

    
            Chapter One





			“Please, you owe me one.” Maggie Matthews set two lattes on the table and slid into the booth at her favorite coffee shop. She’d hoped one of the drinks would serve as a bribe, but judging by the look on her friend and agent’s face, she’d need something bigger.

			“I owe you for what?” Travis Cardinal waved a finger toward the cup closest to him. “Surely not for this subpar latte from the coffee shop you insist on going to even though you know it’s my least favorite in this neighborhood.”

			“You know it’s the closest to my house.” She ignored the look he gave her that said she needed to get out more, maybe in a wider radius from her home.

			“So, then tell me, why am I supposedly beholden to you?”

			She shrugged, unable to come up with a suitable answer since she’d been bluffing about his personal debt to her. But she’d sworn she wouldn’t leave until he agreed with her plan. A plan that even she thought was stupid—and she’d spent the better part of the last two weeks talking herself into it. She might end up sitting in this coffee shop indefinitely.

			“This is a big ask, Maggie. I’m sorry, but I can’t drop everything and go on a road trip with you.” He brushed a nonexistent strand of hair off his forehead. The nervous habit was his tell that he was uncomfortable. She’d noticed it before when they were negotiating her last contract. His honey-blond hair stayed teased up in the front, and he kept it short on the sides and in the back.

			“You’re the only person I know who has done a trip like this. How many times have you told me, if I don’t write something new soon, my publisher will drop me? Not to mention the dent in my savings from not releasing a book in over two years.”

			“First—I rented a camper once and took a vacation, which hardly makes me an expert on full-time van life. Second—we both know that’s a bluff. Your publisher loves you, and I just say that to motivate you.”

			“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about how ineffective your tactics are.”

			“Third—let’s not pretend I don’t know about how well your backlist sells. You’re hardly destitute.” He’d raised a finger for each point, and when he reached the last one, she grabbed his hand and held it.

			“Two years, Travis. I haven’t written a word in two years.” She wasn’t proud of the despair in her voice, but she didn’t try to hide it from him.

			Given that she had been cranking out suspense novels on a yearly basis—sometimes two a year—for the previous decade, this drought stressed her immensely. But after—well, lately, the ideas just wouldn’t come, and every attempt to force something onto the page just left her more frustrated. So, yeah, drawing her latest inspiration from a crime TV show with a peripheral character who traveled the country in a van might not be the most solid book idea. 

			But she’d seen her protagonist so clearly in that moment that despite her best attempts to ignore the woman, she couldn’t get her out of her head. Not to mention, it was the only idea she had, and she was desperate to be writing again. To feel normal again.

			“I can’t leave this close to the due date.”

			Maggie waved her hand dismissively even though she knew he was right. “Beth has two whole months left.”

			“You know how nervous she is.”

			His wife was the most capable woman Maggie knew. She managed her family’s concrete business more efficiently than any of the previous CEOs had. But ever since she’d announced this pregnancy, she’d been a bundle of nerves. She’d grown oddly superstitious and very protective over both herself and Travis. He was right. Maggie had no chance in Hell that Beth would okay Travis leaving and traveling across the country right now.

			She sighed. “I know. I’m just grasping at a spark of inspiration.” 

			The story idea, an adventure romance with a sapphic couple, was outside of her normal genre anyway. Yet she worried that if she didn’t explore it, she might never break her slump. She also hoped that writing the story would allow her to stop obsessing about this character. She’d been jotting down scene notes for weeks, but she lacked the knowledge to make them come to life in the way she wanted to.

			“I may still be able to help. Do you remember why I took that trip?”

			“You were meeting up with family, right?” She had a vague recollection of him saying he’d visited someone while he was out West for three weeks. But she’d been deep into writing on a short deadline at the time and hadn’t registered much else.

			“I spent part of the trip helping my sister move all her stuff into storage in preparation for full-time van life.”

			“Your sister lives in a van?” She managed to say this instead of—you have a sister? She already felt like a bad-enough friend. But seriously, he had a sister? How had she worked with him for this long and been pretty good friends with his wife and still not remembered this tidbit?

			“You really don’t listen to me, do you?” His eye-roll took some of the edge off the exasperation in his voice. It was a low blow but not entirely inaccurate. She tended to shut everything out while she was writing. “She put her stuff in storage for a trial period back then. But now she’s been living on the road for several years. She uses my address as her home base for bills, taxes, and all. She’s been in town for the last couple of weeks and is about to head out again.”

			“Why haven’t I ever met her?”

			He shrugged. “She’s only around for a couple of weeks at a time. Usually, she schedules her dental cleanings and yearly physicals, and she runs errands during that time. Her last few visits, she’s spent a lot of time out at the farm with Dad.”

			“Oh, yeah. How are the new babies?”

			“Adorable. Is there anything cuter than tiny goats?”

			“You’ll probably have to stop saying that once you have a tiny human.”

			“Ha. I can only hope our kid is as cute as a baby goat.”

			Maggie laughed. “Keep saying stuff like that, and you’ll definitely be free to take this trip with me.”

			“Beth is not leaving me now. We need to tag-team raising this kiddo. And I’m not reconsidering the trip. So my sister—”

			“I can’t spend that much time in a van with a stranger.”

			“Laike is not a stranger—she’s my sister.”

			“See. I didn’t even know her name.”

			Travis finished his latte and set the cardboard cup on the table in front of him. “Why are we pretending you’re serious about taking a road trip? I can’t remember the last time you went away on vacation. You wouldn’t leave home for long enough to take a trip or go that far. You come to this shitty coffee shop because it’s the closest one to your house.”

			Maggie winced as she saw the barista behind the counter whip her head toward them at his words. “It’s a good coffee shop. Great coffee.” She spoke loudly enough for the barista to hear her.

			“Oh, whatever.” Travis lowered his voice. “Even now you’re saying that because you’re a regular here and don’t want to have to go farther away.”

			“Time management. Every minute I’m out of the house means words I’m not writing.”

			He leaned back in his side of the booth and stared at her, as if waiting for her to call bullshit on herself. But she refused. She’d been living in Indianapolis when she met Travis at a literary conference. When he took her on as a client, she’d been thrilled to learn he lived only an hour away. And from the first time she’d visited there, she loved the little college town. She’d made the move within six months of that visit and now rarely left. “And what have you been doing for these past two years? When you could have been vacationing—recharging your batteries like I’ve repeatedly suggested? You’ve been stuck at home stressing about writing. Why the change now?”

			How could she explain what drove her to write this story when she didn’t understand it herself? The protagonist was so clear in her head that she could probably complete a character study in less than thirty minutes. And the idea of writing about a sapphic couple excited her. She finally had a strong backlist to support pushing a change of direction on her publisher—she hoped. But this story had to be flawless.

			“Why can’t you just watch a bunch of YouTube videos—go on some van-life forums. Don’t you think taking a road trip for a book idea is ridiculous?”

			“I’m doing this—or at least I want to—because this story is unlike anything I’ve written. I need to be immersed.”

			“That’s the other part I don’t get. You’re a suspense writer. But you said this book will be a romance.”

			Maggie nodded. “I’m shooting for a romantic adventure story. Honestly, I’m just so happy to have a solid idea, I’ll follow where it leads. Even if that means embracing an unorthodox research method.”

			“This plan is definitely that. So, do you want me to call my sister?”
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        * * *

      

			Maggie walked the block and a half from her house to the coffee shop for the second time in a week. Since she’d met with Travis, at least twice a day she’d wavered between canceling the meeting with his sister and keeping it. Ultimately, she’d decided not to overthink her plan. She still had to secure Laike’s agreement.

			When she stepped inside, three other customers stood in line ahead of her. If this was a “shitty coffee” shop, why did so many people come here? She mentally sent an “I told you so” to Travis. Of course there were other coffee shops. Her brick Craftsman home was situated on a small lot downtown, not far from the university. The area was full of cafes, Boba shops, and specialty coffee places. But this was her favorite, not just for the coffee, but for the quiet atmosphere if she needed a change of pace while writing.

			While she waited, she scanned the tables nearby until she spotted a lone woman near the window. Even from across the room, Maggie could pick her out as Travis’s sister. They shared the same fine bone structure and confident posture. Shades of the same blond as Travis’s lingered in Laike’s otherwise silver pixie cut.

			When Laike looked in her direction, she gave a little wave of acknowledgement that Laike returned with a smile. Laike already had a cup in front of her, so Maggie moved up to the counter and placed her order, then stepped to the side, somewhat relieved when the queue behind her blocked the line of sight to Laike. She hadn’t given much thought to Laike’s physical appearance until right now. If pressed, she might have guessed that Laike was good-looking, because Travis was handsome. Thinking about a road trip with a total stranger was stressful enough. Given that the stranger in question was incredibly attractive made the nerves in her belly ripple even faster. 

			After her name was called, she retrieved her coffee from the counter, then headed over to Laike’s table, giving herself a mental pep talk with each step. She was so far out of her comfort zone, beginning with meeting someone she didn’t know in a coffee shop, that she would be pushed out even farther if Laike agreed to her crazy plan.

			“Laike?” She slowed as she approached the table. 

			“Yes, hi.” Laike stood and gestured to the chair across from her. “Please have a seat. I had to come into town to pick up a few things, so I arrived earlier than expected.”

			“Oh. I’m sorry if I’ve kept you waiting.” When she forced herself to make eye contact, she found Laike’s gaze direct and friendly.

			“You didn’t.” Laike reached across the table and touched Maggie’s hand briefly. When Laike pulled back, Maggie felt an odd tugging sensation on the back of her hand, as if they were still connected. Laike, seemingly unaffected, wrapped her fingers around her cup. “I didn’t mean to imply that. Only to explain why I may seem a bit overcaffeinated. I’m on my second cup.”

			“Can I get you anything else? Maybe a muffin? I guess I should have asked that before I got my own drink.” She glanced at the line at the counter, now even longer than when she’d come in. When she went for a light chuckle, it came out as some sort of weird honking sound. What the hell was that? Laike’s expression flickered briefly, but Maggie clearly saw laughter in her eyes. Oddly, it didn’t feel like a taunt, but rather a gentle acknowledgement of Maggie’s discomfort.

			“This doesn’t have to be awkward. Travis told me a little bit about you. You’re one of his authors, and you’re researching your next book.”

			“That’s right.” Doesn’t have to be awkward? This situation was the very definition of awkward. Maggie turned her cup, lining up the logo with the position of Laike’s across the table, focusing on anything except the coils in her stomach that felt like a child’s Slinky toy cascading down the stairs.

			“And he said one of the characters is living the van life.”

			“Yes.”

			“Cool.” Laike gave a little half-shrug. “I’ll answer any questions I can. Do you maybe want a tour of my van?”

			“A tour? I suppose at some point—”

			“That might help you picture it when you’re writing.”

			Ah, that explained why she seemed so at ease. “Travis didn’t give you the full story?”

			“I just told you what he told me.”

			“That I’m working on a book. But nothing about how I plan to research it?”

			“I guess not specifically. I just assumed you’d interview me, maybe take a look at the van. I’ve got some pictures of my trips I can send you. If we don’t have time to finish today, I’m up for meeting again another day.” Laike’s smile opened to Maggie, drawing her in and enfolding her in warmth.

			Maggie would definitely agree to spend more time with Laike, if it meant she got to bask in that smile. The thought both thrilled her and scared her, given what she was about to ask of Laike.

			“Travis mentioned you had a trip coming up.”

			Laike nodded. “It’s this cool road trip out West I’ve been wanting to do. I can grab my computer and show you my itinerary. Oh, and if you’re still writing when I get back, I can tell you about it, if that helps. I don’t really know how long it takes to write a book, but I’ll be gone for only two weeks.”

			“Actually, I wanted to join you—on your trip.”

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			Laike could barely contain her excitement as she pulled into the parking area near Liberty Cap. They’d spent the last couple of days driving through Yellowstone, exploring, and now she was itching for a long hike. 

			Old Faithful was impressive, but she liked the various thermal pools, with their rainbow of colors and amazing depths, even more. She could do without the sulfur smell as they walked along boardwalks raised over the fractured land and rising warm steam. The massive waterfall and canyon dubbed the Grand Canyon of Yellowstone provided a great backdrop for a few selfies they took together. The oxidized golden walls carved into a deep vee by the Yellowstone River illustrated how Yellowstone National Park got its name.

			While she enjoyed seeing the popular sights, they’d barely ventured more than a hundred feet from a road, parking lot, or crowd of other tourists during that time. Today, she’d planned a hike in the Mammoth Hot Springs area. She’d chosen the Beaver Ponds trail for its moderate length, but the elevation changes promised a good morning workout.

			From the parking lot, they could see the travertine shelves that made up the Lower Terraces area. Laike rested her backpack on the ledge of the open sliding door of the van and checked it for the trail map she’d picked up at the nearby visitor center. All accounts indicated the trail was well marked, and she’d have her cell, which she also confirmed was in the pack. But she felt better having a paper map and her compass with her.

			She shouldered her pack, then slipped a canister into a Velcro loop on her shoulder strap, nestling it against her chest.

			“What’s that?” Maggie asked as she straightened from putting on her hiking shoes.

			“Bear spray.” Laike took a half dozen steps toward the trailhead until she realized Maggie hadn’t followed. “Coming?” She glanced over her shoulder. Maggie really had no business looking that cute in her heather-blue pullover and beige cargo pants, with a blue bandana covering her hair.

			“There are bears on this trail?”

			“If we’re lucky.”

			Maggie paled and took a step backward toward the van.

			“Hey. It’s okay. We may not even encounter one.”

			“But if we do, you have to mace it?”

			“The spray is kind of a last resort. You know, an ‘us or him’ type situation.”

			“Maybe I’ll just hang out in the van until you get back.” She inched farther toward the van and rested her hand on the door handle.

			“You mean, if I come back,” Laike teased. She shrugged to cover her disappointment, dug the van keys out of her pants pocket, and held them out to Maggie. “Suit yourself.”

			“You’re still going?”

			“Yeah. This is what I’m here for. I can sit in the van any time.” She’d known the hike might be out of Maggie’s comfort zone, but she’d spent the last two days playing tourist for Maggie, so she hoped Maggie might embrace this experience. Regardless, Laike didn’t plan to miss out. She debated challenging Maggie. She’d said she needed to experience the adventure for her research, but here she was, shying away. Ultimately, Laike decided it wasn’t her problem if Maggie lacked enough material for the book, so she turned back toward the trailhead, which began behind an old stone house.

			“Fine. I’ll go with you,” Maggie called out.

			“I don’t need to twist your arm. Besides, like I said, we may not even see a bear. And I’ve heard they’re more afraid of us than we are of them.”

			“I don’t think that’s possible.” Maggie hurriedly tucked in close behind Laike as they passed the sign that announced the beginning of Beaver Ponds Trail.
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        * * *

      

			“How long is the trail again?” Maggie raised her voice to be heard since Laike hadn’t slowed down since they started out. They’d been walking for about twenty minutes, so Maggie figured they might have covered about a mile. The path, a narrow but well-defined strip of dirt and rock, wound through open areas of tall grasses dotted with sagebrush. They’d also passed through several stands of trees where the undergrowth got thicker and downed trunks created dark hulking shapes that, more than once, had startled Maggie into thinking they were animals. She’d mentally taken to calling them “the elusive wood-bear.”

			“It’s a five-mile loop.”

			They walked for another ten minutes before stopping to take a water break. Maggie had dressed in layers due to the chilly morning temps, but she warmed up as she walked. When they stopped, she slipped off her long-sleeve pullover and tied it around her waist, immediately feeling cooler under her T-shirt.

			“The trail looks well-worn. Do you want to lead for a while?” Laike asked as she clipped her water bottle back to her pack.

			Maggie raised a brow. “You mean, it’s clearly marked enough that a novice like me won’t get lost.”

			Laike gave her a sexy grin. “I said what I said.”

			“I think I will.” Maggie marched off along the path, letting her hips swing just a little extra in case Laike was watching.

			She had to admit it was a peaceful hike. As they entered another stand of trees, the breeze stirred the leaves around them and carried the earthy scent of spring.

			They’d passed only one small group of hikers so far. Like every other area of the park, the trail was certain to be busier as the summer months approached. She had no idea of the actual numbers, but the crowds she pictured would have ruined the experience for her, so she was glad they’d come when they did. 

			Tourism was a double-edge sword though. The park needed support to continue to stave off being shut down and developed. But that support came with a sense of entitlement of access to the land. Then again, maybe it was hypocritical of her to judge tourists while she trampled along the man-made path cut through what should be untouched land.

			Suddenly, Laike’s arms were around her. Maggie froze. She’d been so lost in thought, she hadn’t felt Laike getting close. Laike pressed against the length of her back, and Maggie pulled in the scent of her—woodsy and slightly musky from exertion.

			“Don’t move.” Laike’s voice was soft and close to Maggie’s ear. It carried an edge of something she couldn’t identify until she glanced up. Fear—Laike’s voice dripped with the same fear that ripped through Maggie like lightning. About fifty feet from them, a giant brown bear blocked their path forward. Maggie’s instinct to flee had her spinning in Laike’s arms, but Laike held tight.

			“No.” Her tone was as firm as her grasp on Maggie’s shoulders. “Don’t run. Don’t turn your back to him.” Laike spun her back around. Catching sight of the bear again, Maggie felt her heart rate find another gear.

			“Is that a fucking grizzly bear?” she whispered, aware how stupid that question was. At this point who cared what kind of bear it was? BEAR said enough.

			The bear stood on the edge of the trail, having just emerged from some vegetation. It looked enormous. How had they not seen it until getting this close? It stood on all fours, brown fur spiky around its neck and on the hump between its shoulders. It gazed at them, maybe curiously, maybe hungrily—she couldn’t tell the difference.

			“Back up slowly.” Maggie could barely hear Laike over the whooshing sound in her ears. Were they near a waterfall? Laike took a step backward, pulling Maggie with her. “Don’t make eye contact.”

			She realized with a jolt that she’d been doing exactly that—intense eye contact—with a bear. As she jerked her gaze away, a fresh round of panic swamped her, making her limbs feel as if she didn’t have control over them. Avoiding eye contact somehow made the situation seem more out of control—as if she’d have been able to anticipate the bear’s movement from the look in its eyes, anyway.

			“I’m going to let go of you. Promise you won’t run.”

			“No,” she rasped. She absolutely could not make that promise.

			When the bear huffed and ambled a few steps toward them, Maggie was on the verge of begging Laike not to let her go. As the air vibrated from its large muzzle, Maggie glimpsed its teeth. Her own breathing grew ragged.

			“Lift your arms up and out to your side. Make yourself as big as you can.”

			“I can’t move my arms.” She stared at the bear’s feet to keep from looking at its eyes or the teeth primed to tear her apart. But the nails curving out from its gigantic paws didn’t calm her either.

			“You can.” Laike prodded her elbows, guiding them up and out, and Maggie was finally able to stretch her arms, splaying her fingers apart. “Don’t freak out. I’m going to take your bandana.”

			Laike shifted, keeping one hand on Maggie’s waist as she stroked a hand across Maggie’s forehead, dragging her bandana off. As Maggie’s hair fell against her face, she resisted the urge to shove it back. Laike tossed the bandana out in front of them, then grasped the back of Maggie’s T-shirt and guided them in the direction they’d come from.

			“Easy.” Laike’s voice was firm and commanded attention, perhaps intended to soothe both Maggie and the bear. But as Laike palmed the can of bear spray, Maggie was not soothed. “We’re leaving. This space is all yours.”

			They walked backward, quickening their pace as they turned to the side slightly, but never turning their backs completely. 

			Laike’s words filled the space around them as she kept up a steady stream of conversation. The bear shuffled forward, grunting, and erasing each bit of distance as quickly as they could gain it. Maggie wished they could run; this maddeningly slow pace twisted her gut into knots.

			The bear’s shuffling feet dusted the trail, and it sniffed the air, like a hound on the scent of prey. Maggie tried desperately to recall if the body spray she’d used this morning smelled remotely like food—oh, God, it was berry-scented. Bears ate berries, didn’t they?

			“He doesn’t want to hurt us.” When Laike tugged on her shirt, Maggie realized she’d stopped moving.

			“Tell that to his teeth and claws. And how do it we know it’s a he?”

			“I don’t. I’m just hoping it’s not a mama with some cubs close. You know—speaking it into existence.”

			“Ah, there’s a hint of the touchy-feely free-spirit I thought I was taking this trip with.”

			Laike chuckled softly.

			When the bear reached Maggie’s bandana it stopped to sniff it, and they finally gained some distance between them. At a break in the denser foliage along the side of the trail, the bear turned off the path and away from them. They kept backing up, as the tree branches rustled and soon hid the bear from view. Not being able to see the bear made her even more scared. Was it traveling parallel to them now, just waiting to leap back out on top of them? Did bears even leap?

			“Let’s pick up the pace.” Laike pushed Maggie behind her and faced the direction the bear had disappeared in. “Turn your back to mine and lead us away, but keep your eyes open. If there are cubs, I don’t want to stumble across one unnoticed.”

			Maggie grasped the tail of Laike’s flannel shirt and guided her as quickly down the trail as they dared. Neither of them spoke while they hurried back toward the trailhead.
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        * * *

      

			“That was incredible, huh? Damn. I can’t believe we didn’t get a picture.” When Laike was confident they’d gone far enough to be safe, she turned to Maggie, finding her alarmingly pale. “Maggie?” As she took a step toward her, intent on embracing and reassuring her, Maggie held her off with a raised finger, swallowed hard, and shook her head.

			With a small whimper, Maggie turned and stumbled several feet through the grass alongside the path.

			Laike winced at the retching sound from behind a tree. Sensing that Maggie wanted a bit of privacy, she kept a lookout on the trail for other hikers. She would warn anyone they saw on their way out about the bear.

			She kept her back to the trees until crunching footsteps alerted her to Maggie’s return. She dug a fresh bandana out of her backpack and passed it to Maggie.

			“Thanks,” Maggie mumbled, wiping her mouth.

			“Yeah. That’s yours now.” Laike grinned when Maggie shoved it at her ineffectually with a trembling hand. “You should drink some water. Don’t want to get dehydrated.” She waved a hand toward the bushes Maggie had just defiled.

			“I dropped my water bottle back there on the trail. I’m not going back for it.”

			Laike unclipped hers from her backpack. Maggie started to shake her head, but Laike pushed it more insistently toward her. “Drink.”

			Maggie relented, taking a few small sips as if worried she might not keep it down.

			“You okay now?” she asked. Maggie didn’t seem quite so pale, and Laike no longer worried she might pass out. She brushed her fingers against Maggie’s elbow to guide her back onto the trail and began walking again.

			Maggie nodded as she fell into step close to her. “My body doesn’t handle adrenaline well.”

			“Wow. Gives a whole new meaning to fight or flight.”

			“Well, luckily I’m not a big risk taker, so it doesn’t happen very often.”

			“On the upside, now you have this experience to put in the book.”

			“Yes. Between this and the baby bison story, I’ll have a character who just keeps doing dangerous things, and then I’ll call the book Trip Hazards.”

			Laike glanced over her shoulder, finding Maggie only a step off her heels. “I can’t tell if you’re joking or not. But I love the title.”

			Maggie barked out a harsh sound that might have been a laugh—but it didn’t give Laike any more clue about Maggie’s current state of humor.

			She thrust her hand out behind her, and Maggie grasped it. They held hands the rest of the way back to the van, and Laike didn’t mention that Maggie’s hand seemed sweaty or that it had a slight tremor. She just held on more tightly.
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        * * *

      

			Maggie brushed her teeth in the small sink in the van bathroom, then stared at herself in the mirror mounted on the back of the door. Her eyes still looked glassy, and she wasn’t sure if she was still afraid or was exhausted.

			If she thought too hard about that bear, she would start to tremble again. Laike must have thought she was the biggest wimp possible. But she’d never once in her life thought—I should know what to do if I come across a bear. Somewhere in the top-ten benefits of being a homebody was that she wasn’t likely to run into a bear in her living room. And she’d never given that truth enough weight until now. In fact, it had just moved up to top five in her view.

			After they’d returned to the campsite, Susan had invited them to join a camp meal. Jake had smoked some ribs, and a few others threw together sides. Maggie tried to beg off, citing her lack of a dish to contribute, but Laike insisted it didn’t matter—they’d still be welcome. Deciding that food might calm her still queasy stomach, she finally relented.

			She’d barely eaten half of what had turned out to be a tasty meal when she heard Laike recounting their bear encounter to the group. She had no qualms with Laike’s version of the story—having left out Maggie vomiting in the bushes. But Laike’s retelling thrust them both into the center of attention, and she couldn’t trust the lump forming in her throat not to turn into full-blown tears.

			As soon as she could, she excused herself and headed to the van, citing a headache. Laike offered to join her, but Maggie said she just needed to lie down, and Laike should stay and hang out with the group. She wound up journaling for a bit, then catching up on some email from readers.

			Finally she took a shower, setting the water as hot as she could, to make up for the necessity of turning off the spray between soaping and rinsing. She threw on her pajamas, already having decided she was in for the night.

			She left the bathroom and her haggard reflection in the mirror behind. She rolled up a spare blanket and used it to prop herself up in the bed, then unlocked her tablet and settled in with an eBook from her to-be-read list. The ambient sound had swelled as the gathering at the next campsite had grown. She’d noticed the others tended to return from their time exploring the park before darkness fell. She wouldn’t want to be driving at night on roads winding through land packed with wildlife, either.

			She’d gotten through only a couple of chapters but was already feeling drowsy, when the van door slid back. Laike leaned into the opening, feathering in the scent of campfire smoke and outdoors with her. Her smile spread slower than usual, and her limbs looked heavy as she climbed into the van.

			“Hey, girl,” she drawled, practically melting onto her own bed.

			“Somebody broke out the alcohol over there, huh?”

			“I mean, we had a couple of drinks. I figured you wanted some time to yourself, so I chilled for a bit.” Her words flowed and slurred together. She stood up, wavering a little, and headed into the bathroom.

			When Maggie heard a series of thumps followed by a muffled curse, she winced. Navigating the tiny bathroom was hard enough sober, and she couldn’t imagine doing so while tipsy.

			“Maggie?” Laike said through the bathroom door.

			“Yeah?” Had she fallen and needed a hand getting up? Oh, God, please don’t be naked…right?

			“I’m sorry.” Laike opened the door, angling against the frame so clumsily Maggie thought she might fall.

			“For what?”

			“I shouldn’t have given you a hard time about going on the hike when you clearly weren’t comfortable.”

			“It’s okay. I need to be pushed sometimes.”

			Laike nodded and sat on the edge of Maggie’s bed, close enough for her to feel the warmth of Laike’s thigh next to her knee. “I get that. We all need a nudge out of our comfort zone at times.” 

			Laike rested her hand on Maggie’s thigh as she leaned closer. Maggie stilled and tried not to tense her leg. Laike was just using her for balance; there wasn’t a bit of intimacy in the touch. She kept telling herself that as Laike’s fingers flexed just above her knee. And as Laike’s thumb circled lightly against her exposed skin.

			“But I don’t ever want to push you too far,” Laike said.

			“I know.”

			“I’d do anything not to hurt you.” Laike’s expression was suddenly pensive, as if she was mulling over what she’d just said or worrying about what she might have revealed.

			A part of Maggie wanted this conversation—wanted to jump into the tide and hope it didn’t sweep her away. Another part of her wanted to close the distance between them and kiss Laike senseless—and then keep on kissing her.

			But now was not the time for either, not after an emotional day and not with Laike in this state. Laike wasn’t trashed, but Maggie refused to guess about Laike’s ability to consent, to be present, and to remember and not regret it in the morning.

			She covered Laike’s hand with hers. “It’s been a day. Let’s get some rest.”

			“Yeah. But are we okay?”

			Laike’s vulnerability tore at her, and she couldn’t keep from reaching out to stroke a finger along Laike’s jaw. She didn’t censor her answer because this exchange would likely be fuzzy for Laike tomorrow anyway. “Yes, sweetie. We’re good.”

			Laike pressed into her touch, and Maggie made herself keep the caress brief.

			Laike nodded, then retreated to her side of the van. She crawled into bed, facing the window, and sighed deeply. Maggie lay awake for a bit longer until Laike’s breathing evened out, and then she let herself drift off as well.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			Laike woke to a loud clap of thunder and pounding rain on the van roof. She rolled to her back and glanced at the window just as a flash of lightning backlit the window shade. The ensuing thunder wasn’t as startling as the last outburst. A glance at her phone told her it was barely four a.m.

			She flopped back down on the bed, registering a low-grade headache. Typically, she metabolized alcohol without much of a hangover, but she also didn’t recall drinking any water last night before bed, as was her custom when she indulged. She did remember getting a bit sappy with Maggie.

			Moving carefully, trying not to disturb Maggie, she grabbed some Tylenol and a bottle of water. She turned the passenger seat around to face the main area of the van and reclined it slightly. After grabbing her laptop, she settled in to do some work. If she was going to be up this early, she should try to be productive.

			First, she checked the weather, frustrated to see that the rain would last most of the day and into tomorrow morning. She didn’t like days like this, when trying to get out and do anything felt like too much of a chore. But at least Maggie would get a feel for how weather can affect van life.

			Determined to get some work done, so the idle time wasn’t a complete waste, she first opened her email and began to sort through consultation requests. She marked several of them for callbacks at a more respectable hour. She had the next month scheduled out already. After this trip she had only a day turnaround, and then she’d head out to Arkansas to work with the owners of a chain of bike shops that had just opened three new locations. They were looking to streamline their processes and harden their network. She’d already done their initial consultation. They’d ordered the hardware she recommended, and now she was going back to install and configure everything for them.

			When she’d first gone out on her own, business had been slow, and she’d had to work hard to cultivate leads. She’d also done odd jobs in various towns to get by and had a couple of contacts in the business that helped make some connections for her. She’d learned to intersperse bigger jobs with quick contracts that she could work remotely. Her business model included supporting any infrastructure she built for a predetermined period, and those service agreements helped make ends meet.

			In fact, she was now at the point of turning down some jobs because of time constraints. She’d been considering hiring a tech to handle some of the workload. A former colleague had approached her with an interest in buying into the company. They’d gotten along great when they worked together. He’d left their previous employer to take a job out of state but wanted to leave corporate for many of the same reasons she had.

			Yet sharing her company was a big step. An employee would be one thing, but a partner—that seemed like a bigger deal than she was prepared for with her reputation on the line.

			“Hey.” Maggie’s voice, husky from sleep, pulled her from her career musings. “It’s really raining, huh?” Maggie sat up, gathering her blankets around her waist.

			“Yeah. It’s supposed to continue all day.”

			“What’s the plan for today, then?”

			“We can try to find something to do indoors somewhere. Or just hang here.”

			“I’m good here. No point trying to drive in the rain, unless you have a specific activity in mind.”

			“Usually if it’s raining, I’ll just work, maybe go to the movies or binge some shows.”

			Maggie nodded and slid out of bed. She inched into the space between the kitchenette and Laike’s outstretched legs. “Coffee?”

			“Please.”

			“How long have you been awake?” Maggie filled the coffeemaker and pushed Laike’s mug under the dispenser.

			“Couple of hours.”

			Maggie’s raised brows were the only response. She added a splash of creamer to Laike’s coffee, gave it a quick stir, then handed it over. She’d turned back to start her own cup so she likely didn’t see Laike’s satisfied smile as she sipped. Maggie had paid attention to how she took her coffee and managed a perfect cup.

			She returned her attention to her computer, deciding to remote into a customer’s system to address a reported performance problem on one of their virtual servers. By the time she’d mitigated the issue, documented her fix, and emailed the customer, she’d also reached the bottom of her coffee mug. So ensconced in her work, she’d barely realized she’d been sipping it. Now, she registered the stiffness of sitting still, slightly hunched around her laptop.

			Setting aside her computer, she stood and stretched, holding down the hem of her shirt with one hand so it wouldn’t ride up. Maggie sat on her bed, engrossed in something on her tablet. Laike rinsed her mug, then sat back down and pulled over her laptop to get back to work.
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        * * *

      

			“Rummy!” Maggie snatched a card off the stack in the center of the table Laike had set up between the benches of their beds. What had resulted was a booth of sorts where they could play card games.

			The rain had continued, and even though they’d opened the shades, the gray light that filtered in didn’t brighten the interior of the van much.

			When Maggie fanned the last of her cards face up in front of her and dropped one on the discard pile, Laike threw down her own cards in frustration.

			“How are you this far ahead?”

			Maggie shrugged while she recorded their scores. “Just lucky.”

			“Yeah, right.” She gathered up the cards, shuffled them, and dealt the
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