple.
“Where are you?”
“In my car. On… the road.”
“You sound a little dazed, darling. Are you sure that you’re alright?”
“Yes. Fine.”
You couldn’t sound less like it. Eleanor gritted her teeth in frustration and worry. She did not want to argue and risk losing a connection that already felt tenuous right now. But…
“Are you safe?” she insisted.
“Yes.”
“Kai. I have no idea of what’s going on, but if something’s happened to you… Please, tell me. Let me help you.”
It took several seconds before Kai even answered, in such a low whisper that it was almost inaudible.
“No,” she murmured. “I can’t.”
“Can’t let me help?” Eleanor frowned. “Why not?”
“I don’t… Need help. I just wanted to tell you not to wait for me tonight, that’s all.”
“Okay, I get that, but hold on. Can we talk? You sound like you need—”
“I’ve got to go, Ellie,” Kai all but snapped.
“Wait. Please. I just—"
“I’m sorry.”
Kai hung up, leaving Eleanor alone with an empty line, feeling baffled and concerned. Max, sensing something off, came to rub against her legs. Eleanor sat with him as she tried to make rational sense of the call. Kinda hard, really… Kai had sounded upset. Even worse… Scared,
even though she told me that she was safe. Eleanor exhaled in frustration. She recalled Kai mentioning a brother in the Navy, young kids, and her elderly parents. Hope nothing bad happened to any of them… But if something had, why not just say it?
Something else had to be going on. Something private that Kai felt she could not share with her. Of course, she had a right not to… Eleanor replayed her last words in her mind. ‘I’ve got to go. I’m sorry.’ Again, she stiffened. Why did you sound like you were saying goodbye? She stared at the phone, fighting the urge to call back. Kai had been clear. She was safe, did not need any help. Doesn’t need me. Eleanor would not chase. Once upon a time, she might have, but not anymore. Not even for a woman whose obvious distress touched her deeply, and made her want to cry. Perhaps it was a timely wake-up call, after all. Perhaps Kai had realised that the relationship was getting too intense. I shouldn’t have called her today in the first place. Maybe Kai figured that she’d be better off getting out of this game now.
“And maybe I should do the same.”
Ignoring the sick feeling in her stomach, Eleanor put on her running shoes and headed out on her own.
●●
Kai drove home, stumbled into the bathroom, and threw up so hard that she thought she might pass out. When she could trust her legs again, sort of, she splashed water over her face, brushed her teeth, tried to keep her mind clear and her breathing steady. Easier said than done. It was years since she’d had to resort to the old mantras. Breathe, it’s okay. Breathe, you’re safe. Breathe, all is well. This time, though, affirmations did little to make her feel better. Just reinforced the notion that no; it was not okay! And all was not well either. Far from it.
‘Kai? Are you alright? Talk to me.’
But she couldn’t. And, of course, the call had not gone well. How could it, when Kai was only trying to pretend, and lying? Remembering the mix of concern and gentle warmth with which Eleanor had spoken to her, and how much Kai had wanted to go straight to her, and find the solace that she craved, brought tears to her eyes. Weak, weak, weak...
“Fuck it!”
She yelled on her way downstairs and punched the wall in the living room, bruising her knuckles and sending a bolt of pain shooting down her arm. The outburst, like her anger before, was a mistake. And with that uncharacteristic loss of control, Kai left herself wide open for anxiety to rush in, like a torrent of water through a broken damn. The walls, the floor, the entire room, started to spin in rhythm with her racing heart. In a daze, before she could fall, she sat with her back against the wall and both hands flat on the floor. She shut her eyes tight, looking to anchor in the peaceful inner space which she knew from her meditation practice was within reach, but eluded her at this point.
“Okay. Okay. It’s okay…”
Sometimes, in her younger days, all she could do was ride the wave of panic and fear, the same way that she would a real one on her surfboard. Just let the wave take her, without fighting or resisting, and remember that it would subside eventually. All she had to do was hang on, and she would still be there at the end. This too shall pass. It took a while for her to differentiate between the pounding on the door and her own beating heart, but as she began to settle, a familiar voice pierced through the savage roar in her head.
“Kai? Kai! Please, open the door!”
It was one thing telling Eleanor to stay away, or putting the phone down on her, because it hurt too much to hear her voice and not ask for what she needed. But Kai could not ignore her presence when she was so damn close. Stripped of all resistance, she staggered to her feet.
“I’m sorry, I had to come,” Eleanor blurted out.
She stood there in shorts, t-shirt, and muddy running shoes. Breathless, with her cheeks flushed and her hair a mess. Looked like she’d run over. Across the fields, they weren’t far from each other. Stubborn. And so beautiful. Kai swallowed hard. She came for me.
“I had to see you.” Eleanor shook her head with a sad smile, eyes burning with fierce compassion. “Kai… Darling, you’re not okay.”
“I just—”
“Shh.” Eleanor stepped forward and rested both hands on her shoulders. “Tell me to go, and I will. Otherwise...”
Kai could not have told her to leave at this point, any more than she was capable of voluntarily stop breathing air.
“Come here,” Eleanor said.
●●
Eleanor pulled her in her arms and kicked the door shut behind them. She directed Kai to the living room, found a blanket on the back of the couch to drape around her shoulders, and held her close, quietly massaging the back of her neck and shoulders. Kai was tense, her muscles as tight as bow strings. Eleanor could sense her distress, simmering under the silence that stretched between them. She could not remember ever wanting to help someone as much. It took a while, but Kai finally started to relax. Eleanor noticed her sink deeper into her arms. Snuggling against her, whether Kai was aware of doing it or not.
“I’ve got you,” she whispered. “It’s okay.”
The shaking stopped, and Kai’s breathing slowed.
“Thank you for coming,” she mumbled.
“I know you told me not to…”
“I’m glad you didn’t listen.”
“I went for a run and automatically ended up in front of your door.” Eleanor kissed her softly, as Kai tilted her head back to look at her. “You don’t have to tell me, but you sounded as if something terrible had happened before.”
Kai blew air out sharply.
“Just me and my dramatics.”
“Take it easy on yourself. You’re pale. Your face feels very hot too. Are you running a fever?”
“No. It’s years since I got this upset.”
As Kai shivered again, Eleanor resolved not to push her for details. If Kai wanted to tell her, great; if not, it was fine too. For now, Eleanor was just determined to help her get over this bout of… ‘Upset’, as Kai called it.
“I could make you something to eat,” she offered.
“It’s okay. You don’t have to do anything.”
“When I was sick,” Eleanor recalled with a soft smile, “my grandma often looked after me during the day. She would feed me toast and chunky apple sauce with a sprinkle of cinnamon and a dash of turmeric on it. She called it her miracle cure.”
It took a moment for Kai to register this. She did still seem in a bit of a daze. Then, she asked.
“A cure for what?”
Eleanor caressed her cheek with a folded knuckle.
“As a child, I had an auto-immune condition which left me feeling weak and suffering from debilitating headaches. Between the ages of ten and twelve, I ended up having to miss a lot of school because of it.”
“I’m sorry.” Kai fixed her with stormy eyes and a haunted expression which only some kind of emotional shock could have brought about.
It made her appear surprisingly vulnerable. Were she to be aware of it, Eleanor suspected that Kai would not like it to be the case.
“It’s okay,” she assured her with a smile. “Looking back on it now, I can honestly say that it was a very beneficial time in my life.”
“How come?”
“Because that’s when I started dreaming up the sort of stuff which eventually led me to become a writer. I would escape in my own head, create rich universes in which people were strong and capable. I would place myself in these worlds as the main character and tell my grandma all about my adventures. I think that’s what helped me to heal eventually.”
“Do you still have headaches?”
“No. All that stuff went away.”
“You were close to your grandmother, uh?”
“Yes, very much. She’d be proud of me now, I think.”
“I think so too.”
“Kai…” Eleanor held her closer. “You’ve got tears running down your face again.”
“It’s what happens.” Kai shrugged in reluctance. “After an episode like this. The tears are just a side effect.”
Eleanor kept a steady hand on the back of her neck as she felt her shiver again.
“An episode like what, babe?” she prompted. “You know, I don’t want to push you, but... Whatever it is, I won’t think any less of you.”
“I hate feeling weak.”
“So do I, but being honest isn’t a weakness. Feeling emotion isn’t weak either. Nor is sharing difficult stuff with someone like me when you need to.”
Eleanor left it at that. Someone like me. A friend, for sure. But I’d like to be so much more…
“Listen to you,” Kai murmured with a tired smile.
“What?” Eleanor chuckled, sensing fresh tension ease.
“Showing up here with the kind of wisdom that makes me want to kiss you and tell you all my secrets.” Her smile turned pensive, tentative, as if she were asking for permission.
“I will guard any secret you wish to share as if it were my own,” Eleanor promised in reply. “As for kissing me, I think it would be a very wise move if you did it right now.”
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Kai kissed her for comfort, for reassurance, and connection. For, ‘I can’t say this to you with words but please don’t leave me’. Feeling cast adrift in the middle of a metaphorical raging ocean, Eleanor embodied the only solid anchor within miles. Also, what could she do? Eleanor had seen too much already for Kai to carry on pretending that everything was fine. She had shared of herself, too… Kai was pretty sure that she did not often tell the story of her illness, and the connection to her grandmother. If Kai chose to keep her out now, it would be cruel, and an insult. She might as well tell Eleanor to leave and never come back. To get out of her life once and for all. It was the last thing in the world Kai wanted to do.
“Remember I told you I was adopted?”
“Yes, I do,” Eleanor nodded softly.
“I became a Walker twenty-one years ago. In all that time, I didn’t hear about them once. The others… The Stewarts.” Kai barely managed to keep the bitterness and the shaking out of her voice. “Of course, I didn’t want to.”
“I understand.”
“But then today, on my way over to your place, I received a call from a lawyer in Aberdeen. He said he was looking for Kai Stewart. I almost drove my Jeep off the cliff when I heard that name again attached to me.”
“Oh, Kai!”
Eleanor’s grip on her felt good. No longer hesitant, as if she worried that Kai might bolt, but grounding. Possessive. Eleanor touched her as if she had every right to, and nothing in Kai’s life had ever felt so good. The sense that she should be careful was harder to access than it used to. Back when I was still in control. She took a hard breath, the roar of volatile emotions still too near for comfort.
“Look at me, babe,” Eleanor instructed gently. “If it helps… Keep your eyes on me, okay?”
“’Kay. But then…”
“What?”
“It makes me want to kiss you again.”
“That’s allowed.” Eleanor smiled. “Whatever works, eh?”
She was funny and she looked at her with tender eyes. Kai met her lips for another grounding kiss.
“It’s working,” she murmured. “I… Thank you.”
“Thanks aren’t needed for that. Want to tell me the rest?”
“The lawyer said that Mary Stewart, my biological mother, was in the hospital with liver cancer. It’s terminal. Apparently, she doesn’t have long to live.”
“Okay…”
“And she wants to see me.”
Eleanor ran her fingers through her hair in another deeply comforting gesture.
“So… What?” she prompted gently. “You panicked?”
“Kinda,” Kai admitted with a shrug. “How d’you know?”
“Well. If it wasn’t already written all over your face… I can also imagine how this sort of news might make you feel. How I would react if I were you.”
“It’s not really the news…” Kai bit on her lip.
“What is it, then?”
“The memories that the call triggered. The feeling of being back there as a kid. Helpless to stop any of what was happening, and with no way out of the nightmare.”
“But you did get out,” Eleanor reminded her, with warmth and a hint of pride piercing through her voice. “Eventually. You got away, darling.”
“Yeah… Eventually.” Even the word felt sour.
“Kai. Will you tell me what happened?”
“My mother was an alcoholic and a drug addict. Some kind of mental illness was going on with her as well. She externalised a lot of her pain onto me. With her, it was constant yelling, put-downs, gas-lighting. She’d get drunk and beat me for no reason, or get high and forget to buy us food. I grew used to stealing leftovers from the rubbish bins at the back of the supermarket on my way to school. Sometimes, she’d have friends over. Other druggies. Some of the men…” Kai swallowed. “They were really weird.”
“Did they hurt you?” Eleanor had gone pale.
“I think they would have, had I not learned to fly under the radar. I stayed out of the house sometimes until they all passed out. And then, I just hid. She did hurt me, but…” Kai blew out a hard breath. “She knew how to do it so that marks didn’t show. And whatever bruises I got, I also kept hidden. I lied to teachers, and to other kids at school. I didn’t want anyone to suspect a thing.”
“Why?”
“Because I despised the fact that she could do these things to me, and that I was too weak to stop it.”
“You were a child,” Eleanor stated gently.
“But I should…” Kai stopped, her heart pounding. “Sorry. I shouldn’t tell—”
Eleanor did not let her finish that sentence.
“Please,” she demanded almost fiercely. “Just tell me. It’s so obvious that you need to let it out, Kai. Whatever it is, it’s fine to share it now.”
Kai kept her eyes on her, as advised. Of course, she wanted to talk. As she prepared to carry on, Eleanor pressed her lips lightly over hers, reading her unspoken need. Kai did not allow herself to retreat behind her walls this time, although the urge was there. But the connection with Eleanor was stronger, and she wanted to honour it.
“The other reason I stayed silent was because I kept hoping that it would change. I always dreamt that one day, she’d sober up. Stop sticking those damn needles in her arms, and look at me. Look at me and really see me. I wanted her to love me.” Kai gritted her teeth before revealing what she considered to be the most humiliating part of it. “Even when she hurt me, I still loved her. I still wanted to please her. I tried all I could but… It was so stupid. I was so bloody—”
“It wasn’t stupid!” Eleanor exclaimed in astonishment. “My God, Kai! Again, you were a child! Of course, you needed your mother to care for you and love you!”
“Yeah.” Kai shrugged. It was still a hard one to swallow.  “Anyway, it never happened. She broke my arm on my eleventh birthday. It was harder to hide that. Social services got involved, I stopped lying. I was so tired of it all! You know? I got angry. Finally.”
Eleanor pulled her back into her arms, her embrace fiercely protective.
“I can’t believe you went through so much on your own at such a young age.” She sighed against her ear, the warm flutter causing Kai to want to smile despite the knot in her stomach. “I wish I could take some of the pain away, Kai.”
“You did. Just now, by listening.”
“How are you feeling?”
“Fine. I just wasn’t expecting this sort of news and I let my emotions get the better of me. Won’t happen again. Sorry… I’m not usually this weak and pathetic.”
●●
That word again, and Eleanor suppressed a sigh of dismay. Kai sounded tough and defiant. No surprise there. But she was also completely off the mark. I’ve never met a stronger person than you. It broke Eleanor’s heart to realise that she had felt the need to hide her pain and emotions from her. I want to know that side of you too. Not be there only for easy times, and romantic kisses under the stars... Eleanor almost flinched as the notion of what she really would like things to be like with Kai registered clear and sharp inside her mind for the first time.
“I’m sorry if I made you feel unwanted,” she murmured. I want you so, so much!
“You didn’t, it was all on me.”
“Not all of it, babe.”
“I told you not to come, didn’t I?”
“Yes, but…”
Kai grinned unexpectedly, the smile like a flash of brilliant sunshine across her face.
“Thanks for coming anyway. I like that you’re the stubborn kind.”
“For important things, yes.” Eleanor nodded intently. “And just so we’re both clear: I think you’re strong and inspiring. And I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else right now. Just here, with you.”
“Thank you,” Kai murmured, and she caressed her face.
They held each other’s gaze in the silence, which felt easy and reassuring rather than heavy. Eleanor debated saying more, but the quiet exchange was powerful, and probably enough for the time being.
“Let me get you a glass of water,” she offered. “I need one too.” She joined Kai in the garden afterwards. “Hey, your fridge is empty, otherwise I really would cook you something. I meant what I said before.”
Kai winced, another soft smile dancing on her lips.
“The state of my fridge is another embarrassing detail I was hoping you wouldn’t see.”
“Too late,” Eleanor laughed. “You don’t cook much?”
“Not much. I enjoy eating good food though...”
Eleanor refrained from mentioning that they would be a good match on this too. She found cooking to be relaxing after a long day of writing.
“How are you, really?” she asked.
“Better now, thanks to you.”
“What are you going to do about the situation? Or haven’t you decided yet?”
“Well.” Kai shrugged. “Part of me would like to tell Mary Stewart and her lawyer to fuck off. To hurt her back for what she did to me. But anger is just an old reflex. I don’t have it in me to be like that.”
“True. I do feel that about you. So, what’s the real you got to say?”
“The real me is aware that she can’t hurt me anymore. Can’t touch me.”
“That’s right, she can’t. Because you’re free now. Safe.” And I’ve got you.
Eleanor was wary of saying this out loud, but she held Kai securely against her side, hoping to convey the feeling through her touch.
“In my dreams, I feel a sense of evil.”
“You still dream of her?”
“Not often, but it happens.” Kai stared into space, although she seemed a lot calmer now. “When I do, it’s always the same. She’s enjoying hurting me. I see her smiling at that. At the same time, I also know that it’s not her.”
“What do you mean?”
“There’s something else in her eyes; the evil I mentioned. She’s not the one enjoying making me suffer, but that black thing on the inside is. She’s not aware that it’s controlling her.” Kai heaved another sigh. “I know that sounds weird. Like something out of The Exorcist… I think it’s all symbolic.”
“That would make sense. Was she abused as a child?”
“I think so, yes. I think her entire life was a cycle of hurt and addiction.”
“Sadly, that’s often how it goes.”
“Not with me.” Kai turned to her with a sharp glance.
“Not with you.” Eleanor nodded. “I know that you’re very different. You risk your own life to rescue people. You give of yourself to the members of your community. You’re thoughtful, kind, sensitive…”
“I could do without the sensitive bit.”
“It’s not another word for weak; you understand?” Kai did not look convinced, and Eleanor chuckled. “You can trust me on that. I’m a writer, I know these things.”
She was glad when the comment elicited a stronger smile.
“If I don’t go, I will always wonder,” Kai reflected.
“Yes, you might. What do you expect Mary Stewart wants to tell you?”
“I’m not sure. And I don’t have any expectations.”
“It would be okay if you did,” Eleanor prompted gently.
“Thanks, but I’m not hoping for anything special from her anymore. Not a big apology, reconciliation, or fairy-tale ending. The most important reason for going would be a chance to tell her that I forgive her for what she did. I’d like to do that before it’s too late.”
As Kai looked at her again, Eleanor was taken aback by her expression. For sure, she meant all the things that she had said. Kai was kind and caring. But to see such genuine compassion in her eyes now, for a woman who’d hurt her so much…
“You are very special, you know?” Eleanor murmured.
“I’m sorry,” Kai shrugged in reply.
“You need to stop apologising to me. What for, anyway?”
“I didn’t want it to be like this between us.”
“Like this? You mean intense?”
“Complicated. I know you need a clear mind in order to do your best work. I didn’t want to bring this kind of stupid drama into your life. It’s not what I’m about.”
Incredibly, she sounded upset.
“It’s not stupid, Kai,” Eleanor tried to reassure her. “And no drama either. It’s just life, eh? Stuff happens.”
“Yeah, sure does.”
“It’s okay.”
Seeing the tension back across her face despite a quick nod of assent, Eleanor laced a soft arm around her neck.
“Can I kiss you again, babe?”
The word escaped her lips once more. Kai turned her head toward her, eyes back to stormy grey and conflicted. Worried at her reaction, Eleanor started to pull away.
“Sorry. I shouldn’t call you that…”
“No, I like it,” Kai whispered. “Please do.”
She cupped her cheek and kissed her. Sure and tender, but also demanding and a little rough, hinting at what she might be like if they both gave each other permission to really feel… This. Eleanor still had no words to describe it, whatever ‘This’ was. All she knew was that she had started out afraid of complications, indeed! But now all she wanted was to forget about her life, her work, and the rest of the world. To lose herself in this beautiful kiss and with the gorgeous woman who claimed her mouth with such passion.



chapter
24
As Kai pulled her close. Eleanor ended up straddling her lap. She melted at the feel of warm fingers caressing her naked thighs and congratulated herself on her choice of attire. Running shorts; always a good pick. With her own fingers deep into Kai’s unruly hair, she both held her and followed her lead into a deepening kiss. Eleanor could feel her trembling under her. The sense of sheer power, but also a deep longing to protect, that it evoked in her was absolutely blinding. She dared to slip a hand under the front of Kai’s t-shirt, and to cup a smooth, perfectly round breast in the palm of her hand. In response, Kai literally moaned inside her mouth.
“I want you so much!” Eleanor groaned.
She was on the edge of losing all control. She knew it, but Kai felt so good… Eleanor could no longer remember why this might not be a good idea. Until, that is, she caressed her face and registered wetness under her fingertips. In the next instant, she realised that Kai was breathing hard. Eleanor pulled back instantly, concern for her partner better than a shower of ice to cool her down.
“Oh, Kai! What—”
“It’s okay. It’s nothing. I just—"
“Don’t tell me it’s nothing when you’ve got tears running down your cheeks! Darling…” Eleanor cupped her face in her hands and spoke to her gently. “Did I do something wrong? You can tell me if—”
“No, you didn’t,” Kai interrupted in a murmur. “Of course, not. I’m sorry, Eleanor, it’s me. I can’t do this right now. It’s too much.”
Eleanor was equally torn between kicking herself for giving in to her most basic urges, when Kai was so clearly not up to it; and that eerie sense again that she was talking about more than the present moment. She did not think it would be fair to push her on it. It cost her, but she held back.
“Do you want me to call Jackie?”
“No!” Kai roared before catching herself. “I mean, thanks. But no. I think I just need some breathing space and to recover a little bit. On my own.”
“Of course.” Eleanor pursed her lips.
“Eleanor.” Kai held her back as she started to let go. “That’s not because of you, okay? I like being with you. So much! And everything about you! I wish that—”
She stopped in the middle, biting on her lip, looking even more conflicted.
“Don’t worry about it.” Eleanor met her eyes with a gentle smile. “I understand better than most the need to recharge on your own. You’ve got a lot going on in your life at the moment, darling. I shouldn’t be adding to it.”
Kai did look worried, and she shook her head impatiently.
“That’s really not what I meant. You make everything feel so much better.”
“Thank you for saying that. And you need to go take care of things.”
“Yes, I do.”
“I also have got a book to write.”
“For sure.” Kai flashed a warmer smile at that.
Eleanor lingered on her face. Strong features, sensuous lips, and limpid grey eyes currently swirling with so many emotions. Desire, still; but also regret, and sorrow. Eleanor forced herself to ignore that.
“I hope it goes well, Kai.” She touched a light finger to her mouth. “Take care of yourself, okay? Call me if you need.”
“I will. Do you need a ride home?”
“Bless you. I’ll be fine. Thanks, babe.”
They left each other on a smile, after a lingering hug, equal parts happy and sad. This was an ending. In the deepest part of her soul, Eleanor understood that Kai may be saying goodbye.
●●
“Oh, my goodness. Oh, wow… Ellie! Phew!”
Eleanor was amused and interested to track a few different shades of pink fly across her agent’s face, as Kate devoured the chapter in which she had decided to give Indie Wild the new, sexy, and very alien girlfriend that her readers had been asking for. Soliciting Kate’s opinion and/or advice in the middle of a new first draft was not the norm for Eleanor. As in, it just never happened. But of course, the same could be said of her writing the sort of sex that she had included in that chapter. Following Kate’s final exclamation, Eleanor tapped her fingers impatiently over her desk.
“So?”
“So!” Kate chuckled in reply. “I am left kinda speechless!”
“Which kind of isn’t good, really, since I’m asking for your opinion.”
Kate smirked, waving her Kindle in front of her face as if it were a fan.
“It’s feedback, my dear. Exactly what you asked me for.”
“So, do you think that I should keep this chapter? Or scrap the whole thing?”
“Oh, my God! One million percent, KEEP IT!”
Eleanor finally cracked a more relaxed smile.
“You sure it’s not too much?”
“Are you kidding? No! It’s perfect.”
“And something that Indie would do… Correct? I mean, it would be in character. Yes?”
“Totally.” Kate nodded in sure confirmation and approval. “Your Indie Wild is the noble, selfless hero type. Spends her time killing bad guys and rescuing innocent beings all over the multi-verse.”
“Yep.”
“She’s a complex character with her flaws and weaknesses, like the rest of us. That’s what makes her so likeable. The sort of thing that she enjoys in bed should make sense, but I like the fact that you made it unconventional as well. Reading through this chapter made me appreciate Indie even more.”
“Good, that’s useful feedback. Tell me how?”
“Mm… I felt closer to her. Like I was allowed to know her intimately. You know what I mean? 99% of the time, she’s such a larger-than-life character… And I love that, of course, but it was great to see a more human side of her. I enjoyed being invited to discover her on such a raw and naked level – no pun intended. I assume that’s what you were aiming for?”
“Yes.”
“Well, darling, congrats. You pulled it off beautifully.”
“Ah, thanks…” Eleanor blew air out in relief. “I’m so glad you think so. I was so bloody nervous about this chapter!”
“It’s not like you to doubt yourself,” Kate observed.
“It’s also not like me to write sex that leaves you speechless, is it?”
“I must say, that’s hard to achieve.” Kate laughed again. “I didn’t think you had it in you to even make me blush, Miss St James.”
“Well, guess what? I’m human, too.”
It had been twenty-four hours since her conversation with Kai, and the silence between them weighed heavy on her heart.  Eleanor had poured her worry and frustrations into her writing, hence why she needed Kate to read and feedback to her. To act as a guard rail, in other words. Eleanor did not feel like herself at the moment.
“Everything alright at your end, then?”
Perceptive as ever, Kate quietly shifted from agent to best friend mode.
“Yeah, you could say that,” Eleanor sighed.
“Would I be right in thinking that Indie Wild is having the best sex known to humankind because things have gone a little bit off-track with your own hot woman?”
“Totally right, yes.”
“Feel like talking about it?”
Eleanor needed to. She had to try to make sense of her own feelings, at least. She’d managed to channel her frustration into inspiration this time, but she could not allow her emotions to hi-jack her work. She gave Kate a brief summary of the situation, ending with an involuntary hard sigh.
“Kai’s dealing with a lot. She needs some space.”
“Sounds fair enough, don’t you think?”
“Of course, it is. No one understands that sort of need better than I do. But you should have seen her, Kate. She was hit hard. I’m worried about her.”
“I understand that. And I know I said that you should let your hair down a little, but if she’s unstable, it’s probably best if you—”
“Kai’s not unstable. Just private. I can relate to that too.”
“Sure, you can. But it still sounds like a headache you don’t need.” Kate watched her with patient eyes on the vid-call. “Do you want my honest opinion?”
“Yes, please.”
“Time to let go and refocus, my dear.”
Eleanor forced herself to nod in agreement, even as a series of images flashed across her mind. Kai… On the beach with her surfboard, flicking water out of her hair. Flying past during the race, looking so strong and alive... And the intensely focused yet always soulful expression in her eyes whenever she looked at her. No other woman could make Eleanor shiver with a single glance, but Kai regularly achieved it. Eleanor also remembered lingering in her embrace after a kiss. The way that Kai held her was so—
“Ellie? Oh, I think your screen just froze... Hang on a sec, I’ll refresh at my end.”
Eleanor jerked her head up as Kate disappeared from view, grateful for the technological glitch which gave her a chance to compose herself.
“We’ve got crazy thunder rolling over London,” her friend announced when she came back. “So, listen quick in case I lose you again.”
“Alright. What’s up?”
“Remember how I’ve been trying for what feels like ages to arrange a meeting with Lucy Chamberlain?”
Eleanor sat up sharply at the mention of the producer. Lucy Chamberlain was on a first name basis with the likes of Steven Spielberg and Ridley Scott. If anyone could turn Indie Wild into a successful movie franchise, it would be her.
“You bet, I remember!”
“Well, she’s in town this weekend and wants to meet with us,” Kate announced with a triumphant smile. “How soon can you catch a flight?”
Eleanor had been due to spend the weekend with Kai. Just the two of us. She was hit by a pang of pure disappointment and sadness at the thought that it would not happen now. Probably never. It hurt, for sure, but she reminded herself that Kate was right. Better this way. Opportunities were obviously coming her way now. A meeting with Lucy Chamberlain could lead to a life-changing deal for her. It was time to refocus, and move on.
“I can fly first thing in the morning,” she confirmed. “I’ll be with you in London before lunchtime.”
●●
Kai sat on the back steps of her parent’s house after dinner the following evening, looking up at the stars. The familiar creaking of the old screen door, followed by heavy footsteps on the porch, announced Tavish Walker’s presence behind her. She turned to find him with a smile, holding up a bottle.
“Cameronbridge special release 2022,” he announced. “26 years old, single grain. Can I interest you in a wee taste?”
“Oh, yes. No question.”
Tavish chuckled as he poured them both a generous dose of expensive whisky.
“I was keeping this one to enjoy with Matthew on his next leave ashore. But since you showed up ahead of him, you get to try it first, kid.”
The Walkers had never once treated their biological son and adopted daughter any differently. Matthew had been consulted on the adoption process, and said he’d love to have a sister. A year older, he took her under his wing. The two were close, even if busy lives and careers meant that they rarely saw each other outside of family holidays now. If anything, it just made those reunions extra-special.
“Cheers.” Her first sip of the golden liquid made Kai cough, but in a really good way. “Wow… Special edition deserves its name, doesn’t it?”
Tavish also smiled in approval.
“Thought you and Matt would like it, so I bought two extra bottles. You take this one with you when you leave. Maybe share it with your crew after a good rescue?”
“Good idea,” Kai nodded. “Hey, is mum okay?”
“Sure. But you know she’s not much of a night owl.”
“Yes, I know. So long as she’s fine with what I came to tell you both. It was a nice conversation at dinner, but… Just making sure.”
“Your mother and I are fully onboard with your decision, kid,” Tavish replied. At six-foot two, built like a Viking warrior, he commanded effortless respect. He was also incredibly gentle and attentive to his wife and children. “Forgiveness is a priceless gift which only you can give to Mary Stewart. We command you for wanting to give it.”
“Thank you.”
Tavish nudged her shoulder with a kind wink.
“Selfishly, on your account, we are also very happy for the sense of closure and personal peace that going to see the woman will give you. As your parents, right here where it matters…” He tapped his fist over his own heart. “We could not be more proud of you, Kai.”
“Thanks, dad,” Kai kissed him lightly on the cheek.
“Aye, don’t get all touchy-feely on me!” He grunted in fake protest, and they both laughed at the comment. “How’s it going with SAR,” Tavish then prompted.
Kai shared a few recent jobs that she’d been on for the team. As a retired Search and Rescue pilot himself, Tavish was keen to hear all the details. Once she’d run out of stories, and their glasses were empty, he patted her on the shoulder.
“Long drive ahead of you tomorrow.”
“Yeah…”
Kai nodded, although she was not tired. Not even all that wired anymore. Swapping duty days with her fellow pilots had been a straightforward thing. On very short notice, Ann had facilitated a flight to the mainland outside of regular hours, on one of her charter helicopters. No questions asked, just a single quip on arrival. ‘That’s how much I care about you, girl.’ She’d lent her a pool car, too. She was a great friend, a wonderful woman... Kai shivered. But not Eleanor.
“More whisky needed?” Tavish inquired when he sensed her hesitation.
“Ah, better not.”
She was not talking about the drink, and they both knew it.
“You sure? I could get your mother to come down if it’s that kind of topic.”
“What kind?”
“You know.” He grinned sheepishly. “Girl stuff.”
“No, that’s okay.” Kai laughed and she hugged him tightly. “I’m fine. And at the risk of sounding touchy-feely again… I love you, dad.”
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“I’ve no idea how you manage to remain so calm and collected!” Kate exclaimed after their first meeting with Lucy Chamberlain. With a knowing grin, she added; “Or are you in a daze? Is that it, more like?”
“Uhm… Yeah.” Eleanor frowned. “I think I’m a bit stunned, actually.”
“Same here!”
Eleanor did not mention feeling numb since leaving Sully, since it really made no sense considering all the exciting things which were going on. To start with, meeting the legendary Lucy Chamberlain, in all her Hollywood splendour, had been a truly fascinating experience. Over tea and cakes, what the producer teasingly described as ‘Doing my British thing’, she regaled them with behind-the-scenes tales of iconic movies. Alien, E.T., Close Encounters of the
Third Kind… Kate fell under her spell, which would be easy to do. Chamberlain oozed charisma and charm. She was funny and ‘bloody filthy smart’, as
Kate described it, in equal measures. And it certainly didn’t hurt that she also happened to be a huge Indie Wild fan.
“Each character is unique, of course,” Chamberlain pre-empted. “But just to put things into perspective for you: I see Indie Wild as the next Han Solo.”
“Amazing!” Kate beamed. “Me too!”
“With the right people onboard, we will turn your books into a blockbuster series, Ms St James. I’m talking global success on a Star Wars scale.” Chamberlain leaned forward with glinting eyes and an attractively wolfish smile. “You want it? I’m the one to make it happen for you.”
Listening to this kind of talk, Kate developed a permanent grin. She was still giggling after the meeting, and gushing about the producer, an hour after they arrived back at her apartment. Justifiably, for sure.
“You know what, Ellie? The best thing about Chamberlain is that she really gets Indie. Like… Deep, you know?”
“Feels like it, yes.”
“I spoke to her at length a few times before the meeting and she’s a true fan. Lucy will stay on top of things throughout the entire process. From script-writing to casting and shooting… She will maintain the integrity of the character.”
“She does sound like she can be trusted.”
“So, how do you feel about the whole thing?” Kate eyed her tentatively.
“I feel pretty good.” Eleanor nodded.
“I guess you’ll need some time to think it over, uh?”
Eleanor waited for a sliver of intuition to point out that she should wait, indeed. But it did not come. All she felt after this meeting was steady and confident. Relaxed.
“I don’t think I need more time,” she finally grinned. “This feels right. Green lights all the way. Let’s make it happen with Chamberlain, Kate.”
“Oh, Ellie!” Kate threw both arms around her neck for an impulsive hug. “Gosh, look at me! I am literally shaking like a leaf!”
“Well, this is kinda huge.”
“Kinda!” Kate laughed. “Right?”
“Trust me, Kate, I’m feeling it too.”
Eleanor shivered as she allowed herself to experience the full magnitude of the moment. Her favourite character. Her best creation. Her Indie Wild! As big as Han Solo…? Successful on a Star Wars scale…? It was the stuff of impossible dreams, yet all happening to her right now. Laughter rose from deep inside on a bubble of excitement, but ended up coming out as a sob. Damn! She’d not seen that one coming.
“Hey.” Kate regarded her warmly. “Are you okay? I know it’s a lot to take in.”
“Yeah, it is. But I’m fine, really. Just very, very happy.”
“Darling…” Kate hesitated only briefly before stating the obvious. “I’m sorry to say, but you don’t look so happy. What’s the matter? If you have any doubts or worries about the project, it’s okay to wait a bit and ask questions…”
“No, no.” Eleanor swallowed back a knot of emotion. “Lucy Chamberlain is the best thing that could happen to Indie, and I have you to thank for it, Kate. Your trust in us, your hard work and perseverance, really made a massive difference.”
“Ah, now you’re going to make me cry,” Kate murmured.
“Let’s not both of us do that, eh?” Eleanor hugged her back, smiling. ”I think a glass of champagne is more in order.”
Kate, always ready for the best outcome, had put a bottle of Moët & Chandon on ice ahead of the meeting, hoping that they would have something to celebrate afterwards. With matching flutes in hand, they sat close on the couch and made the call.
“It was a real pleasure meeting you today, Ms Chamberlain, and I cannot think of anyone I would trust more to bring Indie to the big screen,” Eleanor told her. “So, I would like to accept your offer. It will be an honour to work with you, and I’ve never been more excited.”
She spoke from the heart, the only way that she knew how; especially in matters of business. It was not a paradox for her but a no-brainer. Chamberlain responded in kind.
“This makes me so happy and excited as well, Eleanor,” she replied. “I was really hoping you’d call! Call me Lucy, alright? And Kate? You too, my dear. From now on, we are a team.”
Just about to catch her plane, she hung up with a promise to have a draft contract sent over, and an invite to her Los Angeles house, ‘To meet with Steve and talk business’. Eleanor replied that they would be delighted. After ending the call, Kate flashed her a sheepish glance.
“Steve?” she prompted. “As in, Spielberg, you think?”
“Yes, it very well could be.”
“Wow. This is so...”
“Wonderful?” Eleanor finished when she got lost.
“Yeah. And then some!” Kate chuckled.
Delighted to catch such a happy dreamy look in her eyes, Eleanor raised her glass for a toast.
“To you, me, and Indie Wild!”
“And a trip to LA!”
“Too right!”
They chatted excitedly for a while before a natural moment of silence in the conversation. Kate was the first to break it with a gentle question, and a shift of topic.
“So. What’s got under your skin?”
“Mm?”
“Despite all the good news, you look sad, Ellie. Even miles away, just now.”
Continuing to deny it, either to Kate or herself, would not work. Eleanor sighed, staring without enthusiasm at the bubbles in her glass.
“I feel like something’s missing,” she shrugged.
“Okay. Let’s find out what, then, and address the issue. I’m happy to brainstorm with you now if—
“It’s not business related, Kate.”
Kate stared for an instant before understanding dawned.
“Oh.” She lowered her voice. “It’s about her, isn’t it? That woman on Sully?”
“Kai,” Eleanor murmured.
“Yes. The sexy one with the complicated family life. Hey, I thought you were over her?”
“I was...” Stop kidding yourself, Ellie. Eleanor sighed. “No, actually, I don’t want to.”
“You don’t want to be over her?”
“That’s right. Absolutely not.”
“Wow.” Eyes wide all of a sudden, Kate shook her head in genuine surprise. “I didn’t realise you were so invested to begin with.”
“Neither did I, to be honest.” Eleanor admitted. “I fought it. But now the thought of losing our connection… Of losing her! Just the idea makes me feel sick. Especially like this.”
“What happened exactly, then? You think her walls went up?”
“Oh, for sure, yes. But the more I think about it, the more I suspect that her need to distance herself had nothing to do with the situation in Aberdeen, and all to do with us.”
Kate raised a slow and careful eyebrow.
“Is there an ‘Us’? Were you that close?”
“No, no. Um…” I don’t know!
“But you want to be.”
Kate sounded so sure of it! Definitely not asking. She spoke as if she had her all figured out, although for once, Eleanor was grateful for her input instead of irritated.
“I told you there’s something different about her, right?”
“Yes, but you’re attracted to her, so of course there would be.”
“That’s the other way around,” Eleanor insisted. “I thought back about what you said to me as well. About your other clients and their relationships?”
“Yep. It’s real. They make it work.”
“Mmm… You know, I was wary of giving in to distractions of any kind. Of breaking my routine for anything. Or anyone. It’s too precious to put at risk.”
“You say wary…” Kate gently teased. “But I think terrified would be a better word for it.”
“You may be right.”
“I sure am, darling.”
“Anyway. The last thing I expected would happen on Sully was—” Eleanor stopped abruptly. To find love? She shook her head and shivered again at the thought. What the hell? Of course, she was not in love! Just… Bothered.
“You did not expect to face this kind of temptation?” Kate finished for her.
“Yes. There you go.”
“The sort that forces you to re-evaluate your priorities?”
“My work is my priority,” Eleanor snapped, unconsciously refusing to acknowledge the truth of the statement. “You know this stuff is not just what I do for a living, Kate. It’s what I am!”
“There we are, then,” Kate stated with a light shrug. “The key to your discomfort.”
“What?”
“You can’t see it, can you? Even though it’s so obvious?”
“What are you talking about? See what?”
“You’re afraid to lose yourself to another.” As Eleanor just stared, speechless and pale, Kate went on convincingly. “You’re not just ‘Wary’, like you said, in case having a bit of fun distracts you too much from what you’re doing. From what you ‘Are’, as you say. Sounds like it’s much deeper than that.”
“Oh, come on!” Eleanor stood up to pace. “That’s…”
Her first impulse was to laugh the whole thing off. She was not afraid to lose herself, dammit! Way too grounded for that. Too tough. Hey… Too old, frankly. This is ridiculous. But all the same, she could not say it out loud.
“I know you too well,” Kate added. “Distractions aren’t the real issue here. Even despite your reluctance, it looks like you’re seriously hooked on her.”
Eleanor stopped in front of the window to stare at the rainy London street below. She allowed herself to experience the quiet joy that was always present when she thought of Kai. Gosh… I hope you’re okay. I miss you!
“Hooked,” she repeated. “Huh. You think?”
“I do, and you know it too,” Kate corrected. “No thinking required.”
Eleanor chuckled, even as all the strength went out of her legs. Hooked…
“Oh, Kate!”
“Cheer up, darling. It’s not the end of the world.”
“My head’s spinning. I don’t even want a relationship! I’m not even—”
“Don’t start going backwards when we were making such good progress!” Kate interrupted. “Come on, Ellie. Don’t lie to yourself.”
“You think that’s what I’m doing?” Eleanor exclaimed.
“Maybe not consciously, but look: you’ve just been offered the deal of a lifetime. And instead of celebrating, you’re feeling sad because Kai’s not here to share in your joy. I’d say you want her in your life, girl. One way or another.”
With her heart racing, Eleanor refilled both of their glasses. Kate was kind enough not to mention the slight tremor in her hands.
“I do miss her. But it takes two.”
“Of course. And?”
“Before we went off on a tangent, I was going to say that I think she wants space because she realised where this could be going between us, and she doesn’t want it.”
“You don’t know that for certain.”
“No, but I’m pretty sure.”
Kate simply shrugged.
“Unless Kai tells you unequivocally that she wants nothing to do with you anymore, I wouldn’t go imagining a whole bunch of things you don’t want to happen. You can sound pretty clear and convincing as well, but…”
“Go on.”
“I’m thinking about that time a few years ago, when we had a conversation about movies. And you swore blind to me that you’d never be interested in adapting your books for the big screen. Remember that?”
“Ah!” Eleanor laughed. She’d been adamant at the time but her previous point of view, so biased and arrogant, actually now made her cringe. “Yeah, good point.”
“Good thing as well that I’ve learned to take things with a pinch of salt over the years, and read between the lines of what my authors tell me. Maybe Kai is also having to face a few fears, just like you were.”
“Yeah… Maybe.”
“Doesn’t mean you should give up on her so soon.”
“True.” Eleanor nodded, biting nervously on her lip.
“Unless you want to, of course.”
“I’m not sure, Kate. To be honest with you, I’ve never felt so confused about my own emotions! It’s different with her, but— I just don’t know...”
“Well, darling.” Kate returned her gaze with a gentle smile. “I would say that now will be the perfect time for a little bit of soul searching.”
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Drab walls, tired linoleum floors, and a blinking neon light at the end of the hallway greeted Kai when she arrived at the hospice in Aberdeen. It was pretty much as expected. The smiling nurse at the central desk added a touch of humanity and warmth to the otherwise depressing surroundings.
“Can I help you?” he asked when he saw her.
“Yes, I’m looking for Mary Stewart.”
“She’s in 5B. Just around the corner.”
Kai was sweating. Nerves. Reluctance. She’d driven straight over from her parents’ house, and was planning to head back to Oban after this. Maybe spend the night at Ann’s if she missed the last flight of the day to the islands, but then home to Sully as soon as possible. With a heavy heart, she reflected that it was Sunday morning now. If she had not received the call about her biological mother… If she had not freaked out, to call it what it was, she’d be with Eleanor, introducing her to the wonders of a wild uninhabited island. Kai chased the thought out of her mind. Probably for the best…
“’Scuse me please.”
Realising that she was standing in the middle of the hall-way, lost in her own world, Kai moved aside to let another nurse go by with an empty wheelchair. Alright. Time to do this thing. The door to 5B stood half-open and she could just see the corner of a bed in there. She stepped inside, hoping that no other visitor or family member would be there. Luckily, the room was empty. Oh, man! Kai nearly gasped out loud when she laid her eyes on the woman. Almost twenty-two years had passed since she had last seen her. Mary Stewart was so pale that her face barely stood out from the white pillow. White hair, white face, a tiny body under the blanket. Wow… Was this frail being really the same woman that Kai had learned to fear during her childhood? She let out a careful exhale. She looks already dead. A wrinkled hand lay on the side of the cover, the skin on top bruised purple and black. Not just old age, Kai suspected. It must have something to do with Mary’s illness, or too many injections over the years. Kai often woke up in the morning to find her mother passed out on the living room couch, a used needle still in her arm, her hand, or stuck between her toes. Any damn place that she could prick herself would do. Quietly, because Mary was likely to lash out if she made any noise, Kai would slip past and out the door on her way to school. If there was no school, she just went out anyway. Mary’s current boyfriend, and other men, would often crash at the house. Her so-called ‘Home’ was not a place where Kai ever wanted to hang out. She did not want to attract attention either. After one of the guys attempted to crawl into bed with her in the middle of the night, she started pushing all the furniture in her bedroom against the door before going to sleep. Always scared, always alert, always trying to keep safe.
“Come to gloat, have you?”
A scratchy whisper brought her back to the here and now. Kai had half expected the woman not to wake up. And even if she did, she figured that Mary would probably be too weak to react much. Certainly, Kai had not expected such venom in her voice, or the look of hatred that burned in her eyes. She did not allow either to penetrate, nor the comment to throw her off. She had not come all this way for an argument, especially since this was the last time they would ever speak.
“Hi,” she simply nodded.
Kai stoically withstood the woman’s scrutiny, knowing that she was being assessed for a weakness, just like in the old days. Anything she made the mistake of leaving exposed to Mary back then would be swiftly seized and exploited to cause maximum damage. The only way Stewart ever knew to interact with her daughter was to attack, to dominate, and to hurt, whenever she could. Psychological games were worse than slaps and punches. When Kai learned to ignore the comments about her looks, her husky tone of voice, and her excellent grades in school, Mary shifted to hurting the things she loved. The Captain’s shirt that Kai brought home after earning the position on the basketball team was hacked to pieces with a pair of rusty scissors. Mary threw red wine all over a painting that Kai had worked on for several days, and was looking forward to present in her art class. The fuck you think you are, uh? Bloody Picasso? Everything was fair game. And if Kai ever betrayed a hint of emotion in return, that’s when Mary would be the most triumphant. Kai learned to live on lockdown and never react outwardly to anything. Wanting to be loved also only ever led to pain in the long run. She kept the need buried deep inside.
“Why are you here?” Mary asked.
“Your lawyer got in touch to tell me that you were sick.”
“I’m not just sick. I’m dying.”
“Yes... I know.”
“You brought me some fags?”
“No.”
“No-good little fucker,” Mary spat, and stared aggressively. “Haven’t changed much, have you?”
Neither have you, Kai reflected. She glanced at her watch and thought of the warmth in Eleanor’s gaze every time she looked at her.
“I can’t stay long.”
“’Course not. I hear you’re some pilot?”
“Yes, I am.” Kai wondered how she knew this. Through the lawyer, probably. Anyway. She did not ask and she was careful not to give away too much.
“Got yourself a man too?” Mary sneered. She laughed when Kai did not answer, the old gleeful expression eerily back in her eyes. “Goddamn freak.”
Her laughter ended in a fit of painful coughing. Kai looked around the room, with only a small window overlooking the car park. She wondered what it must be like to find oneself in this kind of place, alone, knowing that you’d never breathe fresh air or feel warm sun on your skin again. She had no idea if a drug addict cared about such things.
“I’m sorry,” she murmured.
“’Bout what?” Mary rasped again, wiping blood off her lip with a tissue.
“That this is happening to you.”
“Liar.”
Kai was not going to try to convince her. She just felt sorry as a general rule for anyone who had to endure something like this. She forced a smile that she did not feel.
“I have to go soon. What did you want to tell me?”
“Nothing,” Stewart snarled. Kai watched her with a mix of curiosity and sadness as a malevolent expression materialised in her eyes. It was the stuff she saw in her dreams. “What did you think I’d say?”
“I have no idea. But now is the time, if—”
“What you hoping for? What do you want to hear from me? Mary sniggered. “That I love you? Still looking for a mummy, are you? Fucking pathetic.”
Kai waited for the next coughing fit to pass before she took her hand in hers. Mary tensed and her expression immediately shifted to fear.
“What are you doing?” she shrieked. “Don’t touch me!”
It was warm in the room but still, she was freezing cold. Kai let go, not wanting to upset her more.
“Don’t worry, I won’t hurt you,” she said. “Not like you did me.” Mary eyed her with feral eyes. “I just came to see you one last time to tell you that I forgive you. I’m not happy to find you here… Sick and in pain. I’m sorry it had to be that way between us.”
Kai gave her fingers another gentle squeeze before stepping back. She noticed both shock and suspicion flash across Mary’s gaze but also, for just a second, a look of genuine sorrow.  She blinked and it was gone, but it was enough. Kai nodded once to her in return. She knew it was the best she could hope for, and from both sides. It was good enough.
●●
Several hours later, Ann greeted her back at her Oban apartment with a warm hug and a cold beer.
“So, how did it go?”
“Not too bad overall.”
“You got to say your piece?”
“Yep, I got it done.”
“Great. You look knackered. Sure you’re okay?”
“Yeah.” Kai let herself drop onto the couch with a heartfelt sigh. “Long drive, that’s all. And I just missed the helo by twenty minutes.”
“Can’t help you out with another VIP flight this evening, I’m afraid.”
“That’s okay. Fancy ordering in? My treat.”
They shared pizza, beer, and easy conversation for a while. The evening was drawing to a close when Kai decided to speak up.
“Hey, can I ask you an important question?”
“Answer’s yes,” Ann replied immediately.
“What?”
“Yes, you can sleep naked in my bed tonight.”
“Ann,” Kai grunted. “Come on.”
“Only joking,” her friend laughed. “I put fresh sheets on the bed for you in the guest room, and I promise that I’ll leave you in peace. Relax!”
“Yeah, sorry.” Kai flashed a quick smile in return.
“So, what’s the important question? I’m all ears.”
Kai took a deep breath to steady herself and then proceeded to blurt out the one thing which even five hours of driving had not allowed her to resolve for herself.
“Is it okay to need someone?”
“What?” Ann snorted.
“Like… Not in a needy way. But, uh… Kinda. You know what I mean?”
“To need someone in a non-needy way but still kinda,” Ann repeated wryly. “Sure, it is. Full-on okay! Hey, Kai, I think you should go easy on the beer.”
“Dammit.” Kai huffed in frustration. “I’m crap at this stuff.”
“You’re out of practice. Try again.”
“I just… Ah… I don’t know, it’s hard to say.”
“Alright, let me help,” Ann prompted when she struggled to go any further. “When you say, ‘Someone’, I assume that you mean a woman?”
“Yeah.”
“Right. So, it’s—”
“Don’t bother,” Kai interrupted with her jaw clenched. “It’s not okay. Never okay.”
Ann moved to sit in front of her and she snatched the fresh can of beer that Kai was going to open out of her hand.
“Enough of that,” she declared. “And let me tell you: you’re asking the wrong question.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Yes, you are. I may not be the best person to advise you, given my less than sparkling track record, but you asked me, so I’ll tell you. You’re mixing up two entirely different things and hurting yourself in the process.”
Kai stared in reluctant silence.
“For the record,” Ann went on, “and to put you at ease: I agree with you on part of it. I don’t think that being needy in any kind of relationship, whether romantic, business, or otherwise, is a good thing. Okay?”
“Okay…”
“But inside of a well-balanced relationship, it is more than fine for two partners to take turns resting on each other. That’s why it’s called a partnership!”
Kai blew air out and she looked away, her jaw still locked.
“What now?” Ann insisted. “That’s a reasonable answer, isn’t it? Tell me what’s on your mind.”
“Seems too convenient, that’s all.”
“A beautiful dance is what it is, darling. Like when I called you in the middle of the night because everything was too much and I couldn’t cope. You were there for me, Kai. You helped me through it.”
“Of course.”
“And yesterday, when you had to get over to the mainland so urgently, I helped you out with a flight. It was a no-brainer for me too. We both needed different things at different times, and it was totally okay to ask each other.”
“Mm,” Kai murmured. “Right.”
“Gosh! You couldn’t sound less convinced if you tried. Do you get it, really? Or are you just agreeing to make me go away quicker?”
“No, I get it.”
“Let me be extra-clear, just in case,” Ann added. “After the sort of day that you’ve had, it is not ‘needy’, but simply a normal reaction, to want to seek refuge in the arms of the woman you love.”
Kai snapped her head up so fast that her neck cracked.
“I don’t—”
“Hush! Don’t you say anything,” Ann cut her again with a wide grin. “Here’s the thing, Kai: just because it was dangerous for you to admit to needing love and nurturing as a child doesn’t mean that you have to go on acting the same way for the rest of your life. That’s what people do in healthy relationships, support each other through the peaks and valleys of life. Nothing needy about it. Now, does that answer your important question?”
Feeling a bit stunned, but definitely a lot more satisfied, Kai gave a slow nod.
“Excellent. I’ll be off to bed now then, before I give in to the urge to tackle you down and lick your gorgeous lips. Can’t have that, can we?”
“Absolutely not,” Kai grinned. “Hey, Ann.”
“Yes?”
“Thanks for the chat.”
“You’re more than welcome.” Ann winked. “As I think you told me more than once, that’s what friends are for. Nothing needy or reprehensible about that.”
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It was almost midnight when the phone rang. Eleanor was on the couch in front of the fire, with Max stretched out across her legs. She had reached that state of blissful near-total drowsiness where getting up to go to bed was no longer a preoccupation. She stared blankly at the phone for a moment, before catching the caller’s name on the display. Instantly, she was awake and fully alert.
“Kai. Hey…”
“Hi. Sorry, I know it’s late.” Voice a bit huskier than usual, warm and incredibly sexy. “Can we talk for a bit?”
“Of course! How are you?”
“I’m fine. It went well in Aberdeen.”
“Oh, I’m so glad!” Eleanor exhaled in pure relief. “I’ve been thinking about you non-stop.” I so wanted to text, call, ask how you were…
“I’ve been thinking about you too, Eleanor.”
“Are you back on Sully now?”
“No, I’m still in Oban. Ann’s letting me crash at her place tonight.”
“Oh?” Eleanor could not have kept the sharp edge from her voice at the mention of the accomplished, beautiful, flirtatious Ann Cassidy, even if she’d wanted to. And she absolutely did not. It was true, Kai had been on her mind constantly. Eleanor was done now, pretending and resisting her own feelings. “Are you sleeping on the couch?”
“No,” Kai answered softly, her smile coming through loud and clear. “She put me in the guest bedroom. I insisted. Do you mind if I tell you something?”
“What?”
“I like it that you asked me that.”
“Didn’t come across as too possessive, did I?”
“No,” Kai said. “You did. That’s what I liked about it.”
Eleanor exhaled nice and slow as a strong shiver of arousal coursed through her.
“Talk to me, babe,” she encouraged. “If you want to… I’d love to hear all that happened.”
“Thanks… So, I spent the night at my parents’ last night. We had a really good chat about everything that was going on. And today went well too. Mary hasn’t changed much over the years, but I had no illusion that she would have. I know that I managed to reach a deeper part of her, if only for a moment. I think she’ll take that with her... Somehow. I’m glad I had this chance to see her before she goes.”
“Frankly, I am in awe of you, Kai.”
“It means a lot to hear you say that. Speaking with Ann was helpful too. She’s a great friend. I’m lucky to have such good people in my life. But you know,” Kai went on in a strong voice, laced with genuine emotion. “When I’m on my own away from home, after an eight-hour drive and a challenging day, the only one I really wanted to call was you.”
“Oh, Kai!” Eleanor swallowed around a knot of emotion. “It means the world to hear you say this too.”
“I’m so sorry about the way that I left you before!”
Kai apologised quickly, breathlessly. Here she was, talking and releasing, and Eleanor was so incredibly relieved. I have not lost her. Thank God!
“Listen, Kai; it’s the sort of news that would knock anybody for six,” she assured her. “And your personal history makes it even more of a challenge.”
“Yeah, but I’m stronger than that. Usually…”
“I know you are. May I say something to you as well now?”
“Yes, of course.”
“The other day, it sounded a lot like you were saying good-bye… And it hurt. I told myself that it must be for the best. I tried to rationalise my feelings, to come up with reasons to let you go. But Kai… I could not find a single one!”
“Eleanor, I don’t want to let you go either.”
“Don’t you?”
“No!”
“Oh, gosh, I’m shaking!”
“Are you okay?” Kai sounded concerned.
“Yes, incredibly okay!” Eleanor burst out laughing. “I just wish you weren’t so far across the water right now. I want to hold you so badly!”
“Hang up, I’ll video-call you back.”
The first thing that Eleanor noticed when Kai appeared on the screen was her blazing smile. She looked tired but genuinely happy. She’s gorgeous.
“It’s wonderful to see you, babe,” she smiled in return.
“I missed you, Eleanor,” Kai stated intently. “And now my head’s spinning from all the things that you just said.”
“Me shaking, you spinning, eh?”
“We’re a good match. Are you nervous?”
“Not one bit.” Eleanor allowed her own smile to blossom and grow tender, unlike so many times before when she had felt the emotion but forced herself to hide. “Excited, yes. What about you?”
“Yeah, me too. And relieved,” Kai admitted. “I thought that I’d blown it with you after the other day.”
“But you still called me...”
“Oh, yes. I couldn’t resist any longer.”
“If you hadn’t got in touch, I was planning to go knock on your door first thing in the morning.”
“Really?” Kai grinned in open joy.
“Totally. I had some time to think as well on my way to and from London, and—”
“You went to London?”
“Yes, I was there with Kate for a meeting.”
Eleanor had been aching to tell her about Chamberlain and the movie deal, and she enjoyed watching Kai’s excitement build in her eyes as she filled her in.
“I can’t believe it. Eleanor… Hollywood? That’s fantastic!”
“Yes, this movie deal is the best thing to ever happen to me as a writer. Even so, not being able to share my happiness with you made it feel like nothing.” Eleanor held her gaze intently through the screen.
“I hope you share all your news with me from now on,” Kai replied in the same tone. “I told you, I will never come between you and your calling, Eleanor.”
“Yes, I believe you. It occurred to me as well that being so protective of my time and work was a defence mechanism of my own against intimacy.”
“She hurt you, uh?” Kai whispered. “Your ex.”
“Yeah.” Eleanor smiled wanly. “Thank you for helping me to see that I was healed. So, hey…”
“Yes?” Kai prompted.
“Was it the situation with your mother that got the best of you, and made you pull away from me? I kept getting the sense that there may be something else.”
Now was the time to ask, and Eleanor wanted to know. Kai responded honestly.
“After that lawyer called me, a lot of hurtful stuff from the past came flooding back to the surface. And all I wanted was to run to you.”
“Why didn’t you? It would have been okay—”
“Not for me,” Kai interrupted softly. “Maybe not for either of us. Eleanor… What happened in my childhood shaped me to be a certain way. Sometimes, I get overwhelmed. I needed you too much that evening and it scared me.”
Eleanor held her gaze long and hard. She even touched the screen, so great was her own need to touch her and comfort her. The layer of pain in Kai’s bright eyes was still in evidence, and it made her want to cry.
“Two things,” she said firmly.
“I’m listening,” Kai answered with a quick smile.
“One, I will never play games with you. No secrets, no lies, no emotional manipulation. Okay?”
“Yes.” Kai swallowed hard. “Same goes for me, I promise.”
“And two, I understand what you said about the way that your mother treated you, and the consequences of it. But I know you, Kai.” Eleanor pressed her hand over her own heart. “I feel you here. And at the risk of sounding mushy, dramatic, or both: don’t ever worry about needing me too much. You can’t.”
Eleanor needed the light touch at the end, and as a gift for Kai as well. But for sure, she had never been more serious in her entire life. She watched carefully for her reaction, noticed her eyes sparkle and a beautiful flush suffuse her cheeks.
“I don’t think you’re being dramatic,” Kai said. “But do you mind if I say something that might be a bit mushy?”
“Nope. You go right ahead.”
“I’m falling in love with you, Eleanor.”
“So am I, babe,” Eleanor smiled. “Free-falling.”
●●
Another twelve hours elapsed before they could even think of catching up in person, the obligations of their respective careers keeping them apart far longer than Eleanor wanted to. But Kai was back on duty for the Rescue team, and Eleanor had a few media interviews to get through on top of her normal writing. Thanks to an extra-early start, she was still done by 4:00 p.m. With a few hours to kill until Kai could join her, she decided to take a walk into Sully. The heat had been stifling all day, but a freshening breeze and dark clouds accumulating on the horizon hinted at rain and possible thunder later. Be nice to snuggle at home in the middle of a storm… Eleanor glanced at the sky, smiling to herself at the thought of Kai and the night ahead. Tonight, she would make sure that nothing intruded on their private time together. When she reached the beach, she noticed powerful waves rolling in from offshore. Surfers were taking advantage of the conditions. Closer to town, an area of flat rocks extended out toward a deeper channel. The rocks provided a good launching-off point. They looked inviting as well, but Eleanor remembered Jackie telling her that it was actually quite a dangerous spot.
“The rocks are razor-sharp, pocked full of holes and larger pools. You could easily cut yourself to shreds at low tide, break an ankle, or get stuck! It’s not safe at high tide either. Then, you run the risk of being caught by the rip and dragged out to sea.”
In spite of warning signs highlighting its dangers, it was a popular spot. Fun to surf for the more experienced, enjoyed by line fishermen, it was also a firm favourite among younger body-boarders. Eleanor observed a group of seven kids now playing on the far side. She could see how exciting it would be to plunge into the white water, to get sucked out a little way, and picked up by the next powerful wave. The kids were able to ride each one almost all the way back across the rocks to shallow water. High tide coming on now though, and windy. It looked choppy and rough. As Eleanor watched the kids, she could see that they were all pretty good swimmers, but the conditions were actually brutal. It was not long before one of the body-boarders came limping off. He was young, only about twelve. His left ankle was black and blue, swollen to at least three times its normal size. Realising that she was the only one near to the rocks, Eleanor quickly ran to help. The kid was pale, clearly in a lot of pain, and freezing cold. His teeth were chattering as she helped him to sit down.
“Are your parents close by?”
“No,” he whimpered. “I think my ankle’s broken.”
“Don’t look at it.” Eleanor nodded gently. “Just relax, okay? As best you can. I’ll call for help.”
She wrapped her jacket around his shoulders and reached for her phone. Meanwhile, the rest of his friends came running in.
“Hey man, you wiped out good!”
“Are you bleeding, dude?”
“He’s not, but I am!”
The older boy who had just spoken grinned proudly as a river of blood poured down his face. Eleanor shot him a sharp glance.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, it’s nothing,” he shrugged.
Indeed, it looked like a superficial scalp injury with him, but the kid with the potentially broken ankle was in tears. And who knew how the older one would fare if his injury was more serious than it appeared?
“You need to sit down as well,” Eleanor advised him. “And everybody else, get out of the water. It’s not safe anymore.”
She dialled 777 on her phone, the Sully Rescue hotline, and detailed the situation to the operator who picked up even before the end of the first ring.
“I’m sending paramedics out to you, ma’am,” he confirmed. “Can you please stay with the kids and on the line until they get there? Should be five to seven minutes.”
“Yes, of course.” Eleanor squeezed the younger boy’s hand in reassurance as she relayed the timing info. “It won’t be long now. Keep breathing, you’re doing great.”
She assumed that everyone was out of the water, and safe, but a single sharp cry coming from behind suddenly indicated that it may be otherwise.
“Oh…” a boy exclaimed. “Jimmy’s still out there!”
Eleanor turned with a sick feeling in her stomach. She was just in time to see another kid, on his own at the far edge of the rocks, get knocked off by a rogue wave. He fell hard and lost his board. Two more waves crashed on top of him. Eleanor watched him try and fail to regain his balance. The water was too strong for him. Ah, shit...
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“There’s one more,” Eleanor alerted the operator. “One other kid still on the rocks, and in trouble.”
“Okay,” the man acknowledged. “I’ll call the Lifeguards.”
“How long?” Eleanor asked with a pounding heart, as she watched the kid get slammed again. He’s not going to make it.
“They’re launching now,” the operator replied.
“From the station?”
“Yes.”
But… Dammit! The Lifeguards station was on the other side of town. Even with a quick launch, it might be too late for this kid by the time they made it around the point. Eleanor winced as another wave mashed him into the rocks. She saw his head hit hard, just before he disappeared under a wall of furious water.
“He’s hurt,” she conveyed, and took a step forward.
“The Lifeguards are launching, ma’am.”
Over deeper water now, and the kid was struggling to cling on. Any second now, he would get washed out into the rip. How long would he be able to stay afloat in these conditions, when he was already cold and weak?
“He’s going to drown!” one of the other boys cried.
“No, he’s not,” Eleanor shot back. And to the operator; “I’m going in.”
“No. Ma’am, I need you to stay right where—”
She did not listen to the rest of it. Did not even urge him to tell the Lifeguards to hurry. Of course, they would. Eleanor just threw her phone to one of the boys nearby and she sprinted to the edge of the rocks. She had on her running shoes, which would help with grip. She was a decent swimmer. Maybe not as good as Kai, but… Good enough. Of course, she knew the dangers of stepping in to help. But what else was she supposed to do? Wait, and watch the kid drown in front of her? Hell, no! The water was cold as she waded in. Almost immediately, she was in up to her waist. Soon, way over her head, literally, as she failed to register a deeper pool and fell right into it. She smashed her shin over a jagged piece of rock, experienced a flare of pain. Never mind that. Focus! Just then, the kid caught sight of her. He looked terrified. Exhausted.
“Hold on!” she shouted.
She ducked under a wave, remembering Kai’s instructions on how to do it properly, and pierced through on the other side. Water boiled fiercely around her torso. She could feel the force of the current as it swirled around her ankles. Strong, you bet. A bit more, and she’d be gone… Not going to happen. She gathered her strength and pushed forward, eager to reach the kid before the next wave. Gosh, this one was young, too!
“I got you! I got you!” Eleanor caught him by the wrist just as he was about to let go. “Hold on to—” SLAM!
A wall of water crashed into them before she could finish saying that, but she had him now, and he managed to wrap his arms around her neck. The moment of triumph was short-lived... In the next instant, they were pulled under, dragged over sharp rocks. Felt like a long time down there. Eleanor was completely out of breath by the time they broke through, and she made the mistake of sucking in a breath as soon as they were out. No other choice, really, but bad timing. What little oxygen she managed to get was nothing compared to the amount of water that rushed into her lungs. All of a sudden, she realised that she’d lost touch with the bottom. Colder water, darker. Oh, no… Now, they were in the middle of the channel! Being dragged further out to sea, and frighteningly fast. Weak from her earlier efforts, she focused all her energy and strength on supporting the struggling kid.
“Lifeguards are coming!” she assured him. Just wish I knew what is taking them so long.
Another wave smacked her in the face, sapping a bit more strength out of her legs. She caught a glimpse of the beach in the distance, and her heart tightened. Suddenly, safety seemed very, very far away…
●●
Kai and her team were on their way back to base after a long day of flying. Their last job had been a scheduled run to the hospital on the main island, transferring an elderly patient from Sully to the cardiac unit over there, when the call came through.
“Lifeguards want us to make a pass over the channel,” Rob announced. “Need help locating someone who was dragged out to sea.”
Kai winced at the news. The weather had turned nasty in the last hour, with storm force winds now in effect and a sharp drop in temperature. It was never a good time to fall in, but the sea state would make it even worse for whoever was out there.
“ETA seven minutes,” she advised. “Who’re we looking for this time? A swimmer?”
“Negative,” Rob advised. “I’m told it’s a woman who went in to help a kid in difficulty on the rocks.”
“Copy that.”
There was no need to state the obvious. Dangerous location, bad weather, tricky circumstances... Sadly, it was often the brave people who jumped in to rescue others who ended up losing their life in the process. If the boat crew now needed a bird’s eye view to locate this one, it did not bode well for the woman.
“What about the kid?” Jonah inquired from the back.
“Sounds like they got him out.”
Kai was silent as she performed a hard turn over the bay, dropping altitude quickly through a thick cover of clouds in the direction of the search area. Rob shook his head as he peered out the side of the cockpit.
“It’s a mess down there.”
He sounded grin, with good reason. They’d all assumed the role of a casualty a few times during training exercises, in similar weather conditions. It was helpful to know what people would be experiencing during a real-life rescue situation, as they waited to be picked up. Kai remembered how cold she’d been after only ten minutes of floating around in 15-degree water, even in a dry suit that was supposed to protect her. Water temp was only two degrees higher today, and the woman must be in regular clothes. If she did not drown, she might succumb to hypothermia just as quickly.
“Be ready to go, Jon,” she advised.
“You got it, Boss.”
Under leaden skies, they flew in a tight search pattern over the channel. Ten minutes in, Rob called out a possible sighting.
“Mark, mark, mark! Got something at three o’clock.”
“I see it,” Jonah exclaimed. “Is that a head bobbing?”
Both men groaned in disappointment as Kai flew a second pass over the spot and it turned out not to be the case.
“Ah, no... Floating debris.”
“Looks like a piece of tarp, eh?” she commented.
“Yeah. Definitely not a person. Let’s keep going.”
Another tense ten minutes later, it was Jonah’s turn to think that he’d spotted something. This time, too, it turned out to be a false alert.
“We’re low on fuel,” Kai announced eventually, frustrated at their lack of result. She would gladly spend hours more flying this grid, so long as they could save a life! Unfortunately, time was running out, not just fuel. The odds of finding the woman alive after forty-five minutes were slim. “Five more minutes for us,” she declared.
“The relief crew can come back after refuel and continue on, right?” Rob prompted.
“Yeah, I’ll let them know. You two, keep looking.”
The team were subdued when they were forced to abandon the search. It was obvious now that their crewmates would not be assisting the Lifeguards with a rescue. This was about to turn into a body recovery exercise.
“I hate it when this happens,” Rob muttered.
“Yeah, me too,” Jonah replied.
Kai said a silent prayer for the victim, and pointed the helo for home. Following a rapid change-over of crew, she logged off-duty and called Eleanor. No answer, so she left her a message.
“Hi, it’s me. Just landed and almost done. Are you still free tonight? I might die if you’re not, so… Call me back when you get this, okay?”
Kai hung up with a pensive smile. The prospect of finally being reunited with Eleanor, now that they had cleared the air on how they both felt, filled her with quiet joy and anticipation. After ending this shift on a disappointment, what she personally considered as a failure, and the emotions of her trip to Aberdeen, the feeling was especially welcome. For once, she did not try to tell herself that she was weak for enjoying it, or did not deserve it. She just noticed, and was grateful.
“Are you off to the Lifeguards now?” Rob inquired as she headed out.
“Yeah, I’ll go check in. Want to come with?”
“I can’t. Amy’s working tonight and I’ve got the kids.”
“No worries. Go home, Rob, you’ve earned it.
”Hey, so have you!”
“Yeah.” She flashed him a wink. “Thanks.”
Kai drove off, knowing that the Lifeguards might not need extra help at this point. But making sure of it, and tying up any loose ends, was a requirement if she wanted to be able to switch off her mind properly later. Usually, it was fine if she chose to hang around after hours, or spend her personal time reviewing rescues in her head. But tonight, Kai did not want anything to distract her from Eleanor. She wanted to be present for her, and totally focused. She glanced at her phone, hoping for a reply to her message. There was none, but... Maybe she’s still with Indie Wild. Kai smiled at the thought as she parked up in front of the Lifeguards station. She was about to switch off the engine when voices came in on the first responders’ channel that she liked to keep on in the background. Eleanor St James. Kai frowned at the mention of her name in connection to the incident at the rocks. It took a moment for what she was hearing to make sense, and the words to sink in. And even then…
“No,” she murmured. “No…” Not her, dammit!
But the police officer who was speaking repeated her name loud and clear. No doubt. Eleanor St James, the famous writer and recent transplant to the island, was the hero who’d jumped in to save the kid’s life.
●●
It was worse than any anxiety or panic attack Kai had ever dealt with. Her lungs emptied with a shocked exhale, and then she didn’t know how to breathe in again. It was her… All this time, flying over the channel, scanning the violent waters for any sign of the missing woman, it had been her. Eleanor… A few years back, in the middle of a winter storm, Gordon’s boat and his crew of five were presumed lost at sea. It turned out not to be them, and the other vessel was not lost, just dealing with engine trouble. They all made it home eventually, but Jackie did not know the details at the time. Just that she had lost comms with Gordon, and that he may have drowned. Kai was off duty that night. She spent it with Jackie at the rescue station, waiting for news. The blizzard was so bad that they also had to ground the helicopter for a couple of hours. Even fitted with a de-icer, the Eurocopter started to struggle after a while. Kai would never forget that night, and the terror in Jackie’s eyes as she imagined her husband dead. It physically hurt to be near her at the time, and share in her grief. And now… Now she knew the same fear. Kai got out of the Jeep on leaden legs. No. No, that cop had to be wrong! She walked into the station, glancing unseeingly at the lifeguard who manned the front desk. She knew his name, just couldn’t remember it at the moment. His lips were moving. Not a word filtered through to her brain.
‘Hey, Kai.’
She read his lips as the lifeguard appeared in front of her. He said something else which she did not figure out. Everything felt like slow motion, and eerily quiet, until he clapped a friendly hand on her shoulder, and all the noise came rushing back.
“How are you doing?”
She blinked wordlessly. A kid in a torn wetsuit, flanked by two adults who must be his parents, walked past on the other side.
“What were you thinking?” the woman ranted. “We told you to stay away from the rocks!”
“But it’s a good spot, mum…”
“You could have drowned, Jimmy!”
Kai watched them go out the door, herself feeling in a daze. The room started to spin. Again, she couldn’t breathe. Eleanor… Suddenly, everything went black.
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“Open your eyes. Yeah, there you go. Breathe! You okay?”
Kai came to what only felt like seconds later, but with an oxygen mask over her face. She was sitting on the floor behind the front desk where Jason, whose name she could recall now, had obviously dragged her after she fainted.
“Are you okay?” he repeated. “Talk to me!”
“Eleanor,” she murmured.
“What?”
“My lov— The… The woman who’s missing.”
“Ah, no one’s missing now.”
“Uh?”
He grinned as she stared hard at him, in total confusion.
“Two went in after the kid, and we thought that one hadn’t come back, but they’re both accounted for now. Bit of a mix-up. Now say, are you okay?”
Kai sucked in a big gulp of oxygen before pushing the mask off her face.
“Accounted for?” she repeated. “Are you sure?”
“Yep. Hundred percent.”
“Where’s Eleanor?”
“Who?”
“Eleanor St James,” she exploded. “Goddammit! Where is my phone?”
“I don’t know. Can you stand up?”
“Of course!”
“How’re you feeling?”
“I’m fine! Stop asking me that.”
“Don’t bite my head off, okay? You went down on me like a stone. Good thing I was there to catch you, otherwise you’d be on your way to hospital with a concussion.”
“Sorry for yelling,” Kai acknowledged as he helped her to her feet. “Thanks for saving my head. I’m just… I just need to call—”
“Kai? What are you doing here?”
●●
Eleanor was concerned to discover Kai, usually such a picture of health, looking so pale, and with an oxygen mask dangling from her neck. She dropped the blanket that she wore over her pair of borrowed sweats, and hurried to catch up to her.
“What’s going on? Are you hurt?”
Kai’s expression was wild, and her eyes burned with such savage intensity that Eleanor had to hold her breath in reaction. She pressed both hands over her chest, feeling the tight muscles in Kai’s body humming with tension.
“Tell me you’re okay,” she demanded. Thinking of her had kept Eleanor going when she was fighting for her life and the kid’s. The thought of Kai being injured, or unwell in any way, was almost too much to bear now. ”Tell me—”
“I’m okay,” Kai said. And as she wrapped her arms around her shoulders, and held her closely against her chest, Eleanor felt some of the tension release. “Jesus, Eleanor… I thought I’d lost you!”
“You didn’t lose me. I’m here.”
“Yeah,” Kai half-chuckled and half-sobbed. “Yes, you are.”
“What’s with the oxygen mask? Why did you need it?”
“Ah….” With a heartfelt sigh and a much stronger smile, Kai got rid of it over her head and she ushered her into an empty room for a private chat.
Eleanor went cold inside when she explained about the helo search, and not being able to locate the missing woman, lost in the middle of the channel.
“You thought it was me?”
“Yes, although not at first. It just struck me as strange that you didn’t reply when I called you…”
“I’ve no idea where my phone is.”
“Yes.” Kai nodded briefly, emotion still vivid in her face. “I came here like I often do after a call with the Lifeguards, to see what else I might help with. That’s when I heard a cop mention your name on the radio. He said you’d gone after the kid. I had to assume that you were the one missing.”
“Of course, you did. Oh, Kai…”
“I didn’t want to believe that you were gone, but—”
Eleanor pulled her back into her arms when Kai faltered and started to lose her breath again. Now, she could appreciate the magnitude of what had happened. What Kai must have gone through. My God…
“I am so sorry, babe.” She held her tight, caressing the tense muscles at the back of her neck.
“It’s not your fault.”
“I know, but still…”
“I’m just so relieved that you’re okay.”
“There was another woman,” Eleanor reflected, “although I only found out about her later. Apparently, she went in from the other side of the rocks but the current was too strong, so she had to retreat. I guess it didn’t occur to her to let anyone know that she was safe.”
“It happens,” Kai mumbled against her neck.
“From what I understand, someone else told the Lifeguards that there had been women in the water at some point.” Eleanor sighed. “They weren’t taking any chances.”
“For sure… And that’s how it should be.” Kai locked eyes with her, her gaze intense and penetrating. “That woman backed out. But you didn’t, uh?”
“No... I could never leave that kid alone.”
“You saved his life. I’m so proud of you.”
Eleanor kissed her slow and gentle, eager to calm remnants of the raging fear that she could still perceive in those sparkling grey eyes.
“I love you, Kai. I’m not just free-falling for you anymore...” Eleanor swallowed, the realisation making her feel giddy. “I’m just head over heels in love with you.”
“I love you too.” Kai exhaled, finally relaxing in the circle of her arms. “It’s only the second time I ever said these words, you know?”
“Second time?”
“Yes. The first was on the video call the other day.”
Eleanor held on to her with both arms around her neck, the soft admission piercing straight through her heart.
“Do you know how gorgeous you are when you blush?”
“No.” Kai’s gaze turned hazy. “I just hope that…”
“What, darling?” Eleanor prompted when she hesitated.
“I hope I never lose you. Today turned into an absolute nightmare. I don’t know what I would do if—"
“Shh…” Eleanor held her face in both hands. “Forget about that now. It’s okay. You won’t lose me, I promise.”
Kai fixed her with a mix of hope and caution.
“Hey, that’s a serious thing to say...”
“You’re right, it is. I’m a serious kind of woman.”
“I noticed. And seriously sexy, too.”
“Kiss me, please.”
Eleanor did not have to ask her twice. Kai took her mouth with blissful ease and gorgeous intent. Ah… Never one for much drama, it occurred to Eleanor in that instant that she liked to feel the charge of her emotions. Kai came across as so calm and self-possessed most of the time that it would be easy to assume that she did not feel much. Big mistake, Eleanor knew that now; and she loved it. Underneath that steel façade, Kai burned hot and bright. It was so exciting to feel her on the edge of losing control with this kiss… Eleanor pushed her on the couch to straddle her lap, holding on with her fingers tightly wrapped in her hair. Kai laced her arms around her waist, head tilted fully back to allow Eleanor to kiss her deeper. Fair to say that they entirely forgot where they were for several delicious seconds, until a familiar voice interrupted.
“Oh! And here’s me thinking you’ve drowned, woman!”
Jackie stood, hands on hips, laughing in obvious relief.
“I was,” Kai whispered.
“Hey, Jack,” Eleanor chuckled.
After listening to her story of the rescue, and bursting into tears when Kai related her part, Jackie hugged them both for a long time.
“You two need to rest now,” she declared. “I would offer to cook for you tonight, but something tells me that three would be a crowd.”
“Thanks,” Kai nodded. “We’ll be fine.”
“And then some!” Jackie winked. “Good for you, ladies.”
Eleanor was reunited with her phone, which someone had brought to the station. And a photographer was waiting outside, hoping to snap a shot of her. He managed to get only one before Kai stepped in front of him with a warning glare.
“Hey, good job today, Miss St James!” he quipped.
“Thanks,” Eleanor replied with a friendly wave.
“Do you know him?” Kai inquired once inside the Jeep.
“No… But I do have to be a little bit nice to these guys, you know? It’s part of the job.”
“Understood. I won’t bite, so long as they behave.”
“Thank you, darling. They’re usually very nice too.”
Eleanor moved to sit up close, needing physical contact. Kai drove with her free arm wrapped around her shoulders.
“So… Where to now?”
“Is my place okay with you?”
“Depends. Are we finally going to be alone up there?”
“After we feed Max,” Eleanor chuckled. “Yes.”
●●
She reappeared after a warming shower, which Kai insisted on; barefoot, in black cotton shorts and the official Hard Rock race t-shirt. Her rich auburn hair, the color of rusty autumn leaves, was loose on her shoulders. She looked stunning, and Kai hesitated, suddenly unsure of her next move. Afraid of making a mistake, of disappointing…
“It’s okay.” Eleanor opened her arms to her.
Kai moved into her embrace and immediately experienced another spell of dizziness. She had it quickly under control but it was all such a rush! Eleanor laced one arm around her waist and laid her free hand on the back of her neck with a steadying, ‘I’ve got you, babe’. Kai had to close her eyes. No reassurance had ever felt so sincere. For the first time in her life, she allowed herself to simply trust, and to be held the way she needed to. Not just in body, but in soul as well.
“Relax,” Eleanor murmured.
Kai wrapped her arms around her waist and let out a slow breath as she buried her face into the side of her neck.
“I have missed you, Eleanor,” she whispered.
“Me too. I feel like I’ve been looking for you for a long time, darling.”
Eleanor found her lips, sealing the connection with another deep kiss. Then, she took her by the hand and flashed an inviting smile.
“Come. It’s time for just the two of us, now.”
In her bedroom upstairs, she’d drawn the curtains to block out the storm, and also lit a few candles. Without needing to ask each other, they started to undress. The sense of being reunited with a cherished lover after a long absence was strong for Kai as well, mixed with pure wonder at the sight of Eleanor, nude in front of her for the very first time. She took in her beautiful soft curves and slender muscles, creamy breasts and dark nipples. Kai lingered over her sensuous form, drinking her in with her eyes, feeling like she’d never see enough.
“I like the way you look at me.”
“You’re very beautiful, Eleanor.”
“So are you, babe.”
With two quick steps, Eleanor moved boldly into her arms. That first contact of naked skin on skin was so incredible… If Kai had still been able to form words in her own mind, she might have called it electrifying. Their breasts and thighs met softly and conformed to one another’s. The way they fit so perfectly, the heat of their bodies… All of it was like a miracle. Kai gasped in reaction. She shivered. Her trembling was no longer caused by nerves or unresolved emotions. This time, it was due to the most intense desire. This was like being turned on for the first time. Feeling alive, truly, for the first time. She lost herself in their next kiss and whimpered in disappointment when Eleanor released her.
“What—”
But her partner had only moved to step closer to the edge of the bed. Eleanor never let go fully, and she pulled her back into her arms with a soothing smile.
“Are you okay, babe?”
“Perfect.”
“Don’t pass out on me, okay?”
“Never,” Kai assured her gruffly. “I don’t want to miss a single second of being with you.”
Eleanor laughed, reassured, and she hugged her into a soft fall. They lay on top of the bed with their legs and arms loosely entwined, skin burning, mouths and hands engaged in a playful tussle of exploration.
“I never knew it could be so good,” Eleanor whispered after another breathless kiss. “Never cared a lot about sex before, you know?”
“Mm?” Kai moved languidly against her side. “Really?”
“Yeah, really. But if I’m not careful, I might come just from you doing this to me right now!”
“Be careful…” Kai traced a line of hot kisses down the side of her neck and between her breasts. “Or not.” She wrapped her lips around a rosy nipple, sucking gently. “Whatever you need.”
Eleanor arched her back and sighed in pure pleasure.
“Ah, yes… Please, don’t stop.”
“Don’t worry, I could go all night.” Kai mumbled, pausing only briefly to let the words out before she moved to the other breast.
“I won’t last that long,” Eleanor sighed. “But just a little bit longer…”
“As long as you like. This is for you now.”
“Kai… Wait.”
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“I thought you liked what I was doing to you,” Kai murmured as she stilled her movements.
“I do.” Eleanor tightened her arms around her neck. “Hell of a lot. But I want to take my time with you.”
“I like slow. But if you touch me, I might not last very long either.”
As Eleanor held her close, and slid one leg in between hers, she felt her need. Kai was hot, wet, ready. Realising how much she wanted her was such a thrill for Eleanor, and it ignited a deep longing inside of her. She had always believed this part of her psyche to be broken in some way but now, she knew better. She pressed harder into her partner, prompting a spasm and a soft moan from Kai, and she felt her own arousal trickle between her legs.
“I want to take care of you,” she added.
“You are,” Kai replied almost shyly. “You so are...”
Eleanor kissed the smile on her lips and she probed deeper, stroking her tongue with hers. She caressed her shoulders, back, hips, buttocks, delighting in the way that Kai rippled under her. Eleanor came alive from feeling her respond so exquisitely to her touch, while she took her time trailing her fingertips over every inch of heated skin. She felt Kai’s hunger, and the fierceness of her kiss. Her need and desire came through loud and clear. And yet… Eleanor still sensed a level of resistance.
“How are you doing?” she whispered.
 “Never felt better.”
Kai recaptured her mouth and she rolled on top of her, back in charge and obviously much happier in this position. Eleanor craved surrendering to her passion, to those talented fingers and inquisitive lips, but something tugging at the back of her mind kept getting in the way of her pleasure.
“Kai.”
“Mm…?”
Kai clasped her ankle and she gently pushed her knee up to be able to kiss the inside of her leg. She travelled down her thigh, deliciously slowly, until she was in a position to blow hot breath over the small triangle of hair on her pubis. Knowing that she’d be lost if she allowed Kai to go any lower, and feeling her poised to do so, Eleanor rolled her firmly back onto her side while she still had the resolve to do so. As she trapped her in place with her arm locked around her neck, Kai laughed in amusement and delight.
“Nice move. Are we wrestling now?”
“No, I don’t want to do that with you.” Eleanor pushed her leg between her thighs, a bit more intently than before, causing Kai to gasp again and instinctively tighten against her. Eleanor watched all the focus wash out of her gaze. She loved to see her like this, struggling for control. “You’re the sexiest woman I ever met, Kai!”
“Then why do you keep stopping me?” Kai panted.
“I told you,” Eleanor replied, fingers tangled in her hair. “I want to take care of you, but you’re not letting me.”
“I’m okay, Eleanor.”
“Yes, you are… But not completely. I can feel you holding back on me.” Eleanor moved against her thigh, tempting Kai to ride out the need that so clearly animated her. “You are a giver. A protector. I know it wasn’t safe for you to show vulnerability in the past, or express your needs. You’ve been on lockdown for such a long time…”
Kai held her gaze with glistening eyes, full of desire and a touch of pain.
“I had to,” she murmured.
Eleanor kissed her mouth, aching to obliterate the terrible aloneness that she could feel in her.
“Let go.” She felt her lover tremble, and the hot pulse of her arousal beating against her thigh. “You’re safe, now, and I want you to take what you need. Take it from me, Kai, please. Right now!”
●●
For the first time, Kai allowed herself to do something that she’d never done with a woman before. No matter how close the lover, how intimate the sex, how great her need or passion… She never let go completely, never lost her head, certainly never focused on her own pleasure ahead of her partner’s. But with the strength of Eleanor’s confidence, and her fierce exhortation to take what she needed from her, Kai finally did let go. With a cry of surrender, she took her mouth roughly. She rode her hard, tightly, almost furiously. Pleasure built inside of her like a hurricane, glorious and painful at the same time, annihilating everything in its path. It took her breath, her resolve, every ounce of control she had to relinquish. It was sublime. But on the edge of release, Kai still needed something else. Because she knew that she could, now, she asked for it.
“Let me touch you, Eleanor.”
Swiftly, wordlessly, Eleanor took her wrist and guided her fingers inside her. She, too, was hot and slick, and she met her gaze with a blazing smile.
“Come with me, Kai,” she panted.
“I’m so close!”
“I know.”
“You too.” Kai knew it as well.
“Yes…” Eleanor closed her eyes and arched her back when Kai thrusted smoothly into her. “Oh, darling. Yes. Yes. Please… I need you.”
Kai resumed the kiss with a possessive growl, Eleanor’s soft pleas almost sending her tumbling over the edge. Not yet…. Not yet! This feeling was so good, so amazing! She wanted to hold right there, surfing on the tip of oblivion… But it was too much, and for Eleanor as well. They were both on the brink, and Kai did not want to lose the moment.
“I love you,” she breathed.
“Kai!” Eleanor responded in a strangled cry.
Kai rocked into her, her own pleasure blossoming. As she felt herself begin to soar, she pressed her thumb over Eleanor’s swollen clitoris. Eleanor roared. She dug her fingernails into the back of her neck and claimed her mouth for a demanding kiss. Suddenly, Kai was coming, tumbling headlong into an orgasm that started at the base of her spine and lit up every nerve in her system. She was aware of Eleanor, flowing freely and flooding her wrist as she convulsed. And then… Kai just fell into space. There was nothing there but tremendous peace, floating empty, fulfilled, and safe. Emotion overwhelmed her. Kai reached to be held, and found her lover waiting with open arms.
“I’ve got you, baby,” Eleanor promised.
●●
Lying in the dark with Kai, holding her, made Eleanor want to never move again. It was a novel experience for her. Staying in bed just because it felt good was not her style. She had a busy life. Books to write, intergalactic battles to design, entire worlds to create. But this... This made her want to be lazy, and for once, it did not scare her. Eleanor chuckled at the idea. Who’d have thought, eh? Kai stretched against her side, as if in reaction, then immediately snuggled back in.
“Cold?” Eleanor murmured.
“Not in the least.” Kai lay with her head in the crook of her neck and one arm possessively around her waist.
“You still feel hot, actually.”
“You are an incredibly hot woman and I happen to be fused to your side, so…” Kai grinned when Eleanor laughed. “Sorry. Don’t expect intelligent conversation after what just happened.”
Eleanor turned to hold her tighter and look into her eyes.
“What happened?” she asked. “Let me hear you say it.”
Kai fixed her with that roguish grin still on her lips.
“You destroyed me. All night long.”
“Is that a good thing?”
“Extremely. I’ve never felt more whole and alive.”
“Excellent. And as I recall, you took good care of me too.”
“I hope so,” Kai murmured. “I hope you liked it. Loved it. I want to get you addicted to me.”
“I think I already am,” Eleanor chuckled. “I’ve spent the last weeks trying to ignore the way that I feel with you and failing miserably.”
“Awesome,” Kai breathed.
“Yes, it is.” Eleanor stroked her cheek. “I could get used to having you in my bed, you know.              “
“Just in your bed?”
“In my house. My life.” Eleanor took her fingers and gently pressed them over her own heart. “Here.”
She could tell that Kai needed the reassurance… And so did she. The night had been sexually charged, emotionally loaded on both sides. Stripped raw of all boundaries, deliciously spent, and wrapped up so tightly in her lover that Eleanor could no longer feel where she ended and Kai started… It was time for some real talk.
“I love you,” Kai whispered.
“I love you too, baby.” Eleanor kissed her softly. “Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“Would it be okay if I moved to Sully permanently?”
“Of course!” Kai frowned. “But I thought you already had.”
“Well, I still have my apartment in London. I was going to split my time between Sully and the city, but now…”
“I want you here, Eleanor. As much as possible.”
“Great.” Eleanor smiled. “What else do you want?”
“To be yours.” Kai kissed her back and flashed a brilliant smile of her own. “In every way that you’ll let me.”
“All of them, then?”
“Yes. I hope so.”
Eleanor fixed her intently. Fiercely.
“I hope you know what it means.”
“What?” Kai’s gaze tightened in anticipation.
“Once I make you mine…” Eleanor held her breath as she realised the sheer enormity of what she was about to say. It was so soon… So fast. So crazy! Bloody insane… And yet, she was so incredibly certain.
“Once you make me yours?” Kai prompted.
Eleanor brushed a gentle kiss over her mouth.
“There will be no going back,” she stated. “I will not change my mind about you, Kai. I knew you were the one from the first moment I saw you. I love you so much! Once I make you mine, I will never let you go, babe.”
Kai’s entire face lit up beautifully in reaction.
“No going back,” she repeated in a strong, sure voice. “Best three words I ever heard, and the easiest promise I’ll ever make. Please, Eleanor. Hurry up and make me yours.”
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