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PROLOGUE
HOUSTON, WE HAVE A PROBLEM
February 20th, 2024, started like any other day onboard the ISS, the International Space Station. NASA Astronaut Nicola Peake, Lieutenant-Colonel, USMC, awoke to the gentle buzzing of her watch. 05:00 GMT. She yawned and stretched inside her sleeping bag. Some people liked to strap in for their sleep cycle, to give themselves the illusion of gravity, but she preferred to float. Nic, as most people referred to her, had taken to microgravity like a duck to water. Today marked her hundredth day in space, with another eighty to go in her scheduled rotation. Good thing, for sure. She was having the time of her life on this mission and felt nowhere near ready to go home. Her first task of the morning was to sync her fitness watch to the app that would transfer her sleep data to Earth, to one of the two doctors who monitored the health of the astronauts onboard the station. She’d had a solid two hours and forty minutes of deep sleep, one hour and forty-one of REM, and one-fifty-two of light sleep. This was good too. She felt rested, all systems go. In front of her were affixed a couple of laptops. One, personal, gave her access to private email and social media, should she wish to check on the lives of her friends down below. Nic ignored it in favor of the other laptop, her professional one, and she checked her schedule for the day.
 “Ah, yes…”
 She was due to connect with her old high-school back in St. Petersburg, Florida. Talking to the kids there would be fun. The rest of the day would be spent preparing for the space walk that would take place at the weekend. It would be her very first one, a dream come true for Nic, and she floated out of her sleep pod with an eager grin on her face.
 “Dobroye utro, Dimitri.”
Upon floating into the kitchen, she twisted so that she was not facing him upside down, and greeted her Russian colleague and Flight Engineer, Dimitri Podvedev, in his native language.
“Morning, Nic,” he smiled in reply. “Kak vy?”
“Fine, thanks. And you?”
“Very well. Coffee?”
“Yes, please.”
The other two members of crew; Italian Air Force Captain, Marco Andreani, and Major James Bailey, a test pilot for the US Navy, drifted in together.
“Smells good in here,” James declared.
“Who wants pancakes?” Nic asked.
As everyone responded in the affirmative, she ripped open a few packs and slid the pre-cooked pancakes into the miniature oven to reheat. Marco floated above her head to retrieve maple syrup from the cupboard.
“Eggs?” James invited.
“Affirmative,” Marco answered.
After more than three months onboard the station, they all floated effortlessly around each other inside the small space. As James rehydrated scrambled eggs in two individual pouches, Dimitri heated water in the brand-new addition to the kitchen, a branded SpaceX microgravity coffee machine. The aptly named, ‘ISSpresso’ maker produced outstanding coffee. Even veteran Marco, who’d spent time on the ISS twice already and who was Italian, therefore an undisputed expert in such things, had only good stuff to say about it.
 “This thing makes the best coffee I’ve ever had in space,” was his opinion.
They drank from another great invention, weirdly-shaped but effective Zero-G cups which allowed them to dispense with the usual pouches and straws. Pure maple syrup stuck nicely to a pancake and tended not to leak out all over the place when the pancake was folded in half too.
“This is my kind of cooking,” Dimitri declared.
“Yeah, me too.” Nic chuckled. “Even I haven’t managed to mess up anything up here yet. By the way, guys, I’ll be giving a tour of the station to a bunch of school kids today.”
 “Nice,” Marco nodded.
 “Yeah, I’m looking forward to it. So, if you catch me flying around pretending to be Supergirl, that’ll be why.”
 “Yeah, like you need an excuse to do that,” Dimitri winked.
 James nudged her shoulder. “Hey, Nic, you want to borrow a shirt?”
 “A shirt?”
 “Superman top,” he grinned. “The real thing. I put it on the other day and got a selfie in the cupola for my kids. They loved it.”
 “Well, I think I’m required to wear the mission shirt for this one, but thanks.”
 Dimitri, who had two young kids of his own and another one on the way, looked excited. “Can I borrow your kit and get myself a selfie?”
 “Sure, man.”
 “Thanks!”
 Breakfast finished on a happy note, and all four astronauts headed off to their respective duties. No washing-up required in space either; good stuff all the way! Nic did make a pit-stop to wash her face and brush her teeth. Onboard the ISS, this meant squirting already soapy water from a pouch onto a wash towel and using it over her face and hair. Whether on Earth or up in space, she kept her dark-blond hair in a crewcut that required zero maintenance. She also enjoyed camping trips off-grid in her free time, and sponge baths were nothing new. Last but not least, her previous career in the Marine Corps meant that Nic was no stranger to roughing it a lot worse. Granted, she was no fan of having to swallow the water that she used to brush her teeth, but… Hey ho. It was well worth it for an opportunity to spend time on the ISS. Ten minutes later, having set up the camera in one of the main modules, she logged on to Mission Control in Houston.
 “Hey, Nic.” The head of Media Relations, a pretty brunette with sunglasses pushed back over curly hair, greeted her with a friendly smile.
 “Hi, Carla. Sunny down there, is it?”
 “Yep, it’s another perfect Texas winter day. How’s it going with you and the crew, Nic?”
 “Very well, thanks. Just had breakfast with the guys. We’re all doing fine.”
 “Excellent. So if you’re ready for the event, I’m just going to ask the school to call the station and do a voice check.”
 “Yes, I’m ready.”
 “Standby.”
 An excited female voice soon came through.
 “Station, this is Julie Caster with Columbus High School in New York. How do you hear us?”
 Aware that she was on video, even though it was only one way and she could not see the class, Nic flashed a bright smile and OK sign.
 “Hi Julie and everyone there in New York; it is wonderful to have this chance to talk with you. I hear you loud and clear. Welcome to the International Space Station.”
 There was a few seconds’ delay but Nic was pleased when loud cheering came back at her.
 “Nicole, this is such an honor,” the teacher said. “Everyone is excited to talk to you as well! Let me introduce you quickly first: you are a lieutenant-colonel in the Marines with a Masters Degree in Mechanical Engineering to your name, an F18 fighter pilot with forty-seven combat missions to Afghanistan and Iraq, and now, Commander of the ISS. Let me just say: wow!”
 “Thank you.” Nic was an old hand at this kind of interview, and she easily took charge. “So yes, here I am onboard the ISS. Flying 250 miles above our gorgeous planet at 15,500 miles per hour. That’s one lap every 90 minutes, guys. Currently, there are four of us onboard. And in case you’re wondering what we do up here, this station really is a floating laboratory. We do a lot of cool science and research onboard. We also take care of general maintenance and upgrades. Busy schedule, for sure. I feel lucky to be here and to be having such a wonderful time.”
 “That’s awesome, Nicole,” Julie Carter answered. “So, the kids have prepared some questions for you…”
 “Fire away!” Nic invited.
 For the next forty minutes, she floated around her home in space and answered all kinds of questions. From, ‘How do you do laundry in space?’ to ‘How do you speak to your family back home?’, ‘Have you seen any spaceships?’, and ‘What is the coolest thing about living in space for you?’
 To answer this last one, Nic took the camera with her to the legendary cupola and its seven panoramic windows. Yet another chorus of impressed ‘Wow!’ followed her in as she turned back to her audience.
 “You know, I’m pretty down to Earth.” The tried-and tested astronaut pun always made people laugh. “But this really is the coolest spot on the entire station. My favorite thing about living in space has to be this: looking at Earth, with her white clouds and blue oceans… I can’t see borders or divisions from up here. Just one beautiful and fragile planet suspended in the blackness of space. It reminds me that we are all Humans at the end of the day, all brothers and sisters down there. We are the custodians of our world. Remember that, kids. Take care of our planet and each other, okay?”
 Nic then proceeded to fly like Supergirl on her way to the kitchen, where she demonstrated how to make a burrito in space and then spent a couple of minutes playing with water.
 “Nicole, I know you can’t see us,” the teacher laughed. “But we are all fascinated down here, this is incredible! We’re running out of time but thank you so much for showing us around and answering all our questions.”
 “No problem, Julie. It’s exciting up here, as you can see, and I loved sharing it with you guys.”
 “Is there one last message you would like to send us?”
 “Yes.” Nic grabbed hold of the mike as it floated away and she steadied herself to face the camera. “There were times when I sat in the same building you are now when I wondered what my life would look like when I got older. If you’d told me I’d be up here one day, doing a job I love, I might not have believed it. So my message to you kids is this: don’t be afraid to dream. If there is something you want to do in life, get on the path now. Take action, work hard toward your goal, and you’ll get there eventually. Take it from me: everything is possible if you never give up.”
 The call ended with a jumble of young voices, and one very happy teacher, sending their heartfelt ‘Thank You!’ on the comm link. Mission Control at Houston came back on to conclude the event.
Carla had obvious tears in her eyes when she returned to the screen.
 “Really?” Nic chuckled.
 “Oh, well. You know this stuff always gets under my skin, right? It’s so poignant… So symbolic! There you are, a beautiful human on the cutting edge of space exploration, encouraging the next generation to follow their dreams. It’s so inspiring, Nic.”
 “Good. I’m glad it went well. Are you flirting with me?”
 “No.” Carla stared straight at the camera with a grin. “What makes you ask?”
 “Well, you just called me a beautiful human.”
 “I was speaking symbolically.”
 “Ah...”
 “Plus, you know that these conversations are recorded.”
 “Yeah.” For that reason, Nic did not add that she would be quite glad when French astronaut, Magalie Arnaud, arrived at the station with SpaceX Crew Dragon Explorer the following week. She loved her current crew mates but it would still be nice to have another woman onboard, even if flirting was not on the menu. “I’ve got to go.”
 “Sure, Nic. Take care of yourself, okay?”
 “Will do. Speak to you soon, Carla.”
 The next three hours flew by. Nic checked her suit, as well as the tools that she would need to make an upgrade to the solar panel on the European side of the station. Marco, who was set to accompany her on the upcoming extravehicular activity, helped to set up the tiny airlock where they would both spend the night before the EVA in order to undergo decompression. The air on-board the ISS was pressurized the same as on Earth at sea level: 14.7 psi. Inside the spacesuits though, it was 4.3 psi. To avoid ‘the bends’, or decompression sickness caused by a sudden significant change in air pressure, astronauts went through decompression, just like sea divers on Earth would do.
 “Cozy in here, eh?” Marco laughed.
 The airlock was basically a cupboard, but Nic flashed him an excited grin.
 “Worth it once you get outside, I guess?” she prompted.
 “So beautiful it’ll make you want to cry,” Marco assured.
 “I can’t wait.” She moved on to the following item on her pre-EVA To-Do list. “I’m going to check the O2 canisters.”
 These were stored in the same room as pressurized oxygen tanks which could be used as a backup to the main method of producing breathable air onboard the station, via electrolysis. If required, the astronauts could also create oxygen chemically by igniting SOFG (Solid Fuel Oxygen Generation canisters), which were comprised of lithium perchlorate. Nic floated past these toward the back of the room, her mind on the checklist that she was working from. Later, she would remember the hissing noise, never a welcome sound onboard the ISS. She turned when she heard it, to face the canisters. There was no time to wonder if she’d imagined the noise. No time to warn her team. Not even a split-second to move out of harm’s way.



CHAPTER 1
Tayen stared at the ringing phone on the counter, wishing for it to go silent. When she’d stopped answering her own cell phone, he’d taken to calling her at the store at random hours. At five minutes to closing time now, she was fairly sure that it was him. She bit on her lip, stared some more, and willed the damn thing to stop ringing. When it just went on and on, Tayen grew even more convinced of the identity of her caller. Had to be Mark. He knew she’d be on her own at this time, and required to answer the phone. After all, it could be a customer... Perfectly on cue, a voice sounded.
 “Are you going to take that?”
 Annoyance made her whip her head around sharply. What’s it to you? The question was on her lips to fire out in challenge, but she held back at the realization that the woman who had spoken looked like a customer. Definitely not local. Tayen took her in as the phone continued to ring. She was tall, slender, with dusty-blond hair cut in a short messy style that looked like DIY. Dressed in a pair of well-worn jeans, scuffed hiking boots, and a t-shirt with a one-liner across the front: ‘Gravity Sucks’. Tayen noticed that she was leaning on a cane to walk. Weary, crystal-blue eyes met her own just as the phone stopped going. Finally! Tayen quickly recovered her smile and she shot a friendly nod at the newcomer.
“Hi. What can I do for you?”
 “I’ll have this.” The woman dropped a sandwich, a six-pack of beer, and a box of dog treats on the counter. “Plus a coffee to go, please. Black no sugar.”
 “Sure. You have a puppy?”
 “Yeah.”
Tayen loved animals and puppies in particular. She glanced around, hopefully, but there was no sign of the dog. She figured he must be waiting in the car.
“Male or female?” she prompted.
“Uh?” The woman fixed her with a blank look on her face.
“Your puppy. What sort is he?”
“Black lab. Male. Three months old.”
 “Aw… Bet he’s cute!”
 “Mmm. Yes.”
 When more silence ensued, Tayen poured black coffee into a cup, secured a lid on it, and totaled up the purchases. She did risk a few glances in the woman’s direction as she worked, all of which either went unnoticed or just skillfully ignored. She was attractive, for sure, despite a noticeable layer of sadness in her eyes. She had that beaten look, slightly haunted. Tayen was no stranger to the feeling.
 “So, what brings you to Eagle Rock?” she asked.
The area around town was covered in beautiful forest. It offered hundreds of miles of streams, several campgrounds, and 1,500 miles of trails to visitors. To the North, El Vado Canyon was renowned for its iconic views of red and yellow sandstone cliffs. Most people who passed through Eagle Rock, pop. 1,200, were usually hikers on their way to one of the cool nature spots. Most did not lean on a cane, though, and the woman confirmed that she was not in town for the walking.
“Here for the summer,” she said. “Just chilling.”
“Oh, nice! Where are you staying at?”
“Sanderson Creek.”
“Really?” Tayen stared in surprise. “At the cabin?”
 These striking blue eyes finally settled on her face with a bit more interest. Wary interest.
 “Yes, the cabin. Do you know it?”
 “Sure. I live just around the corner across the stream. Um… Currently.” No need to go into details about how she’d come to move into the spare bedroom of her friend Ellen’s house. “Are you related to Jimmy Sanderson then?”
 “No.” For a moment, it seemed as if the woman might just leave it at that, but then she offered a bit more. “I’m friends with his daughter, Carla.”
 “Ah, right. I heard that she inherited the cabin after her dad passed away last year, but it’s been empty since then.” Upon receiving another vague ‘Mmm’ in reply, it occurred to Tayen that she was beginning to sound like the kind of nosy neighbor she would do her best to avoid. With a sheepish smile, she stuck out her hand. “Sorry about all the questions. My name’s Tayen. Welcome to Eagle Rock.”
 “Thanks.” The woman’s grip was smooth but firm, belying obvious strength. Her skin was warm, the palm a bit rough as if she were used to handling tools. “I’m Nic.”
 “Nice to meet you, Nic. Let me help you with your stuff.”
 “I don’t need help.”
The reply came too quickly, and it was a little too sharp, to be anything other than deeply emotional in nature. Whatever the reason for the cane, it must be a painful topic.
“Okay,” Tayen shrugged. “Up to you.”
She watched the woman stick the six-pack of beer under her right arm, secure the plastic-wrapped sandwich under her chin, and grab the puppy treats with her free hand. Nic glared at the remaining coffee on the counter before sparing her a brief look.
“I’ll be right back.”
Attractive, sad, stubborn, Tayen reflected. A classic lone-wolf type, apparently. Oh, well… Tayen could be stubborn too. After only a second of hesitation, she grabbed the coffee and caught up with her new neighbor in front of a four-door Jeep Wrangler which appeared in desperate need of a wash.
“I said I’d be right back.”
Ignoring her irritated glance, Tayen flashed a gentle smile.
“Thought if I saved you a trip, perhaps I could meet your puppy. May I?”
***
Don’t be an asshole. Nic told herself not to bark at the woman in reply. She’d split the fourteen-hour drive from Houston to Eagle Rock into a two-day trip, only stopping a few times along the way to feed her young dog and play with him when they both needed a break from the journey. She was tired. Hungry. And her leg hurt from sleeping in the back of the Jeep. She was not in the mood for pity or empty conversation with a stranger. Yet, as she took note of Tayen’s eager smile, it occurred to her not to be paranoid. This one looked genuinely excited at the thought of a puppy cuddle, not just overly solicitous because she had seen the cane and felt sorry for her. Nic took a deep breath. She made a conscious effort to relax. It was early evening and the air was pleasantly warm. Gorgeous pink and orange clouds layered the sky above her head. To her right, miles and miles of open desert. Beautiful mesas. On her left, the mountains. She’d made it to her destination. She was alive, and standing on her own two feet. All the heartache, pain, and stress of weeks of physical rehab, was behind her. She needed to keep it there and leave the past in its place. Nic also had to admit that Tayen’s smile was contagious, and she found it a bit of a challenge not to stare openly at her. Silky black hair framed an attractively round face. Dimples in both cheeks, a full mouth, and twinkling dark eyes, completed the picture. In cargo shorts and a white t-shirt, she appeared to be in her early thirties. Nic thought she was extremely beautiful in a very unself-conscious manner.
 “Thanks for your help,” she nodded. “He’s in the front.”
 “What’s his name?”
 “Yuri.”
 “Like Gagarin?”
 “Yeah.” This did make Nic stare, prompting the woman to ask.
 “What?”
 “Nothing. Not many people make the link, that’s all.”
 “No? Well, it seemed rather obvious to me.” Tayen flashed a distracted smile as Nic opened the front passenger door, and seemed to positively melt at her first sight of Yuri. “Oh my God! Look at him, he’s so cute! Hello, baby,” she cooed. “Oh, what a puppy!”
 Nic chuckled. “Truer words were never spoken.”
 Tayen bumped into her in her haste to scoop the little guy up, reassuring Nic even more that her leaning on a cane was not the reason for her interest. This felt good. She laughed when the wriggling pup smacked a clumsy paw over Tayen’s left eye, and proceeded to lick her nose and mouth.
 “Hey, he’s friendlier than you.”
 “Well.” Again, Nic had to laugh. Cheeky. Well-deserved too. She answered in kind. “It’s a bit early in our relationship for me to start licking your face, I suppose.”
 The comment earned her an amused grin and lingering glance. It was meant as a joke though, and Tayen clearly took it as such.
 “If you ever need a pet-sitter while you’re here, I’ll be glad to help,” she offered.
 “Thanks, I’ll keep it in mind.”
“And if you—Ah.”
As she stopped abruptly, Nic noticed all the laughter and joy drain out of her eyes.
 “Something wrong?” she prompted.
 “No.”
Glancing over her shoulder in the direction Tayen looked, Nic spotted a black BMW turning into the parking lot.
 “Here, take him,” Tayen said. “Nice to meet you, Nic.”
 She gently deposited Yuri in her arms before stepping aside and away without another word. Puzzled, Nic watched her head back toward the shop. But before she could make it to the door, the BMW shot across the near-empty lot and came to a hard stop in front of the building, blocking her way.
 “What the hell, Tay?” He was tall. Well-built, with a stylish hairstyle. Dressed in a dark suit and tie despite the temperature, and hot under the collar for more reasons, unknown. Outwardly, he seemed like the classy type, though his manner clashed with his perfected looks. “Why don’t you answer the fucking phone? I’ve been calling you all day!”
 Nic settled Yuri back on the seat with a quick rub under his chin.
 “Back in a sec, buddy.” He licked her hand and gave her a cute puppy smile. “Good boy, Yuri.”
 She locked the door, just in case. Granted, she did not know this woman, and what was going on was probably none of her business. All the same, Nic would stick around until she knew for sure that Tayen was safe. She was discreet, kept her distance. Pretended to be busy at the back of the Jeep, all while keeping an ear out for any sounds of major trouble.
 “Look, Mark, this is my place of work, okay? Stop calling me here and tying up the line.”
 “Some place,” he sneered. “Don’t tell me you enjoy playing retail at this dump!”
 “It’s not a dump. And yes, I do enjoy it.”
 “Listen, Tayen. You’ve gotta come back. I—”
She turned around and rounded on him, raising her voice in irritation.
 “What happened to you giving me some space? Come on, Mark! I told you I needed some time. You promised!”
 “It’s been three weeks, Tayen.”
 “So what? Plus, you’ve been calling me every day. Texting all the time and demanding answers. I need time alone. We both do.”
 “What we need is to reconnect as husband and wife. You’ve not been yourself, Tayen.”
 “That’s why I need some time. God!”
 Nic glanced aside to see Tayen stick her fingers in her hair and pull in obvious frustration. She heard a note of desperation in her voice too, the sort she recognized on a primal and very personal level. Following the last three months, she could relate to feeling under pressure and pushed. Trapped by circumstances not of her own choosing, with her back against the wall. Yeah... Nic was no stranger to this kind of emotions. She’d gladly jump in the car and drive off now, to escape the memories. But for the woman’s sake, she forced herself to stay a bit longer. It might all be for nothing in the end, but there was just something about this guy’s attitude that made her uneasy.
“Look, I know what happened was traumatic for you,” he said. “I get it, Tay. I do. But you need to come home. We need to be together.”
 “No.” Tayen pushed him back as he gripped her arm. She shook him loose.
 “Tayen.”
 “That’s enough, Mark. Please, stop insisting.”
When she tried to go around him, he cornered her between the BMW and the front door of the store. When she went left, he stepped in front of her. No escape.
 “Leave me alone,” she snapped. ”Go home and give me the time and space I asked you for. I’ll call you when I’m ready, but now is not the time.”
 “Get in the car.”
 “No.”
 “Tayen. Get in now.”
 “No!”
 “Dammit!” This time when he grabbed her, it looked rough. And from Tayen’s gasp, it sounded painful too.
“Mark… Ow!” She obviously tried to twist out of his grip again, to no avail. “Stop. Let go!”
 “Get in the fucking car!”



CHAPTER 2
“Hey, that’s enough.”
The short sentence, delivered with quiet authority, packed a punch. Enough, indeed, to make Mark stop and let her go. Tayen rubbed her sore wrist and automatically put a bit more distance between him and her. Unconsciously, moving toward Nic.
 “Hey?” Mark repeated, looking baffled at the address. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”
 “Someone to explain to you that when a woman says, ‘No’, ‘Stop’, and ‘Let go’, you really should leave her alone.”
 He stood facing her, legs apart and both shoulders thrown back in a confrontational stance. He was taller and twice as wide, but still obviously felt the need to posture. It was not a typically male thing; Tayen knew that. Just a Mark thing.
 “Is that so?” He forced a humorless chuckle.
 “Yeah. As a matter of fact, ‘No’ was your first clue to stop insisting in the first place.” Nic turned warm eyes toward her. “Are you okay?”
 “Yes, I’m fine.” Tayen nodded. “Thanks.”
 “Friend of yours, Tayen?” Mark prompted in a threatening tone. “She looks the type. Is that why you need more time away from home? Uh? You think I’m stupid?”
His dark eyes flashed in anger. It simmered in his voice as he made a show of looking Nic slowly up and down. Tayen saw him linger on the cane and she caught a flicker of satisfaction in his gaze. As if it pleased him to observe that she must be injured in some way. Jesus… She winced. He was clearly jealous. Suspicious. In the spirit of not inflaming the situation further, rather than from any compassion or a sense of obligation toward him, Tayen provided a cool answer.
“She’s a customer, Mark.”
“Really?” His snort was even colder.
“Yes. And now I need to close up. Please, leave.”
“You heard that, ‘customer’?” he growled. “This store is now closed. So, beat it.”
Nic ignored him and she turned to her instead, a gesture which pleased Tayen immensely even though she knew that it was like poking sticks at a sleeping bear. Dangerous, for sure. And kinda stupid too. Surely, Nic must realize that? Tayen shot her a subtle warning look which the woman did not seem to pay any attention to.
“Would you like a ride home?” she offered.
“Uhm… Well, I—”
“Hey!” Incensed, Mark got in her face. “Didn’t you hear me, bitch? I said get out of here.”
“I’m not talking to you. Tayen?”
 Tayen felt both amused and amazed in equal measures at how calm and confident the woman sounded. Totally in control and powerful. All qualities that Mark admired in other men but so often struggled to embody when he was put to the test. Like now. It was the reason why he compensated with tailor-made suits and his crazy-expensive car. Again, Tayen marveled at how long it had taken her to realize all this. She was so tired of it…
 “Yes.” She nodded in reply. “A ride would be great.” Mark had never been violent with her but she could hear his temper now. He was positively fuming. He, too, did not sound quite like himself, and she did not want to be alone with him under the circumstances. If only he would do what I said and leave! “I’ll just be a minute,” she added. “I need to lock the cash register and set the alarm.”
 “I’ll go with you,” Nic said evenly.
 “No, you won’t, you fucking dyke!” Mark exploded.
 With that, he slapped his hand in the middle of Nic’s chest to shove her back. Tayen yelled.
 “Mark, no!”
But the hand was only on her chest for a split-second before Nic responded. It was lightning fast and almost too quick to see. Mark certainly had no time to react. In the blink of an eye, Nic let go of her cane. She grabbed his wrist with her left hand, and his index finger in her right. Bending it back in a way that it was not naturally meant to flex, she brought him to his knees.
“Boy, that was a stupid move.”
“Ow, fuck! Let go.” He grunted. “Argh! Stop!”
“Stop?” She forced him a little lower still. “You want me to go on? Sorry, I’m a bit fuzzy on the meaning of some words.”
“Fuck.” He was sweating. Breathing hard. “You made your point. Fucking—Ah! Goddammit! Let go!”
Tayen would not quibble over the fact that he only got what he deserved, but she did not enjoy watching him be punished and forced to beg. She stepped forward and caught Nic’s eyes.
“That’s enough,” she murmured. “Stop.”
As quickly as she’d grabbed hold of him and rendered him harmless, Nic released him. Stunned, and deeply humiliated, no doubt, Mark shot her a vicious look.
“I’ll make you regret this.”
Nic was smart enough not to answer in words, but the little smirk on her lips as she stood fearlessly in front of him said it all.  Tayen was relieved when a patrol car rolled up on scene and the local sheriff climbed out.
“Evening, folks. Tayen. Everything alright?”
Sheriff Rob Anderson happened to be a good friend. His wife, Pam, was Ellen’s sister. Two nights ago, they’d all shared a lovely dinner at her house. Tayen gave him a grateful nod.
“Yes, we’re fine now. Thanks, Rob.”
“Fine now, eh?” She’d added the qualifier on purpose, and it certainly did not escape his notice. He stood with both hands on his gun belt, a pair of Oakley sunglasses pushed back over his thick dark crew cut. Taking in the whole scene with inquisitive brown eyes that missed very little. “So, I guess you were leaving, sir?”
Tayen shot a quick glance toward Nic, who’d turned away to pick up her cane from where she’d let it fall. Catching a small but obvious wince across her face as she started to bend, Tayen stopped her with a gentle hand on her shoulder.
“Let me.” She picked up the cane and passed it back to her. “Here you go.”
“Thanks.”
“Did you call the police?”
“Yeah. Thought I might need backup.”
“Are you a—”
“Tayen!” Mark grunted from a distance. “I’m off now.” Of course, he was… “I’ll call you.”
 “Please don’t,” she answered flatly, wondering if he’d ever get the message. Damn, why couldn’t he respect her wishes! “I’ll be in touch when I’m ready.”
 He muttered something to Rob, who gave a non-committal shrug in response as he escorted him to his car. Tayen breathed easier still after Mark hit the road, not without a furious roar of his engine and a cloud of flying dust. Making a point, childishly. To think that she’d married the guy… But hey. It wasn’t always bad. They’d had some fun over the years, and she really hated the thought of hurting him.
 “Are you the one who called?” Rob asked Nic.
 “Yes. I wasn’t sure what I was dealing with here, so thought I’d better.”
 “Good thinking. Your name is?”
 “Nic. Nicola Peake.”
 “Do I know you from somewhere? You look familiar.”
 “No, I don’t think so. I’m from Texas.”
 “Huh.” With an easy shrug, Rob turned to her. “So, what’s going on, Tayen? This was your husband, I assume?”
 “Yes.”
 “What gives?”
“Nothing much,” Tayen sighed. “This is just Mark being his stubborn self. I told you he’s not happy with me wanting to take a break, right? And time on my own?”
 “Yeah, you did. But did he get funny with you this time?”
 “Oh, well…” When Tayen hesitated, Nic softly cleared her throat.
 “If I may?” she asked.
 “Sure,” Tayen nodded.
“You asked him to leave you alone several times, but he still grabbed you. He was rough. Sounded like he was done talking and was just going to throw you in his car against your will. I wouldn’t have called for assistance if it didn’t appear that the guy had a damn screw loose. I’m sorry,” she added when Tayen blew air out in dismay. “But husband or not, from where I stood at the time, it looked like an abduction in progress.”
 “Phew.” Rob’s eyebrows shot up in wonder. “Is that right, Tayen?”
“Yes… It is,” Tayen had to admit. “I think that if Nic had not intervened, we would have ended up in a real fight. He did try to force me into the car. I wouldn’t have let him.”
“I’ll make an official record of this,” Rob stated. “You have any more problems with your husband coming up here to hassle you, don’t hesitate to let me know, okay?”
“Okay... But really, Mark is harmless.” Tayen caught Nic’s disapproving shake of the head. She was frowning, not looking at all convinced. And okay, yeah; after what had just happened, Tayen could not really blame her.
“I’m not saying I’ll throw him behind bars, Tay.” Rob was sympathetic, reassuring, and firm too. “But you have to be clear with men like him about what’s acceptable and what is not. He clearly crossed a line tonight. You don’t want that to happen too many times or for things to escalate.”
“Men like him?” Tayen frowned. “What?”
“Men who don’t take no for an answer,” Nic clarified.
“Oh… Yeah, okay.”
 “Duty calls, I’ve got to go.” Rob nodded to them both as his unit radio squawked noisily in the background. “You take care, ladies.”
 “See you soon, Rob.” Tayen waved him off and she turned to flash Nic a sheepish smile. “I’m sorry about that. It’s not the norm… But thank you for stepping in when you did.”
 “No need to apologize, I’m glad I could help.”
 “That was a cool trick with the finger lock.”
 “Just basic self-defense.”
 “Are you a cop?”
 “No. Why?”
 “You talk a bit like one. And you look the part, too.”
 Nic’s blue eyes cleared. “Oh yeah? How come?”
She looked amused and, without thinking, Tayen took it to mean that it was okay to pursue this line of talk. She lingered over her lean but athletic frame, noting strong shoulders, corded muscles in her forearms, and the way her t-shirt clung to what appeared to be an appealingly tight stomach. Not attributes that she would have noticed on a woman a couple of months earlier. Or more accurately, perhaps it was that she had never let herself linger before the way that she was now. Feeling a blush creep across her cheeks which, admittedly, was better than bursting into tears because she was upset about Mark, she looked up into thoughtful blue eyes watching her back.
“Guess it must be the short hair. Or the attitude.”
This caused Nic to arch an eyebrow in reaction. “Didn’t know I had an attitude, but okay…”
 “Yeah, a nice one. Very Zen. Calm. Confident. And you can handle yourself, obviously.” Very butch too. Tayen refrained from saying that out loud.
 “I spent twelve years in the Marine Corp,” Nic volunteered with a light shrug. “Might be the vibe you’re getting.”
 A Marine? Well, for sure, this would have something to do with it. Tayen also figured there must be more to this woman than ingrained military training. She sensed a fierce strength in her, innate and entirely female. Inwardly, she rolled her eyes at her own self. Entirely female? What are you on about, Tay? For sure, she’d had women on the brain lately. Tayen wondered about the cane. Had Nic been injured in the line of duty? She chose not to ask. Play it safe.
 “Okay. Well, I need to get on with closing the store. Thanks again, Nic.”
 Reluctantly, and wondering why this should be, she turned aside.
 “The offer of a ride home still stands if you want it.”
 “Oh… Uhm. Really?”
 “Yeah, it wasn’t just to get you out of a tricky situation. My Sat-Nav quit on me this afternoon and I have zero idea of how to get to the cabin. You said you live close by, so you’d actually be doing me a favor as well.”



CHAPTER 3
“Turn left at the cactus.”
Nic nodded with an amused smile at the creative direction. Nice one. She was a long way from her automated Crew Dragon spaceship, and the team of engineers at NASA and SpaceX who meticulously plotted her vessel’s path among the stars. Glancing aside at her passenger, she was pleased to see that Tayen looked calmer. Much happier, definitely, as she sat with Yuri dozing on her lap. A clear demonstration of what her friend Carla labeled as The Puppy Effect, in full swing. Good. It occurred to Nic that she felt relaxed as well, even though her leg was a bit tight, and picking up company had been the last thing on her mind until she ran into Tayen.
 “And left again at the next junction.”
 “Okay, got it.”
 “Thanks for the ride, Nic. My car’s in the garage and I really didn’t feel like pedaling home on my mountain bike after seeing Mark.”
 “Don’t blame you. I take it that it’s safe around here though; yes?”
 “Oh, definitely. Safe and quiet. Slow and easy lifestyle.”
“Perfect.”
 “As you probably gathered, I’ve been staying here with my friend, Ellen. She’s a wildlife photographer.”
 “Sounds like an interesting job.”
“Huh-uh. Ellen loves it. She left yesterday on an assignment for National Geographic, and I agreed to house-sit for her for the summer.” Tayen sighed. “Haven’t told Mark about that yet.”
 Nic was not too sure how much to ask about the situation at home. Not her business. She also did not really want to state the obvious. What is a woman like you doing with a guy like him? From what she’d seen of the man, he may as well have the word ‘Loser’ tattooed onto his forehead. In doubt, she opted for a safer option. Commenting on the scenery.
 “It’s beautiful around here. Just what I was hoping for.”
 She was glad to be leaving the flat plains behind and start to gain a bit of elevation. When Carla suggested that Nic go spend some time at her late dad’s cabin, which she rarely used because she was more of a city girl, she’d promised it would deliver on all the things she was after: space, fresh air, a welcome break from the relentless heat of a Texan summer. And also, colorful canyons, beautiful forests of pine and spruce, wild streams, and dark skies at night. Even more importantly for Nic, she would have plenty of silence and solitude.
 “We get the most gorgeous sunsets too,” Tayen approved. “From your side of the river, you’ll have great views over Wolf Peak. It stands at 11,000 feet. Great for hiking and camping up there. By the way, you should be careful if you leave Yuri on his own outside the cabin.”
 “Why? Are there wolves here?”
 “Some, yes. And coyotes. But eagles are the real threat.”
 “Oh, of course.” Nic instinctively glanced up at the rosy-pink sky. “Bald eagles?”
 “We have both, bald and golden. I’ll just repeat what Ellen said: bald eagles tend to stay close to larger bodies of water since they eat fish. But Golden Eagles are fiercer hunters, apparently. They eat mammals: rabbits, prairie dogs, deer, coyote… They’re known to snatch young bear cubs too.”
 “Jeez.” The thought of a huge raptor swooping down from the sky to grab her little friend had Nic curling her lip in dislike. Not on my watch. “Thanks for the warning, Tayen. I was thinking of building a dog kennel for Yuri out in the yard, so I’ll push that up my list of priorities.”
 “Let me know if you need help. I only work part-time at the store.”
 “Okay.” Wary of agreeing to too many things that might get in the way of her alone time, Nic left it at that.
Soon, Tayen instructed her to turn right, at a crooked pine tree this time, onto a bumpy dirt road that went up for another mile before leveling out gently. At the top, they were afforded more beautiful views onto a forest that ran alongside a sharp cliff of shimmering ochre stone. Without being aware of it, Nic naturally slowed down and rolled to a stop. Leaning with both arms folded over the wheel, she gave herself a moment to take it all in.
 “It’s great, eh?” Tayen prompted.
 “Yeah, amazing.” Way better than the view out the window of the hospital room where she’d languished as her broken back slowly healed. About a million times more attractive than the dry square of beaten grass that passed as a garden at the back of the rehab center. She’d missed all this. Fresh air. Nature. Feeling the sun on her face. “Thanks,” she murmured.
 “You’re welcome,” Tayen flashed a soft smile. “For what, though?”
 Nic caught a flicker of sunshine in her eyes as she turned to her. She noted the way it brought out shades of rich swirling ember to deeper chocolate-brown. She found the effect just as arresting, if not even more, as the view in front. Well. That was a surprise.
“Thanks for sharing the views, I suppose,” she said. “And for guiding me up here too. I don’t think I’d have found it on my own.”
 “Don’t you have a map?”
 “Ah… No.”
 “Compass?”
 “Nope,” Nic chuckled.
 “Sure you’re a real Marine?” Tayen teased. “I thought you guys were expert navigators.”
“Yeah, well. I’m off-duty.”
 Tayen’s next move felt too easy and natural to be anything other than friendly in nature. But when she landed a firm hand on her thigh as she laughed, Nic found it hard not to react. Not to like it. How long was it since a woman had touched her who was not some kind of medical professional? Carla did not count, she was like family. She hugged her like a sister. And Rebecca… Well. Not a lot to say there. Her girlfriend’s idea of keeping in touch with her when Nic was onboard the ISS had been to send memes that weren’t even funny. And she’d only come to visit her once when Nic was in the hospital. After that, she made up some bullshit story about how things were crazy at work, and she had to pile on overtime. Phone calls were just as hard for her to make, apparently... Nic got the message. Good thing they’d only been together for six months before she went off to space. Good thing too that she was not in love with Becks. Nic had not even told her that she was moving to New Mexico.
 “This is me coming up,” Tayen said, and pointed right to a ranch-style house in the distance. “You’re next on the bend. Red mailbox.”
 “Okay. Thanks again, Tayen.”
 Tayen flashed her a brilliant smile but she reserved the hug and kisses for Yuri.
 “Sure thing. See you soon, guys.”
***
The cabin was located at the end of a sloping drive, facing south. And currently basking in a pool of warm setting sunshine.
 “Look at that, buddy.” Nic grinned. “Neat, uh?”
Her puppy gave a tiny but enthusiastic bark and he licked the back of her hand in response.
“Let’s go explore our new home.”
After parking at the back of the cabin, she put him in a light puppy harness and on a leash that she attached to her belt. Both for safety, in case he suddenly decided to run off into the woods, and to free her hands to carry the few things she wanted to get inside tonight. Essentials like their food, her beer, wash kit, and sleeping bag. Because of the cane, two trips were required, and at a much slower pace than her usual. Never mind... She had the entire summer ahead of her, and once again reminded herself that it was a good thing. Maybe if she did that often enough, she’d end up believing it. For now, she had to focus on recovery. Regain full fitness, think about the rest later. Yeah, it would be fine. Nic fitted her key into a brand-new lock on the back door, and stepped into the kitchen. It was modern. Well-equipped too, with all the required appliances on one side and a large sink on the other.
“Be good for puppy baths, Yuri.”
She dumped her stuff on the counter, turned on the fridge, then walked into the main room and came to an abrupt stop. Oh, wow… Carla had warned her ahead of time that the cabin was on the small side; just the kitchen, lounge, and bedroom with a tiny ensuite. After which Nic saw fit to remind her that it was bound to feel positively massive after her time on the ISS.
‘You know, my sleeping node was the size of a phone booth…’
Carla did laugh at that. ‘True. And the interior space is not the best feature about the cabin anyway’.
Nic could see why now. On one entire side of the room, a huge glass panel revealed a similarly large terrace on the other side. And the view out there from that elevated position was simply breathtaking. She unlocked the glass door, slid it open, and stepped outside.
“Awesome.”
The space was entirely puppy-proof, another good thing. She leaned on the railing, took a deep breath of clear mountain air, and focused on the view. Trees as far as the eye could see. Wolf Peak stood solid and tall in the background, and it looked quite accessible too. I’ll get better and get up there, Nic promised herself. When the sun disappeared behind a cliff, she went back in and cracked open a beer. Had a look around. No TV in here, which was perfect. She discovered coffee and pet food in one of the kitchen cupboards, new cutlery, toiletries and fresh towels in the bathroom. There was a note too:
‘Make yourself at home. My dad loved it here, I hope you do too. Love and kisses, C.’
 After eating and feeding Yuri, Nic took the protective cover off the terrace couch, settled on it with a blanket and a beer, and called her friend.
 “Hey, girl!” Carla answered on the second ring. “Are you there yet?”
 “I am. And I don’t know how to thank you.”
 “Ah…” Carla’s voice softened with an audible smile. “You like it then?”
 “I love it. It’s gorgeous! I’m sitting outside with Yuri right now and watching the stars come out. Thanks for the coffee and food, and for tidying up as well. I found your note.”
 “Good. And you’re welcome. How are you feeling?”
 “Sore… But that’s to be expected after a two-day drive.”
 “Self-inflicted,” Carla remarked. “I told you that you should take longer. Have you stretched?”
 “Well, I’m stretched out on the sofa right now.”
 “Nic…”
 “Only joking, I’ll stretch before bed.” Not spending the next day in pain and limping like an eighty-year-old was a powerful motivator. Nic had learned the hard way never to miss a session. “I’m just taking a moment to land properly here, and enjoy the view.”
 “Good idea. Did you have time to see much of Eagle Rock when you arrived?”
 “No, I’ll do it some other time. Tonight, I just stopped at the store to get a few things.” She chuckled. “Yuri made a friend, and I almost got into a fight.”
 “You what? God, Nic, are you alright?”
 “Yeah, yeah, no worries. I said, ‘Almost’.”
 “What happened?”
As Nic explained, Carla soon relaxed.
“I see. Well, it was good of you to step in to help a local, and of course, you would. I’m relieved you didn’t have to fight anybody.”
 “Me too.”
“Tayen, you say?”
 “Yes.”
 “Lovely name. I wonder what it means.”
 “Mmm.” It occurred to Nic that she was curious as well. Hadn’t thought to ask. Maybe she’d get another opportunity to do so.
“Is she nice?”
 “Yes, very nice.”
 “Oh yeah?” Carla lowered her voice to conspiratorial level. “Tell me more,” she purred.
 “I don’t mean it like that,” Nic grunted, even as enigmatic brown eyes and a gentle smile floated back to mind.
 “How do you mean it then?”
“She didn’t treat me like an invalid when she saw the cane, which I appreciated. In fact, she almost knocked me down in her haste to get to Yuri and cover him in kisses.” The memory made her smile. Okay… Tayen was sweet. Yes, she’d noticed. “But I’m not looking for company. She’s married, anyway. And to a guy on top of that..”
“Probably won’t be for long from what you just said.”
“No…” Nic took a thoughtful sip of her beer. “I guess not.”



CHAPTER 4
They chatted for a while longer, during which Carla was kind enough not to mention Rebecca. She had taken an instant dislike to her when the woman failed to show up for Nic after the accident. She also thanked her again for agreeing to spend some time at the cabin.
 “Well, you know you’re doing me a favor, Car.”
 “Yes. And you too, Nic. I hate to leave the place empty for months on end, yet I have no use for it. But the thought of selling makes me sick. It has sentimental value.”
 “Of course, it does.”
“Maybe in a few months, I’ll think about it.”
 “Sure. No rush. In the meantime, I’ll take good care of it for you.”
 “Don’t be a hermit, okay?”
 “Mmm. Can’t promise that.” Nic answered honestly. Carla was well aware that her main reason for choosing to spend the summer in New Mexico was that she wanted some time alone. An opportunity to digest what had happened, and to reset. “But I’ll keep in touch with you, I promise.”
 “You better. Or I’ll come up there myself. Move in to look after you, and you can kiss your solitude goodbye.”
 “Huh-uh.”
“I mean it, Nic.”
 She did, too. Lovingly. Nic smiled into the phone.
 “That’s alright. Maybe you could come visit at some point, actually. If you feel like it.”
 “I think I’d like that, yes. With you, it’ll be easier.”
 “Okay, good. We’ll sort something out.”
 “Nic, one more thing.”
 “Yes?”
 “You’ve been through several weeks of hell, both physically and mentally. Survived life-threatening injuries which another, perhaps weaker person, may not have. And you’re still healing, a work in progress. No one in their right mind will think any less of you because you need a cane. Especially when you’re able to wrestle their annoying husband into submission without even breaking a sweat. Okay?”
 “Yeah.” Nic suppressed a sigh. “Thanks for reminding me, Car.”
 “Anytime, darling. Now go stretch!”
 “Yes, ma’am.”
 Dutifully, Nic hung up the phone and she went back to the Jeep to retrieve her yoga mat. As a Marine, and an astronaut, she was used to training hard and following a strict routine. While onboard the ISS, exercise had been compulsory to counter the negative effects of microgravity on the body, which would result in low bone density and loss of muscle mass otherwise. At least the view tonight, as she went through her boring exercises, was a hundred times better than the inside of the station. She got it done, didn’t cut corners, and eventually returned to the couch and her blanket. The sky was fully dark. Stars glittered over the forest. It grew a little fresh, but pleasantly so. She stayed out to enjoy the sound of crickets all around, and the aromatic scent of pine trees and wild herbs on the breeze.
 “This is pretty decent, eh, Yuri? We’ve landed on our feet, looks like.” With a cane, but hey. Carla was right; she was still a work in progress. Yuri looked back at her with sleepy eyes and she smiled. “Go to sleep, buddy.”
 She pulled him close and he nestled contentedly against her side. With his little face tucked in under her arm, he fell asleep within seconds. Smiling, Nic leaned her head back. After awhile, she drifted off too, gazing at the stars.
***
From the kitchen window, Tayen spotted the police unit roll to a stop in front of her house. Curious as to the reason for the visit, she went out to investigate.
 “Morning, Rob. What’s going on?”
 “Hey, Tayen.” He flashed her a friendly smile as he climbed out of the cruiser. “I was just on my way into town. Thought I’d stop by to check on you.”
 “Oh, thanks. Come on in, I’ve got coffee on the go.”
 She fixed another cup for him and led him out to the back-yard. It was a little cold in the shade but already getting warm in the sunshine. Under a deep blue sky, birds tweeted and chirped in the surrounding trees. In the distance, a woodpecker could be heard going about his business. Dew glittered on the grass like a thousand sparkling diamonds.
 “Every morning is like a gift up here, I can tell you,” Tayen reflected, standing barefoot on the wooden deck. “Nature at her best. So nice and peaceful compared to the hustle and bustle of the city.”
 Sure is.” Looking relaxed, he took a sip of his coffee. “Has it been peaceful for you as well the past few days?”
 “Yes, I’m pleased to say. I had another chat with Mark. Told him I’ll be spending the rest of the summer here.”
 “How did he take it?”
 “Well.” She shrugged. “He took it, I suppose.”
Rob cast her a sympathetic glance.
 “As well as that, uh?”
“To be fair, the conversation went better than I expected. He listened, for a start, which is progress. Still not happy about this separation, but at least we’ve come to a compromise. He’ll give me the time and space I asked him for. And come up for a week-end toward the end of the month. We can have another proper chat then.”
 “Sounds good. Hopefully, once you’ve both had a chance to cool off and reflect on what you want, you can resolve things a bit better.”
 “Yes, that’s the idea.” Tayen nodded with more confidence than she felt. For sure, things would be resolved… One way or the other. And if her current mood was anything to judge by, Mark would not be happy about that decision either. Unwilling to reveal too much of the deeper issue at stake for herself, which she absolutely needed more time to think about and understand, she shifted the topic of conversation. “Have you been to check on the neighbor as well?”
 It had been three days since their encounter at the store and Tayen had not seen Nic once, even though they lived so close to each other. She’d thought of going over there with some food, a welcome pack of essential items… Perhaps a bottle of wine too. But changed her mind every time she felt the urge. Tayen had got the clear impression that Nic was after some peace and quiet of her own. She understood that, and did not want to turn into an annoying neighbor.
 “I haven’t been to see her,” Rob said. “No reason to, uh?”
 “No, I guess not.”
“Have you?”
 “Not yet. I’m treating her the way I like to be, and minding my own business. Respecting her privacy.”
 The big biffy cop fixed her with a goofy grin.
 “Is that a dig at me for invading yours this morning?”
 “No!” Laughing, Tayen squeezed an arm around his waist for a brief hug. “You are welcome any time, my friend. But you know what I mean.”
 “Sure.” He winked. “I’m only teasing. And good for you for holding back too. She’s kinda famous, so I guess she’ll be keen to keep a low profile.”
 “Famous?” Tayen raised an intrigued eyebrow. “She told me she was a retired Marine.”
 “That’s right.”
 “You know her?”
“Not personally. But I thought she looked familiar the other day, and her name kinda rang a bell. Then it clicked. Lieutenant-Colonel Peake.”
“Yes?”
“The astronaut.” He chuckled at her puzzled expression. “You don’t watch the news much, do you?”
“Not if I can help it.”
“Let me fill you in then. Back in January, they had a serious accident onboard the International Space Station. There was an explosion. Something to do with a faulty O2 canister, as I recall. Anyway, one of the astronauts was critically injured in the blast and had to be evacuated back to Earth. It was a huge thing, life and death situation. Can’t believe you didn’t hear of it.”
“Now that you mention it, I think I did, actually. Just didn’t pay too much attention.” Busy as I was precipitating the end of my marriage... “So, it was her?”
“Yep. Definitely.”
That would explain the cane... And the t-shirt she had on. Gravity sucks. Tayen had thought it funny at the time, but not so much now that she had more context. Rob nodded when she mentioned that to him.
“Yeah, I bet it sucks. From what I heard, the accident was a career-ender for Peake. Nasty way to finish, for sure.”
***
Nic was on her mind when Tayen finished her shift at the store, and this time, she did not let herself be deterred. Mid-afternoon, she changed into a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, and cycled up to the cabin on her mountain bike. The Jeep was parked in front, but no one came to answer when she knocked on the door. Encouraged by sounds of activity at the back of the property, Tayen figured it should be okay to make her way around. Nic must be out there. Who’d want to stay inside on such a magnificent day? Sure enough, she soon came upon the woman. And even though she’d been looking for Nic, the sight of her had Tayen stopping dead in her tracks. Phew... Wow. Magnificent. The word floated back to mind. The scene, sexy woman chopping wood in front of equally gorgeous mountain background, seemed cliché as hell… Somewhat. But also like a gift. An opportunity. And since she had not been spotted yet, Tayen figured she might as well take advantage of it. Indulge in a bit of neighbor-watching. Woman-watching. Gosh. This was new. Anyway, might as well. Nic wore the same hiking boots as the other day, but now she was in a pair of cut-off jeans that did not even reach mid-thigh, and a sweat-stained, olive-green tank top. She had acquired a beautiful tan since their last encounter. Tayen noted the knee brace on her left leg, and that Nic was not using the cane today. Must be a good sign, even if the impressive scar visible on the inside of her thigh made Tayen wince a little. Even from where she stood, it hinted at a painful injury.
“WOOF!”
Her presence was revealed by an ever alert puppy, and she instantly did her best not to look like she’d been standing there awhile. Yuri ambled in her direction with his mouth open in a grin and a cute pink tongue showing. Nic lowered her axe when she turned around, and Tayen suddenly found herself under the scrutiny of two very sharp blue eyes. There was no hello. No smile. Oh, shit...
 “Hey, Nic.” She stepped forward and raised a hesitant hand in greeting. “I just popped round to say hi. Uh… Hope you don’t mind.”
 Tayen watched her wipe sweat off of her forehead with a folded arm. The smile came on then. Bright, friendly, and just a tiny bit on the exhausted side.
“Of course, I don’t mind. It’s Tayen, right?”
 “Right.” She remembers my name… Tayen experienced a tiny jolt of pleasure in reaction, told herself not to be silly, and hoped it didn’t show.
 “Good to see you,” Nic added. “I’m just about dying for a break here.”
 As Tayen picked up the excited puppy, and earned herself a boisterous lick on the mouth, she considered the massive pile of chopped-up wood on the side and raised a wondering eyebrow.
 “Winter is still a long way away, you know?”
 “Yeah.” Nic chuckled. “But it’s good exercise for me, and I like doing stuff like that anyway.”
 “Chores?”
 “Not a chore if you like it.”
 “Ah, yes. Good point.”
 Nic gestured for her to follow. She walked with a small but noticeable limp, and was a little slow going up the wooden stairs that led to the terrace. This being said, there was still plenty of hard muscle in evidence. An awesome body, to be said. Tayen went up after her as invited, and just about managed not to stare too fiercely.
“Would you like a cold beer? I’m having one.”
 “Sure. Here, I brought you a few things as well. Take it as a belated house-warming pack,” Tayen added at Nic’s inquiring glance.
 “Mmm. Bottle of red wine, nacho chips, guacamole dip, and some extra puppy treats.” Nic flashed a grin as she inventoried the contents of the bag. “Thanks, Tayen. This pretty much takes care of all the stuff I need.”
 “If you think that, then we’re definitely kindred spirits.”
 Crystal-blue eyes sparkled with another smile of approval, and Tayen noted herself feeling ridiculously pleased again. Well, alright... Nothing wrong with that, she supposed. She was glad to have got over her initial hesitation, and done the neighborly thing in the end.
“Have a seat,” Nic prompted. “I’ll be right back with that beer.”



CHAPTER 5
Carla would be pleased, Nic reflected, when she told her that she was being social with the resident next door. Only it occurred to her that she was genuinely pleased at the thought of sharing a beer with Tayen. In the kitchen, she splashed cold water over her face to freshen up a bit and took off the knee brace. She got two Heineken out of the fridge and ignored the cane on her way back out. Tayen was in the shade, engaged in a playful tug-of-war with Yuri and one of his rope toys. She accepted the beer that Nic passed to her with a grateful smile.
 “Thanks, that’s just what I need.”
 Meanwhile, Yuri lost interest in the toy to catch and bite his own tail. A lone bee buzzing overhead in lazy circles distracted him. Then he attempted to scratch his side, sneezed at the same time, and fell over. Nic smiled when Tayen burst out laughing at his antics. She had a nice laugh. A cute smile. Long legs under navy-blue cargo shorts, and a tight t-shirt which highlighted a pair of lovely breasts. Before Nic could become too distracted with that herself, Yuri gave a squeaky bark and he trotted back to her with a wagging tail, as if he’d just realized her presence.
 “Gotta love the attention span of a puppy.” She scratched behind his ear before he returned to Tayen, and the toy.
 “Bet you don’t need a TV with him around.”
 “Correct. He’s very entertaining and he loves to play.”
“Where did you find him?”
“My friend Carla in Houston, who inherited the cabin from her dad, thought I should have a companion if I was going to spend the summer up here.”
“Makes sense.”
“Yeah. I wasn’t keen on a puppy but she surprised me with Yuri one day, and I fell in love on the spot.”
Nic did not add that he was meant as an emotional support animal. She’d gone through a rough patch halfway through the rehab when she discovered that her dream career as an astronaut was seriously at risk. Following an uncharacteristic bout of deep depression, Carla had been worried about her going off to the mountains on her own. Nic was much better now, but still glad to have Yuri. It was nice to have someone else to look after and take care of, and she needed to be fit and healthy in order to do that. It was a win-win situation.
“Easily done,” Tayen reflected. “Falling in love.”
 She watched her with thoughtful eyes and a hint of sadness which Nic assumed she was not aware of. Something told her that Tayen would want to hide it if she were. She reached over to clink the neck of her bottle gently against hers.
“To lazy summer afternoons.”
“Yes.” Tayen flashed a quick smile and her eyes cleared. “To meeting new friends.”
“Totally. Cheers.”
They both took a long swallow of beer and let out a big sigh of appreciation at the same time.
“Kindred spirits,” Tayen chuckled. “At least when it comes to beer.”
 Nic found herself agreeing, quickly, without thinking about it. And relaxing, too. More than she had done with anyone other than Carla since the accident. She pulled the chair that she had been using as a leg rest into position and lifted her weaker limb onto it. Stuck a cushion behind her back. And gave another small sigh of satisfaction, mixed with relief, as she leaned back.
 “Is your leg very painful?” Tayen asked quietly.
 Sometimes, her body still hurt enough to make her cry, but Nic was not going to admit that to a virtual stranger, no matter how pleasant her company. Hell, she even tried to deny it to her-self.
 “It gets tight after a workout,” she volunteered with a light shrug. And cut Tayen an assessing glance, trying to decide if she knew what the deal was with her or not. Back in Houston, Nic had quickly found out that she could not go anywhere without attracting covert looks and hushed whispers. Hey, look! It’s her! People pointed and stared. They came over to ask for selfies and autographs. She had no idea why; as far as she was concerned, she was famous for all the wrong reasons. Tayen had seemed not to recognize her the other evening, which suited Nic just fine. But now, she was not so sure that it was still the case. “I broke my back,” she said, just as a feeler.
 “Yes,” Tayen nodded as if she knew. “Rob said you’d been in an accident.”
 “Rob who?”
“The local sheriff.”
 “Oh, yeah. I remember him.” Nic still tensed with a usual rush of annoyance and suspicion, laced with resignation at the reminder of her loss of privacy. The officer had been useful and friendly though. A solid cop, she felt. “So, what did he tell you exactly?”
From Tayen’s sudden careful expression, she assumed that her irritation must be showing. Oh well... Whatever. Nic did not care for pity or fake attention. Not for misplaced curiosity either. Her stomach twisted uncomfortably at the thought that Tayen’s visit may not be as innocent as she made it sound. And she was surprised to feel emotion. Reluctance… A sense of regret. About what? she almost scoffed at her own self.
 “Rob told me you were injured in a serious explosion on the space station,” Tayen explained. “When I met you the other day, I had no idea who you were.”
 “Mmm.” Nic nodded curtly.
She waited to see what else would be shared. Hoping Tayen would not disclose that she had been online to google everything about her, and the details of an accident which could have led to the death of four astronauts. A horrific idea that brought to mind the Challenger disaster. Granted, Tayen did not seem the type to take pleasure in sordid details… But hey; you never knew. Nic was on guard. She was not prepared for the slow, warm, almost mischievous smile that Tayen gave. Nor the flash of sizzling heat that it triggered in her.
“I’ll say, Nic,” Tayen grinned. “For someone who broke her back recently, you swing a mean axe.”
***
Tayen was not blind. She noted wariness jostling with hope and relief in her blue eyes before Nic allowed herself to return her smile. Tentatively at first, but she did. Trust must not come easy to her, she figured. Her own relief was palpable.
 “I hope you don’t think I came up here to spy on you or anything,” she blurted out.
 “No, I don’t.”
“Good. I just wanted to say hello. Make you feel welcome in the neighborhood. I guess you’re probably doing just fine with Yuri and your own company. To be honest, I’m the same. Most of the time, anyway…” Tayen stopped when she noticed Nic’s smile grow a little stronger. She was babbling, and Nic seemed to be aware of it. How embarrassing. And so unlike herself too. Something about the woman made her feel slightly out of sorts. Not totally in control. How weird...
“Are you alright?” Nic inquired.
“Yes.” She nodded. “You know, I didn’t ask about your leg because I’m curious. Well. I am, but… In a nice way. Like… In a caring way.” Oh, Jesus Christ, Tayen! She was quite sure that this came out all wrong. Just shut up, will you?
 “That’s okay,” Nic answered, once again sounding relaxed. “I thought you were sincere.”
 “Sincere, yes.” Tayen gestured with her beer. “That’s just the word I was looking for. And don’t worry. I do not feel sorry for you.”
 “No?” The corner of Nic’s mouth twitched. Now she looked amused again. Like she wanted to laugh. “Why not?”
 “You look fit and strong, even with a leg brace on.”
 “Ah. Thanks.” Nic glanced at her legs and back again with a lingering smile that managed to feel warm and smug at the same time.
Attractive, Tayen thought. That’s the word you’re looking for.
“You too,” Nic said. “You look fit and beautiful.”
 Tayen knocked her beer back, hoping to appear casual and unaffected. And that the gesture might also hide the blush that she could feel creeping up her neck. Was this flirting? Would she even know if it were? Or mind? Nic rescued her with a question.
 “You have an unusual name. Tayen... Does it have a specific meaning?”
 “Yes.” Back on steadier ground, Tayen nodded. “It means, ‘Born during the new moon’ in the Ojibwe language.”
 “Ah. And were you?”
 “Born during a new moon? Or native American?”
 “Either,” Nic chuckled. “Both.”
“No.” Tayen focused on not sounding weird for the next thirty seconds. Surely she could manage that? “According to my mother, the name also means ‘New beginnings’.”
“A new moon often symbolizes that.”
“Yes. I came into this world three days after my father left us to move in with his mistress. Yeah,” Tayen added when she saw Nic wince. “My mother loved him very deeply. She was heartbroken at the time, but over the moon when I was born. So, she decided to name me Tayen, and turned the whole thing into a good omen for us.”
 “Sounds like a smart woman,” Nic observed. “Resilient, for sure.”
 “Yes, she is.”
 “But you’re not close.”
 Tayen frowned. “How do you know that?”
 “Uhm. I don’t.” Nic shrugged, and it was her turn to look a little sheepish. “But I guess you’re separated from your husband, and here on your own… So I just assumed that if you were close with your mother, you might have gone to her.”
 “You must be close to your folks,” Tayen prompted.
 “No. My dad kicked me out of the house the day I came out as a lesbian, and my mother told me never to call her again when I tried.”
 “Oh… God, Nic!”
 Tayen almost dropped her beer at the startling revelation, and the casual manner it was shared, but Nic simply shrugged and took a lazy sip of her own.
 “That’s okay. It was a long time ago.”
 “How old were you then?”
 “Seventeen.”
 “Were you still in high school?”
 “Yes, final year. I already had a plan to join the Marines, so I lived with a friend until graduation, and then reported for basic training the following week.”
 Tayen blinked. “And you never looked back?”
“Not once I realized that my parents really wanted nothing to do with me anymore. I made my peace with that and moved on with my life.”
 “Wow...” Tayen watched her; too stunned, impressed, and interested, to be able to hide it from her expression.
It was not lost on Nic.
 “What?” She eyed her back with a faint smile on her lips, looking relaxed and unfazed despite the seriousness of the topic. “I just made the best out of a tricky situation, that’s all.”
 Tayen suspected that the emotional impact of such an event would have been devastating at the time, even if Nic was able to talk about it so easily now. Apparently easily. She would not pry, but she had to comment.
 “I don’t think you give yourself enough credit with saying that.” Trying to imagine the situation in reverse had her shaking her head in bewilderment. “If my mother had thrown me out when I was seventeen… Man!”
 “Yes?” Nic encouraged. “What would you have done?”
“I have no idea. But I don’t suppose I would have coped as well as you did. Probably not at all, in fact.”
“Why is that, then?”
With a small, embarrassed laugh, Tayen rolled her eyes.
“Oh, I thought I knew everything at that age. In that sense, I was a typical teenager. Looking back on it though, I was still very much a child. Totally inexperienced. Confused. Extremely naïve about the world.”
Dangerously clueless, actually, to the point of stupidity. A naturally introverted nature, coupled with a loving but overly protective mother who struggled with her own issues around self-esteem and abandonment, had put Tayen behind her peers in terms of social and personal development. She may have an above-average IQ, but it had taken her slightly longer to mature. She had not told anyone, but her current crisis was linked to this. She clearly had some way to go. It was ridiculous, but true.
“You tend to grow up fast in the Marines,” Nic stated, as if she’d read her mind.
“It wouldn’t even have occurred to me to join the military.”
 “Well, alright. It may have been something else for you. But give yourself the benefit of the doubt, at least. Not many of us ever know what we’re capable of in life until the shit really hits the fan. I’m sure you would have done okay.”
 “Really?” Tayen frowned a little. “How do you figure?”
 “Just a hunch I got the other night.” Nic stared intently into her eyes, a look which made Tayen go nicely still inside. “You came across as determined. Steady. All good stuff.”
Did I? It was scary to realize how much she needed to hear this sort of thing, actually. To feel support. Validation. Especially from a woman like Nic. A Marine. An astronaut. An attractive woman as well. It would be hard not to notice that. She sounded sincere, too.
 “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Tayen mumbled.
“Of course.” Sparkling blue eyes held her own. “You’ve got to learn to trust yourself, hey. At the end of the day, you’re all you’ve got.”
The heaviness that Tayen had perceived the other evening, which was absent when Nic spoke of her family, could be heard and felt in this statement. You’re all you’ve got… Tayen glanced at her leg again, and the raised scar across her thigh. She was only just beginning to build a picture of what this woman must have been through. And probably still is... Nic was clearly not aware of how much sadness pierced through her eyes from time to time, but Tayen could pick up on it. Heartbreaking stuff. She fought the urge to stand up and go give her a hug.



CHAPTER 6
Counseling lonely wives, as this appeared to be turning into, ranked pretty low on Nic’s list of priorities or interests in life. Though the woman who sat with her now did not feel like that at all. Granted, Nic probably held less than accurate or charitable ideas about what it meant to be ‘A wife’. Personally, she’d never felt that way inclined. Her neighbor sounded a little shy and uncertain at times, and she blushed like a school-girl when Nic told her that she was beautiful. Not too used to another woman looking at her legs and commenting on the fact, obviously. Nic also did not often dispense this sort of compliment to straight women, to be fair. She’d learnt the hard way that it was a hazard on her heart, and a waste of time, to flirt or get involved with those. It was also extremely rare for her to reveal so much about herself upon first meeting someone. Fair enough, it was their second time together, and the first had been rather intense. Nic would have lied if she said that she had not thought about the woman quite a lot since that first evening, at least to hope that she was doing okay. So, it seemed Tayen had been thinking about her too. At least, enough to come over with edible gifts, out of genuine kindness, despite a few nerves. Whatever may be going on with her husband must have taken a huge chunk of self-confidence out of her. From the things that Tayen shared, Nic suspected it must have been fairly low to begin with. The thought made her feel strangely sad, for some reason. She could sense a free spirit in the woman, vibrant and bright. It would be a shame to keep it on lockdown.
 “Penny for your thoughts,” Tayen murmured.
 Shy, maybe… But interested, definitely. And Nic answered without thinking.
 “I’m glad you came today, Tayen.”
 “Oh…“ There was another split-second of hesitation before Tayen smiled in reply. “Thanks, Nic.”
The burst of genuine pleasure in her eyes had Nic wishing that she could make it happen again plenty more times. Before Tayen could go thinking that she was just being polite, and did not really mean it, more unplanned words tumbled out of Nic’s mouth.
 “Would you like another beer? Maybe we should crack open the nacho chips and guacamole, too.”
***
It was relaxed, comfortable, laid-back... Tayen could have used any number of similar words to describe the experience of sitting with Nic at the cabin that afternoon. Though she barely knew her, the connection felt natural and easy. There was no breeze there now. The air was warm. Cicadas had begun their hypnotic song in the surrounding trees. Tayen knew the grinding noise got on some people’s nerves, but she happened to love it. The sound always reminded her of summers past, and a freedom that seemed far away in her world. Somehow, it felt a lot more within reach here, in the mountains. As if she might be able to recapture a part of herself that she had lost along the way. The carefree part. Untroubled. Happy. She could do with a bit of joy in her life, for sure... When the sun appeared around the side of the cabin, she felt it penetrate deep under her skin. Like a caress, warming her from the inside out, and a delicious torpor washed over her.
 “Ah…” She sighed. “This is bliss.”
 “Yep...” Nic yawned. “Pretty damn good.”
They both looked at each other and chuckled.
 “Well. No hard work being accomplished here today, that’s for sure.”
 “You sound baffled,” Tayen remarked. “Are you here to do hard work?”
 “Well. Kinda. Yes and no, I suppose.”
 “Mmm… I have no idea what you just said. I guess you did chop all that wood, so it’s okay.”
 Nic turned laughing blue eyes toward her.
 “I’m not used to drinking beer in the sunshine, maybe that’s affecting my brain.”
 “It’s certainly affecting mine.”
“So long as you’re not slurring or dozing off on me.”
“I could get there, but not yet.”
“Pass me the chips.”
 Tayen leaned over to do that just as a squeaky growl was heard from the corner. Then Yuri came flying across the space, chased by an apparently vindictive squirrel. As it jumped over the side of the terrace wall and disappeared into the wood, Yuri skidded to a puzzled stop, cocked his head from side to side with one ear comically askew, and finally sought refuge behind Tayen’s legs.
 “Toughen up, buddy,” Nic grunted.
 “Oh, don’t... He’s just a tiny baby!” Laughing, Tayen picked up the spooked puppy, settled him over her chest, and wrapped her arms protectively around him. “Don’t listen to her, little one, it’s okay.”
 Nic snorted. “Don’t you spoil my dog.”
But she was smiling.
 “So, really,” Tayen prompted, feeling bolder. “What are you planning to do this summer at the cabin?”
 “Recharge. Work on my body. Regain the fitness I lost.”
 “Right. Well, you seem pretty fit to me.”
It might have been the alcohol in her system which made Tayen stare at her legs for longer than she needed to. And have a look at other places too. She noted the way that Nic’s tank top had ridden up a bit, giving her a glimpse of smooth skin and sculpted stomach. Unfit? Yeah, you’ve gotta be kidding me! Tayen moved her eyes slowly upwards, over the gentle swell of her breasts. She lingered there, watching in fascination as a covered nipple began to harden and push against the fabric of the tank top. The thought crossed her mind that her attention may be causing this to happen. It was so unexpected… So wild! Tayen flushed and her pulse quickened. She licked her lips. Her bottom one ended up between her teeth. Several seconds of loaded silence ensued when she glanced up and their eyes met. Tayen jolted slightly at the realization that Nic had been watching her in return, the entire time she so unashamedly cruised her. Her expression was impossible to read, but her eyes were hot. What do you expect? You just undressed her with a look. Tayen swallowed a little too hard. What now? Well, she could always blame it on the beer… But of course, she would need to form a sentence in order to do that. Find the voice currently stuck in her throat. She watched the corner of Nic’s mouth lift in a faint but attractive smirk that she imagined as teasing. Amused… Knowing? If Nic were to ask her bluntly; ‘Were you just staring at my nipples?’, Tayen was pretty sure that she would liquefy on the spot. Turn into a puddle of embarrassment right there and then. But Nic went on with the conversation as if nothing had happened. With her looks, Tayen assumed that she was used to having women looking at her. It was just outrageous to her to find herself in the looking position.
 “What about you?” Nic asked. “What are your plans for the summer?”
 “Steady up,” Tayen blurted out. Literally! Reminding herself that it was good to breathe, she took a nice deep one. Then let slip something else that she’d definitely not planned to share. “I don’t think I’ll be going back to Santa Ana. Home. To Mark. I… I haven’t told him yet.”
 It was also the first time that she truly acknowledged the decision, let alone voice it out loud to somebody else. Emotion gathered inside with all the energy of a tsunami, squeezing her chest and making her forget to breathe again. Unsteadying her, big time. Yuri let out a questioning whine when her eyes filled up. He did his best to lick her face, making her smile despite the tears. Before Tayen even realized that she’d moved, she felt Nic’s weight on the couch as she settled on her side. Her naked thigh against hers. And her arm coming up to rest softly around her shoulders.
 “Tayen.” She whispered her name, and nothing else.
The embrace was reassuring. Nic’s tone of voice, infinitely gentle and patient, hinted at understanding beyond words. How could it be…? Tayen was torn between wanting to relax against her, and running for the hills. Mortified, she quickly got herself under control.
 “Sor—"
 “Don’t say it,” Nic interrupted. “There’s no need.”
 “Okay. Right. Well, I apolo—”
 “Tayen. Don’t. Really, it’s okay.”
She held her so close that Tayen could see a few tiny flecks of darker blue and grey in her eyes. She glanced at her lips and away quickly again. Jesus! What am I thinking?
“Thanks… You are so kind,” she murmured.
 “Yes, I am.” There was that handsome smirk again, and a little tease for good measure. “What did you expect, hey? A slap in the face?”
 “No, but you told Yuri to toughen up, so...”
 Nic laughed. “Yeah, and I whistle for him. Doesn’t mean I’ll treat you the same.”
“Right. I guess not.”
“There you go, smiling again. That’s better. Stay right here, I’ll get you some water.”
She got up. Slowly, Tayen noticed. Carefully. And stretched her back. Perhaps because she’d been sitting still for a while, her limp was more pronounced when she got going. Witnessing this made Tayen feel guilty and a bit ashamed. There was a woman who’d obviously gone through so much physical pain... She bore the scars. Probably had some invisible, mental ones, as well. And here I am, crying like a baby just because I’m having a few issues in my personal life… Tayen told herself she’d do well to toughen up, actually. She got up and followed Nic inside. Found her at the sink in the kitchen, filling up a glass.
“Hey…”
Nic shot her an inquisitive glance over her shoulder.
“Hey, Tayen. Everything alright?”
“Fine, but I should go.”
“Oh?”
“Yes, I… I’ve taken up enough of your time, I’m sure.”
With a non-committal shrug, Nic handed her the glass. She crossed both arms comfortably over her chest, and leaned back against the counter.
“Don’t worry. I enjoyed your company.”
“Me too. Uhm… I’m not usually like this, you know.”
“No? You mean not friendly? Funny? And interesting?” Nic pinned her in place with a gentle smile. “What are you like then, usually?”
 “Ah…” It would be easy to get lost in her blue eyes, shining full of mirth and patient curiosity. As Tayen held her gaze, and digested the compliment, she forgot the question.
Thankfully, Nic did not seem to mind or even notice.
 “Come on,” she invited. “I’ll see you out.” She ignored the cane next to the door and led the way down the three front steps. “Hey, you’ve got a nice bike. Specialized. Good brand.”
 “It’s Ellen’s. Do you ride?”
 “I used to.” Before Tayen could worry that she had put her foot in it; again! Nic went on. “I have a Trek X-Caliber 9 at my apartment in Houston. Didn’t think I’d want to ride much here, but I realize it was a mistake. I’ll ask Carla to bring it when she comes to visit.”
 So, she still had a place in Houston. What about her career? Nic had not revealed much about herself, despite the obvious. Maybe because you talked so much and didn’t give her a chance! She had mentioned her friend Carla a number of times. Did she have a partner? A lover? Tayen bit on her lip and she fought the urge to ask.
 “In the meantime, there are plenty of walking trails around here you can use,” she said.
 “Yes. I’ll be out there walking a lot.” Nic grabbed the bike and steadied it for her. “Maybe you’ll come out with me some time.”
 “Come out?” Tayen repeated.
 Two beers in the hot sunshine appeared to have made her dumb and her brain sluggish. Or it might be Nic’s presence, in all senses of the word, which affected her. The woman was hot, for sure...
 “Yeah, out for a walk with me and Yuri.”
 “Ah, yeah...” What else did you think she meant? “Ellen took me to a little-known but gorgeous spot on Wolf Peak once. It’s a bit of a trek to get there but the views are well worth it. The river widens at the bottom of the canyon. If there’s been enough rain, a waterfall can form.”
 “Nice. How far?”
 “It’s a good ten miles roundtrip.”
 “Alright.” Injured or not, Nic didn’t bat an eyelid. “I’d love to see the place.”
 Tayen swung her leg over the mountain bike. She could barely remember the last time she’d been so excited about doing something like this… Even coming up to Eagle Rock had been tinged with sadness and a sense of urgency. It was better now. She was beginning to appreciate the little things again. Like a beautiful sunset, or the calls of coyotes in the hills at night. She was slowing down, settling down, rediscovering a sense of inner calm. But the idea of going on a hike with Nic had her revving up and grinning like a kid.
 “Weekends are best avoided because that’s when everyone goes. But how about next week sometime?” she prompted. “We could set off early morning with a picnic.”
 



CHAPTER 7
Nic was on her way into Eagle Rock the next day, driving with Yuri on the passenger seat of the Jeep, when her cellphone rang. No number came on the screen, but since it was regularly the case when Carla called from work, she answered thinking that it would be her. There was a slight pause, then;
 “Hey, babe.”
 Not Carla. The sound of the husky, elegant, and naturally sultry female voice, almost had her driving off the road in sheer surprise.
 “Becks.” With a frown, Nic checked her mirrors and slowed down a bit. “Well. Hi.”
 “Hello darling. What’s wrong?”
 “Nothing. Why?”
 “You don’t sound too happy to hear me.”
 Nic did not even try to suppress her snort. Rebecca Sterling was one of the top litigation lawyers in the state of Texas. She was also at the top of her game, the same way Nic had been with hers when it all blew up, literally. Rebecca was smart, sharp, and beautiful. Also, her ovaries must be made of steel if she thought that she could just call like this, and get away with pretending that nothing had happened.
 “Not happy or unhappy,” Nic stated. “Just puzzled to get a call from you. I thought we were done.”
 “Done?”
 “You know what I mean. Over.”
 “Ah. Yes. Well… I miss you, Nic.”
 “Really? Could have fooled me, hey.”
But then, the two of them were so different… That they had come to meet in the first place, let alone almost live together for half a year, was still a mystery to Nic. The sexual chemistry had been out of this world, sure... They’d run into each other at a fundraiser organized by Rebecca’s firm. Nic was there to give a keynote about her experience as an astronaut that night. Rebecca met her backstage afterwards and asked if she would like to go somewhere quieter for a drink. Knowing full well where this might lead, and being in that kind of mood, Nic answered in the affirmative. The place turned out to be Rebecca’s house, and the drink, quickly forgotten. Sex was great. Rebecca enjoyed having an astronaut on her arm at glitzy events. It was not love, but the relationship was still affectionate and mutually satisfying. They both knew it was only for fun. In the end, Nic only had herself to blame for expecting more than she received in the bargain. She supposed her ego may be a bit bruised. She would get over it.
 “So. What’s up, Becks?” she prompted.
 “How are you?”
 “Fine.”
 “Please, Nic.”
 Because she could hear an uncharacteristic note of longing in her voice, Nic just shrugged and went along with it.
 “I’m okay. Doing lots of boring stretching. Just on my way to the local physiotherapist for a session. It’s nice here. I’m going to be walking a lot. That’s about it, Becks.”
 “I’m so glad you’re getting better. You sound really well. A lot stronger than before.”
 “Yes, I am. Hey, how about you? You sound a bit funny.”
As was often her style, Rebecca ignored the question.
“Nic, listen,” she blurted out. “I’m sorry I was such a bitch!”
 The apology, though unexpected, came across as genuine. Heartfelt, definitely. And of course, Nic had never doubted that her lover wished her well. She pulled up at her destination and cut the engine. Used to the sequence of things, Yuri recognized the signal to move onto her lap and beg for a head scratch.
 “I don’t use that word when I think of you,” Nic reflected as she cuddled him. “Yeah, you cut loose at a bad time. But I know you didn’t mean to hurt me.”
 “Did I?” Rebecca murmured. “Hurt you?”
 “A bit, yeah. But I’m fine now, and I’m sure you had your reasons. Please, stop calling yourself a bitch. I don’t like it. And it’s not good for you.”
 “You are one of a kind.” Rebecca answered in a thoughtful tone. “Thanks for being so understanding and generous. I don’t think I really deserve it.”
 “Don’t be silly. Life’s too short to hold a grudge. So long as it’s not something I did to push you away…”
“Oh, God, no! I just freaked out about the whole thing, you know?”
“Mmm-mm. Yeah.”
“First of all, having you on the ISS felt like you’d vanished off the face of the Earth.”
“Well.” Nick chuckled. “Sure, I did for a while.”
“You know what I mean though, right? If I can’t be in touch with a person physically, I really struggle to maintain any sense of connection.”
“I realize that now, yes.”
Rebecca was an extremely tactile human being who needed touch to express herself and, indeed, create a mindful connection with a partner. She was singularly unprepared for the reality of an Earth-to-ISS relationship; the ultimate in challenging LDR. As the uninspired memes came to mind, Nic suddenly felt guilty for not engaging more with Rebecca’s peculiar way of trying to stay in contact. On that side of things at least, Nic had been the first to let go...
“Then,” Rebecca went on, “there was the agonizing five-and-a-half hours it took for NASA to bring you back to Earth. I thought I’d die.”
“Me too.”
“Oh, don’t!”
“Sorry, that’s Marine Corps humor,” Nic chuckled. She only had patchy memories of her return trip to the planet, something that she would always regret not being able to experience fully. But she knew for sure that the ground crew had outperformed themselves to make it so quick. “Seriously, it was a speed record. The process from departure to re-entry and splashdown can take anywhere from six to thirty-nine hours.”
Then again, not when a wounded astronaut was bleeding to death inside the Crew Dragon spacecraft… As her case helped to establish.
“So I was told,” Rebecca grunted. “But even afterwards… Seeing you unconscious in the hospital, hooked up to all these machines, was hard. You looked so pale. So broken and—”
“Yeah, okay,” Nic interrupted a little more sharply than she intended. “I don’t need a reminder of these things.”
“Of course, you don’t. I was weak and selfish, I admit that. It was too much. I couldn’t stand it, and I’m sorry.”
Nic nodded, staring out the window down the street in the general direction of the store. She wondered if Tayen was there today.
“Don’t beat yourself up,” she concluded. “I certainly don’t blame you for wanting no part of it. If I could have walked away from myself at that point, and during rehab, I would have done it too.”
She’d been angry and lost. Hurting physically, and grieving mentally. In no shape to reassure a lover, especially not one who struggled to cope herself. Carla had been there. Night and day at the beginning, offering support, encouragement, and a friendly, sympathetic ear whenever Nic needed to vent. Which was often. Carla had been a rock, and she never took things personally. Good thing, that, or Nic would have lost a friend.
“It’s all in the past now,” she sighed. “Let’s leave it where it belongs. And just move on, okay?”
 “Yeah, you’re right. Okay.”
Despite agreeing, Rebecca still sounded so uncertain that, for the second time, Nic thought to ask.
“Are you sure you’re alright? You sound really strange. Not like your usual self at all.” She stared at her phone in the ensuing silence, checking that they were still connected. “Becks? Are you with me?”
 “I am. And yes, I’m doing fine. Just the usual crazy circus around here.”
 “I assume you’re referring to your work, not your sex life.”
 “Correct.” Rebecca chuckled, finally. “So, we’re good. Yes? Still friends?”
 Once upon a time, Nic might have felt a bit less inclined to be generous and understanding, to use Rebecca’s own words. But since the accident, she’d grown more appreciative of life in general, and the people in hers, specifically. No sense in holding on to past hurt, or withholding friendship and forgiveness. Plus, she was extremely fond of Rebecca.
 “Still friends,” she approved. “Absolutely.”
 “Okay. That means a lot. I’ve gotta go, Nic. I’ll speak to you soon.”
 Nic hung up feeling a bit puzzled, but happy.
 “What was this all about, eh, Yuri? I wonder.”
***
Tayen was not expecting to find a large UPS box waiting for her on the porch when she got home from work, but her heart beat faster in anticipation when she realized what it must be. Sure enough, the iconic Gibson name on the box confirmed it. She’d ordered the guitar on a whim, thinking that she might use this time, when Ellen was away and she had the house to herself, to get back into playing. The model that she wanted was out of stock, but she ordered it anyway despite the longer delivery time involved. Two weeks were nothing compared to several years of not playing, after all! Now her joy at finding that the guitar had arrived early signaled how ready she actually was to reconnect with this part of herself. Playing music was one more thing she’d given up after getting married to Mark. Not his fault, certainly; or even his wish. He hadn’t wanted her to stop. But even though Tayen had felt happy at the time, in the marriage, something inside was off, and her enthusiasm for the guitar switched off too. This was just becoming obvious to her now. Well. Time to fix it. She picked up the box, rushed into the house with it, and started to unpack her treasure.
 “Ooh, look at you… Such a beauty!”
 Admittedly, she’d paid a stupid amount for a classic Gibson model. Then again, she rarely treated herself, and this struck her as an important purchase to make. Intuition told her to relax, and go with the flow of change. That she needed to open up to life again, and trust that it would be okay, even though she had no idea where all of it may lead. This was a symbolic acquisition, and worth the price for the joy and fulfillment it would bring her in return.
 “And you feel good too!”
Tayen smiled as she picked up the guitar and scrutinized her polished mahogany back. Gorgeous. The front was made of Sitka spruce, with an exquisite satin finish and a faded look that accentuated the vintage vibe of the instrument. Six strings on her, a rosewood fingerboard…
“Wow.” She could not stop grinning.
The guitar fitted nicely on her lap and only required minor tuning. Basic chords for a twelve-bar blues came to mind, and her fingers instinctively adopted the right shapes. Tayen closed her eyes. She let the tips dance lightly over the fretboard. I still remember. Haven’t lost it! Relief and excitement flooded through as she riffed easily through Sweet Home Alabama. Laughing at herself for being emotional, but still allowing a few tears because it was a healthy release, she went through it again, adding a few impromptu variations to the core tune.
“Yep, still got it. Oh, my... Baby, I love you!”
Tayen hugged the guitar and she thought of Nic. She had Yuri. Now, Tayen had her guitar. On a deeper level, it was just the same thing: a permission slip, in a way, to express inner love outwards into the world. When her phone went off, Tayen was laughing.
“Hello?”
“Hello, Tay.”
“Hi mom!”
“You sound a lot happier.” Alicia Stoney sounded puzzled, though hopeful, and Tayen continued to grin.
“Yeah, I feel great.”
“Oh, I’m glad… I was so worried about you, darling!”
 Her mother did not understand why Tayen was intent on taking a break away from such a wonderful husband as Mark was, according to her. She wanted her daughter to be happy, but believed it should never come at the expense of her marriage. In this sense, she was extremely old-fashioned. It was still true, as Tayen had explained to Nic, that her mother had drawn on unsuspected reserves of sheer strength when her child was born. Paradoxically, she had never lost the conviction that a woman needed a husband to complete her and take care of her. When Tayen showed signs of wanting to leave the man in her life, Alicia did not try to understand. Her support went entirely to Mark. This hurt more than Tayen thought it would. Sensing an opportunity to connect through the joy of the present moment, she found herself a bit more open to share.



CHAPTER 8
“Mom,” she started. “I bought a—”
“You know, it’s normal for a woman to be out of sorts after a miscarriage.” Her mother went on in a rationalizing tone that sounded quite patronizing, especially as she talked over her, as she often did.
 Tayen felt herself start to shut down. Out of sorts?
 “Mom, I told you: I was not ready for a child. Neither was Mark. What happened with the miscarriage was actually—” A blessing. Tayen would have repeated this to her. But once again, she was cut off.
 “Yes, yes. Well, you can try again.”
 “You’re not hearing me, mother. We weren’t trying in the first place!”
 “Of course, darling. But look, so long as you and Mark are working things out, that’s the most important thing. When will you be back?”
 “What do you mean?”
 “What day are you coming home, Tayen?”
 It was like an episode of The Twilight Zone. Tayen laid a firm hand on her guitar and closed her eyes again, this time searching for calm inside herself.
 “I am spending the whole summer in Eagle Rock. I told you that, didn’t I?”
 “Well, I thought you must have changed your mind.”
 “What made you think that?”
 “You sounded so happy, I assumed that Mark had finally got through to you. You know, Tayen, the poor man won’t wait forever. I love you, but there are plenty other women out there. Don’t make the mistake of thinking you’re special.”
 Well… Wow! The statement was so blunt and biased as to be comical. Tayen did not laugh, but she took it with a pinch of salt. She did not mention the new guitar which was the source of her current happiness, knowing that her mother was likely to disapprove. Without consciously wanting to, any comment she made would suck the joy out of the moment. It was too precious, and not worth the risk.
 “I’ve gotta go, mom,” she said softly. “I love you too.”
Leaving the phone behind, Tayen took the guitar with her. Across Ellen’s backyard, out through the gate, and on to the path that led toward the stream. She breathed better as soon as she was among the trees. At the water, she found a nice flat rock, hot from the sun, to sit on. Her heartrate returned to normal. A smile floated to her lips. She started to play, matching her music to the sounds of nature around her. So focused and involved was she in her practice that she failed to notice that she was not alone out there. When something that was both kinda soft and heavy fell on her back, she almost screamed. Oh, Jesus! What the—
 “Yuri! No! Get down!”
 Tayen heard the familiar voice at the same time as she also identified an excited puppy attempting to climb on top of her for a lick. She burst out laughing.
 “Oh, boy! Yuri, you almost gave me a heart attack!”
 Tail wagging harder than his little body could handle, pink tongue out, he pressed himself into her arms. As always, he was incredibly cute, and Tayen was more than happy to deliver the cuddle he so clearly wanted.
“Hey, I’m sorry.”
 His owner appeared, looking like she’d wrestled with the trail and lost. Nic was practically in the same clothes as the other day; boots, her sexy cut-off shorts, and another NASA t-shirt emblazoned with two words: ‘SPACE JUNK’. Tayen assumed the word was intentionally shortened. Funny, but her smile faded when she noticed blood on her.
 “God, Nic… What happened to you?”
 “What? Oh, that…” Nic shrugged as she flexed her left arm to examine her bleeding elbow. Her knee was similarly skinned. “I took a spill on the downhill bit. It’s nothing. Didn’t twist my back, so we’re good.”
 Tayen also noted traces of sweat on her face, a layer of dust coating her legs, and a generally disheveled look. It sure suited her. Nic was hugely attractive. And today, there was no cane in sight.
 “You look like you’ve been pushing yourself maybe a little bit too much,” she remarked.
 “Who? Me?” Nic flashed a toothy grin. “Nah!”
 “Fibber. Anyway, I’m glad it’s nothing serious. It’s good to see you both.” Especially after chatting to my rigid, overly traditional mother...
 For some reason Tayen could not explain, the sight of Nic in her obviously self-deprecating t-shirt brought to mind freedom and possibilities.
 “Sorry about the puppy attack and disturbing your peace.”
 “Ah, that’s okay. I’m always grateful for a puppy hug.”
“What were you playing just now? It was amazing.”
 “Ah, thanks. Nothing in particular. Just plucking at strings along with the sound of the water.”
 “Nothing, uh?” Nic chuckled. “It sounded like real talent to me. You mind if I sit down?”
 “Of course not!” Tayen rested the guitar in her case to avoid any scratches. Yuri appeared mesmerized by the water and she assumed it was only a matter of seconds before splashing started in earnest.
 “Go on, get in there,” Nic encouraged. He looked at her and gave a small whine. “Yeah, I’m sure, Yuri. You don’t need me for this. Go on now!”
 “You speak puppy?” Tayen grinned.
 “Totally.” Nic scooped a bit of water in her hand and threw it playfully at Yuri. He sneezed in reaction, went back to nip at her shoe laces in retaliation, then waded right into the middle of the stream and, indeed, started to splash around joyfully. “Good job,” Nic approved, and turned to her with a smile. “How have you been, Tayen?”
***
Nic had not been looking for her. She heard the guitar first, and was impressed with the quality of the melody. Not an expert as such, she could still appreciate the delicate blending of music with the surroundings sounds. Whoever could achieve this kind of effect had to be extremely in tune with their environment, and a talented guitarist as well. Rounding the corner, she was not so surprised to discover that it was Tayen. The woman struck her as a bit of an artist. Sensitive, in a good way. In touch, connected with her inner and outer realities. Under different circumstances, Nic would have kept on walking; both to not disturb her and to preserve her own solitude. But when Yuri recognized a friend, and decided to jump on Tayen’s back, she had to admit that she was pleased to have an excuse to say hello.
 “I’m well,” Tayen answered. “Came home from work today to find that the guitar I didn’t expect for another two weeks or so had come early, so that was great.”
 “I bet. Nothing like a good surprise, eh?”
 “Absolutely. And then, my mother called.”
 “Oh.” Because she shared this with a smirk and a knowing glance, Nic decided it must be okay to prompt. “Is that what sent you to the water to play music then? A challenging convo with your mother?”
 “Sounds like this could be a blues song, eh? Going down to the river to blow off steam.” Tayen laughed. “Yes. I needed to clear my head after she basically reminded me that I have a husband waiting for me at home, and that I’d better hurry back because I am nothing special, and he won’t wait forever.”
 “Your mother told you you’re nothing special?”
 “Yes.”
 From her own experience of the maternal bond, or lack of it to be precise, and the way it had turned vicious in the end with her own mother, Nic was not entirely taken aback by this.
“I guess it happens,” she simply said.
 “Sure does. And I don’t mind it, to be honest. She’s getting old. Just stuck in her ways.”
“Good for you, letting it slide. Also, I disagree with her.”
 “Thanks, Nic.” With a smile, Tayen laid a gentle hand on her forearm and squeezed.
In response, Nic instinctively covered her hand with hers. Their gazes met and held. Tayen’s eyes, warm and liquid brown, reflected a very obvious question which Nic had no answer to. All she knew was that she had to fight the impulse to lace their fingers together. It seemed like the most natural thing to do, and she was baffled by that. It was a long, long time since she’d been drawn to hold hands with a woman. And a straight one at that!
“Nic,” Tayen said. “I—Ooh!”
Fresh from his pleasant time in the water, Yuri performed a fantastic shake that showered half the stream back onto them. Or at least, it felt like it.
“Jeez, pup,” Nic muttered, but she was secretly grateful for the interruption.
Her skin was hot and it tingled where Tayen’s fingers had touched, and she felt a little light-headed too. Must be that walk, she decided. The easy stroll she’d had in mind had turned into an hour’s trek.
“Good thing my guitar case is waterproof.”
 “I’m sorry, Tayen.” Nic grabbed hold of her wet dog as he would have gone to sniff it.
“Don’t be! Really, it’s no issue. And watching him having fun is good for the soul.”
“Yeah, that’s for sure.” Nic kissed him on the nose. “He’s a regular miracle.”
“Hey, I made a huge pot of chili yesterday. You two fancy dinner at my house tonight?”
Tayen’s mildly surprised expression, even as she asked, led Nic to suspect that she hadn’t planned to. She wondered briefly if it was the same for Tayen as when she’d wanted to hold her hand… And found herself both amused and slightly taken aback by the idea. It occurred to her as well to decline, and let her off the hook. And me too… But it was only a fleeting thought before she replied, with a certain amount of trepidation.
“I need to clean up first. Shall I meet you there?”
As joy and anticipation replaced surprise and hesitation on Tayen’s face, Nic also relaxed a fraction.
“Perfect! Come over as soon as you’re ready.”
“Can I bring Yuri?”
“Gosh, yes! Hey, don’t bother otherwise!”
“I see. Should I just send him on his own?”
 “Nope.” Tayen matched her grin with an amused chuckle, before her eyes turned a lovely shade of dreamy and she caught her lower lip lightly in between her teeth. “No, I want you too, Nic.”
 She could not possibly have any idea of how she looked in that moment (unbelievably attractive); or how her last sentence sounded (like a pick-up line). Nic reminded herself that she must be imagining things. And clearly, Tayen had no clue. This being said, if Nic hadn’t known that the woman in front of her was married, and to a guy as well, she would have taken it to mean that the dinner invite was not innocent. Of course, she’s separated from him… Probably not going back either. She was quick to shut down these thoughts. Too dangerous. Stupid, really. Maybe she needed to invite Becks over for the weekend if the prospect of a new friendship with a straight neighbor was going to send her mind into a spin like that…
 “Are you okay?” Tayen shot out a hand when she pushed to her feet and stumbled slightly.
 “Yeah, just stiff from the walk.”
 “Alright. See you for dinner in a bit then!”
 “See you.”
 Nic whistled Yuri and she headed in the opposite direction, back to the cabin. Washing off bits of dust and gravel embedded in her elbow and knee made her curse out loud in the shower. From the other side of the curtain, Yuri answered with a valiant puppy howl.
 “Yeah, thanks for the moral support, buddy.” She laughed when his wet nose popped under the curtain, soon followed by a pair of inquisitive brown eyes. “Don’t worry, I’m not drowning yet.”
 Feeling human again after the shower, she slapped a Band-Aid over her knee and another one on her elbow, and headed to the kitchen to feed the beast.
 “There will be zero begging at the table tonight when we’re at Tayen’s house. Got it, pup?” Even with his head buried into the bowl, his tail never stopped wagging. “Okay, glad we’re in agreement.”
She dressed in jeans and a black shirt, and paused to glance in the mirror on her way out of the bedroom. Not something she often bothered with these days, but she did give herself a quick assessment. She’d lost a ton of weight and muscle in the hospital, but managed to put most of it back on, thanks to Carla’s gentle reminders to eat and her home-made cooking. She was still on the lean side, which was no bad thing. Definitely on the mend. The dark circles under her eyes, constant pallor, and haunted look that went with trauma, also were no longer in evidence. Overall, Nic determined that she looked, ‘Not too shabby’. Becks had often put it that way, along with a hungry smile and a sexual glint in her eyes. Tayen eyed her differently; with a lot of interest. Curiosity. Without concern, but with friendly appreciation. And also, yeah, for sure, she did look. Nic wasn’t entirely sure what it meant, or why it made her stomach twist.
“Stop fretting,” she muttered at her own reflection. “It’s not like this is a date, is it?”



CHAPTER 9
“Calm down, woman!” Tayen grumbled at her own self. “It’s not like this is a date!”
Still, she showered, changed, briefly straightened her hair, and put on earrings. Earrings! Then she performed a quick waltz around the already tidy house to double-check that it was all in order. She set the table for two outside, on the wooden-decked back porch. Pouring herself a glass of red wine, she took a rather large sip of it (for nerves) and observed the red and yellow cliffs on the other side of the valley. She’d discovered that it was her favorite time of day here; golden hour, when it looked like the sun bowed to the earth and showered the surrounding canyons in its fiery embrace. The idea made her snort. Fiery embrace? She was no poet, and she recognized that the setting sun, no matter how nice, had nothing to do with her inspiration. Tayen thought of her mother, and her comment about the miscarriage. If only she knew the real reason for the separation… And that I am the only one to blame… The truth might give her mother a metaphorical heart attack. A polite knock on the front door interrupted her musings, which was very good timing since her thoughts were turning dark. Now just relax, relax, relax…
“And enjoy tonight,” she said out loud.
Tayen opened the door and, not for the first time, her mind went still at the sight of Nic. She had changed into blue-jeans, a pair of polished boots, and a long-sleeved, tailored black shirt with the top few buttons undone. Dark-blond hair attractively tousled, blue eyes shining with a smile... She was beautiful. And surely it was fine, Tayen reflected, to notice that about another woman. Right? Nic was using her cane, which added a touch of attractive vulnerability to her strong looks.
“Hi.” Tayen returned her smile. “You look nice.”
“Thanks. You too.” Nic allowed her gaze to travel, taking in the loose black capri pants that she wore with a pair of sandals, and her short-sleeved, dark-pink, silk shirt. She did not stare, but it did not feel hurried either. Tayen decided that she enjoyed the lazy scrutiny, and she noted a fresh sparkle in Nic’s eyes when their gazes locked again. “I like your earrings.”
 Of all the times Tayen had worn something different, and Mark had failed to notice it… Here this woman took one look at her and spotted the difference. It meant more than Nic probably realized.
 “Thank you. And for this as well.” Tayen stepped forward to relieve her of the six-pack of Heineken that Nic carried in her free hand.
 “You’re welcome. Yuri brought you a stick.”
 Tayen glanced at the surprisingly well-behaved puppy who sat proudly on the first step, with a stick hanging out of his mouth which would be too large to fit through the door. She would have laughed at that, and positively melted as she noticed the little bow tie on his collar.
 “Oh, Nic! I’m going to have to take a photo.”
 “Go right ahead, I already did. This is Yuri’s first time being invited to dinner, so we’re making it special.”
Nic’s pleasure, and her affection for her four-legged friend, were so obvious and endearing that Tayen almost grabbed her for a hug. At least, that... Not sure how it would be received, she squatted down to Yuri’s level and kissed him on the nose.
 “You’re such a handsome boy.“ His sweet little face broke into a doggy grin, as if he understood. “Can you say hi? Give me your paw?” He did; first one, then the other. And an extra lick for good measure. Tayen laughed. “Good boy, Yuri. Come on in, friends!”
 Nic preferred beer before dinner, so Tayen switched to that as well. They sat on the back porch with the puppy, who seemed keen to investigate this new space.
 “There’s a good fence at the back on this side of the house.” Tayen mentioned it when he trotted off in that direction, with his nose up in the air. “He won’t be able to run off anywhere.”
 “Good. Actually, I think he’s a bit afraid of going in the woods.”
 “Oh, yeah? I guess that’s better in a way, isn’t it?”
“Yes, he tends to stay close. I’m happy with that.” Nic shot a glance up at the sky. “Looks clear over there too, at least for the moment.”
 “No rain is forecast overnight if that’s what you mean.”
 “Mm. No, I meant no puppy-snatching eagles in sight.”
 “Ah, of course.” Tayen saw the way that Yuri kept glancing back, as if checking that Nic was still sitting there. “He’s clearly very attached to you.”
 “Yes. I’ve become his mom, cook, pillow, and playmate all at once.” Nic was relaxed, leaning back with her beer in hand and one leg crossed comfortably at the ankle. “I’m totally in love with him too.”
 “I can see why.”
 “Before him, though, I was always more into cats.”
 “I guess that’s like a typical lesbian, uh?”
Even as she uttered the words, it occurred to Tayen that she must be possessed by some crazy entity. Had to be, for her to be blurting out this kind of outrageous stuff…
“Hey!” Nic protested, though clearly only just for form. She was laughing, looking genuinely amused and entertained. Then, she countered. “What else do you know about being a lesbian?”
Tayen felt kinda terrified... Kinda tempted to play. And full-on having fun. Relaxing. And it was incredibly good.
“Only general gossip,” she offered with a small grin.
Nic’s blue eyes sparkled like diamonds. The little one-sided smirk that Tayen had noticed before was back and in full effect. Damn, she looked good!
“Like what?” she prompted. “Come on, hit me with it.”
“Okay. Well… All lesbians drive SUVs or Jeep Wranglers.”
“Not all,” Nic corrected with a straight face, though her lips twitched. “Just the butch ones.”
“Is that what you are? You drive a Wrangler.”
“Then I must be. What do you think, Tayen?”
Those brilliant eyes lingered over her, silently teasing. Oh, yes… Absolutely, she was. And they both knew that Tayen had recognized the fact. She still gave her a slow once-over, jokingly indulging.
“Hmm…”
Nic arched a laughing eyebrow. “Yes? Am I, or what?”
“According to some stereotypes I am aware of, you qualify as butch, yes.” A prime example, in fact. If Nic asked her if she liked it, Tayen would die. Happily, but she’d totally collapse. Probably would need resuscitation through mouth-to-mouth. Oh my God!
“What else?”
“You’re on a roll, aren’t you?” Tayen stalled, but this was fun too.
“Yeah, I’m enjoying this topic,” Nic confirmed. “I feel in the right mood to debunk a few more myths. What else did you hear about lesbians?”
“That they hate men. I know it’s lame.”
“I hope so, because that’s a ridiculous one. As a Marine and an astronaut, a woman in a man’s world, so to speak, I can tell you: I love men. Good strong guys who don’t feel like they have to apologize for being male and who are not afraid to behave like it, even better.” Nic flashed a grin which was nicely on the coy side. “Just don’t want to kiss them or have ‘em in my bed, that’s all.”
“Never?” Tayen dared to ask.
“Not even once. I don’t like the term ‘Gold-star lesbian’, but in case you came across it
in your research, I guess I happen to be one. What’s the matter?” she added when Tayen stared, open-mouthed.
“Uh… I haven’t been doing research.”
“Right.” There was another twitch of the lips, which Tayen could see were full and soft and beautifully shaped. “Of course not.” Nic winked. “Only teasing, my friend. Be okay if you had, too.”
The idea of Nic kissing a woman was appealing to Tayen, and not even a little bit strange. Slightly too close to home at this time, maybe. Definitely. She felt herself blush in embarrassment, and she chuckled.
“I’m sorry, Nic.”
“About what?”
“I am not normally so forward.”
“What’s forward about this?”
“You know… Lesbian stuff. Gold stars. Your sex life!”
“Mmm…” Again, Nic’s eyes flickered in amusement. “This sounds like typical straight woman talk from you.”
 She was effortlessly and disarmingly funny. Whip-smart, obviously. And excellent company. Tayen was enjoying the topic of conversation a little too much as well to let it go. Encouraged by Nic’s laid-back attitude, she kept going.
 “Why does this sound like I am not going to like what you say next?” she challenged.
 “No idea. Who knows? You might like it. I think you will.”
 “Tell me, then. What’s the goss on straight women from the lesbian side?”
 “Too traditional, socially brainwashed, stuck in their ways.” Nic ticked them off on her fingers. “Overly dependent on their men, or manipulative. Or both. Dangerous…”
 “Whoa, hold on!” Tayen interrupted, definitely not liking it. “These are not amusing stereotypes like I gave you. What made you think I would appreciate it?”
 Nic’s warm, glittering blue eyes, settled gently on her face.
“Because it isn’t true, of course. You strike me as intelligent, open-minded, talented, fun to be with, daring, and adventurous. And a very beautiful woman too.”
 “Daring and adventurous?” Tayen seized on these two, the least likely in her own mind, to avoid blushing some more at the string of compliments. “Really?”
 “Well, sure.” Nic’s smile turned a little crooked. “Inviting a short-haired, Wrangler-driving, butch lesbian to your house for dinner is daring and adventurous.”
 “You are quite charming.”
 “Aw shucks. You know, that’s a lesbian thing.”
Tayen suppressed a smile. Oh, boy. This no longer felt quite like a friendly conversation, but flirting of the highest order. Nic was good at it. Tayen was stunned and rather pleased to realize that she could hold her own too.
“Tell me,” she prompted. “Why dangerous?”
“Because some straight women will seduce you, tease you, play with you and pretend to love you. Then break your heart in the end after they got what they wanted.”
“Which is?”
“A lesbian experience.”
 “Man, that’s harsh.”
 “Yep.” Nic chuckled as she sipped on her beer. “Tell me about it.”
***
This was turning into a bit of a strange evening. Or better said: unexpected. Also, frankly, delightful. So when Tayen apologized once again, Nic wondered why.
 “Well.” The woman shrugged, a mix of guilty and sheepish. Her brown eyes, Nic noted, sparkled beautifully. She was having fun, definitely. Still, Tayen must have felt the need to deny it on some level. Conditioning, no doubt. “I’m being really nosy. And I don’t want to bring up painful memories for you.”
 “You think I had my heart broken by a straight woman?”
 “I think you’re probably speaking from experience. Yes.”
 “Straight woman guilt,” Nic declared, hiding a smile which came out fully when Tayen pouted. “Don’t worry, my heart’s all mended. And I am enjoying this. Makes a lovely change from endless conversations about my broken back, broken career, and broken spirit.”
 This was revealing quite a lot, especially the last part. Other than Carla, no one knew about her mental state and how scary low she’d gone with it. Tayen was sensitive enough to steer clear of that topic, but she showed daring with her second choice.
 “Is your career really broken?”
 “Ah… Well. It depends. To be honest, I’ve got amazing job offers coming out of my ears. I could stay put with NASA, or go work at SpaceX. A bunch of other aerospace companies have got in touch with me too. All keen to sign me up.”
 “Wow.” Tayen flashed a thoughtful grin. “Sounds… Pretty good, uh?”
 “Pretty good,” Nic nodded. “Yes. Can’t deny it.”
 “Though I suppose even the best jobs lack excitement when you’ve been on the sharp edge of things, right?”
 God, yes! “I’m glad you understand. I know I’m very lucky. Really, I could be dead. Or paralyzed.”
 “Shit.” Tayen winced.
 “Yep. So, I should be grateful. And I am,” Nic added. “Hell, I really am. It’s just that I’m not ready for a support role yet, no matter how appealing the company or the salary.”
 Tayen reached over to squeeze her wrist, a gesture which held sympathy, surprising reassurance, and also a startling sense of familiarity, all at once.
 “I guess I’m greedy,” Nic shrugged.
 “What makes you say that?”
 “I got a chance to go to space. It was a dream come true. I should be satisfied.”
“Mmm. And yet, it’s not enough.”
“No. It sure isn’t.”



CHAPTER 10
Because Tayen looked at her with such patient understanding, and also did not push, Nic told her a bit more.
“I was scheduled to do a space walk on that tour, but the accident robbed me of the chance. Of course, just being onboard the ISS is awesome. Looking back at Earth through the windows in the cupola was the greatest thing I ever got to do. But it was still from inside the station, and you can feel quite removed and insulated. So I’m grateful for what I got, but it’s a bit like being told you haven’t won the big prize and having to convince any-one you’re just grateful to be nominated.”
Tayen smiled. “You wanted the real thing, uh?”
“To float in the middle of all that space. Yes.”
“I think I’d be the same. Inside must feel so close… And yet so far.”
“Totally. It’s great that you get that.” Without thinking, Nic clasped her hand. “Other astronauts told me what it would be like. Not just a huge adrenaline rush, though it is… But also, the most beautiful human experience. Really, like a spiritual thing. Just you, your spacesuit, and visor against the vacuum of space.”
“Wow. It sounds beautiful…”
“It does, right?”
“Certainly. And pretty terrifying. Now that you describe it like this, I’m not sure I’d have the courage to step out into ‘The vacuum of space’.”
 Tayen shivered lightly when she said that, alerting Nic that she was still holding her hand and that it might turn awkward at any moment. A prospect far scarier to her than going floating in the middle of the universal void. She gently disengaged, under pretense of picking up Yuri, who wanted on her lap.
 “If you’re curious enough, you don’t need much courage,” she reflected. “I was in love with it all then. Still am. I think you would be too, Tayen.”
 “I love the way you talk about it, for sure. Would you like another beer?”
 “Yeah, why not.”
 Tayen hurried into the kitchen as if she looked forward to coming back. Wishful thinking much? Well. Nothing wrong with noticing that the evening was going well. And Nic smiled when Tayen walked back out with two beers and a bag of dog treats.
 “Is he allowed a couple?”
 “Yes.” she put him down. “But he’s got to earn it.”
 “No problem. What have you taught him so far?”
 “Basic positions like sit, lie down, roll over…”
 “Okay, let’s see.” Tayen knelt in front of the puppy. “Yuri. Sit.”
 Miracle of miracles, he obeyed first time.
 “Paw,” Tayen commanded, and received a perfect puppy handshake in return. “What a good boy! Now kiss!” Yuri licked her nose and promptly earned himself a treat. “Good job, Yuri! Such a good puppy!”
 “Cute trick with the kiss, but that was totally random.” Nic laughed as Tayen beamed.
 “No, it wasn’t. I’m a good trainer, obviously.”
 “Huh-uh. Yeah, obviously. A good lucky trainer.”
 “Did you know he likes kissing straight women?”
 Tayen fixed her with an enigmatic glance and almost made her choke on a mouthful of beer. Hard to tell if she was teasing, simply ironic, or dead serious. Nic experienced a tiny flutter in her belly and she just went with the first answer that crossed her mind.
 “Of course, he wants to kiss you. He’s a smart puppy.”
 There now. Tayen averted her gaze but not quickly enough. Nic caught a telling flicker in her eyes. There was surprise there, pleasure, uncertainty. To stop herself from reading too much into the middle one, and to soften the impact of her statement for Tayen as well, she issued a joking challenge.
 “Let’s see if you’re really a good trainer. Make him do it again.”
 “Alright.” Tayen smiled at an attentive Yuri. “Puppy, sit. Good boy! Bark.” To demonstrate, she did it herself, prompting Yuri to bark in imitation.
 Nic rolled her eyes. “That’s cheating.”
 “Hush,” Tayen ordered. “Yuri, lie down. Up. Sit. Good boy! Now kiss!”
 This time, Yuri threw himself into her arms, scrambled all over her, and licked her face.
 “Fail,” Nic declared.
 “No way!” Tayen protested, laughing. “It was brilliant and you know it. Also, great efforts deserve a treat.” She gave Yuri another one, and Nic a gentle, inviting glance. “Now I’m ready for food. Shall we?”
 As the sun dipped over the cliffs and disappeared behind Wolf Peak, she served a perfectly flavored chili with home-made corn bread and a zesty green salad on the side. Nic polished off her plate without trying to hide her enthusiasm, or the fact that she was absolutely starving after her unplanned afternoon hike. When offered a second round, she nodded happily.
 “Yes, please. This is fantastic. Just the right amount of spice and a lovely kick. Thanks, Tayen.”
 “Thank you,” Tayen replied. “It’s great to cook for someone who enjoys it.”
 “Mm. Would be hard not to.” Nic held back on a question, unwilling to push and ruin the atmosphere.
 She would leave it to her host to bring up the subject if she wanted to. After a slight pause, Tayen did.
 “I don’t think Mark ever really noticed any food I cooked for him. Not that I often did, to be honest. We used to order out a lot. But still…”
 She stared at the table, eyebrows furrowed and her mouth twisted in wonder. Nic decided that she may as well ask the rest of it. Tayen had not been overly shy or restrained with her own questions, after all.
 “I suppose there’s more than just this behind your wish to take a break,” she prompted.
Leaving it nice and open in case Tayen was uncomfortable discussing her relationship. It soon appeared that she was not.
 “Yes,” she said. “A lot more.” And then, bluntly. “I had a miscarriage.”
 “Oh. Wow… I’m sorry.”
***
“No, no…” Catching a flash of genuine regret on her face, Tayen reached across the table to touch her hand in reassurance. When Nic went still, just looking at her, she removed it slowly. “I don’t mind you asking. It’s just that, um…” She searched for the right word, the least offensive way to say it, and exhaled in frustration when nothing came to mind. “Nic, this is going to sound really bad.”
 Patient blue eyes held her own, and Nic gave a small smile.
 “It’s okay. You’re allowed to feel whatever you feel.”
 “Gosh. How are you so—” Attractive… “Nice? Wise?”
 “Wise?” This brought out an ironic chuckle. “When you know me a bit better, you might change your mind about that. But thanks. So, what were you about to say?”
 “That I’m glad,” Tayen admitted. “And incredibly relieved. I didn’t want to be pregnant. I never felt that I wanted a child. If there was a baby in the room right now, I can tell you, I’d be on the floor playing with Yuri!” When her voice caught in her throat, she reached for her glass of wine. “I mean it. Not trying to be funny.”
 “No, I get that.”
“When I found out I was pregnant, it was like a hard punch in the chest. I fainted. It was like I couldn’t breathe. Like a prison door slamming shut behind me. And the thing is, we were so careful! You know, I just can’t… I’m not a mother. No offense to women who feel that vibe, but it’s just not me.”
Nic nodded, calmly accepting.
“I know exactly what you mean. I’m happy for you that you won’t have to go through an experience that makes you feel so powerless and trapped.”
Powerless. Yes, Nic clearly understood.
“That’s right.” Tayen nodded. “Or have to decide not to go through with the pregnancy.” She watched her for any hint of judgement or condemnation, but all she saw on Nic’s handsome face was compassion and understanding. “Paradoxically, it also feels wrong.”
“How do you mean?”
“I had a life growing inside of me. I am not totally blind to the miracle that this was. It’s a relief the miscarriage happened very early on in the pregnancy.”
 “Definitely a blessing, yes.”
 “Mmm. And also…”
When she stopped, again, it was Nic’s turn to reach over to touch her hand.
 “Hey, look. Perhaps this is enough for today. I’m still just a stranger, aren’t I?”
 “No, actually.” Tayen squeezed her fingers. “You don’t feel like a stranger              at all. It’s just that I’m still figuring stuff out in my own head, so…”
 “Don’t worry about it then. I suppose the miscarriage made you take a good look at your life and notice where some things were out of alignment.”
 “Yes, that’s it.”
 “There’s been a lot of that over the last few years... I know many people who were hit hard and had to completely re-invent themselves.”
 “And are they happy for the change?”
“Most are, yes.” Nic wriggled her eyebrows, comically. “My friend Carla would tell you it must be a sign from the universe. She’s big on this sort of thing.”
“She sounds wise too. I think I would be in full agreement.”
“Good for you, Tayen. Have to admit I wasn’t so receptive when she said it to me about my accident.” Nic used corn bread to soak up a final trace of chili on her plate and she popped it in her mouth with obvious pleasure. “It’s all about the timing of it, I suppose. You need to digest the events before the lessons can emerge.”
 “I think I have a bit more digesting to do.”
 “Fair enough. You should take your time.”
“Just to be clear as well, I am not the victim in this. It’s been hard for Mark too. The separation was not his idea. I’ve been going through a lot of change that he doesn’t understand. I don’t blame him for not agreeing that we need a break.”
 Nic sat back in her chair with a small nod.
“You know best when it comes to that, of course. I was just concerned the other day when he tried to get physical with you. I wouldn’t have intervened in your private stuff otherwise.”
“I understand that.”
And we probably wouldn’t be having dinner now if you hadn’t. Talk about a sign from the universe! Nic’s sudden appearance in her life struck Tayen as incredibly serendipitous. Once again, she kept that for herself.
“It was a one-off, you know? Him getting physical.”
“Still one too many.” Nic was firm with that statement. “But it’s good to hear.”
Under her calm and friendly exterior, Tayen perceived pure strength and an intriguing whiff of… What? she wondered. It was not danger, exactly… Not violence either. More like a sense of controlled aggression. As if Nic would be able to turn it on and off at will, like the way she’d used just the right amount of force when she came to her rescue.
“How long did you say you were a Marine?” Tayen asked.
“Still am.” Nic flashed an attractive grin. “Semper Fi. If you mean active duty, before I joined NASA, it was twelve years.”
“Yes, that’s what I meant. I can feel it. It’s nice.”
“Feel what? My lean, mean, killing machine side?”
“I wouldn’t call it that,” Tayen chuckled.
“What would you call it then?”
“I’m not sure… But it feels comfortable with you, and safe. I get the feeling that you’re solid, and would know what to do in any situation.”
“Thanks,” Nic murmured.
“Thank you for not freaking out when I told you about the miscarriage. My own mother refuses to understand. She thinks it must have affected my brain and that’s why I left Mark. Talking to you is a breath of fresh air.”
“You’re a good listener as well. Sorry I ate up all your left-overs.”
“Definitely wasn’t just you. And I’m glad you had a good go!” Tayen laughed with a deepening sense of happiness and connection. “You’ve got to know, that’s the best compliment for me.”
“Then I guess I’m not really sorry. The chili was ace.”
“Thank you. I take it you’re not much of a cook, uh?”
“Not much. Correct. Another reason I enjoyed being on the space station. Everything up there comes pre-cooked in pouches, neatly labeled. Mm…” Nic sighed in longing. “It was bliss while it lasted.”
“I think I’d go a bit nuts if I had to spend weeks or months somewhere like that, to be honest,” Tayen reflected again. “No fresh air, no trees, artificial light 24/7…”
“True. There are some challenging aspects to life onboard.”
“The space station is basically just a series of large tubes all linked together, right?”
“Our most ambitious construction off-planet so far, our best tool for the long-term exploration of space is, indeed, ‘Just a series of large tubes’, interconnected. Wow, Tayen,” Nic eyed her with a raised eyebrow, ironically. “You know just how to bring it down to Earth, uh?”
Tayen winked. “That’s what it’s for, isn’t it?”
“Huh?”
“To benefit human beings back on Earth?”
It was, she reflected again when Nic smiled, really lovely to chat with her, and to tease her a little.
“Once again, you are correct.”
“What about the Moon?”
“What about it?”
“Are they really going to build a base on it?”
 “Yes, they— We are.” Nic’s expression was part wounded and part defiant when she added. “My goal is to regain enough fitness to earn my spot back on the landing crew.”



CHAPTER 11
Nic settled into a comfortable routine. Wake up at 05:00 every morning. Enjoy a cup of coffee and watch the sunrise after she fed Yuri. Go on with a stretching session which also served as a warm-up. Then she would down her pre-workout and do light weights and core work for ninety minutes or so. Shower, a solid breakfast, followed by a steady walk. Just three to five miles on some of the trails behind the cabin. She had traded the cane for a hiking pole; it was good for balance, though she tried not to rely on it too much. Back early afternoon before it got too hot. More stretching to recover from the walk and plenty of fluids. Lunch invariably consisted of a big salad and a protein shake. She was usually ready for a little nap then, out on the terrace with Yuri stretched out next to her. He was enjoying the daily walks too, and was no longer spooked in the middle of the woods. Because of the distance involved, he usually ended up in the chest carrier that Nic wore for that purpose. More core work for her, and all the better. But he was, after all, still just a baby. Tayen liked to refer to him as that, usually with a mushy smile and squeaky voice. She’d fallen hard for Yuri, which was no surprise given his overwhelming cuteness. Nic also was doing her best not to think too much about how cute the woman herself was. Dinner at Tayen’s house the other night had been followed by a shared coffee in town, when Nic bumped into her after a physio session. And the day’s hike to Wolf Peak, which Tayen had been the one to suggest, was approaching fast. The prospect of testing herself on a longer and more technical hike appealed to Nic. So was the idea of exploring a beautiful canyon, and maybe seeing a waterfall as well. Because she never lied to herself, she also had to admit that the thought of spending the entire day with Tayen was the most exciting thing of all.
 “Tayen, yes,” Carla commented when Nic mentioned the upcoming excursion to her. “You brought up that name before, didn’t you?”
 “Yes, she’s the woman I met on the first day I got here.”
 “That’s right, I remember now. She’s your neighbor.”
 “Yep.”
“I see. So…”
 “So? What?”
“Is she still nice?”
 “Yes.”
 “Still married?”
 “Carla,” Nic said in a warning tone.
 “What?” her friend was quick to laugh. “Just checking, eh!”
 “Yeah, yeah…”
 “Come on, Nic, where’s your sense of humor?”
 “It’s there. Just waiting for you to say something funny.”
 “Haha. You, on the other hand, are hilarious as ever.” After supporting her through weeks of difficult rehab, Carla was used to much worse comments coming from Nic, and not so easily intimidated. “Just relax, babe,” she instructed. “You know I was worried about you turning into a hermit up there, so I think it’s great that you made a friend.”
 “Thought you might. Though what’s with the way you put it, ‘Made a friend’?” Nic snorted. “Why are you talking to me as if I were three, all of a sudden?”
“Sometimes, I feel it’s required.”
“I guess you’re trying for another joke, uh.”
“Shut up,” Carla laughed. “Seriously now: you seem to be doing well, Nic. Your voice is back to clear and strong. Sounding like your old self once again. That’s great to hear.”
 “Thanks. Being here in the fresh air and training every day is making a real difference. Lots of stretching too. I do it for two hours in the morning, and another one before bed. My back isn’t as painful, and I am regaining core strength and mobility. I can walk for longer periods without a cane.”
 “Fab. So, I thought you’d like to hear that Jason Mack came to see me at work yesterday.”
 “Oh yeah?”
“He was asking about you.”
 Nic’s pulse shot up faster than a SpaceX rocket at the news. Former astronaut and NASA administrator, Colonel Jason Mack, was one of the key decision makers on the Artemis program.
“What was he asking exactly?”
 “Where you were, how you were doing. I pretty much told him exactly what you just said: that you were away focusing on training and recovery, and getting brilliant results.”
 Nic blew out a quick breath. “Excellent. Thank you, Car.”
 “Of course, darling.”
“What do you think it means that he wanted to know?”
 “I think, just what you’re hoping for,” Carla replied without hesitation. “You know Mack, right? If he’s asking, that’s because he’s still got an eye on you for selection. Otherwise he wouldn’t bother, or pretend to care.”
 “Mmm. Yeah, pretending is not his style.”
“He asked for your personal cell phone number, so I gave it to him.”
 “He hasn’t called.” Nic was instantly anxious.
 “Don’t worry about it,” Carla assured. “The next round of selection isn’t till October, so there’s plenty of time. I’m sure he’ll call when he’s ready. In the meantime, stay focused and keep up the good work.”
 “You’ve just given me a booster shot of extra motivation.”
 “Don’t overdo it, of course.”
 “No, no, I won’t.”
 “So, about Tayen.” Nic groaned when Carla circled back to the previous topic. “Shush, just tell me: is she the sort of woman you normally go for?”
 “You mean a straight, married woman? Yeah, I’m a sucker for the unavailable type.”
 “Jeez, you’re in a mood, woman!”
Carla was still laughing though, which had Nic smiling in return.
“Sorry. Too much pre-workout in my system, I suppose.”
She decided not to confess to the unthinkable: that she had just been online to google the recipe for carbonara sauce. It was her favorite with spaghetti, and she figured it would be nice to have it in the freezer. Just in case she wanted to invite Tayen for dinner some time. Like, maybe after the hike.
“So, it’s all good?” Carla prompted. “You’re not in trouble up there with some straight girl, are you?”
 “Not in trouble,” Nic promised, and crossed her fingers that it would remain the case.
***
It was the following night, around eleven o’clock. She was just drifting off to sleep, with the bedroom window wide open, when the sound of gravel crunching outside caught her attention. Then two seconds later, there was a hard knock on the door. Nic was up quickly and silently. She kept her loaded service weapon in the side drawer. Not that she ever thought she’d need to use it here, but you never knew... Semper fi. And always ready. Before arming herself though, she glanced out the window. Spotted a familiar mountain bike leaned down in front of the porch, and a woman pacing up and down next to it. Nic pulled on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt and she hurried downstairs, leaving Yuri to snuggle back on his own across her pillow.
 “Hey, Tayen.”
 “Nic.” Tayen’s eyes were wild and much darker than usual. She was pale and looking close to tears. “I’m sorry to disturb you so late…”
 “That’s okay.” Nic checked behind the distraught woman for signs of incoming trouble before she pulled her inside. “What is it, Tayen? Is your husband here?”
 “No, no.”
 “Are you hurt?”
“No, it’s my mother. She—”
 Nic caught her elbow when she stumbled over one of Yuri’s toys across the floor.
 “Come and sit down,” she invited. “Breathe.”
 “Yes… Thanks. I’m okay.”
Tayen sat on the couch as directed, and while she took in a nice deep breath. Nic took a closer look at her. She was in jeans and an old pair of Nike sneakers. One unlaced. Her t-shirt was on inside out. Clearly, she must have left the house in a hurry.
“Tell me what’s going on,” she prompted, and joined her on the sofa.
“I got a text from Mark,” Tayen started. A bit calmer now, though Nic could feel how tense she still was under the skin. Thinking it might help, and because it felt like the right thing to do, she took her hand. Without seeming to notice, Tayen held on tightly. “My mom had a bad fall.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. How is she?”
“I don’t know! Mark said in his text that he was on his way to the hospital.” Tayen shook, deep concern and anger flashing in her eyes in equal measures. “You’d think he’d get in touch, right? Or answer my calls!”
“You haven’t had an update from your husband?”
“No, I keep getting his answerphone. It can’t be too serious, or he would tell me… He wouldn’t just…” She shivered. “I hope to God he would tell me, and not play his fucking games!”
This hinted at toxicity and manipulation in the relationship. The bastard, Nic reflected in disgust, though she held back from saying it out loud so as not to add to Tayen’s distress.
“I’m sure he would tell you if it was serious,” she nodded in agreement. “He’s probably busy helping out and forgot about his phone.”
“Maybe…”
“Have you tried to speak direct to your mom?”
“Yes, but her cell is switched off.”
“Okay.” Nic moved a little closer to pass an arm around her shoulders. She could feel Tayen trembling. “Just tell me what I can do to help, Tay.”
***
Tay… Nic used the shorter version of her name for the first time, unprompted. It made Tayen shiver again, but with pleasure this time. The way she held her too; close and easy, should not have made such a huge difference… But it did. How was it possible to feel so at home and comfortable with a woman that she’d more or less only just met? Tayen wondered about that. Then again, they had been extremely open with each other. Already shared a lot since their first encounter. And Nic definitely did not feel like a stranger.
 “I’ll need to go back to Santa Ana for at least—” Startled by the sudden ringing of her phone, Tayen jumped and promptly dropped it. Nic picked it up silently and passed it back. “Thanks. It’s Mark.”
 She had to stand for this; nerves and adrenaline made it too hard not to shake otherwise.
 “How is my mother?”
 “In bits,” came the acid reply.
 “Dammit, Mark! Tell me straight what she’s—”
 “Relax, will you?” he grunted. “She fell down the stairs and broke her right leg. Her wrist too, they think. She’s all covered in bruises.”
 “Are you in the hospital?”
 “Yes. You should be too.”
 “Let me speak with her.”
 “Nope.”
 Tayen could have screamed. Or cried in sheer frustration. She was, actually, crying in frustration. She did manage to keep it out of her voice; just barely. But she could not prevent a few tears from rolling down her cheeks. Nic stood up and gave her shoulders a gentle squeeze from behind before heading to the kitchen. Tayen figured she wanted to give her space and privacy. It occurred to her how utterly sensitive and thoughtful this was, and that she did not mind if Nic saw her cry.
 “Why can’t I speak with her?” she asked.
 “She’s with her doctor right now. They’re looking at her leg and checking the rest.”
 “The rest?” Tayen repeated, fighting for control.
 “Yeah, whatever else it is they do.”
 “So they’re making sure that she’s alright.” She breathed a little better to know this. Her mother was in good hands. “Tell her she can call me as soon as she’s able.”
 “Huh-uh.”
 She closed her eyes, prayed for patience. “Let her know that I’ll be there tomorrow.”
 “Ah. I wondered if you’d bother.”
 “Well you can stop wondering then!”
 Tayen ended the call before he could reply, and she resisted the urge to fling her phone across the room. Asshole. She rubbed her hands over her face, remembered to breathe, and that at least her mother was being looked after properly. This was the most important thing, not petty disputes with Mark.
 “How are you?” Nic inquired softly from behind her.
 “Better.” Tayen quickly filled her in on what had just been shared.
 “How old is your mother?”
 “Seventy. Pretty fit for her age.”
 “She’ll be okay then, I’m sure. Here’s some water.”
 She was so kind, and her smile so warm... In such contrast to the vindictive man who claimed to love her that Tayen could not suppress a rush of emotion.
 “Nic… I’m sorry, I—”
 “Shh. It’s okay.”



CHAPTER 12
It seemed like the most natural thing in the world to relax when Nic pulled her into a gentle hug. Even easier for Tayen to wrap both arms around her neck and rest against her. When was the last time she’d been held for comfort? And actually found solace in the embrace? Don’t. She warned herself not to distort things because she was upset. This was all on her. Mark was reacting, and not in a nice way. Fine. But she was the one responsible for the rift between them. Tayen sighed and she became aware of Nic’s right hand, resting in the middle of her back. Her free arm circled around her waist. Their thighs were touching. It occurred to her as well that Nic was not wearing a lot. Just running shorts and an olive-green t-shirt with the letters USMC stenciled across the front. They were almost of the same height, with Nic just about an inch taller.
 “You give nice hugs,” Tayen heard herself murmur.
 “You too.” Nic’s answer was a breathy whisper against her ear.
She adjusted her hold ever so slightly. Tayen moved a hand down her back. She noticed the warmth of her body. How strong she felt. And then, it happened. The moment Tayen focused on the feel of her breasts, molded to a tight fit against her own, she lost it. Not obviously… Not that it showed… At least she hoped not. Jesus! But she could do nothing to stop her heart starting to race. Her legs turn to jelly. A flash of perfect heat shot down-wards and hit fiercely in the pit of her belly. Oh my God! She was aroused. Breathing hard, though she fought the reaction. Surely, Nic had to be able to feel the change in her… She’d have to be knocked-out not to. Slowly, Tayen began to pull back. For a brief moment, they were cheek to cheek, though not touching, as she did so. All she’d have to do was turn her head a little bit, and for Nic to do the same, for a lot more compromising stuff to happen. She made sure to keep her head straight, but she was still able to catch her gaze. Nic’s blue eyes had turned almost black. Her pupils were dilated, her lips slightly parted. She was breathing a little faster too.
 “Will you need a ride to the airport?”
 Tayen wasn’t sure if she had dreamt the reaction. When Nic released her, her voice was steady. Eyes back to normal, making her doubt what she had seen. Tayen blinked and she swallowed thickly.
 “Um, no. I’ll be fine for that. But I’d appreciate if you could keep an eye on the house while I’m gone.”
 “Of course. Not a problem.”
 “Thank you. Here’s a spare key.” Tayen fished it out of her pocket along with a small card. “That’s my cell phone number in case you need.”
 “Okay. When are you leaving?”
 “First thing in the morning.”
 “Want to chill for a minute?”
 “Chill?”
 Nic smiled. “Drink your water. Take another breath.”
 “You sure you don’t mind? It’s late and I already—”
 “I don’t mind.”
 Tayen dropped back onto the couch with her glass of water.
 “Thanks again. Sorry I sound a bit crazy just now.”
 “That’s okay. I’d be a bit worried and irritated if I were you as well.”
 “Yes. Both. I didn’t want to go back so soon.” Tayen closed her eyes as tears burned. Get yourself under control, for God’s sake! “I appreciate your patience, Nic. And your help. I think I should go.”
 Yet, Tayen made no move to stand up, and Nic ignored her last sentence.
 “Keep it in perspective,” she stated reasonably. “You’re not really ‘going back’. Just making your own decision to fly over and check on your mom.”
 “You’re right. I’m choosing that.”
“As soon as you see her and are able to speak to the doctors, find out what’s what for yourself, you’ll have a much better idea of how to deal with the situation.”
 “Yes, that’s true.”
 “You’ll feel less out of control and manipulated then.”
 Tayen finally managed to take the deep breath that she had been looking for. It made smiling easier too.
 “You understand me so perfectly. How is that?”
 Nic raised a single shoulder in reaction.
 “I can relate to having to adjust to circumstances outside of your control.”
“Of course… And it was really hardcore for you. Thank you for the pep talk and your support, Nic. I feel a lot more in control now.”
 “Good. And you’re welcome.”
 Tayen sighed as she remembered another thing.
“I’m sorry, I have to cancel the hike to Wolf Peak.”
 “Rain check. I won’t forget that you owe me a day out.”
 “Neither will I. And now I really should let you go back to bed.”
 Nic stood. “All the best to your mother, Tayen. Have a good trip, and don’t forget to breathe.”
 “Okay,” Tayen chuckled. “Give Yuri a kiss for me.”
 “Will do.”
She hesitated at the door. Time to go, and yet… Once more, the urge to linger was near impossible to resist. Nic returned her gaze when she paused to look at her. Just nice and steady, in no hurry. For a moment, they just stared at each other. Then Tayen leaned over. She rested a soft hand on her arm and gently kissed her on the cheek.
“See you soon, Nic.”
***
Nic lay in bed with Yuri across her chest and her cheek burning. Disappointment simmered at the thought of the canceled hike. Concern about her reaction to Tayen kept her awake, puzzled, and her mind racing. I almost kissed her. She’d hugged the woman without a second thought, just because Tayen was upset. At first, it was fine. Regular hug, no big deal. But then, Tayen went a little still and attentive, as if becoming more deeply aware of the physical contact. Nic certainly had, and at about the same time. Tayen’s body was firm all over. Her skin was hot. Nic heard her catch her breath, hold it a little bit. Arousal flooded through and almost took her legs. She’d be surprised if Tayen had not felt the pounding of her heart. When Nic started to let her go, it was like in slow motion. She was aware of every micro-movement… And the consequences of each move as well, should she lose her head and go with the flow a bit too much. When Tayen looked at her, and as Nic caught the heated flares in her golden brown eyes, she knew instinctively that Tayen would melt in her arms if she were to kiss her. She was also sure that her surrender would be short-lived. Past the first flash of contact, a moment of insanity, all that would remain was the realization that Nic could not be trusted. It certainly would ruin any potential for what could be a rewarding friendship. Did Nic care about that? She figured the answer was yes. So don’t be stupid. Let her go. She did. Nic pulled back gently from the hug. She got her expression under control, swallowed back her emotions, and forced herself to look away from Tayen’s gorgeous lips. Pretended she felt nothing, and that nothing had just happened. It cost her quite a bit. Now she lay back in bed, staring at the ceiling, and wondering about herself. Would it really be wise to pursue a friendship with a woman who obviously had the power to set her on fire like that? And would never satisfy? It was every lesbian’s nightmare, and she would do well to keep away.
 “Jeez. Nic.” She groaned at her own self. Sighed. How about you stop being so dramatic, eh?
 Aware that she would be useless the next day if she did not get some sleep ASAP, she used a technique she’d learned during her military training which guaranteed that she could fall asleep anywhere, anytime, under ten minutes. It worked. She was up at dawn the following morning, feeling both refreshed and a lot less agitated. Not to say that Tayen was not still firmly on her mind… Nic made herself a cup of coffee and she stepped outside to watch the sunrise. So beautiful… On impulse, she went back in to grab her phone.
***
Tayen had just made it to the airport when she received the text. Mark was being an ass, as per usual lately, and her mother cried on the phone when she finally reached her. Tayen would never consider not going to help when she needed her. Never! But she still felt irritated. Unwilling. And sort of guilty about both. Her legs were heavy with reluctance as she moved through Security and reached the Departure lounge. She’d packed for three days. It should give her enough time to comfort her mother, settle her in back at home, and deal with any adjustments needed to make her comfortable. Tayen planned to hit the supermarket as well, and cook some meals to store in the freezer. Two weeks’ worth, that should do it. She would give her mother her full attention and support for three whole days… And then, go back to Eagle Creek where she really wanted to be. Surely, this would be fair for everyone involved? When her phone pinged with a message from a number she didn’t recognize, she shot a weary glance at it.
 ‘Realized I didn’t give you my number. So here it is. Hope you’re OK. Nic.’
 Tayen was not prepared for the shiver that made her spine tingle. It was loaded with excitement, joy, relief. Longing… And something else as well, which made her feel instantly hot when she recognized it, and her thighs tremble. She had spent half the night thinking about the hug. Remembering it. Re-living it. Except that in her fantasies, for really, that’s what her sleepy musings were, she did turn her head aside. And Nic met her halfway for a sizzling kiss. Oh, man! The picture still had the power to undo her.
 ‘Hi!’ She texted back, both thumbs flying over the floating keyboard. ‘Thank you! I’m at the airport.’
 Well, duh. Nic would know that. And this also did nothing to convey how the text made her feel. Tayen decided that if she were on the other side, texting someone to show support, and all she received in return was an inane thanks and a boring location update, she might not bother next time.
 ‘Thanks for texting,’ she continued. ‘It made me feel…’ Ah. She hesitated a tiny bit more there. Quickly input and deleted a few options: amazing, seen, loved. Loved, for God’s sake! Shaking her head at her own self, she finished with:
 ‘Thanks for texting. Made me smile and feel strong. Just waiting to board now.’
 There. Not too much or too little, too remote or too friendly, if there was such a thing... The fact that a response came through immediately made her wonder if Nic had been waiting. Tayen readily admitted, to herself at least, that she would like it if this were the case. And she burst out laughing at the photo that Nic sent next. A blurred puppy head, a big pink tongue, and a lovely caption:
 ‘Yuri sends kisses.’
 Now, Tayen answered without thinking or deliberating.
 ‘Right back atcha both! What are you doing?’
 ‘Coffee and a stretch before training. Good luck for today. Keep me posted.’ A second text landed straight after this one. ‘If you want to.’
 Half the weight Tayen carried on her shoulders vanished in a split second.
 ‘I do want to,’ she typed. ‘Thanks Nic.’
 ‘TTYL,’ came the reply, and a little fist emoji.
 Tayen took it to mean ‘Be strong’, and fired off a final text. Just:
‘XO’
Was it okay to send virtual hugs and kisses? She shrugged. Why not? Nic was nice and Tayen wanted to be nice too. It also hit her, fully, for the first time… The most annoying thing about having to fly back to Santa Ana was not the prospect of another heated conversation with Mark, or that of having to handle her mother’s criticism for three days. It was being forced to walk away from Nic when the connection between them was still so new, so fresh, and tantalizing. Tayen boarded the plane with a pounding heart. Okay. Okay… Well, alright. Jeez! She blew air out sharply as she fastened her seatbelt. This was… Unexpected. Sort of.
“Oh, come on!” Impatient and irritated, she muttered under her breath.
Given her current situation, it was neither unexpected nor at all surprising. Just beautifully serendipitous. Signs from the universe, eh! Just as Nic had said her friend would call this sort of thing. Shortly, the plane took off. Tayen watched the airport, then the mountains, recede in the background as they gained altitude. She was torn between bubbling joy at the thought of her connection with Nic, and Fear with a capital F. Getting away for a few days might not be such a bad thing at this point...



CHAPTER 13
Nic stopped at Tayen’s borrowed house that evening. Following a scorcher of a day, she just wanted to open doors and windows and allow fresh air to circulate. She also quite liked the idea of doing something for her.
 “And how weird is that? Hey, Yuri?”
 Unconcerned, he made straight for the kitchen and the far counter, where a pack of puppy treats lay unopened.
 “Can you smell that?” He whined in reply and wagged his tail. “Alright, but you know you have to work for it.” Nic squatted in front of him, taking the opportunity to stretch her lower back in the same movement. “Yuri, sit. Lie down. Good boy! Paw.” He gave her his left one and a doggy grin at the same time. “Okay, Yuri. Now kiss!”
 He barked instead.
 “Yuri. Kiss.” She touched her face, which made him rub his own with a clumsy paw. “Kiss. Here,” she repeated with a kissy sound to prompt him.
He cocked his head, his little face a picture of confusion.
“Fine.” She laughed and fed him the treat. “You got most of it right, so you deserve it. But what is it with the kissing thing, uh? You only want to kiss Tayen? Is that it?”
He pressed himself against her side, wet nose searching for her hand. She hugged him close and ruffled his soft coat with an amused smile.
“Yeah, buddy. Don’t be shy. I can’t fault you for that.”
She’d not heard from Tayen all day, and knew that she may not. She would be busy in Santa Ana by the sound of things. Nic was still glad to have texted. From Tayen’s warm and friendly replies, it seemed to have been the right thing to do. Now she’d just leave it in her court. Whatever ‘it’ may be… If Tayen texted her, fine. If not, good as well.
“Come on, pup.” She whistled. “Let’s go home.”
A few days alone to focus exclusively on training would do her good, Nic thought. The sight of a nice, if somewhat dusty Tesla Model 3 parked in front of her cabin next to her Jeep had her wondering if someone might be lost. Until she spotted the driver through the open window. Nic almost heard the sound of her focus shattering.
 “Becks?”
 Rebecca Sterling pushed open the door and turned climbing out of the car into a spectacular affair. A pair of long and slender legs emerged first; bare, perfectly smooth, delicately tanned. For some reason, only known to her at the moment, she’d decided to wear ankle-breaking heels to the mountains. They look nice on her, though, Nic reflected. Very nice... A short fitted designer’s skirt, white, and sleeveless silk blouse of matching color, seemed equally inappropriate for the occasion. Though Rebecca carried off the sleek, successful lawyer’s look, magnificently. She wore her shoulder-length blond hair loosely clasped at the back of her neck, golden loop earrings, and a pair of Gucci sunglasses. Nic watched her uncoil her graceful body out of the Tesla, and turn to her with a blazing smile on her lips. Rebecca was a splendid specimen of a woman, and very well aware of the fact, too. Even now, Nic was not totally immune to either her physical charm or ruthlessly confident attitude.
 “Hi, baby!” Rebecca pushed the sunglasses over her head to let her emerald-green eyes travel up, down, and sideways over her. Nic almost laughed as she considered her own attire: cut-off jeans and a sweaty t-shirt. No match for Rebecca’s elegance. She saw her eyes stumble over the scar across her thigh. Blink once, and look away. “Looking well, Nic,” she said in conclusion.
 “You too, Becks,” Nic answered casually. “Nice ride.”
 “It’s a hire.”
 “Huh-uh.” Spotting the travel bag on the front seat of the car had Nic frowning a little. “Um… Are you planning to crash here or something?”
 Rebecca nodded assuredly.
 “I thought I might, yes.”
 “Just like that? Didn’t occur to you to ask if I was okay with a visit?”
 “Yes, of course, it did. But I needed to see you in person, so...” Rebecca raised a single shoulder and she left her sentence unfinished, as if the simple statement made it both obvious and enough of an explanation.
 Certainly, Nic understood. Whatever Rebecca needed done, she made happen quickly and without fuss. Generally, without consulting anyone, in blatant disregard of whoever else may be involved in her plans. Nic was no big fan of the behavior, but she had to smile at it too. This was just typical Becks, and she couldn’t say that part of her did not like it.
 “So, is that your hiking outfit?” she teased.
 “I’m not planning on doing any hiking. But in case you’re wondering, I wanted to look good for you.”
 She was a little defiant, attractively fierce… Nic also caught a surprising flicker of hurt in her bright eyes, as well as traces of genuine fatigue.
 “Are you okay?” she asked, and reached to take her wrist.
 “Be better with a glass of wine in hand,” Rebecca smirked. “Weary traveler and all, you know?”
 “I can offer you an ice-cold beer.”
 “That’ll do. Hey, thanks.”
 “Hey, you’re welcome.” Nic suppressed a roll of the eyes as she unlocked the door to the cabin. “After you.” She let Rebecca go first and she picked up her puppy as well, who’d been quiet and uncharacteristically shy while they stood chatting outside. “Becks, meet Yuri,” she invited.
 “Mmmm… It’s nice.”
 “He is a real living dog, Becks.”
 “Of course. He’s lovely.”
Clearly just to be nice and polite, Rebecca patted him on the head with the tip of a manicured finger. Yuri carefully sniffed at her cleavage. Both seemed equally wary and unimpressed with each other.
“It’s okay, buddy.” Nic grinned when he wrestled to be let down. “She doesn’t bite.”
“Actually, sometimes she does,” Rebecca retorted, and fixed her with a coy look. “Or did you forget?”
“How could I?” Nic chuckled at the memory. “When I had a SpaceX flight suit fitting the next day, and everyone sniggered at the bruises you left on my neck.”
“Excellent,” Rebecca stated, and as Nic released Yuri, she stepped into her arms. “Hello.”
“You already said that, Becks.
“So what? Shut up and hug me.”
 The body remembered. They fit well together; always had. Nic automatically raised her arms around her waist, and found that Rebecca’s heated hand on the back of her neck still had the power to capture her attention. She felt that hand glide smoothly to the side to caress her jaw, and her eyes fluttered closed even before she realized that Rebecca was going to kiss her. Her own response was automatic, habitual. She yielded to the pressure of familiar lips, allowed herself to be handled by a woman who knew her inside and out, intimately. It was always so easy with Rebecca... Whatever else may be missing from the relationship on a deeper level, the physical aspect sure never failed to hit the spot. Or at least, it used to. As Rebecca deepened the kiss, and slipped her fingers in her hair, Nic was a little surprised not to feel more of a spark. They used to be so hot for each other! Just locking eyes with her across a crowded room, at one of the many business functions Rebecca insisted on dragging her, was often enough to make Nic forget to breathe. Literally. They’d play a favorite game, flirting from a distance. Exchange loaded glances, teasing smiles, the odd sensual touch. Drift apart, and do it all over again. Though Rebecca enjoyed a good game, she was usually the first to lose patience. An illicit quickie behind the scenes for extra spice was never out of the question with her, and Nic never complained. Her lover called it an appetizer, an ‘Amuse-bouche’, or mouth-teaser. She was, certainly, a first-class tease. Yet, now, despite the smoothness of the kiss and the fact that it had been a while, Nic was left unaffected. Rebecca pulled back with a thoughtful smile.
 “I’ve missed you, Nic.”
 “Yeah… It was good between us while it lasted.”
 “Ouch.” Rebecca snorted. “You should be a damn lawyer, Rocket Girl.”
“I missed you calling me that. So, fancy that beer?”
 “Yes, please.”
 “Bathroom’s upstairs. I appreciate the effort, Becks, and you look gorgeous. But you’d probably be more at ease in shorts and a t-shirt.”
 “Ah, yes… Well, I didn’t bring any. And you know I always sleep in the nude anyway.”
 “Huh-uh.” Nic let this pass. “I’ll get you something. Then we’ll have a beer, food because I’m starving, and perhaps you can tell me what’s really going on.”
***
Mark’s gleaming BMW was parked in front of her mother’s tidy adobe house when Tayen got there, in a friendly suburb of Santa Ana. She hesitated briefly at the sight.
 “Okay, dear?” her Uber driver inquired.
 No… She fought the urge to tell him to take her right back to the airport, and nodded instead.
 “Yes. Thank you.”
 “Right back atcha.” He grinned when she gave him a $10 tip. “You have a nice evening now.”
 “Yeah, you too.”
 Tayen did not let the heaviness that she felt get the better of her. A lot of this, she reminded herself, had to do with her. She recognized that she had changed over recent years... Grown up, in a sense. Yet, her mom and Mark were both still exactly the same. It was nobody’s fault, just the way things were. And it would be unfair to blame her discomfort on them. She took a deep breath, picked up her bag, and went ahead.
 “Tayen.” Mark opened the door.
 “Hi, Mark.”
 She tensed in spite of herself as he bent forward to kiss her on the mouth. And he clearly felt it, because he instantly looked hurt. Baffled.
 “What?” he said with a shrug. “Not allowed to kiss my wife anymore?”
 “Yes.” She swallowed around the knot of reluctance stuck in her throat. “You are. I’m sorry. How are you?”
 “Living the dream, as you can see.”
 She searched her brain for a polite or caring way to ask the question. What the hell are you doing here? And went with the best she could produce.
 “I thought you’d be at work.”
 “It’s late. And I had to take time off to look after your mom anyway. It’s a strange concept, I know.”
 Tayen managed not to snap.
“I came as quickly as I could.” She did not mention the lack of info along the way, or how he’d made it so difficult for her to reach him. This was not about him now.
“Tay?” Her mother called from the main room.
“I’m coming, mom,” she replied. And then could not resist a little prompt. “I’m here now, Mark. You can go.”
“In a minute,” he sneered.
With another deep breath for control, Tayen strode into the living room. And froze at the sight of her mother sitting on the couch. What the hell?
“Hello darling.”
Two things struck Tayen at that instant. One, the realization that she loved her mother, and always would. No matter what. Even if, Two, this was what it appeared to be. A fucking set-up! She recalled the wise words of her therapist.
‘Address the behavior, forgive the person. People always do the best they can in any given situation. Sure, sometimes their best won’t feel like much to you... You might just see it as petty and manipulative, and in some cases, it may very well be. But remember this all usually comes from fear, past hurts, and social conditioning. Train yourself to recognize that, and rise above.’
Well, she sure had her work cut out today.
 “Mom.” Tayen walked to the couch to put her arms around her. “How are you doing?”
 “Better now you’re here. It’s good to see you honey.”
 Tayen kissed her on the cheek as her mother returned the hug, recognizing her sincerity.
 “It’s good to see you too. I thought you’d broken your leg.” She shot a suspicious glance toward Mark. “I thought it was bad. When I couldn’t get through to either of you, I worried it might be really bad.”
 “I’ve a sprained ankle,” her mother replied. “I almost broke my wrist. Yes, it’s bad.”
“Ah.” Tayen fought against a rising wave of fury. “Let me see?”
Granted, there appeared to be some light bruising, and even a hint of swelling, if you looked hard, around the ankle. Not bad enough to prevent her mother from wearing her normal shoes. Her wrist was not even bandaged up.
“So, you fell down the stairs?”
“I stumbled, yes. On the last step.”
“Twisted your ankle?”
“Yes.” At least she had the good grace to blush under her stare. “I was lucky, Tayen. It could have been a lot worse.”
Tayen reminded herself to breathe as she gave her mother another gentle squeeze. Forgive the person.
“I’m glad you’re okay,” she said. “I love you, mom.”
 “Oh, I love you too darling!  We were so worried about you, Tay!”
 And now, Tayen thought. To address the behavior.



CHAPTER 14
Rebecca’s fabulous breasts strained attractively against the fabric of her borrowed t-shirt. The NASA acronym embroidered across the chest had never looked better.
 “What are you staring at, Rocket Girl?”
 “How you make my clothes look sexy.”
 “Haha!” Rebecca winked. “Your clothes don’t need me for that, but thank you.”
They sat outside on the patio, eating re-heated frozen pizza and drinking beer. Yuri was sprawled across Nic’s lap, watching the proceedings attentively and licking his chops after each little bite of pepperoni that she let him have. Unlike as with Tayen, he continued to show zero interest in Rebecca, who also happily returned the favor. Nic cast a quick glanced at her phone when Tayen popped into her mind. She hoped all was well with her and her family.
 “Before I go into detail, let me tell you this,” Rebecca stated, bringing her back to the present moment. “I am absolutely fine and healthy.”
 “You look exceedingly fine.” Nic nodded, prompting a grin from her former lover. “But now I wonder why you feel the need to confirm the healthy part.”
 ”Just because,” Rebecca pointed at her left armpit. “I had a small cyst removed from there. Nothing to worry about, but you know how they have to send it for testing, right?”
 “Mmm-mm.” Nic frowned.
 “Meanwhile, I forgot all about it. Then I get a call from the specialist’s office saying I need to drop everything and go over there straight away.”
 “Specialist in what?”
 “Oncology.”
 “Oh, shit, Becks!” Despite the warning, Nic went cold.
 “Like I said, I’m fine,” Rebecca repeated calmly. “Turns out it was a case of mistaken identity.”
 “What? They took you for someone else?”
 “Yep, they did. Big time.” Rebecca squeezed in return when Nic clasped her hand across the couch. “It was the weirdest mix-up. Meanwhile, I do drop everything to go to the appointment, with all the negative anticipation you can imagine...”
 “Yeah, sure.”
“Then I’m forced to wait fifteen minutes because they can’t even keep on top of their own schedule.” Nic did chuckle at the note of outrage in her voice. The super-organized and generally brilliant Rebecca Sterling did not do late, you bet.
“When I’m finally admitted into the specialist’s office, she’s already looking like someone died.” Rebecca gesticulated with her beer for emphasis, prompting Yuri to cast a worried glance in her direction. “Relax, dog, I’m not that bad,” she snorted. To prove it, she relinquished a piece of pineapple, which he sniffed suspiciously and declined. “What’s wrong with your dog, Nic?”
“Pizza on pineapple isn’t to his liking, apparently.”
“Weird little thing, uh.”
“Yuri. And he’s the best.”
“Sure. Anyway, the doc drops a bombshell: tells me I’ve got melanoma, aggressive skin cancer, likely to spread like wildfire and be deadly.”
 “But you don’t have it,” Nic repeated, eager to confirm.
 “That’s right. At the time though, believe you me, the news hit me in the chest like a damn—” Rebecca hissed in a breath and froze in consternation. “Gosh, Nic, I’m sorry.”
 “Hit you in the chest like a damn exploding gas cylinder?” Nic prompted softly. “That what you were going to say?”
 “Something to that effect, yes. Sorry.”
 “No problem. I can imagine the sort of shock it must have been, and it’s a fitting description. So then, what?”
 “Then, Dumbo tried to comfort me.”
 “Your doctor.”
 “Yeah.” Rebecca curled an aggressive lip as she took a sip of her beer, soon followed by a warmer smile for her friend. “She says, ‘Mrs. Jennings, I am terribly sorry. I know it’s devastating news, but—’ And that’s where I stop her.”
 “Who the hell is Mrs. Jennings?” Nic mumbled.
 “Totally!” Rebecca laughed. “I can have a chuckle about it now, but I wasn’t as polite as you when I asked her who on earth she thought I was. Then I watched all the blood drain from her face in reaction. I know it hit her hard, too, because she had to sit down quick. I thought she was going to faint.”
 Nic shook her head. “Poor woman.”
 “Poor woman?” Rebecca exclaimed, and pinned her with a hard stare. “What about me?”
 “Yeah, I feel for you both.” Nic grinned. “For you more.”
 “Huh-uh. Nice recovery. I mean, I do empathize, to be fair. Making this kind of mistake when you’re supposed to be a top-notch professional is never nice.”
 “For sure. That’s what I meant.”
 “Also, I could sue. And win.”
 “Of course, you would.” Nic agreed. “I know that.”
 “Then again,” Rebecca shrugged. “I probably won’t bother. The way that oncologist went grey in the face after realizing that she got her files mixed up, and that I was all clear, tells me she’ll never make the same mistake again. A lawsuit wouldn’t achieve much more than she’s already got.”
 “A good lesson, yes…”
 “And for me too, you know?”
 “How do you mean?”
 Rebecca set her plate and bottle of beer on the table, and she scooted closer.
 “Scram,” she told Yuri, who barked defensively.
 “Good boy, Yuri,” Nic approved. “He’s very protective of me.”
 Rebecca’s gaze turned sultry.
 “You think you need protection?”
 “Nope.” Nic gently moved her puppy to the floor, where he trotted agreeably toward his bed inside the corner of the lounge. “Just saying. So, what lesson did you learn out of all this?”
 “That life is precious. So is friendship. And I was a bitch to you.”
 “True on all counts.”
“It hit me deep and hard, exactly how much I would hate it if I were down and my closest friends deserted me.” She leaned her arm over the couch, curling around Nic’s shoulder, to graze soft fingers over the back of her neck. “Like I did you.”
 “Well, I think you already apologized for that on the phone the other day. I told you, Becks, it’s fine. I understand why you stayed away.”
 “Yes, I know you do. But I wanted to tell you in person. I’d hate to lose your friendship, Nic. It matters a lot, and so do you. Even if I didn’t act like it.”
 “Likewise, and don’t be silly. You won’t lose me, Becks.”
 Nic was extremely aware of Rebecca’s touch. Hot fingers on her neck and running over her shoulders, massaging gently. Her free hand had moved to her lower abdomen, and was poised to explore even lower. Maybe it was the beer, but this was having more of an effect than the earlier kiss.
 “You know what I think, Nic?” Rebecca murmured, moving closer.
 “Mmm… What?”
 “I think you should let me apologize again.”
 “That’s not necessary.”
“I beg to differ.” Rebecca deftly undid the buttons on her fly to lay a daring hand just under the waistband of her shorts. “I’d like to do it properly this time. Take care of you the way I know you enjoy.”
Nic heard herself chuckle a little drunkenly at the offer, and at the delicious feel of her breasts pressing against her arm. For sure, it had been a long time since she’d let a woman take care of her the way she liked. Scars and a broken body tended to keep people away. Nic was not in the mood, anyway, or to explain the state of her body. One of the nurses at the rehab center offered to take her out for a drink when she felt better. Nic never took her up on it, even though she was perfectly capable physically. She figured it would be nice to get back in the saddle now, so to speak, with a woman who was as talented in bed as she was beautiful. And a true friend, definitely, no matter how rocky the path may become from time to time. And yet… Nic felt both naturally aroused and strangely reluctant.
“You don’t need to make it up to me, Becks,” she assured.
“Probably not, eh… Since you are such an amazing woman and let me off the hook so easy.” She nibbled and grazed along the line of her jaw, which was pretty amazing too. “But what if I wanted to, anyway?”
“I’m a little out of practice.”
“But oh, so talented,” Rebecca whispered with a smile. “Let me remind you.”
Her lips drifted to take her mouth, and Nic felt herself slide a bit further toward temptation. The kiss was more demanding this time. No longer just a friendly hello, but a statement made loud and clear. I want you. She tasted familiar desire on Beck’s tongue, impatience in the way she shifted against her.
“Easy,” she murmured.
“Mmm, ‘kay.” Rebecca breathed out, grinned, and resumed the kiss.
She made it slower. Lazy. Awesome. And managed to draw a smile out of her. Hard not to give her points for persistence. And skill too, Nic noted, when Becks used the smile she’d elicited to slide her tongue a bit deeper.
As enterprising fingers slipped under her t-shirt at the same time, Nic noted her own body’s usual response. Always easy, indeed, to get in tune with Becks. She responded instinctively. Quickly. In fact, if Rebecca’s fingers went back to where they’d almost been resting only a moment before, she’d discover exactly how easy it might be to finish her off…
 “Becks,” she murmured. “We should—"
 “Don’t say it,” Rebecca pressed. “Don’t you want this?”
 “I want—” Nic stopped herself this time, as a vivid image of golden-brown eyes and jet-black hair flashed across her mind. Tayen. She saw her gorgeous smile and the vibrant glint in her eyes when she laughed. Goofy, too, when she played with Yuri. And the way she’d looked at her that time when Nic hugged her. Like she was ready for the next level. Nic almost grunted with a fresh wave of desire. She nearly grabbed hold of Becks to return the kiss. She’d make it deep and possessive. All-consuming. Yes. Tayen.
 “Mmmm…”
 Rebecca’s appreciative purr alerted Nic that she was in the process of making that kiss reality. She pulled back, flushed and breathing hard.
 “Keep going,” Rebecca instructed.
 “No. I can’t.”
 “Why the hell not?”
 Nic actually chuckled at the frustration in her voice.
 “Sorry, Becks. Let’s cool it off, okay?”
 “If that’s what you want... Though it’s not okay, no. Plus, I can feel that’s not actually what you want.”
 “Yeah, well. Let’s anyway.”
 “Oh.” Rebecca’s face dropped. She laid her hand back over her shoulder. More careful now, and a little concerned. “I never thought. Are you not able to? Your leg… Hell of a scar. Is it too early for this kind of activity?”
 “No, it’s fine.” Nic hugged her gently before releasing her. “I just don’t want to.”
 “Could have fooled me with that kiss you just laid on me!”
 “Mmm.”
 “So what’s the matter then? I thought you said everything was fine.”
 “Perfectly fine.”
 “I see.” Rebecca grabbed her wrist. “Look at me, Nic.”
 “Don’t start being weird, Becks.”
 “Oh, my God.”
 “What? I’m going to make a cup of tea. Herbal. Would you like one?”
 “Hold on a second.” Rebecca fixed her with sparkling eyes now full of amusement and curiosity. “I want you to tell me first: what’s her name?”
 Nic opened her mouth and closed it. Frowning apparently did nothing to hide her creeping blush, as Rebecca’s expression shifted to teasing and triumphant.
 “Don’t start,” Nic grumbled. “You want that tea or not?”
 “Who is she?”
 “Come on, Becks. Leave it alone.”
 “How could I? When you look so beautifully sheepish!”
 “I do not.”
 “Sure you do. Big time. So, you’ve met someone! Tell me all about her.”
 Rebecca could prove as sticky and difficult to shake off as gravity when she had something in mind, which served her well in her career. And Nic was weak, she realized, when it came to Tayen. She kind of wanted to mention her… Talk about her a lot. And dismiss her at the same time.
 “It’s just my neighbor.” She shrugged as she filled the kettle and attempted to maintain a nonchalant attitude. “Who is both straight and married.”
 “Wow.” Becks grinned. “Trust you not to make it easy for yourself, eh! Is she interested?”
 “Of course not.”
 “But you are, obviously.”
 “Obviously not.” Nic snapped in irritation but Rebecca had her correcting her answer with the arch of a single disbelieving eyebrow. “Like I said, she’s unavailable on at least two counts. But she’s very friendly. And she looks great. I don’t know why I’ve been thinking about her so much lately.”
 “Well, you just gave me too good reasons.”
 “Maybe it’s the situation with her husband that keeps her on my mind.” Nic shrugged, dimly aware that she was lying to herself as well as to her friend.
“So, you think your neighbor may be looking to experiment a bit?” Rebecca prompted, undeterred. “See what it’s like on the lesbian side on her summer break from hubby?”
“I don’t think that would be her style, no.”
Rebecca flashed a seductive smile and moved close to wrap both arms around her neck.
“In this case… Where were we?”



CHAPTER 15
Tayen absorbed herself in her cooking, which was better in her opinion than getting lost in conversation or recrimination. By the time she flew back to Eagle Rock, which she officially considered as home now, her mom’s freezer was fully stocked. She’d spent what she would call quality time with her, when both managed to avoid difficult personal topics for long enough to enjoy a good connection. Her mother had a passion for gardening. She loved working outside, which Tayen also did. So, they found solace in working up new flowerbeds along the back fence, going to the local nursery to select flowers, and planting them. Her mother, Tayen observed, was a bit slower with her injuries. Still, better than broken limbs. Definitely a subject they steered well clear off during the gardening sessions, following the splendid argument of the first day. Mark showed up for dinner every night. Tayen was proud of herself for not dumping at least one whole pot of spaghetti sauce over his head. When he suggested that he might spend the night, she told him the guest room was already taken. Harsh, but he deserved it for not respecting her request for time apart. In the end, despite his sneaky efforts to get her back where he thought she belonged, nothing was resolved.
 “Are you going to get divorced?”
On her final morning at the house, Tayen did not have it in her to sugar-coat it.
“I would think so,” she replied, and steeled herself for what was sure to follow. When her mother just nodded in reaction, and handed her a sandwich for the flight, Tayen was surprised. “What?” she prompted. “No nasty comment?”
 “Not this time. I’m sorry, darling.” Alicia stood in front of her daughter, the large brown eyes Tayen had inherited burning full of emotion. “I’ve not been very understanding of the choices you made lately. Less than supportive. And I want to apologize for that. Please, forgive me, Tayen.”
 “Of course…” Tayen relaxed a little. “It’s okay, mom.”
 “The thing is, baby, I am extremely proud of you. Yes,” she chuckled when Tayen’s eyebrows shot up. “I know I’ve a strange way of showing it but it’s really the truth. Come on. Sit with me a minute.”
 Tayen followed her to the lounge and she sat beside her on the couch. Her mother’s sudden turnaround was surprising and she felt slightly wary. Was this going to be another manipulative move? She certainly hoped not.
 “My Uber’s on the way,” she stated.
 “I know, I promise I won’t make you late. But look, honey, Mark told me about the other thing.”
 Tayen swallowed hard. “Did he now?” Goddammit!
Her mind went blank, but her mother was wonderfully and inexplicably nonplussed.
“Look, that’s not the point,” she said.
“No?” Tayen managed to croak.
“Darling. You know I hold traditional values. It’s how I was raised. It was different back then, and now it’s made me what I am. I don’t suppose all of it is bad,” she reflected uncertainly.
“Mom.” Tayen clasped her hand when she noticed her eyes glisten. “Of course it’s not. I love you. No matter what.”
“I love you too, Tay. And the more I watch you, the more I admire you for having the courage to live your life on your own terms. Let me,” Alicia interrupted when she would speak. ”I just want to say this. Two things. Your taxi—”
“He’ll wait if he has to, mom. Take your time.”
“Okay.” Alicia smiled, reassured. “So, number one: if Mark isn’t the one for you, that’s okay. My own fear about choices I don’t understand shouldn’t come in the way of your happiness. I hope you do find it, baby. I trust you, Tayen. And that you know what you’re doing.”
“Thank you, mom. This means a lot.”
“I’m sorry for the rest. The emergency call and all that. The thing is, Tayen, I’m getting older and the near-fall really scared me. Mark happened to call me right after, and I’m afraid I was a bit over the top with him. It’s just that the thought of being badly hurt at my age… It’s scary.”
“Yes, I understand.” Tayen had heard this bit already. She would go with the idea that it was part-misunderstanding, part thoughtless exaggeration on Mark’s side. It was not about him now. “Look, mom, there’s something I want to say to you too,” she went on. “Whatever happens to you, no matter how small. If you need me, I’ll be there. Trust me, I’ll always come for you. I’ll never leave you alone.”
Alicia burst into tears.
“I was so afraid,” she sobbed when Tayen pulled her in her arms. “I thought you must be so angry with me for all the things I said…”
“It’s alright, mom.”
“I thought I might never see you again!”
It hurt to feel the consequences of her actions expressed in this way, Tayen realized. So viscerally. No matter if she believed her anger justified at the time… God! It wasn’t worth this kind of hurt.
“I didn’t realize how much this would also affect you.” She kissed her mother soundly on the cheek. “I love you, mom. Above and beyond anything else, okay?”
“I love you, darling. So much!”
“Look, maybe soon, you could come up to Eagle Rock? I’m sure you’d love the house up there.”
“I would love to. Maybe in a couple of weeks then? Just so I have time to prepare…”
Her mother, Tayen knew, was a bit of a homebody who did not like to travel on a whim, even when she was excited about a trip.
“Of course,” she said gently. ”Whenever you feel ready.”
“I’m so glad we were able to talk, Tayen.”
“Me too, mom. I’ll never forget the things you said. Thank you.”
***
Tayen knew that Nic got up early to train. She waited until 07:00, just to be on the safe side, then made her way to the cabin on her mountain bike. It felt good to be back in the mountains. Even better, she thought, to be going to see Nic. They had exchanged a few texts when she was away… Just easy stuff along the lines of ‘How’s the house?’ and ‘What’s Yuri been up to?’ Nic sent a few candid shots of her puppy doing adorable puppy things, and Tayen answered with photos of the rose garden. She would not use Nic’s offer to stay in touch as an excuse to rant about her situation. The thought did cross her mind, while she lay in bed in the guest room, to give her a call for no particular reason. Just to say hi, and hear a friendly voice. But she was too shy to do it. Even cycling over with a breakfast invite had her heart racing. She told herself it was probably just due to riding fast. A lie, but hey… Whatever. Tayen was happy to settle on a slice of denial to keep her going as she reached the cabin, and knocked on the kitchen door. It never occurred to her that someone else might answer. But the woman who did may as well have stepped off the front cover of Vogue. Or Cosmo. Magazines which Tayen did not read. Glamorous did not even begin to describe her. She brought to mind a flash of Cindy Crawford and the old Pepsi commercial. Showing her age with that, Tayen knew, but never mind. Tanned legs for miles, tousled blond hair cascading down her shoulders, sparkling eyes of the deepest green… And an attitude to match these looks, it seemed. Tayen just stared, as the woman planted a confident hand over her own hip and eyed her up and down with practiced efficiency.
 “Hi,” she said.
 Damn… Even her voice sounded like warm honey. Tayen swallowed. It occurred to her that the stranger wore very little. She was barefoot, only dressed in panties and a dark-blue t-shirt to cover her ample breasts. Nic’s NASA t-shirt. Tayen was taken aback at the flash of pure jealousy that hit her deep in the pit of her stomach.
 “Hi,” she muttered in reply.
 “You must be looking for Nic,” the woman prompted with a perfect smile. “Let me—”
 “That’s okay,” Tayen mumbled. She moved back a little too quickly and almost missed a step. “I didn’t know she was...” The word ‘Taken’ came to mind, but her breath caught on it. “Busy,” she chose instead. “I didn’t know she was busy.” And struggled not to wince as a graphic image of the two women in bed formed in her mind. “I’ll come back another time.”
 Before the half-naked stranger – girlfriend, had to be – could add anything else, Tayen grabbed her bike and she hurried away. If she’d stopped to spare a single look over her shoulder, she would have caught Rebecca’s appreciative glance at her bare legs as she watched her go. Might have made her reconsider the fact that she may be a girlfriend. Or not. As it was, she missed it. Too eager to disappear out of sight. Too damn flustered and embarrassed to see anything other than the trail in front. Why embarrassed, though? Dammit! Tayen turned left at the end of the driveway, away from her own house and toward the river instead. Perhaps an extended trail ride would help her to figure this one out. So Nic has a life of her own? So what? Big deal! Gritting her teeth, she pedaled harder.
***
Out on the terrace deck, Nic observed a pair of red-painted toes materialize in her field of view. She smelled fresh coffee drifting across. And grunted when a look at her watch told her she was in for another minute-and-a-half of hard planking. Meanwhile, Yuri scrambled onto her back and got busy licking the back of her ear.
 “Whole lotta shaking going on, Nic,” Rebecca remarked in an amused tone.
 “Almost there,” she grunted as her body trembled. She’d make it the full five minutes she had decided on, not one second less. No matter how bad she shook or how much puppy weight was added.
 Rebecca clapped enthusiastically when her watch signaled the end of the required session time and Nic collapsed flat on her stomach.
 “Well done, girl!”
 “Ugh. Thanks…”
 “I enjoyed watching that.” Rebecca threw her a fresh towel and a teasing grin along with the comment.
 “Should have joined me for the session.”
 “Nah. It’s too early in the morning for this kind of torture.”
 Nic chugged down water before accepting the cup of coffee on offer.
 “Nice,” she approved.
 “You want butter and jam on your bagel?”
 “Yes. What did I do to deserve this?”
 “What?”
“Five-star treatment. You’ve been doing the dishes, taking out the trash, and now making me breakfast…”
 “It’s no biggie. I see you’re training hard, and you deserve it. Also,” Rebecca added with a smile as she passed her a toasted bagel. ”This is our last breakfast together since I’m going home today.”
“I don’t mind if you want to stay longer. It’s nice to have you here, Becks.”
 “Thanks, babe, I wish I could. The couple of walks you took me on whet my appetite for more. Sadly,” Rebecca said with a grin that belied the fact that she was actually excited, “I have a bunch of open cases on the go and I can’t afford to take any more time off.”
 Nic knew she loved her job, and experienced a heavy pang of sadness at the thought that the Artemis team were going on without her. Hopefully, not for much longer.
 “Next time, then,” she said.
 “Next time. Hey.” Rebecca leaned forward to rest a knuckle under her chin. “I know what you’re thinking.”
 “That I want another bagel?”
 “Yes, you do. And also, don’t worry. You keep working this hard on your recovery, you’ll end up fitter than before. Get your job back in a flash. They’ll be begging.”
 “Yeah.” Nic sighed. “I hope so.”
 “I know you, babe. Don’t doubt it for a second. Jam again?”
 “Make it peanut butter this time, please. And jam on top.”
 “Did you learn that combo in space?”
 “Matter of fact, I did.” Nic recovered her smile. “So, do you want to go for a stroll after breakfast? Shake your legs before the flight home?”
 “Yes, that’d be great.” Rebecca licked peanut butter off the knife before adding, with a mischievous wink. “Oh, by the way. I think I’ve met your Tayen.”



CHAPTER 16
Nic went a little still, a reaction which was not lost on her friend. Rebecca watched her with a playful, eager glint in her eyes.
 “My Tayen?” Nic repeated. “Where?”
 “Here, a few moments ago. Glossy black hair, shiny brown eyes, cute dimples, and a fantastic figure. She was on a mountain bike. I assume this is your unavailable straight woman?”
 Nic glanced automatically across the yard below the terrace, as if simply looking there might make Tayen materialize out of the woods. She wished it too.
 “Yeah, that’s her. Where is she?”
 “Cycled off,” Rebecca said with a light shrug. “And I agree with you, she’s incredibly good-looking. I can see now how she would catch your interest.”
 “Cycled off where?” Nic grunted, ignoring that second bit of the sentence. “Why didn’t you invite her in?”
 “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger. Before I could come tell you that you had a visitor, or ask her in to share a cup of coffee with us, she told me never mind, and hurried off like the ground was on fire.”
 “Huh… I wonder why.”
“I think she was a bit embarrassed.”
 “How come?” Nic repeated, puzzled.
 “I guess she didn’t expect me to answer your door. And she must have thought we were busy in the sack. I was only in my panties, and wearing your t-shirt, so…”
 “Ah.” Damn! “Right. I see.”
 “Anyway! Doesn’t matter, right? It’s not like you care if the woman gets the wrong idea. Not like you’re interested in being more than friends with her, is it?”
When Nic flashed her a dark warning glance, Rebecca burst out laughing.
“Come on, babe, don’t give me that. I’m just helping you to figure out your own shit.”
“Yay, thank you so much.”
“Your lovely neighbor was definitely a bit upset too.”
“Was she?” Nic frowned some more. “What makes you say that?”
“She gave me a nice cool assessing look.” Rebecca grinned. “A hint of suspicious, a touch of pissed-off. Plenty jealous, I can tell you.”
“Oh, Becks.”
“Oh, Nic. Seriously, it was plain as day. She thought I was competition.”
Nic tried and failed to keep her pulse steady. The idea that Tayen may be interested in her in this way… Well, she’d toyed with that in her own head, for sure. Not because she believed the woman really was... It was just idle day-dreaming to keep her mind busy when she was out training. And yeah, okay, a good dose of wishful thinking.
“Nic, I understand very well that the reason you didn’t let me make hot passionate love to you all weekend is because she’s captured your mind.”
“Stop it. She’s not captured anything.”
“Appreciate that, by the way,” Rebecca carried on, blissfully ignoring her protest. “When we’re having sex, I want you all to myself, body and soul fully switched on and focused on me. But right now, I see you’ve got her on the brain. Yeah, yeah. You can shrug and deny it all you like…” Still smiling, Rebecca pointed an elegant finger at her face. “But your blush is awfully telling, my dear. You’re into her. And you know what?”
“What?”
“I think it’s cute.”
Another shrug was triggered automatically, like rising heat across her face.
“I think it’s tragic,” Nic grumbled. “Or would be, if I were into her.”
“Huh-uh.”
“She’s married, Becks.”
“Soon to be single, from what you said.”
“And once again: straight.”
“Well,” Rebecca smirked. “Get her hot and wet and see how long she stays that way. I betcha she’ll melt in no time, just like spag—”
“Don’t,” Nic groaned, though she was laughing. “I’ve heard the saying and it’s kinda gross.”
“At least I got you to smile, eh.”
 “I haven’t been that bad, have I?”
 “No...” Rebecca’s expression softened. “You’ve been lovely, Nic, and it’s been great to spend some time with you. Even with our clothes on.”
 “It’s nice to know we can do that.”
“Certainly. And just saying, too. From my recent experience of being told mistakenly that I may not have much longer to live, I’d say that if you are attracted to the woman, you should maybe do something about it. Life is short. And you know better than anyone that it can be over in a flash. No pun intended.”
 “Yeah, I know.”
 “So, really, you’ve got nothing to lose.”
“You’re right.” Nic rose to give her a hug. “I’ll think about it. And I do love you, Becks. With or without your clothes on.”
 “Ha! I love you too, beautiful.”
 Following her friend’s departure, Nic stuck with her regular training routine. Getting it done day after day, without fail, was as healthy for the mind as it was for the body. She would give Tayen a bit more breathing time, she figured, to settle back at the house before she went to say hello. Of course, Tayen had already come to see her. Might not need more time. Nic mulled over that on her way to the food store that afternoon, and on what Becks had said to her. The thought of Tayen being jealous of another woman in her bed struck her as plenty ridiculous… But it was still kindle for her fire, one that Nic did not mind entertaining at the back of her mind. It was playing with fire - pun intended this time - even though she was aware of the risks involved in allowing Tayen to linger on her mind. Oh, well. She was just coming out of the bakery, armed with a couple takeaway burritos she planned to have for dinner that evening, when Yuri started pulling in the other direction.
 “Come on, pup,” she told him. “We’re going home now—” Ah…
 He’d spotted her first. Tayen, dressed in cargo shorts and a red tank top, with her black hair flowing attractively loose over tanned shoulders, stood on the sidewalk a short distance away. Having a word with the sheriff. Feeling weak, Nic allowed Yuri to lead the way.
 “Oh look! It’s a puppy!” Tayen exclaimed when he bumped his wet nose against her leg. Then, her smiling eyes locked onto hers. “Hi, Nic.”
 Talk about fire… Melting shades of clear amber and darker mahogany mixed and swirled to form a captivating cocktail. Nic held her gaze, only dimly aware of the rest of the street anymore or the fact that Tayen was not alone. She watched her smile, her brown eyes sparkle, and unconsciously clasped her hand in hers when Tayen offered it.
 “Hey, Tayen.” Nic smiled in return. “Welcome back.”
 It was damn hard to break eye contact, or let go of her hand. Thankfully, Yuri wanted attention, and Tayen crouched down to his level to deliver. Meanwhile, the cop briefly touched a finger to the brim of his hat in greeting.
 “Lieutenant-colonel Peake. How’s it going?”
 “Going just fine, Sheriff,” she answered, suppressing a roll of the eyes at the address. So, he did know her... “Please, call me Nic.”
 “Make that Rob as well.”
 “Good to see you again, Rob.” She shook his hand. “Every- thing alright here?”
 “Yes, fine.” Tayen rose back up with a delighted puppy in her arms. “We were just catching up.”
 “Ah, that’s good then.”
 “Tayen was telling me that you two are planning a trip to the canyon at Wolk Peak,” Rob stated.
 “That’s right.” Nic nodded to Tayen, who grinned at her in reply.
 “My wife Pam and I are making an overnighter of it the day after tomorrow. Figured you might want to join us. We can lend you a tent and some gear.”
 “How about it, Nic?” Tayen continued to watch her with a now blazing smile. “Fancy an extended hike?”
Nic was still not sure what to make of all this. But the idea of going hiking with Tayen, and spending the night with her in a tent, made her feel just as excited as the prospect of a space walk. Maybe even a bit more. Jeez!
“Yes,” she nodded, keeping herself in check. “Sounds great. Rob, I’ve got my own sleeping bag and cooking gear, but I guess we’ll take you up on the tent offer.”
“Ah, yeah. A Marine would be prepared, uh?”
“I guess so,” she chuckled. Yeah, the man was alright.
Tayen squeezed her arm. “That’s awesome. You’ll see, it’s a wonderful hike!”
She was standing very close, and Nic could feel her… Vibe? Aura? Something… Gosh. Tayen smelled of fresh shampoo and a hint of mountain lily. Attractive. Captivating. Nic fought the urge to wrap an arm around her shoulders. She had not felt it quite so strong the last time they’d been together. Maybe Beck’s visit had something to do with that. Stirred her up some, for sure! The woman had spent most of her time at the cabin in various states of undress. Nic had almost given in at the end and dragged her into the shower with her that morning. Almost, but not quite. Just didn’t feel right.
“Day after tomorrow, then,” Rob confirmed. “Pick you up from Tayen’s house at zero-nine-hundred, ladies.”
***
In her joy to see Nic again, Tayen forgot about the rest. At the back of her mind, she noticed her own reaction and was a little surprised to feel so… So what? she wondered. Happy? Relieved? Both, actually. Not for the first time, she reflected that Nic made her feel like freedom. Possibility. Qualities which she always had in herself, Tayen knew, but which had been dormant for a long time. Now the thought of spending two days out on the trails with her friends, and with Nic in particular, gave her a sense of tremendous opportunity. Expansion. And excitement, definitely. Forty-eight hours sounded like the height of luxury in terms of time at this point. It made her feel like a young kid at the start of summer break. Until it all came back to her…
 “What about your guest?” she murmured, and swallowed hard.
 “My guest?” Nic repeated.
 “Yes. When I came to the cabin, she, um…” Tayen blurted out what she was unconsciously desperate to find out. “I didn’t know you had a girlfriend.” Upon catching a flicker of surprise, laced with amusement, in Nic’s vibrant blue eyes, she winced at her own clumsy wording.  “Sorry. It’s none of my business.”
 “It’s okay.” Nic shrugged, smiling faintly. “The woman you met was Rebecca. Becks. We were lovers in the past, now good friends only. She surprised me with a visit.”
 “Ah, right.” Tayen found herself properly tongue-tied at the explanation. Ex-lover. Much better. The idea of any kind of lover triggered another question in her mind. I wonder what Nic looks like in the nude… No doubt it would be spectacular. “Well, if your friend wants to come with us, she’ll be more than welcome, of course.”
 Nic shook her head. “Thanks, but she’s gone now. Back to her busy practice in Houston.”
 “What kind of practice?”
 “She’s a litigation lawyer. The high-flying kind.”
 “Wow…”
No doubt the woman in question would look hot in a sharp business suit, and had the kind of brains to match. Nic’s type? I wonder what she sees when she looks at me… This question, since it reflected her own insecurities, was less than welcome.
 “Beck’s more of a city girl anyway,” Nic offered. “Not into hiking or the outdoors too much. So, it’s probably a good thing that it’ll just be me and Yuri on this one.”
 Good thing, you bet. Tayen tried and failed not to feel another wave of relief at the news. Or even worse… To let it show on her face. Get a grip, for God’s sake!
 “You should have come in,” Nic added gently. “I was out on the terrace doing some stretching before breakfast. Becks had just got out of bed.”
 “I didn’t want to intrude on your private time.”
 “Okay. Just so you know, you wouldn’t have.”
Her smile was warm and she looked her straight in the eye, as if eager to convey the message even better. You are out of your mind, Tayen!
“So, how did your trip go?”
 “It was okay.” Moving on swiftly, which was a relief “My mom didn’t break anything in the end. At first, it felt like they’d got me back under false pretenses. Like for an intervention.”
 “Damn.” Nic frowned, dismay written all over her face. “This doesn’t sound good at all.”
“Yeah, I was furious about it. Considered just going straight back to the airport and home. Back here feels like home,” Tayen explained.
“I’m not surprised you wanted to leave.”
“Yes, though I’m actually glad I didn’t. Ended up having a really in-depth conversation with my mom. Heart-to-heart. We both gave a little, and I feel a lot closer with her as a result.”
“That’s excellent. What about your husband?”
“Well… It’s complicated.”



CHAPTER 17
Tayen set Yuri back down and nodded as she straightened up. “I see you’re not using your cane today. That’s good, right?”
If Nic noticed the abrupt shift in topic, she did not point it out or question it. Tayen was grateful when she just rolled with the change.
“I’ve been trying not to rely on the cane too much. Only use it when I’m really tired, or stiff, first thing in the morning.”
“How’s your training going?”
“Very well, I believe. I feel stronger. The hike will be a good fitness test for me.”
“Mmmm. Really, Nic, you look…” Tayen paused with her tongue over her top lip, an unconscious gesture of concentration. Her gaze dropped to take in slender, tanned, well-muscled legs. If not for the large red scar across her thigh, a portion of which showed under the cammo shorts that she wore, Tayen would be hard-pressed to guess that she was not operating at a hundred percent. Certainly, the whole rest of her appeared in splendid shape...
“Maybe a tattoo,” Nic said.
“What?” Startled, aware that she’d gone silent as she stared, Tayen met her gaze.
“I think I might get a tattoo to cover up that scar when it’s fully healed.”
“Oh… Yeah, that’s a good idea. Do you have any other?”
“Scars?”
“Tattoos, I mean.”
“Yeah, I do.” Nic smiled, attractively slow and teasing.
When she did not elaborate, Tayen’s imagination unleashed another level of magnitude. Nic was such an enigma! With an alluring personality, piercing eyes of gorgeous blue, tattoos in hidden places… What else was there to be discovered? Also, and crucially: is she flirting with me? Tayen’s heart raced at the idea. Hell, she hoped so. Don’t you dare blush!
“Well.” She could feel the heat, and tried to disguise fluster with a self-deprecating chuckle. “Sorry… I know I’m asking way too many questions.”
“Yeah, and I’m only kidding.” Nic touched her arm. “It’s nice that you do. I have a—”
“HEY!” a voice shouted. “HEY, ASTRO NIC!”
Catching Nic’s sudden frown of reluctance, Tayen turned to look over her own shoulder and she focused on the approaching couple; the man was tall and just as wide. Dressed in tight blue jeans over muscular thighs, and a black Elon Musk, ‘OCCUPY MARS’ t-shirt. He wore cowboy boots, a black Stetson hat on his head, and had biceps like Arnold. The woman who accompanied him looked like Daisy Duke had stepped right out of the TV screen.
“I told you it was her,” the man grinned with a thick Texas drawl. “Astro Nic! We follow you on Twitter. Been quiet lately, hey? Recovering, I suppose.”
“Mmm-mm.” Nic had her lips pressed tightly together, her face a picture of irritation.
“You mind if I take a selfie?” He was smiling, jovial as they come. Not really asking, but announcing his intention. He gave Nic a friendly slap on the back with one hand and brandished his cell with the other. “Here, darling.” He handed the phone to Tayen.
Having spotted Nic’s expression, she hesitated slightly.
“Come on, Mimi, get on the other side,” the guy instructed.
“Hey, watch my dog,” Nic snapped as the woman almost tripped over Yuri.
“Whoops! Don’t want that. Cute doggy!” she giggled.
The pair were beaming as they stood on either side of their target and Tayen raised a querying eyebrow. Nic must have seen the funny side of the situation because she flashed an ironic grimace, clearly for her benefit, before arranging a smile on her face.
“Take one of me shaking hands with her,” Texas guy said after Tayen took one shot. “So, how you doing, Astro Nic?”
“Much better, thanks,” Nic nodded, smile still on.
“Ah, great! When you going back up there?”
“Soon.”
“Awesome!”
Daisy Duke fluttered long lashes at Tayen.
“We’re such big fans!” she gushed. “Total space junkies, the both of us. We never miss a single launch!”
“That’s wonderful,” Tayen approved.
These two were quite alright, she figured, if a little pushy. But they got their photos and went on their way.
“Let’s go before more show up,” Nic grumbled.
“You’re famous,” Tayen prompted with a smile.
“Don’t know why,” came the short, sharp answer. “It’s not like I accomplished any of my objectives.”
 Tayen was a little taken aback to hear such frustration and self-recrimination in her voice. She’d grown used to Nic’s more stoic ways, so this came as a surprise. Of course, just because Nic was able to keep a tight lid on her emotions did not mean that she did not have any. Or didn’t feel deeply. As they walked back toward her Jeep, Tayen passed a gentle, supportive arm around her shoulders.
 “I’m sure your entire career isn’t defined by what happened on a single mission,” she said softly. “Clearly, there’s a lot more to it. And to you. You’re still an inspiration to many.”
  “Yeah, I guess so.” Nic exhaled sharply again. “Me and my crappy attitude, uh? These guys were harmless.”
***
Secretly, she was grateful for the interruption because she’d been full-on flirting with Tayen. Granted, her new friend did not look at her like a straight woman was supposed to. Staring at her legs like that? With the tip of her tongue grazing her gorgeous lip, and a look of pure temptation in her eyes? Nothing straight about that. It had felt like a caress instead of a look, and Tayen had left her sentence unfinished. ‘You look…’ What would she have said? Nic wondered. She also struggled not to relax against her side now, to enjoy being in such close contact with her. It was a startling repeat of what she’d felt the other day when she hugged her. How would Tayen react if she pushed her gently against the Jeep and pressed her lips over her mouth? Nic could almost hear Becks laughing at her. Go for it! She’s soon to be single. Get her hot and— Dammit. Nic moved away from Tayen before the rest of that stupid sentence could form in her mind. What the hell is wrong with me?
 “You okay?” Tayen asked almost shyly.
 “Yes, I’m fine. Thank you for your kind words.”
 “I meant every single one. Can I ask you a question?”
 “Sure.”
 “Are you really on Twitter, Nic? Somehow, you don’t strike me as the social media type.”
 Nic laughed at her baffled expression. Just like that, she felt relaxed again.
 “Not the type to enjoy posting endless selfies and photos of my food, you mean?”
 “Correct.”
 “You’ve got me perfectly well figured out.” Tayen grinned, looking pleased. “It’s just that NASA astronauts are encouraged to create a Twitter account and make intelligent use of it. Mine is @AstroNic. I posted a lot from onboard the ISS. It was work, so no issue there. Back on Earth, I prefer to keep a low profile.”
 “Makes sense. I would as well.”
“You don’t strike me as the selfie type either, Tayen.”
 “No, but I’ll be on Twitter soon.” Tayen winked. “Curious to check you out.”
 A number of answers flashed across Nic’s mind, all of them too flirty to be of use with this particular woman. Tayen clearly had no idea of what her little quips and lingering looks were doing to her. Surely, she didn’t know.
 “Give you a ride home?” Nic offered.
 “No thanks, I’ve got work this afternoon.”
 “Okay.” Maybe for the best at this particular time. “I’ll see you soon, then.”
 “Nine A.M., day after tomorrow, Nic.”
 “I’ll be there.”
“Bye, Yuri!”
 Nic got behind the wheel and she could not resist another glance. Tayen also turned back before crossing the street, and caught her looking. Or maybe they caught each other. Nic gave her a little wave, got herself one and a gorgeous smile in return. She’d come to Eagle Rock, and the cabin in the woods, to work on her recovery. Expected a long summer of living alone like a Spartan warrior while she focused on her body. Nothing else. Developing a crush on a straight neighbor had not been in her plans. Hell… It still wasn’t. All the same, her smile remained firmly in place all the way back to the cabin
***
The day of the hike started bright and clear. Nic was up at the crack of dawn for her usual stretching session. She followed it with a shower, fed Yuri, had her own breakfast, and tidied up the cabin. She was all set by 07:45, and debating what to do with the extra time, when her phone buzzed in her pocket.
 “Hey, Tay.” She picked up, the nickname coming easy now.
 “Morning, Nic,” Tayen replied with an audible smile. She sounded excited, which was nice to hear. “Are you ready?”
“Yep. And you?”
“Yeah, me too. Want to come over and share a brew before pick-up?”
“Scrambling now,” Nic replied, and Tayen laughed.
Ten minutes later, Nic sat in her kitchen, sipping coffee and watching her play with Yuri.
“Is he going to be okay with all this walking?”
“He’ll probably be spent after a couple of miles of running around and sniffing at everything that moves. But he’s used to traveling in my chest carrier, so no problem.”
“Mmmm…”
“What’s that?” Nic prompted, curious.
“Just thinking it’ll be more added weight for you on top of the camping stuff,” Tayen flashed a tentative smile. “Will you be okay with that?”
Nic never liked to be reminded of her limitations, but Tayen asked with such obvious lack of judgment, and simply genuine friendship, that it hit a lot softer. Opening up to her was nice and easy too.
“I’ll be fine,” she nodded. “And careful. I’m not taking the cane, but I’ll be using hiking poles for balance.”
“Ah, that’s a good idea.”
“Yeah. I’ll stretch often, keep my back loose. Also, I don’t suppose Rob and his wife are looking to beat speed records all the way to the canyon, are they?”
“No,” Tayen chuckled. “Especially not since Pam is twelve weeks pregnant.”
“Ah. Well, there you go.” Just stick with the pregnant woman, Nic.
She smirked at the instant spark of competitiveness that the thought triggered. Not required here, obviously. This was going to be a leisurely hike with a bunch of friends, not a race or high-pressure training evolution. There would be no NASA selection team to impress. Not yet, anyway... She was still in healing and recovery mode in order to get to that point. She would do well to remember that, and not set herself back by pushing too hard, too early, and for no good reason.
“Well,” Tayen concluded with a not so subtle glance at her body. “You look fit enough.”
“Thanks.” Nic allowed herself a brief glance at her shapely legs before answering. “You too.”
Rob and his wife arrived a little before nine o’clock. Pam, a high-energy, smiling woman with curly blonde hair and bright hazel eyes, worked as an administrator at the local hospital. Her professional leanings were obvious as she set about supervising the sharing of extra hiking supplies into four different rucksacks with efficient ease.
 “We got steaks for everyone for tonight. Won’t give them to you to carry, Nic,” she added with a laugh. “Don’t want to tempt your little guy.”
 “I think that’s very wise. I brought MREs to share.”
 “Cool. I’ll take the steaks and cooking stuff,” Rob offered.
 “Thanks, honey. Nic? Assume you’ve got First-Aid kit and GPS on you?”
 “Correct, I have both.” Amused at her commanding tone, Nic suppressed a resounding ‘Yes, ma’am!’ and a teasing salute.
Maybe keep humorous sarcasm for when she knew the woman a bit better.
 “Do we need yours too?” Pam glanced at her husband.
 “Never hurts to have extra safety stuff,” he nodded, as Nic would have.
 “Okay. What else?” Pam inquired.
“I’ll carry our tent,” Tayen announced with a quick glance toward her.
After a bit more sorting of camping gear, and once Pam was satisfied, they all boarded Rob’s truck to drive to the start of the trail at Wolf Peak. He got behind the wheel, obviously, with his wife next to him. Nic made room for Tayen on the back seat, with Yuri in between them. With the driving arrangements, and the reference to ‘our’ tent earlier, it was not lost on Nic that this felt very much like two couples going on a hike. Tayen beamed a smile at her from behind Yuri’s wagging tail.
“Okay, Nic?”
You have no idea… “Yes,” She nodded in assent. “All pretty perfect.”



CHAPTER 18
The Wolf Peak Canyon Way started off easy with a wide gravel trail, popular with families and people just looking for a relaxed stroll along the side of the river. But after about half-a-mile, the trail narrowed significantly and started to climb.
 “This is the official start of the loop,” Rob stated. “Nice and steady for us now.”
Tayen breathed in the sweet scent of pine trees and juniper as she walked, and the lovely aroma of sun-warmed grass on the breeze. Just enough of one to cool the sweat on the back of her neck. It was sunny but not uncomfortably hot yet, and she knew they’d find welcoming shade as soon as they entered the deeper forest after this first challenging bit. A few miles further on, a rugged switch-back trail led to the bottom of the canyon. Then, according to Tayen, the best part of the hike would begin.
“You’re right,” Rob agreed as they fell into step. “It’s a bit of a trek to get there, but totally worth it when you do. And if you enjoyed your day’s hike to Little Red Creek before, you are going to adore the spot I’m taking you today.”
“What’s it called? I forgot what you said.”
“That’s because I didn’t.” Rob chuckled. “No name, secret location, off the map. I guarantee it’ll leave you speechless.”
“Pretty serious promise,” Tayen challenged.
“Yep. Just you wait and see, my friend.”
They paused when the track leveled up a bit, in view of the forest. Took in some water and waited for Pam and Nic to catch up. Yuri seemed to be having the time of his life; zigzagging all over the place and investigating every twig in front of his nose, which took a little extra time.
“Doing alright, babe?” Rob kissed his wife and they linked hands.
“Awesome, darling,” she beamed, and kissed him back.
Once upon a time, Tayen reflected, this could have been her and Mark… Strange how she felt absolutely nothing when she thought about it. About him. My husband. Even the word evoked little to no emotion in her, apart from regret. She rubbed the finger of her left hand, where her wedding ring had been, and felt only relief at its absence. Have I really been living a lie all these years? If so, it was entirely her fault. She knew that. She glanced aside, unconsciously looking for Nic, and found her eyes already on her. Tayen held her gaze in return, wondering at her sudden intent expression.
“You okay?” she murmured.
“Yes.” Nic nodded, eyes steady and a little hot. “How are you doing?”
“Fine. I…” Tayen fought a tiny shiver. “I was just thinking. Reflecting on things.”
“Good for you.” Nic smiled, and respectfully did not ask.
They resumed walking, side by side, with Yuri trotting just in front. Pam and Rob were a little way up ahead again, chatting happily and still holding hands. Tayen relaxed and she resolved to stay back with Nic, where she preferred to be anyway. When her arm inadvertently brushed against hers, she held her breath. Gosh. I almost grabbed her hand. She stifled a nervous laugh at this. Her cheeks felt too warm all of a sudden, which had nothing to do with the ambient temperature. She wondered some more. If she were to tell her now… The one crucial thing Tayen had kept to herself about her relationship with Mark and her urgent need for a personal break. The real reason for it, which was not related to the miscarriage she suffered. The urge to tell Nic was strong. But why? she asked herself. And why now? Feeling both confused and irritated, she held back. Don’t dump this stuff on her. It would be selfish. She’s not your damn shrink.
“You’re not using your poles,” she commented instead.
“Not yet, but I will on the downhill. Oops,” Nic threw her a sideways grin when they slid against each other again. “Narrow path, uh.”
“Mmm.” Frowning, Tayen concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other and not bumping into her again. This was all down to her as well, she realized. Nic had no issue with walking a straight line, and the path wasn’t that narrow either. But Tayen was attracted… Dammit! She nearly swore as the word flashed across her mind. “Distracted,” she blurted out, correcting herself. “I’m just a bit distracted.”
 Nic laughed, nice and clear. A lovely sound indeed.
“You and Yuri appear to be kindred spirits when it comes to that.” She whistled him back to the track. “Come on, buddy, keep up.”
“He’s doing great off the leash. And having fun too.”
“Yes, he’s a good boy. I also agree with you, by the way; the scenery is awesome here. Very distracting.”
 Not just the scenery, Tayen reflected when Nic smiled again, and her eyes sparkled under her ball cap. She wondered about herself, and the renewed charge that she felt around the woman. For sure, she’d noticed her sizzling good looks before. Have to be blind not to. And she’d experienced how relaxed and comfortable she felt in her company. This was a bit strange in itself, since it usually took Tayen a bit more time to feel totally at ease with a new person. Not so with Nic. They had instant rapport. Now, not only did Tayen have to fight the impulse to keep looking at her every five seconds, but every glance that Nic shot her in return seemed equally loaded. The looks made Tayen feel hot. Hot and tingly. Even worse, she could not find it in herself to care, mind, or regret it.
 “Hey ladies.” Rob pointed at the sky when they caught up with him and Pam at the next turn in the path. “Look out over the ridge.”
 “Bald eagle,” Nic stated as she did, and stopped to watch.
 “Wow! Ain’t he beautiful?” Pam gushed.
 “Gorgeous.” Tayen sighed.
Feeling Nic’s eyes on her, she turned to look at her. Really, how could she not? When she did, the intensity in her blue eyes literally took her breath away. There was a lot contained in Nic’s watchful expression. Interest, curiosity. An unspoken question, maybe. And a hint of reluctance as well. But mainly, hunger. Naked desire shimmered in her gaze like a flame dancing over a canyon wall. Tayen went still. She was pretty sure that no one, male or female, and least of all her own husband, had ever looked at her like this.
***
“Yuri! Come here now.”
 Nic poured water into a small bowl she carried for him on every walk, and let him drink to his heart’s content.
 “With the way he’s going at it, I bet he’s already done twice the distance we’ve covered,” Rob observed. “I’d say about ten miles, easy.”
 “Yeah, I think he’s ready for a rest.”
 “I was planning to carry on through the forest and down, and have lunch in the canyon. You okay with that? We can stop earlier if you’d prefer.”
 “No need, it’s a good plan.” Nic pulled the chest carrier out of her rucksack and she showed it to him. “I’ve got a little trick here for my tired puppy.”
 “Oh, perfect.” Rob chuckled, then winked at his wife. “We need to get us one of these ASAP, don’t we?”
 “Yep.” Pam laughed. “Then you can do the carrying.”
 “You know, I can’t wait, babe.”
 As Nic got ready, she was again secretly relieved to have Yuri to look after for a diversion. There was something different about Tayen today. Hard to put her finger on exactly what, but it was like a layer had been removed. Not a layer of protection as such, since she had been fairly open from the moment they met, but a certain level of restraint seemed to be gone. Extra reserve. A bit of caution. Something like that. Today when Tayen stared at her, it was equally bold and intent. And she did it a lot. Long velvety glances. Prolonged eye contact. All very conscious and thoughtful at times. She watched her with the air of a woman trying to figure something out in her head. And if Nic had not already known that she was straight, from Tayen’s current behavior, she would have assumed that she was into women. Or more precisely… Into me. Yeah. That, specifically. It was clear as mountain lake water, and Nic was not entirely sure of what to do with the discovery. It might be wise to ignore it for just as long as possible. Whether she could, or not, remained to be seen. She straightened up to find Pam and Rob grinning at Yuri in his carrier. Both of them definitely under the puppy charm spell. Tayen’s eyes, golden in the sunshine, were riveted onto her face. She blinked a couple times when their gazes met, as if waking from a dream. Nic said nothing.
 “Ready?” Rob inquired.
 “Yeah, let’s go.”
With Yuri secure, and using her poles, Nic assumed fourth position as they entered the forest. The path had become really too narrow to walk two-aside now. Pam was in the lead, with her husband behind. Tayen was in front of her. Nic told herself to follow a simple directive. Don’t look at her. But of course, it was much easier said than done. Tayen had a lovely figure; slender, tight, and curvy in all the right places. She walked with an appealing gait. Her hair was up today, twisted in a careless bun that still managed to look sophisticated and sexy. Nic tried not to look too hard at the rest of her. She was rather glad, when Tayen whipped her head around without warning, that her eyes were up and forward.
“Hey, is that Yuri snoring?”
“Huh-huh.” Nic had not noticed. Hella distracted, you bet. “He usually has a snooze in the carrier. It’s almost like a trigger for him.”
Tayen took in a breath, started to speak, then bit really hard on her lip and her face turned scarlet. She went quiet.
“What?” Nic chuckled, feeling both amused and charmed.
“This is really…” Tayen winced. “Really kinda rude and in-appropriate. Please don’t tell Rob and Pam, but I was just going to say that he’s much cuter than a baby.”
“Oh, yes, I happen to agree,” Nic replied in an exaggerated whisper. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell on you.”
“You must think I’m so heartless.”
“Of course not… Why would I think that?” As she watched her color fade, suddenly, Nic laid a steadying hand over her bare arm. “Tay?”
“Because of my miscarriage. Not only do I not experience any of the emotions I’m told I should have but, on top of it, here I am, making nasty jokes about babies!”
 “It wasn’t nasty.”
 “Huh. What do you know? You’re a Marine.”
 “And?” Nic grinned, tickled at the spirited reply.
 “You guys are famous for your rough-and-ready sense of humor.”
She looked so incredibly beautiful, all wrapped up in her doubts and frustration, that Nic could only smile and tell her the truth.
“There is that, yeah. Although it’s a coping mechanism we share with the police and emergency services. Also, I’m not just a Marine. I think you’re awesome. And funny too.”
 Tayen sighed again, unconvinced and bothered.
“I mean it,” Nic went on, smiling still. “What happened to you wasn’t your fault. Pretending to grieve in order to satisfy or conform to social narratives would be stupid. Not to mention very unhealthy for you.”
“Yes, that’s what I usually think as well. But—”
“No but. Clearly, the reason for your lack of emotion is that you were able to process what happened very quickly. So, in my book, you are head and shoulders above the rest of the would-be moaners out there. Hey. Sorry, not sorry.” Nic grinned as Tayen shot her a look. “That’s just a rough Marine’s point of view. You told me before that you didn’t take the event lightly. The loss of life. Right?”
“Oh, God, no! Also, I don’t think life can ever be lost. It just changes... Transforms. Goes somewhere else and finds a way to blossom again.”
“I believe that too. So, don’t worry about what other people think you ‘should’ do or feel.”
 A soft smile crept back over Tayen’s lips. It was nice to see.
“Yeah,” she said. “I know.”
“I know you do.”
“But thanks for reminding me of it, Nic.”
 “Anytime. Now, apologize for insulting my Marine Corps sense of humor.”
 “I’m sorry,” Tayen laughed. “As a matter of fact, I think it’s just my kind of humor as well.”
 Nic still had one hand on her upper arm, and in a matching gesture, Tayen raised hers to lay on her cheek. It was like a bolt of lightning.
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Nic was sure it went unnoticed. Pretty sure. At least, she hoped. Yuri came to the rescue when he woke up and sneezed, and then casually licked Tayen’s nose. They were that close to each other. If not, Nic definitely would have. Kissed the woman, that is, not licked her nose. Though come to think of it, she’d love to lick the tiny drop of sweat that she noticed rolling down the side of her neck. For fuck’s sake, Nic…
 “Good boy, Yuri.” Tayen laughed easily, and she rubbed his ears.
 Took her hand off her face to do so, and left a burning void there. Nic had reacted. She knew. Reacted big time. She’d rested into the touch when Tayen cupped her cheek. Almost closed her eyes. Exhaled, and leaned forward. She’d been on the brink of doing something crazy. Cruising for a slap, most certainly. Or maybe not. Maybe not… She pushed the thought out of her mind. Insane, for sure. And took a careful step back.
 “We should catch up to the others.”
 “Yeah.” Tayen nodded with a smile. She looked absolutely normal and composed. Like nothing major had just happened, or almost happened. “Thanks again for the pep talk.”
 “Hey, no problem.”
 It was a good thing when the path turned technical, forcing them to focus on their footing. Nic also took the opportunity to try to get her pounding heart under control. She was a little out of breath, as if she’d just sprinted uphill. Tayen’s gesture meant nothing, she told herself. Or at least, nothing to warrant such an extreme reaction on her part. Tayen was just being friendly, and grateful. Just a hand on her cheek, nothing more. It’s not like she grabbed me by the hair and yanked me forward for a hard kiss, is it? But Nic tightened at the thought, and the images seared a trail of fire across her mind. Who knew such a simple gesture could end up feeling so damn erotic? And of course, she realized, it wasn’t the gesture but the woman behind it. So enthralled was she with her own musings that when Tayen stopped abruptly, she almost plowed right into her. Skidding to a stop, she just managed not to touch her.
 “Alright, friends. This is where it gets a little tricky,” Rob announced. “But fun, I promise.”
 Nic cast a quick look over the edge. At this point, the trail disappeared into a steep ravine. Down below, she could just make out a fork in the river, water, and an expanse of sandy beach with a few boulders scattered about. On the opposite side rose a spectacular wall of red and yellow sandstone, and there was no one else in sight. Perfect. Just what she needed to take her mind off of heated, forbidden stuff.
 “This is gorgeous, Rob,” she told him.
 “Yeah.” He flashed a delighted smile. “One of my favorite spots down there, and we’ve got a few more coming along the way. Just gotta make sure you don’t stumble head first down into it.”
 “I think we can manage that.”
 “Cool. I’ll go first.”
 It was too steep for poles and upright walking. All four of them resorted to the tried-and-tested method of sliding on your butt in a few places, and grabbing on to trees and vegetation in others, to keep steady. The descent was pretty hard on knees and quads, but Nic was good in that regard. She was pleased as well to reach the bottom without experiencing a single twinge in her back.
 “Alright?” Tayen inquired with a soft glance.
 Checking on her. That caring vibe. Again, as extraordinary as it was, Nic appreciated it.
 “Yeah, feeling strong,” she nodded. “All that training seems to be paying off.”
 “Awesome!”
 From the splendid grin on Tayen’s face, there was probably no need to ask if she was enjoying herself. But Nic still did, and enjoyed the reply.
 “I’m feeling so good! Happy and free,” Tayen let her know with that blazing smile. “So much that it’s hard to find the right words to describe it.”
 “I think you just did, darling, and very well too!” Pam went on to give her friend a tight hug.
 Nic watched it happen, was tempted, and thought better of it. Yuri was awake now, and wriggling to be let down, so she un-hooked him and let him have a play. Meanwhile, they enjoyed lunch on the beach. The MREs that she’d brought to share were a hit with Pam and Tayen. The novelty effect. Not so much with Rob, who’d spent a few years in the army before joining the Sheriff’s Department and now preferred a fresh sandwich from the café in town.
 “No offense, Nic,” he grinned.
 “None taken.”
 “Nic, what was your favorite food in space?” Pam inquired.
 “Probably my colleague Dimitri’s version of Solyanka. It’s a Russian stew of beef, smoked sausage, bacon, mushrooms, and potatoes. All squeezed into a tube and slathered over a floating tortilla. Even better with extra honey on top.”
 “Say that again?” Tayen blinked, eyes wide.
 Nic laughed at her puzzled expression. “Yeah, it might not sound tremendously appealing but trust me, it was delish. Our American ration packs are so healthy onboard the ISS; no extra salt, not much indulgence. Just fuel to keep the body going. But that Russian stuff? Yummy! It was brilliant as a cheat meal now and again.”
 “The stew comes in a tube?”
“Yes, in order to prevent the sauce from flying everywhere in micro-gravity. Tortillas are great as well to keep everything nicely stuck together.”
 Pam looked impressed and entertained. “Bet it was a lot of fun for you.”
 “Certainly was.”
“That smoked sausage and honey combo also sounds pretty arousing to a pregnant woman.”
“Not sure I’d go so far as to call it arousing,” Nic reflected, and was pretty proud of herself for not looking at Tayen. “But I did enjoy the Squeeze-N’-Eat method, and no washing-up duty after dinner.
 “Another great thing about space is that everyone gets on with one another up there,” Rob remarked, more seriously. “No matter their country of origin.”
 “Agreed. Might be the best part of the whole enterprise.”
 “I’m sure it’ll be the same down here soon,” Tayen weighed in.
 “That’s very optimistic of you.” Rob clearly had his doubts on the matter. “Seems to me to be all going straight to hell at the moment.”
 “Yep, but I’m realistic. I always expect miracles.”
 It was a good line, Nic thought. Strong, smart. Attractively defiant. Definitely sexy. When Tayen smiled at her, she inclined her head and gave her a little nod of approval.
***
After lunch, Rob led them deep into the canyon with a renewed promise that it would be just as awe-inspiring as the famous slot canyons of Utah or Arizona.
 “I’ve never been there,” Tayen remarked.
 “Even better for you then, darling.”
Indeed, it was striking from the off. New Mexico seemed to have it all in terms of scenery: stunning mesas, expansive desert, exotic plants… And now this! A meandering maze of wavelike sandstone formations, sometimes reaching twelve or fifteen feet above their heads. The walls were smooth or striated in some spots. Narrow-ish, but never enough to feel claustrophobic. The ground, sand or pebbles, was wet throughout and even held a few pools of water in places where the river had run before.
“Nice and cool in here,” Tayen tossed with a glance over her shoulder.
“Yeah, a welcome change,” Nic answered.
Without the need for discussion, they naturally remained in close proximity to each other. Tayen found herself turning back often. Every time, Nic would smile, triggering one of her own. What an awesome day. Tayen was feeling great. Here, now… With good friends and surrounded by nature. Absolutely wonderful. And there was something else too... Higher joy. She chuckled to herself. Bit of a ‘woo-woo’ statement. Perhaps the sheer beauty of their surroundings was igniting her spiritual vibe. And Nic... Of course. She could try to deny it, but really it was mostly down to her. All Nic. Was it not? Tayen bit her lip in wonder. Forgetting to pay attention, she stumbled on a rock.
“Careful,” came the gentle reminder from behind.
“Yep! Got it.” They were soon able to resume walking side-by-side, as the walls of the canyon widened. “Pretty, uh?” Tayen prompted again.
“Yes, it’s lovely.” Nic chuckled as she glanced at her puppy, splashing about in yet another big puddle, in front of a gorgeous wall of yellow and red sandstone. “Little guy’s having a blast.”
“What about you, Nic?”
“I’m loving it.”
Did she linger a bit longer as their eyes met? Did her gaze turn a little hazy? Am I imagining things? But it was just the thing. Tayen knew that she was not. She held onto Nic’s eyes. Just that. No words exchanged. No touching. But the sense of connection was so strong that she felt it throbbing deep inside, like a drum in the center of her chest. It was all there. Connection. Attraction. Oh, boy…
“And now for the best bit of the morning,” Rob announced. “Ready to be left speechless, Tay?”
Already am, Tayen almost blurted out. She had to clear her throat before she could reply.
“Yep, let’s see if you can deliver on your promises.”
They scrambled out of the canyon and across the ravine, up a barely existent path, down again through thick vegetation and a bunch of juniper trees... Into what looked like another world. A magical one.
“Oh my God,” Pam murmured in awe.
Tayen could only grin again as she took it all in. In front of them now was a large body of water, with a waterfall on the far side. Flat rocks dotted the surface here and there. And the river ran through it.
“So?” Rob invited.
“No words,” Tayen told her friend. “If not for the fact that I can see a bunch of cacti over there, I wouldn’t think we’re still in New Mexico!”
“Yeah, this looks almost too lush,” Nic commented.
“We’re lucky to have had a bit more rain than usual in the spring, or the waterfall would be a pitiful trickle. It’ll dry out in a couple weeks. But for now…” Rob took his wife by the hand and tugged her gently along. “Scuse us while we just go around the corner.”
“What’s around the corner?” Tayen inquired.
 “Privacy,” he answered with a wiggle of his eyebrows. “For a well-earned skinny dip.”
 Pam giggled. “We’ll leave you to enjoy yours, ladies!”
 Oh… Tayen’s throat suddenly went hot and dry. The idea had never crossed her mind that there might be an opportunity to do some of this here... Not that she was shy about her own body. She kept herself in good shape and she was at ease in her own skin. Even so, the idea of taking her clothes off in front of Nic had her feeling exceptionally timid suddenly. She glanced at her to see that she had dropped her rucksack and was stretching her back.
 “What do you think?”
 “Why?” Nic shot back with a teasing grin. “Feeling shy?”
 “Of course not.” Tayen would be damned if she admitted it to her.
 “Well, I’m going in for sure,” Nic advised, and she started to unlace her boots. “I’m way too hot, and this water looks too good not to.”
 Too hot was a fitting statement, and Tayen averted her eyes. Nic was ultra-quick to undress. Before Tayen had even pulled her own shoes off, she was nude and taking two quick steps off of a flat rock. Perfect dive. Tayen did catch a glimpse of chiseled body and fluid muscles in movement before she jumped and disappeared underwater. Yuri stopped short of throwing himself after his mom, and let out a puzzled whine as he lost sight of her. Tayen gave him a reassuring pat on the side.
 “Don’t worry, puppy. Look, there she is!”
 Nic resurfaced closer to the waterfall, laughing and rubbing her forehead.
 “Ouch!”
 Tayen frowned. “You okay?”
 “Yeah. Just be careful if you dive in. It’s not very deep.”
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Nic went back underwater, and resurfaced to see Tayen walking over the rock she’d sprung off. Okay, so maybe she timed it so that she could. Tayen was not looking at her as she focused on entering the water. Not diving. And Nic only allowed herself a brief glance. From what she’d already seen of her, she suspected that Tayen would look good naked. Now, Nic struggled not to lose her breath at the sight of her. This was several levels above just looking good. Magnificent. Tayen made her think of a nymph out there, standing on that rock. Mistress of the waterfall. Slender muscles rippled under her tanned skin as she lowered herself into the water. Perfectly rounded breasts stood out against her tan, creamy-white flesh, highlighting rosy nipples already tight. Nic dove back under as she sensed Tayen about to look at her. Didn’t want to be caught staring, make her feel uncomfortable. But she knew for a fact that this striking image of Tayen, naked on a rock in the sunlight, with her black hair flowing loose over her shoulders, would stay with her for a long time.
 “Hey, it’s not that cold!” Tiny droplets of water glinted over her eyelashes as Tayen swam to her. She stopped, Nic noted, not close enough for anything weird to happen. Like perhaps an accidental, naked hug. “Can Yuri swim?”
 Grateful once again for a diversion, Nic took a deep breath and she pulled herself together. Her puppy was still on the rock, torn between terminal wariness and tremendous excitement.
 “That’s him performing his, ‘Mom, I so wanna but I’m way too scared’ butt dance,” she stated, and Tayen laughed. “Look at him now. Doing the ass boogie forward and back, whining like crazy. Well, come on then. Jump in, pup! Don’t be a wuss.”
 Just as she said this, Yuri’s puppy-like whine turned into a quite respectable howl. As if stunned by his own performance, he lost his footing on the wet rock and slipped head first into the water. A bout of terrified splashing ensued, though only for a split-second before Nic scooped him up. As a show of gratitude, he socked her in the eye with a wet paw. Even in his quest not to drown, he never stopped trying to lick her face. And succeeded.
 “Aw!” Tayen was obviously charmed. “He adores you.”
 “He sure does. Also happens to be the clumsiest dog in the whole wide—” Only one damn word was required to finish this sentence. Only one, and Nic still managed to lose it.
Tayen had found a shallow pool to stand in closer to the waterfall. Just as Nic was turning to her, she did that sexy thing. Dunked her head under and threw it back when she emerged, sending her wet hair flying off behind her in a beautiful arc. Drops of water glittered in the brilliant sunshine, and for a brief moment, Tayen looked like she was surrounded by a shower of stars. She also did not have her back to her completely at this point, and Nic was treated to an altogether gorgeous picture. Tayen, seemingly unaware, just smiled at her.
 “What was that?” she asked.
 “Nothing.” Nic swallowed. “Just going to teach my clumsy puppy to swim, that’s all.”
 “Can I help?”
 “Sure.”
 After an enjoyable time of it, Tayen announced that she was going to dry off on one of the flat rocks dotted around the place.
 “You coming?” she invited.
 “Uh. Yeah.” Get over it, Nic!
This was like a locker-room situation, to be treated as such. No big deal! And once she relaxed, Nic had to admit that it was actually very nice to lie there in the sunshine. She did breathe a sigh of relief after putting her clothes back on, and one glance at Tayen told her that the feeling was probably mutual. Still, they’d managed this tricky moment. Rob and Pam soon came back too. Both smiling and looking pretty chilled as well.
 “Let’s set up the tents,” Rob suggested. “And then we can kick back and have a drink.”
 “Perfect,” Tayen approved, and turned to her expectantly. “Come on, Nic, I think there’s a nice spot over there.”
 There was indeed. A bit closer to the tree line, nice and soft underfoot, and with a great view of the waterfall. Pam and Rob selected a space on the other side. Within sight of them, but not too close.
 “There is something primal about all this,” Tayen reflected when they erected the tent and hammered pegs into the ground. “Trekking through the woods, swimming in the river, building shelter for the night… All very elemental things.”
 “Yes. Back to our roots, uh? This is how our ancestors used to do it.
 “Totally. Tonight, we’ll be cooking on the fire as well.”
 “And enjoying a beer.” Nic nodded. “For me, it doesn’t get much better than that.”
 “I just wish I had my guitar; but otherwise I agree with you. So, you love camping?”
 “Yeah, I do a fair bit of it in my spare time.”
 Nic pushed her Therm-a-Rest sleeping pad on one side of the two-man tent, and fitted Tayen’s next to it. After the sleeping bags went in, and once they’d stowed the two rucksacks at the back, there was not much room left to spare. It would be tight in there tonight.
 “Mmm.” Tayen peered inside. “Cozy, uh?”
 “Yeah. Cozy.”
 Nic frankly didn’t know what else to say, and was low-key nervous about the situation. She turned to glance at Tayen, who appeared both kinda sheepish and excited again. They went on to exchange a quiet glance which Tayen was the first to break.
 “Has Yuri slept in a tent before?”
 “No, it’ll be his first time.”
 “Great.”
 Yes, Nic reflected as she watched Tayen’s warm brown eyes sparkle. It was pretty great, indeed, and not because of Yuri.
***
Tayen was feeling good. Granted, she’d struggled in the water to keep her eyes off of Nic’s splendid body. This being said, at least the deepening realization that she enjoyed admiring a woman’s naked form, and liked what she saw when she was able to catch a few stolen glances at Nic, specifically, did not throw her off too much. She refused to dwell on what it all must mean. She would, definitely. Later on, when she was back at home and on her own. For now, she was eager to make the most of this trip.
Which got even better when Rob put Nic in charge of starting a campfire, and as Nic decided to initiate her into the art of making one without a lighter.
 “So, basically, grab whatever coarse grass or moss you can find around you. Twigs, pine needles, dried leaves, that kind of stuff. Rip it all up, rub it together. Turn it into a little nest. Make sure it’s not too tight.”
 “I heard you can use Tampax for this. Is that true?”
 “Yeah, Tampax work pretty well too.” Nic chuckled. “But it’s more fun to do it like this. The natural way.”
 “Okay, I’m with you on that. So now what?”
 “We use the steel and flint method. Here.”
 Tayen eyed the tools that she showed her, and a bit of what looked like burned material.
“What’s this?”
 “Charcloth. You lay it flat next to the steel. Then hit the flint with the metal striker like this.” When she demonstrated, sparks flew immediately. Easily done, Tayen reflected. And what a good analogy…. Sparks seemed to come effortlessly when she was in Nic’s company. “The aim is to catch a burning ember onto that bit of charcoal and then transfer it to the bundle.”
 “Okay, makes sense.”
“You want to try doing it yourself?”
“Yep!” Tayen took the tools, which felt foreign in her hands at first.
“Hold the flint close to the ground just above your piece of charcloth.” Nic knelt next to her to gently cup her hands in the correct position. “Relax.”
Tayen nodded but she was wary of relaxing a bit too much, actually. It would be so easy to let herself lean against Nic’s side. To seek and enjoy this close contact with her. She did look up, smiled, and Nic flashed an instant one in return. For a moment, they simply held there; kneeling shoulder to shoulder on the ground, looking into each other’s eyes.
 “Alright,” Tayen murmured to break the spell. “I’ll try it.”
 “Keep the arm with the flint steady,” Nic advised. “And try to use the whole length of the striker rod when you do it. Good. Just like that.”
 It took her a few attempts, but Tayen soon got the hang of it. Sparks flew aimlessly at first, then she angled the flint a little bit more and landed one directly onto the charcloth.
 “Got it!”
 “Nice one,” Nic approved.
“Now what do I do?”
 “Transfer the cloth to the bundle. Don’t lose the spark. Then pick up your little nest, hold it close, and blow on it. Don’t bite your tongue.”
 Tayen laughed. “I always do that when I concentrate. Get my tongue out.”
 “Yeah, me too.”
 Soon, smoke came out of the bundle. Then, flames. Without needing any prompting, Tayen placed the nest inside the circle of stones that Nic had already built, and she added bigger bits of kindling and wood to the pile.
 “Well done, girls,” Pam approved. “Fire’s looking good.”
 “Seems this came naturally to you, Tay,” Nic stated.
 “Thanks.” Tayen smiled. “You’re a good teacher.”
 They enjoyed a lazy rest of the afternoon, sipping beer and chatting easily until the evening. Golden hour was a spectacular affair, setting the surrounding cliffs ablaze with color. As the sun went down over the forest, and it got a few degrees cooler, Rob set about cooking their meal.
 “I see you’re well-equipped.” Nic chuckled when he pulled out a special folding outdoors grill and additional non-stick pan and chopping board out of his bag.
 Onions, mushrooms, fresh thyme and basil, cream, salt and pepper followed. Pre-cooked sweet potato chips were also on the menu, and Tayen whistled in amazement.
 “Wow! Rob, this is great. I didn’t expect a 5-star meal out in the middle of nowhere.”
 “Just because we’re camping doesn’t mean we should lower our standards, hey?” Pam remarked.
 “Too right! I like your thinking.”
“Plus, I love to cook out here,” Rob added. “It’s good for the soul.”
Dinner was excellent. He cooked the meat perfectly, and the wine that Tayen had brought, a local red with a nice body and a hint of spice, was perfectly suited to it. Nic gave Yuri his share of her steak, and Tayen happily supplied a few pieces of her own. The puppy ended up falling asleep between them shortly after, and was soon snoring softly in obvious contentment.
“I know the feeling,” Tayen smiled. “This has been the most amazing day.”
Next to her, Nic raised her glass in agreement.
“Great day, lovely company. Thanks, you guys.”
“Thanks for coming,” Pam approved. “Now I’m sorry to cut this short, but this pregnant lady needs to retire. Otherwise I’ll be belly up like Yuri in no time.”
“I’m coming with you,” Rob told her. “Nic, can I leave you to take care of the fire when you two are done here?”
“Sure, no problem.”
“Goodnight, then. See you in the morning.”
By the time Tayen came back from the stream after doing the dishes, thunder could be heard rolling around the cliffs. Nic had put out the fire. Yuri was awake and had sought refuge in her arms.
“Oh, God!” Tayen exclaimed, wide-awake once again. “You smell that?”
“What? The smell of rain in the air?”
“Yes, and the woods… The warm grass… All these scents being activated. Amazing! I’d pay a fortune for it if someone was able to put that smell in a bottle.”
“Ah, yes… But then it wouldn’t be as special, would it?”
Nic stood smiling at her in the semi-darkness. Blue eyes glinting beautifully, dusty-blond hair attractively messed-up. So damn gorgeous... Unconsciously, Tayen took a step closer.



CHAPTER 21
Nic felt the shift. She saw it in her eyes. All of a sudden, Tayen looked hungry. Her gaze had gone hot, her lips parted slightly, and that step she took toward her brought them way closer. One more and they’d be pressed right against each other. Close enough to kiss. Nic remained still, looking intently into her eyes. She was afraid to take the initiative, to make a mistake if she was reading her wrong. But really, the searing look in those dark eyes… Not a lie. She watched burning flickers of deep amber and brown, like dancing flames calling to her.
 “Nic,” Tayen whispered.
 “Yeah.”
Nic would have barely recognized her own voice, low and raspy as it was, if she’d been paying attention. She wasn’t. Right now, her attention was riveted onto Tayen, and the expression on her face. She recognized wanting in the set of her attractive features. Need. Desire. Dammit, I want you too… Her surprising attraction to the woman had been like a low-level hum in the background since she’d arrived at the cabin. Nic had done her best to ignore it, but now, it just blossomed unbidden. She was no longer thinking about the fact that Tayen was married. And straight. Unavailable, and a liability. She just wanted to kiss her. Was going to claim that kiss, no matter what. She moved closer. Started to lean forward. Noted another hot flash in Tayen’s eyes as she angled her face to respond. Oh yeah… Not reading her wrong, for sure.
Tayen reached for her as if she might fall. Nic clasped her hands in hers. Their fingers intertwined. They were only millimeters from each other, and Nic had almost closed the distance, when a massive clap of thunder made them jump and the air around them vibrate. Yuri howled in renewed angst, and a flash of bright light cut in between them.
 “Hey, you two okay?”
 Rob, armed with a police-issue flashlight, must assume they were afraid of the dark or something. Nic bit back on a snarky remark; of course, he couldn’t know what he’d interrupted. And perhaps it was for the best... Either way, the spell was definitely broken. Tayen moved away from her as if she’d been struck by lightning.
 “We’re fine,” she assured her friend. “You?”
 “Yeah, good. But man, this weather sure wasn’t forecast!” Rob chuckled. “Nice, though, isn’t it?”
 “Yes, very atmospheric. Beautiful, and it smells great.”
 “Alright, I’ll see you in the morning. Better get to cover.”
 “Will do. Goodnight, Rob.”
 Nic didn’t wait around for another tense one-to-one outside with Tayen. She scooped up her nervous puppy and headed for the tent. By the time Tayen caught up with them, she was in her sleeping bag with Yuri in her arms. All zipped-up. Safe. Ish.
 “Is he okay?” Tayen inquired.
 She seemed so cool and collected as she sat there, taking off her boots, that Nic wondered if she’d dreamt it all.
 “He’ll be fine,” she nodded. “It’s just been a lot of first times for him today.”
 “I’ll say! Learning to swim, first night in a tent…”
 “First real thunderstorm too.”
 “Wow… Really?”
 “Yep.”
“Maybe he needs a puppy treat after all that.” Tayen smiled when the first drops of rain began to hit the tent, causing Yuri to cast a cautious glance at the ceiling, then at each of them in turn. “It’s alright, little one.”
 Meanwhile, Nic relaxed a bit more when she slid into her sleeping bag; fully clothed, as she was, just minus her shoes.
 “He’s had steak,” she stated. “The only treat he gets now is a cuddle.”
 “Fair enough. Can I turn the light off?”
 “Sure.”
 Tayen switched off the solar-powered lantern in the corner of the tent, plunging them into darkness. Nic lay on her back as her eyes slowly grew accustomed to it, until she could make out the outline of the tent above and Tayen’s shape on the other side. The silence grew thick and heavy.
 “You okay?” she murmured eventually.
 “Yes,” came the reply. And a question. “How’s your back?”
 “Holding up. I feel fine.”
 “Great. Goodnight, Nic.”
 “’Night, Tayen.”
 Yuri gave a tiny whine in response to lingering thunder, masking Nic’s sigh at the soft but clear dismissal. She held him close, comforted him until he settled. She was very aware that Tayen must still be awake on the other side, but choosing not to speak for some reason. Maybe she’s just tired. Don’t worry about it. Eventually, the storm passed. The rain eased off. Nic drifted off to sleep. It was still dark when she opened her eyes a while later, and checked her watch to see that it was close to midnight. She could hear the waterfall and the appealing gurgle of the stream in the distance. No wind. All was quiet apart from the sound of the water. Yuri was stretched out between the two sleeping bags, fast asleep now. And Tayen was gone. After a brief hesitation, Nic pulled on her boots and she slipped out of the tent.
***
Tayen sat on a rock with both arms around her knees, facing the waterfall. Breathing in the cool night air. The clouds were gone. A full moon was out now and she wondered if it had something to do with her mood. She had found herself unable to sleep in the tent. Dozed for a while but as the rain stopped, decided to go out again. To come sit here alone. And to think. I almost kissed her... And not only that. Nic had looked so beautiful in sleep that she’d almost reached out to caress her cheek as well. She wanted to touch her. Run a finger across her lips, watch her gorgeous eyes open, and the surprise they may hold. She ached to press her mouth to hers and answer the question in this way. To feel and enjoy the taste of her. Jesus Christ! Tayen exhaled sharply, feeling both irritated and confused.. What the hell am I thinking?
 “Talking to yourself, are you?”
 She jolted slightly, unaware of having spoken out loud until Nic pointed it out. And she was at once dismayed and elated to see her.
 “Hi.” She stared. “Guess I am talking to myself, yeah.”
 “I won’t intrude on your private moment then. I just woke up and saw you were gone, so I thought I’d come out and check that you were okay.”
 “Right.”
 Despite her initial words, Nic made no move to leave.
 “Are you?” she prompted.
 “Yes, fine. Thanks for checking.”
 “No problem.”
“Wait!” Tayen called as she turned to leave. “Wait, please. Nic.” She hurried to catch up and, aware that their voices carried far in the stillness, spoke in a hushed whisper. Didn’t need Rob to come investigate again. “Look, there’s something… I need to—” Oh, God, why is it so damn hard?
 Nic’s expression softened at her obvious struggle.
“Let’s go sit down again,” she invited, and led her back to the same flat rock Tayen had been on. Once there, she flashed a gentle smile. “Listen, if I did something to annoy you before, or make you feel uncomfortable somehow, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be—”
 “No.” Tayen cut her intently. “Don’t worry. It’s me. Nic…” Oh, just fucking say it! “Okay, I kissed a woman.” There! “I mean, she did. She kissed me. Anyway, it brought up a whole bunch of things from my past, and that’s the real reason Mark and I are separated now. I kissed a woman.”
 With that said, it was as if a ton of weight lifted off of her shoulders. Pressure remained, but of a different kind, and Tayen watched a series of fleeting emotions flash across Nic’s face. She noted surprise, curiosity, intent… And amusement she couldn’t hide. Nic bit on the corner of her bottom lip, presumably to stifle a grin.
 “Don’t you dare laugh at me,” Tayen warned.
 “I wouldn’t.” Still, the amused glint remained in her eyes.
 “What is it? You’re holding back on saying something.”
 “It’s nothing important or appropriate.”
 “Just tell me!” Tayen demanded.
 Nic shrugged. “Alright. So, you kissed a woman. And did you like it? The taste of her cherry ChapStick?”
 “What?” Tayen stared, frowning. “What are you—"
 “Sorry.” Nic chuckled softly and she passed an arm around her shoulders. Pulled her close in a friendly, supportive gesture. “Told you it wasn’t appropriate, but it just made me think of the famous song. Katy Perry, I Kissed A Girl. You know it?”
 “Oh… Yeah, yeah.” It was Tayen’s turn to chuckle, albeit a weaker one. “I do know it, now that you say.”
 “I didn’t mean to make fun of you, Tay.”
 The use of the nickname again, and the way that she held her, strong and warm against her side, made Tayen want to cry. It was so nice… It felt so damn right! And she was so not used to experiencing this kind of closeness with another woman.
 “It’s okay,” she murmured. “Kinda funny, actually. There was no ChapStick involved.”
 “Can I ask you a question?”
 “Of course.” Tayen slipped her arm around Nic’s waist, no longer willing to deny herself the comfort of the embrace.
 “Who was she?”
 “My obstetrician.”
 “I see. Wow.” Nic flashed a quick grin. “So, she initiated the kiss, uh? Or…”
 “Yeah, she did. But I didn’t stop her.”
 “You kiss her back?”
 “Yes,” Tayen whispered. “Sort of.” She had lingered into it, for sure.
 “And your husband knows?”
 “He was late for yet another appointment. Rushed into the office without knocking and caught us at the wrong time.” Then again, perhaps it was for the best.
 “Ah. Messy situation. I understand now, some of the things he said the other day.”
 “What things?”
 “Asking if I was your friend. That I looked the type.”
 “Oh. Yes… He thinks I’ve been cheating on him the whole time we were married. Which I definitely have not. I’m not the type.”
 “Didn’t think you were.” Nic gave her a little squeeze.
She was being kind, and ever so patient. Tayen took a deep breath before she went on.
“I already knew KC, my obstetrician, from a yoga class we both attend. We weren’t close friends… Still aren’t! But I knew she was gay. We had good rapport. I got emotional talking to her about the miscarriage that day. Before you know it, she’s giving me a hug. Then… You know.” Nic nodded quietly. “We never planned what happened. Really, it just did. She was devastated afterwards. Apologized profusely to me. I wouldn’t have made a big deal of it if Mark hadn’t made such a scene himself.”
“It was just a caring moment between two women.”
“Yes!” Tayen gripped her harder. “Totally! I’m so glad you understand!”
“Of course. You said it brought stuff up for you?”
“Yeah. That’s the thing.” Tayen shivered. Now this was the core of it. “When I was young, fifteen years old, there was this girl in my class. She was captain of the basketball team and also excelled at the academic stuff, especially STEM. She was fit. She looked good. And she was extremely popular, which wasn’t the case for me at the time. I had the biggest crush on her!”
“School crush on the cool kid, uh?” Nic smiled.
“You can say that again!”
“Well. It happens.”
“But Nic, it was more than that. I’m looking at my teenage years with a different lens, and it’s striking. I was so afraid to be different, and my mother didn’t help. I suppressed it all at the time, but…” She had to stop again.
“You think you were attracted to women at that age?” Nic prompted softly. “And it’s coming back to you now?”
“Ah… I don’t know.” Tayen sighed in frustration. “I mean, it was good with Mark. Just bland. Automatic.”
“Bland and automatic? How is that good?”
Dammit, she was right! Tayen sighed again.
“We got married young. It strikes me now, how naïve we were about life and what we wanted out of it. What I wanted. Getting married to the boy next door was the expected thing. I didn’t look any further. I tried to make it work.” Stop lying to yourself, Tayen, goddammit! “Yes.”
“Yes?”
“Yes to your earlier question.” She finally stopped staring at the waterfall. Locked eyes with Nic, stared deep and hard.
“Tayen. You’re trembling.”
 “I know.” With a soft exhale, Tayen reached up to touch her cheek. “Nic…”



CHAPTER 22
Nic did not require any particular lens to make sense of Tayen’s story. Just her own, and what Tayen had already hinted at. She knew random kisses did not just happen in a vacuum, especially between a physician and her patient. Even if they already knew each other, and especially if they weren’t close friends. The good rapport Tayen described must have been more than professional sensitivity on KC’s part. The obstetrician must have sensed the same thing that Nic also did the first time she met Tayen. A gut feeling. A deeper connection. Genuine recognition. No way is this woman straight. She’d thought it to herself at the time, wondered if it may just be wishful thinking. Worried about it. Suspicion had just turned to conviction and now, Nic found herself alone with Tayen in a magical setting, under a bright full moon, in the middle of the night. Holding on to her, being held in return. And wanting so much more…
 “Nic…”
When Tayen caressed her cheek, Nic struggled to keep her eyes open. And as Tayen rested a light finger over her lips, and traced the outline of her mouth with it, desire flared. She fought it. Don’t do this. She’s confused. Doesn’t know what she’s doing… Yet Tayen’s free hand on the back of her neck felt wonderful.
“Look,” Nic started, but her heart was not in trying to make sense of the situation. Or being reasonable. Attraction blossomed in that moment and all she wanted was to switch off her brain, and go with the feeling. To flow. To let go.
“I keep thinking about you,” Tayen whispered.
“Me too, Tay.” And to hell with being careful!
Nic leaned into her, still with one arm around her shoulders in a protective, reassuring gesture. But there was no mistaking where this was going. Tayen met her halfway. This first tentative brush of the lips was unlike any kiss Nic ever had before. And incredibly powerful. Just a simple touch, featherlike, was enough to made her see stars on the inside of her closed eyelids. That was all it took. Tayen melted against her chest in pure surrender, with a sigh of relief. As if she’d been waiting to do this for a long time.
“Please,” she breathed out.
The soft plea tickled. It was unbelievably sexy, and had Nic tighten in arousal. Invigorating, clean heat flooded through her. She forgot to go slow or be careful. The kiss turned full-on and intent. Tayen responded with surprising urgency, her own need very obvious in the way that she pressed herself into her body, and held her in her arms with equal determination. At the same time, their embrace was far from frantic; not an uncoordinated jumble of lips and tongues blindly seeking satisfaction. Past the first testing touch, it was just intense. Intimate. Wonderful. As if they’d done this a thousand times before and knew exactly how to dance with each other. They drew apart for a brief moment, to catch their breath, and look at each other. Tayen flashed a smile, sheepish and hungry at the same time. Nic chuckled in response, feeling faint and absolutely lost for words. The woman felt so good... She was so beautiful! Then, Tayen was kissing her back. Harder this time, more demanding. Nic heard herself groan. Oh, yeah… Tayen raked insistent fingers through her hair. She licked her lips, stealing her breath before driving her tongue deep into her mouth. Nic clenched hard in reaction. Her thighs trembled. Fingers slipped under t-shirts, eager for flesh, to explore and discover. Lips burned, tongues dueled deliciously, their hearts pounded in unison. It occurred to Nic, dimly at the back of her mind, that she had never been so turned on with anyone before; not even with Becks, which said a lot. And that she was on the verge of losing control. Well. Until they almost fell off the rock, that is, and a flash of acute pain ripped across her back.
“Ow!” Fuck! It hurt enough to bring tears to her eyes, and she could not stifle a cry.
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry!” Tayen jumped off of her as if she’d been hit by a bullet herself. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah. It’s not you. I just—Argh!”
“Nic?”
“It’s okay,” Nic repeated, though panting as sweat poured down her face. She gritted her teeth against another sharp wave of pain. “Just a… Ah! Cramp. It’ll pass.”
“What can I do? You need to stand up?”
“Yeah. Probably should do that…”
“Here, lean on me.”
Nic saw stars of a different kind as Tayen helped her gently to her feet. Fortunately, the worst of the cramp began to ease off almost as soon as she was up.
“Okay.” She blinked to clear her vision and tried a careful stretch to test her side. “Okay, all good.”
“Are you sure?” Tayen sounded skeptical and concerned.
“Yeah, yeah.” Keen to reassure, Nic managed a quick smile. “Sorry about that. I guess I twisted wrong. Uh… You okay?”
 “Yeah, I feel great… Though I came at you a bit hard.”
 “It’s alright.” Nic suppressed a shudder which had nothing to do with the receding spasms in her back. “You didn’t really. Anyway, I like it.”
 “Oh?” An unconscious sizzle flashed across Tayen’s face. It was lust, naked and pure. “You do?”
Don’t answer that, Nic told herself. And she looked aside as a familiar whine announced Yuri’s arrival. He’d found a stick, which he dropped hopefully in front of them, and stood waiting with his tongue out and his tail wagging.
 Tayen chuckled. “I guess he thinks it’s playtime.”
 “Yeah.” Playtime. Nic considered the word, and the crazy timing of it.
As their eyes met again, she watched Tayen’s smile turn shy and questioning. They had shared a couple of scorching kisses. Another minute of it, and Nic was sure they’d have both ended up shirtless. At the very least. It occurred to her that she’d have gone all the way. She thought Tayen might have too... And now they were faced with spending the rest of the night in a tent so small that they could barely move without coming into some sort of contact. God! She blew air out sharply.
“Nic?” Tayen murmured. “You sure you’re okay?”
Struggling with the pain across her back and the lingering effects of the best kiss she had ever shared with any woman, Nic opted for partial disclosure.
“I’m fine. Just a bit dazed, I guess. It was intense.”
Tayen moved forward, intense as they come, and raised her hands to cup her face. Her mouth was set, her gaze intent as she looked deep into her eyes.
“I don’t regret kissing you, Nic. Not for a tenth of a second. Do you?”
“No.” Of that, at least, Nic was sure. “You’re gorgeous, Tay. I thought that the first time I met you at the store that evening. I have enjoyed every moment with you recently. And kissing you, too.” Her head was still spinning. Nic rubbed her back. Feeling light-headed now. Steady up. Tayen’s lips looked a little bruised. Her gorgeous eyes were dark and inviting. Nic almost wobbled. ”I’d like to kiss you again,” she admitted. “But I’m not sure we should. Sorry… It’s all a bit of a blur right now.”
***
Tayen recognized lingering desire in her blue eyes, mixed with a good dose of uncertainty and a hint of wariness too. She thought Nic might not be aware of the last one, but she definitely spotted it, and it hit harder than Tayen thought it might. Rejection was never pleasant, but she realized in that instant how much more painful it would be if this particular woman were to push her away. Nic was not like anyone… With that in mind, she tried her best to sound casual.
“We should probably cool it off a bit tonight, eh?”
“Yeah.” Nic nodded in obvious relief. “You think so too?”
“I guess.” Tayen shrugged. “I’m feeling a bit stunned, to be honest.”
“Just what I was thinking. Or trying to.”
Come to think of it, indeed, Nic was pale and her eyes had gone hazy. She was holding onto her back with both hands, and Tayen experienced a rush of guilt as reality sunk in. She’s in pain, you idiot! Nothing to do with you. Or the kiss!
“Come on,” she invited. “Let’s go back to the tent.”
“I don’t suppose I could lean on you again?” Nic grumbled reluctantly. “Bit unsteady here, to tell you the truth.”
“I thought so. And of course, you can.”
“Thanks. Yuri! Come on now.”
 Tayen laced a supportive arm around her waist. Nic passed hers around her shoulders. Close and connected once again, they made their way over flat rocks rendered slippery by unexpected drizzle. The moon was obscured by clouds yet again, and it was pitch black out there now.
 “Is there anything I can do?” Tayen inquired once they had made it back safely, and as she switched on the lantern.
“I have some ice packs in my rucksack. If you could just—”
 “Sure, I’ll get them for you. Lie down. Relax.”
 “Okay, thanks.”
Nic lay on her stomach, wincing as she settled down.
“Are you warm enough there?”
“Yes, perfect.”
“How bad is it?”
“It’s… Not too bad, don’t worry. I just don’t want to make it worse by moving about too much or not taking care of it when I should.”
“I understand. Here. I don’t know how to use these…”
“Crack them a bit and shake the liquid to spread it evenly. You got it. Thanks, Tayen.” Nic positioned both ice packs over her lower back, secure under the waistband of her shorts. “Phew. Feels better already.”
The comment did not quite match the tight look on her face, but Tayen let it go at that.
“There’s a pack of Advil in there too. Could you pass me a couple please?”
“Yep.” Tayen handed her the pills and some water. She sat cross-legged on her own sleeping bag and prevented Yuri from jumping onto Nic’s shoulders. “I’m sorry this happened.”
 “Hey, it’s not your fault.” Nic shot her a sideways look. “It was worth it.”
 “Really?”
 “Yeah. Definitely.”
 “You don’t think I’m crazy?”
 “I think the way you kissed me was totally insane. As in, insanely good.”
 This was reassuring for Tayen, and she kept her eyes on her as Nic propped herself on both elbows to gently roll her hips from side to side. Still lying on her front, and just taking care of her back, obviously. But somehow also managing to make every micro-move look like the most erotic thing Tayen had ever seen. She bit hard on her lower lip and snatched her eyes off of her naked legs.
 “Hey.”
 Nic flashed a quick smile and shifted onto her side to rest more comfortably. Her usual color was back in her cheeks.
“Hey, what?” she asked.
 “I’m not using you,” Tayen blurted out. “You know?”
 “Ah. Well. It didn’t occur to me that you were. What makes you say that anyway?”
 “Because I think I’d probably wonder if I were you. So, just to be clear: I’m not on a selfish trip to explore my re-awakened sexuality with the first woman who crosses my path. I want you to know, that’s not why I’ve been friendly with you, Nic. Invited you for dinner at home, or asked you to come with us on this hike. It’s not why I kissed you tonight. I’m not just some—”
 “Shh…” Nic interrupted softly, and used a folded knuckle to rescue an errand tear from her cheek. “It’s alright. I know.”
Tayen was taken aback. Dammit! Her emotions were getting the better of her and it was the last thing she wanted.
“Sorry,” she murmured. Took a deep breath and rubbed her hands over her own face. “I just don’t want you to get the wrong idea.”
 “I wouldn’t. Please, don’t worry about it. I was wondering, you’re right, but not about that. I thought you might be feeling under pressure from the whole situation back home. Maybe a bit confused, and it was happening fast. I was concerned about not putting myself first, and using you selfishly. Not the other way around.”
 “Oh…” Tayen blinked. “Using me how?”
 “Taking advantage of the moment. You know what I mean; going too far.”
 “Right.” Tayen was silent for a moment. Mulling furiously over the statement in her own head, and the notion of going ‘Too far’ with Nic. She swallowed, heart beating fast. Meanwhile, Nic replaced the two ice packs with a larger heated one, and she got inside her sleeping bag. Tayen slipped into hers as well. They lay facing each other in the soft glow of the lantern. “Are you feeling better?”
 “Yeah, getting there. I’ll have a good stretch in the morning and be just fine.” Nic yawned. “Hey, it’s getting late. We should sleep.”
 She looked cute like this. Sleepy and a little delicate. Tayen waited a beat. Then; “I’m not confused, you know. For the first time in my life, I actually feel like I’m in charge.”
 “Well. Okay, then. Glad to hear it.”
 “And I wouldn’t regret it if we took things further.”



CHAPTER 23
Sleep was gone out of Nic’s blue eyes too fast for her not to have been faking it before. And the expression that replaced it was so heated and fierce that it made Tayen almost gasp. She forgot to breathe, and ended up speechless. Her clitoris throbbed. She was instantly wet. Jesus! She shuddered. So, that’s what it’s supposed to feel like… Sexual attraction stripped of all pretense. Just raw and elemental need. The real thing. And it was stunning, the way her body suddenly activated in response. Tayen was primed from their earlier kiss, sure. But with that one look, so powerful and effortlessly commanding, Nic finished to set her blood on fire. How do you make a woman feel like one in a million? There was the answer right there. In that electrifying glance from a woman who obviously cultivated restraint as a way of life, and a low-key attitude. That evening at the store, when she’d stepped up to defend her, Tayen had caught a brief but tantalizing glimpse of the deep waters running under. Of course, there had to be. One did not become a high-ranking officer in the Marine Corps, and an astronaut with the number one space agency in the world, without fire in the tank. Nic was supremely accomplished, yet incredibly humble, with a tight leash on her emotions. Well. Not all the time. And Tayen wanted to see it all.
***
Nic almost lost it again. She shut it down quick. Had to. But she did react, powerfully, if only for a split second. And watched Tayen’s eyes grow wide and startled in reaction. She read desire, need, almost like an ache across her face. It was all there for Nic to see in that blink of an eye and she very nearly gave in to yet another exhilarating admission. I wouldn’t regret it... She noted her own hunger reflected in Tayen’s gaze. She watched it burn, sizzle, and had a quick flash of herself rolling over and on top of her. Tayen stared right back with her mouth faintly open, as if mesmerized. Full lips ripe with her pounding blood, moist and just begging to be taken. She must have no idea of what an enthralling picture she painted at that moment. Hot and steamy did not even begin to describe it. Her glossy black hair was untied and flowing loose over her shoulders. A little messy. A whole lot of sexy. She was bra-less under her tank top, and definitely aroused. At least, according to the appealing look of two rock-hard nipples peeking from under the cotton fabric. Disclosure edged a little more toward full.
 “Do you even know what you’re doing to me?”
 “I can guess.” Tayen shivered, her voice huskier than usual, eyes still riveted onto hers. “If it’s anything like what I’m feeling right now.”
 “What are you feeling?”
 “Hot. Tight. It’s excruciating. I want to—”
 Oh, Jesus. “No. Stop,” Nic interrupted. “Don’t tell me. Sorry. Look, we need to sleep, okay?”
 “Are you kidding me, Nic?”
 “No. You’re teasing to see how far you can go.”
 “I’m not that calculating. Just a bit floaty in the head is all.”
 “Which is exactly why we should stop. Cool it off like we said.” Though it was bloody damn hard, Nic was determined to stand her ground. If she slipped onto Tayen’s side, it would all be over in a hot minute. She knew it. She was that close. That wound-up and ready. Tayen would let her, no doubt about that. Hell, she was inviting her! And then what? Probably feel cheap in the morning, despite what she claimed now in the heat of the moment. Or I will. Nic reached gently to take her hand. “Look. There’s no rush, eh?”
“For what?”
“That’s a good question. I don’t know. But still...”
“Is your back hurting?”
“A little bit. Plus, Yuri’s here.”
 “Of course.”
Tayen glanced over at the puppy, still awake and gnawing contentedly on his stick. As Nic watched her eyes glisten with tears, she knew she’d made the right decision to wait.
 “What’s the matter, Tay?” she murmured.
 “Ah! Nothing.” Tayen flashed an exhausted, embarrassed smile. “It’s just a lot. Not like me to be like this... So intent and demanding. I just feel so much when I’m with you!”
 “Me too,” Nic reflected.
Naturally private, she would not normally admit to this sort of thing. The very fact that she was so comfortable saying it now spoke volumes. It was also scary as hell. She was relieved when Tayen turned off the lantern, plunging them again into soothing darkness. She closed her eyes. Let out a long breath, and tried to relax her back.
 “Hey, Nic?”
 “Yes?”
 “Are we okay?”
 “Definitely. We’re fine. And you know what?”
 “What?” Tayen whispered. “Tell me.”
“Kissing you was even more intense than a rocket launch.”
 Nic was pleased when the comment triggered a soft chuckle in reply.
 “I’m glad it wasn’t just me. I nearly fainted.”
 “Thanks for not doing that. Can’t lift heavy at the moment, so I’d have had to leave you on the rock.”
 “Hey!” A friendly punch landed on her shoulder, followed by a swift kiss on the cheek. “Don’t protest,” Tayen pre-empted in a gentle tone.
 “What was that for?”
 “Goodnight kiss.”
 “Thanks. ‘Night, Tayen.”
***
Two days later, Tayen met with Pam at the only coffee shop in town.
 “Thanks for coming.”
 “Sure!” Her friend greeted her with a smile and a tight hug. Bit of a quizzical glance too. “You okay, Tay? I wasn’t sure when I got your message, saying you needed to talk…”
 “Sorry.” Tayen answered with a sigh. “I’ve been all over the place since we got back.”
 “Let me guess.” Pam raised an eyebrow in prompting. “It’s Nic. Right?”
 “How do you know?”
 “Don’t look so mystified, darling. It was plain to see on the second day that something was going on with the two of you.”
 “Wow. Really? Were we that obvious?”
 “Not really, but I’m observant. The way you seemed to try not to stand too close… And failed. The soft smiles and lingering glances every time you bumped into each other. Oh, man!” Pam laughed. “The sexual tension between you was something else! So, what happened, Tay?”
 “We kissed.”
 “And?”
 “That’s it.”
“Really? Nothing else?”
 “No… I wanted more. I told her.”
 “Wow. And she wasn’t up for it?”
 “Oh, she was, yes.” Tayen flashed a thoughtful smile as she recalled that single heart-pounding moment, when heat flared in Nic’s blue eyes and she felt her full intensity.
 “Whatever you’re thinking about,” Pam said. “Stop it. Or I might catch fire just from watching you.”
 “Sorry about that.” Tayen grinned as her friend grabbed a menu to fan herself with. “It’s just that it was intense.”
 “You don’t say! And yet, nothing else happened?”
 “Nic was concerned about going too fast, and that I might regret a quick fumble in the tent the next morning. I told her I wouldn’t, but now I think she was probably right.”
 “Sounds like an amazing woman. Caring.”
 “Thoughtful. Gentle.” Fiery. Turned me inside and out. Tayen sighed. “She’s awesome.”
 “Your goofy smile says it all.”
 “You’re not shocked?”
 “Well. I would be if you were still living at home with Mark and going behind his back. But now, you’re separated. You were clear with him on where you stand. So… I guess not.”
 “And the fact that Nic is a woman?”
 “Oh, Tay.” Pam paused to order herself a generous slice of triple-layered cream and chocolate Black Forest gateau to enjoy with her reasonable Decaf. Then she laid her hand on her bare arm and squeezed gently. “I hope you think a bit more highly of me, darling. What does it matter, what sex she is? I’ve enjoyed meeting Nic. She’s a lovely human being. If you like her, and she likes you back, all I have to say about it is: Great!”
 “Thanks, Pam. Yes, I never thought you’d have a problem with the lesbian thing.”
 “And yet, you needed to ask,” Pam pointed out with a soft and patient smile. “So, tell me then. How do you feel about it? Are you gay?”
 “I don’t know. Probably. Oh, God… Yes! It’s been brewing for a long time. If I’d not tried to fit in so hard when I was a kid, I don’t think I’d have given boys a second glance.”
 “Beautiful!”
 “Yeah?” Tayen snorted. “Years of denial?”
 “No, not that.” Pam shoved a piece of cake into her mouth, moaned in pure delight, and pointed her spoon at her. “I mean the fact that you discover this about yourself after so many years of not wanting to look at it. Finally acknowledging the truth of who you are. It’s gorgeous, Tay. Some people never get to this stage in their whole life, you know?”
 “Mmm. Yeah, I guess you’re right. Seen from this point of view, I suppose I’m not doing too bad after all.”
“No guessing about it. You’re doing great, babe. Have you seen Nic since the hike?”
 “No.”
 “Ah. Why not?”
 “I’ve been processing things.”
 “Yeah? Instead of stripping her naked and feasting on her gorgeous abs?”
 “Pam!”
 “Oh, come on!” Pam roared with laughter. “I am pregnant, not dead. Don’t tell me the idea hasn’t crossed your mind once or twice. Or a hundred times. The look on your face earlier said it all.”
 “Yeah… Well. It’s one thing thinking about it, quite another to go knock on her door.”
 “What’s the matter? Are you scared?”
 “Apprehensive. Yes. A little bit.”
 “I guess nerves are to be expected. Have you had sex with a woman before?”
 “No,” Tayen groaned, feeling her face burn.
 “Mmmm.” Pam flashed her a teasing wink as she licked her spoon. “Even better. Tayen?”
 “Yes.”
 “Go to her. Talk with her, at least. What’s the worst that can happen, eh?”
***
After receiving a good massage, and getting the All-Clear from her physiotherapist, Nic spent the next two days following the hike on training. Working out. Lifting weights. Sweating it out so she’d be too tired to think of the two people in the world she most wanted to hear from: Jason Mack, from the selection panel on the Artemis program. And Tayen. Of course, Tayen... They’d left it open and vague. Two state of things Nic disliked. Tayen had said she’d call, and Nic told her to take her time. She had no idea how much Tayen would need… Or what she’d do with it. She considered talking to Becks, who’d probably just tease her mercilessly. Or Carla, who might be too sweet and encouraging. In the end, she opted for Yuri, who’d be less of a challenge.
 “What do you think of all this, little one?”
 He sat in front of her with his tail wagging, cute puppy grin firmly in place, as she swung a pair of 10KG dumbbells in each hand.
 “I know you like her. Only do the kiss trick for her, uh?”
 He cocked his head, probably wondering if a treat was in his future any time soon.
 “I like her too, but I’m here to focus on my prep. Get fit so I can show the selection panel in Houston that I deserve my place on the team. You know? Not lose my head over some woman. Especially not one who’s going through an existential crisis.” Nic grunted as lactic acid flooded her forearms. “I got so lost in that kiss. Damn! It nearly blew my head off. I almost fell off the rock and put my back out. How stupid does it get? I don’t need this kind of distraction. Too dangerous. Too volatile. That’s not what I came here for, dammit!”
 Not here to go on raging monologues because I can’t get her out of my mind either… Nic lifted until she was in danger of dropping the weights, then got out the yoga mat and shifted to isometric exercises for core work. She’d finish up with squats, stretch, and take a long, cold shower. Eat something. And crash, hopefully. She’d struggled with sleep the past two nights. Every time her head hit the pillow, Tayen materialized in her mind. For once, though, Nic was reluctant to use her tried-and-tested techniques to fall asleep fast.
 “I’m weak,” she panted, as she shifted from a full-minute V-sit with her arms held out to the side to an equally demanding Leg Lift Hold.
 And what if she’s not okay? Tayen had been so emotional that night. More than once, her eyes had filled full of tears. She had shared so much... Laid herself wide open in more ways than one. What if she doesn’t need time alone? What if she needs me?
 “Tell you what, buddy. We’ll go over in a minute and—”
 She snatched her phone off the table when a message came through. Had to sit down quickly as she recognized the number, and all the strength washed out of her legs.
 ‘Hey,” the message read. ‘Would you like to come for dinner tonight? Let me know. T.’



CHAPTER 24
Blue jeans riding a little loose on her hips, well-worn black boots, and a grey Henley highlighting abdominal muscles worthy of worship; Pam was right about that. Messy blond hair, sparkling blue eyes, and a sizzling smile which turned Tayen’s insides to mush, completed the package that evening.
 “Hello, Tay.” Nic turned up for dinner with a sprig of wild rosemary in hand, and a six-pack of beer under her arm. “That’s all I could manage on short notice.”
 “Wild rosemary?”
 “I couldn’t find a red rose.”
Tayen smiled, under the charm and no longer trying to hide it. Nic set the beer down and she opened her arms to her. Tayen stepped into the embrace without a second thought.
“I missed you.” This, too, was out of her mouth before she even knew it.
She closed her eyes at the feel of Nic’s fingers on the back of her neck, stroking lightly. Allowed herself to run her open hands softly over her back and shoulders.
“Missed you too,” Nic murmured.
They exchanged a slightly wondering look, then broke into matching smiles at the same time.
“I’m glad you came.”
“I’m glad you invited me.”
“Thanks for letting me do it in my own time.”
“Ah...” Tayen enjoyed the subtle flash of color across Nic’s cheeks as she chuckled. “To be honest, I’d just decided to come over and check on you when I got your text.”
“Wow. It’s crazy how in-sync we are!”
“Surprising, for sure.” Nic caressed her cheek with the back of a folded knuckle. Her gaze turned thoughtful. “I like it, Tay.”
The energy today was incredibly different. Before, Nic had been friendly, sure. Funny and entertaining. A perfect neighbor. But also careful and wary at times. Tayen realized this now, as she experienced the full force of her charisma. It was as though Nic had kept that part of herself firmly under wraps until now. Probably to not make her feel uncomfortable, Tayen suspected. And maybe to protect herself as well, if she thought her straight. But now the vibe had changed to something else entirely. A lot more open, authentic, and true. Amazing. Every glance was more intense and loaded. Each smile Nic gave, charged with meaning. Or maybe it’s me, Tayen mused. Perhaps she was always like this, and I’m just allowing myself to see it fully. To feel all that she is, and respond from a deeper place too. A more honest and authentic place.
Attraction blazed and, of course, the sexual element had been added to the mix now. Tayen was receiving it, and Nic, loud and clear.
“Don’t kiss me,” she murmured.
 Nic’s gaze sparkled and dropped instantly to her lips. She smiled. Held back.
 “Do you mean that?”
 Tayen’s breath hitched.
“No...”
 With one hand on the back of her neck, and the other gently on her cheek, she leaned into her again and did what she’d just advised against. Kissed her slow and deep. It was everything she remembered, and more. With her heart pounding and her head buzzing, Tayen then forced herself to take a sensible step back. Registered pure heat in Nic’s blue eyes, and a telling, attractive haze.
 “You sure you don’t want to skip dinner?” Nic managed a chuckle that belied her seriousness.
 “I’m sure,” Tayen lied, and suppressed a shiver. “Just had to get this out of the way first. You look great.”
 “Thanks. You too.”
 “How are you? And your back? I’m so sorry I haven’t been in touch to even ask about that. Are you okay? Come in and take a seat…”
 “Tay.” Nic gently clasped her hand as they moved into the kitchen. Yuri sneaked in too and headed straight for the couch in the other room. No nerves or hesitation there. “My back’s fine. I’m doing great. We can relax, okay?”
 “Yeah, we can.” Tayen huffed out a breath that she chased with a sheepish smile. “I’m so fucking nervous.”
 “Why? It’s only me.”
 “You obviously have no idea of how hot you look in those jeans. Or when you give me that teasing smirk. Nic…” Tayen said haltingly. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about the other night. The way you kissed me on the rock. And how much I wanted you…”
 Emotions stirred across Nic’s face.
 “You still want me?” she whispered.
 “Don’t you know? Can’t you feel it? I’m so into you, Nic, I want you so—”
 Much. Nic swallowed the last word with a kiss that easily topped all the ones they’d exchanged before. I want you too, this one said. And I will have you. Tayen’s heart pounded in tune with the power of her intent. Heated lips and a silky tongue teased her mouth into parting open. Nic deepened the kiss on a mutual sigh. She made it slower. Lazy. Sultry. Tayen was torn between a giggle and a moan when Nic reached under her shirt and tickled her spine all the way up. Fingers massaged the back of her neck, sank upwards into her hair. Lush. Fiercely gentle. Impressions, rather than words, drifted across Tayen’s mind. Sensations. She purred. Her body vibrated without her brain having a say in it. Who’d have thought simply kissing could unleash such a torrent of emotion? It was stunning. Thrilling. When Nic briefly stopped to catch some air, Tayen went for the side of her neck, under the jaw. She needed to taste her there, to feel that smooth, hot skin, prickle under her lips. It did. More thrills.
 “Take me to bed,” she mumbled impatiently.
 “Yes.” Nic replied, breathing hard. Then; “Where is it?”
 Laughter found them both, removing another layer of un-certainty.
 “Upstairs.” Tayen grabbed her hand. “Come. I’ll take you.”
 “Sounds good. In that order?”
***
Past a single flash of bewilderment at the question, Tayen shot Nic the kind of look that had her thinking she might get there at the first touch if she was not careful. She barely saw the room they ended up in. It was a nice size, full of light, and smelled of lavender. Tayen drew the blind on the open window. Nic closed the door. In the silence, they drew back together.
 “I’ve never been with a woman before.”
 “That’s okay. We’ll take it slow if you want.”
 “Hmm…” Tayen dropped her eyes to her chest. Nic was not wearing anything under the thin Henley. The more Tayen stared, the more her nipples tightened. And the more obvious her arousal became, the more intense and inflamed Tayen’s gaze grew.
“Can I take your shirt off?” she whispered.
Wordlessly, Nic nodded her assent. It was still a surprise to find herself here with Tayen. On the verge of being undressed. Not that it did not occur to her when she had read the text that the dinner invite might lead to this… Eventually! But she had no memory of making a conscious decision to go over. All she’d felt was relief and anticipation at the thought of being reunited with Tayen. Grabbing a pack of beer, whistling to Yuri, walking down to her house… It was a blur. And as Tayen pulled the shirt over her head, Nic’s legs shook. She did not feel in control here, with this complex, gorgeous woman, who wanted to explore with her and clearly had no idea of the effect she had. For once in her life, Nic welcomed the uncertainty.
“Huh…” She gasped.
The way Tayen suddenly cupped her breasts, and used her thumbs to rub circles over her nipples was astonishingly sure. No hesitation whatsoever. Her eyes gleamed, highlighting her pleasure at Nic’s reaction.
“I always wondered.”
“What?” Nic managed to ask.
“How this would feel… Another woman’s breasts.” Tayen cupped and lifted, as if to test their weight. She flashed a blazing smile and flushed beetroot at the same time. “Firm. Soft. So beautiful. Gosh, Nic, you’re stunning.”
Nic tried and failed to take a full breath.
“Well. Mine are kinda…” Tayen squeezed, scrambling her brains like nobody’s business.
“On the small side,” she managed to finish.
 “They’re gorgeous. Sensitive?”
 “Christ.” Another daring flick of the nipples almost sent her into the stratosphere. No SpaceX rocket required there, for sure. “Yes. Very. Tayen, let me touch you. Please.”
 “You don’t have to ask.” Raw need, so fierce it looked like pain, flew across Tayen’s face. Nic saw desire, impatience, and a hint of frustration, flicker in her chocolate-brown eyes. “Touch me,” Tayen almost pleaded. “I don’t want to go slow with you. I want to feel. Please, make me feel, Nic!”
 “I will, I promise. Now stay still.”
***
Nic whipped the rest of her clothes off, then undressed her at the same speed. Only then did she slow down dramatically. Tayen raked her eyes all over her as she stood facing her, fully nude, with just the most amazing smile hanging on her gorgeous lips. It occurred to Tayen that she wanted to lick that smile. Amazed, and so turned on that she struggled not to shake, she chuckled. Surprisingly, it came out as a bit of a sob.
 “Talk to me,” Nic whispered. “You okay?”
 “Yes. I just want… I want so much.”
 Nic nodded, these ocean-blue eyes lighting up all over her own body with obvious appreciation.
“Come on, then.”
Gently, yet no less commandingly, she pulled her back into her arms. Oh God. Tayen shivered all over at the first feel of her. Skin on skin for the first time, not a single article of clothing in the way. Their breasts collided, tingled, slid and molded against each other’s.
“Nic…”
“I’m here. It’s okay.”
All of a sudden, she seemed to be everywhere, indeed, and all at once. Tayen did not realize they were on the bed until Nic moved on top of her, and laid a kiss on her mouth that touched her very soul. Talented hands caressed and stroked every inch of her. Heated lips kissed, suckled, and teased. Was this what it felt like to be worshipped? Never before, Tayen thought, and she said it out loud.
“No one’s ever touched me like you do.”
“Good.” Smiling, her eyes inflamed, Nic lowered her mouth onto one of her nipples. “And we’re just getting started.”
 “Oh! Mmm…”
 Tayen struggled to keep her eyes open as the delicious pull of her mouth made her back arch off the bed. It occurred to her that she might start to levitate any minute.
 “You’re so beautiful,” Nic whispered.
 Me? The hot body leaning over hers, the seductive voice in her ear, hot breath tingling softly… Her magic hands lavishing exceptional rewards. All of her, all of Nic, was incredible.
 “Exceptional,” she mumbled.
Nic was relaxed, yet she felt primed at the same time. She was incredibly responsive to her own touch, which had to be the most exciting thing for Tayen. She clung to her now. Ran her hands over the rippling muscles in her back, across her strong shoulders. They rolled over the bed. Kissing, exploring, finding their rhythm. When they stilled, the enchanting tickle of pubic hair over her stomach had Tayen clenching badly.
 “I don’t think I can wait much longer, Nic.”
 “That’s fine. Just relax. Take it all in.”
 “I want you.”
 “Take what you need.”
 Tayen needed to feast. Wasn’t that the word that Pam had used? How appropriate. She rose, sunk her fingers into Nic’s hair, and delivered another scorching kiss. In the middle of it, when she felt her start to melt, she twisted to bring her partner under her. And made her laugh.
“Nice move.” Nic’s laughter turned into a sigh as Tayen closed her lips around a hot nipple.
Drawing a moan, she moved upwards to the tender spot at the junction of her shoulder. Mouth on fire, teeth grazing lightly. And sometimes not so lightly. Feasting. Feeding. Feeling. That’s right… And wanting more. To touch, to feel, to awaken.
“Jeez, Tayen…” Nic was breathing hard.
 “Is it okay?” Tayen murmured.
Her lover laughed, a shaky, sexy rumble low in her chest, before she shifted to hold her firmly against her side with their legs tangled and tight.
“Feel me, Tay,” she whispered. “What do you think?”
 The feel of her obliterated all thought. Nic was slick on her thigh. Hot, wet, and pulsing. As Tayen registered her need, hers was like a roar at the back of her mind. And growing.
 “Please,” she whispered, right on the edge.
 “Please what, Tay?”
 “Take me!”
 She didn’t have to tell her twice. Tayen was used to faking it, but as Nic brushed her fingers precisely over her, with just the right amount of pressure, even the first lance of pleasure was better than any orgasm she ever gave to herself.
 “I’m so close,” she warned.
 “I know,” came the answer, tantalizing.
As Nic rode her thigh, hard, as her fingers triggered wave after wave of ever more aching pleasure, Tayen took her mouth in a rough, demanding kiss. Feeling Nic shudder in reaction was glorious, and her last frantic thrust before release brought Tayen to the same point. So good, so good!
“Now!” she cried.
 “Together,” Nic grunted.
 “Yes! Nic… YES!”



CHAPTER 25
They lay together, tangled and spent, in a mess of twisted sheets and discarded pillows. Tayen’s first time had turned into a second, and a third. Now Nic was in her arms, head resting on her chest, eyes closed. Her parted lips were inches from a currently rosy and relaxed nipple. But as Tayen noticed that, and the proximity of her gifted mouth, she started to grow hard.
 “Wow.” Nic’s chuckle was low and teasing. “You wanna go again?”
 “No!” Tayen laughed in pleasure and exhaustion. “I can’t. I don’t know what’s happening.”
 “Nipples out of control. That’s nice.”
 “Mmm. What have you done to me, woman?”
 Nic shifted to look her in the eye, blue eyes full of mirth and a smug smile dancing on her lips.
 “Liberated the lesbian within.”
 “Gosh, yes…” Tayen grinned. “I had some catching-up to do.”
 “How do you feel?”
 “Happy. Tired. Amazed. I can still taste you on my lips.”
 “Is that a good thing?”
 “Oh, yes.”
 Nic caressed her face. She laid an infinitely gentle kiss over her mouth.
“You were amazing, Tay.”
 “Hey.” Tayen tightened her hold over her when she noticed her eyes go too bright. “What’s wrong?”
 “Nothing.” But Nic sank a little deeper in her arms, a telling sign indeed.
 “What is it?” Tayen insisted.
 “Sometimes I get emotional after really good sex. I guess it’s like your nipples. Involuntary unconscious reaction.”
 Stunned for a second, Tayen burst out laughing.
 “Wow. Hell of a compliment. Really?”
 “Yep. You did great for a newbie.”
***
Nic wondered, despite obvious signs, if Tayen understood quite how deeply she touched her. The physical part was obvious. Tayen’s joy and tremendous delight at the discovery of her, the experience of another female body, made for truly enlightening sex. The woman had revealed herself to be endlessly curious, the last thing from shy in the bedroom, and ruthlessly enterprising. Still, it did not stop there. Tayen touched her psychologically as well. Heartfully, if such a word existed... Riding on the lingering rush of multiple orgasms made it a bit hard to think, but Nic recognized that Tayen was strong, and brave. For sure. It would take plenty of courage to confront such a tsunami of change in one’s personal life, even if this led back to the person Tayen had been originally. Before she forgot, was forced to compromise, and made herself into someone she was not. She was also soft, gentle, and appealingly innocent. Even more precious than that, the fact that she trusted her so completely, and surrendered so totally to the experience, was beautiful. It was an incredible gift. She was.
“So, you know that dinner you invited me for?”
“Yep?”
“I hope it wasn’t just a lie to lure me into bed.”
“You hungry?” Tayen chuckled.
“Fast approaching the passing-out stage.”
“Me too, actually. Wow, look at the time! Can you believe we’ve been at it for three hours?”
“If that’s true, then I’m fitter than I thought,” Nic grumbled ironically. “Though three hours only felt like the blink of an eye with you, Tay.”
“You’re so gorgeous.” Tayen never stopped smiling as she pressed her lips over hers. “Let’s go eat.”
It was Friday night and hot outside. Yuri welcomed them back downstairs with excited licks and a special kiss for Tayen. While they were gone, he’d made himself at home on the couch. They cooked steaks on the grill at almost midnight. Cold beer, shared with Tayen on the back porch while looking at the stars, had never tasted so good. Nic ended up staying the rest of the night. And for breakfast the next day, lunch, dinner. She stayed the whole of Sunday as well, and into the night. Time seemed to stretch to accommodate the rhythm of their passion.
“I feel like we entered a parallel universe,” Tayen stated.
It was easy and fun. Sizzling at times… Which was most of the time. They played, explored, and learned about each other. Took Yuri out on some walks. Cooked, which Nic was surprised to find she actually enjoyed very much. Tayen played her guitar. They slept, cuddled, and rested. Monday morning rolled around eventually, but in spectacular fashion. Nic awoke to a soft caress and light kisses on her eyelids. It was early, still barely light out. She raised both arms above her head for a lazy stretch, smiled when insistent lips teased her into a deeper kiss. Forgot the rest and just allowed herself to fall into a delicious tangle. No need to speak now, just feel. Open. Give. Receive. They moved with each other, nice and slow. Pleasure built ruthlessly, relentlessly. Fast now, furious, and a bit rough. Release came as a flash of light on a shower of heavenly tingles. Oh my God.
“Good morning,” Tayen whispered.
“Hi,” Nic chuckled. “Yeah, it’s good. Awesome start.”
“I wish I could spend all day making love to you.”
“Mmmm… Me too.”
“But I have to work today.”
“I know. And I need to train. Back to reality.”
 “It’s going to feel weird without you, Nic.”
 All weekend, they’d avoided serious talk. Well. Not really avoided… Just enjoyed being in the moment, with no thoughts of the future, no phones or emails. No duty, no tasks, and no rest of the world to intrude. Now this was an opening, Tayen lobbing the ball carefully into her court. Gazing into her golden brown eyes where a trace of heat still lingered, Nic weighed her answer. The option was there to brush off the remark, should she wish to. Tayen had made it possible with a clever off-hand comment that still carried a lot of punch. Leaving it for her to choose. Nic could keep it light, make a joke and move on quick. The thought of doing that twisted her stomach.
 “It was an amazing weekend, wasn’t it?” she started.
“That’s for sure.” Tayen nodded. Serious, wary. Expectant.
It occurred to Nic as she held her gaze that what she said next might turn out to be the most important words of her entire life. She almost laughed it off. Dramatic much? Don’t be silly, Nic. But the feeling persisted. She took a deep breath and blurted out the truth.
“You blew my world this weekend, Tay. You do that in and out of bed, all the time. So, I don’t know about you… But I sure hope this isn’t the last weekend we’ll share.”
“Oh…” Tayen blinked once, then again. “Oh,” she repeated.
The way she then shivered all over, before breaking into a blazing smile and kissing her fully on the mouth, told Nic all she needed to know. She flashed a quick grin.
“I guess you agree with that, then?”
“Yes.” Emotion brought color to Tayen’s cheeks. Her eyes looked a little wet. Happiness radiated. “Yes. Hell, yes!”
“Okay.” Nic chuckled. “Good to know.”
“But Nic…”
Ah. Why is there always a But?
“What?” she invited, feeling some tension return.
“My life has been a mess recently,” Tayen shared. “I was so sure of so many things, and they all turned out to be wrong. Like the last ten years have been a mirage or an illusion.” She bit hard on her bottom lip, a measure of distress creeping in.
Nic kept a gentle hold of her, even as a part of herself went a little cold and distant. Careful, on guard. Was this a warning? Something inside recognized it as such.
“I know it’s been hard.” She nodded. “I guess it must be difficult now, to wonder if you can trust your feelings again after your foundation was shaken so badly.”
“I want to trust them. God, I want to trust you! And I do!”
“I know.”
“It’s just so intense. All weekend, it’s been like a dream.”
Nic could not hold back. “Well. So long as it didn’t feel like a nightmare.”
She knew she sounded bitter, and it earned her a wounded look from Tayen.
“Of course not! Nic, it was amazing! But I just… What if I’m wrong again?”
Dream, illusion, mirage. Nic disliked the words.
“It was real,” she countered. “It was right. I know because I felt it too, and I think you should trust it. But you have a point too. Maybe we should slow it down a bit.” I need to get my head on straight! “Intensity is all good and well in a relationship, until it’s not.”
She sat up and pulled on underwear. The mood felt broken. She wanted to get it back but was not sure how. Shit.
“I’m sorry,” Tayen whispered. “I’m sorry…”
Two big tears running slowly down her cheeks had Nic’s heart jolting in revolt.
“Tayen. No, baby, no…” She pulled her right back into her arms. Held her tight as her own emotions swirled. This was a taste of morning after drama; with a three-day delay. “It’s okay. I didn’t mean it in a bad way. You and I, we went from 0 to 100 faster than a bullet, eh?”
“I wanted you, Nic. To know you, and be close to you. I still do! I’ve been drawn to you since the evening we first met. In all the ways.”
“Me too.” Fuck, me too! And what did it mean? Nic kissed her. She rubbed her hands soothingly up and down her back. “Don’t worry, Tay. Just looks like maybe you get emotional after good sex too.”
“I wouldn’t know, to be honest.” Tayen mumbled, clinging to her. “I never had it before you. Christ. I had no idea it could be such a miracle!”
“Thanks. But it takes two, you know.”
Tayen flashed a hopeful smile of her own. “Can I make you breakfast before we both have to go?”
“I would love that. Can I help?”
“Absolutely. I enjoy being with you in the kitchen.”
“Even though I am clueless and just end up getting in your way?”
“Even though.” Tayen pressed a soft kiss to her lips as her smile grew tender. “Probably because of it, in fact. You’re cute when you don’t know what to do.”
Nic moved on before the talk could slide into mushy again. Or tension. Either way, she took it as her mission at this point to keep them both on steady ground. She would not allow such an amazing weekend to conclude with tears.
“So, I fancy muffins,” she declared. “Do you know how to make those?”
“Sure do!” Tayen answered with an attractively blasé, one-shoulder shrug. “Do you prefer chocolate chip or blueberries?”
“Blueberries. Hey, that’s hot, by the way.”
“Blueberries?”
“Your cooking abilities. Muffins are kinda technical, aren’t they?”
“Are you joking? What’s technical in throwing a handful of frozen berries in some batter and sticking it in the oven?”
 “I don’t really know. Just always thought muffins must take special skill.”
 “Says the woman who can fly a NASA spaceship!”
 “Nah, it’s all done on auto-pilot nowadays. Mostly, I float around the station and take pretty pictures to send back to Earth. Or post on Twitter.”
“Huh-uh. I don’t believe that for a second. Anyway.” Tayen turned laughing eyes toward her. “I do have a special talent.”
“Oh yeah? What is it?”
 “I can bake in the nude.”
 They moved to the kitchen and turned the music up, a mix of female rock-and-country Tayen liked which had Yuri howling a few times in obvious appreciation.
 “That’s the spirit!” she approved. “Good boy, Yuri.”
And as the muffins came to life in the oven, they had time for a steamy session in the shower. Nic went home shortly after breakfast. She got in, shut the door, and leaned against it for a moment. Eyes closed, breathing nice and slow as images of the weekend flashed across her mind. All of them of Tayen. Tayen... Wow.
 “Wow,” she repeated out loud, thoughtfully. Then smiled as her heart swelled.
 Ahead of the solid training session she planned to have, she made herself another cup of coffee. Took it outside to enjoy on the terrace and, on impulse, video-called her friend.
 “Hi, darling!”
 “Hey, how’re you doing?”
Carla flashed a bright if somewhat sweaty grin in reply. Her dark curly hair was piled on top of her head in a careless bun. Her face showed streaks of melted sunscreen. She took off her sunglasses and stuck her tongue out.
“I’m so beat. Just back from a 5K run. Not that far but it’s so damn hot out there today that it felt like running on the surface of Venus.”
 “Well done you, getting it done in spite of that. I hope the air in Houston hasn’t yet turned to sulfuric acid though, like on Venus.”
 “It’s not that bad.” Carla laughed and wiped her face with a towel. “How are you, Nic? What’s new from your side.”
 “I fell in love.”
 “Hope training’s going well and—Wait… What? What did you say?”



CHAPTER 26
Nic had to sit down because she had not planned to say this, and her legs immediately turned to mush. Meanwhile, Carla’s eyes widened enough to fill the entire screen.
“Nic. Did I hear you right?”
“Affirmative. Loud and clear.”
“Are you serious? Yes, you are,” Carla added when Nic just scowled. “It’s Teagan, isn’t it?”
“Tayen.”
“That’s right. Your straight, unavailable woman. How did it happen? Did you tell her how you feel?”
Nic managed to keep it brief and concise as she related the facts. Texting. The hike. Kissing on the rock. All the rest. When she was finished, Carla eyed her intently.
“So you went to her house for dinner on Friday night and stayed until Monday morning?”
 “Yes. I just got home.”
“Wow. I like the way you lesbians date.”
“Knock it off,” Nic snapped. “If I wanted clever comments, I’d go to Becks.”
“Sorry.” Carla’s tone softened. “How are you doing?”
“Like my brain’s been on the G-machine far too long.”
“That good, uh? You do look a little punchy. Breathe. Relax. Being in love is supposed to be a joyful experience.”
“So I hear.”
“Does she know?” Carla insisted. “Have you told her?”
“I didn’t know myself until I blurted it out to you. So, no. Also, she’s all over the place emotionally. Unsure of herself and all that she feels. It’s a lot. She’s strong, don’t get me wrong. But she’d been through plenty recently, and it knocked her a little off balance.”
“I see. And you? Are you sure of what you feel?”
 “Yes.” Nic exhaled sharply as once again, the answer flew out of her mouth without any thinking required. “I don’t even know how to explain it, Car, just that it’s hugely different with her. She’s smart, fun, interesting. We both like hiking and being in the woods. I could sit for hours just listening to her play her guitar, and she likes to sit out with me and watch the stars. Yuri absolutely adores her. She got me into cooking…”
 “Phew!” Carla chuckled. “How did she manage that?”
 Nic did not see fit to mention that some of the cooking was done naked. It wasn’t even the reason why, anyway.
 “I just feel great when I’m with her.”
 “Okay, you want me to play devil’s advocate?”
 “No, but yes.”
 “Jeez. Good thing I know you well, Nic.”
 “It’s a very good thing, yes. Sorry, my brain is gone.”
 “That’s okay. Listen, I don’t think it matters much in the big scheme of things, and I don’t have the heart to poke at you too hard. But just to point out the obvious…”
 “Go ahead. Please, I want you to.”
“Okay. So how long have you known her? Just a few weeks, right?”
“Not ‘Just’. It’s been short on time but high in intensity.”
“You’ve also been through a life-changing event. Physically, mentally, you were shaken to the core.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Nic murmured. “I got injured in the field, that’s what it boils down to. People like me; astronauts, Marines, athletes… We take a hit, we get back up.”
“Just like that?”
“Hundred percent.” Nic felt better for saying it. “This thing with Tayen isn’t the result of some emotional wound I sustained. I’m not seeking solace. Maybe it was meant to be. The accident led me to this place, after all. And to her.”
 “I find nothing to disagree with in this statement.”
 “This relationship is playing havoc with my training. I’d be better off without it.”
 “Okay. I assume there is a ‘But’ in there somewhere?” Carla prompted carefully.
 Nic flashed a sudden grin as she felt her strength return.
“There is, yeah. A big-ass ‘But’! The thing is, Car, I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
***
Tayen was feeling calm and excited in equal measures... Happy. She’d had time to reflect on the weekend now. Time on her own to settle, and take it all in. Nic was great with that. She gave her space to ground herself in the experience, to digest it and make sense of it. To make sure, essentially. There was no pressure. No demands. You take as long as you need, she simply told her. And, unlike some others, Nic did not say one thing and do the other. They texted each other over the next couple days, which Tayen initiated. Nic’s replies were invariably gentle and affectionate. Warm, funny. And when it was called for, dripping hot and sexy too. Tayen felt at once supported, respected, and desired. That Nic cared deeply for her, and wanted her just the same, always came through loud and clear in her messages. Finally, naturally, Tayen called her.
 “Tay. Hey. How are you?”
 That low and husky voice. The attractive smile laced in it, and clear anticipation, had Tayen’s body revving up in response and her heart blooming open.
 “I miss you,” she simply said.
 “Good,” Nic answered in a chuckle.
 “The more I think of you and what we shared, the happier and more grounded I feel,” Tayen admitted. “And the more I want to smile and relax into it. It feels right. No question. And Nic, you feel like—” She stopped as the full force of the word she had in mind struck her. Oh, Jesus...
 “Like what, Tay?” Nic encouraged in a soft yet intent tone.
 “You feel like home,” Tayen whispered. In the silence that followed, she could hear the pounding of her own heart. “Nic?” she prompted.
 “Yeah, I’m here. Just getting my head around what you just said.”
 “Is it okay?”
“It’s beautiful. I love it. Tayen, are you sure?”
 “Yes, I am.” Tayen shook with the power of it. “Totally.”
 “Meet me at the cabin after work. I miss you too... Hell of a lot!” Nic laughed, a little shaky and truly gorgeous to Tayen’s ears. “I stopped myself coming to see you a hundred times if I did it once.”
 “Oh, Nic…”
“I can’t wait to hug you and kiss you.”
 Tayen could not either. And more.
 “See you later, Nic,” she promised. “I’ll come straight up.”
 “Okay, babe.”
Babe. Tayen chuckled to herself. She almost cried. It was all so thrilling. Work was like torture, and she raced home after her shift. Jumped in the shower, washed her hair, changed into fresh clothes in record time. Never stopped grinning while she moved through the house. Until she was about to fly out the door, that is, and spotted the BMW parked outside. Her smile vanished. Damn. Not now! But Mark had spotted her through the window. He was already on the porch. It was too late to hide and pretend she wasn’t there. Tayen almost fired off a quick text to alert Nic of the situation…
 “Tayen!” Banging on the door hard enough to punch a hole through it. “Open up, we need to talk.”
 Because this was not her house, and she was worried about damage to her friend’s property, Tayen forgot about the phone. She would regret it later, but for now the situation still appeared manageable. Stressful, for sure. But nothing she couldn’t handle or hadn’t faced before. And he was her husband, for God’s sake! She did not feel threatened, just annoyed and disappointed. Sad, too. What a shame to end our relationship in this way. She pulled the door open and looked at him. He was in his work clothes, an expensive suit and matching shoes. Looking tremendously hot under the collar, and pretty rumpled too. Clearly, he had driven non-stop in order to get here. Tearing up the highway in a white-hot rage. She saw it in his eyes. The fury.
 “Mark—”
 “What the hell is this?” He threw two sheets of paper in her face as he stormed in. “Divorce papers? Are you out of your fucking mind?”
 She kept her voice under control, not wanting to enter into a screaming match or fuel his temper even more.
 “I told you I would. We discussed this, remember?”
 “I didn’t discuss fucking shit with you, Tayen. Fuck!” He paced across the lounge, raking fingers through his hair. His face was red, veins standing out and pulsing dangerously on the side of his neck.
 “Let me get you some water,” she offered. “Have a seat.”
 “No, you have a damn seat!”
 He yanked her arm and all but attempted to throw her onto the couch. She struggled, almost fell as he pushed her.
 “Stop!” A glass vase on the table that she’d filled with wild flowers went crashing to the floor as they wrestled. “Stop! Stop!” she yelled. “What is wrong with you, Mark?”
“Sit yourself down, Tayen,” he snarled.
She managed to twist free of his grip, glanced at the phone on the other side of the room. Out of reach for the time being.
 “You’ve been drinking.” No question. She’d just smelled it on his breath when he grabbed her.
 “Yeah, I have.” His eyes flashed dully, loaded full of anger and resentment. “So fucking what?”
 “Mark—”
 “Shut up. Where is she?”
 “What?”
 “Dyke friend of yours. She upstairs?”
The first sliver of fear wound its way down the length of Tayen’s spine at the mention of Nic. Alarm bells ringing, louder and louder.
 “She’s not here,” she told him. “She’s gone.”
 “Gone?”
 “Left town.”
 “I don’t believe you.”
“Suit yourself, Mark. I don’t care what you believe.”
Tayen held his gaze, working to remain calm and to appear casual. Even when the thought of him going after Nic had her breaking into a cold hard sweat. The Mark she knew and was used to would never hurt anybody. But this man in front of her, who reeked of alcohol and jealousy, was a stranger. Who knew what he’d be capable of?
“You need to leave,” she said firmly. Don’t show him you’re scared. “Now isn’t a good time to talk. When you’re sober, if you still want to, we will.”
“Ah. So now it’s my fault we can’t talk?”
“That’s not what I said, Mark.”
There was no way she’d talk to him after this visit. No way. But right now, she’d say anything to get him to leave her alone. As he stepped up close, she just managed not to take one back. Holding her ground. Thinking of Nic. As soon as he was gone, she’d run to the cabin and warn her. Call Rob as well. Tell him that Mark was here and not quite himself.
“Hell, Tayen. I never thought this would happen to us.”
She was taken aback by the sudden shift in his demeanor. He sighed, his shoulders dropped. As he looked her in the eye, right there, she caught a flash of genuine sorrow in his gaze.
“Oh, Mark.” Seeing his emotion was her own undoing, and she melted. “I am so sorry! I never meant to hurt you. You know I don’t want that! But it’s become obvious I can’t go on like this, I can’t live a lie. It’s not fair to you… To either of us. Look, we’re both still young. And you deserve better than this constant effort to make things fit and work out between us when they do not, naturally. It’s not your fault, darling. It’s nobody’s fault that this is ending. But it has to.”
When he pulled her into his arms, it was affectionately, and so, she let him.
“It was never a lie for me, Tay,” he mumbled in the crook of her shoulder.
She hugged him tight in reaction.
“I’m sorry, Mark.”
“Yes, I know that too.” As he started to release her, she was relieved as well. Part of her was genuinely emotional, feeling for him. The other was watching. Eagerly observing. It was not the first time they’d had this conversation. She had not simply gone behind his back, hired a divorce lawyer, and sprung the papers on him out of the blue. He knew she would. She’d warned him ahead of time. Now, Tayen only wanted one thing: to see him gone. She started to move out of his arms. Suddenly, he grabbed her breasts. This was no caress but a harsh gesture. Painful. She flinched.
“Ow! Mark, stop!”
 “You let her touch you. Didn’t you?”
Back to that eerie snarling tone again, and Tayen decided that she was D.O.N.E with his behavior.
“Knock it off,” she snapped. Then laid both hands over his chest and shoved, hard. He felt like a wall of solid granite. “Let go of me, Mark,” she ordered, and experienced another ripple of fear when he only held her tighter.
“Say please, Tayen.”



CHAPTER 27
“Goddammit!”
She tried for a hard kick but he was too close for it to have any effect, and he only laughed humorlessly at her attempt.
“Easy now, gorgeous.”
“Get off me, Mark.”
In reply, he pressed himself bodily against her. Backed her into the corner, further away from the door which would be her only way out of the nightmare. He started to touch her, hands moving all over her. Sticky, heavy touch. Looking only to invade and dominate. She whipped her head aside when he tried to kiss her.
 “I SAID NO!”
With an aggressive growl, he slapped a meaty hand on the side of her face. Forced her to look at him and stay in place.
 “Come on, don’t be like that. You still remember who I am, don’t you?”
 “You’re my husband. So stop hurting me.”
 “Stop struggling then, make it easy on yourself.”
“Mark, I am telling you—”
His mouth was rough as he took hers. She tasted violence and cheap whiskey on his lips, an awful combination, to be sure.
“You belong to me, Tayen,” he grunted. “Mine, you hear? It’s time you remembered.”
“Mark—”
The blow took her by surprise. She did not expect one, was fully unprepared for the explosion of pain across her face. So this is what a punch feels like... Nasty. She tasted blood on the inside of her cheek, felt her panic rise a little more. His hold was vicelike as he grabbed her by the arms. When he started to drag her back across the room, toward the couch, she realized he was going to rape her. The thought was jolting. Revolting. I can’t believe this is happening! The notion of being robbed of her control through such an abhorrent act as rape was so foreign, so debilitating, that he almost had her where he wanted before she even thought of resisting. Then, a pair of fierce blue eyes and an equally strong smile flashed across her mind.
‘Tayen. Fight!’
Frantically, she cast about for a weapon to use. Anything to create a diversion, to keep him at bay for long enough to allow her to escape. She found that thing in an unlikely form: Ellen’s one and only dumbbell, rarely used, gathering dust on the floor. Tayen pretended to stumble. She went down on her knees and grabbed the 3KG weight. Swung it back as hard as she could. Her aim was good. Mark let out a resounding yell when the tool connected with his jaw. He let go of her. She suspected it was more in surprise than real pain. But all she needed was a second to react, and Tayen bolted for the door. He roared.
“TAYEN! GET BACK HERE!”
Jesus Christ. Now he sounded insane. Tayen did not spare a single glance back in his direction. She did not slow down. Just ran.
***
When Tayen failed to show up at the agreed time, Nic could not help it: she had herself a paralyzing moment of doubt. Had her lover changed her mind about dinner? About me? Got scared? Cold feet? Their conversation was still fresh in her mind though, and Tayen had sounded happy. Joyful, excited… Sure of herself and of her decision. With this in mind, Nic gave her another five minutes.
 “No one likes a paranoid, fretting girlfriend,” she reasoned. “Ain’t it right, Yuri?”
The puppy cocked an interested ear, probably because Nic was standing next to the cupboard where she kept his food and box of treats. She dutifully waited five minutes before reaching for her phone. When her call was not answered, she looked for a rational explanation.
 “Maybe she’s running late. Might be on her way over on the mountain bike.”
But she knew that Tayen liked to be punctual. She would call if she ran into a problem. Nic tried the phone again, listened impatiently to the never-ending ringing tone. And experienced a familiar tingle at the base of her spine. Instinct, intuition, sixth sense; whatever, Nic had it. She’d honed the skill while serving on the front lines of the Middle East. Learned to recognize the feeling, a keen sense of warning, which told her something was wrong and she should pay attention. It was probably nothing. She willed it to be nothing, and for the uneasy feeling to simply go away. At the same time, she was not naive. She grabbed her keys off the counter, prompting Yuri to bark in anticipation of a good walk.
“You stay here, boy,” she told him. “I’ll be right back.”
She drove because she was sore from training, but mainly because it would make it faster. On another crazy hunch, which she told herself was totally irrational, she called Rob.
“Hey, Nic.” He answered on the first ring.
 “Hey,” she said tersely. “I’m on my way to Tayen’s house to check on her.”
 The cop in him responded the way she thought he might.
 “Everything okay? You need me up there?”
 “She’s late for dinner.”
 “Yeah?” Now he did chuckle, as Nic also probably would if she received this kind of call. Unhinged girlfriend. Yeah, yeah... Blah, blah.
 “I’m sure it’s just a—SHIT!”
 She was forced to drop the phone, grab the wheel in both hands, and yank it sharply to the right in order to avoid a head-on crash with another car shooting around the bend at speed. Mindless, stupid speed. Idiot. What the fuck! The tires on the Jeep were excellent, but her wheels still struggled to find grip on the loose gravel off the side. She was headed straight for the ditch. Meanwhile, the other car sped by in a roar of souped-up engine. BMW. Black. She got a glimpse of personalized plates: MRK001. Son of a bitch. Nic gunned her own engine to power back against the momentum, surfed on the edge of the drop for a couple of worrying seconds, and just managed to recover and stay on the road.
 “What the hell was that?” Rob snapped when she returned to the phone. “You okay?”
 “Stupid husband nearly ran me off the track,” she snarled in reply. “Yeah, I’m fine, but he’s not supposed to come up here. I’m going to make sure Tayen is alright. I think you should come up too.”
 “On my way,” Rob grunted. “I’ll meet you there.”
 Of course, having to deal with Mark would make her late, Nic reasoned. That’s really all it is. Nothing serious, just a delay. Tayen would laugh when she showed up in a panic, call her silly, and make it better with a kiss. Though she wanted to cling to that idea, the sick feeling in her stomach intensified when Nic pulled up in front of the house and saw that the front door was wide open. The mesh screen, broken and hanging off its hinges, gave her increasingly bad vibes. Ignoring a warning twinge in her back, she rushed up the stairs, through the doorway and into the living room.
“Tayen? Tay!” she shouted.
The house was silent. It felt empty. She noted spilled water and shards of colored glass on the hardwood floor. Pieces of a broken vase. Scattered flowers. The overturned coffee table and messed-up rug indicated more signs of a struggle. The sight of blood on a discarded dumbbell had her emotions flare, making her head spin. Tayen. But it was only for a moment before her soldier brain kicked into gear. She’d just missed him by a few seconds. She could not think of what may have happened. If he had her, she could still catch up. Nic ran back out the door and straight into the arms of the sheriff.
“Wait, wait, wait!”
“Let go, Rob,” she hissed impatiently as he grabbed hold of her. “There’s no time!”
“Where are you going? Where is she?”
“I think he’s got her. We need to—”
“Jump in.”
Though Nic would have preferred to drive, she recognized he had the better vehicle; a top of the range Subaru which would perform a lot better than her Jeep once back on proper tarmac. She jumped in as instructed, taking the shotgun seat. And before she’d even shut the door, he reversed hard enough to make her feel dizzy. Okay. Good man.
“From the top, Nic,” he ordered. “Fill me in.”
She took a deep breath and let it out sharply.
“I think her husband showed up here and that they had a fight. The front door was broken. There are signs of physical struggle in the living room. Blood—” Her breath caught in her throat and she had to swallow. “There was blood on a dumbbell that’s been left on the floor.”
“Used as a weapon, you think?”
“Yeah.”
 Rob sounded calm and focused, even as he displayed mad skills behind the wheel. The Subaru was a manual. Had she not been so tense and worried, Nic would have appreciated the way he slammed his left foot on the clutch when they reached the junction, pulled on the handbrake, and slid them sideways onto the main road. But she only cared about one thing; one woman. She just flipped her visor down against the setting sun.
 “I’m guessing he’d be heading outta town,” Rob said.
 “Hmm.” She grunted in assent. It was a logical assumption, as good a guess as any. “Step on it.”
 He already was, but she felt better for saying it. As they tore down the highway, Rob got on the air and he requested any units in the area to be on the lookout for a speeding black BMW with personalized plates. He gave a quick description of Mark, added that he was at this point wanted for kidnapping. To be considered armed, and dangerous.
 “He wasn’t alone in that Beemer when he nearly slammed into me,” Nic reflected out loud. “I only caught a quick flash but I’m sure it was her.”
 Which meant Tayen must not be too badly injured. Alive. Nic had to believe it. She wondered if her lover might have been the one wielding the dumbbell. Might be his blood on it instead of hers. Good for you, Tay, if you socked him a good one. Even so, the thought of how he would retaliate made her wince.
“You got any idea regarding his state of mind?” Rob asked.
 “Yeah, I do.” Nic gritted her teeth as she spotted a vehicle in the distance. Too far off yet to confirm make and color, but it looked dark to her. “I think he found out for sure that we’re an item, me and Tayen. And that it finally made him snap. The fact that she went for me, a woman, would be a big insult to a guy like him. Dammit, Rob! Can’t you go any faster? That’s gotta be him up there!”
“I think so too, but we’ll catch up on the switchbacks,” Rob answered as they started to climb. “Don’t worry.”
She threw him a pissed-off look but said nothing. He was right. The gorgeous mountain road that wound its way along the flanks of Wolf Peak was a scenic but tricky one to navigate at the best of times. Narrow and steep, with razor-sharp switchbacks, it certainly wasn’t made for racing.
“He’ll be forced to slow down here,” she muttered. “He’s all flash and no skills.”
“That’s what I’m counting on.”
Rob’s own skills became even more obvious as he handled the road like a champion rally driver. Nic sat leaning forward on her seat, fists clenched on her lap, her eyes peeled for any sign of the BMW in front. If he hurt her, I’ll beat him to a pulp. If he so much as touched a single—
“Stop,” she yelled. “Back up.”
Rob instantly hit the brakes and did as she instructed.
“What is it, Nic?”
 “I caught a cloud of dust.” She pointed down a single-track lane on the side. “Gotta be him. Go.”
 Rob turned into it without asking if she were sure.
 “All units, I need backup at Ranger’s Point. About to catch up with the BMW.” For Nic’s benefit, he added. “This track is a dead end.”
 “Where does it go?”
 “To the cliff, and a great view over a bunch of mesas and the valley. It’s a popular lookout. Only way in and out of there is this road.”
 “A cliff?” she repeated. “Shit, Rob, what if—”
“It won’t come to that. We’ll get her back, Nic.”



CHAPTER 28
In the end, the dumbbell turned out to be a bad idea. The hit did not give her enough of an advantage. He caught up with her off the porch and knocked her unconscious. Granted, not for long. Maybe two seconds. Three, max. But the lingering effects of the vicious punch still had her reeling now.
 “Where are we going?”
 “Shut up.”
 “Mark—”
 “I said shut up!”
 She went quiet. Not because he told her to, but she may as well conserve her energy. As soon as they stopped, she’d get a chance to flee again. Won’t mess it up this time. Also, as long as he was behind the wheel, he had to keep his hands to himself. This was better than having him on top of her, breathing heavy and groping her with rape on his mind. And then... Nic is on her way. The thought energized her tremendously. Tayen was sure that Mark had no idea, but she’d recognized the Jeep. When Tayen was late for dinner, Nic must have called, then decided to come over. By now, she would have seen the damage inside the house. She’d have alerted Rob. Both of them would come. Strengthened by that promise, Tayen tried again.
 “Mark, listen to me.”
 “What?”
“Please stop. It’s not too late to work this out but you’ve got to stop and listen to me. Please!”
 He barely shrugged. As he was glancing back a lot, Tayen looked in her sideview as well. All she could see was a cloud of dust.
 “Mark,” she repeated. “Come on now! This isn’t you.”
 “Nearly there,” he muttered.
Tayen had never been to Ranger’s Point but she knew of it. Ellen had told her it was a cracking spot with awesome views. A real favorite for young lovers on a moonlit night. For a crazy and wild instant, she wondered if he might be taking her up there to make a desperate romantic gesture. Like throw himself onto the ground and beg for her to marry him again. Something like that. Tayen, you are losing it. Well, yes. She was definitely struggling. Adrenaline had hit hard and fast in the beginning, but now pain was seeping in. Everywhere. Her joints hurt, her muscles ached. There was a terrible buzz and pounding inside her head. She’d tried a boxing class once, but it was more geared toward aerobic fitness than combat. Again, she reflected that she’d never been hit before, and experienced fresh outrage at the thought of what he’d done. Could have been worse. She touched trembling fingers to her lips and winced at the sting. Moved to her forehead, felt a nasty cut.
“Goddammit,” she muttered.
Glancing at her, he just snarled again.
“You shouldn’t push me like that, Tayen.”
A seething remark instantly came to mind, but arguing was a waste of time. It occurred to her too that she was getting a bit sleepy, and knew instinctively that she should not give in to it. Could not afford to close her eyes in this situation. Again, Nic’s voice in her head reminded her; Stay sharp, Tay/ Then, she heard it. The sound of hope. And turned like a shot to look behind. Yes! A siren. Red and blue lights flashing through all the dust in the air. A police cruiser was in pursuit.
“Mark, you’ve got to stop,” she told him. “Stop now! You’ll only make it worse if you don’t!”
“Don’t get your hopes up, Tayen.” He grabbed her wrist in a painful grip. “You’re mine, you get that? Cops can go to hell. You and I are staying together.”
Something in his voice sounded so certain… So damn final! They flew past a sign indicating the end of the track. Tayen froze as it suddenly dawned on her what he might have in mind. No… You can’t be serious!
“No, Mark. No, listen—”
“Shut up.”
NO!” she yelled, and yanked on the handbrake.
***
Nic held her breath when she saw the rear wheels of the BMW suddenly lock, and the car fishtail out of control. She knew what would cause this to happen, and silently praised Tayen for her presence of mind and ruthless action. She was sure this was her doing. Bold move. Smart. That’s my girl. Pretty risky, though, as Rob also knew.
 “They’re gonna roll,” he warned.
 Sure enough, as the vehicle suddenly turned sideways, the front wheels caught on loose gravel across the track and it went airborne. Up ahead was a circular drive with only space for three or four cars to park. A thick ring of bushes encircled it. Beyond it was air. Clear empty space and, should gravity play her part, a massive drop onto jagged rocks below. Falling from here would mean instant death. Nic’s heart was in her mouth as she watched three hard rolls bring the BMW to rest precariously on its side against the security rail. Metal was heard groaning as the barrier bent. Badly. Thankfully, it did not break. Now if only this could have been the end of it… But it wasn’t. Mark crawled out of the stricken vehicle, dragging Tayen after him.
 “Go. Go now!” Rob said.
Nic needed no prompting to leap out of the cruiser before it fully stopped. And though it was a while since she had done any sprinting, concern for her lover had her flying down the path. She did not register a second police unit pull up on scene. Did not hear the officers tossing quick instructions at each other. All she was focused on were the two people who stood perilously close to the edge. Mark was clearly wrestling with Tayen, trying to lift her over the barrier. She was having none of it.
“STOP!” Nic roared. “Let her go!”
 “Stay where you are,” he retaliated in warning.
 “Nic!” Tayen’s desperate scream for her tore at Nic’s heart.
 “I’m here, babe. It’s okay.” Nic forced a smile as she locked eyes with Tayen and tried to convey as much reassurance to her as possible.
At the same time, she racked her brains to figure out what to do next. Rushing this guy was not an option at this stage. As much as it pained her to admit it, because he had Tayen, he held all the power.
“Let her go, man.” Rob stood with his weapon drawn and pointed forward. “Everything’s alright. Just let her go and come back on this side. Then we can talk. No problem.”
“She’s my wife,” Mark spit venomously.
A female officer made her approach and took up position next to Rob. Now the three of them stood in a semi-circle, with Tayen and her kidnapper as the point of focus.
“I know you guys are husband and wife,” Rob stated. “And that’s why we don’t want anything to happen to either of you. Hey, we’ve met before, remember?”
“Get that gun outta my face, Sheriff.”
Rob lowered his weapon a fraction but he did not re-holster it. Nic would not have done either.
“Why don’t you come over here so that we can sort this out, Mark?”
 “This is none of your business. It’s between me and my wife. Get lost!”
 He was jumpy as hell, which was never a good thing in this type of situation. Nic watched his eyes leap from one cop to the other, from Rob to her, and all over again. Mark stood on the other side of the barrier, only a couple of feet away from the drop. Fucking stupid. At least, he’d not managed to lift Tayen over the guard rail yet, but he did have her in a problematic hold. One arm across her chest and clamped over her shoulder, the other laced around her waist. It wouldn’t take very much, Nic suspected, to pull her over in her current state. Tayen’s face was sheet-white. Blood still trickled down the middle of her face from what looked like a significant injury on her forehead. He’d busted her lip and given her a good shiner.. Nic was itching to stick a fist square into his face. Right now though, she’d settle to wait, especially as she spotted one more cop approaching. The officer wore a climbing harness. He was on Mark’s side of the barrier. Creeping nice and low in his blind spot. Hopefully, Nic could help to keep it this way.
 “Hey, Mark.”
He whipped suspicious eyes toward her. His mouth was set, his expression nothing short of hateful. She wished he had taken her on instead of Tayen. Recovery mode or not, she’d have put him right down in the dust. Given him a taste of his own medicine.
 “Stay back!” he warned.
 “Yeah, no problem.” She stood with both hands out to the side, palms up in an open gesture. “I just want to tell you: there is nothing going on between me and your wife.”
 “Bullshit!”
 Nic persisted. She didn’t care if he believed her or not, was not trying to convince him. Her intention was only to keep him distracted and his attention on her.
 “I’ll be gone soon,” she announced. “Back to Houston and my career. Trust me, I’m busy. Got no plans to stay in touch. I’m sorry if I was the cause of a misunderstanding between you two, but—”
 “Shut up, you stupid dyke.”
 Nic thought better of laughing at him for his profound lack of originality. Keeping his attention was one thing. Pushing him over the edge, literally, was not the goal. She raised her hands a little more, a gesture of submission she thought might work to appease him.
 “Okay, you’re the boss.”
“Damn right! And you!” Spit flew out of his mouth as he shouted at Rob. Rage was pouring out of him in waves. “I won’t tell you again to put that fucking gun down!”
 Nic noticed that Tayen seemed to be perking up a bit. Her eyes, which had been dull and hazy before, were brighter now. She nodded subtly to her, received a ghost of a smile in reaction. Soon, baby. Soon. The officer in the climbing harness was creeping ever closer to his target. For now still unaware of his presence in the back, Tayen struggled to free herself. And she snapped when she couldn’t.
 “Stop this nonsense, Mark! Let go of me, for God’s sake!”
 Eyes fixed onto Rob, he just tightened his grip on her.
 “Last chance, Sheriff. Put your gun away.”
 “Alright, alright.” Rob holstered his weapon, making sure to keep his movements slow and as non-threatening as possible. “See? You got it, man. Come back over this side now, okay? It’s really not safe where you’re standing. You don’t want anything to happen to your wife, do you?”
 “I love her,” Mark grunted.
 He was wounded, Nic reflected. Hurting. She felt a twinge of understanding, natural empathy at witnessing the suffering of another. But he was wrong in his assessment of his own feeling. This was not true love but pure obsession. And, it seemed, of the potentially lethal kind.
 “Mark,” she prompted to keep him focused on her. The cop was almost there, crouching low to remain undetected. “Listen, it’s all my fault, okay? Surely, we can sort this out…”
 She was running out of things to say when Tayen finally took matters into her own hands. Forget perking up just a little: her fighting spirit kicked back with a vengeance. In a lightning-fast move worthy of the best martial artist, she lifted her right arm and elbowed him under the chin. The hit was surprisingly hard. It sure made his head snap back.
 “Uh! Knock it off,” he growled.
 “You knock it off!” she screamed. “How dare you lay your hands on me? Don’t you understand? We’re done, Mark! IT’S OVER!”
 “No.” His eyes flashed. “Never.”
 On that, he yanked her brutally off her feet. Lifted her as if she weighed nothing, spun her aside, and nearly went tumbling himself. But Nic was already on the move as well. She’d heard it in his voice, understood his wish. This was sheer insanity, the final resolution. The man was going to jump, and determined to take his wife with him. A lame, ‘Doomed lovers plunging to their death together’ kind of choice. Thelma & Louise-style. Well. Fuck that! Nic threw herself at them. She wrapped her arms tightly around Tayen, an unbreakable hold. No matter what happened now, she wouldn’t let go. Her heart did almost stop when Mark pulled, viciously, and nearly uprooted her. But this was counting without her backup. Rob was keeping her firmly anchored. A hard tussle ensued.
 “Put her down!” the female officer yelled.
 “Get him!” Rob grunted, encouraging his team.



CHAPTER 29
In the middle of this mayhem, Nic clearly heard Tayen hiss. She sounded pissed-off which, under different circumstances, would have made her chuckle and smile in appreciation. What a woman. But now it was only a fleeting thought. The other cop threw a wild punch. There was a muffled grunt, hopefully from Mark, though Nic did not see the punch land. Then it was over, as quickly as it all started to go south. They fell in a heap on the dusty ground, on the safe side of the security barrier. Rob also rolled but he was soon back on his feet.
 “Stay with her, Nic,” he ordered.
Nic didn’t need to be told. She kept her arms around Tayen, pulled her up to a sitting position.
 “You okay? Hey! Talk to me, Tay, are you okay?”
 “Yes. I’m fine.” Tayen panted, sounding out of breath and concerned as well. “You? Did you fall? Nic, your back—”
 “No, no, I’m okay.” Nic stared intently at her. “Did he hurt you? Tayen, did he… force you?”
 Tayen’s eyes filled. She answered softly, but quickly.
“No, he didn’t.“ Then, whatever color had come back in her face washed out again worse than before. “Mark... Where is he? What happened to him?”
 They helped each other up and Nic turned weary eyes to the scene. Rob and his two back-up officers, including the one in the climbing harness, stood next to the safety barrier in silence. All facing in the same direction.
 “Oh, Jesus.” Tayen breathed out. “Don’t tell me…”
 But as the female cop shifted position, they caught sight of Mark on the ground. He was in cuffs, sitting with his head tilted down. He may have been crying. Nic let out a sigh of relief. She may have wanted to punch the guy in the face before, and kinda still did… But she did not wish him dead.
 “Tayen?” Rob hurried back over to check on them.
 “I’m fine,” Tayen repeated as he pulled her into a quick but reassuring hug. “Hey, thanks for coming.”
 “Hey, you bet.”
 Nic flashed him a thumbs-up when he raised an eyebrow in her direction. She was fine too. No worries.
 “Tayen!” Mark wailed as they took him away. “Tay, please! we need to talk!”
 Begging now. Nic snorted aggressively. Couldn’t help it.
 “You want a word with him, Tay?” Rob inquired.
 “No,” Tayen murmured, looking pale. “Can’t talk to him just yet. I will… But not right now.”
***
The cut on her forehead required a couple of stitches. Ironically, Mark’s wedding ring ended up slicing flesh when he hit her. Though considering how the day may have ended, Tayen would not complain about two stitches and a concussion so mild as to be non-existent. As per Rob’s instructions, a police cruiser was waiting to take them home when they left the hospital.
 “Can we go to your place?”
 “Absolutely,” Nic approved.
 Tayen’s headache started to ease off as soon as they arrived at the cabin. It was quiet up there. Pleasantly warm, even though it was after ten and fully dark. She filled her lungs with fragrant air and went nicely still on the inside.
 “It feels safe here,” she murmured.
 “Yeah?”
“Yeah. With you.”
 Nic hugged her gently. “I’m glad you think so, babe.”
Yuri was the opposite of still. He greeted them with excited barks and jumped around incessantly, as if they’d been gone for years.
“Probably feels that way in puppy-time.” Nic smiled when Tayen scooped him up for a cuddle. “He’s not used to being on his own either.”
They shared frozen pizza, even though Tayen was the last thing from hungry. But Nic insisted it would be good for her, so she nibbled on a slice. And washed it down with half-a-glass of red wine, despite the painkillers in her system.
“No comment,” she warned.
“Wasn’t going to,” Nic chuckled. “You’ve earned it.”
They lay in each other’s arms on the terrace couch, under a light blanket. Yuri stretched across Nic’s legs, as if to prevent her from leaving. After a few seconds of silence, both women sighed at the same time.
“Hell of an afternoon, uh?” Nic prompted.
 “Yeah, it feels surreal,” Tayen answered.
Nic’s fingers moving in slow circles on the back of her neck and shoulders made her want to drool. She exhaled again, nice and slow.
“I should be doing that for you.”
“What?”
“A massage. You’re the one with the injured back here.”
“Not anymore. Anyway, I had a stretch, so I’m all good. How are you feeling?”
 “Bit drowsy.”
 “Sorry to hear that. Hope it won’t last too long.”
“That’s alright. I kinda like it, to tell you the truth.”
 “You’re high, aren’t you?” Nic smirked, clearly amused.
“Huh-uh. Yep. Most definitely. But at least, my headache is almost gone.”
“That’s nice.”
“I’m just stunned about the rest, you know?”
 “Yeah, I can imagine that.” When she shivered, Nic shifted to hold her even closer. “Want to tell me about it?”
“I suppose so.”
“You don’t have to.”
“I think I need to.” Tayen stared into space, trying to make sense of recent events. It certainly wasn’t easy. “I never thought something like this would happen. To me, it’s the kind of stuff you see on the news. Situations other people have to face. How wrong was I… And conceited too!”
“Come on, Tay… What happened to you tonight is not your fault. Okay?”
“Mmm… Yes, you’re right. I know. And thank you for reminding me.”
“Anytime.”
Nic spoke in a soft, reassuring voice. She was patient. An excellent listener, and definitely on her side. Tayen went on.
“It escalated quickly. One minute, we were just talking. Or rather, arguing. He was yelling. But I’m used to arguments.”
“I’m sorry that’s the case. You deserve better.”
“Thanks again.”
Nic smiled into the kiss that she pressed to her lips. “You are so very welcome.”
“Can I finish telling you? It’s helping.”
“Great. Go ahead.”
“So, next thing I know, I’m on the floor. No warning, he just hit. Hard punch, too.” Tayen absently rubbed at her forehead. “I was out for two, three seconds. Dragging me to the car was easy after that since I offered no resistance. I keep thinking I should have fought better. Instead of waiting when we were in the car, like an idiot, I should have—”
“Tayen,” Nic interrupted gently. “Please don’t call yourself an idiot. Don’t go beating yourself up all over again, hey! It’s obvious you did the best you could, but he’s a big guy. Also, had he hit you before?”
“Do you really think I would have stayed all this time if he had? Oh, Nic. Sorry,” Tayen added, quickly, when the question came out with a lot more temper than she intended.
“It’s okay.” Nic brushed it off with a wave of the hand. “I don’t think you’d stay, but I’m aware that circumstances can be tricky sometimes. Anyway, just to say that if it was the first time, he also had the element of surprise over you.”
“That’s true.”
“You never had a chance. By the way, whose idea was it to use the dumbbell as a weapon?”
“Oh… Mine.” Tayen raised an eyebrow at the telling flicker in her eyes. “I take it you don’t approve?”
“It was a gutsy move. Unfortunately, unless you know how to fight, any improvised weapon will more often that not end up being used against you.”
“Yes… And then, if it wasn’t already bad enough, we finish with a car chase, a stand-off involving the police, and Mark ends up in jail. Jesus!”
 For the second time in the story, the first having been when Tayen mentioned being punched, Nic stiffened. A heavy silence ensued.
 “Nic? Are you okay?” she murmured.
“Yes. Fine.”
“But?”
“Nothing. It’s crazy, you’re right.”
Tayen propped herself up on an elbow. She looked into her lover’s face, noted the wounded look in her eyes. Nic had gone a shade paler.
“What’s wrong, babe?” she asked in concern.
“Like I said, nothing. Let’s just leave it now, eh—”
“No, no,” Tayen insisted. “Please, tell me. Is it something I said? If it is—”
“No.” Nic blew air out, reluctantly, hard enough to wake Yuri. “You feel sorry for him, uh?”
Tayen was taken aback at the comment, to say the least. It sounded a lot like an accusation.
“Well.” She took a deep breath, hoping for clarity. “I guess I do feel sorry for him, yes. I was married to Mark for a long time, you know? Still am.” She watched a small muscle in Nic’s jaw twitch at the reminder. The reaction puzzled her. Could it be she was jealous? And to that degree? It didn’t feel like the woman she knew. “Look, for the most part, he was a good guy. Like you said, situations can be tricky. I hurt him, Nic. He’s suffering.”
“Yeah. Suffering.” Now she sounded bitter. “I guess that’s why he assaulted you. If not for Rob and his officers tonight, he would have just—”
 “Please.” Tayen stopped her with a single pleading look. “I know what you’re going to say. You’re right. Totally. I just don’t want to hear it right now.”
 Abruptly, Nic sat up to rub both hands over her own face.
“Christ,” she muttered. “I have no right to say these things to you. Tayen, I’m sorry. Forget I said that. Of course, you feel for your husband!”
“It doesn’t mean I’m not aware of what almost happened to me tonight. Doesn’t mean I don’t take it seriously.”
“Yes… I know.”
“Doesn’t mean I’ll go back to him. I won’t.”
“Right. And I’m not so dense that I can’t understand you guys have history. I’m not jealous of it.”
Tayen scooted close again and she turned her face gently toward her.
“What is it, then? Tell me.”
She was a little shocked to see Nic’s face flush and her eyes fill with tears. She was always so calm and in control… Tayen soon understood the reason for her distress.
“I thought you might be dead, Tay,” her lover confessed. “I saw all the broken glass in the house. Blood on the floor and on the dumbbell. I told Rob I’d spotted you in the BMW but, really, it was just a dark shape as it whizzed past me. A blur. I wasn’t totally sure it was you.”
Tayen closed her eyes briefly. “Oh, Nic…”
“I thought he might have killed you in a fit of temper. And then, I watched him nearly take you down for real!”
“Come here.” Tayen pulled her in her arms almost roughly. God… Her stomach was all twisted in shame. “I’m so sorry too, Nic. I never thought to ask how you felt. Never realized what you went through tonight.”
There was a weak chuckle as they sank back together onto the couch.
“You did, actually. A few times. I said I was fine.”
“So, you were fibbing?”
“Uh… Yeah. Kinda.”
“I get a feeling you do that a lot.” When Nic just shrugged, Tayen held her tighter. “We’ll work on that.”
This earned her a look both hesitant and hopeful.
“We will, uh?”
“Yeah.” Tayen kissed her. “I’d like to.”
She was relieved and pleased to see a smile back on these gorgeous lips.
***
Nic sneaked out of the cabin early the next morning. Tayen was still asleep, which was good as she needed to rest. Yuri cracked a weary eye open when she gestured to him to follow, but then he yawned and snuggled back under the blanket next to Tayen. Figures, Nic reflected, amused. And she couldn’t blame him. She left them both to their slumber and took a jog to Tayen’s house. The police had been there overnight to take pictures, but a brief check with Rob confirmed that it was fine to clean up now. Nic wanted the place to look perfect for Tayen when she went back to it. The screen was broken and would need to be replaced, but the rest, she could take care of herself. She got rid of the broken glass, filled a bucket with water and detergent, washed the floor and got rid of the dried blood on the dumbbell. It only took her twenty minutes to get everything right. She was heading back to the cabin, thinking about breakfast, when the call that she’d been praying for finally came through.



CHAPTER 30
Once a Marine, always a Marine. Colonel Jason Mack, who was now the lead selection officer on the Artemis program, certainly still looked like one. He’d taken up distance running in recent years, marathon and ultra trail events, and was a bit leaner than he used to be as a result. But he still looked imposing in a pair of khaki slacks and a NASA polo shirt. Definitely like the man in charge, and streaks of grey in his regulation crew cut only added to his air of authority.
 “Lieutenant-Colonel Peake.” He stood when she knocked on his office door and greeted her with a brisk smile. “Come on in.”
“Thank you sir.” She shook the hand he offered.
 For her as well, the saying held true. The tone and manner of a Marine Corps officer came naturally to Nic, especially when she was talking to a fellow enlisted.
 “Espresso?” he offered.
 “Yes.” She swallowed her impatience. “Thank you.”
 “Sure thing. I know you’re a fan, Peake. Have a seat.”
 She grabbed herself a chair as Mack busied himself with his professional machine. As a self-confessed coffee addict, he’d had it shipped all the way from Palermo, Italy. Paid for it out of his own pocket, obviously, and was now rumored to make the best Espresso in the whole of Houston. Nic, herself a bit of an expert when it came to such things, agreed with that claim. Usually, she would look forward to sampling one of Mack’s Italian roasts. Today, coffee was way down her list of priorities.
 “So, how’s it going?” he asked as he handed her a cup.
 She couldn’t help the answer that flew out of her mouth.
 “I guess you’re about to tell me, uh.”
 “Correct. I am. Just relax, Nic.”
Though he called her Nic, this still sounded like an order. She tried her best to satisfy while he carried his own Espresso back to his desk.
The man was friendly but he certainly gave nothing away, and Nic was massively nervous about this meeting. The last five days in Houston had been a blur of assignments. Chores, really. She was tested, assessed, and evaluated relentlessly. In the gym, the swimming pool, the psychologist’s office. Just like when she was in space, her sleep was monitored. She had to wear bulky fitness trackers 24/7. Her blood was drawn and analyzed, her physiology scrutinized, and her patience thoroughly challenged. Now she hoped it would be good news.
“You did better than expected,” Mack started. “Way better. Musta worked your butt off on recovery when you were away, uh?”
“Yes, I did. What does better than expected actually mean?”
She must have appeared confused, miserable, or irritated enough; she was feeling all three. Because he laughed, and told her straight.
“It means you get to keep your place on the team.”
She’d dreamt of hearing these words, and relief was like a bubble of oxygen rising from the deep. Joy flooded through her, on the wings of a nice shot of adrenalin. Nic set her cup on the desk, carefully, and laced her fingers together to prevent them from shaking. She leaned forward, elbows on knees, and stared into his steel-grey eyes.
“Artemis?” she prompted.
“Yes.”
“First team?”
“You got it.” He nodded. “As Commander. I still want you to lead the squad.”
 This meant that not only would she be going back to space, but as team leader, get a chance to walk on the Moon as well. She had to clear her throat as emotion rose and threatened to undo her. Don’t cry in front of him!
 “Alright.” Nic managed a deep breath. She smiled as he did too. “Thank you, sir. You won’t regret it.”
 “Of course, you’ve still got a way to go before you’re fully cleared for active duty. Fitness markers aren’t quite all the way up yet.”
 “They will be.”
“I’m sure of it,” he approved. “All indications are that you will return stronger than before. So, well done, Peake. We’d have hated to lose you.”
 I can’t wait to share this with Tay. It had been a tricky time for Nic to be recalled. Though Tayen refused to press devastating charges against Mark, she did apply for a restraining order. Had to go to court for that, but the request was swiftly granted. The divorce was finalized extra-quickly. All good, but recent events had left a mark. A lot had happened between the two women as well, in a relatively short amount of time. Though they spoke on the phone daily, the relationship felt unstable to Nic. And there had been no time for discussion before she left. As always, when NASA said, ‘We need you’, it meant right away. Nic had never had an issue with that before. With the military, she was used to just going whenever she was told. And with no family and few attachments, her personal life always naturally fell in line with the objective, wherever in the world it may be. Having just found out that she would keep her job, her mind was already forming plans to carve out personal time in her schedule. She knew from experience that it would be intense. This being said, it must be possible. Other astronauts made it work, didn’t they? She saw no reason why she couldn’t do the same. She’d start out by inviting Tayen to Houston. Maybe for a long weekend? It would be nice to show her the apartment, and—
 “Still with me, Peake?” Mack prompted.
 “Uh, yes sir. Sorry.”
 “Need more coffee?”
 She smiled. “No, I’m fine.”
 “Okay then. So, here’s the plan.”
Nic was totally unprepared for what came next. It felt like a punch. Brought everything crashing down.
***
Ten P.M. found her at the door to Carla’s condo in downtown Houston. Nic thought going for a run might help. After clocking eleven fast miles, and feeling just as terrible, she unconsciously drifted toward a friendly ear.
 “Nic?” The friend in question looked puzzled as she opened the door. Also, she was in her pajamas.
 “Hey. Sorry. I guess it’s late.”
“You guess?” Carla looked her up and down and her frown deepened. “You’re white as a sheet. What happened?”
“Nothing. Just running. It’s hot—”
“Come in, I’ll get you some water.”
Carla drew her into the lounge and to the couch. Told her to wait there as she went into the kitchen. Nic considered her error in coming here, and thought of running out the door again. But her friend was back before she could do that, armed with a bottle of Evian and a fresh towel.
“Here, babe.”
“Thanks.” Nic downed half of the bottle in one go and she wiped her face with the towel. Felt slightly more human after-wards, though just as sad. Dammit.
“You can have a shower if you want.”
“No, I’m okay.”
Carla flashed a gentle smile.
“I’d hate to see what you look like when you’re not.”
She was being nice, and nice was bound to make her cry. Nic cast another longing glance toward the door, prompting Carla to slap a heavy hand on her thigh.
“Don’t even think about it. Talk to me, Nic.”
She tried and failed to take a full deep breath. May as well talk, hey... Since she’d run all this way.
 “Mack called me in today to tell me I performed better than expected on all the fitness tests. I was reinstated.”
 “Oh, wow!  Nic, that’s awesome!” A brilliant smile flashed across her face before Carla obviously re-considered. “Well… I’d say congratulations but, from the look of you now, I’m not sure you’d agree. Nic, is it good news or what?”
 “It’s—” Emotion made her breath hitch. It was like a violent flood threatening to unleash. “Yes.” She swallowed around the ball in her throat and managed to keep it all in. “It’s great news. What I wanted.”
 “Huh-uh?”
 “Means I’ll go back to space. Get it right this time.”
“Yes, darling. I know what this means to you.”
“Meanwhile, I have to move to Japan.”
“Ah.” As Nic struggled for composure, Carla scooted close and passed a comforting arm around her shoulders. “You’re all sticky, my friend,” she chuckled. “But I love ya.”
“Hmm.” Nic gritted her teeth against tears.
“Breathe,” Carla whispered. “It’s okay.”
Oh, it certainly wasn’t. Though Nic recognized the wisdom of that advice, and focused on keeping it steady.
“Listen,” Carla went on in a quiet voice, “I know I probably don’t need to remind you of this, but the new agreements with the Japanese space agency are key to the success of the Artemis program. Being asked to go spend time with the team at JAXA is a real honor. And a rewarding assignment for a NASA astronaut like you.”
“Yeah, I know how lucky I am to be selected to go.”
“Forget luck. Believe it or not, you earned it. And it’s only for six months, right?”
“Yeah.”
Nic had actually applied for the position more than a year before her accident. She’d lusted after this job, a chance to work at a core performance agency with equally talented people. She had been eager to experience the Japanese culture, and immerse herself in a completely different way of life. This would also create many more outstanding opportunities for her with NASA down the line. From thinking that she might lose her career to injury, to this… It was another crazy dream come true.
“Nic.” Carla gave her a gentle squeeze. “How did Tayen take the news?”
There, finally. That did it. Nic broke. All the emotion, all the tears came pouring out. She buried her face into the towel. Not minding the sticky, Carla pulled her more fully into her arms.
“It’s okay,” she soothed. “Let it go, babe. Just let it go.”
 Nic had very little choice in the matter at this point. Had the roles been reversed, she’d have encouraged Carla to let it all out as well, and held her as she cried. She would never think less of her for breaking down, or see it as weak. Nic knew she should cut herself a bit of slack here too, and yet, she resented every tear that she was not able to hold back. She still shed them. Definitely no choice. She sobbed like a baby in her friend’s arms. It left her feeling raw and empty. Defenseless, which annoyed her even more… But also, strangely, grateful.
 “Thanks,” she mumbled.
 “Not required, but I get you.”
 “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Car.”
 “You won’t be. Now, tell me what happened.”
 At last, Nic was able to get to the point.
 “I called her as soon as I knew. I was so happy to be getting my job back, and I wanted to share the news with Tayen. Before I knew I’d be going to Japan, I was going to invite her over here. Just for a long weekend, you know? No pressure.”
 “Mmm. Yes. But I thought you guys were pretty tight, Nic. What pressure are you talking about?”
 “Since that thing happened with her husband, it’s been… different, between us. I don’t know if it’s because the real world came slamming into our little bubble, or just that she’s got a lot on her plate at the moment.”
 “Which would make a lot of sense. Right?”
 “Oh, yeah. Sure. I understand that. Also, I never thought I’d feel this way.”
 “What way? Crazy over her?”
 Nic pressed her fingers to her eyes as a growing headache promised to unleash hell over her brain. She had nothing left, no reserves, so she just said it.
 “Needy.”
 “What? Oh, Nic.” Carla hugged her again. She kissed her soundly on the cheek and fixed her with gentle exasperation. “How can such an intelligent woman be so confused and off the mark?”
 “You asking me?” Nic grunted.
 “Obviously not.” Her friend chuckled. “But let me tell you this: being needy and in love are two very different things. You told me you fell in love before. Is that still the case?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Really? You’re in love with her?”
 “Yes!” Nic muttered as jackhammers pounded on her skull.
 “Have you told her? Hey, come on. Don’t just nod, tell me how it went.”
 More tears rolled down her cheek when Nic explained.
 “At first, I was crushed that I would need to leave. But then it was like… It felt like a—”
 “Like what?” Carla prompted impatiently. “Gosh, Nic, this is like drawing blood out of a stone!”
 “What does that even mean?”
 “Never mind. Keep going. What did it feel like?”
 “A sign from the goddamn universe.”
 “Oh, darling,” Carla cooed in sympathy.
 Sensing her head about to explode, Nic finished quickly.
“I told Tayen I was in love with her. I asked her to come with me to Tokyo. I think I scared her to death.”
“She said no?”
“Not in so many words. But I got the message.”
“What did she tell you exactly?”
“That she needed some time.”
“So, there’s hope, right?”
Slowly, Nic shook her head. Tayen’s expression on the vid-call had said it all. Full of alarm, sorrow, reluctance. Nic may be in love, but she was neither blind nor stupid.
“No,” she murmured. “I don’t think so.”



CHAPTER 31
It took Tayen five days to experience the same sort of meltdown. Pam went over for a visit one afternoon. Found her sitting on the front porch steps, crying on her guitar.
 “Did you break a string, babe?” she prompted gently. “Or is it a bit more personal stuff?”
 “I fucked up,” Tayen answered on a sob.
 “With Nic?”
 “How do you know it’s with Nic?”
“Well, I don’t, but it’s easy to guess.” Pam maneuvered her pregnant frame onto the same step and she sat down. “You’ve not been yourself since she left. What’s going on, Tay? I thought you two were staying in touch with each other?”
 “We have been.”
 “So what do you mean, you ‘fucked up’?”
Tayen summarized. The split with Mark, the move to Eagle Rock. The personal realizations that meeting Nic only brought to the fore more vividly. How good it felt. How happy she’d been for weeks. When it came to her last call with her lover, she clung to her guitar like a woman drowning.
“She said her career was back on track, and that she’d been chosen to represent NASA at the Japanese space agency.”
“Oh… How long for?”
“Six months. It’s a great opportunity for her.”
“Yes, but it’s a long time to be apart. Darling, I understand why you’d be feeling sad, but—”
“No, there’s more.” Tayen wiped her face roughly on her t-shirt and she tried her best to get a grip. This was all her fault, after all. Again! She should damn well be able to speak to her friend without crying. “Nic told me she was in love with me. She asked me to go with her to Tokyo.”
 Not many things in life left the supremely grounded Pam speechless. But this did it, albeit briefly. She soon recovered and flashed a beaming smile.
 “Well, Tay! My own relationship with Rob aside, obviously, this has got to be the most romantic thing I ever heard. Hands down! Why on earth are you sitting here alone? Dripping tears on your guitar like in a bad country song?”
 Tayen gritted her teeth as her stomach contracted painfully.
“I can’t,” she whispered.
“What did you just say?”
“I can’t,” she repeated in a strangled voice.
“You can’t go to Japan?”
“No. Yes. All of it. Dammit! I can’t be with her, Pam.”
From surprise, and delight, Pam’s expression now shifted to confused and genuinely bewildered.
“But… Why the hell not?” she roared.
“Pam—
“Whoa, hold on a second.” Pam pulled her right back down when she started to get up. “Let’s sort this out once and for all, Tay. You’re obviously not happy. So, let’s talk. Why can’t you be with her? Tell me.”
“I just can’t. Please, leave it. It’s—”
“No, don’t give me that. You’re my friend, okay? And I can see you’re suffering. Is it the lesbian thing again? Do you have a problem with the fact that you’re attracted to women?”
“Not at all.” Tayen snorted, even as more unwanted tears rolled down her cheeks. “I don’t care about labels. Love is love. I have no issue with being a lesbian whatsoever.”
“Ah.” Pam nodded in satisfaction. “So, you’re in love with her too. To be honest, that was pretty obvious from the word go. And the way she looks at you… Mmmm.”
“What way?” Tayen frowned in wonder, causing her friend to laugh.
“Sweet and wicked at the same time. So blazing hot it made me sweat, even though I am crazy about my guy and pregnant on top of it. But I digress. This is about you. Tell me what’s going on inside your head that you’re not all packed up and on your way to the land of the rising sun already?”
Tayen pressed frustrated fingers to her temple.
“I’ve spent almost a full week asking myself the same thing, Pam.”
“Good. And what is your conclusion?”
“It’s better if I let her go.”
“How come?”
“Because I’m afraid of repeating the same pattern.” Tayen sighed, despair coming through loud and clear. “Mark and I got married too soon and too quickly. You know how it ended. Now I’m finally back on track with my sexuality. Yes, I am and have always been attracted to women. But I shouldn’t jump in the first relationship of this kind that presents itself. It wouldn’t be fair to Nic. I don’t want to hurt her, Pam.”
“Sorry to be blunt, darling, but I think you probably already did. I don’t suppose you told her you loved her back, did you?”
 “No...” Tayen struggled to keep her breath as she recalled the conversation.
Somehow, she had managed not to tell her. And then she’d watched all the joy, hope, and beautiful excitement, wash out of Nic’s sparkling eyes. To be replaced by razor-sharp hurt, indeed. It had looked raw. Like an open wound.
 “Hey.” Pam rested a firm hand on her arm and she leaned over to scrutinize her face. “Not going to be sick on me, are you? You’ve gone awfully pale.”
 “I feel awful.” Tayen bit hard on her lip, fighting more tears she felt she had no right to cry. “Not gonna be sick again.”
 “Honey…”
 “I hurt her, Pam. And believe me, it hurt me just as much. It is killing me right now.”
 “Wait here.” Pam was soon back with a glass of water and a blanket to drape over her shoulders. “Can I be honest with you, Tay?”
 “Yes,” Tayen answered with a tired shrug. “Please.”
 “I’ll just pick up on what you said; afraid of repeating the same patterns. The key word right here is ‘Afraid’. Do you know what’s another meaning for fear?” Pam went on without waiting for an answer. “False Evidence Appearing Real. Have you even stopped to consider that?”
 “Look, my marriage ended and my husband kinda lost his mind because I changed mine. What’s to say I won’t do that with Nic? And hurt her even worse down the line?”
 “People change, Tay, this is just a fact of life. If you’re afraid of that, then sorry, but you’re screwed.”
 “Thanks,” Tayen grumbled.
“You also did not just change your mind: you went back to your authentic self. True or not?”
“Yes, but—”
“Shhh… Hear me out, please. Your husband always had his own issues, one of them being control. He needs therapy, which I understand he’s required to get alongside the restraining order. Who knows? In a few years, he might look back on this time as the best thing that could have happened to him. One last thing,” her friend insisted when Tayen started to move.
“What?”
“This.” Pam rested her hand on her chest. She laid it there, just above her heart. “What does this tell you?”
 “Pam…”
 “Indulge me.”
 Tears swelled with the answer. “I love her. I’m in love with her.”
 “Alright! You and Nic seem to share a special bond. In case you’re wondering, I know what I’m talking about because it’s the same between me and Rob. And it is that precious gift eating away at you now too, warning you not to veer off your true path again. Come on, babe. Can’t you feel it inside?”
 “Yeah...” Tayen flashed a tentative smile. Everything inside was lighting up, actually. Screaming at her that Pam was spot on. “I can. It does feel true. Clear. Weightless.”
 “There you go! This is your heart talking, Tay!”
 “Well, it sure as hell is loud.” She chuckled weakly, a mix of awe and sadness. “But I’m afraid the damage is done. And it’s too late…”
 “Nonsense!” Pam almost screamed. “When is Nic leaving for Japan?”
 “In the morning.”
 “Then go to her, Tay. Go now, or I swear, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”
***
Fresh from a solid workout in the staff gym, and equally lovely breakfast in the canteen, Carla observed a good-looking woman in jeans, t-shirt, and running shoes, rush across the entrance hall of the building where she worked. The stranger carried a back-pack slung over one shoulder, and was no one she recognized. Kinda suspicious, to say the least. Seeing as the whole area was restricted, like most employee buildings of the NASA Johnson Space Center, she predictably ended up straight in the arms of Security. And caught Carla’s attention a second time when she mentioned Nic’s name.
 “Excuse me.” She strode over. “Can I help you?”
 A pair of burning brown eyes turned in her direction.
 “Yes,” the woman snapped. “I’m looking for Nic Peake. Do you know where I might find her?”
 Temper, impatience… This one appeared more than a little frantic as well. Strange.
 “And you are?” Carla prompted.
 “Tayen Stoney. I’m a friend.”
 Oh, boy…
“Thanks, Mike,” Carla smiled at the guard. “I’ll take it from here.”
“No problem.” He nodded to Tayen. “Ma’am.”
Carla drew her out of the way and introduced herself.
“Nic’s best friend. I know who you are,” Tayen interrupted. As a brief smile flashed across her face, Carla could see how truly beautiful she was. “Nic has told me a lot about you.”
“Okay…” Let’s get into it then. “She told me a lot about you too, Tayen. Including how she’s in love with you.”
 “I know.” The woman’s voice threatened to break even as her smile grew bright and wide, and those attractive brown eyes filled with tears. “So am I!”
 “She took it hard when you let her down. I—Hold on a sec. What?” Carla had been on the verge of tearing into Tayen for causing so much hurt. Nic had been a right mess. Worse even than after the accident, when she found out she may not be able to keep her job. But now, Carla performed an audible double-take. “You are too? In love with her?”
“YES!” Tayen exclaimed, laughing. “I was such an ass with her before!”
“You don’t say…”
“I was scared, okay? But yeah, I’m in love with Nic. I need to tell her that before she leaves. She’s not at her apartment and I can’t get through to her on her cell. Please, Carla, do you know where she is?”
 Oh boy, oh boy, oh boy! Sympathy flared for a woman who could call herself an ass with such conviction. Unfortunately, one rather big little problem stood in the way.
 “Tayen, I’m sorry but she’s not here.”
 “Where, then?”
“At the airport.” Carla glanced at her watch and winced in dismay as she realized the time. “Her plane’s taking off in less than an hour.”
 Tayen blanched. “I thought she was leaving at noon?”
 “No, darling. Ten o’clock, more like.”
 “Oh my God. I’ll never make it there on time…”
 Spotting one of her colleagues walking toward their office, Carla gestured to him.
 “Hey, Kit! I’m taking a couple hours personal. Cover for me please?”
 “No worries, Car!”
 “Okay, come on. My car’s in front.” Carla shot Tayen an eager grin as they flew out the door. “I won’t make any promise, but I’m pretty fast behind the wheel.”



EPILOGUE
Nic sat in a corner of the plush private lounge of the American Airlines Club. She had arrived at the airport early, after sharing a last coffee downtown with Becks. Her ex had been sympathetic about the situation with Tayen, but overly optimistic.
 “I’ll bet the two of you will reconnect soon,” she prompted. “She probably does just need time to get her head straight after everything that happened.”
 Nic grunted in reply.
“That’s just wishful thinking, Becks. No, it’s better like this, a clean break and no false hopes.”
Now she was in the zone, broadcasting avoidance to any who might attempt conversation with her headphones on and a NASA cap tipped low over her eyes. She’d already flicked her cell phone to plane mode. If only switching off her feelings and emotions could be that easy… Nic was still feeling numb and empty. She had decided to use the thirteen-hour flight to indulge in her misery. Get it all out of her system before she had to re-engage. Because she knew herself well, she was confident that her sense of excitement and purpose would return as soon as she landed in Tokyo. She’d be dead busy as well, which would help. And she was resilient. Yeah, she’d been convinced that Tayen was the one... Still was.
But this game could not be played solo, so it was better to forget it. Forget her. She closed her eyes against rising tears. When her departure gate was announced, she grabbed her bag and went down to it. Time to move on.
***
“I’m going to drop you off,” Carla announced as she weaved her way expertly through the busy airport traffic. “Just drop you off and then you run, okay?”
 “Yes.” Tayen squeezed her shoulder. “Thank you so much. I feel like I’ve known you forever!”
 “Me too.” Carla shot her a quick grin. “I look forward to getting to know you even better when you and Nic come back from Japan.”
 Tayen breathed nice and deep and she did not allow herself to think of the two reasons why she might not make it. One, if she missed the flight: there were only fifteen minutes to spare now. And two, which made her feel quite sick to her stomach, that Nic might tell her it was too late. That she’d had her chance, blown it, and there was no going back. When she shared this one with her new friend, Carla just barked out a laugh.
 “No way,” she stated categorically. “Nic is crazy about you, Tayen. I can see why. Don’t worry, just tell her how you feel.” She slowed down on the approach to Departures. “Give me a call when you’ve caught up with each other, alright? Don’t leave me hanging!”
 “You got it,” Tayen promised. “We’ll call.”
 Carla leaned over to plant a loud kiss on her cheek.
 “Awesome to meet you, Tay. Go get your girl!”
 The sales guy at the American Airlines counter clearly had other ideas.
 “I’m afraid it’s too late,” he informed her when Tayen tried to buy a seat. And looked her up and down in dismay, as if the simple fact of her unusual request was a personal insult to him. “The gate is closed anyway.”
 “Look, I’ll pay double. I need to get on this flight.”
 “No can do, lady. Huh-uh.”
 An announcement was made, urging a passenger named Clarke to hurry to the gate if he or she did not want to miss their flight. Tayen was not above begging at this point.
 “Hear that? They’re still waiting for someone. Please! I have no luggage with me, I can just run straight through.”
 “I’m sorry, ma’am.” He shrugged with the air of someone who obviously was not sorry at all, and was actually even taking perverse delight in the situation.
 “Let me speak to your manager,” Tayen growled.
 “Ma’am, I’m afraid we—"
“May I help you?” a voice interrupted. “I’m in charge here.”
Tayen eyeballed the newcomer. Female, razor-sharp crew cut, rainbow bracelet on her left wrist. She took a chance on a bit of sapphic assistance.
“My girlfriend is on this flight. We had words. I need to get through there to tell her I’m sorry and that I’m in love with her.” Tayen swallowed as her voice shook. “Please. Sell me a flight to Japan, or anywhere. I just need to get through Security and catch her before she leaves!”
Following an intent pause to study her face, the manager, whose name tag appropriately read J. Angel, moved to check her computer screen.
“Okay, I could get you on the flight...”
“Here!” Tayen slapped her credit card on the counter.
“Alright then.” Angel fixed her with an appreciative gleam in her eyes. “I’ll call ahead and tell them to wait for you, but you are going to have to run.”
 “I can do that.”
 “I’m sure. Lucky girlfriend you have.”
***
Nic did not feel so lucky when it was announced that boarding would be delayed for ten minutes to allow a final passenger to make their way to the gate. Why couldn’t people just be on time? Like SpaceX would wait for her on a space launch, uh! Anyway. She switched off the ocean waves, getting on her nerves now, but kept the headphones on, still as a deterrent. She loitered at the back of the room, waiting for boarding to start. Two minutes later, an unexpected vision of Tayen rushing across caused her heart to skip several beats in a row. Nic stared, stunned, as she moved through the crowd. Looking for me… She’s looking for me. The lounge was packed full of people. Hard to see. She stepped forward when her lover walked straight past her.
 “Tay.”
 Tayen whirled around, scanning wildly. She blinked when she saw her, eyes bright with relief.
 “Nic!”
 She threw herself into her arms with enough force to make Nic stagger back a couple steps. If people glanced their way, she was oblivious to it. The strength of her, the feel of Tayen in her arms, and being held in return… It was a hell of a rush, and Nic shivered violently. Tayen did not leave her any time to speak.
 “I love you, Nic. I’m sorry. Please, forgive me!”
 Her words sizzled like an arrow to the heart. A life-giving one. Nic kissed her hard, once, instinctively. Then pulled back and stared deeply into her eyes.
 “Are you sure this time?”
 “Yes. Yes! Please, forgive me…”
 “Oh, Tayen. Babe, of course! There’s nothing to forgive.” As people started to line up in front of the gate, Nic pulled her aside for a degree of privacy. “I love you so much, I don’t even know how to say it in words!”
 Breathlessly, Tayen explained.
 “I knew I’d made a mistake the other day as soon as I put the phone down. I know I hurt you… I’ve been feeling sick ever since. I struggled to eat or sleep—”
 “Why did you wait so long to tell me?”
 “Inner conflict. I was confused about how I felt before with Mark, and the way that I feel with you now. I was afraid to trust myself. I thought it was better to let you go, rather than hurt you even worse further down the line.”
 “Well, I’m not afraid,” Nic told her fiercely. “I do love you, Tayen. For me, there’s not a flicker of a doubt.”
 Tayen’s smile, spreading slowly but surely across her face, was beautiful to behold.
 “For me too, Nic,” she whispered. “I’m in love with you on every level; heart, body, and soul. I feel aligned and truly myself for the first time in my life.”
 The kiss that they went on to share dissolved every rock-hard and painful knot which had lodged in Nic’s shoulders over the past week. It soothed the ache she’d felt inside and filled her empty places with radiant warmth.
 “So, how did you get here, babe?”
 Tayen proudly flashed her boarding card.
 “First, Carla went at it like an F1 driver. And then, a lesbian called Angel bent all the rules to get me a seat on your flight.”
 “Are you kidding?”
 “Nope!”
 “Amazing.”
For the first time in her entire career, Nic dared to flex her astronaut status a little in order to get them a seat next to each other in First Class. They called Carla, of course, who burst into tears as soon as she saw them both appear on screen.
“Yeah, she does that a lot,” Nic said fondly.
“Hush, you!” her friend chuckled. “I’m so happy you were able to catch up!”
“Thank you for getting me there, Carla.” Tayen sent her a kiss through the screen. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”
“Yes, you’re the best, Car,” Nic added with a blazing smile of her own.
“And you two are absolutely gorgeous! Take good care of each other, okay? I’ll come to visit.”
“Totally. See you soon, Carla.”
Twenty minutes into the flight, Nic nodded at the backpack that Tayen had stuffed under the front seat.
“You’re sure traveling light.”
“Yep. Hey, I was in a hurry.”
“What about the house in Eagle Rock? Who’s going to look after it?”
“Pam, for now. Ellen will be back next week, so that’s okay. Anyway, she would totally approve of me doing a runner to be with you.”
“What will your mom say?”
“Christ!” Tayen nearly choked on her complimentary glass of champagne. “This should be an interesting conversation.”
“Are you okay with having it?”
“Hundred percent. And in fact, I think my mom is going to love meeting you and hearing our story.”
“Will you be okay if I go to the Moon?”
“When you go,” Tayen winked. “I’ll miss you tremendously. And be just as equally proud of you.”
“Thanks. It means a lot, Tay.”
“There’s just one thing…”
Nic’s heart jolted in her chest. “Yes?”
“What did you do with our little Yuri?”
“Ah.” Now she grinned. “Yuri’s on a different flight, for his own well-being, but he’s definitely coming to Japan. He’ll meet us in Tokyo in a couple of days.”
“Great. I fell in love with your little guy as well.”
“And he with you.” Nic caressed her cheek. “You make it easy, eh…”
Tayen locked her arm around her neck. She kissed her slow, deep, and tender.
“I love you, Nic.”
“I love you too.” Nic raised her glass. “Toast?”
“To being bold when it matters,” Tayen said instantly. With a cheeky smile, she added. “And to my girl, the hottest astronaut alive on planet Earth”
“I’ll drink to that.” Nic kissed her back. “Cheers!”
For sure, sometimes life on Earth was pretty damn good.
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