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CHAPTER 1

The attic was dusty and dark but for the single bulb hanging on a cord in the middle of the large space. Thankful she brought a flashlight, Anna Patten snapped it on and looked around. Years of keepsakes were piled everywhere. Boxes and furniture, clothes on racks, and old sporting equipment. This is what happens when a house stays in a family for three generations, she thought and started to work her way to the back of the attic. It seemed like a good enough place to start as any. Shining the light in her hand to the left and the right, she stopped when it fell on a box with her name written in marker on the side. Keepsakes from my childhood? 
After Anna moved away and the house was empty, but for her parents, her mom had converted Anna's bedroom into a quilting room. Anna had never been sure what happened to her softball trophies or shelf after shelf of books. Now I know, she thought and set the flashlight on a table where it shone at the box. Opening it, Anna smiled as memories immediately began to wash over her. Her senior yearbook from Astoria High School was right on top, and Anna picked it up to flip through some of the pages. As if by fate, it opened to a photo of Anna and two of her closest friends joking around after a home football game. They were all decked out in purple and gold spirit wear, and Anna was even wearing a letterman's jacket. It belonged to the team's all-state running back, Mitch Wallace. Now that brings back memories. Their relationship had been complicated even by normal high school standards. Mitch was gay but afraid to death of anyone finding out. In a small town in Oregon in the 1980s, being a star athlete did not pair well with having an alternative lifestyle. So Anna was his beard, so to speak, and she never minded. It kept all the other boys from trying to get in her pants. And the ruse helped with other things too, Anna Patten, and you know it.
Not wanting to think about all of those details right now, Anna flipped the page and scanned the other pictures. She realized she was in a lot of them. As senior class president and one of the top academic students, Anna remembered being extremely busy and it showed in how well she was represented in the annual. The hard work had paid off though, and she earned a full-ride scholarship to Stanford. That opportunity to leave town and head out of state could not have come at a better time, she thought. Her life in Astoria had become complicated and confusing. Thinking of it all now, Anna paused. A part of her wanted to flip to the autograph page at the back of the book, yet another part of her was uneasy. Why is my heart beating faster while I consider this? Feeling foolish for hesitating about something so silly, Anna defiantly turned to the last page of the yearbook. At first, she did not see the words she was looking for and then her eyes fell on them. In neat, clear script were five words and reading them now made Anna catch her breath.
WHENEVER YOU ARE READY,
LEXI

NOT MORE THAN FIVE miles away down a dirt country road, Lexi Scott walked with her two golden retrievers along the fence line of her twelve-acre property. Even though it was early, the sun was warm for an April morning. The tall grass was damp though and Lexi knew she would have to rub her two dogs down before she let them back in the old farmhouse she called home. As if wanting to let her know it was worth it, Rosy came bounding alongside her with a grin on her face. Her brother Clem was right behind her, and the two of them romped in a circle around Lexi. “What are you two crazies up to this morning?” Lexi asked them. Clem barked as if he could understand her and Lexi chuckled. “You don't say?” Picking up a stick from the grass, Lexi held it up for her two dogs to see and the animals immediately paused in their antics to focus on what their master was doing. “Sit,” Lexi commanded, and both dogs obeyed instantly. “Now wait for it ... one, two, three!” Lexi threw the stick with all her might, and the dogs tore after it. The throw was a good one, and Lexi smiled. Even at forty-three, she knew her arm was still better than most.  
When she was eighteen, the college recruiters had come knocking with softball scholarships, but she was not interested. To her, the game was a hobby, and so she settled for going to the local community college to take writing classes. In the end, the decision was the right one as her talent at creating imaginary worlds proved lucrative. Although she knew she would never be a Stephen King or a Nora Roberts, Lexi had a strong base of followers who always bought her books, and so she cranked out one or two a year in order to live very comfortably. It was with those funds she was able to buy the old Reynolds' place five years before and slowly fix it up. The project was a challenge from the start as Lexi knew little about remodeling, but it turned into a labor of love as she found joy and fulfillment in bringing the house and the land back to life. Not to mention it was the distraction I needed at the time, she thought with a heavy sigh. I should never have gone to that damn high school reunion. It was dumb then, just like it is dumb thinking about it now.
With a shake of her head to try and clear the unwelcome thoughts, Lexi started walking again and called to her dogs. Before the animals could get all the way back to her, Lexi’s cell phone rang, and, grateful for the distraction, she answered. “This is Lexi,” she said.
“Good morning, big sister,” Lexi heard her sibling Jackie Scott say. “Out walking the fence line, I assume?” Lexi chuckled.
“You know it,” she answered. “And let me guess. You’re racing way too fast down the I-5 through the heart of Seattle because you’re late for a meeting.”
“Actually, I'm on the 405, but pretty much yes,” Jackie said, and Lexi could tell she was smiling.  “But I didn’t call to chit chat about directions. I want to know if you're still coming up the weekend after next for my birthday.”
“Wouldn't dare miss it,” Lexi said, even though the last thing she wanted was to drive three hours into big city traffic. Still, this was a milestone birthday, and Lexi was pretty sure Jackie was not looking forward to it. All the more reason to rub it in, Lexi thought and grinned.  “After all, you are turning the big four-oh,” she said. There was a pause on the phone.
“You’re loving this, aren’t you?” Jackie said. Lexi laughed.
“More than you can imagine,” she answered.

TAYLOR BARNES WAITED in the guard's booth at the end of the parking ramp and checked her Apple watch for the time. She was happy to see Jackie Scott was due any minute and checked herself in the small mirror. Taylor knew she was being ridiculous carrying a crush on the classy but infinitely sexy CEO of Vibrant magazine, but the flirting was harmless, and the extra attention always made Jackie smile. As if on cue, the familiar red Audi R8 coupe came screeching around the corner and shot down the ramp. As it slowed for the gate, Taylor watched to see if the driver's side window would roll down. It was a cue Taylor had learned early on. If it went down, Jackie was in a good mood and would be willing to chat for a minute. Taylor was pleased to see the window dropping and stepped out of the booth. “Good morning, Ms. Scott,” Taylor said as she leaned forward to look into the car and make a quick appraisal of Jackie's designer outfit. Taylor was indeed no expert, but if she had to guess the soft gray dress was expensive. Considering how fantastic she looks in it, I’d say the money was well worth it, Taylor thought.
“Good morning to you too, Taylor,” Jackie said with a smile. “Are you working tomorrow?” Taylor lifted an eyebrow. Tomorrow was Saturday, and therefore she usually had it off. Although, other than spending the day at the gym and the evening with a good book, she had no plans.
“Depends on who is asking,” she replied. Jackie tilted her head. It was a flirtatious move and Taylor wondered if Jackie knew she was doing it. Probably not, Taylor thought. Although Taylor had only been working as a guard for three months, she had yet to see Jackie with anyone, but her guess was the woman was straight. Unfortunately.
“Well, I’m asking,” Jackie said. “I have a late afternoon meeting, so I’ll need someone to let me into the garage.” Taylor hesitated. As much as she found Jackie attractive, she was not someone’s puppet either. Twenty years with the Army Military Police Corps taught her a lot of things, but a big one was to make decisions with your head and not your heart. Or any other part of your body, she thought. Still, Taylor knew she could get in a long workout in the morning and then come in to pick up a few extra hours. Although her retirement pay allowed her to live more than comfortably, there was never anything wrong with some extra pocket money.
“I can help you out,” she finally answered. “What time?”



CHAPTER 2

Jackie walked out of the conference room and let out a sigh of contentment. The teleconference call with Los Angeles had gone well. Very well, in fact, she thought, and it looked like she was about to have another feather in her cap for signing a deal with an excellent up and coming design photographer. The man was going to be expensive, but worth it as he had proven already to be exceptionally gifted behind the lens. As she strode down the hall and walked into her office, her handsome young assistant, Daniel, rushed in behind her. He was carrying a handful of pink memos, all of which Jackie knew were from people eager to talk to her. “Ms. Scott,” Daniel said as they entered the plush corner office. “I have a few notes for you as well as the confirmation for next Saturday.”
Before bothering to answer, Jackie went behind her desk and dropped into her expensive leather captain's chair. Kicking off her shoes and wiggling her tired toes, she looked at Daniel. “So, there's no problem then with the reservation?” she asked. “The Space Needle is ours for the whole evening after all?” Jackie had made big plans for her fortieth birthday, including spending significant cash to reserve the SkyCity at the Needle restaurant. The arrangements were made over a year ago, but then in the last week, the owners were trying to back out. Apparently, the same night as her birthday party, a spectacular northern lights show was expected. Jackie did not budge and even had Daniel threaten them with a lawsuit. Apparently, the restaurant had finally relented. 
“Yes,” Daniel answered. “The threat worked, but they were not happy. No doubt seats to watch the solar storm effects on our night sky would have come at a premium.” Jackie rolled her eyes. She had been hearing about this ‘once in a lifetime’ natural phenomena for weeks and could not completely understand the excitement. And I’m sure as hell not going to let it mess up my birthday party, she thought.
“Well good,” she said. “The whole thing was ridiculous anyway. Who cares that much about a few lights in the sky?” She saw Daniel raise an eyebrow. He was gorgeous and gay to the hilt, but all Jackie cared about was the fact he was efficient as hell. Plus, he was smart enough to keep his thoughts to himself, but Jackie was curious what his take was on the whole northern lights thing. “You disagree?” she asked. Daniel shrugged.
“There is something special to be said about Aurora borealis,” he said. “And on that Saturday, it will show its stuff to the 10th degree. At least that is what the weather folks on the internet are saying. And I quote ‘a better light show than any fourth of July’.”
Jackie leaned back in her chair to consider Daniel's words. “Fine,” she said and smiled. “Sounds absolutely perfect and will just make my birthday that much more memorable.” 

LEXI POURED THE KIBBLE into the two metal dog bowls as Rosy and Clem looked on. They were both in a down and stay position, but Lexi could feel the excitement running through them. Dinner was a highlight, or at least it was until it was gone in four bites and a squirrel ran through the yard. Stepping back, Lexi gave them a nod, and her pets attacked the food with such pleasure it made her chuckle. If only I could get as excited about what to eat, she thought and wandered from the pantry into her kitchen. Although she would never consider her life lonely, bothering to make dinner for one sometimes seemed a waste of time. Often, like tonight, she would skip cooking a full meal and instead grab a few handfuls of the early season sweet peas from her garden, some locally grown lettuce, and a greenhouse tomato for a quick salad. It was one of the reasons her body stayed so lean. Add in the physically demanding work on the remodel and around the property, and Lexi was proud of the toned body it earned her. She might have more gray hairs and wrinkles than she did in high school, but her jean size was the same.  
Turning on some music, Lexi puttered around the butcher block island throwing together her food and was sitting down to eat when her cell phone buzzed. A quick glance at the screen to see if whoever was calling was worth interrupting her dinner, Lexi raised her eyebrows when she saw it was Diana Malone. They were friends from way back, but certainly not close. Diana was a bit of a gossip, and Lexi stayed well clear of any small-town drama. Still, it was odd the woman was calling at six on a Friday night. Deciding to answer it, Lexi pressed the connect button. “This is Lexi,” she said.
“Lexi!” Diana said sounding thrilled to have her answer. “How are you tonight?” Lexi tilted her head. What is this all about? A fundraiser maybe? she wondered. It was not unusual for the booster club to ask Lexi to donate an autographed copy of her latest novel for a school auction.
“I’m good,” Lexi replied. “What can I do for you tonight? Need a signed book or something?” 
“Oh, no, nothing like that,” she said. “I was really just calling to catch up.” Hmmm, Lexi thought now wondering what was going on. Diana never had in the thirty years she knew her called to just “catch up.”
“Well, I’m fine. Thanks,” Lexi said. “Everything okay?” This time Diana actually giggled, and Lexi realized the woman might be a little tipsy. Lexi thought she had heard somewhere Diana liked her wine a little bit too much. Figuring it was time to get back to eating, Lexi was about to say goodbye when Diana blurted out a sentence which froze Lexi in place.
“Anna Patten is back in town,” Diana said. “And she’s divorced.” 

WITH A POPULATION OF around ten thousand, the city of Astoria was quaintly small and a beautiful jewel along the Columbia River and the Pacific Ocean. It also boasted some of the best restaurants for miles around although the selection was a little limited. After a week in town already, she had tapped out the best spots to have dinner and a glass of wine and so restlessly drove around town trying to decide what to do. Since her childhood home was now handed off to the new owners and her hotel room had no kitchen, it was eating out or nothing. Of course, the idea of sitting at a table for one yet again was depressing, to say the least as well. Which is all your own fault, she thought. It was true she had a number of friends still in town she could ask to eat with her, but Anna was not ready for an inquisition yet. Coming back here recently divorced to sell her family's old home was mettle for gossip, and she knew it. Of course, people would be respectful considering Anna's mother was now in a special memory care facility down in Los Angeles. Add in the fact her father died of a heart attack when she was twenty and Anna knew she was a bit of a sad case. The idea she was a pity piece made her madder than if she was a scandal. Maybe I should just go look up Lexi then, she thought and immediately regretted it. Not only was it not nice, but the last thing she wanted was to stir up anything from the past. She was in town for one more week and then she would never be back. Ever. 
Finally seeing a place she had not tried, Anna pulled into a parking space and wandered in. There were a few couples at the table, tourists, Anna guessed, but still plenty of room for her to take her pick of a spot. As she pulled off her jacket, a man came to the table with a menu in his hand. When he reached her, he paused, and Anna looked up to see if something was wrong. As soon as she recognized him, Anna felt her stomach clench. It was a boy from high school. Jeff. I guess he’s officially a man now, she thought and gave him a weak smile.
“Anna Patten,” he said. Anna nodded.
“Hi, Jeff,” she said and reached out for the menu. “Long time.” He smirked at her and Anna immediately remembered why she never liked the guy. He was a bully back in the day, and she was guessing he still was from the look on his face.
“Yep, long time,” he said. “You look good though.” His eyes roamed over her body, and Anna felt a little creeped out. Maybe I’m not as hungry as I thought, she thought, but before she could make a move to leave, Jeff was sitting in the chair opposite her. “I heard you were in town,” he said. Fabulous.
Anna nodded. “For another week is all,” she said. “So, hey, I just realized I left my wallet back at the hotel, so I’m afraid I have to go get it.” She grabbed her jacket and started to stand up.
“Whoa, hey,” Jeff said. “I can pay for your meal. Happy to do it.” He gave her a wink, and Anna almost laughed. She was not a scared teenager anymore, and this loser son of a bitch was not going to intimidate her. After all, she was a highly respected nurse practitioner with her own clinic in Los Angeles. Not some small-town waiter, she thought and continued to stand up. He stood up with her.
“No thank you,” Anna said. “I'll just go.” She walked toward the exit, and Jeff matched her steps. At the door, he moved to open it and then held it shut while he looked at her face.
“Sorry you need to go,” he said. “But I don’t suppose you’d like to go out? Maybe next Saturday to watch the northern lights show? Could be romantic.” Anna smiled sweetly at him and nodded. Seeing her willing reaction, Jeff opened the door so Anna could leave. She walked out and then turned to talk to him about the date.
“Not on your life, asshole,” she said and then strode to her car without a look back.



CHAPTER 3

As a light April rain fell, Lexi walked along the rows of local vendors at Astoria's Saturday farmers market. The booths were showing off early season fruits and vegetables. Unable to resist, Lexi bought a pint basket of strawberries and immediately popped one in her mouth. Savoring the burst of sweetness on her tongue, she smiled. Nothing could offer the promise of summer ahead more than the taste of a freshly picked strawberry. She was ready for the warmer weather to arrive. Living so near the coast, a significant number of wet weather storms passed through during the winter months. Still, it was all part of living in the Pacific Northwest, and Lexi had no desire to ever live anywhere else. 
Feeling the rain starting to pick up, Lexi ducked under the awning of the vendor she was hoping would be there. Handmade artwork of cut and polished metal wall sculptures, which always took her breath away, adorned the numerous displays. Her plan was to buy one for her sister Jackie as a birthday present. Even though her sister had evolved into a powerful executive up in Seattle, Lexi knew Jackie always had an eye for talent and appreciated raw beauty. These pieces were precisely that, and so she browsed to find the perfect one. As she searched, she contemplated a particularly unique wall art cut to look like a windswept coastal scene. The polished metal finish shined like a subtle rainbow from copper to silver hues. It’s perfect, Lexi thought and moved to talk to the vendor who was also the artist. He smiled when he recognized her. This was not her first purchase as a few choice sculptures adorned the walls of her farmhouse. 
“Find something you like?” he asked. Lexi smiled.
“I like all of it,” she answered. “You do amazing work.” The artist blushed a little. 
“Thank you. Always nice to hear that. Now which one caught your eye today?” he asked. Lexi turned to show him, and as she did, she nearly crashed headlong into the woman standing behind her.
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Lexi started. “I didn’t realize someone was—” She froze. The woman behind her was Anna Patten. Lexi saw Anna’s eyes widen when she realized it was Lexi. Neither of them seemed able to say a word until the artist cleared his throat. 
“Um,” he said. “Is everything okay?” Slowly, Lexi nodded but did not take her eyes off of Anna's face. She had gotten a glimpse of her at the high school reunion five years before, but she was with her husband and thus had seemed to want to avoid Lexi at all costs. Now though, Lexi could see the woman up close. She looked incredible. Like Lexi, there were more laugh lines, but her hair was still a rich dark brown. Longer than in high school, she thought. But it suits her well. Finally, realizing she was staring, Lexi forced a smile.
“Hey, she said. It was lame as hell, and she knew it, but thankfully it broke the ice and Anna laughed.
“Hey back,” she said. No two words had ever made Lexi happier.

WHEN THE WOMAN TURNED around, and Anna realized it was Lexi, her heart rate immediately jumped up a notch. The woman looked good, great even. Her sandy blonde hair showed a few bits of white now, but it only added character. The eyes though, blue-gray, looked exactly the same and as she stared into them, a million memories flooded her mind. Before she could sort any of them out, Lexi had saved the moment and simply said, “Hey.” It was such a flashback to the start of thousands of old conversations, Anna had laughed.
“Hey back,” she said and smiled. “I was wondering if I might run into you.” Lexi raised an eyebrow, and again Anna was struck with deja vu. As if not a day has passed, she thought. It was almost surreal.
“Was it going to be a good thing to run into me?” Lexi asked. Bold as always, Anna thought and nodded.
“Of course,” she said with a tilt of her head and then realized she was dangerously close to the edge of flirting. Dialing her emotions back although her heart was still racing, Anna shrugged. “Why wouldn't it be?” Lexi snorted a laugh and looked on the verge of a sarcastic response, but then seemed to reconsider. Instead, she nodded.
“Well, it is good to see you. Take care of yourself,” Lexi said and started to slip past Anna, but then paused. “So, how long are you in town?”
“Not very long. Only until next Saturday,” Anna blurted before she could stop herself, but suddenly she wanted Lexi to know there was not a lot of time. For what? Anna wondered. I’m acting like an idiot. Why would she care? Still, Lexi smiled, so Anna plunged ahead. “So maybe we can do lunch before I go?” Her heart fell as she watched Lexi shake her head.
“I'm not really a ‘do lunch' kind of person,” she said. “But...” Her voice trailed off, and Anna wanted to know what she was not saying.
“But what?” she asked, but Lexi was quiet and instead of answering looked at the ground as if lost in thought. Anna could not decide what she wanted to have happen next, but somehow, she could feel whatever Lexi did could change both their lives. If she’s not interested in being friends again, so be it, Anna thought. I deserve it. As if reading Anna’s mind, Lexi looked up and met her eye. There was a hint of hurt in the blue-gray and Anna had a sudden urge to pull Lexi to her. To hold her.
“You hurt me,” Lexi said softly. “I’m not sure I am ready to forget all of it.” Anna felt a ball of guilt curl up in her stomach. She always knew leaving town without even saying goodbye to Lexi was a horrible thing, but it was twenty-five years ago, and a part of Anna hoped time would heal the wound. She realized now she was foolish to even think for a moment Lexi would want to associate with her again. Flustered now, Anna started to back away.
“Of course,” she said and turned to go. She had the sudden urge to literally take off running through the rain. Suddenly, Lexi touched her arm.
“Wait,” the woman said. “Let’s not do this. I’m sorry I said that.” Anna did not meet her eye. 
“It’s fine,” Anna said.
“No, it’s not,” Lexi said. “Let’s start over. I want you to come see my place. The old Reynold’s farmhouse.” Anna heard her pause. “Come to dinner,” Lexi finished.

TAYLOR WAS A BULLET as she screamed along the surface streets of downtown Seattle on her jet-black BMW K 1600 motorcycle. Thanks to seeing a fender bender where she had to provide her info in case either party wanted a witness, Taylor was now running late to meet Jackie at the office high-rise. Gritting her teeth with frustration, she gunned it to get through a yellow traffic light and leaned deep into the final corner before her destination. As she made the turn, she noted Jackie's car was just arriving. It stopped at the closed gate, and Taylor pulled up along the driver's side. Chuckling at the perplexed look on Jackie's face, Taylor unhooked the chinstrap of her black helmet and pulled it off. “Fancy meeting you here,” she said, and Jackie's face changed to one of amusement.
“Well, look at you, Taylor,” she laughed. “I should have known.” Interesting. What does that mean? Taylor thought and wondered if she would have a chance to find out. Not likely and you know it, Casanova, so just cool your jets and open the gate.
“Let me get that gate open for you,” Taylor said and goosed the bike forward to the locked control panel. In a minute, the metal grid was rattling back out of the way. Once it was moved, Taylor watched Jackie drive into the garage with a wave out of the car window. There was no reason for Taylor to stick around. The gate would automatically open if a car approached from the inside to ensure no one was ever locked in. Still, it did not sit well to know Jackie would be alone in the empty garage. Even though it was a secure space, Taylor learned long ago nothing was as black and white as it looked. I think I’ll just do a little zip around the levels, she thought and coasted the bike down the ramp. 
Jackie had already parked and was getting out when she saw Taylor. “Everything okay?” she asked walking toward her. Taylor could not help but notice the way today’s slightly more casual pantsuit hugged the woman’s curves just right. Forcing herself to not lick her lips, Taylor shook her head.
“Nothing wrong,” she said. “I just thought I’d cruise around to make sure everything is cool.”
Jackie gave her a sly smile. “Taylor, are you protecting me?” she asked, and although the playful comment was undoubtedly an innocent one, Taylor felt a shiver of attraction run through her. Oh, you have no idea, she thought but instead shrugged.
“Just doing my job, ma'am,” she answered with a mock salute. Jackie laughed as she started to walk away toward the elevators. When she got to the doors and pushed the button, Jackie surprised Taylor by looking back at her.
“Well, for what it's worth, I feel a lot safer knowing you're here,” she said just as the elevator doors opened and she walked inside. Before Taylor could respond, she saw the doors close, and Jackie was on her way upstairs.



CHAPTER 4

Taylor sat on her bike and contemplated what to do next. A part of her wanted to stick around and wait to see Jackie again. Especially after that last comment, she thought. Another part of her knew it was a little too stalker-like to sit in the parking garage for hours just to see the woman. With a sigh, Taylor started her motorcycle and rode slowly to the exit. While she waited for the gate to roll back, she noticed a yellow Ferrari 458 drive up to the building and park in a visitor spot. The vanity license plate spelled out TAKE IT. Taylor snorted a laugh. Whoever is driving that has a hell of an ego complex. 
Even though the gate was now open, Taylor decided to stay out of sight and watch who emerged from the sportscar. After a moment, the door opened, and a man with slicked back brown hair and mirrored sunglasses stepped out. Considering it was gray and misty out, the glasses were ridiculous, but it was clear the stranger was going for a specific look with his sport coat and designer jeans. As he locked the car and sauntered toward the front glass doors of the office building, the realization he was Jackie's meeting gave Taylor pause. This guy? she thought and wondered just who the heck he was to warrant a special weekend afternoon meeting. One quick phone call and I can run his plates. Taylor shook her head. I’m not a cop anymore, and it is not my business anyway. For all she knew, the smarmy character was someone Jackie was romantically interested in, and this was something of a date. But then why a meeting at 2 PM at the office instead of over cocktails? Knowing she was overthinking all of it, Taylor shifted the bike into gear and rolled out of the garage. It was time to put Jackie Scott out of mind and just go home. There was a nice microbrew six-pack in the fridge along with a ribeye dying to get on the grill.
As she started to accelerate down the street and head back to her townhouse condo just past Pike Place Market near the waterfront, a final thought on the topic nagged at Taylor. Twenty-years in the Military Police Corps had honed her ability to size up a person's character within seconds, and absolutely everything about the man in the Ferrari screamed predator. Jackie can take care of herself, she thought. I’m sure she knows what she is getting into and I am not her keeper. Although I definitely want to be. Taylor sighed inside her helmet knowing the odds of her ever having the opportunity to even sit down to have a drink with Jackie was a long shot. Taylor was nothing but a rent-a-cop guard in a parking garage. A little chit-chat every morning did not translate into a relationship and Taylor understood it. Jackie could not be more out of reach. 

JACKIE WAITED IN THE conference room off of her office and wondered just what exactly Danson Marlin Jr.'s proposal would be. He had been unusually mysterious about it over their series of phone tag voicemails. It was her curiosity which finally got the better of her and inspired Jackie to set up the meeting. The fact the only time they both had available was on a Saturday was unfortunate, but business was business. She just hoped it was not all a big waste of time. Danson had a bit of a reputation for being a slick customer, which was about as far from Jackie's style as possible. Add in the man was rumored to be a huge flirt and a well-established playboy, and it was all the more reason to have the meeting on her turf, in the middle of the day, and in a conference room instead of her private office. The distant sound of a vacuum was also reassuring as it meant the cleaning crew was on the floor and Jackie was not completely alone with Danson. Although, maybe I should have asked Taylor to come up and hang out in a nearby cubicle, Jackie thought and then paused. Now that was random. She was not clear why she was thinking of the woman at all. Sure, Jackie had put together the pieces to guess Taylor was a lesbian, not to mention good-looking and fit as hell, and that she had a bit of a crush on Jackie in a sweet and harmless way, but it all translated to nothing more. It’s not like I’m attracted to her. Jackie was confident she was straight, knowing it was her sister Lexi who was the lesbian in the family.  Resolving to put it all out of mind, Jackie refocused on the meeting ahead. As she flipped through emails on her smartphone, she heard a light tap on the doorframe of the conference room entrance. Looking up, Jackie saw the deeply tanned face of Danson Marlin, Jr. He flashed her a killer smile of dazzling white teeth.
“Am I late?” he asked. Jackie returned the smile as she set down her phone and stood up.
“Not at all. Please come in,” she said and held out her hand to shake. Danson moved into the room and took her hand into one of his larger ones. Jackie had not realized Danson was such a big man. At least six-foot-four and broad-shouldered. Pretty much the image of what most women would swoon over, although Jackie felt a bit of unease around him. You’re being silly, she thought and settled back into her chair. Danson slipped into the one directly adjacent to hers, and immediately Jackie felt put off. Their knees were almost touching under the table. The move was a very dominating tactic, and Jackie forced herself to not react by sliding her chair back. Trying to get back in the driver's seat, she took control of the meeting. “So, Mr. Marlin, what are we doing here today? Investment idea? Need advertising?” Jackie knew she was handling the conversation far to brusquely, but frankly, she was ready for it to be over already. Danson held up a hand and flashed her the smile again.
“Whoa now, pretty girl,” he said. “What's the rush? Let's get to know each other a little first.” Jackie bristled at the ‘girl' reference but covered it with a smile.
“Fine. What should I know about you, Mr. Marlin?” she asked trying to start the awkward meeting over. Danson chuckled.
“Please, call me Dan,” he said. “And be careful how you word your questions. For all you know, I could answer with something like you should know I’m hung like a horse.” Jackie’s mouth dropped open for a moment before she recovered. Did he really just say that? she thought and saw Dan laugh a deep baritone at her reaction. “Caught you off guard, I see. Well, I’m a straight shooter, Ms. Scott, and I wanted to meet you as much to talk investment opportunities in your cute little magazine as to see if you were as smoking hot as your bio photograph.” Unable to stop it, Jackie felt her face start to flush, but not from embarrassment and instead with fury. She stood up and gathered her things from the table.
“Get out,” she said. Dan did not move and instead leaned back in his chair.
“Well that’s not very ladylike,” he said with a sly smile. “What’s the matter. Don’t you like men?”

TAYLOR WALKED TOWARD the conference room just in time to hear Jackie's demand and the man's remark. It was precisely what she expected. Once she got home, Taylor had tried hard to put Jackie out of her mind, but the image of the man sauntering up to the office skyrise continued to bother her. Finally, as she opened her first brew, she pulled out her phone and made a quick call to a friend on the Seattle police force. He was considerate enough to run the TAKE IT plate. Once the name of Danson Marlin Jr. came back, Taylor had performed some online research and liked none of it. The man had dodged the sexual harassment label, but only just barely. In the least, he was famous for dating a long line of large chested B-list celebrities with the occasional playmate tossed in. All in all, the man was the last person with whom Taylor could imagine Jackie, and she had to wonder why the woman would bother to meet with him at all. Because he’s loaded thanks to his Wall Street dad and it takes money to run a magazine, she thought. But at how high a price? Taylor shook her head. Although she barely knew Jackie Scott, she could never see the woman caving into a man like Marlin, and then the words on the man's license plate jumped into her mind. TAKE IT. Taylor had set down her still untasted beer and ran for her helmet.
Now she was just in time to hear Jackie telling Marlin she was leaving for another appointment. As Taylor came up to the doorway of the conference room, she saw the man grab Jackie by the wrist to stop her from leaving. “Everything okay here?” Taylor asked and was pleased to see a surprised look cross the man's face. The look on Jackie's face, however, was of stark relief and Taylor immediately felt fury rising up in her.  It did not take a genius to see what was going on. Marlin dropped his hand but did not rise. Instead, he smirked.
“Well, who have we here?” he asked as he looked Taylor up and down before turning back to Jackie. “Maybe I was not too far off base with the not liking men comment.” Taylor started to clench her fists as she contemplated how best to hurt the guy when she felt Jackie slip up beside her and put a hand on her shoulder. 
“You’re early, baby,” Jackie cooed to Taylor. “But we are just wrapping up.” Taylor worked hard to keep the shocked look off of her face and instead put a hand possessively on Jackie’s lower back.
“Well, I’ll be right out here if you need me,” Taylor said with a nod at the nearest empty cubicle. Jackie turned to her and smiled, but there was a clear message in her eyes to not go. Taylor nodded and looked at Marlin. “Although it seems like you folks are done here.” Marlin shook his head, grinning, but stood up. As he started out the door, he looked back one last time.
“You know, I'm very open to threesomes,” he said. Before Taylor could tell him to shove his threesome up his ass, Jackie leaned into Taylor. She could feel the heat of the woman's body and smelled a hint of her perfume wafting up. Suddenly a little distracted, Taylor paused. Jackie, however, had plans of her own.
“No thank you,” she said with sweet sarcasm. “Taylor keeps me more than satisfied.” Marlin chuckled and after dropping them a wink walked away. Once he left the suite, Jackie rushed forward and locked the door. With a sigh of relief, she leaned back against it and Taylor saw her close her eyes to gather herself. Giving her a moment, Taylor waited and tried not to focus on the lingering feeling of Jackie against her. There would be time to analyze all of that later. Finally, Jackie opened her eyes and looked at Taylor. “Sorry about that,” she said and stepped away from the door to come stand beside her. “I was not quite sure what to do, but I don't think I was ever happier to see a person than I was to see you.” Although the words were music to her ears, Taylor shrugged.
“I saw the guy drive up and had a hunch he would be trouble,” she said. Jackie laughed wryly.
“Well you sure know how to read them,” she said. “Come on, I need a drink. My treat.” 
Taylor smiled. “You’re on,” she said.



CHAPTER 5

Lexi found herself swinging from euphoric excitement to abject fear all day Sunday and now, as she tossed and turned in bed while waiting for dawn to finally come on Monday, she once again could not believe she actually asked Anna to dinner. Anna Patten. The woman she once loved with every ounce of her being, in a way only teenagers can seem to feel. Passion and longing so deep it seemed to eclipse everything else. Now, as Lexi laid in the bed, she replayed the good and the bad of their star-crossed love affair. The incredible first kiss on Lexi's bed while they were supposed to be studying, with the sounds of her parents downstairs watching TV seeping up through the floorboard. The first time Anna let Lexi touch her. Taste her. Take her. All of it left an ache in Lexi, which she realized now, she carried her entire life. Even though there had been other lovers, which Lexi met online or in the bars in Portland, and the sex was fulfilling, it never touched the place in Lexi's heart Anna owned. And now she is coming here, Lexi thought with a groan. It was going to be sweet torture, and she knew it.
Finally unable to stay in bed any longer, Lexi got up and wandered into the kitchen down the hall to start a pot of coffee. Outside she could hear the first chirping of birds waking up in their nests and knew dawn was not far off. There was the sound of the pitter patter of light rain too, and Lexi guessed walking the fence line today was probably out of the question. Instead, she would have to stay busy on chores inside the house until it was time to go shopping for fresh ingredients for dinner tomorrow night. She had no idea what Anna liked and was too nervous to call and ask. The concept of light conversation over the phone made Lexi break out into jitters. Not to mention I’m afraid she would cancel, she thought although a part of her almost wanted it to happen. It seemed impossible to imagine the dinner going well if the topic turned to anything about their past. Anna had left town almost literally in the middle of the night to get away from Lexi and all the gossip. The lack of a note or any apology or goodbye made her heart ache still to this day. Even at the farmers market the instinct to lash out almost made for an embarrassing incident. It was the last thing either of them needed.
With the coffee finally ready, Lexi poured a mug and decided to try to let the past go and think positive about the dinner tomorrow. The least she could do was feed Anna a good meal, served with good wine, and then say the goodbye which was long overdue. Nodding at her new resolve, Lexi went to the fridge to take inventory. Since she did not know what Anna liked, Lexi had decided to go with a classic cheese lasagna and a bottle of California red wine. There was no way to know if Anna even drank alcohol, but Lexi knew she sure as hell would need some and so made a mental note to buy two bottles, just in case. Satisfied she knew what she needed, Lexi padded back to the master suite to get dressed. Today I will go back to working on the crown molding in here, she thought. It was her first attempt at the tricky install, and so she decided to learn the skill in a room which was not as frequently used as someplace like the dining room. With a little luck, it would be just the distraction she needed.

JACKIE WAS LOOKING for something to distract her too as she surfed through the channels on her XM radio. Whenever she let her mind relax, her thoughts kept wandering to Taylor Barnes. It was becoming ridiculous, and as a sultry song came on the radio and the image of what it might be like to dance with Taylor popped into her head, Jackie snapped off the radio with a growl of frustration. For crying out loud, she thought. It was a ruse to get rid of Danson. It was not like the flirtation with Taylor was for real, and yet, now she was not only continually thinking of the woman, but she was actually a little nervous about seeing her in a few minutes when she drove into the garage. They had gone for a drink and Jackie had happily bought her rescuer a whiskey neat. The woman carefully sipped while Jackie plowed through two lemon drops to settle her nerves.
Once the edge was off, Jackie tried to chit-chat playfully with Taylor, had even hugged her with gratitude at one point, but the woman was a bit standoffish. All of which translated to Jackie having no idea how seeing her at the guard booth in a few minutes would go. At least she had one more stop before arriving and pulled into the Starbucks line to order a Skinny Cinnamon Dolce. Venti, of course. As she was about to order, she had a thought and decided to get something for Taylor too. As an icebreaker, she thought. But what would the woman like? It seemed unlikely the veteran Army soldier, something she learned Saturday night, would want anything girly. Probably not tea either. Finally, she settled on black coffee. Bold and hot. Immediately her mind went to how bold, and hot represented Taylor quite well actually, and Jackie slapped the steering wheel. Oh come on, she told herself. This line of thinking really had to stop.
After the drinks were secured in the cupholders of her car, Jackie blasted the final quarter-mile to her office building. She was being silly about Taylor, and she knew it. Yet, her heart was beating faster when she made the last turn and saw the woman standing in the guard booth. Taylor looked up, and when she saw Jackie, their eyes held. It was only for a moment, and then Taylor smiled, yet Jackie could not help but feel the power and the passion behind the look. It made Jackie catch her breath and right then she knew she needed to keep clear boundaries with Taylor. Keep it friendly but strictly platonic at all costs. Starting now, Jackie thought. As she stopped in her usual spot and Taylor stepped out to say good morning, Jackie held out the coffee. “Good morning, Jackie,” Taylor said and then raised an eyebrow. “Is that for me?” Jackie smiled.
“It is,” she said and was pleased when the woman looked touched by the gesture. “I wasn’t sure what you liked so I hope this is okay.” She saw Taylor pause at her words and worried for a moment she was way off on the order, and then realized her statement was a little suggestive. She actually felt herself blush and was frustrated at her reaction. It was becoming quite evident what Taylor liked. Just friends, Jackie thought. You’re a CEO. Act like it. No doubt guessing Jackie’s inner turmoil, Taylor chuckled softly and took the coffee.
“Thank you,” she said. “But you didn’t have to do it.” Jackie smiled, unwilling to lose the upper hand.
“It is my pleasure. Oh, and wait,” she said on the spur of the moment and reached into her purse on the seat to grab a pen. “Let me see that again,” she said and reached for the paper cup. Taylor obliged, and once she had it, Jackie scribbled her cell phone number on the side. “Here's my cell. I thought we should exchange numbers, you know, in case either of us ever needed anything again.” She handed back the cup and looked up into Taylor's eyes. Jackie felt an unexpected tingle of heat run through her. Then she lifted her chin and put her resolve back in place. “After all, it's what friends do,” she stated. Taylor paused but then nodded.
“Of course,” she said. “It’s what friends do.”

AFTER JACKIE ROARED away in her Audi, Taylor let out a long slow breath. That woman is such trouble, she thought and stepped back into the guard booth as more cars arrived. Distractedly, she checked them in, but her mind kept returning to how Jackie had acted. For a moment, Taylor would swear the woman was flirting, but then it was as if Jackie purposely slammed the door on any of her emotions. It was all so confusing. And then there is the phone number. When there was a break in activity, Taylor ran her thumb over the numbers. Never in a lifetime did she think Jackie Scott would give it to her. But just as friends. Jackie had made that abundantly clear. Still, as friends should, Taylor took out her phone and after a short inner battle of should I, or shouldn’t I? Taylor punched in a text. “Thank you for the coffee,” she wrote. There was no answer immediately, and Taylor sighed. She knew it was asking too much to have the second highest executive in the company text back and forth with her. Still, a part of her had hoped just maybe. As she went to set down the phone, it chimed. Taylor looked at the screen.
“Least I could do. Was it okay?” the text read. Taylor smiled and wondered for a fleeting second if she should wait a few minutes before answering, but then decided against it. She was not one to play games. Throughout her military career, Taylor took pride in being authentic and candid at all costs. There was no reason to start acting differently now. 
Especially with Jackie, she thought and sent a text back. “Excellent,” she wrote. Taylor's thumb paused over the letters as she contemplated writing a second message. It was crazy, and would no doubt meet with rejection, but she also knew you only live once. Sometimes being bold was the only way to go.
“Will you have dinner with me?” she wrote. Expecting a long pause or no answer at all, Taylor was surprised when Jackie wrote right back.
“Yes. Let's do dinner. Tomorrow? At 7?” the text read. Taylor's heart leaped at the words. Although “do dinner” sounded significantly more friend-like than romantic, she would take it. If nothing else, it would give her a chance to maybe figure out what was really going on between them.
“All good. Where?” she typed. Again, Jackie wrote right back.
“I know a place. I'll pick you up. Ok?” the text read. Taylor chuckled as she read the words. After seeing Jackie drive, it all sounded like a wild ride to her. But why the hell not, Taylor thought and sent back one word. 
“Perfect,” she wrote.



CHAPTER 6

There were times in Anna’s life when she was nervous. Taking her boards to become a family nurse practitioner, for example, or the day she reluctantly married Martin, her now ex-husband. Those had been monumental moments, which changed her life forever. Now, as she drove along the back roads outside of Astoria to have dinner with Lexi, Anna was just as nervous and could not help but wonder if tonight would have as much of an impact on her life. I am making too much of this, she thought as she followed the directions on the GPS app on her smartphone. It’s dinner with an old high school friend. Nothing more. The line of reason, however, did not explain why her stomach was doing flip-flops from anxiety. For two days, all Anna could think about was seeing Lexi again. The chance meeting at the farmers market seemed too much like fate to ignore, and she was haunted by the hurt look she saw in the woman's blue-gray eyes. No matter what else happened during the evening, Anna was determined to make Lexi understand why Anna left without even saying goodbye. As a girl of eighteen, she had believed, as had her parents, leaving for Stanford without a lot of drama was for the best. Therefore, she had loaded up her little blue Honda CRX and driven away at four in the morning before it was even light out to make her way to California. The drive down was hell as Anna had sobbed most of the way while her heart was breaking over losing Lexi forever. But now I know nothing is forever, she mused as the lights of Lexi’s farmhouse came into view. It shone brightly against the gloom of the rainy night and Anna could see the place was slowly returning to its original charm. And some. She smiled knowing Lexi's strong, capable hands were making the magic happen. Somehow the setting suited the memory Anna had of her long-lost friend.
As she stopped the car, two bouncing golden retrievers came from the side of the house. They barked playfully and chased each other around the yard, while Anna watched laughing. She loved dogs, particularly goldies and had a memory of the one she was raised with. Sandy. A sweet-hearted creature who had to be put down only a year after Anna left for school. The memory of how much she loved her pet brought the sting of tears to her eyes, and she wiped them away with a little laugh. God, I'm an emotional wreck already, and I'm still in the car, she thought. Just then, she heard Lexi calling the dogs from the front porch. “Rosy! Clem!” she said. “Kennels.” Anna watched the two dogs immediately respond and obey. As they raced up the front steps, Anna got out of her car.

LEXI LOOKED ON FROM the front steps and felt her heart pounding. For a moment, she was not sure she could even breathe. Anna. Here. Looking lovely even despite the rain in a flowing dark skirt and a knit wrap. “You don't have to put them away on my account,” Anna said, pulling Lexi out of her paralysis and she noticed the woman carried a basket of baked loaves of bread, cheese, and wine. Rushing down the stairs, Lexi reached to help with the goods.
“I'll let them out after dinner. As much as I've trained most bad habits out of them, they still tend to get underfoot when there is food around,” Lexi explained taking the basket and leading her guest up the stairs. Anna smiled at the gesture, and Lexi watched her shake the mist from her hair once they were under cover of the porch. In the glow of the old-fashioned pendant lights Lexi had installed there, Anna looked radiant, and Lexi again felt like she would not be able to breathe. Get it together, Lexi told herself. She did not come here to have you mooning around her all night. This is just a friendly dinner to catch up.
“Well, I love goldies,” Lexi heard Anna say and she blinked to refocus. “So they can stay out as much as you want.” Lexi nodded.
“I know you love goldies,” Lexi admitted before she could stop herself. Anna turned to look at her and their eyes held for a moment. Lexi could feel a slow blush starting and moved to open the front screen door to cover it. The last thing she needed was for Anna to know all the things Lexi remembered about her. Silently, Anna followed her in and then paused to admire the entryway. It was one of the finished rooms, crown molding aside, and Lexi was pleased with how the hand plastered walls painted a rich mocha brown made the warm white wainscoting she added pop.
“Oh Lexi, this is lovely,” Anna murmured. Pleased, Lexi nodded.
“Thank you,” she said and led the way to the kitchen where she put the basket down on the island. “And thank you for this too. You didn’t have to bring anything.”
“Housewarming,” Anna said as her eyes roamed the true heart of the house. The kitchen was Lexi's masterpiece, and the amazement in Anna's eyes were her reward. The room was the perfect blend of refurbished old and cutting-edge modern. Slowly, Anna shook her head and turned to Lexi. “I can't believe how beautiful this all is,” she said. “How long have you been working on the house?” Lexi tried to shrug nonchalantly, but she knew her pride in her work was showing a little too.
“Going on five years now,” she said as she took the wine from the basket and stepped over to get the corkscrew. “I did the kitchen first. It was a challenge, I won’t lie.” Anna shook her head.
“Well, it's incredible. I could not imagine a more perfect kitchen,” she said, and Lexi felt her heart skip a beat. Somewhere, deep in her heart of hearts, she had always hoped someday Anna would step into her kitchen and say exactly those words. For a fleeting moment, she thought of saying the truth out loud, but instead cleared her throat and worked on the wine.
“Thank you,” she murmured again.
“Can I get out a couple glasses for us?” Anna asked and walked toward one of the tall white-washed cupboards. Lexi watched her walk and was again overwhelmed with feelings. It seemed so surreal to have the woman here that she was struggling to get her mind around it. At the pause, Anna looked back to check with Lexi. “Or do you want to wait for dinner?”
Lexi most definitely did not want to wait. She had never needed a drink more. “Now is good. The lasagna has at least another five minutes in the oven, and then it needs to rest,” she said and nodded to the cupboard to Anna's left. “Glasses are in that one.” Anna followed the direction and took down two large goblets while Lexi pulled the cork. As her guest stepped back to the island and set down the glasses, Lexi raised the bottle to pour and then hesitated. For some reason the act of pouring wine for them to share seemed incredibly significant. It was something they never did as teenagers in love but was on the list of pillow-talk things they would “do someday.” Lexi lowered the bottle and set it on the butcher block. She was making a mistake having Anna here and she realized asking the woman out to dinner was not fair to either of them. Lexi's expectations, even though she did not want to admit it to herself, were to somehow have Anna back in her life. The truth, however, was the woman was going to leave to go back to her real home in less than a week.
“What's wrong?” she heard Anna ask. Lexi shook her head, not willing to look the woman in the eye. She took a deep breath and then let it out slowly to gather her courage. Finally, she glanced up to explain to Anna the evening plans were a mistake and she could not risk having her heart broken again. What she saw gave her pause. Tears were slipping down Anna's cheeks, and her eyes were full of regret. “You want me to go, don't you?” she asked in a whisper. Lexi felt her own eyes start to flood with tears and without thinking she opened her arms for Anna to step into. The woman rushed to her and buried her face in Lexi's shirt as the tears turned to quiet sobs. Even though Lexi was sure she would regret it later, she enveloped Anna in her arms and held her.
The two of them stood together crying and clinging to each other until the alarm for the lasagna beeped. As if snapping back to reality, Anna leaned back, wiped at her eyes and let out a small laugh. “God, how embarrassing,” she said. “You invite me to dinner, and I fall apart.” Lexi hated the feeling of having the woman leave her arms, and before she could think herself out of it, pulled Anna to her again. She slipped her hands along the woman's hips and dipped her head until their faces were only an inch apart. It would be so easy to kiss her right now, she thought, but instead clenched her jaw and waited to see what Anna would do. 
Slowly, the woman raised her eyes to look into Lexi's while at the same time moving the arms she had around Lexi's waist up and slipped them around her neck. The invitation was clear and still Lexi hesitated. “Are you sure?” she breathed, and Anna answered by pulling Lexi's head down into a deep, passionate, and long-overdue kiss.



CHAPTER 7

When Taylor followed Jackie into the small, out of the way restaurant on Seattle's eastside, she was taken by complete surprise. Of all the types of places Taylor imagined over the twenty-four hours until their “let's do dinner” date, the quaint and understated tapas bar was not one of them. Clearly, it was a favorite of Jackie's as the man behind the bar and the waitress coming from a table both greeted her by name. Jackie smiled and waved while she led Taylor to a corner booth. Looking around while she slid across the bench, Taylor was impressed. The low, strategically placed lighting complemented by candles at every table gave the space a warm and intimate flavor. Whatever was being brought to life in the kitchen smelled wonderful too, and Taylor's stomach gave a little growl of anticipation. She had been too wound up during the day thinking of dinner to eat much. Now that things seemed to be moving smoothly, she was starving. After they were settled in, Jackie tilted her head at Taylor and smiled. “Well?” she asked. Taylor chuckled.
“I have to admit, it is not what I was expecting,” she answered. Jackie nodded.
“Let me guess. You were thinking more of a trendy, noisy, crowded place. All chic and sassy?” she said. Taylor paused. What she said was true. After getting the nerve to ask Jackie to dinner, she had immediately regretted it. She had assumed there was no way Jackie and her tastes aligned when it came to a dinner out. Plus, there was the issue of what she would wear, and frankly, Taylor almost canceled. Thankfully, she managed to not chicken out and now sat across the table from the most classy and sensual woman she had the pleasure of knowing, even if it was strictly as friends. The friends part had been addressed the minute Taylor slid into Jackie's Audi. While Taylor was buckling in and trying to tear her eyes away from the short, sexy red dress Jackie was wearing, Jackie took control of the situation immediately. “So,” she started as she put the car in gear and eased them away from the curb. “We should get this out in the open.” Taylor had raised an eyebrow at the businesslike tone but did not interrupt. “I am going to make a guess you like women,” Jackie continued. At this, Taylor could not help but bark a laugh.
“Good guess,” she said and knew what the next bit of news was going to be so jumped the gun. “Now it’s my turn. You’re going to say you don’t?” Jackie at least had the decency to blush as she shook her head.
“Not that way,” she said. “The flirting thing in front of Danson? Just an escape tactic and I’m sorry if it led you on.” Taylor was quiet while she thought about what Jackie said. She was pretty confident Jackie liked her more than she was willing to admit, but she also knew it was not worth it to argue. No doubt sensing the hesitation, Jackie glanced over at Taylor as they waited at a stoplight. “Hey, I hope I haven’t pissed you off,” she said. “I never meant to upset you.” Taylor sighed.
“Well I won’t say I’m not a little disappointed,” Taylor said and then decided to fight a little fire with fire. “Your smart and sexy as hell and anyone would be lucky to have you as her woman.” Seeing Jackie pause, Taylor was pleased to see her comment had the desired impact. They had ridden in silence the rest of the way to the restaurant and only just now was Jackie talkative again.
“Well?” Jackie asked. “Was I wrong?” Taylor had to think hard to recall the original comment but then nodded. Did I think the place was going to be pretentious and loud? she thought. Absolutely.
“No, you weren't wrong. I admit, I misread you a bit,” she answered, and Jackie smiled smugly as the waitress came to the table with two menus and a flyer.
“Hi, Jackie,” she said. “Need these?” Jackie shook her head.
“Just send over a little of everything,” she said. “You know what I like. And do you have any of the pinot left?” The waitress nodded. “Good. We will take a bottle,” she said and looked at Taylor. “Are you okay with that?” Taylor nodded.
“You're in charge tonight,” she said, and the statement was rewarded with a pleased slightly flirtatious glint in Jackie's eyes. Not attracted to me, my ass, Taylor thought but kept it to herself. 

IN FACT, JACKIE'S EMOTIONS were all over the map, and she was not sure what to do about it. She had done precisely as she rehearsed and set clear boundaries with Taylor right out of the gate. The woman had taken it well but then rattled her with the compliment about her being smart and sexy. Although Jackie was a confident woman and knew she was wickedly good at business, it never hurt to hear someone say beautiful things. For some reason, having it come from Taylor carried extra meaning, which made no sense at all and only added to Jackie's frustration. I do not like women, she thought. So, whatever this crush is I seem to have on Taylor needs to move along. The whole idea was ridiculous, and Jackie was not going to let it mess up her evening.
Thankfully, Taylor was clearly happy with the restaurant Jackie picked. She had worried much more than she let on. Other than knowing Taylor was retired military and had traveled a lot, Jackie realized she knew almost nothing about the woman. For some reason, Jackie wanted to please Taylor above and beyond the norm, hence the unusual level of anxiety about picking the restaurant. In the end, Jackie had gone with her instincts and hoped Taylor enjoyed cozy. Not to mention romantic, Jackie thought noticing for the first time how private and charming the setting was around them although she had dinner at the same exact spot with a few male friends in the past and the idea of romantic never entered her mind. So why now? she thought. What the hell is it about this woman? 
Before she had time to analyze the question, the waitress returned with the wine and a basket of warm bread with butter. Jackie glanced at the label and nodded when she saw it was the one she wanted. The waitress gave both Taylor and Jackie a long pour and then set the bottle on the table next to the flyer she brought earlier. Tapping it with a finger, the waitress called their attention to the headline about the upcoming Northern Lights party. “I hope you will join us,” the waitress said. “Once in a lifetime, you know.” Jackie laughed and picked up her wine. 
“So I've been told,” she said. “The weathermen are so often wrong, I'll believe it when I see it. Assuming it's not overcast, of course.” The waitress laughed too.
“Well for once, I hope they have it right,” the waitress said and stepped away to help another table. 
“So, you’re not eager to see the show?” Taylor asked, picking up her own wine and tasting it. Jackie was happy to see the pleased expression on her face. 
“Good?” Jackie asked about the wine, not interested in discussing lights in the sky. Taylor nodded.
“Very,” she said. “I love it.” Jackie smiled with a hint of relief. Again, she had worried she was guessing wrong when it came to what Taylor might like. And why in the world does it matter so much? she thought. Since when was pleasing Taylor, or anyone, so important? Jackie was an ass-kicking CEO and worrying about how other people felt was not in her job description. So why do I care now? Determined to move past her new and, she had to admit, really quite confusing feelings, Jackie decided tonight she would get to know Taylor better. She thought perhaps taking the mysteriousness out of their relationship would help matters. But where to start? Maybe ask if she has someone special in her life? The thought gave Jackie pause. It seemed unlikely considering Taylor's clear interest in her, but still, a person could never be sure. Suddenly, Jackie wanted to know. “So, Taylor,” Jackie started and then paused not quite sure how to ask the question without sounding like she cared about the answer. Taylor raised an eyebrow at the hesitation.
“Yes, Jackie?” she asked. Jackie suddenly felt nervous and had no idea why. So what if she has a partner or girlfriend or whatever? We’re just friends, she reminded herself.
“Just wondering if you have someone special in your life, is all,” Jackie said and took a long sip of wine but kept her eyes on the woman's face to see her reaction. She watched Taylor smile slowly, and there was mischief in her eyes. Jackie was not sure what to make of it. “What?” she asked. Taylor shrugged.
“Other than you, you mean?” Taylor asked. Jackie hesitated while she considered the comment. Boundaries, she thought and set down her glass to lean in toward Taylor.
“We talked about this,” she said, but as hard as she tried, she could not keep the pleasure from her voice. Either it was the wine or the constant compliments, but regardless, Jackie felt good. Something about Taylor's company made her feel warm, safe and, frankly, cherished. Suddenly it occurred to her there was no place she would rather be, and it only seemed fair to let Taylor know it. “Thank you for the dinner invite though,” she added. “This is...” She searched for a safe word. “It's nice.”
Jackie watched Taylor take a sip before looking Jackie in the eye. The same power was there, but the hint of desire was fading. Jackie felt a pang of disappointment. She had grown used to seeing the hunger in Taylor's eyes. “Yes, nice,” Taylor said with a half-smile and raised her glass in a toast. Jackie picked up hers, and they clinked glasses. “To ‘nice,’” Taylor said again, but Jackie could tell ‘nice' was not exactly what Taylor was hoping for however clearly it would have to suffice. Suddenly, feeling conflicted, Jackie hesitated. A part of her wanted to agree with Taylor, but another part felt a strange sense of loss. Finally, Jackie raised her glass.
“To ‘nice,’” she murmured, but deep-down Jackie was not sure if she wanted things to just be ‘nice' and she took another sip of wine.



CHAPTER 8

Standing there in the kitchen, their kiss was electric. Caught in the moment, not thinking of anything, but the feeling of Lexi's lips on hers, Anna's heart raced, and her whole body felt like liquid fire. Lexi's mouth was so perfect on hers, and she could not get enough of it. Anna pressed her body tighter against Lexi's and felt the woman shift with excitement from the friction between them. The need for more radiated off of Lexi like a wave of heat and the realization the woman wanted her so much made Anna's heart ache. It had been so long since she felt desired. Suddenly all she could think about was having Lexi's hands and mouth all over her. Just like so many years ago, she remembered. As she was about to whisper what she wanted, the oven alarm beeped again. She heard Lexi growl and then she broke the kiss. Anna noticed they were both breathless and she laughed with the thrill of it all. Lexi raised an eyebrow at her and Anna waved a hand at the oven. “Take care of whatever needs it and then make love to me,” she said, suddenly feeling bold and loving the look of at first surprise and then desire which crossed Lexi's face. In a second, the woman had the oven off and was back pulling Anna to her again. “Wait,” Anna said looking into Lexi's eyes which were filled with anticipation. She reached over and grabbed the wine and both glasses. “Now I'm ready,” she said, and Lexi grinned as she led the way to the master bedroom.
Even in the heat of the moment, Anna paused at the doorway and took in the room. A king-sized four-poster canopy bed stood in the middle of the generous, beautifully remodeled space. The walls were painted a faint light blue and edged with the warm white molding, while all the linens were of different shades of soft grays. The combination made for a blend of cool, but welcoming color.  “Oh Lexi,” Anna said as she took in the perfectness of the room. “You're so gifted. I can't believe you did all of this.” Lexi turned to look into Anna's eyes.
“I always hoped, somehow, you would see it,” she admitted. “As crazy as this sounds, I thought of you with every part.” She shook her head and gave a little laugh. “It was supposed to be a diversion, but I ended up trying to make it all something you would like.” Anna’s breath caught at the confession. So many nights, as she laid awake unable to sleep, Anna had let her mind wander to thoughts of Lexi. Questions of where she might live or who she might be with would linger, but then Anna would push them away. What was the past had to stay the past. But not now, she thought. Now, just maybe, I can have both the past and the future. Anna set the wine and glasses on the nightstand beside the bed and then took Lexi's face in her hands. The tenderness mixed with the passion she saw in the woman's eyes made her heart happy. Here was her Lexi. At last.
“It is all I would ever want,” Anna said and pulled the woman into another kiss.

LEXI'S WHOLE BODY WAS on fire. Long put away sensations roared through her and when she let the reality of the moment cross her mind, she could hardly bear it. Anna. With her at last in the bedroom Lexi built for her. It was almost too much, and surely could not last, but Lexi intended to make the most of it. Using her tongue, she dove deeper into the kiss, and when she was rewarded with a moan from Anna, Lexi felt a burn start low in her belly. Never had she wanted anyone as much as she wanted Anna in that moment. Moving with nothing but primal instinct now, Lexi grabbed Anna around the waist and lifted her up into her arms. Anna gasped with surprise and pleasure as Lexi laid her back against the duvet covering the bed before slowly sliding her hands down along the woman's hips until she was at the hem of Anna's skirt. Every part of Lexi wanted to push the fabric aside and keep going, but taking a slow breath, she closed her eyes and paused. “Are you sure?” she forced herself to ask again while praying Anna would not stop her. Lexi knew something inside her would break if things ended now.
“I'm sure,” she heard Anna whisper, and with a shudder of anticipation, Lexi did not hesitate. Pushing the skirt out of the way, Lexi ran her hands up along the smooth skin of Anna's thighs, and when she reached the lacy panties the woman was wearing, slipped a finger up under the edge and yanked them down. The move was rough, but Anna cried out excitedly, and then Lexi was no longer able to control herself. Once all the barriers were out of the way, Lexi dropped down against the side of the bed and tasted Anna for the first time in forever.

THE FORCEFUL, HUNGRY touch of Lexi's tongue hot against her clit nearly made Anna come instantly. Only by grabbing the duvet in her fists was she able to wait. She was not ready to let herself climax and wanted to make it last. There was no way to know what the future held for them and if this was the one and only time she could be with Lexi again, she wanted to cherish it. Lexi, however, was not making it easy. As the woman pressed her mouth tight against Anna's lips and sucked her quivering clit in fast, hard pulls, Anna's whole body shivered from the exquisite sensation. As the pressure inside her mounted, Anna let out a low moan of pleasure. Lexi answered by using her tongue to increase the velvety friction, and Anna felt her hips buck involuntarily. “God, Lexi,” she said starting to feel almost dizzy. “How do you do this to me?” It had been so long since anyone touched her, and even then, the feeling was nothing like this. Only Lexi was ever able to bring her body to the brink of complete abandon.
Any second, Anna knew she would come and for a fleeting moment worried what would happen next. Once Lexi has me, will that be all she wanted? she thought, but then it was too late, and the ripple of an orgasm rolled through her. She could feel the muscles inside her throb as they clenched and released in waves. Trying to relish it, Anna closed her eyes and felt her body relaxing. Then the mattress moved and suddenly Lexi was up on the bed beside her. She laid her body tight against Anna, and instead of letting Anna rest, was sliding two fingers between her lips to plunge deep inside her. The sensation of her quivering body suddenly being filled up made Anna cry out with pleasure. “What are you doing?” she gasped. 
“Taking you,” she heard Lexi say as she propped herself up on top of Anna all while slowly moving in and out. The long, hard stroking immediately brought Anna back to the brink, and she wrapped her legs around Lexi to pull her closer. The weight of the woman mixed with the constant motion of her fingers was almost too much, but she fought the urge to give in already. She wanted to savor the feeling of being so taken. Arching up, she pulled at Lexi's shirt to run her hands up the woman's back and felt the muscles quivering there. In an instant, she realized that Lexi was straining to keep control as much as she was, and it made her feel powerful. Now she slipped a leg free and lifted her hips to press between Lexi's legs. She was rewarded with a shudder. Encouraged, Anna moved faster, feeling Lexi slide her fingers back and forth inside her, brushing her clit with her thumb at each stroke. In an instant, they were working in unison, and Anna looked up into Lexi's eyes. The intensity she saw there made her catch her breath, and in that moment, Anna knew if they came together now, there would be no turning back for her. As if reading her mind, Lexi started to move faster, almost like she was desperate to lock their hearts together once again. The friction made Anna begin to quiver, and when she knew the climax was about to take her, she grabbed onto Lexi as hard as she could.
“Come with me,” she begged and was rewarded with a cry of release from Lexi. The woman began to shake, and Anna knew she was melting. Not holding back now, Anna let her own orgasm take over, and she called out Lexi's name as she came for what felt like forever.



CHAPTER 9

Taylor admired the handling of the luxurious Audi sports car as she deftly navigated it back to Jackie's skyrise condo. In the seat beside her lounged the woman, more than a little intoxicated and surprisingly giggly after they shared not one, but two bottles of wine, although it was Jackie who enjoyed ninety percent of the second one. Although Taylor would probably never be sure, it seemed after their toast about keeping things ‘nice’ between them, Jackie was hell-bent on getting wasted. Or was it just an excuse to allow her to begin flirting with me? Taylor wondered because the sensual teasing had started in earnest soon after. Not that she minded it. Having Jackie Scott look at her with lust in her eyes was all Taylor could ever hope for, empowered by alcohol or not. She had, however, restrained herself from taking full advantage, not knowing if the innuendos were a test or sincere. The question was, why would Jackie feel the need to make Taylor even more attracted to her? Ego? Considering how important, smart, and attractive Jackie was that question seemed easy to answer. The woman appeared to have pretty much everything. Or does she? One thing Taylor had learned amongst dining on excellent food and enjoyable, albeit confusing company, was that Jackie grew up in a small Oregon town about three hours south. Her beginnings, although not poor, were simple and she had broken the mold a bit when she left town to attend business school at UCLA before striking out to conquer the fashion industry in San Francisco. The work had been grueling as she started out at the bottom of the food chain, but her determination and talent had won out, and now she ran an internationally renowned designer magazine. Still, it seemed as Jackie neared her fortieth birthday, which Taylor learned about over the dessert of delicious marionberry cheesecake, she seemed to miss the straightforwardness of her more modest roots. All of which Taylor was pretty sure the woman would deny hinting about come morning. Looking at her watch, Taylor realized morning was actually not that far away. They had closed the restaurant down, and Taylor knew the workday, which would be starting in only a short six hours, would be a long one.
Checking the GPS on the dash, Taylor realized they were close to Jackie's place. “Where do I park?” she asked Jackie who was now sitting with her eyes closed. For a moment, she thought the woman was asleep, but then she smiled.
“Garage under the building,” she said. “Keycode is 5527.” Taylor followed the instructions and pulled them into Jackie's parking space while wondering how hard it would be to get an Uber at this time of the morning. Getting out of the car, she walked around to Jackie's side and opened the door. Slowly, Jackie opened her eyes and fixed Taylor with a sultry stare, which Taylor felt to her core. The flirting apparently was not yet complete. Taking a deep breath to keep herself in check else she climb into the car on top of Jackie, Taylor held out her hand.
“Come on, my lady,” she said. “Let me help you to the elevator.” Jackie tilted her head as she took Taylor's hand and allowed herself to be half lifted from the vehicle.
“You’re really are strong, you know?” Jackie said as the two of them made their way to the silver doors waiting at the end of the row of cars. “You work out, don't you,” she added, and it was not a question necessarily, but Taylor answered anyway.
“A habit from the military,” she said and stopped to push the elevator button. When the doors slid apart, Jackie moved aboard but then stopped to look back when it was evident Taylor was not following her.
“Wait,” she said. “You're not coming up?” she asked.

STEPPING BACK OUT OF the elevator and looking into Taylor's face, Jackie realized she was making a complete ass of herself tonight. For reasons she was not yet ready to analyze, the thought the woman was losing her attraction to Jackie had upset her. So much so, she purposefully drank too much and then did her damnedest to get Taylor to give her the hungry look again. The tactic had worked, and the passion was back in Taylor's serious brown eyes, but now Jackie was conflicted again. Do I want the woman to desire me or not? she thought with frustration. “Shit,” she finally muttered. “I'm really being obnoxious tonight, aren't I?” Taylor was polite enough not to answer directly and instead chuckled.
“It has been an interesting evening,” she answered. “Frankly, a little out of character I think.” Jackie sighed and felt herself slowly starting to sober.
“Actually, yes,” she said. “I can't think of the last time I had so much to drink at dinner.” Unwilling to take all the blame though, Jackie raised her chin. “You know it's your fault though, don't you?” The look of surprise and then understanding on Taylor's face made Jackie smile.
“I was wondering,” Taylor answered quietly.
“You know, what I said before is true. I'm really not a lesbian,” Jackie added. “So none of this makes sense.”  
“Does it have to?” Taylor asked. Jackie shook her head, as confused as ever.
“Probably not,” she said and then pushed the button for the elevator again. The doors slid open, and she stepped through them. “Come on,” she said to Taylor. “I promise to behave, and we can call you a ride.” She saw Taylor hesitate, and worried her ridiculous antics at dinner had ruined any chance of them at least being friends, but then Taylor came to stand beside her.
“What floor?” she asked and pushed 11 when Jackie told her. They rode up in silence and Jackie's mind was full of a million thoughts, all of which conflicted with each other. She could not understand what it was about Taylor that had her so off balance. Jackie took pride in being able to handle everything and everyone. Men had come and gone in her life, and although there were not a lot of them, there were enough for her to consider herself deft at manipulating them to her will. None had gotten under her skin. But did any of them look at me quite like Taylor does? she wondered. There was always an element of lust with the men, but with the woman beside her, there was a sense of being cherished too. Before she could determine if it was that feeling which was the difference maker, the elevator arrived, and the doors opened to the landing before her place.
“Home sweet home,” Jackie said and opened the door to lead Taylor inside. As she turned to close the door, suddenly she and the woman were face-to-face. The sensation of standing so near Taylor made Jackie catch her breath. The air was electric with the chemistry passing between them. A curl of desire ran through her body, and Jackie swallowed, suddenly wanting Taylor to kiss her with such intensity she could barely stand it. Tilting her head up, she made the invitation crystal clear and waited. 

TAYLOR LET HER EYES run over Jackie's expectant face and wanted to kiss her so much she ached, yet she hesitated. The last thing she needed was a complex relationship with a straight woman who could not make up her mind. Still, Taylor had learned in the military after losing friends in combat, life was precious and short. If ever there was a time to seize the moment, this was it. Slipping her hands around Jackie's waist, she pulled her even closer and then lowered her mouth to taste the woman's lips. Using every ounce of restraint, she kept the kiss light, so it was almost more of a taste. Jackie shuddered under the caress and feeling empowered, Taylor let her lips trail along the woman's cheek and then down the side of her neck. As she lingered to nip at the hot skin, she could feel Jackie's pulse racing. The woman wanted her, and Taylor knew it. So, what do I do about it? she thought. Take her to bed in the heat of the moment? Is that what I desire? Taylor did not think so. What she felt for Jackie was not going to be satisfied with just a one-night stand. Slowly, she pulled back a little. “I thought we were behaving,” Taylor whispered into Jackie’s ear. She felt Jackie nod.
“We are supposed to be,” she breathed and ran her hands up Taylor’s arms. “But right now, I think you’re just teasing me.”
“So, you want me to stop?” Taylor asked half-mocking, but also half-serious. She heard Jackie sigh, and when Taylor turned to look into the beautiful woman's face, she was surprised to see a hint of tears in her eyes. “Whoa,” Taylor said. “I didn't mean to upset you.” Jackie shook her head.
“You're not,” she said. “I just honestly don't know what I want, Taylor. I'm sorry.” Taylor stepped back and took Jackie's hands in hers. She looked into the woman's eyes and saw how conflicted she was, and it was the last thing Taylor ever wanted to put Jackie through. All she wanted was to make the woman happy, and this was not doing it. Now was the time to pull back and see where the future led.
“I'm not going anywhere,” Taylor said. “So there's no rush.” She lifted one of Jackie's hands and kissed the palm. It was sweet and smooth against her lips. A fleeting thought about where else the woman was probably sweet and smooth crossed her mind, but Taylor forced it down. Tonight would not be their night, and she would wait for as long as Jackie needed.
“Thank you for being patient with me,” Jackie whispered, and Taylor nodded.
“We have all the time in the world,” she said.



CHAPTER 10

Even though Lexi was awake, she kept her eyes closed to relish the moment a little longer. Anna, her Anna, was asleep in her arms. With her shoulders tucked against Lexi's chest, Lexi was able to envelop the smaller woman and enjoy the feel of her. Taking in a slow, deep breath, she could smell the scent of her hair, her skin, and all of it was everything Lexi ever wanted. For the first time in decades, she felt a sense of wholeness, as if a piece of her had been missing and now was returned. As if sensing her thoughts, Anna stirred and ran her fingers along one of Lexi's arms. Lexi froze and waited to see what was about to happen next. When Anna realized where she was and who she was with, there was no way to know what she would do. Lexi felt Anna slowly come awake, and there was a pause, but then a sigh as the woman snuggled in closer against Lexi's body. Letting out the breath she was holding, Lexi wrapped her arms tighter around Anna. “Hey,” Lexi whispered.
“Hey back,” Anna murmured with a smile in her voice. She rolled toward Lexi and ran her eyes over Lexi's face as if in a bit of disbelief. “You okay?” she asked. It was a tender question, and Lexi felt her heart ache a little at the caring in Anna's eyes. No one had ever looked at her quite that way, yet she hesitated. Do I be honest and tell her I have never felt happier? More in love than at this moment? She wondered. Or will it frighten her away? The future was so incredibly uncertain now. In less than a week, the woman was going back to California and Lexi did not know where it left her. Finally, she nodded.
“I've never been more okay,” she answered and then braced herself to ask the next question. “Are you okay, Anna?” This time there was no hesitation. Anna laid a hand on Lexi's cheek and smiled.
“More so than I could have ever imagined,” she replied. “I'm so happy I ran into you at the farmers market. It scares me to think I almost left again without this.” Lexi tried to ignore the sharp pain in her chest when Anna mentioned leaving and smiled back to relish the specialness of the moment. If this was it, she did not want to waste it. Live in the moment, she tried to tell herself, but still, the need to know at least a little of the future would not leave her. She looked into Anna's eyes.
“How long are you staying?” she asked. It was blunt, but Lexi was not a nervous teenager any longer, and there was no time to waste. Anna pursed her lips thoughtfully, and Lexi felt hope swell in her when the woman did not answer right away.
“Well,” she started. “That depends. Do you mean staying here at the farmhouse or in Astoria at the hotel? Or am I presuming too much?” Now not sure what to think, Lexi raised up on an elbow and looked down at Anna.
“Would you be willing to stay here?” she asked. “Like bring your stuff and check out of the hotel?” Anna blushed, and Lexi worried she had it all wrong, but then the woman nodded.
“If you want,” she murmured. Lexi most definitely did want and almost laughed out loud with joy. It was all she could ever want, even if it was just for the rest of the week. Then she remembered she was supposed to head to Seattle on Friday for Jackie's birthday the next day. That put a bit of a wrench in things. But then again, maybe it doesn’t, she thought. “I want you to stay here,” Lexi said. “For as long as you want, but this weekend I need to go to Seattle. It's Jackie's fortieth, and as you can imagine, it will be a party to end all parties.” Lexi hesitated but then plunged forward with nothing to lose. “Come with me,” she said. “Change your flight and come with me to Seattle for the weekend.” Anna paused and looked thoughtful, while Lexi held her breath. It was a big ask, and she knew it. Anna obviously had a whole separate life in California which could not merely be ignored. Finally, the woman nodded and pulled Lexi back down to her. She kissed her lips and then gave a little laugh.
“I will,” she answered. “It will be wonderful to go with you and so fun to see Jackie too.” Lexi grinned.
“She will definitely be surprised,” she said.

TAYLOR CHECKED HER watch and saw Jackie was unusually late. A sense of unease was starting to settle over her. She had thought the night before ended on a good note with Taylor reluctantly, but wisely leaving Jackie's apartment with all her clothes still on. They both seemed in agreement that there was much to explore between them, but the best plan was to take it slow. Of course, the minute Taylor got in the Uber, she was smacking herself on the forehead for not making love to Jackie on the kitchen table the minute she had a chance. The odds of getting so close again seemed long. The evening had been a special one, but Taylor worried it was only a rare moment when Jackie's guard was down, and not likely to be repeated. Especially now that she’s not even coming to work, Taylor thought. Beginning to become frustrated at herself for screwing up the simple relationship she had with the amazing woman, she sat on the stool in the guard shack and frowned. How can I make this right again? she thought. And what exactly would that look like? Taylor was not sure. The idea of only sharing a quick hello every weekday morning did not seem like it would be enough. Coffee delivery was sweet and had touched Taylor far out of proportion to the actual act. It means I’m on her mind too. Unfortunately, Taylor had no idea how much or in what way, especially considering their dinner and the incredible moments after.
With a sigh, Taylor ran a hand over her face and tried to be patient. No doubt there was a good reason Jackie was late, and she was making something out of nothing. I sure as hell can’t get into the habit of worrying about the woman every minute she is out of my sight, she thought. Their relationship was far too new and uncertain. Yet, she still worried. Jackie mattered to her, plain and simple. She was hooked, and Taylor knew it, which translated to her being willing to do whatever it took to keep her safe. Taylor picked up her phone and considered it. I could always text her. Do a check-in. Her thumb hovered over the app, but then she shook her head. The last thing she wanted was to irritate Jackie, especially if she was already in a bad place about things. She would wait for a face-to-face. As she started to set the phone down, it chimed, and Taylor smiled when she saw it was a text from Jackie. Thank God, she thought and read it. Although short, the words could not fill Taylor with more relief. “Forgot I had an early breakfast meeting. Yikes! See you soon,” it said.
Now it was Taylor’s turn to write something. A simple OK seemed too short, but then the honest words in her heart “can’t stop thinking of you” was a little much. Why am I so lousy at this? she thought. It was not like this was the first woman she dated. Jackie simply had an effect on her like no other. Finally, she settled for a statement somewhere in the middle. “Drive safe,” she wrote back. She meant it.

JACKIE SMILED AT TAYLOR’S reply. The woman was such the epitome of the strong, silent type. Never the personality she thought she would date. And is that what is happening here? she thought. Are we dating? She shook her head as she pulled into the parking lot of the restaurant where her meeting was being held. Luckily, she had not been able to sleep worth a damn, so when her phone notified her she had an appointment, she was not too far behind in getting ready. The dark circles under her eyes were not appealing but considering the amount of wine she drank and the lack of sleep, she knew she should be feeling a lot worse. But I’m not because I’m in that crazy euphoric “does he, or doesn’t he like me” state except now that does not quite apply, does it? Puffing out a frustrated breath, she shut off the car and picked up her purse and phone. As she did, she saw Taylor’s text still on the screen. Does she, or doesn’t she? The answer seemed pretty clear, but Jackie was not quite so arrogant to assume she was right. Now she just needed to decide where she stood on the question. Her feelings for Taylor were a mess. Every time she convinced herself it was a fluke and not real, her heart would beat faster at the thought of their sensual kiss the night before. Damn this.
Getting out of the car, Jackie paused and looked at her phone and then shot off a quick text. “Are you busy Saturday night?” she wrote. Taylor wrote right back.
“Depends on who's asking,” the text read. Jackie smiled and shook her head. Taylor was genuinely growing on her.
“Come to my birthday party with me,” she wrote back. There was a long pause this time, and Jackie worried she would not get an answer before she had to go into the restaurant, but then her phone chimed. Jackie read the text and sucked in a breath, not sure what to do in response to Taylor's question.
“As your date?” it said. To be honest, Jackie did not have a date to her own party. She had not thought about it considering she was the one being honored. Still, there would be nothing wrong with it, aside from the fact Taylor was a lesbian. It would undoubtedly cause a hell of a stir, she thought and then sighed. There was no way she could go with Taylor as her date. She simply was not ready, and as she started to text back her answer, a surprisingly strong feeling of disappointment settled over her.
It made Jackie pause and reconsider. She was about to turn forty and had not let anyone make decisions for her in over a decade. If she wanted to take a sexy, strong woman as her plus one to her own damn birthday party, she would. Jackie erased her text and wrote a new one. It was a single word.
“Yes.”



CHAPTER 11

The drive up to Seattle was perfect as Lexi navigated her GMC Yukon along the more scenic byways. Even the weather was cooperating, and as the afternoon sunlight dappled the evergreens which lined the highways, Lexi's heart was filled with happiness. In the passenger seat beside her rode Anna and that alone was a dream come true. It had been decades since Lexi drove the woman somewhere and yet here they were as if no time had passed at all. Anna had found an ’80s station on the radio and, with the windows down and her hair whipping in the wind, she belted out the lyrics to one song after another. When there was a commercial break, Anna turned the station down and leaned over to take Lexi's hand. “I want you to know I love this,” she said, and Lexi grinned.
“I can tell, and my heart could not be happier,” she said. “Thank you for coming with me.” Anna gave her hand a squeeze.
“Thank you for asking me,” she said. “I wasn't ready to go back to LA yet anyway. Not now.” Lexi glanced over at her and saw the loving look in Anna's eyes. It melted her heart, and she lifted Anna's hand to kiss it. Anna sighed and looked out the windshield at the beautiful day. “I can't believe how amazing I feel right now,” she said and then suddenly blushed.
“What are you thinking?” Lexi asked. Anna took back her hand and ran it through her tousled hair.
“Well,” she said. “I was thinking the multiple orgasms last night probably have something do with it.” Now it was Lexi's turn to blush, but more from the remembered passion than any embarrassment.
“You were fantastic,” she said with a glance at Anna.
“We both were,” Anna said, and Lexi noted a mischievous look in her eye. The woman slowly leaned back toward the passenger door and faced Lexi. With a sly smile, she started to unbutton the top button on her blouse. “I hope we get some along time again soon,” she said and moved to the second button. Lexi licked her lips and felt a tightness start low in her belly.
“Anna, what are you doing to me?” she whispered. Anna giggled but did not stop. She was halfway down, and the lace of her sexy bra was starting to show when the radio music started again. The moment Lexi heard the song, she froze. It was their song. She glanced at Anna and saw the woman recognized it too, and she paused to listen. As the man sang the lyrics, Lexi had to swallow hard to keep the emotions she suddenly felt from overwhelming her. The words rang so true now, and when she looked at Anna again, there were tears in her eyes.
“Hey,” Lexi said. “Are we okay?” Anna let out a sob, and now Lexi was concerned enough to slow down and pull off onto the gravel shoulder of the two-lane highway. She stopped the car and took Anna's hands in hers. A tear ran down the woman's beautiful face, and Lexi felt her own eyes stinging. “Hey,” Lexi said again. “Talk to me.” Anna shook her head and wiped at her eyes.
“Oh, Lexi,” she said. “I know I'm being silly, but a part of me is so sad. We wasted so much time. I should have come back sooner.” Lexi leaned across the console and took Anna in her arms. She kissed the woman, and they held each other for a long time before Lexi sighed and nodded.
“We both should have, but we have each other now,” she finally said and hoped with all her heart what she said was true.

WHEN JACKIE SAW ANNA Patten standing beside her sister Lexi as she opened the door, she almost dropped her glass of wine. The woman on whom Lexi had a crush, if not more, back in high school and who had broken her sister's heart, actually had the nerve to come to back. Noticing Jackie's unhappy expression, Lexi jumped in to interrupt any unpleasantness. “Let it go, Jackie,” she said. “And invite us in.” Jackie frowned. She was not much for letting things go when it came to people she cared about being hurt, but she also knew now was not the time to make a scene over it. Besides, Anna had been a friend of hers in high school, and although the circumstances were not perfect, it was good to see her again. Finally, Jackie smiled as graciously as she could and stepped aside to welcome them. Still, as Anna passed her, Jackie could not resist throwing a few daggers, but Anna held her chin up and gave Jackie a look of her own. It was clear the woman was not going to be intimidated.
“Hello, Jackie,” she said. “I love your place.” Jackie nodded, appreciating the fact Anna was not acting at all embarrassed or ashamed. She earned points for that.
But what the hell is she doing here? Jackie thought. Last she heard, through the long tentacles of the Astoria grapevine, the woman was married to a man and was an accomplished nurse practitioner with her own clinic in Los Angeles. At some point soon, Jackie resolved to get Anna alone and drill her for some answers. For now, she played hostess.
“Thank you, Anna. You look fabulous, by the way,” she said as she moved to hug her sister. “And you are looking pretty spry yourself, big sis,” she added to Lexi. In fact, she is absolutely glowing, Jackie thought and wondered just how long the two women had been seeing each other again. Then she unexpectedly had an image of herself glowing because of Taylor and for a second considered if she was a bit of a hypocrite. After all, she was in some sort of yet-to-be-determined relationship with a woman herself, and she had not told Lexi. Because I know she won’t like the idea much either. Not in the mood to analyze all of it right now, she wandered into the kitchen area and grabbed two more glasses from the wine cupboard. “Wine before we head out to dinner?” she offered.
“Love some,” Anna answered a little too quickly, and Jackie smiled. Not quite as confident as she is putting on, she thought and put the glasses on the counter. She glanced at Lexi.
“Sister?” she asked. Lexi nodded.
“As long as you promise to be nice,” she said with a raised eyebrow. Jackie tilted her head and smiled.
“Of course,” she said. 

DINNER HAD STARTED off awkward, but once Anna was able to steer the conversation from the past and get Jackie talking about the present and her job, things smoothed over. Everyone shared their most recent accomplishments, and Anna had to say the three of them were quite impressive. Even though their careers were as vastly different as they could probably be, each had done well by following their passion. There’s something to say about that, Anna had thought. Their discussion eventually wound around to Jackie's birthday party the next evening, and it was fun to see how excited Jackie was about it. Planning it had been in the works for a year and a number of people significant in the design industry as well as a few local celebrities would be on hand.
“And to think the whole event was almost screwed up because of the northern lights thing happening,” Jackie said. “Although now I think it will be fun because the Space Needle will have the best seat in the house.”  Lexi nodded. 
“I hadn't thought of that, but you're right. We will have a spectacular view since the weather is cooperating,” she said. Anna had heard a bit about the Aurora borealis effect being predicted but being heads down getting her family's old home packed and sold, she was out of the loop.
“So, what's going on exactly?” she asked. Jackie waved her hand.
“Apparently a solar storm where the sun hiccups or something,” she said with a laugh. “I've meant to Google it, but I've been a bit ...” Jackie trailed off, and Anna glanced at Lexi. This was not the first time Jackie referenced being busy or distracted the last few days.
“Is everything okay with you?” Lexi asked her. “You seem unusually preoccupied, and the Jackie I know is normally laser-focused.” Jackie gave an awkward little laugh and picked up her drink to take a sip as if to buy time. Lexi leaned forward and gave her sister a hard look. “Spill it,” she said. Anna watched Jackie down the rest of her lemon drop cocktail and then hesitate. Well, whatever it is, this is going to be interesting, Anna thought.
“I’m dating someone,” Jackie finally admitted. “Sort of.”
“Sort of?” Lexi asked with a raised eyebrow. Jackie shrugged.
“Sort of,” she repeated. Lexi shook her head.
“Oh Jackie,” she said. “Please tell me it’s not a married guy.” Jackie laughed wryly.
“No, don’t worry, nothing like that,” she said and waved for the waiter. “I’m going to need another drink, I think.” Anna watched the woman as she ordered and suddenly had the strongest sense of intuition. No way, she thought as the idea evolved in her head, but then, somehow, maybe because she'd had the same look on her own face a hundred times over the years, she knew.
“It's a woman,” Anna said softly, and Jackie turned to stare at her.
“How did you guess?” Jackie asked, and Anna only had to glance at Lexi for Jackie to get it. Sometimes you just love who you love.
“What?” Lexi said a little too loud and Anna saw color rising to her lover's cheeks. “You're not serious?” Luckily, Jackie's drink arrived, and everyone had a chance to take a deep breath. Anna took Lexi's hand under the table and gave it a squeeze of reassurance.
“Oh, I'm definitely serious,” Jackie said. “And how can you of all people have a problem with this?” Lexi opened her mouth to say something but then paused. She closed it, shook her head, and stayed quiet.
“When can we meet her?” Anna asked trying to move things forward. Jackie smiled, and Anna saw the woman's face light up. She really has feelings for this woman, she thought. Like I have for Lexi I almost believe. Maybe not the history, but undoubtedly the attraction.
“Tomorrow night,” Jackie said. “She’s going to the party.” She paused and took a sip while looking at Lexi. “As my date.”



CHAPTER 12

As Saturday evening came at last, Taylor looked at herself in the mirror in her condo's bathroom and smiled. She looked good, and she knew it. When Jackie invited her to the big birthday party, Taylor did not hesitate to go to the most popular designer clothing shop in town and explain right out of the gate where she was going and with who. The clerks were more than happy to help her select the perfect outfit. Not something which I would have normally even gone. This is why I left it to the professionals, she thought and turned left then right to see the fit. But damn if it isn’t perfect. The pants and shirt fit her muscular body like a glove and Taylor wondered what Jackie’s reaction would be and hoped she liked it. Because when it comes to clothes, this is as good as I get. 
Leaving the bathroom, she went to the kitchen and poured herself two fingers of good scotch into a glass and sipped it. A little liquid courage was in order after Jackie sent a text earlier and mentioned her sister and a friend would be in the limo with her when they came to pick Taylor up. Not the most social of creatures, the idea of suddenly meeting people close to Jackie made her nervous. Especially considering the new folks might have been a bit surprised to find out Jackie was going to her party with a woman as her plus one. To be honest, even Taylor was still surprised at the invitation. Their interactions, although intense, were few. However, Taylor guessed Jackie was not one to hesitate when she decided on something. And so, does that mean I’m it? she thought and sipped again. As crazy as it all was, Taylor could not be more excited about the idea Jackie wanted her in her life enough to take her as a date. Even though the chemistry between them was an eleven on a scale of one to ten, it did not always translate to being welcome as a public part of a woman's life. Which was the primary reason Taylor always steered clear of straight women, but when it came to Jackie, all logic seemed to go right out the door. Only time would tell if she was making a huge mistake. 
With a sigh, Taylor finished her drink and looked at her watch. Jackie would be texting any minute for her to come down and meet them at the car. Putting on her jacket, Taylor took one last look at herself in the mirror in her entranceway. Just as she was considering going down early, her phone chimed with a text. “Ready?”
“Ready,” she wrote back and headed down the single flight of stairs to the front door. Pausing to take a deep breath, she went out and saw the black limo waiting. The driver held the door for her. Ducking inside, she sat down next to Jackie. She looked like a total knockout tonight in a shimmery champagne dress that molded to every curve. “Jesus, you look incredible,” she blurted before she could stop herself. Jackie smiled at the compliment.
“So do you,” she said letting her eyes roam over Taylor's body before turning to the other two women in the car. Taylor followed her look and saw a pretty woman dressed in a sexy, short black dress. Taylor smiled hello and then looked at the second woman. In an instant, she realized she was face-to-face with another lesbian, who was giving her a very hostile look.

AS ANNA WATCHED, THE surprised look on the new woman’s face was almost comical. Evidently, Jackie failed to mention her sister was a lesbian as well, she thought and covered her mouth with her hand to hide a smile. Lexi noticed however and apparently did not seem to find the situation quite as amusing. “What?” she asked. Anna shook her head and held out her hand to Jackie’s friend.
“I'm Anna,” she said, and the woman took it undoubtedly grateful for a friendly gesture.
“Nice to meet you,” she said. “I’m Taylor.” Then Taylor turned to Lexi and offered her hand. “And I am assuming you're Jackie's sister.” Lexi paused, looking unhappy with the situation, but then manners won out, and she shook Taylor's offered hand.
“Lexi,” she said, and Anna saw her shoot a look at Jackie. Anna, ever the peacekeeper by nature, forged ahead in cutting the tension. 
“So, how did you two meet?” she asked. Jackie smiled and put a hand on Taylor’s shoulder. 
“Work, actually,” she said and returned Lexi’s glance. “And, big sister, you should know Taylor is an Army veteran who came to my rescue.” Lexi looked at Taylor.
“I see,” she said as if what Jackie said explained things a bit. “So, she’s your hero?” Anna saw Taylor bristle a bit at the remark. Oh great, two dominate females duking it out here in the limo, she thought knowing Lexi was protective by nature and would do anything to keep her sister from being hurt.
“Be nice, Lexi,” Jackie said starting to look upset at the turn of events. “I don't want this to ruin my party. Can't we all get along for tonight at least?”
“Maybe you should let me out here,” Taylor suggested still not breaking eye contact with Lexi. “I never intended to cause friction.” Lexi sighed and shook her head.
“No, don’t do that,” she said. “I’m just...” Her words trailed off. “I’m still getting my head around this is all.” Taylor nodded.
“Fair enough,” she said, and Anna saw her look at Jackie with a wry smile. “You know, telling me you sister had a girlfriend would have been good information to have.” Anna could not suppress a giggle, and everyone looked at her. She waved her hand.
“I'm sorry,” she said. “But here I was so worried about how things would go at the party, and now I realize none of that matters one bit.” After a pause, Jackie started to laugh with her.
“No kidding,” she said. “I just want to have fun! I plan to dance and celebrate.” Taylor chuckled too.
“You realize no one is going to care, right? We're making this much more of a thing than it needs to be,” she said. Anna turned to Lexi who did not look convinced, and she realized the woman was remembering the years of being an outcast in the small town where they grew up. There was still a lot of pain there, and Anna knew Lexi did not want to see her sister have to struggle with any of it. Suddenly wanting to comfort her, Anna laid her head against the side of Lexi's shoulder.
“It’s going to be okay,” she whispered. Lexi nodded.
“Different places, different times,” she said and finally smiled. “And Jackie’s right. Let’s party!”

LEXI KNEW SHE WAS OVERREACTING and her instincts told her Taylor honestly did have good intentions toward her sister. One look at the tenderness in the woman's eyes when she looked at Jackie, and it was clear she was wrapped around her finger. If I should be concerned about anyone, maybe it is Taylor, she thought still a bit befuddled by what Jackie was doing. Not that her sister was ever boy crazy or had even brought many men around over the years, but Lexi never translated that to her being a lesbian. So, is she, or isn’t she? Lexi shook her head, frustrated she was letting herself fall into the trap of forcing labels on everything and felt Anna squeeze her hand gently. She knew how much Lexi was struggling and it was just one more reason Lexi felt so connected to her. They had history. A lot of it was a mess, and there was a hell of a gap in it, but still, their past was a shared one, and it helped. Lexi turned to her and smiled, thankful Anna was there. Since they were teenagers, she was a calming influence, and it dawned on Lexi it was probably one reason why she was such a successful nurse practitioner. She did not get agitated like Lexi was prone to when things were complicated. And things are suddenly becoming extremely complicated. 
Thankfully, before Lexi had to analyze the situation any further, the limo pulled up to the Space Needle. As the driver let them out, Lexi helped Anna and looked up. The landmark towered over them. She felt Taylor step up beside her and study the thing too. “You’ve been up there?” Taylor asked. Lexi nodded.
“Twice. Field trip as a kid, then just being a tourist one weekend a few years ago,” she answered. “Have you?” Taylor shook her head.
“I'm new in town. Thought about it, but I guess tonight's the night. How tall is it?” she asked. Jackie joined them, and Lexi watched her take Taylor's arm. It looked natural, and when Lexi glanced at her sister's face, she was clearly happy and excited about the evening. Just the way I would ever want it, Lexi thought.
“The restaurant is 500 feet up,” she said in answer to Taylor’s question. “The views are fantastic. You can see for miles.” Taylor chuckled at Jackie’s excitement.
“Well, let's get going then,” she said, and together they all walked into the building at the base of the tower. An usher was already waiting for them.
“Ms. Scott?” he asked, clearly having been prepped on what Jackie looked like to be ready for her arrival and Lexi saw it pleased her sister. “Right this way.” Jackie smiled, and the group moved to the elevators. A minute later, they were up in the tower and walking into the restaurant. The lavishly decorated room was already lively with guests and music was playing. A waiter met them at the door and greeted them with flutes of champagne. Lexi chuckled.
“You've outdone yourself,” she told her sister.
“Yes, truly magnificent,” Anna added. Jackie clapped her hands and laughed.
“It’s perfect. The team pulled it off,” she said. “This will be a night to remember.” Everyone agreed.



CHAPTER 13

Of course, she would be a good dancer, Jackie thought with a shake of her head as she watched her date move around the dance floor with Daniel, Jackie's assistant. There was seeming to be nothing Taylor could not do well. Just when Jackie worried her slightly introverted new friend would be uncomfortable, Taylor switched things up and proved to not only be outgoing with her other guests, but a few women were beginning to openly flirt with her. Jackie had not taken into account how much the design industry welcomed a menagerie of personalities, so of course, LGBTQA was well-represented. And to think I actually worried for two seconds anyone would care I came with a woman. Although I might not be leaving with one if I don't keep an eye on things. As Jackie watched a cute brunette joined Daniel and Taylor, Jackie was pretty sure Taylor would not be interested. But not 100%. After all, they were still figuring out their own relationship. 
Taylor dancing with others was entirely Jackie's fault anyway. The evening had been magical so far, but it did require Jackie to mix and mingle with all of her guests. She had chatted over hors d'oeuvre with at least twenty-five people so far, but now as she half-listened to a very pregnant young woman gush over how much she loved Jackie's magazine, she had a direct line of sight to Taylor. Damn if that brunette isn’t moving in, she thought. As the other woman started to press her body up against Taylor, Jackie wondered what her date would do about it. Glancing toward the open bar, she noticed Lexi and Anna standing together at a cocktail table and realized they were watching Taylor too. No doubt what the woman did in the next ten seconds would dictate a lot about how the rest of the evening would go. Come on, Taylor. Be the kind of person I believe you to be.
As if reading Jackie's thoughts, Taylor smiled at the brunette's come on, then gave her a polite “no thanks” and walked straight off the dance floor. Jackie let out the breath she did not even know she was holding as her date wandered over to stand with Lexi and Anna. Anna gave the woman a big smile, and Lexi waved a waiter over to order another round of drinks. Jackie turned back to the young woman who was still babbling about designers and photographers. “If you'll excuse me,” Jackie said. “Thank you so much for coming.”
“Oh, okay,” the pregnant woman said, but Jackie was already strolling toward Taylor who was standing with her back to her. As she approached, she saw Anna nod in her direction. Taylor turned, and Jackie gave her the sultriest smiled she had in her arsenal. She saw an appreciation of Jackie's sexiness jump into Taylor's eyes, followed immediately by desire. Jackie's heart skipped a beat at the hungry look. As she reached her date, she put her arms around Taylor's neck to look into her face.
“Dance with me?” Jackie murmured. Taylor grinned.
“Done mingling?” she asked with no hint of irritation, only understanding. Jackie nodded.
“Done mingling,” she answered. “No more business. It’s time to party.”

ANNA WATCHED THE TWO women ease out onto the dance floor, and people moved aside when they saw it was the birthday girl. Jackie clearly loved it, and Taylor was a good sport as she let her woman have the spotlight. Then a new song started with more of a jazz beat, and Taylor took Jackie's hand to twirl her. Anna raised an eyebrow at Lexi. Soon Taylor was leading Jackie through fun moves with hands behind their backs, over the shoulders, and with lots of hip shaking. The crowd was standing in a circle around them by the end, and when the song finished, there was an enthusiastic cheer with applause. Jackie was laughing, and her cheeks were flushed. She looked delighted to know Taylor could dance like that and Anna heard Lexi sigh as she picked up her cocktail. “I've never seen my sister look so happy,” she said and took a drink. Anna nodded.
“They are quite a couple,” she said. “If Jackie’s as outgoing and driven as she was in high school, Taylor might be exactly the stabilizing and steady counter force she needs.” Lexi set down her drink and turned to Anna with her hand out.
“Jackie's still the same, and I hate to admit it, but I think you're right,” she said. “So, if you can't beat them, then I think the saying is to join them. Dance with me?”
Anna smiled and took Lexi’s hand. “Nothing I’d like to do more,” she said. Lexi paused.
“Nothing?” she said with a sly grin. Anna felt herself blush and giggled.
“Well, maybe one more thing, but that will have to wait,” she said.
“Not too long I hope,” Lexi added as she led Anna to the dance floor. She smiled as they started to dance together to the music.
“That makes two of us,” Anna said and watched as Jackie noticed them. She guided Taylor over and soon the four of them were dancing together. Anna could not remember the last time she danced with such abandon, but she was having the time of her life. Lexi kept giving her sexy, promising looks. The music was a perfect mix of old and new dance hits, and as Cher came on, the crowd shouted along with the lyrics. Although she looked forward to being in Lexi's arms later, at this moment, she could not be happier. She moved in close to Lexi and put her arms around the woman's neck. Lexi responded by taking Anna by the hips. “Thank you,” Anna said. “For inviting me and making this all happen.” Lexi leaned forward and kissed her. She felt it to her toes. Whatever the future held for them, Anna resolved to make it work so they were together. No more lost time, she thought.

LEXI HELD ANNA, AND it was bliss. She was with the woman of her dreams, and as Lexi moved to whisper as much into her ear, a yell of excitement went up near the windows. “It's starting,” the voice called out. People all rushed to the window and Lexi led Anna with them. Jackie and Taylor were right beside her, and the four looked out. What Lexi saw took her breath away it was so majestic. Radiant purples and blues, edged with an array of greens, all shot through with yellow streamers. No matter what people had predicted about the light show, it could not compare to it in reality. “It's so...,” Anna started. “I don't even know the word to use. I've never seen anything like it, not even in photographs.” Lexi nodded, unable to voice how spectacular it was either, and pulled Anna in front of her to hug her from behind while looking over her shoulder. Anna gathered Lexi's arms as if they both knew this was a special moment not to be forgotten.
“Happy birthday, Jackie,” Lexi heard Taylor say and looked over to see the woman holding Jackie in her arms. “Everything you seem to do has a touch of magic to it.” Taylor leaned down and kissed her. Lexi saw Jackie hesitate for the briefest of moments and then return the kiss with abject passion. The chemistry between them was electric. It was a sight Lexi never would have imagined she’d see and yet, it was okay. Somehow Lexi knew Taylor would take care of her sister. Suddenly, Lexi felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. She ignored it until she saw a few people around her pull out cell phones too. Curious, Lexi decided to check the message and noticed Taylor was looking at her Apple watch with a frown. With a sense of unease, Lexi looked. An SMS emergency warning symbol filled the small screen.
“Alert: Geomagnetic Sudden Impulse expected; Space Weather Message Code: WARSUD; Serial Number: 1; Issue Time: Apr 27 2230 PST; Valid From: Apr 27 2245 PST; Valid To: Apr 27 2345 UTC,” Lexi read and then looked up to Taylor who was moving toward her with Jackie trailing behind.
“Well, that doesn't sound good,” Lexi murmured feeling her concern mounting when she saw the serious, no-nonsense look on Taylor's face.
“We need to get everyone down from here. Right now,” Taylor said, and Lexi saw her start to scan the room. “I need to find someone who knows the structure's layout, so we can locate the stairs.” Jackie waved her hands.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” she said. “What are you talking about? What is happening?” Taylor did not answer and instead started to walk away. Lexi guessed she was going to go find someone who could help her locate the exits when Jackie grabbed her arm. “Taylor!” she said. “What is happening?” Taylor, already in what Lexi could only think of as combat-mode, paused and turned back to Jackie. Once she saw the confused look the woman was giving her, Lexi watched Taylor's face soften. She reached up and tenderly touched Jackie's face. For a second, Lexi thought the woman might kiss her again, but then Taylor took Jackie by the shoulders.
“Jackie, I need you to trust me. I think something bad is coming so I have to ask you to do exactly what I say, okay?” Taylor told her quietly. Jackie blinked, and Lexi knew probably no one since their parents had said such a thing to her. She opened her mouth to respond but then closed it and nodded.
“But at least explain what's happening,” Anna said, and Lexi was proud to hear her voice was calm.
“We are about to lose all power,” Taylor said. “Everywhere.”



CHAPTER 14

“What can we do?” Lexi asked Taylor. Taylor paused and tried to think through everything which needed to happen in the next fifteen minutes, assuming the alert was accurate in predicting a surge.
“Locate the stairs down. The way will be illuminated with exit signs, at least until we lose power,” Taylor instructed. “I’m not counting on any emergency generators kicking in if they have any sort of electrical components.” Lexi nodded.
“I’m on it,” she said and turned to Anna to pull her into a quick embrace. She kissed her. “I’ll be right back,” Lexi told Anna.
“Be careful,” Anna told her, and Lexi nodded as she started to go.
“Prop the door open somehow,” Taylor added after her. “Just in case it has any electronic latch.” Lexi took off, and Taylor saw the crowd of over a hundred people were starting to get restless as word spread about the alert. Whispers of “what does it mean?” were passing from person to person. Any second now and I’m going to have a panic on my hands, she thought and turned to Anna and Jackie. “Go table by table and blow out any candle,” she instructed. “Then bring them up to the bar.” Jackie looked puzzled.
“But won’t they provide light?” she asked.
“Later. Right now, we need to make sure none are knocked over. The last thing we need is any fire,” she explained. She saw Anna nod with understanding, but Jackie still looked perplexed. Not her element, Taylor thought and felt her heart sadden. Jackie was smart and amazing, but her battles were in boardrooms. Slowly, Taylor stepped closer to Jackie and looked into her face. The woman's eyes were wide, and Taylor worried. If she was right about what was coming, the days ahead could be especially hard on the woman she cared so much about. She hated knowing it. Pulling Jackie tight to her, she kissed her. Even in the mix of what was going on around them, Taylor felt the pull of want rise up through her. Somehow, someway, I will get us back to a place where we can explore this further. 
As if feeling it too, Jackie wrapped her arms around Taylor and kissed back harder, pressing her whole body into her. For a moment, Taylor wanted nothing more than just to step aside and let someone else lead the mass of scared people. She just wanted to be responsible for Jackie, but in her heart, she could not turn away from what needed to be done. Taylor pulled back and looked into Jackie's eyes. They were less afraid now, even had a smoky hint of sultry Taylor had never seen before, and Taylor smiled. “I promise it will be okay,” Taylor said. “I'll make sure of it.” Jackie nodded and then with Anna disappeared into the restless crowd to gather candles. Gritting her teeth in frustration at all of it, Taylor resolved to keep her promise and then turned away to get the job done. She pushed through the crowd to the bar and, with adrenaline raging through her, leaped onto it. A few people noticed and stopped to watch. Taylor raised her arms over her head and waved them.
“Everybody listen to me,” she shouted. “Is anyone here law enforcement or had military training?” Two men stepped forward. Perfect, Taylor thought knowing she was going to need help. “On me,” she told them. “Everyone else, we may be about to lose power, and it will get dark in here. Before that happens, I need you to follow the exit signs to the stairs down.” People looked around at each other.
“Stairs? Are you nuts?” someone yelled back. “I'm taking the elevator.” People nodded, and some started to peel off to go that way.
“Stop,” Taylor shouted. “If you take the elevators, you are at risk of becoming trapped.” There was a murmur in the crowd as they considered this, but Taylor saw a few people were still moving away. She looked at the two men who were now at the bar with her and was glad to see they were good size and looked strong because she knew she was about to ask them to do the impossible. “No one gets on the elevators,” she said to them. “Got it?” The men nodded. “Go,” Taylor ordered, and they took off to push through the crowd to take up posts at the doors.

AS JACKIE RETURNED with an armload of votive candles in small glass holders, she saw Taylor on the bar and stopped. The woman was standing tall while patiently instructing a large group of people to try their phones and download the flashlight app if they did not already have it. Never had Jackie seen a more confident and sexy person in her life and it sent a shiver of both pride and unmistakable attraction through her. The kisses she shared with Taylor just moments before lingered on her lips, and she kicked herself for not realizing until now how much she wanted Taylor to kiss her so much more. But no, I wait until we are in the middle of a damn emergency to figure it out, she thought as she pushed past a couple more people to the bar. As she set down the candles, Taylor looked at her and Jackie saw a mixture of control and determination in her eyes. A realization struck her. This woman has been in dangerous situations before. It made sense considering her military experience, but now Jackie wondered just how extreme was the woman’s time in the service. Biting her lip, Jackie realized there was even more to Taylor than met the eye. 
Taylor crouched down. “You okay?” she asked Jackie softly. Jackie nodded, and it was true. Having Taylor there, taking charge of things, was making all the difference. It was incredibly reassuring to have an ex-MP running things, considering they were ninety stories up in the air and it was about to be pitch black. Suddenly, shouting started near the doors leading out of the restaurant. “Get behind the bar,” Taylor told her. Jackie frowned not understanding, but as promised, did like she was told. Anna, who had just made the trip back with her candles, followed Jackie without question too. Jackie turned to the other woman, saw the concern on her face and realized Lexi was not back yet. Her heart skipped a beat as she worried about her sister.  Where is she? she thought as the yelling grew louder. It sounded like a fight was breaking out.  Come on, Lexi. How hard could it be to find an exit? As if conjuring her from the air, Lexi appeared forcing her way through the crowd now moving in mass the other way. Anna was beside her in a moment and put her arms around her waist. They looked at Taylor. 
“I found the stairs,” Lexi said. “They are on the other end of the foyer from the elevators. I propped the door open with a couple wadded up towels. What’s next?” Taylor jumped down from the bar.
“Stay here, no matter what. When the power goes, this crowd is going to panic and mob,” she said. “I don't want any of you to get knocked down.” Taylor turned to go, and Jackie felt a sudden and unexpected panic of her own.
“Where are you going? Why aren't you getting back here?” she asked, but already knew the answer. Her date was a leader, and the woman was going to go try and keep things civilized. Jackie reached across the bar to grab Taylor's arm, and she paused. Their eyes met, and Jackie saw the bold and hot look she knew she was growing to love. “Please be careful,” Jackie said. Even in all the chaos, Taylor grinned and gave her a wink.
“Be right back,” she said, and at that moment, the lights went out.

ANNA WAS HOLDING LEXI's arm when the room was plunged into darkness. The only light was the eerie green coming in all the windows from the Aurora borealis still going on outside. People reacted precisely like Taylor said they would. They panicked. Anna watched a horde of people surge toward the doors to the restaurant and the mass headed for the elevators. “They're going the wrong way,” Lexi said. “The stairs are the other direction.” Suddenly, Anna was faced with a dilemma. She could stay where she was and be safe as people ran over each other to get out or she could go help people to the stairs. It was no contest.
“Then we need to go guide them,” Anna said and started around the bar. Lexi covered her hand with her own and stopped her for a moment. Anna knew she was facing a dilemma too. She wants to keep me safe, Anna thought. But I believe she is also not the kind of person who just stands by when something needs to be done. Anna paused and watched Lexi’s face in the green light, hoping she was right. Finally, with a nod, Lexi came with her.
“Let’s try and stay on the edge of this wave though,” she said as they moved out toward the group of people who are now desperate to get out of the Space Needle.
“Wait,” Anna heard Jackie call after them. “I'm not staying here by myself.” Anna held out her hand and took ahold of Jackie, so all three of them were connected and then led the group into the fray.

TAYLOR ELBOWED HER way through the throng of people all pressing up against the elevators and reached the two men she stationed there. Even in the dim light, she could see both were bloodied as if they were in a fist fight. Taylor was proud of them for standing their ground. “Anyone on the elevator?” she asked, and both men shook their heads. Taylor nodded. “Well done. Still up for some heroics? I'm going to need someone to lead the line down the stairs.” The bigger of the two shrugged.
“You bet,” he said but the other shook his head.
“I need to find my wife. She’s pregnant,” he said. Oh Christ, Taylor thought. A woman with a baby on board could be a problem, but she would worry about her later. Taylor waved for the man to leave. 
“Go to her but stay back until we clear this mass of people,” she instructed. “Then we can help you get her down the stairs.” He nodded and plunged into the crowd with a vengeance. Taylor turned around and looked into the scared faces of the people around her. “Okay, listen up,” she yelled. “Elevators are dead, so I want you to get in a line and follow me to the stairs. We go down one at a time.” Taylor knew the crowd's response could go either way and was relieved when people started to move more calmly instead of in a flurry of panic. Thankful, Taylor made her way through the crowd again until she was headed toward where Lexi said the stairs were at the other end of the foyer. As she did, she saw Jackie, Lexi, and Anna were already there moving people single file through the door. A ripple of irritation, but then appreciation, went through her as she saw how calm they were all being as they helped people. Especially Jackie, she thought. The incredible woman gave each person a smile and nod of reassurance almost as if she was thanking them for coming to her party. Taylor shook her head in amazement in how well it was working. After years of being in the mix of combat settings, Taylor knew some people were just natural leaders. It was clear Jackie's powerful personality was translating from the designer runways to the situation at hand.
Taylor led her group forward, and they joined the line moving along. As she got closer, Taylor heard Anna and Lexi telling people to go extra slow and hold onto the handrail. “Be careful because it is hard to see,” Anna said to a man as he walked by. Taylor could not have hoped for a better team, and she stepped up beside Jackie to help. “You don't listen very well,” she said in the woman's ear. Jackie glanced at her.
“You're not the boss of me,” she replied with a hint of amusement, which Taylor found utterly endearing considering the circumstances. Taylor knew the best soldiers were the ones who could keep it light even when the shit was hitting the fan. She nodded.
“Fair enough,” she said and turned to help the next person in line out the door.



CHAPTER 15

As the last of the few guests went past Anna, she let out a deep breath of relief. Finally, it would be their turn, and her group of friends could get out of the dark Space Needle and back on the ground. Although she knew the trip down the ninety flights would be grueling and undoubtedly scary, being this far up with so much uncertainty all around made her uncomfortable. The feeling of being trapped nagged at her. It was time to go. “I'm going to clear the room,” she heard Taylor say as the last woman passed by them. “But I want you to start down. I can catch up.”
Jackie shook her head. “I'll stay with you,” she said. “I don't want to be worried about you for the next 900 steps, if you don't mind. Not to mention, considering I'm in designer heels, I really don't want to make this trip, period.” Taylor started to shake her head to argue when a man, one of the two Anna recognized as volunteering to help earlier, rushed up.  
“I need your help,” he said, and Anna realized he was borderline frantic. A sense of unease passed over her. Something was wrong, and there was no one else to help him but them. “It's my wife,” he continued. “I think she's going into labor.”  
“Shit,” Taylor muttered. “I have to admit, I forgot about you in the effort to get people down. Where is she?”  
“Near the windows. It's too dark anywhere else,” he answered, and Anna could see he was desperate to show them where his wife was so Anna immediately stepped up beside him. Calming him down was priority number one if his wife really was about to have a baby.  
“I can help,” she said to him keeping her voice calm and even. “Take me to her.” As they hurried away, she heard Lexi explaining Anna's profession to Taylor.  
“Are you kidding?” Taylor said. “Thank God for small favors.” After that, Anna ignored them. It was time to get her head in the game. As they approached the moaning woman on the floor, Anna knelt down beside her. Taking her hand, she looked into the scared woman's face. “Hi, my name's Anna,” she said. “I'm a nurse practitioner, and I'm here to help you. What shall I call you?” The woman smiled with a hint of relief on her face.  
“I'm Hillary,” she said. “I am so glad you are here.” Anna smiled.
“Well, Hillary, I'm glad too. Now, how many weeks are you?” she asked.  
“Thirty-six. He's due on May 3rd,” Hillary answered, and Anna wondered what in the world had inspired the young woman to come to a party when she was so far along, but then Jackie knelt down on the other side of the woman. Hillary reached out to touch Jackie's arm. “I'm so sorry I am messing up your birthday party,” she said. Anna could tell Hillary was a bit star struck by Jackie Scott. Well, that explains that, Anna thought. Jackie took the woman's hand.  
“You are not messing up anything,” she said with a smile. “This is a special occasion. We will have the same birthday.” Anna glanced at Jackie and was thankful to see the reassuring look on her face. Keeping Hillary relaxed and calm was critical, and Jackie was doing a great job. She returned her focus to the woman in labor.  
“Hillary,” she said. “Do you know how far apart the contractions are?” The man who came to get them spoke up from beside Hillary's head.  
“Three minutes,” he said. Anna nodded and gave him a questioning look. “I'm not sure I caught your name.”  
“Brian,” he said.  “And thank you so much for helping us.”

LEXI GATHERED THE CANDLES from the top of the bar and carried them to where Anna knelt between the legs of the woman in labor. Although no one asked her, Lexi made the leap things would go smoother if they had more light. Anna saw her approach and smiled when she noticed what Lexi was carrying. “Perfect,” she said. Lexi started to set them down nearby figuring Anna would place them where she needed.  
“We'll see,” Lexi said. “I need to go back behind the bar and find some way to light them.”  
“I'll come with you,” Taylor offered, and the two of them walked away. As soon as they were away from the others, Taylor leaned into Lexi to speak quietly.  
“We need to figure out a way to get some emergency resources up here,” she said. Lexi frowned. She was confident Anna could deliver a baby and turned to tell Taylor so when Taylor raised a hand. “I do not doubt Anna in the slightest,” she said before Lexi jumped in. “But if we plan to get that mother and her newborn down these stairs, it will take a stretcher and more hands.” Lexi had to agree.  
“Honestly, I wasn't even thinking that far ahead. I've only been reacting to whatever the new crisis is actually,” Lexi said and knew it was time to start planning more. Especially if things were as dire as she was guessing. As she and Taylor stepped around the bar, and Lexi turned on the flashlight app on her phone, she paused and looked into Taylor's face. “This is bad, isn't it,” she said. It was not a question. Although Lexi was not a science fiction author and stuck to murder mystery thrillers, she had read apocalypse novels over the years. One doomsday scenario was precisely what was happening now. A complete and indefinite loss of power. A catastrophic blackout. Taylor's face did not reassure Lexi she was wrong either. Instead, the woman nodded.
“It's bad,” she said. “The question is how fast it will get worse. We need to get Anna and Jackie out of this damn tower and to safety before the city realizes the depth of the problem and goes nuts.” Crap, she’s right, Lexi thought and grit her teeth with frustration as the reality of their situation struck her. Having to deliver a baby right now was a problem, but Lexi also knew there was no way any of the four of them would ever consider for a second to leave the mother and unborn child behind. But others would, she thought, and it chilled her. Those others will be the ones we need to watch out for as this thing gets worse. Thankfully, Taylor seemed to have a greater handle on the situation than the average civilian and Lexi was thankful for it.  
“So, what's your plan then?” Lexi asked as she started to check the drawers back behind the bar. Taylor searched as well going over each shelf and was quiet for a long time. Finally, when Lexi found a lighter and held it up, Taylor stopped and turned to her.  
“As much as I hate to leave everyone here, I am going to go down the stairs and find help,” she said. “I live near here, and I know where there is a fire station about a mile away.” Lexi shook her head.
“No way,” she said. “You’re going to go down ninety stories, then run a mile, find help and what? Climb back up?” Taylor narrowed her eyes with a look of defiance.
“That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” she said. “Unless you have a better idea.” Unfortunately, Lexi did not.
“Okay,” she conceded. “But Jackie won’t let you do it without a fight.” Taylor snorted a laugh.
“That I do know,” she said. “Which is why you are going to be the one to tell her because I’m leaving right now.”
“Shit,” Lexi said.

JACKIE LOOKED ON WHILE Anna examined between Hillary’s legs to see how she was progressing. Thankfully Lexi had been able to find a way to ignite the candles and had a flashlight app on her phone. Jackie had never heard of such a thing until tonight and wished she had as it was handy now. As she thought of it, she was surprised Taylor did not have one. In fact, she did not know where Taylor even was at the moment and turned to her sister. “Lexi,” she said. “Where is Taylor?” Lexi did not meet her eyes.
“She went down the stairs to go get more help from a nearby fire station,” she mumbled. Jackie blinked as the words registered.
“By herself?” Jackie asked as her heart started to beat faster, and Lexi nodded. Jackie shook her head, not wanting to believe it. It’s too dangerous. Anything could be happening down on the streets right now, she thought. Even though she felt the blackout was temporary and would soon pass, another part of her was smart enough to know things were probably growing dangerous below as people realized what had happened. Her mind went immediately to looting and rioting. Would that have started already? she wondered. Or is it too soon? They were just too far removed to know for sure, but after seeing images of cities tear apart after even losing a football game, Jackie's concern for Taylor grew. Damn her!
“Well, I think if anyone can make that trip and get help, then I’d bet on that woman,” Brian, the soon to be father, said sounding a bit in awe. “Did you see her leap onto the bar? And get people organized? I think she saved a lot of lives tonight.” Lexi nodded and looked at Jackie.
“I don’t know exactly where you found Taylor or much about her, but she’s a bit of a badass,” Lexi said. Jackie paused as she realized what they said was true. Taylor was incredible tonight. My hero yet again, she thought but then frowned because it did not translate to her being invincible. And if anything happens to her now... Jackie’s thought wandered off. She realized as confused as she was before, right now the idea of losing Taylor when she needed her most was terrifying. “When did she leave?” Jackie asked. Lexi again would not look at her.
“Probably thirty minutes ago,” she said.
“What?” Jackie asked starting to get angry. “And you waited this long? I could have at least told her to be careful or something.” Lexi sighed. 
“She asked me to stall as long as I could, so you wouldn't try and stop her.” Jackie was about to shoot back a retort regarding sister loyalty, but just then, Hillary had another hard contraction from where she laid on a bed of tablecloths and left behind coats.  “Well, I hope Taylor is a fast runner,” Jackie heard Anna say. “Because this baby is coming.”



CHAPTER 16

Taylor ran, taking long strides despite the pain in her feet from the uncomfortable designer shoes. At least they aren’t heels, she thought with gratitude, but already knew it would be a problem for Jackie and probably Anna when the time came to descend the stairs. And walking for who knows how long afterward. There would be time to consider those details later. Right now, Taylor needed to focus on getting to the fire station, which she hoped was around the next corner like she remembered. Although Taylor had been reassured by Anna's confident and professional response to the announcement a woman was in labor, Taylor had been in enough emergency situations to know there was never anything wrong with backup.  
As Taylor neared the turn, she heard a bang far in the distance and knew instantly it was a gunshot. She was surprised she had not heard more already. Even though the crisis was only hours old, she knew situations could unravel fast. What happens in the next twelve hours though will be telling, Taylor thought. In her multiple tours of Iraq and Afghanistan, Taylor had seen cities try to survive without power. The ripple effect of it was almost unimaginable. Not only were there no lights and no heat, but also no fresh water and no sanitation. Plus, no way to communicate with the outside world and ask for help. Taylor hoped against hope she was wrong about the severity of the blackout. Perhaps it is localized. Taylor prayed it was true.
Reaching the fire station at last, she rushed in the door to find all but one of the trucks gone and only a few men and a woman still inside. Panting to catch her breath, Taylor was happy to see them respond like professionals and converge on her. “I have a woman in labor,” Taylor reported, falling immediately into her military demeanor. “Thirty-six weeks.” One of the men nodded as he waved to the woman to get ready to deploy.
“Where?” he asked.
“Top of the Space Needle,” Taylor said. The man raised his eyebrows.
“Anyone with her?” he asked. Taylor nodded.
“Luckily a nurse practitioner was at the party and is seeing to her now,” she replied. “Plus, the woman’s husband and two other civilians.” The man puffed out a breath as he clearly thought through the scenarios.
“Okay, good. We probably should have thought to clear that area anyway,” he said and then turned to get his gear. He paused and glanced back. “No one else trapped or caught in the elevator?” he asked.
Taylor shook her head, again proud of how well everyone had worked together. “No, we managed to keep them out of there. All clear,” she said. “A few dozen still mingling at the base, but otherwise safe.”
“Well, thank God for that,” he said and moved to join his teammate in preparing to deploy.

THE WOMAN IN LABOR pushed just as Anna asked her to and the baby moved closer. Not long now, she thought. Maybe just one more. By her estimate, Anna could not have asked for a better situation under the extreme circumstances. The mother was young, healthy, and positive. Her husband was here and holding her head in his lap, coaching her breathing perfectly. Jackie still knelt beside Hillary and, using melting ice from the bar, continued to gently bathe the woman's forehead to keep her cool and calm. Then there was Lexi, who Anna was taking so much comfort from as the woman knelt beside her, almost shoulder to shoulder, waiting with a nest of clean, white bar towels. Glancing at Lexi, Anna appreciated the calmness in the woman's handsome face in the lights from the candles which ringed the group. It still seemed so surreal to be there with her of all people. Just a few days before, Anna had wondered if she would even see Lexi, and now not only had she met her and loved her that first night, but Anna had moved in and they spent every minute together. Making love with complete abandon all through the house, falling asleep in each other's arms, and catching up for so much lost time. And now, here we are about to be side-by-side in the miracle of a child coming into the world.
As if sensing her thoughts, Lexi turned, and their eyes met. So many emotions reflected in the woman’s blue-gray eyes. There was the expected hint of anxiety about what was going to happen, but also confidence. As if she already knew together, they would make everything turn out right for this family. There was tenderness in Lexi’s eyes too as she took in Anna’s look and a hint of something else. It took Anna a moment to decipher it, but then she realized Lexi looked proud of her. Not just impressed at Anna’s skill and demeanor, but true pride in all Anna was in this moment. Realizing no one in her life ever looked at her with that in their eyes, Anna felt her heart swell with happiness. Knowing Lexi believed in her gave Anna the extra confidence she needed. After giving Lexi a small smile, she turned back to Hillary. “Okay, one last push should do it,” she said encouragingly. Hillary nodded and as the contraction came, the mother bore down and with almost no fanfare, a sweet baby boy came into the world. Lexi was there with the towels as Anna held the newborn. Together they wrapped up the baby. Their hands touched and again Anna looked into Lexi’s eyes, only this time she saw a touch of tears on her lover’s face. In an instant, Anna knew what Lexi was thinking and an ache settled over Anna. What if this had been us and our child? she thought and could hardly breathe as she imagined it. So many what-ifs. “Oh, Lexi,” she whispered. 

WHEN LEXI SAW ANNA holding the baby in her arms, her entire body stilled. She had the sense of almost falling through time to a place where twenty-five years had not passed, and they were together. Once upon a time, as teenagers still too young to drive, they walked a backcountry road and imagined a future together. Although at the time there was no way or how to their logic, it did not keep them from imagining a life together. A life in a sunny place like Florida, and... Lexi swallowed hard and felt a tightness in her chest at the memory. With children. Lexi even remembered Anna's preference of a daughter first although Lexi teased her by insisting on a boy. Lexi had forgotten all of those walks and talks as they grew older and things became dramatically more complicated between them. The idea of having a baby together seemed insurmountable, and Lexi knew in her heart someday, because she wanted a child so badly, Anna would have to make a choice. And she did. Lexi felt a sharp stab of regret but pushed it aside. That was all the past now, although a question did linger. If she wanted a baby so badly, why has she never mentioned children of her own? Then Anna had looked up into her eyes and Lexi fell into them. “Oh, Lexi,” she said, and as much as Lexi had tried over the last week to protect her heart, seeing Anna now looking so vulnerable holding the newborn, Lexi knew she would do absolutely anything for the woman she loved. Opening her mouth to tell her so, she was interrupted when the boy in Anna's arms let out a healthy cry. The spell broken, both Lexi and Anna looked down at the child and laughed. “Is he okay?” Lexi heard Hillary ask. Anna nodded.
“You have a wonderful baby boy,” Anna answered, and as the child's new father stepped to them, Lexi helped him make a nest of towels in his arms a moment before Anna handed him over. The joy on the man's face tugged at Lexi's heart, and there was a flicker of regret once again, but she ignored it. Some things are simply not to be, she thought and watched as Anna pinched off the umbilical cord with string. Once she was done, and the father was back beside his wife and handing her the baby, Anna leaned into Lexi and let out a long, deep breath. It never occurred to Lexi that Anna was anxious when she seemed so confident throughout everything. Now though, as she felt the woman tremble a little, Lexi knew Anna was scared too, and she wrapped her in her arms to pull her even closer.
“You did so good,” Lexi whispered into the woman's hair. She felt Anna slip her hands around her waist and then squeeze tight. They just sat there silently, and Lexi knew all the what-ifs were on Anna's mind too. The family which never was and the love which was almost lost. But not now, Lexi thought. No matter what, she would not lose Anna again.



CHAPTER 17

Even in the magic of the moment, seeing the baby born and being placed in his mother’s arms, Jackie could not stop worrying about Taylor. Why is she not back yet? Jackie thought. Although she could not be sure, it seemed like it was hours since Lexi confessed the woman went for help. Alone and without saying goodbye. Jackie was still furious at both Taylor for doing it and Lexi for keeping it from her. It had been hard enough to see Taylor disappear into the manic crowd to help when the lights first went off, but now was torture. She could be hurt down there. Who knew what might be going on with the power out everywhere? Even though Seattle’s crime rate was lower than a lot of big cities, there was no way to know how people would be reacting to the crazy idea a solar storm had forced a citywide blackout. Jackie had convinced herself the situation was isolated and temporary and would soon resolve itself. In fact, probably soon enough Taylor did not have to go racing off like a superhero. But isn’t that one of the reasons I’m so attracted to her? Jackie paused. There really was incredible chemistry between them, like she had never felt with anyone ever before, but she was still not sure what it translated to yet. When the light show had started and Taylor took her in her strong, powerful arms, Jackie’s first instinct was to pull back. She was not ready, or so she thought, until she saw the desire in Taylor’s serious eyes and heat bloomed all through her. There was just something about the woman’s look Jackie could not deny. 
So, she had let Taylor give her a birthday kiss. It had been more than a tickle this time and Taylor had taken her mouth with a passion. The taste of Taylor was electric, and Jackie felt a response to the woman beyond explanation. As if the fact it was her birthday gave her permission to explore, even perhaps do, whatever she wanted, and Jackie had kissed back fiercely. Then the phones had started to buzz, and everything changed. Suddenly, Taylor was all business. Hard, efficient, yet somehow even more sexy to Jackie. The woman took charge, and thanks to her, no one got hurt. Everyone aside from her group made it out of danger. But then she had to take it a step further and go out there alone, Jackie thought reminding herself she was going to give Taylor hell for it as soon as she saw her again. And if you don’t see her again? Jackie felt a knot of unease tightened her stomach. What if something has happened and that is why she is not back? Not wanting to even let the thought manifest, Jackie patted Hillary's hand and then stood up. “I need to find the bathroom,” Jackie said to Anna and Lexi who had just delivered the placenta and were still cleaning the mother. Lexi looked up. 
“You okay?” she asked no doubt sensing her sister's unease. “It's going to be dark in there. Take my phone.” Jackie shook her head. 
“I'll use mine,” she said. “The light from the screen will be enough, and you save your battery.” She started to move away and was halfway across the lobby when she heard heavy footsteps coming through the door to the stairs. Her heart leaped into her throat. Please let it be Taylor, she thought as she moved in that direction. A man and then a woman carrying a stretcher between them came through the door in a hurry. They were in uniform and Jackie guessed they were emergency personnel. But where’s Taylor? Jackie felt a hint of panic. 
“Ma'am,” the man said. “We have a report there is a woman in labor?” Jackie blinked and realized they were asking her a question. 
“Right,” she said and led them to Hillary and the others. The pair quickly got to work, and Jackie bit her lip, not sure if it would be appropriate to ask them about Taylor in the middle of what they were doing, but not sure if she could stand not knowing any longer. 
“Um,” Jackie started. “There was a woman? She was the one who probably reported this. Do you happen to know where she is?”  
“Right behind you,” Jackie heard. She whirled around and saw Taylor standing there. Without thinking, Jackie plunged into the woman's arms and held her close. Taylor responded by enveloping her in a tight hug and kissing the top of Jackie's head. Jackie sighed with relief and happiness, or at least until she remembered she was really pissed off at Taylor and yanked back to give the woman a piece of her mind. 

WHEN SHE FELT JACKIE throw herself against her, a thrill ran through Taylor. Tired, wet from the rain and sweat from the climb, and with her feet blistering in the damn shoes, it all faded when she felt Jackie’s sexy body pressed against her. She was worried about me, Taylor thought. A lot. It would definitely be something to analyze later, and she looked forward to it, but for now, she buried her passion and settled for hugging her back. But then Jackie had pulled away, and her blue eyes were snapping with fury. “Damn you, Taylor Barnes,” she said. “How could you just leave us?” Even as angry as the woman was, Taylor only thought it made her more attractive and had to work hard to stifle a grin. This is serious. They were all still far from safety in her opinion and yet here she was lusting after Jackie Scott. Running a hand over her face to refocus, Taylor nodded. 
“You're right,” she agreed. “That was not a fair move. But we will need a way to get everyone down safely. And the stairs are no joke.”  
“Well you'd know,” Jackie said, not ready to concede yet. “What? You ran all the way down and then just ran all the way back up?” Taylor shrugged, although in reality, it had been hard work and she knew her body would make her pay for it with a hundred aches and pains later. 
“I did what needed to be done,” she answered. 
“And we all thank you for it,” Anna said as she stood up. “We delivered the little guy, but without my medical bag, there was no way I could assess him completely.” Taylor looked over and saw the nursing infant. 
“Looks healthy from here,” she said, once again thankful Anna had been with them. It had proven to be a huge difference maker. 
“I agree,” Anna said. “But we still need to get them both to a hospital.”  
Taylor nodded. “At least some vehicles still appear to work,” she said. “For now anyway. When they start to run out of gas though...” Her voice trailed off, not wanting to say the obvious. She saw Jackie frown. 
“Do you really think this will go on that long?” she asked. “Isn't it just the city anyway?”  
The female first responder looked up from where she knelt beside the mother and baby. “Not so sure it's only Seattle, ma'am,” she said. “Just before comm went down, a final alert went out to all emergency personnel. It stated the blackout would be wide.” Jackie put her hand on Taylor's shoulder as if to steady herself and Taylor instinctively wrapped an arm around the woman to hold her closer. She was pretty sure what was coming next and knew it was going to rattle Jackie, no matter how strong her character. 
“What do you mean by wide?” Lexi asked as she stood up too and stepped toward Anna to pull her close. The woman with the bad news looked from one to the other of them as if realizing she should have kept her mouth shut, but knew she was committed now. 
“Worldwide,” she said.

THE WORD “WORLDWIDE” had continued to resound in Anna’s mind with every stairstep down from the tower. As she followed the carefully moving firemen carrying the stretcher with the new mother onboard, the implications of what a universal loss of power could mean continued to tighten her chest. What will happen to my mother in the memory care facility in Los Angeles? Or all my patients? My close friends?  It was all so overwhelming to consider, and the thoughts of worry were endless. 
Now, as the group stood in the building at the base of the Space Needle, Anna could not help but cling to Lexi. She needed to feel the comfort of the woman's strong arms around her while Taylor spoke with the fireman about their situation. From what Anna could hear, the choices were less than optimal. Since the emergency responders could not take them anywhere as they continued to react to the crisis and the limousine they arrived in was long gone, walking was sounding like the only option. “You can't be serious,” Jackie said to the news. Taylor sighed. 
“Unfortunately, I am. My place is about a mile and a half from here,” she said. “I have everything we need while we figure out a long-term plan.” Anna hugged Lexi tighter, and the woman reciprocated with a kiss on the top of Anna's head. The act was so loving and comforting, and Anna was so tired and afraid, she nearly cried.
“It will be okay,” Lexi whispered while Jackie and Taylor started to debate what to do. 
“Long-term plan?” Jackie said, clearly tired and growing more irritated by the second. “You can't be serious. How long are you expecting the power to be out?” Taylor patiently stepped up to Jackie and ran her hands up the woman's arms. Anna saw Jackie soften a little. “How long?” she asked again with a slight tremble in her voice. 
“No one can know,” Taylor said. “But we have to expect it to take days at least. We need to get somewhere safe.” Jackie shook her head clearly unwilling to believe it. Anna could understand how she was feeling. The last thing Anna wanted was to consider the blackout being long. With every second the power was out, the impact on the world around them would increase. But how fast? she wondered. It was still not quite light out, but that did not mean people everywhere were not aware. She imagined most residents of Seattle were up watching the northern lights when the surge happened. They would have gotten the text warning. They would know cell phones were useless and the lights were not coming on. Anna shuddered as she considered the likelihood of rampant fear and Lexi gave her another squeeze. 
“Let's just get going,” Lexi said. “We can make it in less than an hour.”  
“Easy for you to say, big sister,” Jackie snapped. “You're not wearing heels.” Anna felt Lexi stiffen at Jackie's tone, but then take a deep breath to let it go. 
“We will go slow,” Lexi said. “And work together.” Taylor nodded. 
“She's right. And I can carry you for part of the way if need be,” she said. At that, Jackie pulled away from Taylor, apparently having heard enough, and walked toward the door to exit the building.
“This is ridiculous,” she said without looking back. “I'm getting a cab.” 



CHAPTER 18

Jackie strode out of the building and walked to the sidewalk. She was going to catch a cab and go home. The nonsense about worldwide power outages and long-lasting blackouts was getting out of hand, and Jackie had heard enough to last her awhile. She recognized Taylor's footsteps behind her and whirled around. The woman, so serious and handsome in the dawn light, was not ready to let the conversation go. Jackie shook her head, and Taylor stopped a foot from her. “Jackie,” she said softly. “I need you to be safe.” When Jackie did not respond and instead looked away, Taylor closed the distance between them and took Jackie by the waist before she could even react. They were suddenly face-to-face, and as much as she tried to resist, Jackie felt the pull of attraction move through her. But there’s more there too, she thought and had to consider her feelings for a moment. Trust? Like somehow, I know Taylor will keep me safe. As confusing as it was, the knowledge also warmed her heart, and she stepped closer into Taylor's arms to rest her head on the woman's shoulder. 
“I'm scared,” she admitted. “I just want to go home.” Taylor held her tight. 
“I know,” she said. “I really do. But come to my place first, okay? Please?” Jackie sighed, knowing the woman was right. Jackie's condo was clear on the other side of town. Walking was out of the question and since she had yet to see or hear a vehicle moving, a cab did not seem likely. Damn, if only my phone worked, she thought. Not only did it fail to get any signal, but the battery was down to thirty percent. Before long, it would be useless. For some reason, this reality hit Jackie the hardest because she relied on her phone to run her business. It was filled with the most important contacts in her industry as well as contained her calendar. If the power was not back by Monday morning, she would not know where she was supposed to be and with whom. The idea of losing all of that made her stomach hurt. She felt Taylor nuzzle her hair and ask her again to come to her place. Jackie could not help but take reassurance from the woman’s touch and she sighed.
“Are you just trying to get me to come home with you?” Jackie asked. Taylor chuckled.
“You found me out,” she said. “And out of those clothes, too.” Jackie lifted her head and looked into Taylor’s eyes. The hint of the usual desire let Jackie know Taylor was only half-joking. Even with her world falling apart, it sent a shiver of something Jackie was not quite ready to accept through her. God, how does she do that to me? Jackie thought. I am not supposed to react like this, but I can’t seem to stop it. Seeing Jackie's conflicted look, Taylor leaned in and kissed her. It was gentle but hot at the same time, and Taylor ran her hands down Jackie's back in a way that made her feel wanted. Unable to help herself, she returned the kiss until suddenly the sound of glass shattering in the distance snapped them both back to reality. 
“There will be time for this later,” Taylor murmured. “I promise, but right now, we need to go.” Jackie nodded and knew the woman was right. 

LEXI HELD ANNA’S HAND as they walked at a quick pace down the sidewalk. Thankfully, the woman had worn short heels, especially compared to Jackie’s spikes, and was able to keep them on. For now, anyway, Lexi thought. Jackie was already barefoot and struggling on the rough concrete, even though Taylor offered to carry her. “Not even you can do that for a mile,” Jackie said, but Lexi wondered. The ex-MP was proving to be a force to be reckoned with as she was still going strong even after making the trips up and down the Space Needle’s stairs. Don’t forget her run to the fire station. Even though Lexi knew she was in great shape, in fact, all of them were luckily, she was not entirely sure she could pull off what Taylor had done. I wouldn’t look as fresh and ready for more, I know that. At least she is on our side. Lexi took reassurance knowing Taylor was with them, especially because it left her to focus on Anna and keeping her safe. Lexi planned to do whatever it took to protect her, no matter what the cost.
Even after only a few days together, Anna was again her world. Just like when we were teenagers, she thought. As if reading her mind, Anna gave Lexi's hand a squeeze, and Lexi returned it, relishing the once lost, but now renewed bond between them. Not even blackouts and the fear of what might be ahead could spoil the specialness Lexi felt at the turn of events in her life. She thought again of seeing Anna with the baby in her arms. The scene had left Lexi's feelings awash with memories of the past, and her mind kept returning to all the what-ifs between them. She could not wait to finally get Anna alone to take the woman in her arms and talk to her about everything. Having time with Anna, just the two of them, could not come soon enough. Lexi contemplated asking Taylor how much further, but before she could, there was the sound of people yelling nearby. A crash of glass breaking followed it and then cheers. Looters, she thought immediately and slowed their pace while Taylor held up her hand to warn them. “Wait for a second. I want to check around the corner,” Taylor said and moved forward without waiting for a response. One look and Taylor was back with them. “I think we should backtrack and go around,” she explained. Lexi nodded. 
“Okay,” she said, not wanting to take any unnecessary risks. Jackie paused though. 
“Do we have to?” she asked and looked down at her feet. Lexi followed her gaze and saw one of her toes was bloody already. Not good, she thought as Taylor turned her back to Jackie. 
“Get on,” she said with steel in her voice. Jackie hesitated but was about to comply when the sound of loud voices grew closer. The looters were coming toward them, and Lexi knew it was only a second until they walked around the corner. Glancing up and down the street, there was no obvious place to escape, and she looked at Taylor. The woman gave Lexi a nod, and the retired soldier turned to shield the others while Lexi bunched her hands into fists and got ready for anything.

WHEN THREE YOUNG MEN and a young woman came strolling around the corner of the building, Taylor instinctively knew they were going to be trouble. The smell of alcohol wafted off of them, and all were laughing hard at their antics. When the boy in front saw Taylor and the others, he stopped mid-stride while those behind him did as well. “Hey now, what have we here?” he snorted. Taylor did not respond and instead sized up the group of four. The one who spoke was apparently the leader and had an aluminum baseball bat resting on his shoulder, while the two kids behind him carried bottles of Jack Daniels. The girl appeared to be along for fun, yet Taylor sensed she might be the most dangerous of the group. As if set on proving Taylor right, the girl stepped forward and looked Taylor and the others up and down.
“Looks like you just came from a party,” she said. 
Taylor smiled and held up her hands in a calming gesture. Years of experience taught her the best approach to possible conflict was to de-escalate things and avoid a confrontation altogether. “Actually, we did, and we are walking home,” she said. “And we don't want any trouble.”
The girl raised an eyebrow and leaned to look around Taylor at Jackie. “Love the dress. How about you hand that over?” Taylor moved to block the girl’s line of sight, but Jackie, who Taylor knew was tired and frustrated, was having none of it. Before Taylor could stop her, Jackie stepped up and put her hands on her hips.
“How about not,” she quipped back. The three boys seemed to find this hilarious and started to laugh while a dark look passed over the girl's face. Taylor gritted her teeth. This was not the approach she planned, but when things did not go nicely, plan B was to bust heads and Taylor just hoped it was not hers.
“Shut up, you idiots,” the girl snapped, and the leader of the group sobered. He punched one of the others in the arm.
“She’s right,” he said. “We can’t have some rich bitch talking like that to Steph.” He turned to look at Jackie. “Take off the dress.” Taylor saw Jackie’s face pale a bit as the reality of their situation seemed to settle in. Feeling fury rising up in her, Taylor knew she would die there on the street before she let anyone lay a hand on Jackie, or Anna or Lexi for that matter. She clenched her fists and shifted her weight to get ready for an attack. Go for the groin and then take his bat, she thought. One smooth move. 
As she counted down in her head, there was the sudden sound of a horn honking. Everyone looked except for Taylor, and when the boy with the bat shifted his gaze away, she lunged. With a front kick, she got him in the balls and then wrenched the bat free while he crumpled. Now armed with a weapon, she turned on the other three but slowed when she saw the girl had a knife out. The two women stared at each other as the car honking continued and rolled closer. Taylor was measuring up her opponent, knowing she had a reach advantage with the bat, and trying to decide how best to disarm the girl without anyone getting hurt when a long black vehicle slid to a stop at the curb. The limo? she thought. What the hell? Thankfully, Lexi was quick to react and had the back door open in a flash. As Taylor kept her eyes on the girl, she slowly moved toward the car too.
“Everyone inside?” Taylor asked without looking at her friends in the car.
“Yes,” she heard Anna call.
“Jump in!” Lexi yelled, and Taylor did not hesitate. In a flash, she was diving in the back of the limo.
“Go!” she yelled at the driver, and with tires squealing, the car surged away down the road.



CHAPTER 19

As the limo drove carefully toward Taylor's condo, having to weave through stalled cars to the point they even had to backtrack once, Jackie held Taylor's hand and watched out the window. It seemed now that the sun was rising people were emerging from apartments, and the look of dazed and confused was predominate. But not everyone, she thought as some people were quick to take advantage of the lack of alarms or ways to call the police. Store windows were being smashed, and thugs carried away goods from inside. One man struggled to maneuver a large screen television, and Jackie wondered at his positive thinking the power would be back. It will be back. There was no way the government would not have a backup plan. Jackie just wondered how long it might take. Rolling past a dark Starbucks, Jackie prayed it was not long. She moaned at the thought of coffee.
“You okay?” Taylor asked. Jackie shook her head. She was far from okay. Aside from dying for caffeine, she was tired and, if she had to admit it to herself, more than a little scared. 
“Just wishing I could get a cup of coffee,” she said while trying to hide her feelings of unease with a hint of sarcasm. There was no sense making Taylor worry more about her than she knew the woman was already. Taylor slipped her arm around Jackie's shoulders. 
“I think I can help with that,” she said. “Nothing fancy, but when we get to my place, I'll hook you up with something.” Jackie smiled and was about to tell Taylor she would happily take whatever as long as it was hot and had caffeine when a car came shooting out from an alley and broadsided the front of the limousine. The force of the impact threw Jackie across Taylor's lap, and she let out a cry of alarmed surprise. With a screech of metal, Jackie felt the limo swing into a parked car and then shudder to a stop. She looked around and saw, although they were all jarred from the accident, Lexi and Anna were not hurt. 
“Son of a bitch,” the driver yelled as the other car turned and sped away. Sitting upright again, Jackie watched the man try to restart the vehicle, but steam was starting to trickle out from under the hood. 
“Everyone okay?” Taylor asked, and the others nodded. Jackie sat back up and straightened her dress while she listened to the car starter churning. After a minute, the driver slapped the steering wheel and looked back through the divider between the front and back of the vehicle. 
“I'm sorry, Ms. Scott, but I think she's maybe done for,” he said. Jackie sighed with frustration, but knew it was not the man's fault. The other car came from nowhere and frankly, it was a miracle they had a ride at all. It was only through dumb luck the limo driver was returning from trying to fill up with gas and saw them down the street. He had admitted to falling asleep after watching the northern lights. When he woke up, the fire truck was there, and the car was about out of fuel. Alarmed, he tried to reach dispatch, but the radio was out. Not sure what else to do, he went for gas but found a line three blocks long so returned and saw them walking. Just in time too, Jackie thought thinking back to the altercation on the street. She shuddered as she imagined what could have happened after the girl pulled the knife. Jackie’s bold act in refusing to give up the dress had backfired and now she regretted putting everyone at risk. She simply had not believed the kids, who looked normal enough, would go straight to violence within hours of the blackout. Was it a sign of more to come? As if in answer, a couple men came over to the limo and rapped on the tinted window. 
“Hello in there?” one man said, and Jackie decided they did not look friendly as she shrunk back.
“Try to start the car again,” Taylor said to the driver. “Now.” The man in the front seat did as asked and after another crank, the limo started. Spinning the wheel, the driver pulled away from the parked car and started to go. The growing group of men around them were not happy to see them moving and began to pound on the windows while wrenching at the doors. “Get us out of here,” Taylor said. The driver did but not before a brick bounced off the windshield and sent a spiderweb of cracks across it. I can’t believe this. It can’t be happening already, Jackie thought as the limo sped away.

AMAZINGLY, THE LIMO was able to limp the rest of the way to Taylor's place. After each of them thanked the driver profusely, the man left to go to his own home which was luckily not far. As he drove away, Lexi shook her head, knowing the chances of her getting back to her Yukon parked at Jackie's were getting long, at least in the interim. Now, as the group followed Taylor upstairs into her townhouse, Lexi wondered what they would do. She felt a growing worry about not only keeping Anna safe but for her two goldies back home. Although she had made arrangements for the closest neighbor to keep them for the weekend, Lexi had no way of knowing what was happening in Astoria. The small town was safe and filled with good people, but the sight of seeing Seattle so quickly unraveling made Lexi wonder. It was not like Seattle was Los Angeles where she would, unfortunately, expect looting and rioting. Now though, Lexi was more than a little eager to get out of the big city. 
Topping the stairs of the townhouse style condo, Lexi took in Taylor's place. It was neat and orderly with warm but functional furnishings. A leather couch with matching armchair, walls lined with stuffed bookshelves, and a large flat screen TV on the wall. “Come in,” Taylor said. “Have a seat while I get out of these clothes into something more practical. Anna, Jackie? I have sweats which will fit you well enough in a pinch if you want to lose the dresses.”  
“That would be wonderful,” Anna answered while an exhausted Jackie sank onto the couch and put her head back. 
“I just want coffee,” she whispered. Taylor chuckled. 
“That's next,” she said. “But I'll find you something to change into anyway. Lexi? You need something too?” Lexi shook her head. The slacks and button up linen shirt would serve for now. 
“I'm good,” she said. “But I could use some water or something.” Taylor waved toward the kitchen.
“Raid the fridge and eat anything in there you can. It will all go bad soon anyway with the power off,” she said and disappeared down the hall. Lexi realized the woman was right. Food could become a real problem quickly without a way to keep refrigeration going and no easy way to cook anything. She turned to Anna. 
“Want something?” she asked her. Anna sank onto the couch beside Jackie. 
“Water is great,” she answered, and Lexi could see the woman was exhausted. The long night mixed with all the anxiety was showing on her face. Lexi felt a tug at her heart seeing Anna so tired and unhappy, and she wanted to sit beside her to comfort her, but first, liquids. 
“I'll see what she's got and be right back,” she said and walked into a clean and tidy kitchen. Luckily, the fridge was well stocked including bottled water, juices, and milk. Grabbing some water, she was about to go back into the living room when Taylor appeared from down the hall. Lexi saw she was carrying something and then did a double take when she realized it was a pair of handguns. “Whoa,” Lexi said as Taylor set them on the counter. 
“I have a gun safe in my closet,” Taylor said quietly. “But I thought I'd bring these out and have them handy just in case anyone tries to come in uninvited.” Lexi nodded. She had not considered what might happen if the looters wanted to resort to home invasions. It seemed incredible to have to think about it already, but after the near miss in the limo, Lexi realized they could not be too careful. “Do you know how to use one?” Taylor asked. Lexi shrugged. 
“Not a handgun necessarily,” she said. “But I've hunted with a rifle over the years.” Taylor nodded.
“Well, it's different, but I'm glad you're not afraid of guns. I'm not sure how Jackie or Anna will feel about it,” Taylor said. Lexi raised an eyebrow. 
“I think you might be surprised,” Lexi told her. “They might wear dresses and heels, but Anna and Jackie are not fainting violets, I promise you.” Taylor chuckled. 
“I guess you're right,” she replied. “I thought Jackie was going to take on those kids in the street all by herself.” Now it was Lexi's turn to laugh. 
“My sister is a force to be reckoned with for sure,” Lexi said. “I probably should have warned you.”

AFTER A BRIEF CONVERSATION about handguns, of which Anna was not thrilled but for which she understood the need, she sat on Taylor’s couch and sipped her coffee. She had her knees pulled up and was leaning into Lexi for comfort, while appreciating the fact she was out of the little black dress. Perfect for a party, not for the end of the world, she thought with a sigh. Taylor's smallest t-shirt and sweatpants were far too big on Anna's petite frame, but she did not mind. They were warm and comfortable, and she appreciated Taylor's willingness to share. In fact, there was a lot about Taylor she liked. The woman's survivor instincts meant she had extra gallons of water stored as well as instant coffee. Using the propane grill on the balcony, she had easily made them all a mug, nearly making Jackie swoon with happiness. Anna was not sure exactly how Jackie felt toward Taylor, but she could tell little acts like making her something hot to drink was affecting the woman. It was nice to watch actually, considering the crazy circumstances. For reasons she could not understand, seeing the other two women's courtship made Anna feel even more in love with Lexi. It reminded her of when she and Lexi were first falling for each other. The little looks, the unexpected passion, and finally giving in to what was undeniably growing between them. Anna sighed, and Lexi turned to her. “Hey,” she said, and Anna smiled. 
“Hey back,” she said and rubbed the woman's strong arm feeling so thankful they were together during this emergency. If Anna had not come with her to Seattle and gone back to Los Angeles instead after their magical night together, Anna thought she might have gone insane with worry. Not to mention LA must be madness right now, she thought. If Seattle is already starting to fall apart. It was true. The beautiful city was struggling. Sirens were almost nonstop now. There had been some explosions far off and rattle of gunfire too close for comfort. If the power did not come back soon, Anna had no idea how far civilization would fall. 
Taylor came back into the room with a plate full of grilled bacon and a pan full of eggs, which she placed on the small table in the nook off of the kitchen. “I suggest everyone try to eat. I made a lot since it would just spoil anyway and there is no way to know when we will have fresh food again,” she said. Anna was not particularly hungry and was not a breakfast eater, but she knew the protein and calories would be good for her. She got up and took a plate from the pile Taylor set there. Lexi joined her, but Jackie held back, and Taylor gave her an inquisitive look. “Jackie? Want to eat something?” she asked, but Jackie shook her head. She was curled up under a blanket in the easy chair and with her hair pulled back in a scrunchie, wearing more of Taylor's workout clothes, she looked vulnerable and upset. 
“No,” Jackie said. “Coffee is fine.” Taylor nodded, and Anna was thankful to see the woman was patient. Jackie was a good friend, but Anna remembered from high school, she was also fiery-tempered, and it looked like the woman was about at her limit. Instead of pressing her, Taylor took a chair where she could still see Jackie and put a lot of food on her own plate. Before she took a bite, Taylor looked at all of them. 
“Well,” she said. “I think it's time we came up with a plan.”



CHAPTER 20

As Taylor and the others sat at the kitchen table, ate breakfast, and discussed next steps to deal with the disaster around them, Jackie had heard enough. She was ready to go home, climb into a hot shower, and then to bed. When Lexi started to propose how the four of them needed to get back to her farmhouse in Astoria for a while, Jackie blew out a frustrated breath and stood up. “I'm not going to Astoria,” she stated. “This is getting ridiculous. The power will be on before the weekend is over. It's just a glitch.” The other three women looked at her, all apparently trying to think of a way to break the news to Jackie the blackout was more than a glitch. Finally, Taylor spoke. 
“Jackie, I don't think the power will be back on for quite a while. We've experienced a giant geomagnetic pulse,” she said. “The power grid may be fried.” Jackie waved her hand. She did not want to hear details. She just wanted to go back to her condo. 
“Whatever,” she said. “Now, if you are done talking like a bunch of Chicken Littles, I need a lift home.” She saw Taylor get a stubborn look in her eye. It was not something she had ever seen before, and it made Jackie lift her chin defiantly. Our first argument? she thought and had no intention of backing down. 
“Maybe we should talk about this in the other room,” Taylor suggested with steel in her voice. Jackie shrugged. 
“I don't think there is much to discuss, but if it means you'll take me home, then fine,” she said, and after Taylor stood up to lead the way, she followed the woman down the hall. Taylor took her into a bedroom, which Jackie surmised was hers. It was decorated in blacks and grays, with hints of sea green. A distinctly masculine tone, but with soft touches too. Under other circumstances, Jackie would have thought it was nice, but right now she was preparing for a fight. When Taylor turned to her though, the woman's face was a mask of concern and not anger. 
“Jackie,” she started. “I don't think you going back to your condo is a good idea.” It was precisely what Jackie expected her to say, and she set her shoulders. 
“Luckily, it is not up to you,” she said. “Taylor, you're blowing this all way out of proportion.” Just then, sirens from police cars or some other emergency vehicles started clamoring nearby. Taylor raised an eyebrow. 
“You sure?” she asked. Jackie was not going to be swayed. 
“I'm not saying everything is normal,” she answered. “But it doesn't warrant my running off to Astoria. If you want to, then go ahead, but don't expect me to go with you.” A look Jackie could not read crossed Taylor's face, and Jackie felt a moment of regret for being so harsh. She never intended to hurt Taylor because the woman had been kind to her. Kind? she thought. How about my hero? Jackie shook the idea away. This attraction business needed to stop too and getting some distance from Taylor was also a reason for her to go home. Alone.

TAYLOR KNEW SHE WOULD have to handle Jackie delicately right now, not unlike disarming an explosive. She looked into the woman’s face and saw fatigue, frustration, and hints of fear, but she also could not mistake resolve. And sexiness, Taylor thought unable to help herself. Even in the middle of a disaster, the attraction she felt for Jackie did not waiver. It’s more than just attraction though. Taylor felt a need to protect Jackie and to help her through the rough times ahead. Her arms nearly flinched even now as she longed to wrap them around her, but something inside Taylor told her doing so at this moment would be a mistake. The folded arms were a clear sign Jackie wanted space. Fair enough. She would give it to her, but Taylor would not concede to letting Jackie go home. She seriously doubted Jackie had the resources required to stay in place for very long. When she ran out of water, for instance, Jackie might venture out, and that would not be safe. 
“At least stay here with me then. There's safety in numbers,” Taylor suggested. “Plus, I have ample food and water. We can wait together to see if this does, in fact, blow over as quickly as you suggest.” Jackie tilted her head as if considering the offer and Taylor felt hopeful she would agree, but then worried Jackie would think Taylor wanted more than just her company. She swallowed hard knowing nothing would make her happier than being alone with Jackie for an extended period of time, but also that boundaries were important. Clearing her throat, Taylor looked Jackie in the eye. “And, I promise to be chivalrous. Your virtue would not be an issue,” she added to her earlier offer. Now Jackie paused, and a look came into her eyes Taylor could not quite place. Was she offended I would try anything under these circumstances? she wondered. Or is she annoyed I might not?  
“Do you promise?” Jackie asked, then bit her lip waiting for the answer. It was sexy as hell. Now it was Taylor's turn to pause, and she forced herself not to react even as their eyes stayed locked. This is not the time, she thought. 
“I promise,” she answered, and Jackie broke away from their look. 
“Fine,” she said. “But I'll need some things from my place. Clothes for one.” Taylor nodded. 
“Lexi wants to get her car,” she said. “I will take her on my motorcycle and get you some things then.” Jackie frowned. 
“I'm not sure I'm comfortable with you going through my underwear drawer, thanks,” she said. Taylor felt a hint of a blush but hid it with a shrug. 
“Then Lexi can pack for you,” she suggested. Jackie looked thoughtful for a moment longer.
“Okay, I agree then. For a couple of days while they get the lights back on,” she said. “If nothing else because you can make coffee.” Taylor felt her heart beat faster with more than just relief, but she slammed the door on that line of thinking. The next couple days with Jackie would be platonic. Just friends staying safe, she thought.
“Thank you,” Taylor said. Jackie smiled.
“And I get the bedroom,” she added. “You get the couch.” Taylor chuckled to cover the image which popped immediately into her mind of Jackie in her bed.
“Fair enough,” she agreed.

WHAT AM I DOING? Jackie asked herself as she stood before Taylor in the woman’s bedroom. Did I really just agree to stay here for a day or two? Her heart was racing at the idea, which only made her angry at herself. Taylor just agreed to keeping boundaries, so staying here made sense. Besides, Jackie knew she had nothing in her apartment to eat or drink if she did have to wait until midweek to get back her normal life. Some bottles of good wine would not cut it long-term while Taylor, on the other hand, was wellprepared. Aside from gallons of water, lots of canned goods, and an alternative cooking option, she had guns. Jackie would never admit it, but the idea of Taylor protecting her made a hot ache of excitement form low on her body. Oh no, I’m not thinking that, she scolded herself. It would not be fair for Jackie to flirt with Taylor after the woman so clearly stated she would behave. They were friends, nothing more. 
“Are you ready to go back and tell the others our plan?” Taylor asked breaking into Jackie’s thoughts. Jackie started to nod when a gunshot sounded on the street near the townhouse. The noise made Jackie jump and go directly into Taylor’s arms. Suddenly they were face-to-face and Taylor was looking into Jackie’s eyes. She could see a struggle waging there as the woman tried to contain her desire and Jackie slowly let her eyes slide down Taylor’s face to stop at her mouth. She licked her lips, remembering the taste of Taylor’s deep kiss just the night before. Why do I keep going back to that? Jackie thought. Maybe because it was possibly the best kiss I ever felt? It was true. Even though Jackie had kissed many men over the years, none had sent a shock of desire through her like Taylor’s had. The memory made her want to try it again, but then she cursed herself mentally. Friends, damn it. Taylor cleared her throat and politely stepped away and Jackie missed the comforting warmth immediately but crossed her arms to stop herself from moving back against the woman. 
“Let's go out and talk to Lexi and Anna,” she said, and Taylor nodded. 
“Right,” she murmured, and after a pause, while her eyes studied Jackie, she turned and opened the door. As the muscular, broad-shouldered woman led the way back down the hall, Jackie knew the next few days of keeping her confused feelings in check might be harder than she first realized. It will be good for us, she thought. We can talk all this out. Get things into the open, so I can explain once and for all to Taylor that as flattering as it is to have her like me, I'm straight. They could be friends, and then the lights would come back on, and everything in Jackie's structured, successful life could go back to the way it was before.



CHAPTER 21

Lexi held on for dear life as Taylor shot her black motorcycle onto the sidewalk to get around yet another traffic snarl. As they raced to Jackie's condo to get Lexi's SUV, the number of cars on the road continued to increase. It seemed flaring tempers were rising along with it. Thankfully, Taylor handled the bike with confidence and did not hesitate when faced with any obstacle. She merely found the path of least resistance and hit the gas. With a little luck, they would be at Jackie's condo soon, and Lexi would not be happier. She was ready to go back and get Anna and then get the hell out of Seattle. Lexi was not thrilled that Taylor and Jackie were electing to stay behind, but her stubborn baby sister was refusing to believe the possibilities of a long-term blackout. In the end, the best Lexi could negotiate was a promise from Taylor that if things continued to escalate and no power was back by Wednesday, she would evacuate to Astoria with Jackie, even if she had to physically carry her out against her will.
Lexi felt the bike slow and peered over Taylor's shoulder to see a semi was partially jack-knifed across the road. Cars were backed up for at least a quarter mile and the sounds of arguing and honking filled the air. “Think you can squeeze past it?” Lexi yelled to make sure Taylor heard her. After a pause, Taylor nodded and slowly edged the motorcycle forward to weave between the stopped vehicles. They were about halfway to the semi when Taylor had to stop for an open car door. Lexi felt someone grab her arm. Looking over, she saw an angry-faced woman with a man beside her.
“Hey,” the woman said. “Give up the bike.” Lexi shrugged the woman away and patted Taylor on the shoulder.
“Get going,” Lexi yelled. Taylor started to turn the front wheel when Lexi saw the man grab for the handlebars. The bike waivered like it might tip, but then Taylor elbowed the stranger in the face. His nose exploded under the impact.
“Hang on!” Taylor yelled and then, with the back tire slipping on the pavement, Taylor goosed the bike forward. It screeched past the open car door so close Lexi had to lift her leg out of the way, but then they were back in a clear lane. Apparently no longer concerned with being careful about other people around them, Taylor raced to the eighteen-wheeler and shot around its front end to keep going on their way. That was a little too close for comfort, Lexi thought letting out a deep breath and worried getting back across town to pick up Anna again might be harder than she thought. The Yukon was a big vehicle, and the highways were so jammed they may soon become parking lots. Surface street would have to suffice, but without her GPS, finding the path would be a challenge. And the odds of Jackie having any kind of map are non-existent. As Taylor took the off-ramp which would lead them to Jackie’s condo, Lexi saw a minimart and fuel station to the right. Cars, most abandoned now from the looks of them, were lined up in all directions, clearly wanting fuel which could not be pumped without power. Lexi tapped on Taylor’s shoulder to get her attention.
“I need you to stop for a second,” she said. “I need to go buy a city map.”

ANNA SAT ON THE COUCH and tried not to worry about Lexi. The two had only been gone an hour, and Taylor had estimated it would take them a lot more than that to get across town and back. Still, not being able to communicate and so having no way to know where Lexi was at this moment, weighed heavily on Anna. Taking a sip of water to try and calm her nerves, she watched Jackie tap the side of her coffee cup with a manicured nail. Apparently, the woman had something on her mind, and Anna did not think it was just about Taylor and Lexi's absence. After another beat, Jackie turned her eyes on her. “So, how long have you and Lexi been back together?” she asked. Oh, so that’s it, Anna thought. Time for the inquisition. Anna set her shoulders and returned Jackie's look.
“Just a few days actually,” she answered. “I was in Astoria to finish packing up the house since it sold finally. The furniture was gone, but there were personal effects left.” Jackie looked thoughtful.
“And how does my sister fit in? If I recall, the last time you were in town for the class reunion, you wouldn't give her the time of day,” Jackie accused. Anna blushed a little at the truth she had thrown out. Anna had been a coward then when she was still married to her now ex-husband but avoiding Lexi had not really been about Martin. In truth, Anna had been afraid of how she would feel if she saw Lexi again. Her instincts had proven right. The woman was able to reach right into her and steal her heart. Once again, the thought of wasted time crossed Anna's mind, but she let it go. Just get back safe to me, Lexi, she thought. “Well?” Jackie asked, interrupting Anna's thoughts.
“We ran into each other at the farmer's market. Then Lexi invited me to dinner at her house,” Anna said and smiled. “Then one thing led to another, and here we are.” Jackie narrowed her eyes.
“I see,” she said. “And the future?” Anna paused. What would the future look like? she wondered. If the solar storm had not happened and thrown everything in chaos, would I have found a way to keep Lexi in my life? They were a thousand miles apart and were both enjoying very established lives. It would be too much to assume either were willing to just uproot and move. Anna shook her head.
“I can't answer that,” she told Jackie. “But right now, I'm not going to think about anything other than Lexi getting back here safe.” Jackie sighed, and Anna saw a hint of worry cross her face too.
“They will be fine,” Jackie said sounding only half convinced. “Taylor is as resourceful as they come.” Anna tilted her head. Turnabout is fair play, she thought, and now it was her chance to give Jackie a look.
“So, how long have you and Taylor been together?” she asked. Jackie's eyes widened in surprise.
“We're not together,” she protested a little too much. Anna raised her eyebrows.
“Really?” she said. “You sure looked together at the birthday party. Before everything went crazy at least.” She paused and then smiled. “I saw a hell of a kiss between you.” Jackie shot out of her chair like she had been stung and paced the room.
“I was caught up in the moment,” Jackie snapped. “I'm not like that.”  Anna nodded, remembering having similar thoughts over the years. About a million times.

TAYLOR SAT ON HER MOTORCYCLE across the street from the minimart gas station and waited. Even though she hated to waste even a drop of gas, she kept the engine running. So far no one had made any sort of move in her direction, but a few looks were enough to keep her on edge. It also was enough for her to draw her gun and rest it in one hand on the seat between her thighs. There was no reason to flash it around but having it ready if things suddenly went sideways gave Taylor a sense of reassurance. Mostly though, she just wished Lexi would hurry up with getting the maps. The request to stop irritated Taylor at first, but the need for them was undeniable. It would take backways and surface streets to make it home in a large SUV. Still, the delay was frustrating. She wanted to get to Jackie and Anna as quickly as possible, and the trip across town was taking longer than she anticipated. The roads were simply more congested than she guessed they would be already. In less than twelve hours since the blackout, even in the light of day, people were slowly starting to panic. All the more reason to get our asses back to the others, Taylor thought and tapped her finger impatiently on the handlebar. Back to Jackie.
Taylor’s thoughts wandered to their discussion earlier in the morning. Talking Jackie into at least staying with her for a few days if she would not agree to evacuate with Lexi and Anna had been tricky. On one hand, there was no way in hell Taylor would let Jackie out of her sight in the middle of this disaster, however, Jackie was making it clear a romantic relationship was not wanted. Which means I have a few days of extreme self-discipline ahead. And that is going to be hard as hell, she thought as the idea of Jackie in her apartment was enough to send a tight feeling of arousal between her legs. She growled inside her helmet and shifted to get more comfortable on the bike while willing Lexi to come out. Sitting there thinking about Jackie was going to drive her nuts. Let’s go, Lexi. 
Suddenly, shouting started in the line of cars. Taylor looked over and saw a man was trying to back his car out, but there was no space. Apparently, he tapped a bumper or something because the people around him were angry. Taylor grit her teeth as she could tell by the tones of voice that violence was only moments away. She did not want to be there when punches started flying. If any of them had a gun, the whole area would be a danger zone. As if on cue, Lexi came sprinting out of the minimart and dodged through the parked cars. She was moving fast, and Taylor appreciated it. As more yelling spread down the line of cars, it was time to go. She slid the gun back into her shoulder holster, and Lexi jumped on. Even before she had her helmet secured, Taylor goosed the bike. “Hang on,” she yelled, and Lexi did. As they fled, Taylor heard the sound of a gunshot behind her, and she knew, from her experience in war-torn countries, violence would quickly become the new normal.



CHAPTER 22

Jackie paced the living room and tried to keep her mind off of where Taylor and Lexi were at the moment. She felt Anna following her progress with her eyes. The woman had been applying pressure to convince Jackie to reconsider staying behind. As sirens continued to blare off and on outside the building, it was hard to ignore Anna's logic. Although she had no way to know for sure, Jackie sensed the city was starting to fall apart. So, should I change my mind and leave with Anna and Lexi? Taylor would come too, she thought but then shook her head. Doing so would mean admitting the world as she knew it was gone, possibly forever. She refused to accept that right now. 
“I’m staying,” Jackie answered Anna’s last request.
“But if the power's not back in three days, you'll come south with Taylor? Right?” Anna asked. Jackie sighed. She did not want to even contemplate the blackout lasting past Monday. Having to reschedule all her early week meetings would be a massive pain in the ass. She waved off Anna.
“Right,” she said. “I already promised Lexi.” To stop thinking about it, she went to the fridge and opened it. The light was off, and already the temperature inside was elevated. It would not be long until the milk and other perishables would start to suffer. All the more reason to have something now and not waste it. She glanced over her shoulder at Anna. “Want something to eat? Drink?” Anna tilted her head and thought about it.
“What are my options?” she asked. Jackie surveyed the contents. Water, juice, milk, beer. Jackie’s eyes lingered on the microbrew. They were sweating with condensation from the temperature change. Suddenly Jackie’s thoughts were flooded with the image of Taylor drinking one. To Jackie, beer was a rather masculine drink compared to her wine, but she could easily see Taylor putting one to her lips. A ripple of excitement fluttered through Jackie. The memory of Taylor’s mouth on hers the night before on the edge of the dance floor made her mouth tingle. Involuntarily, she licked her lips and then caught herself. No, she thought as she reached for cheese sticks. Taylor is only my friend. She stood up and walked back to Anna.
“I picked the cheese,” Jackie said, frustrated when she heard the breathless tone of her voice. Anna raised an eyebrow.
“Everything okay?” Anna asked. Jackie slipped into the armchair and lifted her feet up under her. She did not look at Anna and opened the packaging.
“I’m fine,” she said. Out of the corner of her eye, Jackie noticed Anna’s slight smile.
“You know, there are other things to consider about you staying here for a few days,” Anna said. “And they don't involve the risks outside these walls.” Jackie shook her head.
“I am absolutely not at risk,” she stated. “Taylor would never touch me if I don’t want her to. I know it in my heart.” Anna nodded.
“I can see that too,” Anna said. “But that’s not quite my concern. Will you be able to stay here and, well, frankly, not touch Taylor?” The question shot through Jackie like a shock. She felt her face redden and wanted to be angry at Anna for asking it, but in her heart, she was not sure. 

TAYLOR USED THE KEYS Lexi reluctantly handed over and let herself into Jackie’s condo. As she stepped through the door, the sensual scent of Jackie wafted over her. Taylor paused and steadied herself. In the dim light because the blinds were drawn, while she stood in the spot where she had tantalized Jackie with a hint of a kiss, Taylor felt desire rise up in her. Get a grip, Taylor thought while she ground her teeth and forced herself to get down to business. If nothing else, she had a promise to keep with Lexi. Jackie's sister was not thrilled with the idea of Taylor doing the packing, but after how long it took to get to the building, both of them agreed to divide and conquer. Lexi needed to get to the Yukon, make sure it would start, and then study the street map. In that case, it fell to Taylor to get the things on the list Jackie wrote out for them. A large part of it was clothes, and so Taylor started there. She took the suitcase from the closet and opened it up on the bed. It had been just where Jackie said it would be and Taylor appreciated the woman's efficiency.
Consulting the list, Taylor took some items from the closet and put them in the suitcase. She was pleased they were practical choices although, when she ran her eyes over the red dress Jackie had worn just a few nights ago for their “let’s do dinner” date, she hoped a time would come where she could see Jackie in it again. With a shake of her head to clear the sensual, therefore distracting, memory, Taylor moved to the large dresser along the wall. In her heart, she wanted to believe Jackie was right and the blackout would be resolved quickly and with minimal impact, but in her head, she knew the odds were not in their favor. A fried power grid, especially at the epic scale Taylor envisioned, could take years to replace. Not to mention cost billions, she thought. We will just have to learn to adapt. It would not be easy, but Taylor was determined to be one of the survivors and to make sure Jackie was too. But for now, pack. Taylor opened the top drawer of the dresser, and suddenly any thoughts about the doomsday around her vanished as she took in the sight of orderly rows of gorgeous women's underwear. She swallowed hard and pulled her eyes away to look at the list. On this topic, it was pretty vague and not sure what else to do, Taylor just reached in and grabbed a handful of the silky garments and put them in the suitcase. A lacy, navy blue teddy slipped from her fingers and landed among the other clothes. It was completely impractical, and Taylor knew she should put it back, but hesitated. The vision of Jackie in it, with her smooth light skin and fantastic curves, filled her mind. A throb pulsed between her legs and in that instant, Taylor decided to pack the lingerie.

LEXI LOOKED UP FROM beside the Yukon and saw Taylor walking toward her with a large suitcase in one hand and a second smaller carry-on size in the other. “Got everything I hope?” Lexi asked her.
“And some,” Taylor answered and for a second Lexi thought she saw a mischievous glint in Taylor’s eyes, but let it go to instead lean back over the map on the car’s hood. After loading the two bags, Taylor joined her. “So, what are you thinking?” she asked, and Lexi ran her finger along a line of blocks.
“We need to stay away from the main roads this time,” Lexi said. “It was hard enough moving through there on your motorcycle. I say we just go along these city blocks and hope for the best.” Taylor nodded.
“You take the lead since you have an idea where you want to try and so I don't get too far ahead of you,” Taylor said. Lexi nodded and folded up the map. She was eager to get started as the sun was steadily moving overhead and she knew they had been gone much longer than expected. Anna and Jackie would no doubt be worried by now, not to mention Lexi was worried about them. Even though they were behind locked doors in a residential area, things were unpredictable now. Lexi was concerned. As she watched Taylor put on her helmet and fire up the bike, Lexi climbed in and started the SUV. After a second, Taylor waved Lexi forward, and then the two of them pulled out to go.
The route went smoothly at first. Lexi followed her mapped out lines and only once had to diverge due to a collision in one of the larger intersections. Now though, Lexi slowed her vehicle to a stop. A single car was stranded directly in the center of a narrow city street. Parked cars on each side made it impossible to sneak around in her full-sized SUV. Once she stopped, Taylor pulled up beside her window and took off her helmet. “Well?” Taylor asked.
Lexi frowned. “If we can move it, it's a pretty direct shot home from here,” she answered. “I hate having to back out and search for an alternative.” Taylor looked thoughtful and then shut down her bike.
“I'll see if it's unlocked. If so, maybe we can wrestle it into neutral and move it a few feet,” she said. “If not, we could always push it with the Yukon.” Lexi nodded but would prefer not risking any unnecessary damage to her car. It was her ticket to getting Anna back to Astoria, and someplace Lexi felt safer. Lexi shut off the SUV and opened the door.
“Let’s just hope we can push it,” she said and climbed out to follow Taylor. As they reached the car, Lexi was happy to see the driver’s side window was down. With a little luck, they would be done with the chore in a few minutes. Taylor opened the door and started to slide behind the wheel with Lexi standing beside her when two men stepped out of the shadows of the buildings around them.
“Whatcha doing to my car?” he asked with a hint of mockery. Lexi looked up at him, and her stomach turned to ice. He had a rifle cradled in his arms and an unpleasant smile on his face. Apparently seeing the threat too, Taylor slowly rose from the car.
“Nothing,” Taylor answered, and Lexi followed her lead. She shook her head at the man to show they did not want any trouble. He laughed.
“I bet nothing,” he said and glanced at the man beside him. “Go get their keys, Lou.” 



CHAPTER 23

Anna watched out the front windows of Taylor's condo. The view gave her a partial glimpse of the lane the two women would drive up when they returned. She could no longer convince herself, as the afternoon sun moved across the sky and headed toward early evening, that nothing had happened to them. Jackie was equally restless, and when Anna glanced at her, she saw Jackie was biting her bottom lip and staring off into space. As if feeling Anna's gaze, she looked over. “Anything?” Jackie asked. Anna shook her head. “Maybe they just got stuck in traffic?” Jackie continued.
“Maybe,” Anna replied and hoped her friend's explanation was the reason for the long delay. Undoubtedly the roads were clogging up as people realized the magnitude of the power outage and had places to go which might be better than in the middle of a big city. Anna returned to watching out the window. As she did, she saw two people come into view. One was an older balding man, probably early sixties by Anna's guess, and he was accompanied by a younger, taller gentleman. The two stepped up to the front door of a condo across the street, and she could see them knocking. After a moment, the door was opened by a young woman with a toddler around her legs. By the reaction of the mother, she knew the two men and they had a short discussion, followed by the older man handing over a piece of paper. The young woman read it, nodded, and then closed the door as the two men moved on. They went to the neighbor's door, knocked, and waited. After there was no answer, the younger man made an entry of some kind on a notepad he carried, and the two crossed the street. Although they moved out of view, Anna guessed there would soon be knocking on their door. “I think we are about to have visitors,” Anna said to Jackie. Jackie furrowed her brow and got up to come and look out of the window.
“What do you mean?” she asked, sounding more perturbed than concerned.
“Two men going door-to-door are handing something out,” Anna answered. “Looks like it might be a flyer.” Before Jackie could comment, there was a knock at the door to Taylor’s condo. Anna turned to Jackie. “What do you want to do?” she asked the other woman. Jackie shrugged.
“Answer it I guess, unless you thought they looked dangerous,” she said. Anna considered the appearance of the two men and the reaction of the mother across the street.
“I think they’re fine,” Anna said. “Let’s go see what they want.”
“Should I grab the gun?” Jackie asked referring to the one Taylor left in the kitchen cupboard for them in case of emergency. Anna frowned and considered the fact neither she nor Jackie was trained beyond a five-minute dry-fire session with Taylor.
“Let’s leave it,” Anna said. “But you stay back out of sight, just in case.”

TAYLOR PUSHED LEXI in the shoulder. “Go start the car,” she said, while at the same time grabbing her handgun out of the shoulder holster. She felt Lexi move away and saw the man bring the tip of his rifle around. After years of combat experience, Taylor was betting on one thing. The stranger who was trying to steal their vehicles was untrained and would hesitate before shooting. Taylor, however, had the exact opposite instinct and she fired a warning shot just over the man’s shoulder. He ducked, and his friend dove behind a parked car with a yip of surprise. “I won’t miss again,” Taylor said. “Put your rifle on the ground.” She watched the thief hesitate, but then with a sneer did as he was told and raised his hands.
“What? You a cop or something?” he asked.
“Or something,” Taylor nodded and was relieved to hear the Yukon’s engine turn over. She started to back toward the SUV, seeing her beautiful, nearly brand-new BMW motorcycle out of the corner of her eye. Can I get on that, get is started and turn it around all while keeping my gun trained on this asshole? she wondered. With a sigh of frustration and disappointment, she knew she could not. As she approached the passenger side of the Yukon, she saw the man inching closer to his rifle. For a second, Taylor pondered shooting him altogether, but then decided she was not ready to resort to deadly force yet. Not less than a day into the disaster. It would mean giving up any hope her life could go back to normal.
Taylor opened the door. “Put it in gear,” she said to Lexi without taking her eyes off of the stranger. “As soon as my butt's in the seat, back out of here in a hell of a hurry.” She heard Lexi put the car in reverse and with a last look, threw herself inside. Before she even had the door closed, Lexi was racing them backward. Taylor heard gunshots, and as she looked, the windshield cracked from the impact of a bullet.
“Son of a bitch!” Lexi yelled and kept moving in reverse. Taylor rolled down her window and leaned out to return fire. Two quick shots and the man with the rifle and his friend were back behind cover. “There’s another behind us,” Lexi said with alarm in her voice. Taylor spun around to look and saw a different attacker with a rifle standing behind the oncoming car. He fired, and the rear window shattered.
“Hit him,” Taylor snarled, and Lexi stamped on the gas even harder. There was a thump, and then Taylor saw the man go rolling off between two parked cars. Even though less than a minute before Taylor was not ready to resort to violence, she was beginning to change her mind.
The Yukon came to a corner and Lexi squealed the car around it before slamming the gearshift back into drive. With a peeling out of tires, she blasted them down the street and away from the ambush.

HIDING BEHIND THE CORNER at the top of the stairs leading down to the condo's entrance, Jackie heard Anna open the door. “Hello,” a man's voice said, and then there was a pause. “Sorry to bother you, but we were looking for Taylor.”
“She's running an errand,” Anna said. “May I ask what this is about?” There was a rustle of paper, and Jackie imagined one of the men was handing Anna the flyer she mentioned.
“A meeting to discuss inventory,” said the man. “At the community center. 7 PM tonight.”
“Inventory?” Anna asked.
“Yes. So we can determine who has what supplies and then pool our resources,” Jackie heard from a second male voice. “Will Taylor be back by then?” It was a bit abrupt, and Jackie felt put off by the tone, not to mention she was pretty sure Taylor did not stockpile her food, water, and supplies to give it all up to people who were not as smart.
“Yes,” Anna answered. “She will be back in a few minutes actually.” Jackie frowned at the lie and wondered if everything was okay at the bottom of the stairs.
“Okay,” said the second man’s voice. “I just didn’t want you to be here alone.” Now Jackie really felt uneasy. What the hell does that mean? she wondered. Besides, she’s not alone. Jackie contemplated showing herself to make that message clear, but before she could, Anna wrapped up the conversation.
“I’ll be sure to give Taylor the message and see if she wants to attend the meeting,” Anna said. The first speaker cleared his throat.
“Well, really, miss—” he started but then the second voice interrupted.
“Actually, it’s mandatory,” he said. Jackie’s eyebrows shot up. It almost sounded like a threat. “Even if she is not back, you need to come. It concerns all of us.”
“I see,” Anna said, and Jackie could hear the coolness in her voice. “As I said, I will let Taylor know.” There was a moment of silence and, unable to resist, Jackie peeked around the corner to get a glimpse of what was happening. She saw the older, balding man at the open door with hand-printed flyers in his grasp. He seemed innocent enough, but the man behind him was staring Anna down. Jackie watched the smaller woman raise her chin and stare back. Finally, the man chuckled with the hint of a smile that did not reach his eyes.
“Please let Taylor know we called,” he said, and the old man muttered something similar just before Anna closed the door and locked the deadbolt. She leaned her back against it and let out a long breath. Jackie rushed down the stairs to her.
“Well, that was creepy,” Jackie said. Anna nodded.
“I’m not sure if you were watching, but the younger guy was doing a good job of checking me out the whole time,” Anna said with a flush of anger on her cheeks. “I sure hope Lexi and Taylor are back soon.” Now it was Jackie’s turn to nod. She hoped it too.



CHAPTER 24

As Lexi drove the Yukon up in front of Taylor's townhouse condo, Anna came flying out the front door, followed closely by Jackie. Lexi had barely shut off the engine and climbed out before Anna was in her arms and hugging her tight. “God, I was so worried,” Anna said into Lexi's neck, and Lexi could tell the woman was close to tears. Lexi wrapped her in tighter and nuzzled her hair.
“I know,” Lexi said. “I was too. Is everything okay?” Anna nodded and pulled back to look into Lexi’s face.
“It is now,” she said and kissed her. Lexi returned the embrace and would have happily stood there with Anna forever if she could, but Jackie suddenly gasped.
“Is that a bullet hole?” she asked, and Anna looked over to see Jackie pointing at the Yukon's windshield. Lexi heard Anna's breath catch when she saw the spiderweb of cracks in the glass radiating out from a hole.
She looked back at Lexi. “What happened?” she gasped and then Lexi watched her start to take in more of the situation around her. “And where’s Taylor’s motorcycle?”
“Hijacked,” Taylor answered. “We ran into an ambush.” Anna's eyes widened, and she looked Lexi up and down.
“You’re not hurt?” she asked. Lexi pulled her close again.
“No, we are both okay. Just angry mostly,” she said.
“Oh, Taylor, I'm so sorry,” Lexi heard Jackie say. “Your beautiful bike.” Taylor blew out a breath of frustration.
“I underestimated how bad things are getting already,” she said. “And it cost us. I’m just thankful it was not worse.” Lexi looked over and saw Taylor put her hands on Jackie’s shoulders. She turned the woman to face her and Taylor’s expression was deadly serious. “This means we all have to evacuate together,” she said. “With no alternative means of transportation, we can’t wait a few days to leave.” Jackie shook her head, but Lexi guessed she was simply processing the new information. Her heart went out to Jackie. She knew the woman did not want to admit the city was actually falling apart.
“I’ll think about it,” Jackie finally said. “I just—” Before she could finish, someone spoke up from the back of the Yukon.
“You’re going to need to move this out of the fire lane,” a young man said. Lexi felt Anna stiffen in her arms. What the hell is this? she thought. The man's tone was cool, and it was clear he was serious. Lexi saw Taylor turn to him. She did not smile.
“What do you want, Lionel?” she asked. Lionel stopped walking and glared at her.
“You’re late for the meeting,” he said. Taylor’s eyebrows went up.
“What meeting?” she asked. Lexi saw Anna was about to interrupt to explain when Lionel snorted a laugh.
“What? Your girlfriend didn’t fill you in? Mandatory community meeting. Right now,” he said.
“First I heard of it,” Taylor replied. “We just got back.” Lionel shrugged and glanced at the others, appearing to relax, but his eyes slid over Anna for a second. Lexi hated the guy already.
“Well, that was pretty crazy. Leaving, I mean,” he said. “Especially leaving someone alone back here. Anything could happen.” He grinned and then looked back at Taylor. “So, you coming? We could really use your input.” After a beat, Taylor nodded.
“Okay,” she said and looked at Lexi. “Will you park in my carport space? Number 27. And I’ll go see what’s going on.”

ANNA WATCHED AS LEXI parked her SUV in the space Taylor mentioned and noticed the back windshield of the vehicle was also cracked. Another bullet hole was almost dead center, and Anna felt her heart constrict as she realized how close she had come to losing Lexi. The idea made it almost hard to breathe as Anna needed the woman more than ever. Not just because of the crisis, but also because with Lexi back in her life, she did not want to imagine a future without her. Their love, as if intensified over the years, was deep and powerful. Not to mention I know we are making up for so much lost time, Anna thought. There was not a minute to waste. When Lexi shut off the Yukon's engine and got out, Anna walked to her. As the woman shut the door and turned, Anna slipped up close and put her arms around Lexi's neck. Even though Lexi looked surprised, her face was also filled with anticipation as to what Anna would do next. With a smile, Anna leaned in and kissed her. At first it was going to be a peck, but as soon as Anna felt the heat of Lexi's lips, she suddenly wanted more. Arousal streaked through her. After all the fear and adrenaline, Anna's senses were heightened. The feel of Lexi's firm, warm body against hers was both comforting and sexy. “Let's go inside,” Anna whispered as she broke the kiss. Lexi nodded with a look of intensity in her eyes.
“Let's do that,” she said. “Where's Jackie?” Anna's smile turned sultrier.
“She went with Taylor to the meeting,” she said. Now Lexi smiled and took Anna by the hand to go into the condo. The minute the door was closed and locked behind them, Anna threw herself against Lexi. They were not even up the stairs, but she did not care. All that mattered was kissing Lexi and reveling in the fact the woman was safe. Lexi did not hesitate to return the embrace, and Anna felt her lover's tongue move inside her mouth, taking the kiss deeper. A moan escaped Anna's throat, and she had the fleeting thought of laying back on the carpeted stairs to give herself to Lexi on the spot. As if sensing her desires, Lexi ran her hands up under the oversize t-shirt Anna was wearing. The touch was electric, and Anna wanted more of it. So much more. God, we can’t do this. Not here and now, she thought. Taylor and Jackie could walk in at any moment. Still, while she thought it, Lexi's hands traveled higher, and in a moment, she was running a thumb over the lace of Anna's bra, touching her nipple through the fabric and sending an ache down through her. Anna moaned again and wanted nothing more than to keep going, but with all the restraint she could muster, she pushed back from Lexi. “Lexi, wait,” she breathed. “I'm sorry, but we don't know when they will be back.” Her lover looked at her with half-closed eyes full of passion, but she slowly nodded.
“I know,” she said. “I was so worried about you, and now that I have you with me again, I want you. To possess you.” Anna shivered at the words. They made her happy and incredibly turned on at the same time.
“I want that too, but we can't. Not here like this,” she said. “I want to be back home with you.” Lexi paused. Anna could see different emotions cross her face.
“Home?” she finally whispered. Anna realized what she had done. The word “home” had just slipped out, but in her heart, she meant it.
“I mean your farmhouse,” she said softly. “If that's okay. Until we figure all of this out.” Anna saw a hint of tears come to Lexi's eyes and then the woman pulled Anna close again and buried her head into Anna's long hair.
“It's more than okay,” Lexi murmured and then pulled back with a frown. “But what about LA? And people there?” Anna sighed sadly.
“I worry about them,” she answered. “But right now, it seems impossible to go when we are struggling to even get to Astoria.” Lexi touched her face.
“When we can, I'll get you there,” she promised, and Anna smiled at her. She believed Lexi, but also knew it would be weeks or possibly months until they could even try. Or even years, Anna thought for a moment but then pushed the idea away. Surely it won’t be so bad as that.

TAYLOR SAT QUIETLY beside Jackie on a folding metal chair in the condo complex's community center. The old man, who Jackie confirmed was the one handing out flyers, was addressing the group of forty or so residents in the community. If Taylor remembered right his name was Allen, and he looked nervous as he wrung his hands and glanced around the room. “As you know,” Allen started. “I'm Allen Hughes, the president of our HOA committee. Thank you all for coming tonight.” Taylor scanned the room. Although she was never one to socialize with her neighbors and skipped any community gatherings because they were not really her thing, Taylor did recognize a few attendees. There was Tom and Beth Gardner who she knew had a toddler they pushed in a stroller around the complex from time to time. Beside them was Alice McKinley, a retiree who once asked Taylor to water her plants when she went to Portland for a week to visit her sister. The rest were basically strangers. Taylor refocused on Allen who was well into his pitch about everyone pooling resources. “I suggest we start tomorrow and gather everything here in the community center,” he was saying. “Lionel has volunteered to oversee the operation and be in charge of tracking the supplies.”
Taylor looked over at Lionel who sat leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed under a smug smile. She realized the man was staring in her direction and then felt her blood start to boil when she realized the asshole was checking out Jackie. Taylor clenched her fists and counted to ten to contain herself. I’ll deal with him later, she thought as Lionel’s eyes flicked to meet hers and his smile widened. Yep, going to deal with him for sure. Suddenly, Lionel looked away, and Taylor realized the man was being introduced by Allen. Lionel stood up and nodded at the audience.
“Thank you, Allen,” he said. “So, I’ll be going building by building with a cart to help everyone carry any goods. We also have boxes you can take tonight to pack your pantries.” Taylor raised her eyebrows. He’s got to be kidding, she thought as a murmur went through the group. It was clear not everyone was onboard with the plan. Tom Gardner raised his hand. Lionel pointed at him. “Question?” Lionel said although his tone indicated he was not interested in any discussion. Tom stood up.
“I hate to admit it, but we don't have much on hand. What I do have, I need to keep for my family,” he said. Lionel nodded, his demeanor so condescending that Taylor had a strong impulse to get up and punch him in the face. She took a deep breath to try and relax while glancing over at Jackie. Her face was flushed with what Taylor had come to recognize as fury. Not sitting well with her either I see, Taylor thought. Good. I may need backup before we are done here.
“That will be taken into consideration, and you will be provided sufficient daily rations,” Lionel said. “Not to worry. Let's just see what we have first. There's no telling how long this blackout will go on.” More people looked at each other, but no one else spoke up. After a pause, Lionel clapped his hands. “All right, then be sure to grab a box on your way out. I'll see each of you in the morning.” He looked over at Taylor specifically. “I'll start with you, Ms. Barnes. Is 8:30 AM to early?” Taylor scoffed and stood up. It was time to go.
“Don't bother,” she said. “My friends and I will be leaving before then. I need to get them home to Astoria, and I'll be taking most of my supplies with us.” Taylor watched Lionel's face redden.
“That’s really not acceptable,” he stated. “As a member of the HOA, you are obligated to comply with—” Taylor waved her hand to stop him and was about to reply when Jackie stood up next to her.
“No HOA contract would include a clause for such an incident,” she said in what Taylor had to guess was her kickass-in-the-boardroom voice. “And it is ridiculous for you to insist such a thing. Donations should be voluntary.” Lionel’s lips pressed into a line as he glowered at Jackie.
“I don’t think I know you,” he said. “Do you own a property here?” Taylor narrowed her eyes at Lionel.
“She’s a friend of mine,” she answered. Lionel’s eyebrows shot up in mock surprise.
“Oh, I see,” he said. “Well, she has no say here. So, if you don’t mind, let’s get back on topic. Now, as to your timeline—” Taylor shook her head and interrupted him again.
“Give it a rest,” she said. “I’ll donate whatever extra we have by piling it on the sidewalk when we leave. That’s my last offer.” Taking Jackie’s hand, Taylor led her out of the room before Lionel could say another word.



CHAPTER 25

“I can't believe they want you to just give away your stuff,” Anna said, not for the first time. The group was sitting at the kitchen table eating grilled steaks, fresh asparagus, and sautéed mushrooms. Warm beer topped it off. Under normal circumstances, it would be a fun little feast, but tonight the menu was dictated by the need to use up anything which would perish soon. As Taylor cut a piece of the meat, Anna saw her nod.
“It's true,” she confirmed again. “Blaming it on HOA agreements.”  
“Which is crap,” Jackie chimed in. Taylor smiled at Jackie.
“And you let them know it, in no uncertain terms,” she said. Jackie shrugged.
“When I hear bullshit, I call it out,” she said and took a sip of the beer. She made a face and set it down with a look of dislike. Anna and Jackie both were hoping for wine instead of the warm beer, but Taylor asked them to reconsider as wine lasted basically forever without refrigeration. Thus, microbrew it was for tonight.
“So, what are you going to do?” Lexi inserted into the conversation. Taylor was thoughtful for a moment and then answered.
“I think we should load up the Yukon with everything we can fit inside it first thing in the morning,” she said. “Then I will leave anything we can't take on the sidewalk out front. I have too much for us to carry anyway.”  
“Why not just keep it for when you come back?” Jackie asked. Taylor glanced at her. Anna knew Jackie was still in a bit of denial over the possibility the blackout could last longer than a few days. In fact, she had argued with them again this evening about going to Astoria. She was still undecided, and Anna knew Taylor was especially frustrated with her on the topic. I guess we will know in the morning, Anna thought and took a bite of the mushrooms. It was amazing what Taylor could whip up on the grill.
“I’m pretty sure someone will break in and just take it anyway,” Taylor finally answered. Everyone was quiet while they contemplated that reality. Anna thought of the bullet holes in the Yukon’s windows and realized things had changed so much already that the idea someone would break in was entirely realistic. It was all a matter of time. “I just hope they let us leave without a hassle,” Taylor continued.
“Seriously?” Lexi asked. Jackie shook her head.
“You did not see this guy Lionel,” she answered. “A major asshole and he was not happy when we stood up to him.” Again, the table grew quiet as this information was processed.
“Well then let’s get up extra early and be gone before they notice,” Anna suggested. Being a peacekeeper at heart, she was not a fan of confrontation.
“I second that,” Lexi added.
Taylor chewed the last bite of her food and nodded. “That’s the best approach,” she agreed. “I suggest we get some sleep and then pack at daybreak. Okay?” The others nodded. “Perfect. I’ll take the sleeper sofa. Can you three make the king-sized bed in my room work?” Anna saw Jackie glance at Taylor and wondered if the woman would rather sleep on the sofa bed beside her hero, but when Taylor did not meet her eye, Jackie gave a little nod. Lexi shrugged.
“That will be fine,” Anna said.

JACKIE WAS RESTLESS. It took all her willpower not to toss and turn in the wide bed she was sharing with her sister and Anna. They seemed to be sleeping fine, with Anna cuddled into Lexi's arms. That must be nice, Jackie thought, feeling both happy for them but also a little jealous. Even though she was not a cuddler by nature, at this moment, she wanted to be held and comforted. Her mind wandered to Taylor, and not for the first time. Jackie knew the woman was unhappy with her stubbornness around going to Astoria. Plus, I made sure to underline our relationship was only friendly, not romantic. But sometimes friends cuddle too. Still, the thought of being rejected made Jackie's stomach uneasy, and she bit her bottom lip. Should I, or shouldn’t I? It was a question which seemed to keep cropping up when it came to Taylor. Beside her, she heard Anna sigh in her sleep. The sound was soft and content and made up Jackie's mind. She was going, and risks be damned. Slowly, she slipped out of the covers and tiptoed to the door. With a glance back to make sure the other two were still asleep, Jackie quietly went out of the room and down the hall.
When she neared the living room, she found Taylor awake and reading a book by the dim light of a flashlight on the pulled-out sofa. This was not the scene Jackie had in her head, and she paused at the edge of the room. Hearing her footsteps, Taylor looked up and met Jackie's eyes. Whatever the woman thought of seeing Jackie there was unreadable in her shadowed expression. “Hi,” Jackie said, suddenly feeling a little exposed in the oversized t-shirt which was just long enough to cover her panties. Why didn’t I put on a robe or something? she thought and almost retreated. Instead, she gathered herself and raised her chin. “You're not sleeping?” she asked. Taylor set the book aside.
“Not yet,” Taylor said. “Too much on my mind.” There was a pause, and then Taylor's face softened. “You especially.” Jackie felt her heart beat faster at the confession.
“Why is that?” she murmured. Taylor looked away, and Jackie was beginning to think she would not answer when the woman turned her serious eyes back on her. The hint of hunger Jackie had come to need was back and she unwillingly shivered.
“I can't lose you,” Taylor said. “I want you to come south with us tomorrow. I need to be able to make sure you are safe.” Jackie did not know what to say. In all her life, she was not sure anyone had ever said such a thing. The words touched her and made her feel brave enough to cross the room to the bed. Taylor followed her every step, and the hungry look grew stronger. With a toss of her head, Jackie motioned to the bed.
“Can I lay down beside you?” she asked. Taylor blinked with surprised and then Jackie saw her swallow hard.
“Jackie, I'm only human,” she said softly. Jackie felt her body tingle but refused to acknowledge the feeling while she pulled the covers aside to slip in beside the woman.
“I just want you to hold me. Make me feel safe,” Jackie said. “Is that okay?” Taylor paused and then slowly nodded.
“If you will agree to come to Astoria with us,” Taylor said. Jackie held still for a second and considered the request. She knew getting out of the city was probably the smartest move but doing so meant admitting life was not going to return to normal anytime soon. Closing her eyes and feeling a wash of sadness, Jackie sighed.
“I will,” she whispered, and as soon as she said it, she felt Taylor's hands reach for her and pull her down into the bed. Not sure what would happen next, Jackie held her breath, but all Taylor did was wrap her arms around her to hold her close. The feeling was heaven. 

LEXI RAN HER FINGERS lightly up and down Anna's back, not wanting to wake her, but unable to keep her hands to herself. The woman felt so right beside her as she nestled into Lexi's body. In her sleep, Anna murmured something, and Lexi felt her stomach flutter. If only Jackie weren’t sleeping beside us, she thought with a quiet sigh. But then Jackie was moving out of the bed, and Lexi narrowed her eyes, so her sister could not see she was awake. Listening, she heard Jackie open the door and then exit, closing it behind her. After a pause, Lexi heard a low murmur of voices, not loud enough to make out the words, but clearly a conversation. After a few minutes, the talking stopped, and Lexi waited. Another five minutes passed. Is she going to stay with Taylor then? Lexi was not entirely sure how she felt about it, but at the same time welcomed the alone time with Anna. Not knowing how long she had, Lexi kissed Anna awake. The woman's eyes fluttered open, and she smiled when she saw Lexi. “Hey,” Lexi said. 
“Hey back,” Anna said. “Can’t you sleep?” Lexi shook her head.
“Not really. Thinking about Rosy and Clem and hoping they are okay,” Lexi said. Her worry over the well-being of her beloved dogs was constant. It may have seemed silly to a lot of people, but those two were like her family. She was not sure if she would be able to bear it if anything had happened to them. Anna ran a comforting hand up Lexi’s arm.
“I know,” she said. “I’ve worried about them too.” Lexi smiled. Anna has a kind and loving heart, so of course, she is thinking about the pets as well, Lexi thought “But we will be home sometime tomorrow. Then we can get them from the neighbor, and everyone can relax a little I hope,” Anna said. Lexi hoped so too. With a glance over Lexi's shoulder, Anna appeared to notice Jackie was gone. “Where's your sister?” Anna asked, and then her eyes widened. “Did she go to sleep with Taylor?” Lexi raised an eyebrow. 
“You’re surprised?” she asked. Anna giggled softly.
“I guess not,” she said. “Although I’m not quite sure what is going on with those two.” Lexi agreed.
“Me either,” she said. “But I hope they figure it out soon because all the sexual tension they put off is not helping me relax.”
Anna gave Lexi a sly smile. “Do you need help relaxing then?” she asked. Lexi felt her body react to the suggestive tone of the question.
“I think I do,” Lexi murmured and felt Anna’s hand slip from her arm and down her body to stop on Lexi’s thigh. There was a moment of hesitation as if Anna was considering how far she should go, but then Lexi felt Anna slip her hand inside the underwear Lexi was wearing. Lexi groaned as quietly as she could when Anna’s fingertips slid between her lips and found her wetness.
“Anna, God,” Lexi whispered. “This is crazy.” Anna smiled and with half-closed eyes, did not stop. The woman slowly circled Lexi's clit, tentative, but eager. 
“Does this feel good?” Anna whispered. Lexi could only nod as waves of desire radiated from between her legs. Reaching up to put her hand behind Anna's neck, she pulled her lover into a kiss. The contact was hot and using her tongue, Lexi forced herself into Anna's mouth. Anna moaned but did not stop moving her hand, now sliding the tip of her finger back and forth across Lexi. The pleasure was excruciating, and Lexi started to move her hips in thrusts against Anna's hand. The desire to come was building fast. Lexi groaned again, this time louder and prayed Jackie and Taylor could not hear her. Breaking the kiss, Lexi pressed her forehead against Anna's. 
“What about you?” Lexi breathed. Anna shook her head slightly.
“I want to please you,” she whispered. Lexi shuddered at her words and unable to stop herself, ground her hips higher into Anna’s stroke. The contact was so intense, Lexi started to shake and knew she was seconds away from an orgasm. Please don’t let Jackie come in now, she thought, and then everything was blasted from her thoughts as she came hard. Lexi grabbed Anna to her and squeezed the woman close as the sensation rippled through her. She threw her head back against the pillow and tried to catch her breath.
“My God, Anna,” she whispered. “That was intense.” Anna pulled her hand back and lifted herself up to kiss Lexi lightly. She had a satisfied smile on her face, and Lexi loved it. “You're incredible, Anna Patten,” Lexi said. Anna's smile widened. 
“And don’t you forget it, Lexi Scott,” Anna said.



CHAPTER 26

When Lexi stepped out of Taylor's door at first light and noticed her Yukon was sitting low in the parking space, her heart nearly stopped in her chest. Taylor was right behind her carrying two cases of bottled water to load up, and Lexi heard her swear. The plan was to move the SUV closer to make for easier loading so they could get the hell out of Seattle as soon as possible. But now it doesn’t look like we are going anywhere, Lexi thought as she stopped and looked at the four slashed tires on her vehicle. There was no doubt the attack was intentional and meant to keep them from leaving. Taylor shook her head, and Lexi looked over to see fury on the woman's face. “Damn it,” she said. “I should have anticipated this and slept in the car.” Lexi put her hand on Taylor's shoulder.
“Give yourself a break,” she said. “We had no way to know there were such assholes to worry about.” As if on cue, Lexi heard footsteps and glanced over to see Lionel and two other men with him walking toward them.
“Well now, what have we here?” Lionel said with a wry grin as he stopped and looked down at the flat tires. “Seems somebody has a beef with you.” Lexi saw Taylor whirl on the man, and she was pretty sure the only thing keeping the woman from punching him in the face was the fact she was still holding the bulky cases of water.
“You fucking chickenshit,” Taylor spat out. “Can't come to face me like a man, so you sneak around and pull this.” Lexi saw Lionel's face flush red at the insult. He stepped up until his chest was almost touching the cases Taylor held in front of her. The two men behind him closed in too.
“At least I'm not some selfish bitch who thinks she can just leave with stuff we all need,” Lionel growled. Taylor glowered at him, but then a smile spread across her face. Lexi raised her eyebrows. She’s up to something, she thought and watched as Taylor shifted her weight.
“You know,” she said. “You're right. I should share, and you can start by taking these.” As she finished the sentence, Taylor pushed the cases of water into Lionel's chest with more power than Lexi expected she could. Damn, she is strong, Lexi thought as she watched Lionel stumble under the sudden weight of the cases slammed into him. Unable to catch himself, Lionel splayed back onto his ass. The two other men looked on with surprise, and then one of them snickered.
“What the hell are you laughing at?” Lionel snarled from the ground as he struggled to get out from under the bottles of water. The man sobered quickly.
“Sorry,” he said. “Just looked funny.”  
“Well it's not,” Lionel said and stood up glaring at Taylor. Lexi stepped over to stand shoulder to shoulder with her friend. She was not normally a fighter, but sure as hell would not stand aside to let Taylor take the whole brunt of Lionel's anger.
“You're going to pay for that,” Lionel said with a sneer and raised his fists.

TAYLOR WANTED TO KICK herself for not coming down into the parking lot armed with a weapon. Just another oversight, Taylor thought with frustration. First the car tires and now this shit. She clenched her fists. Well, at least I can work off some of my anger on this asshole. Taylor glared at Lionel as he approached. Doubting he had much fighting experience, she readied herself for what she guessed would be a slow, looping right-handed haymaker of a punch and when he made his move, she was not far wrong. His punch came from the left. As she easily blocked it, the thought Lionel must be a lefty crossed her mind in the same second she used the edge of her hand to chop him in the throat. Her movement had the effect she expected, and Lionel grabbed his neck before stumbling back gagging. Taylor wheeled on the next closest attacker and bounced lightly on her toes. The man hesitated when he realized she was eager for him to engage. He lifted his fists hesitantly, and Taylor moved in, which resulted in the man backing away and dropping his hands. “Wait,” he said. “I got no fight with you.” Taylor glanced over and saw the second man was nodding in agreement. She snorted a laugh at the cowards.
“Fine. Then help Lionel up and get the hell out of my sight,” Taylor said. The two men scuffled over to grab Lionel by the arms and pull the coughing man away. Taylor lowered her hands and looked at Lexi who was clearly relieved. Not been in too many fights, she thought. But willing to wade in and risk her neck to cover my back. She liked Lexi more and more.
“What now?” Lexi asked. Taylor frowned. What now indeed, she thought. There were not a lot of choices. Either it was a new vehicle or a new set of tires, and neither would be easy to get their hands on. Both options would take time and probably mean stealing not to mention the risk of leaving someone else stranded. Taylor ran a hand over her face and tried to think. “Maybe someone in the complex has an extra car we can borrow?” Lexi asked apparently seeing Taylor was at a loss. She tossed the idea around in her head. There were very few residents in the complex she knew on a first name basis.
“I'm not sure,” Taylor finally answered. “I'm kind of a loaner.” Lexi scoffed.
“Shocker,” she said. “But there isn't at least somebody?” Taylor frowned and was about to suggest they just head back upstairs to brainstorm with the others when she heard a gasp behind her. Turning to look, Taylor saw white-haired Alice McKinley. Her hazel eyes were wide, and a wrinkled, age-spotted hand covered her mouth.
“What happened?” she asked softly, and Taylor followed her gaze to the slashed tires. She shook her head.
“Seems we made someone mad at us,” she answered. “Probably Lionel and his new rat pack.” 
“No,” Alice gasped. “Just because you wanted to leave?” Taylor suddenly remembered Alice had been at the meeting last night too.
“I think so,” she said and then slowly an idea formed in her head. She looked at Alice and knew the woman lived alone. She also drove a full-sized silver Honda Pilot.

JACKIE WAS DOWNSIZING, and the fact sucked. Now that she was making the trip with the others to Astoria, she needed to get whatever she wanted with her into the smaller suitcase. According to Taylor, with Lexi as backup, there was not room for both of her bags because they wanted to take as many supplies as they could. Even though she was not happy, it was hard to argue against packing canned goods to eat over extra clothes. With a sigh, Jackie pawed through her larger suitcase and came across the underwear Lexi had so unceremoniously shoved into the corner. Apparently, the woman does not know the dollar value of bras and undies from Victoria Secret, she thought. As she refolded each pair of panties and packed them, she was surprised when she came across the navy-blue teddy. She blinked and wondered why in the world her sister would have included the item. It was definitely not on the packing list she gave her. Even I’m more practical than that. She started to set it aside when suddenly understanding dawned on her. Lexi had not packed her things like she was supposed to, but instead, it was Taylor.
Feeling color rise to her cheeks, Jackie realized Taylor was the one who had included the lingerie. She was not quite sure how to take the fact, and she hesitated with the piece of clothing still in her hand. Take it? Or leave it? she wondered. Clearly, Taylor liked the teddy, and the thought made heat instantly rise up inside her. Even though the night before they had both behaved, and Jackie was willing to admit to herself, it had not been easy because the chemistry was still there. But what about boundaries? Jackie grit her teeth and started to feel angry. First, Lexi had not done what she asked and packed for her. Second, Taylor had gone through her private things without permission. And third? I’m mad because of this damn tingle knowing Taylor wants me to wear lingerie?
Deciding to give them both a piece of her mind, Jackie hesitated and considered the lingerie once again. Oh, what the hell, she thought before she dropped the teddy into the smaller suitcase and strode out into the living room. “Lexi!” she called, now quite worked up over everything. “You have some explaining to do,” she continued and then stopped in her tracks when she saw Lexi and Taylor standing in the living room with a third woman between them. Anna was in the act of shaking the stranger's hand, and everyone turned to look at Jackie.
“And this is my sister Jackie,” Lexi said glancing at her with a raised eyebrow. “Who is apparently not happy with me at the moment.” Jackie paused and looked the new person over. She was older, probably in her late sixties, with her white hair cut in a cute bob. “Jackie,” Lexi continued. “This is Alice McKinley. She's coming to Astoria with us.” 



CHAPTER 27

Alice was kind enough to let Taylor drive the Honda Pilot, not only because of her military training but also because she was the tallest. The cab of the vehicle was a tight fit with the five of them and every bit of supplies they could wedge in. Lexi was riding shotgun, and her footwell was packed with shopping bags full of dry goods. There was barely room for her feet. Jackie, Alice, and Anna were in the backseat, also wedged in around essential articles Taylor did not want to leave behind. The cargo section of the Pilot was filled to the ceiling as well. “Do you really think we need all of this?” Jackie had asked as she helped carry down yet another box.
Taylor had nodded. “We just don’t know how long it will be until we have another opportunity to get things we need.” Jackie had sighed. Taylor knew the woman was still hanging on to the belief the blackout would soon end, but Taylor had no such fantasy. In her experience, the government response would either be immediate or nonexistent. Now that the disaster was over twenty-four hours old and no help had appeared in the form of communication or otherwise, Taylor was afraid nothing would be coming soon.
Aside from food and water, Taylor had, among other things, dozens of extra batteries of all sizes, extensive first-aid supplies, propane canisters, a camp stove, and, of course, weapons with ammunition. Still, there was a lot she left behind, and it frustrated her. The plan was always to “bug-out in place” or so the survival preparedness buffs called it. Unfortunately, Taylor never considered she would have company when the shit hit the fan. But I wouldn’t change it, she thought as she turned the vehicle around and started toward the exit to the complex. Aside from her attraction to Jackie, she genuinely liked Anna and Lexi. They were good people and positive even in the face of an uncertain future, a mindset Taylor knew would be a difference maker in the days ahead.
Lexi's property could also be a godsend. They had not talked much about it other than Lexi explaining she had a large three-bedroom farmhouse on twelve fenced acres. It was also remote, being located five miles out of town, with dense forest on one side of the property and fields on the other. Astoria itself also sounded promising. Although Taylor had really never heard of it, the fact the small city was near the Columbia River and the Pacific Ocean gave Taylor hope there would be opportunities to fish for food to supplement their supplies. Now we just need to get there, Taylor thought as they neared the street at the edge of the condos. “Everybody comfy,” she asked, knowing they probably were not, but trying to make light of it.
“Delightful,” Anna said with a hint of playfulness.
“Speak for yourself,” Jackie bantered. “You’re only five feet three. Try five seven.”
“Five feet four and a half,” Anna answered. “And at least you’re not stuck in the middle.” Taylor nodded with a smile. Yes, they are a good group, she thought and hoped there would be nothing ahead which would change it.

THEIR PROGRESS WAS slow going and two hours quickly ticked by with very little progress. At first, traffic was almost nonexistent on the few blocks of surface streets Taylor navigated to get them to the highway she wanted to try. Anna was relieved. After seeing the bullet holes in the Yukon's windshields and the scary moment in the limo when people had swarmed them, Anna had not been sure what to expect. Then they had reached the larger road, and it appeared a lot of Seattle had the same idea they did. Get out of the city while they still could. The car was moving though, and Anna took comfort from the fact. She would take bumper-to-bumper all the way to Astoria if need be, as long as they were headed home. Home? she thought and wondered again why that word was what popped into her mind. The house is clearly Lexi’s, and yet... Anna saw it as a safe harbor and longed to do something as simple as climb into Lexi’s bed beside her and be held. Yes, it is already home to me.
Anna felt Alice shift beside her and worried if the lack of any mobility was causing her pain. She had experience working with the elderly and knew their joints could become stiff and painful easily. Anna moved closer to Jackie to give the woman more space. “Does that help?” she asked Alice. Alice smiled at her and shifted a bit in the seat.
“Yes, thank you,” she said. Anna smiled back.
“Maybe at some point we can all switch places,” she suggested. “Give our backsides a change.”
“I’d go for that,” Jackie said. “I think my ass is half asleep already.” Anna saw Taylor look back at them in the rearview mirror.
“Everything okay?” she asked.
“Our butts are asleep,” Jackie replied. “You have so much stuff wedged in around us no one can move an inch.” Taylor smiled.
“You’ll be glad for all of it. I promise,” she said. Jackie waved her hand.
“If I’d know you were a packrat, it might have changed things a bit,” she snorted.
“Oh really,” Taylor said with a raised eyebrow. “So what about those six bottles of red wine I had on hand and made room for?” Jackie smiled playfully.
“Even I had plenty of red wine at my place,” she said. Lexi chuckled from the front, and Anna smiled at the banter. It was nice to have something to focus on other than the slowly passing scenery of concrete.
“And to think all I could contribute was a case of Ensure shakes,” Alice added with a smile. “I think I’ve made out quite well. Cramped legs or otherwise.” The group laughed at this and Anna was so glad they had brought her along. Even after a short time, Anna genuinely liked the older woman. Once the scenario was laid out to her about needing her vehicle and being willing to let her evacuate with them, Alice had been quick to get ready. The woman was brisk and smart. And has a sense of humor, Anna thought and was thankful for it because it appeared they had a very long ride ahead of them.

THE GROUP WAS QUIET again, and Jackie yawned. They were still making progress down the highway, but not quickly enough in her opinion. At the rate they were going, it would take a day to make what was usually a three-hour drive to Astoria.
She felt her eyelids growing heavy and was glad to not be in the middle. Anna was a good sport to do it, even though it made sense considering she had the shortest legs of all of them, including the new woman, Alice. Jackie was not sure what to make of their latest addition, but if Taylor said she was okay, then Jackie believed her. She was just thankful Alice was not a chatterbox. Jackie's job required quite a few trips out east throughout the year, and Jackie hated when she was trapped beside someone who would not stop talking, even when Jackie gave them every possible nonverbal clue. So far, all Jackie knew was Alice McKinley was widowed, retired, and had been living alone. At least she was game to come along and let us use her car, Jackie thought. In fact, the older woman had seemed to take the whole thing in stride quite easily. It was kind of impressive. Deciding she needed to do something to pass the time, Jackie leaned forward and looked across Anna. “So, Alice,” Jackie said. “How long have you lived in Seattle?” Alice smiled.
“Forty-nine years,” she replied. “I’ve seen quite a few happenings over that time, but nothing quite like this.” Jackie raised her eyebrows.
“Wow,” she said. “I imagine you have.” She paused, and before she could continue, Alice chuckled.
“And before you try to figure out how to ask me, I’m seventy-two years young,” she said with a twinkle in her blue eyes. “I moved here fresh out of college and then I ran a restaurant for thirty-years before I hung up my apron and sold the business.” Now it was Anna’s turn to say “wow.” Jackie saw both Taylor and Lexi were paying attention too.
“Alone?” Taylor asked from the front. Alice waved a hand.
“Goodness, no,” she answered. “I had Charlie. We built the place up from nothing and made quite a pretty penny when we retired if I say so myself.” Everyone was quiet for a minute and then Anna leaned toward Alice.
“Was Charlie your husband then?” she asked. Alice chuckled again, and Jackie found it to be a vibrant and cheerful sound, a little bit of a surprise coming from the slender, white-haired woman.
“Definitely not,” she replied and looked around the car at all of them. “I guess you could say Charlie was my wife, although there really was no such thing while we were together.” Jackie's mouth dropped open, and she noticed pretty much everyone else had done the same. Alice's chuckle turned into a hearty laugh.
“Why did you think I agreed to come along with all of you?” she said with a playful tilt of her head. “I figured if I was going to ride this mess out, it might as well be with family.”



CHAPTER 28

Lexi watched the traffic through the windshield. The passengers in cars all around them were a mixed bag of families in minivans, couples, but lots of individuals So many with single passengers, she thought with some frustration. If people carpooled, this mess would be a lot less. She glanced at the women in the back, all with eyes closed now, and trying to rest during the long and boring ride. Lexi smiled as she let her eyes wander over Anna's face. She was especially sweet to look at while she slept. Peaceful. Beautiful. It was something Lexi relearned in their week together, and she cherished the fact she was given a chance to know it again. With a happy sigh, she turned back to the front. “Sleeping?” Taylor asked softly. Lexi nodded. 
“A good thing,” she said. “I don’t think any of us slept much last night.” Now it was Taylor’s turn to nod.
“You can sleep too if you want,” Taylor said. “Not like there’s much to watch for at this pace.” Lexi smiled.
“Maybe in a bit,” she said and then noticed something unusual ahead. A person in the distance was moving around in traffic. “What’s that?” Lexi asked. Taylor leaned forward to look hard out the windshield.
“Someone on a bicycle I think,” she answered. “Coming toward us between the rows of cars.” Lexi watched the person move closer and then saw more movement to the left. She turned to look, and there was a second man on a bicycle.
“There’s another one,” she said and pointed. Taylor glanced where she indicated and frowned. What are they doing? Lexi wondered and then noticed the cardboard sign strung on a string around the closest man's neck. There was lettering on it. She blinked and tried to read it, but then the man slowed at a car and looked to be speaking to the driver. He smiled, and there was an exchange of something. Panhandling? Now? Here? Then the rider was moving again, and the sign was soon close enough to read.
“Bottled water for sale,” it read. Lexi noted the cost was now ten dollars each, written over a crossed-out number five. 
“Wow,” Lexi said. She saw Taylor clench the steering wheel tighter.
“That’s some serious inflation,” she said. “Price gouging. Although the joke will probably be on them.” Lexi looked at Taylor and saw she was rolling up all the windows.
“How do you figure?” she asked. Taylor glanced at her and smiled wryly.
“Cash money won’t be worth anything soon,” she answered. “Might as well be toilet paper.” Lexi thought this through and realized Taylor was probably right. Who would be willing to take paper as currency if all the banks were closed indefinitely? she thought. Soon the hottest commodity will be tangible items to barter. She wondered how long it would take for the average person to realize the fact as the man on the bike rode close. He smiled as he stopped at the driver’s side window and held up a bottle of water.

ANNA OPENED HER EYES to see a stranger at the driver's side window. Alarmed a little, she lifted her head to look. The man was holding up a bottle of water, and she saw Taylor shake her head at him. The smile faded. “Oh, come on now,” she heard him call through the window. “Aren't you thirsty?”
“We're fine,” Taylor said, and Anna felt their car move forward to slowly catch up to the vehicle ahead, leaving the man muttering something as they passed him. She watched out the side window as they went by and noticed the stranger's gaze skim over the contents of the Pilot. His eyes widened a bit as all their inventory came into view. Maybe we should have wrapped blankets around things, she thought when the man saw her watching him. He gave her a big smile and then they were beyond him. The greed in his eyes made her nervous, and she sat up all the way, even though Jackie had her head on Anna's shoulder. The woman woke up and looked around.
“Are we there?” Jackie asked with a yawn. Anna ignored her for a second as she tried to look out the back window around the boxes of stuff and watched the man on the bicycle waving over the lanes of traffic at someone else. Anna turned to see a second bicyclist. The man glanced in Anna's direction, and she caught her breath when the two strangers nodded before picking up their pace to ride through traffic away from them.
“Taylor,” she started. “I think we might have a new problem.” Turning back to the front, Anna leaned between the seats. “The guy on the bike? He seemed awful interested in our supplies.” She saw Taylor check her side mirror while Lexi turned around to face her.
“I don’t know where he went,” Taylor said. 
“What did you see?” Lexi asked concern on her face. Anna recounted what happened.
“Do you think we should be worried?” Jackie chimed in. “I mean we’re surrounded by other cars. What could they do?” Anna glanced from side to side and noticed that although other people were everywhere, none were paying them much attention. Everyone was as bored as they were with the slow traffic. Maybe she's right, and I'm worrying over nothing, she thought and leaned back.

AFTER FIVE MINUTES, when nothing happened with the men on the bikes, Taylor went back to a more likely problem. She eyeballed the gas gauge. Their lack of progress was slowly but surely sipping their reserves. The Pilot was full when they started but now showed just over half a tank, yet they had only made it a quarter of the way if that much. She looked out the windshield and saw nothing but lines of vehicles for miles ahead, all riding their brakes just like she was at the moment. This is not working, she thought. So, what’s the next move? Taking a deep breath, she considered their options. Up ahead about fifty yards was an exit off of the highway. Surface streets might be less congested, but they already knew how easy it was to run into trouble down there. Plus, there would be no direct path making them spend time winding their way along until they found a better route south. At least on the highway they were moving in a straight line toward their destination. She ran a hand over her face and tried to think.
“You okay?” she heard Lexi ask and she glanced over. The woman, Jackie's sister, looked at her with an open, questioning expression. There were no more signs of the animosity she displayed in the beginning. Taylor was glad for it as Lexi was proving to be resourceful in her own right and more than brave enough to step up in a tough situation. She nodded.
“I’m okay, but we need to talk about our situation,” she said.
“Our situation?” Jackie said from behind her. “Now we have a situation?” Taylor glanced at the rearview mirror and saw the beautiful woman frowning. All things considered, she was a good sport, but it was clear sitting in traffic for hours was starting to be a bit too much. Scanning the other two women's faces seated with Jackie, she realized they were all miserable. They need to stretch their legs, Taylor thought. So maybe take that exit after all. She opened her mouth to suggest it, when Lexi, who was staring at the side view mirror, grabbed Taylor’s forearm.
“We definitely have a situation,” Lexi said. “The guy on the bike is back. And he brought friends.” Taylor looked in her own mirror and saw the man from before biking fast through traffic. He had what looked like a tire iron in his hand. Oh shit, she thought. They want our gear. Sitting up straight, Taylor checked the other cars around them. She had the Pilot in the center lane so getting over to the exit was going to be a challenge.
“Alice,” Taylor said looking over her shoulder at the older woman. “Do you have decent car insurance?” Alice, with Anna and Jackie, was trying to look around the supplies to see out the back window as the men on bikes approached.
“The best that AARP has to offer,” she answered without hesitation. “Do what you need to but get us the hell out of here.” Taylor immediately hit the horn seconds before pulling into the right lane, cutting off the car beside them so close she heard metal on metal. Cars were also creeping along the shoulder, but not as thick, so Taylor was able to merge without a collision. However, the car to her front was stopped. Thankfully, it was an old Mazda Miata. Never liked those things anyway, she thought and blared the horn while waving for the little car to get out of the way. The driver immediately gave her the finger and Taylor snorted a laugh as she rammed him from behind. The little convertible did not stand a chance against the sturdy Honda Pilot and was quickly pushed aside.
“Please hurry,” Taylor heard Anna say, and her usually steady voice had a thread of panic in it. A glance in the mirror as she picked up speed toward the exit ramp showed the lead bike was right at their back. Suddenly there was the sound of something hard striking the window and the glass splintered. The women in the back all yelped. But thankfully, nobody started screaming, Taylor thought and stomped on the gas. The exit was only a few yards ahead now, and only a Ford Ranger was in the way. Again, Taylor honked and waved. She grimaced, realizing she would have to push it aside too, which would mean slowing down. Then, as if understanding he was about to be hit, the pickup driver yanked his vehicle to the left. With barely enough room to pass him, Taylor did not wait and, with sparks flying off of the side of the Pilot as it slid along the concrete barrier edging the highway, they shot down the exit.



CHAPTER 29

As the last of the suburbs were left behind them, Jackie felt like she could finally breathe again. It had been harrowing as they wound their way through a less than ideal part of Seattle under the best of circumstances. Rolling by street after street of looted buildings and cars with windows smashed had everyone in the Pilot on edge. The worst though was seeing homes on fire. Whether it was from accident or arson, Jackie had no way to tell. At one point, Taylor stopped the car and asked Lexi to drive so she could ride shotgun with a handgun on her lap. “No matter what we come across, do not stop,” Taylor instructed. “Even if you have to whip a U-turn or throw it into reverse, keep us moving.” Lexi had nodded, her face grim. The strategy worked though as even when confronted with would-be attackers on the streets, Taylor’s threat to shoot and Lexi’s skill at driving past obstacles got them out of trouble more than once. But it should be better now, she thought. Surely the backroads home won't be so dangerous, and it will feel incredibly good to get out of this car. The daylight was fading, and she had ridden with her legs bunched up around supplies for almost ten hours now. A glance over at Anna and Alice beside her let Jackie know they were equally ready to be back at Lexi's farmhouse. We all need a break. Even if it is only a few minutes to unkink ourselves. Jackie leaned forward and put her hand on Taylor’s shoulder. The woman turned to look at her. “Everything okay?” Taylor asked sounding concerned.
“Nothing serious other than I need to stretch my back for a second,” Jackie answered. “Can we stop for five minutes?” Anna murmured a quick second to the request. Taylor nodded and glanced at Lexi.
“How’s the gas gauge?” she asked. “Probably could use my extra gas can to fill up while everyone takes a break.” Jackie saw Lexi check the dash.
“I know you wanted to try and conserve it, but we will need to add the gas soon regardless,” she replied. “It's at least forty miles more, and we are touching on empty.”
“Okay, we have no choice then, and even my butt is numb. And I have a good seat,” Taylor agreed. “Next place for a pullout, let's take it.”
“Actually, I think there is a vista point parking lot about a half mile ahead,” Lexi said. Taylor nodded.
“Excellent,” she said. “Let’s go there.” Jackie heard Alice sigh with relief and thought, not for the first time, what a hell of a good sport she was being. Not one complaint, not even after Taylor tore up the car plowing off of the highway. There’s no doubt a lesson there, Jackie thought. She knew her propensity to be high maintenance was not going to be welcome over the days to come. Unless the power snapped back on soon, she realized life would be tricky at best. Thank God I let Taylor talk me into coming with them. Jackie smiled a little. More like Taylor insisted I go with them. She had a feeling Taylor would have picked her up and put her in the car if it came down to it in the end.

LEXI WAS RELIEVED TO know they were going to stop for a few minutes. Driving out of Seattle had nearly shot her nerves and the constant rerouting through the city blocks to avoid threats took what felt like forever. At least we are on the home stretch now, she thought, thankful to be on backroads with which she was familiar. They were significantly less traveled under normal circumstances, and even now with the mass exodus of Seattle happening, there had only been a dozen other cars or so. As she went around a long curve, she saw the brown sign ahead which pointed to the place Lexi was hoping to find. “There it is,” she said with a smile, and she could feel everyone in the car exhale with relief. Lexi turned in and was happy to see there was only one other vehicle in the tiny four space parking lot. If it had been full, she thought she might have cried.
“Take the one furthest from that car,” Taylor said, and Lexi glanced over to see the woman scanning the area for possible threats. Once again, she was glad Taylor was with them. As unlikely as it seemed anyone would want to cause trouble clear out here, Lexi had seen enough of the dark side of humanity today to remind her this was no time to let her guard down.
“Okay,” Lexi said and parked at the end of the short row. As soon as she had the Pilot shifted into park, Jackie had the door open. Taylor reached out to grab her knee.
“Wait,” she instructed. “Close the door and give things two minutes.” Jackie groaned.
“Seriously?” she asked, but Lexi noticed she was pulling the door closed again and locking it. The whole group had grown wary now. 
“Taylor,” Alice spoke up surprising Lexi. The woman had been so quiet on the long ride she had almost forgotten she was with them. “I know you're worried, but I'm getting out of this car. There's a port-o-potty over there, and I might die if I don't get to use it. Right now.” Lexi glanced out the side window and saw the familiar plastic blue box. Going to the bathroom would be a relief for her too. Taylor hesitated, but Alice was apparently not bluffing because Lexi heard the door unlock. “I can be bait,” Alice said as she got out. Her voice sounded playful, but there was a hint of weariness too. 
“Oh hell no,” Jackie said. “She’s not going alone.” She unlocked and opened her door too.
“Jackie,” Taylor started, but it was too late, and the women were on their way. “Damn it,” Taylor muttered and climbed out too with her gun in hand. After a pause, it was only Anna and Lexi left in the car. Lexi turned and looked into the tired, but still beautiful, face of her love. 
“How are you holding up?” Lexi asked softly. Tears showed at the corners of Anna's eyes, and Lexi felt her heart ache at the sight. She reached out and took Anna's hand. “Anna,” she said. “We'll be home soon. I promise.” Anna nodded as she wiped her eyes. 
“I know,” she whispered. “But it’s all so horrible. All that unnecessary violence. I just can’t stand it.” Lexi sighed feeling sad for her, realizing her kind and compassionate Anna would be affected the most by what was happening to humanity. The woman was a healer and lived each day wanting to make people feel better. So, we will have to find a way for her to do more of that soon, Lexi thought with resolve. Somehow.

AFTER INSISTING THE women let her check the outhouse first, Taylor walked the perimeter of the lot. She found nothing to worry about, and it appeared the car left in the lot was abandoned. Probably out of gas, she thought and knew there would be a lot of those in the days to come. Even after people figured out ways to extract gas from the underground tanks at the stations, there would be no refills for those anytime soon. Fuel was about to be very valuable, which was why she had been hoping to get them all the way back to Astoria without refueling. Still, we made it a lot further than I thought we might. The Honda Pilot was proving to be a great car, and she knew they had tested the thing to its limits. Returning to it now as she finished her second loop around the lot, Taylor examined the damage to the side where she plowed into the concrete barrier. The paint was wrecked at the least. She felt someone come up beside her and glanced over to see Alice. The woman was looking at her car too. Taylor felt a pang of guilt even though she would do the same thing over again if the situation came up. After a pause, Alice looked into Taylor's face and smiled.
“I think I'll repaint it purple,” she said. Taylor raised her eyebrows and Alice chuckled. “Yep, I always wanted a purple car. Everyone told me I was crazy, but I have a hunch no one's going to worry about such a thing now.” There was a pause, and then Taylor grinned.
“When the opportunity comes up, I’ll even help you paint it,” she said. Alice put a hand on her shoulder and nodded.
“Maybe a big daisy on the hood too,” she said and at this Taylor chuckled. After a minute, both of them were laughing, and after all the stress and strain of the last day, Taylor realized it was a much-needed release.
“What in the world is so funny?” she heard Jackie ask as the woman joined them. Taylor stepped to her and put an arm around her waist. She did not resist and instead leaned into her. The contact felt good, and Taylor let herself relax even more. Jackie is safe. All of us are safe, she thought and she kissed Jackie quick on the temple.
“Okay, my turn to use the facilities. I’ll be right back,” Taylor said and started to walk away. As she turned, the vista the parking lot was meant to showcase caught her eye. She had been so focused on what was immediately ahead of her as she checked the area that she had not even looked across the horizon. Now she paused and appreciated the beauty of the valley below. The scenery was a blanket of evergreens, zigzagged with a paved highway, which wound the way down. I wonder if that is the same road we are on, she thought as her eyes followed turns. She had not looked far when she saw the thinnest of smoke trails rising up from a spot in the trees about halfway down and then it was gone. Staring harder now, Taylor tried to find it again, but apparently, the wind had blown it away. Turning, she saw Lexi and Anna walking back across the lot and waved them over. “Can you come to take a look at this?” she asked, and the two women veered over. When they were at the edge with her, Taylor pointed and, just as she did, another plume of smoke puffed up out of the trees. She saw Lexi frown and Taylor felt her chest tighten. She was no longer relaxed. “I think a fire is starting,” she said.
She saw Lexi stare and then nod. “I think you're right,” she said and turned to Taylor and Anna. “We need to go. That is our road out of here, and we need to get down into the valley before everything catches on fire.”



CHAPTER 30

After adding the extra gas, Taylor was driving again, while Lexi leaned forward to spot out the windshield. Being in the middle, Anna only had the sunroof and could see nothing but blue sky whipping by, which was quickly making her carsick. Hopefully, they would be through the switchbacks soon, or the uncomfortable ride would become much worse. “I think it is on the left and in the canyon,” Lexi said. “Down a little more maybe, but not too big. Still a single column.” Anna saw Taylor nod and felt some relief of her own. If they had to go back to find another route, she might cry. The car shot around another curve and Anna braced herself to avoid leaning into Alice, who was looking a bit green herself. We will be handing out barf bags back here if this doesn’t let up, she thought. Suddenly Taylor slowed.
“Whoa,” she said, and Anna leaned forward between the seats to look out the front window. Up ahead there was a hole in the guardrail which edged the winding road. It looked like a car hit it hard and maybe even went through.
“Taylor, stop,” Anna insisted. “Someone might need help.”
“She's right,” Lexi added. “We need to at least check it out.” Taylor slowed and pulled onto the gravel shoulder.
“What is it?” Alice asked. She was the furthest from the sight.
“A crash?” Jackie said as she was peering out of her own window. “I see tire skid marks.” The Pilot stopped, and Jackie opened the door. Anna followed her out and walked with the others to the side of the road. What she saw made her heart leap into her throat. A maroon minivan was about fifty yards down a steep slope and had slammed into a tree. Apparently, the heat from the exhaust pipe or maybe a random spark from impact had set the surrounding dry grass and nearest shrubs on fire. One pine tree closest to the burning was now starting to flare up as well.
“Oh my God,” Jackie said raising her hand to her mouth in shock.
“Shit,” Lexi muttered at almost the same time and put her arm around Anna's waist. “That looks bad.”  
“Yes, it does,” Taylor added. “And this is the source of the smoke.”  
“What do we do?” Alice asked. “Do we try and get down to check on any passengers?”  
“We have to,” Anna added. “Before the fire gets too big.” Taylor shook her head and turned to Anna. Her face was solemn.
“Anna, the fire is already too big,” she said quietly. Anna felt tears spring to her eyes, both in sadness and in anger. Taylor seemed to think she was the one to call all the shots. Anna appreciated the woman's leadership in this challenging time, but Anna would be helping the people down there. She squared her shoulders.
“You can stay up here if you want,” she said. “But I'm going to go check for survivors. Debating about it is just going to waste time.” Taylor frowned. Anna looked at Lexi and saw the woman was conflicted. Before she said anything, Jackie put a hand on Anna's arm.
“Please, it's too steep and too risky,” she said. “And you don't know they aren't already dead.” Anna opened her mouth to protest again when she heard a sound. It was unmistakable and made her blood run cold. It was the wail of a baby, and it was coming from the minivan.

LEXI HEARD THE BABY's wail and instantly went to grab Anna. She knew the woman she loved would never wait after hearing the sound. In the end though, Lexi was too slow to react, and Anna tore from her grasp. She watched her sprint to the edge of the gash in the guardrail and, without a moment's hesitation, race over the side to go down the steep slope. “Anna, wait!” Lexi called, but in a second Anna was gone from sight. Lexi raced to the side of the road and looked after her. Taylor grabbed her arm as if to keep her back, but Lexi shrugged her off and climbed onto the slope to go after Anna.
The woman was already on her butt and inching down in a shower of dirt and pebbles. Lexi tried to keep her feet to gain on Anna who was no more than a few feet ahead of her, but it was too steep, and soon she was on her ass also. “Anna,” Lexi cried again. “Stop.” Anna did not look back. She was focused only on reaching the minivan, which was what scared Lexi the most. A ring of fire, although still catching, surrounded the vehicle. Getting through it would be dangerous, if not impossible, not to mention there was no way to know how stable the car was if they could reach it. Lexi worried the whole thing might tip in the balance and continue down into the valley. “Anna!” Lexi yelled again. “Please, wait for me.” For a second, Lexi thought Anna might listen this time as she saw her dig in her heels a bit, but then the baby cried out again. There was no way she would stop now. Gritting her teeth, Lexi pushed up to her feet again and ran headlong through the dirt. Barely able to keep from falling onto her face, Lexi used the brush around her to grab hold and slow her down. She felt the rough bark of the thin branches tear at her palms but ignored it as she saw Anna push along toward the fire ring.
As a last-ditch effort to grab her in time, Lexi let go of any support to close the distance. Moments from being completely out of control, she got to the woman and was forced to almost tackle her to stop her progress. The two went down in a heap, and Anna cried out. “No,” she said, sounding angrier than anything else. “Lexi, let go of me!” Lexi wrapped her up in her arms and held her tight.
“Anna, I'm here to help you, but we have to be careful,” she said. “Getting burned or knocking the car off balance will make the situation worse.” Anna relaxed a minute amount.
“We need to hurry,” she whispered, and Lexi agreed as she watched down the slope. They were still yards away, but she could already feel the heat and watched as another trio of pine trees near them caught. Every second they waited, the fire only grew worse. She knew crossing through it would burn them, and there was no way around it.

“FUCK, FUCK, FUCK,” Taylor growled under her breath as she watched the two women on the slope for a second longer and then ran to the Honda Pilot. She yanked the back open and started to pull sacks and bags out while not caring if the contents spilled.
“Taylor, what are you doing?” Jackie asked sounding alarmed. Taylor pointed toward the front of the car but did not look up. She had to find what she needed and fast.
“Behind the driver's seat. Get me the fire extinguisher I stashed there,” she ordered. She felt Jackie move away and hoped the woman could find it quickly. Taylor put her hand on the roll of braided paracord rope she needed. It was lightweight and thin, but strong and she hoped it would be long enough. Moving around the side of the car, she was relieved to find Jackie holding the extinguisher. “Perfect,” Taylor said and kept moving. “Bring it this way.” With Jackie on her heels, Taylor strode back to the edge of the road at the top of the slope. With quick and practiced hands, Taylor untied the cord and started to unravel it. Once she had a length to wrap around her fist a couple times, she lifted the rest of the bundle, and with the strongest heave she could muster, threw it down the decline in the direction of Anna and Lexi. It spiraled almost like a football through the air in an arc before landing three-quarters of the way down. “Good enough,” Taylor said and handed the end to Jackie in exchange for the fire extinguisher. “Tie this off on the guardrail. Make sure it's secure,” she said. Jackie's eyes widened as she took the rope.
“Wait, what are you going to do?” Jackie asked. Taylor knew there was no time to explain and Jackie would hate it anyway. Instead of answering, she leaned in and gave Jackie a kiss on the mouth. Then, before she could think herself out of it, Taylor took three fast steps and leaped off the edge. Momentum got her ten yards, but then gravity took over, and the ground rushed up at her. She had never tried a controlled fall down such a steep decline before and hoped she was not going to regret it at the same time her feet hit the dirt. The impact jarred her hard enough to snap her teeth together, but then Taylor went with the motion and tucked her head while clasping the extinguisher to her chest to do a somersault. The force of it popped her up onto her feet, and she ran with long, galloping strides to try and keep up with the speed she was moving. A large rock loomed ahead and rather than try and stop, she jumped. Airborne now, Taylor finally realized she made a mistake as one jagged part of the boulder clipped her boot and flipped her over. Now her tumble was a crash, and it was all Taylor could do to not overreact but instead went with it until she was flat on her back and sliding. Dirt and gravel went everywhere, including down her pants. She tasted blood in her mouth and a pain throbbed in her left shoulder. When she opened her eyes, she saw Lexi and Anna straight ahead. If she did not stop her progress, they would crash into each other. Taylor slammed her boot heels into the dirt and felt the impact all the way to her hips, but it worked, and after another few seconds, she slid to a stop at their feet.
“Holy shit,” Lexi said. “You're crazy.” Taylor had to agree.



CHAPTER 31

Jackie, with her mouth open in shock and awe, watched Taylor's insane descent. The distance which had taken Anna and then Lexi minutes to traverse was covered in about fifteen seconds by Taylor. “Oh my God,” Jackie whispered as she saw Taylor slide to a stop, pause as if taking a breath, and then climb to her feet to start toward the fire. She watched the woman wave at Lexi and then saw her sister was scrambling up the hill again. It took Jackie a second to realize she was crawling toward the end of the rope Taylor threw down. She also realized she still held the unsecured end of that rope in her hands. Snapping out of her daze, Jackie knelt down by the guardrail and stared. She had no idea how to tie such a thing without risking it slipping free. Suddenly, Alice was kneeling beside her.
“Can I help?” she asked, and Jackie nodded.
“Yes, please. I don't know what I'm doing,” she answered. Alice took the rope and started to wrap it around the rail a few times.
“Well, I'm no expert either, but I have tied some knots in the restaurant business,” she said. “Charlie was the real handy one.” Jackie watched as Alice did more with the rope and then the job was done. “That should hold,” Alice continued and stood up. Standing up beside her, Jackie looked back down the hill in time to see Taylor and Anna were now at the ring of fire around the minivan. As if going on the count of three, she watched Taylor step up, blast the base of a section of the flames and Anna jumped through. Taylor followed, and the two women got to the car.
“Incredible,” Alice said with a clear hint of wonder in her voice and then glanced at Jackie. “I saw her kiss you. Is she your woman?” Jackie paused before turning to look at Alice beside her. Is Taylor my woman? she wondered. Am I hers? The situation was too confusing, and she did not have a clear answer for Alice. As if sensing the hesitancy, Alice shook her head. “Well, if she's not, I call dibs,” she said. “I don't think even my Charlie could have pulled that off.” At this, Jackie nodded. Taylor truly was a wonder. 

ANNA RAN TOWARD THE minivan. “Get the baby,” Taylor yelled from behind her. “I'll check the driver. Be careful, the door handle may be hot.” With a nod, Anna ran around the vehicle to the back-passenger door and, pulling down the long sleeve of the sweatshirt she wore, yanked it open. What she saw inside made her heart jump into her throat. A year-old baby sat wailing in the car seat. The child's face was red, and tears streaked down its cheeks.
“Oh, sweetheart,” Anna cooed as she reached for the harness holding the baby. Not experienced, it took her a few seconds to snap the clasps open, and by then Taylor was back with her.
“Is it okay?” Taylor asked with her voice laden with concern. Anna pulled the crying baby free of the car seat, and a blue baby's blanket came with it.
“I don't know for sure yet, but I don't see anything obvious,” she said wrapping the child against her. “And the driver?” Taylor shook her head.
“Didn't make it,” she said. Anna felt sadness wash over her but then forced it aside. They needed to get up the hill and time was running out. Feeling the pressure too, Taylor motioned at the baby. “Do you want me to carry him?” Anna shook her head.
“Just get us all up the hill,” she said. Taylor nodded and took Anna by the elbow to steady her over the uneven ground. The spot in the fire ring where they entered was starting to flare up again, and Anna moved faster. In seconds, they would be trapped. Suddenly, Lexi was there too.
“I pulled the rope down as far as I could,” she said taking Anna's other elbow and helping her climb. “But it's still twenty-feet up.”  
“It will have to do,” Taylor said as they reached the edge of the fire between them and the way out. “Anna, do you have a good hold? Because Lexi is going to push you on the ass from behind to propel you past the flames and up to the rope.”  
“I'm ready,” Anna confirmed as Lexi moved behind her and put her hands just below her waist. Anna glanced at Taylor. “What are you doing?”  
“I need to find something, and then I'll be right behind you. Just get to the rope,” she said. “Now go!” With that, Lexi started to push, and Anna let the force propel her through the fire ring and up toward the end of the rope.

TAYLOR STOOD A MOMENT longer to make sure Lexi and Anna were able to get traction enough to clear the growing fire and start up. She needed them to get to the rope at least and then she would catch up to help show them how to use it to climb. Carrying the child would make it especially challenging, which was all the more reason Taylor needed to do one more task before escaping herself. Turning back to the minivan, she thought of the young woman who was dead in the driver's seat. It did not take much of a leap of imagination to guess she had been the baby's mother. Unfortunately, a branch from the tree they slammed against punctured the windshield as well as the airbag and hit her. Blood had been everywhere. Even though doing so was perfunctory at best, Taylor checked her carotid pulse and found nothing. At least the baby looks okay, she thought as she stripped off her t-shirt and wrapped it around her hand before wrenching open the back hatch of the minivan. Inside she was relieved to see what she was hoping for and quickly grabbed a large baby bag, another blue duffle, and a backpack device Taylor prayed was a baby carrier of sorts. She knew next to nothing about babies.
After crisscrossing the straps of the bags over her body to make them easier to carry while keeping her hands free, Taylor took the backpack and jogged up the slope. Seeing another pair of pine trees suddenly burst into flame, she realized they were all cutting it close. Time to go, she thought and scrambled up the incline. Taylor’s shoulder was throbbing with pain at this point, with the bags wrapped around her not helping, but she gritted her teeth and ignored it as she reached Anna and Lexi who were almost to the rope. They were struggling as Anna understandably did not want to take either hand off of the still crying baby. “Wait, I have this,” Taylor said and held up the backpack. “I’m not sure I can carry it though. I think I busted my shoulder up.” Lexi held her hand out for the carrier.
“I’ll do it,” she said.

THE WEIGHT ON LEXI's back took a few steps to get used to, but luckily, she was familiar with carrying a backpack. She had hiked the forest trails around her property with her goldies and always took along a daypack with extra water, snacks, and a blanket. Nothing could compare to the stress she felt now though. A life depended on her keeping her feet and getting up the hill as carefully yet as quickly as possible. At least getting to the rope helped. The braided paracord was rough on her hands but made for a good grip. Anna was directly behind her to help if Lexi started to slip as well as keeping watch on the child in case it showed even more distress. Lexi was not sure how she would tell as the baby continued to cry but considering the dramatic events the kid had experienced over the last few hours, Lexi could not blame him. I’d be crying too, she thought and pulled herself up another step.
Putting one foot in front of the other, Lexi finally closed the distance and made it to the ledge at the top of the slope. Jackie and Alice were waiting and grabbed her shaking arms to drag her stumbling up the rest of the way. “Take the baby,” Lexi gasped from the stress and exertion, and Alice immediately pulled the child free of the pack. She cradled it close and started to rock her arms in a soothing motion. In a few seconds, Anna emerged from the slope and Lexi reached for her to pull her into a hug. Anna returned it, almost desperately, and they stood there for a long moment feeling relief at being back on the road.
“Lexi,” Jackie called sounding alarmed. “Help me.” Lexi looked and saw Jackie at the edge of the slope reaching for Taylor. Breaking free of Anna, Lexi moved to look and saw Taylor was stopped still about ten feet below. Her face was a mask of pain and sweat.
“Taylor!” Lexi yelled. “Just wait. I'm coming to you.” Taylor shook her head.
“No way,” she said. “I'm just catching my breath. I'll make it.” With that, Taylor pulled herself up another step and then another. Lexi waited for her to get close and when she was only a couple feet away, she reached out and grabbed Taylor by the arm to yank her up onto the road.



CHAPTER 32

As Lexi turned into the long dirt driveway leading up to her farmhouse, she breathed a deep sigh of relief. Somehow, someway, even as night fell, they all made it. A glance back in the rearview mirror saw the same thing she was feeling on Anna's face. Their eyes met, and Anna smiled gently. In the woman's arms slept the baby they rescued, and Lexi felt her heart clench with emotion. Even with her hair a mess and smudges of dirt and soot on her face, to her Anna was still the most beautiful woman she had ever seen. I got her home, Lexi thought and sighed as she looked forward again. Nothing could make her feel happier.
Taylor stirred beside her and with a groan sat up straighter in the front passenger seat. She had been riding with her eyes closed. Lexi knew she was suffering from the heroic race down the slope to help save them and the baby. “Are we here?” she asked as she rubbed the back of her neck to work out a kink.
“Yes, we are,” Lexi said with a grin.
“Oh, thank God,” she heard Jackie say from the back. The sentiment was echoed by Alice too. Everyone was exhausted and ready to be done with the harrowing ride. And it sure was touch and go, Lexi thought. With all the trouble they had getting out of Seattle, then added to the rescue, all of which was followed by a race down from the hills to get away from the quickly spreading wildfire, and Lexi was a little amazed they actually made it. But we did, and here we are at last. She drove the Honda Pilot the rest of the way and was pulling up to the front steps when Rosy and Clem came barking around the side of the house.
“What the hell?” Lexi muttered. She had dropped off her two goldies with the neighbor before she left for the weekend. They should not be here and running loose.
“What’s wrong?” Taylor asked looking alarmed and scanning the yard in the dim light. Lexi shook her head as Rosy and Clem started to circle the car as she parked it.
“The dogs shouldn’t be here,” Anna murmured from the back.
“This is not good,” Lexi said as she started to open the car door. Taylor grabbed her arm to stop her.
“Wait,” she said. “Let’s just give things a second. If someone’s here, then with the dogs barking, they know people have arrived.” Lexi hesitated. She had worried about and missed Rosy and Clem like any other person would miss their children. Now that the two animals had realized Lexi was in the car, they were almost frantic in their barking and whining. Before Lexi could decide what to do, the form of a person opened the front door and appeared on the porch. Even in the twilight, Lexi could see whoever it was carried a shotgun.

“WHO'S THERE?” YELLED a man's voice. To Anna, it sounded young and not as confident as the speaker wanted to seem. She saw Lexi frown, and even though Taylor had clearly wanted her to wait, she opened the car door again to get out. Rosy and Clem started dancing with excitement, and Anna watched Lexi put her hands on their heads to calm them while still watching the man on the porch.
“Noah?” Lexi called back. “Why are you here?” Anna watched as Noah visibly relaxed and started down the front steps.
“Lexi,” he said. “I am sure glad to see you.” 
Taylor turned to the women in the backseat. “Anybody know who this kid is?” she asked. Jackie nodded.
“Noah Miller,” she answered. “Closest neighbor's son. But I don't know what he's doing here with a shotgun.” Taylor nodded at this and then got out too. Jackie followed suit, as did Alice. The baby, which they had confirmed was a little boy, started to wiggle in Anna's arms as he woke up. After a moment, his eyes fluttered open, and Anna cooed to keep him calm. He blinked, and Anna expected him to cry again, but instead, he just looked around.
“Do you want me to hold him while you climb out?” Alice asked from where she waited beside the car. Anna nodded and handed the boy over before sliding across the seat. Standing sent pins and needles up her legs. Holding the baby on her lap the last hour had put her thigh and calf muscles to sleep. As she walked it off, she heard Noah explaining why he was there and what was going on since the power went out.
“Dad sent me over to keep an eye on things after last night,” he answered to Lexi’s questions. “A bunch of guys in a truck were racing around on the backroads and looking for trouble.”
“What kind of trouble?” Taylor asked. Noah shrugged.
“Nothing too serious, other than a few cars were broken into and mailboxes were knocked over. Still, Dad did not like the idea of your house being empty. So he let me take Rosy and Clem. And the shotgun.” He grinned at that and Anna could see the teenager, who looked to be no more than sixteen or seventeen, was proud to be given the responsibility.
“Well, tell your dad I am grateful and hope to return the favor,” Lexi said still patting Rosy and Clem’s heads. “Can I give you a ride back to your house?” Noah shook his head.
“I don’t mind the walk,” he said. “But how was it up in Seattle? Did you lose power there too?” Lexi nodded.
“I’m afraid so. And I’m sad to report, the city is falling apart already,” she answered. “We’re just glad to be home.” Just then, Anna heard the baby start to fuss and she saw Noah look over with his eyes wide.
“Is that a baby?” he asked, and Anna immediately felt a stab of unease. They had not yet decided how to handle the situation around the rescued baby, but she was not sure she was ready for it to be common knowledge. Still, Alice stepped forward with the child in her arms, so Noah could see. Noah smiled. “Wow,” he said. “Where did this little one come from?”

“LONG STORY,” JACKIE heard Lexi admit, but before she could continue, Anna stepped forward to interrupt.
“He's my nephew,” she said, and Jackie raised her eyebrows, but then understood. It might look a little weird for them to just show up with a random baby. “We are keeping him for a little while.” Noah nodded.
“Well, he’s cute,” he said as Jackie saw Lexi and Anna share a look.
“Yes, he is,” Lexi said to Noah. “Sure you don’t want that ride?” Noah grinned.
“Naw,” he said. “I have my gun and my flashlight, so I’ll be fine. But I better get going.” He put the shotgun against his shoulder, and after giving Rosy and Clem a pat, started down the driveway.
“Thanks again, Noah,” Lexi called after him, and the young man waved back at them as he walked away into the darkening night. Once he was out of sight, Jackie looked at the group.
“Well, I don’t know about you, but I am ready to go inside and have a drink. Lexi, please tell me you have wine,” she said. Lexi smiled.
“I have a few bottles. I’m sure one has your name on it,” she said. “But first you have to earn it by helping unload the car.” Jackie’s shoulders slumped.
“Tonight?” she asked. Taylor nodded at her.
“Tonight,” she confirmed. “You heard what the kid said. People’s cars were broken into last night. We can’t risk any of our supplies being stolen.” Jackie closed her eyes and groaned but got what the woman was saying. She did not ride with canned goods nearly up her ass to lose it now.
“Fine,” Jackie sighed, resolving to be a good sport. She knew absolutely everyone was exhausted. “I get it, but don’t be surprised if I drink that whole bottle of wine afterward. This has been a hell of a birthday weekend.” She heard Taylor chuckle, and even though it was getting too dark to really make out facial features, Jackie knew the woman was smiling at her. For some reason, knowing it made Jackie smile too and feel better about the situation.
While Alice took the baby into the house, the rest of them lugged boxes and bags of supplies by flashlight from the car and into Lexi's kitchen. All of it together made an impressive mound, and as she examined it by the light of the candles Lexi started, Jackie was amazed Taylor was able to pack it all into the car with them. Once the baby's bag was inside, Anna rummaged through and held up a fresh diaper, some formula, and a clean bottle. “Thank you for grabbing these,” Anna said to Taylor with a shake of her head. “I didn’t even think about it.”
“Just lucky I could get to it,” Taylor said with a humble tone and Jackie crossed the kitchen to stand by the woman. She rested her hand on Taylor’s shoulder and felt the woman flinch. Jackie blinked.
“Is your shoulder that bad?” she asked with alarm. Taylor tried to shrug, but the pain made her stop. Anna saw it too and frowned.
“Let’s hope that’s just a sprain,” she said and looked at Lexi. “What’s the strongest pain medicine you have in the house?” Lexi thought about it for a moment.
“Vicodin from my root canal probably,” she answered. “I’ll get it.” Anna turned back to Taylor while Lexi left.
“Any allergies?” she asked. Taylor shook her head as Lexi hurried back. She gave the bottle to Anna who read it and then shook out a pill. “We will start with one. Take this with a bottle of water,” she said and then Jackie saw her look over. “Jackie? Can you take Taylor to bed?”
Jackie tilted her head at Anna’s phrasing. “Of course,” she said after a beat and out of the corner of her eye she saw, even in her pain, Taylor grinned.



CHAPTER 33

After offering to sleep on the couch downstairs and being hushed by everyone, Taylor was grateful to be standing in the doorway of the guest bedroom and seeing what looked like the world's most comfortable bed. Even with Jackie carrying the flashlight and helping her, the climb up the stairs was hard. Everything hurt, and Taylor just hoped the pill Anna gave her would start to work sooner rather than later. Shuffling forward, Taylor headed for the bed and began to lay down. “Oh no you don't,” Jackie said as she followed Taylor into the room. “You're filthy and smell like smoke. Take those clothes off right now.” Even in her pain, Taylor raised an eyebrow.
“I thought you’d never ask,” she said. Jackie just shook her head.
“Very funny,” she said and led Taylor to sit on the edge of the bed. “Now, lift her arms.” It hurt like hell on the one side, but Taylor did as she was instructed. Jackie took ahold of the t-shirt and gently pulled it over Taylor’s head. Taylor grunted at the discomfort but then saw Jackie’s face. She was biting her bottom lip and running her eyes over Taylor’s muscular body.
“Everything okay?” Taylor asked, and Jackie seemed to snap out of her trance. She blushed and waved for Taylor to lie back on the bedspread.
“It’s fine,” Jackie said. “You’re just, well ...” Her voice trailed off.
“Well what?” Taylor asked not letting her off the hook so easily. Jackie would not meet her eye.
“Just ridiculously fit, okay?” Jackie said. Taylor smiled and eased backward until she was flat on her back with her feet still on the floor. Jackie knelt down and started to untie her shoelaces. For some reason, the act was so kind and tender Taylor felt the burn of tears behind her eyes. What the hell? Taylor thought. She never cried, and yet, as Jackie carefully pulled off one boot and then the other, Taylor was close to it. Here was the glamorous and powerful Jackie Scott taking care of her and the simple action touched her heart. 
“You didn’t have to do that,” Taylor whispered. “I am not helpless.” Jackie ignored her and pulled off the socks too before standing back up.
“Just stop being the hero for a night, okay?” Jackie said trying to sound stern, but her voice gave her away. There was almost a sob behind it. Taylor looked at her from the bed.
“Jackie, what’s wrong?” she asked. Jackie shook her head.
“Nothing,” she said. “You just scared me today is all.” Taylor pushed herself up into a sitting position and took Jackie’s hands in hers.
“Everything turned out okay,” she said. “We are all here, and we are all safe.” Jackie did not say anything but gave Taylor's hands a squeeze and held them for a moment.
“You're right,” she said finally but looked into Taylor's eyes. “But did you really have to throw yourself down the hill?” Taylor laughed and shook her head.
“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” she said between chuckles. “And I was in a hurry.” Jackie sat down beside Taylor while still holding her hands. Her eyes were serious.
“I get that,” she said. “And you probably saved that baby boy, but you’re not invincible.” Taylor raised her eyebrows.
“I'm not?” she joked. Jackie did not appear to find her humor funny, so she tried again. “Maybe I'm just trying to impress you?” At that, Jackie pulled her hands away and stood up. She paced across the room to the window barely visible in the glow from the flashlight.
“You're impossible,” she said. Now Taylor felt terrible about not taking her seriously. She really was worried, she thought and felt emotions well up in her again. What the heck? It’s got to be the drugs. It was one thing to be physically attracted to Jackie and to want to protect her, but this seemed like something more. Taylor shook her head. All she needed right now was rest and tomorrow she would feel like her old self again.
“Jackie, you’re right. I’m sorry I scared you. Please come back over here,” she said and held out a hand. Jackie turned to look and after a moment of hesitation walked back to take Taylor’s offering. When she was close enough to see, Taylor realized Jackie was actually crying. She instinctively pulled the woman down onto her lap and held her. “Don’t cry,” she said. “I promise everything will be okay.” Jackie rested her head on Taylor’s good shoulder.
“I need you, Taylor,” she whispered. “If something happens to you, I don’t know what I will do.” Taylor felt her heart ache at the words and she reached up to take Jackie by the chin so she could look into her eyes.
“Nothing is going to happen to me,” she promised, and before Jackie could protest, Taylor kissed her.

ALTHOUGH THE KISS WAS soft and sweet, Jackie felt it all the way to her toes. Never in her life had someone's touch affected her in the way Taylor's did. She had no idea why and was not sure she appreciated her body's constant reaction to it, but for now, Jackie went with the kiss and melted against Taylor. When the woman pulled back, Jackie sighed. “You drive me crazy, you know that?” she said. Taylor chuckled.
“I could say the same to you,” she replied and then yawned. “But right now, I hate to admit I'm getting really sleepy. Must be the pill Anna gave me. Can I get into bed now?” Jackie leaned back and looked Taylor over. Her eyes fell on Taylor's flat stomach and then to her belt. She swallowed hard at her next thought.
“After you take off your pants,” she said. Taylor groaned and flopped back onto the bed.
“I can't,” she murmured. “I'll just sleep like this.” Jackie shook her head and got up to stand over Taylor. The woman's eyes were closed, and she looked so tired. Biting her bottom lip, Jackie contemplated what to do. Taylor's pants were filthy from the slide through the dirt. They needed to come off. Oh come on, Jackie, she thought mentally kicking herself. What’s the big deal? Just take off her pants. Before she could talk herself out of it, Jackie took Taylor’s belt in her hands and unfastened the buckle. The act sent a wave of arousal through her, but she pushed the feeling aside. Now is not the time to get excited. She’s asleep for crying out loud. Jackie quickly undid the button of the jeans and then pulled the zipper down. Another bout of tingles attacked her, and she growled with frustration at her body’s reaction. It was not like she hadn’t undressed someone before and then she paused to try and recall exactly when she had. The men she slept with on rare occasions always took their own clothes off. Maybe I’ve never done this. Maybe that is why this is turning me on so damn much. Jackie had to admit, she was incredibly aroused and as she slipped her hands inside the waistband of Taylor’s jeans and felt the woman’s warm skin on her fingertips, Jackie actually gasped. She’s asleep for God’s sake! Stop it and just get this over with.
With a yank in frustration, Jackie slid the pants down over Taylor’s narrow hips and past her thighs. Like everything on the woman, they were toned with muscle. Of course they are, Jackie thought as she knelt down to keep going until the fabric was past her knees and then her ankles and off. She tossed the dirty clothing aside and looked at Taylor’s nearly naked body. Aside from a pair of jockey shorts and a sports bra, the woman was wearing nothing. The skin was smooth, and Jackie had to admit to herself, inviting. She wanted to feel the warmth and so reached out to slide her hands along Taylor’s legs. The woman moaned, and Jackie froze. What in the hell am I doing? Have I lost my mind? Jackie jumped up, but not before she felt a wave of heat run down her body. Holding her breath to calm the craziness roaring inside her, she touched Taylor's arm to rouse her a little. “Taylor?” she asked. “Wake up for a second. I want to get you under the covers.” Taylor's eyes fluttered open, but then threatened to close again. “Taylor,” Jackie said a little more forcefully. “Come on. I can't move you by myself.” Taylor woke up a little with a shake of her head and looked at Jackie.
“Where am I?” she asked a hint of alarm in her eyes. Jackie touched her face to soothe her.
“It's okay,” she reassured her. “You're safe. We're all safe. But I need you to turn and put your head on the pillow.” Taylor nodded, but her eyes closed again. Jackie thought she was going to fall asleep, but then the woman started to move around, and Jackie grabbed the blankets to pull them out from under her. The woman snuggled in and looked about to doze off, but then looked at Jackie again.
“I'm sorry I'm so sleepy,” she apologized. “Are you staying? I was planning to seduce you.” Jackie smiled.
“I'm staying, but I'll need a shower before there's any seducing,” she said playfully. Taylor actually mustered a chuckle.
“So, all it will take is a shower?” she asked. Jackie shook her head. The woman was nearly unconscious, but somehow that message got through.
“Yes,” Jackie answered. “But good luck. I asked Lexi already, and without power, the water pump for the well doesn't work, and the water heater is dead. No showers anytime soon.” Taylor was quiet, and Jackie guessed she was finally asleep. As quietly as she could, she slipped out of her clothes down to her underwear and slid into the bed beside Taylor. The woman stirred.
“What if I make you a shower?” she mumbled. Jackie shook her head with another smile as she snuggled into Taylor's warm body.
“Taylor, if you make me a shower, you can do whatever you want to me,” she promised. Again, Taylor was quiet, and any second now, Jackie expected a snore. Instead, it was Taylor's turn to smile slightly.
“Deal,” she said and then clearly went to sleep. 



CHAPTER 34

In the living room, Anna sat in a wooden rocking chair with the baby boy on her lap. It was one of the two Lexi had on her front porch, and they had brought it in plus lined it with a soft blanket and a throw pillow to make sitting comfortable. The baby was slowly growing sleepy, although as Anna looked into his face, she saw his eyes flutter as if he was fighting it. “Everything will be okay, little one,” Anna reassured him. As if understanding, he smiled at her. Anna sighed and prayed she was telling him the truth.
“He’s a good baby,” Alice said when she walked into the room carrying a baby bottle of formula. Anna had to agree. After the long bout of crying when they first rescued him, the baby had hardly fussed at all. In fact, he had not made a sound. She hoped it was not a sign of anything wrong. Although she did not have her medical equipment with her, she had given him as full of an evaluation as she could. His lungs sounded clear, which was her biggest concern if he had breathed in much smoke. She had sent up a little prayer of thanks when there was no sign of raspiness or gurgle.
“Yes, he is,” Anna agreed. “A very good boy.” He had eaten like a champ earlier too. There were a few jars of baby food in the bag Taylor rescued, and he had eagerly swallowed spoonful after spoonful. Now though, Anna wanted to try a bottle to help him nod off. Taking the one Alice brought, she held it up for the baby to see. He looked on eagerly, clearly knowing what it was and ready to have it. “Here you go, sweetheart,” she said and let him have the nipple. He took it with gusto, but almost immediately closed his eyes. “I don't think this will take long.” Alice chuckled and came to peek at him before sitting in the armchair next to Anna. 
“Good, he needs rest. We all do,” she said and leaned back against the cushions. “So amazing we found him in time.” Anna had to agree. Even a few minutes later, and they probably would not have saved him. 
“Fate is funny like that,” Anna said almost in a whisper, and her heart clenched a little. As if my prayers for a child were answered, she thought but then shook the idea away. Anna turned to Alice while the baby boy nursed the bottle and changed the subject. “So, do you have children?” she asked. Alice shook her head.
“No, Charlie and I never did. We probably would have if things were more like now, but back in the sixties, well ...” she said with a shrug. “Life was sometimes difficult.” Anna understood. As hard as it was on her and Lexi, she guessed life as a lesbian couple forty years ago would have been especially difficult.
“How long were you together?” Anna asked. Alice smile broadly at this.
“Thirty-nine years,” she answered. “And I cherished every one of them. That woman could take my breath away up until the very end.” Anna smiled too.
“That’s wonderful,” she said. “Truly.” Alice nodded.
“And you and Lexi?” she asked glancing over. Anna sighed because the question was not easy to answer. 
“Well,” she started. “Our first kiss was almost three decades ago.” Alice sat forward.
“Really?” she asked with surprise in her voice. “You must have been kids.” Anna laughed quietly.
“We were. So in love, but so much drama. I’m sure you can imagine,” she said and caught Alice’s eyes. A sad look came over them.
“I can. And you eventually went separate ways?” she asked. Anna smiled with melancholy.
“We did. Until a week ago,” she answered. Alice sat back speechless for a moment. Then she leaned forward again and put a hand on Anna’s arm.
“That is magical,” she said. “And during the time apart, what did you do?” Anna shrugged.
“What was expected of me,” she answered. “I married a man I loved but with whom I was never in love. Bought a house. Built a career.”
“But no children?” Alice asked. Anna shook her head and prepared herself for the wave of the usual sadness, but realized the feeling was not so strong now. Why? she wondered. Because of Lexi? Because of this baby in my arms? Unwilling to analyze the reasons, she turned to Alice to explain.
“No,” she replied taking a deep breath. “It turned out my husband was sterile. The news broke my heart because I wanted a child more than anything, but over the years he wouldn't even consider adoption. In the end, I thought it was my punishment.”
Alice furrowed her brow. “Your punishment?” she asked. “Why?” Anna sighed.
“Because it was why I left Lexi,” she answered.

LEXI SPENT TIME WITH Rosy and Clem once Jackie led Taylor upstairs and Anna and Alice were attending to the baby. Seeing the two dogs was such a huge relief that Lexi sat down on the back step and held them against her. The goldies seemed relieved too, not to mention over the top happy to see her. They each, in turn, nuzzled her face and tried to give her sloppy tongue kisses. Lexi avoided the worst of that but laughed feeling her heart grow happy at being home. Lexi could hardly get her mind around all which had happened over the two days starting with Jackie's birthday. Being shot at, nearly robbed on the highway, and risking their lives to save the child in the wrecked minivan. But we made it, she thought and scratched behind Rosy's ear while Clem went to find a tennis ball. He brought it back with his tail waving profusely, and Lexi grinned at his antics. “It's a little too dark for fetch right now, Clem,” she told him. “But I promise we can play tomorrow.” Clem tilted his head at her words but seemed to understand as he dropped the ball and came back beside her. After a few more pets, Lexi fed them some kibble, not being sure when they last ate and then put them to bed on the screened in back porch. Sometimes she let them sleep in the house, but with so many new people staying, she had decided against it tonight. Besides, this way they can bark a warning if they hear anyone in the back of the house. Lexi believed it was unlikely any intruders would come now it was occupied, but she was quickly learning in their new reality it was wise to not take anything for granted.
“Good night, you two,” she said to the dogs as she went through the backdoor into the house. Candlelight flickered from the living room, and Lexi guessed it was where Anna and Alice were rocking the baby to sleep. Walking quietly so as not to wake the boy if they were able to get him to nod off, Lexi moved to the room and was just stopping in the doorway when she heard Anna speaking. She was telling Alice why she did not have children of her own, but it was Anna's last sentence which froze Lexi in place.
“Because it was why I left Lexi,” Anna said. Suddenly, Alice noticed Lexi, and when Anna followed her gaze, she saw the woman's eyes widen. They looked at each other, and the air seemed to still as Anna's statement hung between them. Alice cleared her throat and stood up.
“I think I'll head upstairs to bed,” she said with a smile, clearly trying to cut the sudden tension. “It's been a long day. Do you need any more help with the baby, Anna?” Anna shook her head as she looked away from Lexi's face and at Alice.
“No, thank you,” she answered. “Thank you for all your help, Alice. I'm so grateful you came with us.” Alice reached out and patted Anna on the shoulder.
“I'm the one who is grateful,” Alice said and turned to Lexi. “Good night, Lexi. I'll see you all in the morning.”  Lexi nodded as she finally took her eyes off of Anna and the baby in her arms. “Good night,” she said to Alice who was soon out of the room. Lexi heard her on the stairs and then turned back to Anna. She felt an ache in her heart as she took in the scene. Swallowing hard, she tried to keep the hurt from her voice. “You would have been a great mother,” Lexi said. Anna's eyes turned sad and, still holding the child, she got up to walk to Lexi.
“Oh sweetheart,” she said. “I don't know how much you heard, but please let me explain.” Lexi shook her head. She was exhausted from the craziness of the last forty-eight hours, and her body ached from running down the slope and then climbing back up. The worst part of everything though was the rollercoaster of emotions. Worrying about Anna, then seeing her safe, and now hearing her confession about leaving so many years ago because she wanted children and thought Lexi could not give them to her.
“Let's just get some sleep,” Lexi said softly. “We're tired, and this can wait.” Anna was silent a long time, and her eyes searched Lexi's face.
“For now,” she finally said, and together with the baby, they went to bed.



CHAPTER 35

Taylor opened her eyes to the early morning rays of daylight and at first was not sure where she was or how she got there. The night before was a haze of disjointed memories. Aside from taking a pill from Anna and then being helped up the stairs by Jackie, the rest of the night was a blur. She took mental stock of her body and realized she was in her underwear. It was a surprise, yet she knew she had to have done it. Who else would have? she thought. Slowly Taylor flexed her muscles one at a time. She felt like she had been hit by a bus, but there was no shooting pain anywhere. Nothing broken, nothing sprained. With relief, she let her eyes drift to the sleeping woman beside her. Jackie rested her head on Taylor’s shoulder and had her arm snuggled across Taylor’s body. Her hair was tousled, eyes were closed, and her breathing was slow and even. Taylor smiled. I am waking up in bed for the second morning in a row with Jackie Scott in my arms and I still haven’t seduced her. I must be losing my touch. Although, to be honest, she was not much of a Romeo and aside from occasional one-night stands over the years, her romantic life was nonexistent. It was Jackie who made her feel different and who made her especially bold.
As if sensing her line of thinking, Jackie murmured something in her sleep. After a pause, she smiled lazily and ran her hand back and forth on the bare skin of Taylor’s tight stomach. Taylor froze under the touch as an electric current tingled through her. She licked her lips. Get ahold of yourself, soldier, Taylor thought. She’s asleep and doesn’t realize what she’s doing. It’s a reflex action. She could be dreaming of anybody. Still, Taylor held her breath. She wanted nothing more than to feel Jackie's touch. So far there had been hugs and cuddles, even some kisses, but Taylor was always the initiator. Although Jackie seemed to enjoy them, the woman still appeared a little hesitant too, and Taylor worried she was forcing the issue. If that were the case, at some point, Jackie would have enough and turn her away for good. And then my heart will be broken. Maybe it is time I worked on those boundaries before that happens.
With renewed resolve, Taylor decided now would be an excellent time to disentangle herself from the bed where she was wrapped up with Jackie and go see about coffee. Even if she could not have a romantic relationship with the beautiful woman, she still wanted her to be happy. Taylor knew coffee would be a great start. Slowly and carefully, she slipped from the covers. Jackie stirred, then frowned as if unhappy with losing the source of warmth beside her but did not wake up. Taylor dressed in fresh clothes and then slipped to the door. With a look back at the woman with whom she had shared a bed, Taylor was filled with temptation to return to the warm covers and kiss Jackie awake. The thought made a hot flush start low in her belly. How can I desire her so much when she doesn’t want me? Taylor grit her teeth. Life was sometimes too unfair.

LEXI HEARD THE SOFT squeak of a footstep on the stairs and opened her eyes. The light through the window told her it was morning. She guessed Taylor or someone was coming down to start the day. Lexi was not quite ready to join them although she knew she should. After all, it was her house and as strange as the circumstances were, the people there were her guests. Still, as she gazed at Anna who was facing her and still asleep, leaving the bed would be hard. Between them slept the baby boy and Lexi let her eyes linger on his innocent face. Who are you? she wondered. There was nothing in the diaper bag to let them know his name and all they had to go on was the license plate number from the minivan.
Later today, a few of them were going to go into town to run errands. Lexi would stop by the Astoria police station to report what happened and see if they had any means of contacting the baby's family. And if they don’t? What happens then? Lexi was not sure. Until they could see how Astoria was faring under the blackout, there was no way to know, but regardless, they would pack the baby's things with the expectation the authorities would take over from there. And what about Anna? Lexi could already see a bond building between her and the baby. Based on the revelations she overheard last night, and as she thought back to the moment they shared with the newborn in the Space Needle, Lexi realized Anna might be setting herself up for even more hurt.
“Penny for your thoughts?” Anna whispered. Lexi had been so lost in her thinking, she did not notice the woman's eyes open. Lexi smiled.
“Nothing important,” she lied. “Just enjoying these last few moments in bed with you.” Anna sighed with evident relief.
“So, you're not mad at me?” Anna asked. Lexi hesitated. Her heart still hurt from finding out why Anna was motivated to run away from her so many years ago, but she also understood the reason.
“No, I'm not mad. More like sad,” Lexi answered, and she took Anna's hand. Looking into her eyes, Lexi saw Anna was sad too. “We could have found a way,” Lexi said. At this, Anna closed her eyes, and a little sob escaped her lips.
“Oh Lexi,” she said. “I know that now, but back then, as kids... we just didn't have any idea, and then it was too late.” The grief in her voice made Lexi's heart ache. She pulled her closer, wanting to kiss her, but the movement caused the baby to stir between them. Pulling back, Lexi looked into his face and saw he was awake now too. Not crying, but merely looking at them.
“Hi there,” Lexi cooed. Anna ran a hand over his little head. The act brought a smile to the boy's face.
“He's such a good boy,” Anna said. “We need to give him a name.” Lexi hesitated and then looked into Anna's face.
“Anna, he already has a name,” she said. “We just don't know it.” Anna shrugged, and a hint of color rose to her cheeks.
“I know. I meant for now. Instead of just calling him ‘the baby',” she said. Lexi slowly nodded, but still a slight feeling of unease crept over her. She was worried about Anna falling in love with the child who would soon be gone and yet, she could see the baby was making the woman she cared for the most happy. With so much bad news in the world lately, any ray of sunshine should be welcomed. Besides, what can it hurt? she thought and squeezed Anna’s hand.
“So, what would you want to name him?” she asked. Anna looked thoughtful for a moment before answering.
“Joseph?” she proposed. “After my father? Then we could call him Joe.” Lexi ignored the warning bells sounding inside her and instead nodded.
“Then Joe it is,” she said.

JACKIE WAS SO TURNED on she ached. A whimper escaped her throat, and she arched her back to press against the waiting fingers just at the edge of her swollen lips. Her clit throbbed, and if she had to wait much longer, Jackie knew she might scream. Panting with desire, she ran her hands over the muscles of the arm around her and moaned. “Taylor, please,” she said, and Taylor chuckled into her ear.
“I'm going to make you come so hard, baby,” she said, and the words were so intense that Jackie almost had an orgasm on the spot. She was about to beg again when there was a strange sound. What was that? Jackie thought. She was suddenly disoriented. Then she felt the bed move and Jackie was awake. She opened her eyes to see Taylor sitting on the edge smiling down at her. “Good morning, beautiful,” she said and held out a mug of what had to be hot coffee. “I brought you something.” Jackie blinked. She was looking at Taylor, fully clothed, and upright, when two seconds before, she was with her in a hot shower. Naked and soapy, Jackie thought. And so damn sexy. Her body still throbbed from the dream and she suddenly had the strongest desire to pull Taylor down on her. A wave of heat rose to her cheeks at the image and she saw Taylor raise an eyebrow. 
“Everything okay?” Taylor asked. Jackie licked her lips and was not sure how to answer. Am I okay? Or am I losing my damn mind? she thought. 
“I'm fine,” Jackie finally answered, irritated at the huskiness in her voice, and pulled the sheet up higher to ensure her still aching body was covered. Taylor frowned and looked ready to ask another question, but Jackie waved toward the coffee to distract her. “Is that for me?” she asked. At this, Taylor's handsome face turned happy.
“Yes, it is,” she said and held it closer to Jackie. “Fresh off the grill. Luckily your sister also likes to cookout now and then, so we had a way to heat water. Sorry but it's still instant from my stash.” Jackie took the coffee and inhaled a deep breath to relish the aroma.
“I don't care,” she said sitting more upright. “As long as it has caffeine.” Taylor did not comment, and Jackie looked up from the mug to see her looking at Jackie's body. Glancing down, Jackie saw the sheet had slipped, and her breasts, covered by only a thin white tank top, were visible. A tingle which threatened to reawaken her body from her sexy dream streaked through her. Jackie reached for the sheet to pull it back up, but not before Taylor had looked away and stood quickly from the bed.
“Sorry,” Taylor mumbled and then walked toward the door. She paused before leaving. “Everyone's meeting in the kitchen in a few minutes to talk about today's plan,” she said not meeting Jackie's eye. Jackie frowned. Why is she acting like this? she wondered. It’s like she is embarrassed I noticed she was looking at my chest.
“Taylor, are you alright?” she asked. Taylor still did not look at her.
“Of course,” she said almost brusquely. “But I’ll give you your privacy. Should we wait for you downstairs?” Jackie blinked at Taylor’s tone. Now she was really confused, but it was clear Taylor did not want to talk about whatever was going on.
“Yes,” Jackie answered. “I’ll be down in five minutes.” Taylor nodded and disappeared into the hall leaving Jackie to wonder what just happened.



CHAPTER 36

Lexi drove Alice’s Honda as they made their way to Astoria. Beside her was Anna holding the baby. Joe, Lexi thought liking the name. It suited the boy somehow, even though she knew his real name could be anything. Maybe today we will find out. They were headed to the city police headquarters to see if there was any way to run the license plate number. If the address turned out to be close by, then Lexi would insist on driving there, even though their gas supply was already dangerously low. The family of this boy needs to know what happened and get him back. Taylor had explained about the single young female in the driver's seat, so it could be assumed she was the boy's mother, but that still left his father and extended family somewhere. Lexi glanced over at Anna and saw she was gazing down at Joe. She had a small smile on her face, and Lexi knew, even though less than a day had passed, the woman had formed an attachment. Still, Anna had not argued about taking Joe into town and reporting him to the police. Lexi was thankful for that at least.
Jackie and Alice were with them in the backseat. Taylor had elected to stay behind at the house and start on an inventory while the others went into town. The plan was to drop Jackie and Alice off at the town's only grocery store in the hopes it was still open for business. If Joe did stay with them, then more baby food and diapers were a necessity. Any canned goods or other non-perishables would also be welcome. Even though Lexi's pantry was well-stocked already, and Taylor's supplies added a lot, food could quickly become scarce if the blackout persisted. The conversation over breakfast was all about what could be expected if the power did not come on again soon. Supply lines would have come to a halt. No more food or household goods distribution. People would be left to survive on whatever they already had on hand and whatever they could grow, catch, or hunt. Things would become grim quickly.
At least we live out of town five miles, Lexi thought. After this run into Astoria, she hoped they all could settle in and keep to themselves until the worst of the trouble blew over. But this first. Lexi hoped it would be uneventful, yet as soon as she turned onto the main street leading into town, the sounds of sirens greeted them. The city's two fire trucks went blasting by, and Lexi wondered what was on fire. A glance up showed a column of smoke quickly rising up into the sky. “Maybe we should go see if we can help?” Anna suggested looking up from the baby. “Someone might be injured.” Lexi nodded. So far, they had not seen an ambulance, but that did not necessarily mean people were safe.
“Okay?” she said with a glance into the backseat at the other two women.
“Absolutely,” Alice replied, and Jackie nodded.

JACKIE'S EYES WIDENED when they drove up to the edge of the disaster. Cars were clogging the street, and they could not get any closer, but it was enough for Jackie to see. “Oh my, God,” she said while the others stared speechless. “The hospital is on fire.” Suddenly Anna was shoving Joe into Lexi's arms and opening the car door.
“Anna,” Lexi said sounding alarmed. “What are you doing?” Anna was already off and running when she called back her answer.
“I have to see how I can help,” she said, and Jackie watched the woman sprint across the parking lot toward the quickly growing group of onlookers.
“Shit,” Lexi muttered and turned to give the baby to Alice before jumping out of the car too. Shit is right, Jackie thought, and although her heart was racing with fear of what was happening, she opened the car door to go help too. The minute her feet were on the ground, a massive explosion rocked the air and Jackie could feel the concussion even from so far away. People screamed and started to run from the now raging fire. As a man went past, Jackie reached for his arm.
“What was that?” she asked him. He slowed enough to look at her.
“Oxygen tanks!” he yelled, and as he turned to go, another explosion shook the ground. Without saying anything else, the man took off running again. A wake of others followed behind him, and Jackie scanned to see if Lexi and Anna were among them. Oh no, please let them be okay, Jackie begged and took a few steps toward the quickly emptying parking lot beside the blazing building. There were a surprisingly small number of fireman trying to get water on the flames, but then she saw one come stumbling out of the emergency entrance and realized most had gone inside to get patients out. The man was carrying a woman dressed in nothing but a hospital gown, and once he was clear of the immediate danger zone, he put the patient down and turned to go back in again. Jackie had no idea what to do, but instinct told her to go help the woman, and she ran toward her.
Before she reached her, Anna was there and dropping to her knees beside the stranger. Jackie knelt too, saw the severe burns on the patient's face and swallowed hard. This is horrible, she thought. So horrible. Anna, though, was all business and Jackie watched her friend do a quick assessment of the unconscious woman. “Okay,” Anna said after she finished. “We need to get her into the back of our car. The fire chief said they are taking patients to the high school gym.” Anna motioned for Jackie to take the hurt woman by the shoulders. “I need to get there immediately.” Jackie nodded and grabbed the victim under the arms. Together they lifted her and shuffle to the vehicle. Alice apparently saw them coming and with a screaming Joe in one arm, opened the hatch. Carefully, Jackie helped put the burned woman inside. Anna climbed in beside her. “I need to keep her airway clear if she vomits,” Anna explained. “Tell Lexi to get us out of here.” Jackie hesitated.
“Lexi’s not here,” she said. “She went after you.”

ANNA’S RACING HEART felt like it suddenly skipped a beat. “What do you mean?” she asked, even though she knew it was a stupid question. Of course Lexi went after me, Anna thought as she scanned the parking lot around the hospital. But where is she now? A million conflicting thoughts ran through her. She had to get to the high school and help with the injured, but she also needed to find Lexi and make sure she was safe. Tears sprang to her eyes. Nothing can happen to Lexi now, not after all we had been through. Please. As if the universe heard her prayer, Anna saw Lexi come stumbling out of a small crowd of people helping move victims into vehicles. She carried a teenage boy, and he had his arms around her neck. Together they struggled to the car.
“We need to go to the high school,” Lexi called out when she was close. Anna nodded feeling so much relief she wanted to jump out of the back of the Pilot and pull Lexi into a protective hug. There is no time for that now, she thought and instead turned her focus back to the emergency happening around them.
“Yes, I heard,” Anna said and looked at the teenager Lexi still held. She saw his foot was bare, and his ankle was horribly swollen, but he did not appear to be burned. Tears of pain ran down his face, but she noticed he was bravely keeping quiet. “What's your name?” Anna asked.
“Allen,” he said. Anna smiled at him while hoping to keep him reassured although he looked amazingly calm. I’ll need to watch him for shock, she thought, but for now, they needed to get underway.
“Allen, can you ride in the passenger seat?” she asked. The teenager nodded. “Good, thank you.” 
As Lexi helped Allen get set up, Anna checked the burned woman again. Her pulse was growing weak, and Anna felt renewed worry. She looked to Lexi. “As quick as you can get us to the school, okay?” she asked. Lexi started the car and pulled away from the curb.
“Less than three minutes,” she answered and kept her word as the group made it to the high school in record time. As soon as they pulled up, more volunteers were there to help move the burned victim and the teenager into the building. Anna jumped out to follow, and she felt Lexi drop into step beside her. She took Anna's hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze as they ran inside and down the hall, but any comfort it provided was quickly forgotten as Anna took in the horrible situation in the gym. Space was already almost filled with injured people of all ages and conditions. Some were wailing in pain, while others just looked around shocked and disoriented. Anna scanned the crowd and saw a man clutching his chest not far away from them. Without hesitation, she went to help him.



CHAPTER 37

Taylor walked the fence line which enclosed Lexi's property with the two dogs, Rosy and Clem. She could see the slight trail Lexi had made over time. It was clear the goldies knew the route as they bounded off and then came back to check on her from time to time. The wooden posts and slats were in good condition, and even though Taylor knew the five-foot barrier would not keep out anyone who wanted in, the fence served as an excellent delineation. In her experience, it was a lot easier to defend a property when it was well marked. But let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, she thought although hearing last night about men racing up and down the backroads causing mischief concerned her. The leap from breaking into cars to harassing relatively secluded residents was not far. She hoped the men causing trouble would run out of gas sooner rather than later and the problem would resolve itself.
As Taylor came to the old barn not far from the main house, she wandered inside. The structure had seen better days but was still sturdy. The boards were well weathered, begging for a fresh coat of paint, but the roof looked solid. The hay loft and four stalls were cleaned out and functional. Now we just need to find some livestock to put in them, she thought and knew she was fortunate to have ended up with a group of women who were not only good people but were resourceful. Living on a farm is a nice bonus too. Considering this, Taylor looked around a little more, hoping for some sign of old farm equipment. She came across a pile of cast aside old tools and even a large, tin bucket. It would be too heavy for much daily use. But with a few holes in the bottom, it might work as a shower, she thought knowing all of them were wishing for a way to clean up. A memory tickled at her mind. Something about Jackie and a promise, but then it faded. With a shake of her head, Taylor set the bucket aside for later and started to examine other items. Before she got far, the dogs started barking. It sounded like they were out in front of the house and Taylor wondered if Jackie and the others were back already. That was quick. Too quick. Taylor broke into a jog and came around the farmhouse to see an older pickup truck in the driveway. The driver was out and petting Rosy and Clem, so Taylor figured the man was a friend. Still, when he looked up, Taylor saw him frown.
“Hello there,” Taylor said putting on a welcoming smile as she crossed the yard. “Are you looking for Lexi?” The man took in the sight of her with a hint of wariness, but then slowly nodded.
“Actually, yes I was,” he answered. “I brought something for her.” The man motioned to his truck and Taylor looked to see a wooden crib strapped in the back. “My boy Noah said you all had a baby with you. The missus said to bring this over.”
“Well, that will come in handy for certain. Thank you,” Taylor said and followed him to the truck to look at it closer. As she came to stand beside him, the man held out his hand.
“I’m Roger Miller,” he said. “Closest house to the west of here.” Taylor nodded and shook his hand. 
“Taylor Barnes,” she said. “I came down from Seattle with Lexi and the others.” Roger raised his eyebrows.
“You don’t say. How are things up there?” he asked. Taylor shook her head.
“Not pretty. Falling apart quickly, I’m afraid,” she answered. Roger let out a frustrated sigh.
“Well, that's disappointing,” he said and looked ready to continue when they were interrupted by the appearance of Alice pulling into the driveway in her Honda Pilot. She was driving fast, and Taylor felt a sense of alarm when she saw the woman was alone. As Alice pulled up beside them, she rolled down the passenger side window. Hearing the baby crying, Taylor peeked inside to see him wrapped up in blankets and in the front passenger footwell. What the hell? she thought. Where is everybody? “Alice, what is going on?” she asked.
“The hospital is on fire,” Alice said with her face full of emotion. “Anna told me to get Joe back home while she and the others stayed behind to help.”










Jackie felt helpless as she moved from one injured person to another offering bottled water to anyone who was awake enough to take any. So many of the victims were severely burned, and the sight of so much suffering tore at Jackie's heart. Wiping away a tear, she walked back to the supply area set up near the main doors and wondered how many would survive. Suddenly Jackie felt someone come up beside her and turned to see Taylor. She wore a grim look but pulled Jackie into a hug without a word. “I am so glad to see you're okay,” the woman whispered into her hair. Jackie let herself relax into her arms. She needed the comfort before going back to work. They stood holding each other for a moment and then Taylor stepped back. “How can I help?” she asked.
“Follow me,” Jackie said and led her to a group of tables which was serving as the focal point of the support teams. A woman was directing volunteers to help distribute pillows and blankets when Jackie and Taylor stopped at the table. She looked up, and Jackie saw her quickly appraise Taylor.
“Military?” the woman asked. Taylor nodded.
“Retired. Military Police. What do you need me to do?” she asked. The woman nodded.
“I’m afraid I have a tough task for you, if you think you can handle it,” she said as she picked up a notepad and a pen and held them out. Jackie watched Taylor take the items without even a moment of hesitation.
“Do you want me to gather names?” she asked.
“Ask who you can. Find IDs on the rest,” the woman in charge said. Jackie frowned because she did not follow. 
“Whose names?” she said. Taylor looked at her. Her face was a mask of resolve laced with a touch of sadness. 
“We need to make a list,” she explained. “Of the survivors.” Taylor paused and then took a deep breath. “And of the dead.” Jackie felt her stomach tighten at the realization of what needed to be done. Taylor glanced back at the woman in charge.
“What is the procedure if we identify someone who has died?” she asked. The woman handed Taylor a Sharpie pen. 
“The victims are being triaged as they arrive and marked with a number based on the severity of their injury,” she explained. “A number one on the forehead means they are in need of immediate treatment and the numbers go down from there. If you find someone who has died, change the mark to a number four.” Jackie swallowed hard. The world seemed to tilt as she considered what the woman was asking them to do. Suddenly, Taylor's arm was around her, and the faintness passed.
“Jackie, you don’t have to do this. There are other ways to help,” she said. Jackie shook her head.
“No,” she said. “I can do it with you. The list is important. People will need to know.”






As the afternoon stretched on, Lexi could see the stress and fatigue grow in Anna's face. She knew the day had been especially frustrating for her as there were so few resources available to help the injured. It was not just simple things like ways to hang IVs or enough pain medicine, but even mattresses and cots were in short supply. Over half of the victims were on blankets on the floor. The hardest part of it all, however, was watching Anna do everything she could to save the people suffering the most. When Lexi helped her try and resuscitate a maimed fireman who was caught in the oxygen tank explosions, her heart nearly broke when they could not save him. Anna had hung her head for a moment, and Lexi went to put her arms around her, but Anna shook her head. “Not now. If I let you hold me, I won't be able to keep going,” she explained. Lexi understood and so helped Anna mark the man with a number four to then follow her on to the next person. Lexi was thankful to see it was the teenage boy with the hurt ankle she carried to her car earlier. He was flanked by two adults who looked up when Anna approached.
“Thank God,” said the man who Lexi guessed from the resemblance was the boy’s father. “We’ve been waiting for hours.”
“Andres, hush,” the woman said. “These people are helping as fast as they can. We are just blessed Allen is not burned.” Allen opened his eyes and looked up as Anna and Lexi knelt down beside him. Although the boy’s face was pale from his long day of pain, he smiled.
“This is the one, mom,” Allen said with a nod toward Lexi. “She’s who carried me away from the doors.” At this, the mother grabbed Lexi’s arm and started to cry.
“Bless you,” she said through her tears. “We did not even know Allen was hurt until a friend came running to our house and told us.”
“Fell off of his bike,” the father said shaking his head. “Broke his ankle I think.” Lexi watched Anna tenderly pull up the boy’s pant leg.
“Well, let's see,” she said. The ankle was swollen and bruised. After a moment, Anna looked at Allen's parents. “I can't take an x-ray right now, but if Allen lets me, I'd like to check his range of motion and sensitivity to pain.” Allen's mother glanced at her husband and then she nodded. Anna smiled and turned her gaze to Allen. “Are you okay giving this a try?” she asked the teenager. Lexi saw the seriousness on the boy's face and was impressed by his calm.
“It's okay,” he said, and Anna carefully took his ankle in her hands. As she started her assessment and Allen gritted his teeth, Lexi saw someone running across the gym toward them.
“Andres!” he yelled, and Allen's father stood up.
“What's wrong?” he asked, and Lexi could see fear on the man's face.
“Come quick,” the stranger said. “The hospital fire is spreading into our neighborhood. A dozen houses have burned already. We’re starting a bucket brigade from the creek.”



CHAPTER 38

It was well past sunset when the rain finally started to come down and help with the fires. Taylor lifted her face up to the drops falling and felt a small sense of relief mixed in with the water as it washed over her. Exhausted beyond anything she ever remembered and disheartened by how many houses had ended up being damaged by the runaway fire, she closed her eyes and tried not to cry. I never cry, she thought. And I’m not starting now. Taking a deep breath, she paused for one more second and then opened her eyes to lower her gaze and see what needed to be done next. Men and women, even a few children, were milling around the smoldering and now steaming remains of the houses. Taylor watched and could almost feel the despair emanating from them. They were caught in an even worse nightmare than most. First the power loss and the conveniences which went with it and now they had to face having lost their homes and possessions. The sensation to cry tugged at Taylor again and she gritted her teeth. She did not know where all of the emotion was coming from lately. Actually, I do. Taylor’s thoughts turned to Jackie Scott. As far as she knew, the woman was still back at the high school tending to the injured, but she had not seen her for several hours. Suddenly, there was nothing more in the world Taylor wanted than to pull the woman into her arms and hold her.
Looking around, Taylor tried to see if Lexi was still among those who came to try and save the burning homes. After a minute, she saw the woman walking down the dark street through the rain toward her. Lexi's face and hair were streaked with black soot, and her face showed complete exhaustion. Taylor moved to meet her. “Do I look half as bad as you?” she asked, and Lexi snorted a tired laugh.
“Probably, but honestly, I don't care. I am about to drop I'm so tired,” she said. “The only thing keeping me upright is my hungry stomach and my raging thirst. If the air wasn't so full of smoke and ash, I'd be trying to catch raindrops on my tongue.” Taylor nodded with a grim smile.
“You and me both,” she said. “How far back to the school? I'm willing to walk.” They had arrived in the bed of a pickup truck when word of the spreading fire raced through the volunteers at the school. People who could be spared to go were whisked away to the burning neighborhood. The truck which brought Taylor and Lexi was nowhere to be found now.
“A couple miles,” Lexi answered. “But I'm game. Nothing more we can help with here.” Taylor shook her head and started to agree when a man stepped out of the night and surprised them both. He was even more soot-stained then they were, so he was hard to recognize in the dark. After a minute, Taylor watched Lexi hold out a hand to him. “Andres,” she said. “I'm so sorry.” The man took her hand, squeezed it and then looked away without answering. Finally, he turned back to them.
“Thank you for helping. For trying,” he said and then ran a hand over his dirty face. “I don't know what we are going to do.” Taylor felt for the man, and she could see Lexi's heart was going out to him as well.
“We're going to walk back to the high school and find the others we came with. Want to walk with us?” she asked. “I'm assuming Allen and your wife are still there.” Andres nodded.
“I need to go tell them,” he said as his shoulders slumped.
“We will go do it with you,” Taylor said, and they all started to walk.

WHEN ANNA SAW LEXI walking through the light of the many camping lanterns set up in the gymnasium of the high school, she let herself relax for the first time in hours. The call to action for volunteers to go fight the neighborhood fire had raced through the groups in the gym. With only a quick kiss goodbye, Lexi had taken off running with the others. It was the last contact they had until now, and in the back of Anna's mind, she had worried about the woman she loved all day and evening. Only the constant work to help the injured was able to distract her, and there was plenty of that. Thankfully, the town had rallied enough vehicles to transport the most severely injured survivors to the hospital across the river in Longview, Washington. The facility did not have power either but did have empty beds and a full staff. Supplies had finally arrived as well when the few clinics in the area were visited. Things had started to stabilize, and all of the patients remaining were finally on cots or mattresses. The situation was still less than ideal, but she, along with the town's local doctors and nurses who arrived, was managing. And now Lexi is safe, she thought and stood up from the stool where she was sitting and went to meet her. As they drew near, Anna could see fatigue mixed with relief on the woman’s face. “Hey,” Lexi said.
“Hey, back,” Anna said and closed the distance to put her hands on Lexi’s dirty face. “I am so happy to see you.” Lexi smiled and leaned in to kiss her gently.
“Me too,” she said. They stood with their foreheads together for a second and then Lexi sighed before nodding toward the person right behind her. “You remember Andres? His son Allen had the busted-up ankle?” Anna looked and, even through all the grime, recognized him.
“Your family is still here,” she said and waved for him to follow. “I know they will be relieved to see you.” Andres looked relieved as well, but there was an air of dejection around him. Anna stole a glance at Lexi and saw her shake her head. They lost everything, Anna thought and felt a ripple of sadness run through her. Such an awful day.
Anna led Andres, with Lexi following, across the large room to a pair of folding chairs. When they came into sight of Allen and his mother, Ramona, the woman leaped to her feet and cried out with relief. She ran to Andres and threw her arms around his neck and wept against his chest. His son Allen pushed himself up from his chair and hoped over to grab his parents. Andres put his arms around them, and Anna looked away as tears started to run down his face. She had seen so much of this today. Families crying over the pain, suffering, and even death for their loved ones. Lexi put her arm around Anna's waist, and she leaned into her for comfort.
“Are you ready to come home?” Lexi asked. Anna sighed. She wanted nothing more than to go home and be with Joe and Lexi, but she knew she could not. There were still too many people who needed her. Anna had work to do and obligations to meet now. She just hoped Lexi would understand.

LEXI DID UNDERSTAND, but in her heart, she did not want to as she realized the magical week she had with Anna was over. Even in the light of all the calamity around them, Lexi knew she had been clinging to the hope she and Anna would remain as they were before going to Seattle. Now she was not so sure it was possible. “But you're exhausted, Anna,” she started, but then let it go when she saw the resolve in the woman's eyes. This was a different Anna and Lexi was not sure what to do.
“Just get everyone home safe,” Anna said with her hands gently resting on Lexi's shoulders. “I'll try to get a ride back tomorrow or the day after.” Lexi shook her head.
“You can't just keep going. You have to rest sometime. I'll stay and help too and then we can go home together,” Lexi said and hated the pleading tone in her voice. Anna smiled and kissed Lexi for a moment.
“No,” she said. “I will be fine. I've worked long shifts before.” Lexi wanted to argue but instead rubbed a hand over her face to try and keep from losing her temper. She knew she was tired and beyond frustrated with all the hell going on around them. Leaving Anna behind went against every instinct inside her, but finally, she nodded.
“Okay,” she said. “I'll run everyone home and be back for you first thing in the morning.” Anna opened her mouth to respond, but Lexi put a finger to her lips. “Don't argue,” she said. “This is hard enough.” Anna hesitated, but then stayed quiet. In the silence, Lexi heard Andres clear his throat, and she looked over. The man stood with his small family still tight against him, and Lexi wanted to kick herself for not appreciating how good her life was by comparison. He looked like he wanted to say something.
“Andres?” Lexi acknowledged. He looked between her and Anna and then gave them a grim nod.
“I wanted to say thank you for everything you've done for us,” he said. Lexi felt tears burn her eyes at his appreciation.
“You don't need to thank us,” Anna said. “I'm glad none of you are seriously injured.” Andres' wife wiped her tears.
“Yes, we are blessed for that,” she said, and Lexi was impressed by the woman's resolve and suddenly had an idea. The decision would impact everyone in her group, but somehow, she knew they would understand. With only a moment of hesitation, Lexi spoke up.
“Andres, if you need a place to stay, we can make room at our house,” she offered. Anna looked at her surprised, but then her eyes filled with thanks. Lexi smiled at her and then looked back at Andres. “What do you say?” she asked. The man apparently did not know how to answer, and his wife started to cry again. Only their son found his voice.
“Dad, can we?” Allen asked. Andres caught Lexi's eyes.
“Are you sure?” he asked. Lexi smiled.
“I am,” she answered and felt Anna squeeze her hand.



CHAPTER 39

Jackie was riding in the middle of the backseat, tucked under Taylor's strong arm and resting her head on the woman's shoulder when Lexi drove them down the driveway to the farmhouse at last. On the other side of her was Ramona, Allen's mother, and Andres rode in the front passenger seat. Allen was propped up in the back with his leg both elevated and extended per Anna's orders. The fact Anna was not with them concerned Jackie a bit. It was evident Lexi was upset about leaving the woman behind at the high school. Jackie intended to ask her sister more about it later when they were alone. Even though Jackie knew there were still a lot of patients who needed attending to throughout the night, she also believed everyone needed a break from time to time, and Anna should have come home with them to sleep at least. Nothing is simple anymore, she thought and sighed. In response, Taylor pulled her closer. “You okay?” she asked softly. Jackie shook her head.
“Not really,” she said as Lexi stopped by the steps. “But I'll survive.” The two dogs came off of the front porch barking a greeting, and as the passengers got out, Alice came to the door to meet them. If she was surprised to see Andres and his family, she did not show it as she waited to welcome everyone back.
“I was worried sick about all of you,” she said as the group tramped toward her. When they climbed the stairs, Jackie saw her eyes suddenly widen. “But where is Anna? Is she all right?” Lexi nodded at the question, but Jackie could tell she was more upset than she was trying to appear.
“She's okay,” Jackie answered since Lexi did not seem ready to yet. “Stayed behind to help tend to the injured.”
“Alice, this is Andres, Ramona, and their son Allen,” Lexi said changing the subject. “They will be staying with us for a few days.” Alice smiled as she held the door for Taylor and Andres while they carried Allen inside.
“Nice to meet all of you,” she said, and the three greeted her back.
“Let's take him upstairs,” Jackie heard Taylor say once they were all inside. “You three can take the guest room, and I'll sleep on the screen porch tonight.” She glanced back at Jackie. “Are you okay on the couch?” Jackie's mouth opened in surprise at the unilateral decision, but then she closed it not sure what to say. After such an emotional and mind-numbing day, she had to admit curling up in Taylor's arms to try and sleep was what she craved. But how can I say no? she thought. It made sense for the family to have a room. Before she could reply, Jackie was relieved when Alice waved her hand.
“Absolutely not,” she said. “That makes no sense. I'm all alone in that other big guest room, and I will be just fine on the couch.” Taylor glanced at Jackie, who met her eyes and then quickly looked away. Whatever Taylor was thinking, Jackie could not read it and it made her uneasy. Doesn’t she want to share a bed with me anymore? she wondered as she watched Taylor help Andres carry Allen upstairs.

TAYLOR SAT ON THE BACK porch of the farmhouse and listened to the rain. It was after midnight, and she was exhausted, yet she was not ready to go to bed. Everyone else had turned in after Alice fed them all bowls of stew she made up during the day and simmered in a pot on the grill. The flavoring was excellent and deeply appreciated by all. Taylor could already tell having Alice with them was going to be a godsend in the challenging times which were undoubtedly ahead of them. Aside from her culinary skills from thirty years of running a restaurant, she was good with the baby and served as a stable, calming influence. Taylor was looking forward to getting to know her better when she heard the sound of footsteps approached. Taylor turned, half expecting it to be the woman herself, but instead, it was Lexi. She carried a bottle of scotch with a glass and looked a little surprised to see Taylor sitting in the dark, but then recovered and slipped into the chair beside hers. “What a hell of a day,” Lexi said as she set the bottle and glass on the table between them. Taylor nodded at the woman's understatement.
“Yes, it was,” she said. They sat in silence for a few minutes as each contemplated the rain. With a sigh, Lexi reached for the bottle and splashed some into the glass before pushing it toward Taylor. Wordlessly, Taylor picked it up and drank the contents down with a single slug before returning it to the table to push it to Lexi. Lexi added more, and this time drank it herself before capping the bottle and leaning back again.
“So, what now?” Lexi asked. Taylor thought it was a good question, but not an easy one to answer. What now indeed, she thought. She tried to focus on the priorities. Food, water, and just supplies in general, but her mind was not able to focus. I’m too tired. And filthy. Taylor looked down at her hands and arms which were still streaked with soot. The smell of smoke clung to her hair and clothes. Even if she did go upstairs to crawl in beside Jackie, which she was still incredibly conflicted about, she would have to find a way to wash first. Looking up, Taylor considered the hard rain again and had an idea. She turned to Lexi, who was just as filthy as she was, and raised an eyebrow. “Can I borrow some shampoo?” she asked. Lexi looked surprised.
“What?” she asked.
“Shampoo. And a towel and some soap,” Taylor repeated standing up. “I’m going to wash some of this off of me.” She motioned to the rain. Lexi turned to gaze at the rain and then nodded.
“That will feel good,” she said and got up from the chair. “I'll be right back.” While she waited, Taylor stripped down to her sports bra and briefs and wandered out into the rain. The cold water felt good on her skin, and she lifted her face to let it run over her. Suddenly, she remembered something. It was from the night before as she was falling asleep and Jackie was talking to her about a shower. Taylor narrowed her eyes and concentrated. Yes, Jackie did say she wanted one, Taylor thought, and even though the memory was hazy, she felt a flutter of arousal in her stomach. Not sure exactly why, Taylor decided she would make her one soon.

ANNA RESTED AS BEST she could in a folding metal chair along the wall of the high school's gym. The space was relatively quiet all things considered, and she knew catching a few minutes of sleep was wise. Unfortunately, Anna could not as her thoughts kept returning to the look of frustration on Lexi's face earlier. And hurt too, Anna thought with a touch of heartache. She hated having to make a choice between being home with Lexi, not to mention the baby Joe who she was already attached to, and staying with the patients in town. She knew she had her duty as a medical professional to serve those in the greatest need, but she also missed Lexi terribly. She longed to be near her and wished for the comfort she felt when the woman held her close. Should I have just gone home with them? Things had been relatively quiet, and there were other volunteers helping. Now Anna wondered if she made a mistake and sighed with frustration at the quandary she was in.
As she pondered everything, one of the doctors came over to sit in the empty chair beside her. Anna had worked with him on a couple of the injured throughout the evening, and she found him competent and good with the patients. She guessed he was a few years older than she was and had learned he ran a small general medicine practice at the edge of town. “How are you holding up?” he asked her. Anna smiled wanly.
“I’m managing,” she said. ‘Did you need something?” The doctor shook his head.
“No, I really just wanted to finally introduce myself,” he said. “Dr. Mitchell Ambrose.” He held out a hand, and Anna shook it. His grip was firm but warm, and she thought it reflected his overall presence.
“Anna Patten,” Anna replied. He nodded.
“Pleasure to meet you. I heard you are a local, or at least you used to be,” he said. “The timing of your visit to Astoria could not have been better. You helped save some lives today.” Anna appreciated his praise but was not sure it was warranted.
“It was a group effort,” she said. “I'm just thankful supplies finally arrived, and we could use this space. Do you know what happened at the hospital?” Dr. Ambrose rubbed a hand down his face.
“Just that there was a spark from the mechanic trying to restart the generator. Seems to have set off a chain reaction and once it got to the oxygen, well...” he trailed off. Anna nodded. It was horrifying, but she could understand how it might happen. “Anyway,” he continued. “Thank you again. If you need to go grab a few hours of sleep, now would be a good time I think.” Anna shook her head.
“I am staying out of town, unfortunately,” she said. Dr. Ambrose frowned.
“Well that is a problem, isn't it?” he said. “I imagine with gas being an issue for everyone already, you can't readily make trips back and forth. Frankly, we don't dare lose you.” He looked thoughtful for a moment. “I have an extra apartment over one of the shops downtown if you'd like to use it. The place is small. Just a studio but furnished and my renter cleared out last week, so it is vacant.” Now Anna frowned.
“I’m not sure what you mean,” she said. Dr. Ambrose looked at her surprised.
“I mean move into it and be close to the patients,” he said. “This crisis is only one of many I can imagine in the days ahead. We need you.” Anna thought of Lexi and the idea of not living with her anymore. A ball of anxiety tightened in her stomach, and she knew she had a huge decision to make.



CHAPTER 40

Lexi pulled the car into the grocery store's lot and stopped. A handful of cars were parked, and all of them had busted out windows. This does not bode well, she thought and could see Taylor sitting in the passenger seat beside her was concerned too. The store was dark and looked abandoned. With the front doors open, at least they can get inside easily. Assuming Taylor still wants to risk it. “So, what do you think?” Lexi asked. Taylor looked pensive, and Jackie leaned forward from the backseat.
“I think it looks like looters have been here already,” Jackie said with a disappointed shake of her head. “I didn't think Astoria would be like that.”
“I think everywhere is going to be like that,” Taylor murmured, and she looked at Jackie. “I don't want you to come with me after all.” Jackie shook her head.
“No way,” she said. “You go, I go.” Lexi saw Taylor grit her teeth. Jackie clearly saw it too. “Don't give me that look, Taylor Barnes. I'm not helpless. You gave me a gun to carry for a reason.” That is true, Lexi thought. Taylor had her 9mm in her shoulder holster, and Jackie had a .38 revolver tucked in her bag. Coming armed had seemed a little over the top at first, but now Lexi was glad they brought them. There was no way to know what they might find in the store. With a sigh of resignation, Taylor pulled two flashlights out of the backpack she held on her lap and handed one to Jackie.
“We stay together,” she said. “Got it?” Jackie nodded, and the two of them got out. The original plan was for Taylor and Jackie to see what supplies were still available at the grocery store while Lexi went to the police station to tell them about the baby. After seeing what they should do about Joe, Lexi was going to come back to pick them up. Now Lexi was not sure if she should leave.
“You want me to hang around just in case?” Lexi asked. Taylor looked thoughtful for a minute, but then shook her head.
“If we need to, I'll have us evacuate back to the high school. You're picking up Anna this morning, I'm assuming?” Taylor asked. Lexi swallowed and had to admit to herself she was not sure. She wanted to see Anna almost desperately at this point yet worried Anna might feel differently. Last night, her focus was clearly not on Lexi and their life together, and she was not sure if it had changed. And I’m not sure what I will do if it hasn’t, she thought feeling a clench of anxiety tighten in her chest.
“We can meet there if I don’t see you in the parking lot in an hour,” Lexi said avoiding Taylor’s question. “Fair?” Taylor nodded as she got out of the car. Jackie followed suit. “Be super careful, okay?” Lexi added. “There’s nothing in there worth risking your life.” Taylor smiled at her grimly.
“Not yet anyway,” she answered and patted the hood of the car as she started to walk with Jackie beside her toward the front doors of the dark store.

STANDING IN FRONT OF Jackie, Taylor stopped and listened for any sound. After a minute of nothing but silence, she nodded and switched on the flashlight. “Let’s get two carts and find the canned goods,” Taylor said as she found her way to the rack of wire carts and pulled out two. They made a clatter and Taylor gritted her teeth at the unwanted noise.
“What are you so worried about?” Jackie asked in a whisper, clearly seeing the tension on Taylor’s face. “I think this place is deserted.” Taylor was not so sure, and she pushed one of the carts to Jackie before starting off with the other.
“Let's just stay alert,” Taylor answered. They started down the first row, which she realized was the bakery section. She played her flashlight over the nearly empty shelves. Some bags had been torn open, and slices were spread on the floor, but otherwise, there was not much. Half the town must have come through here, she thought and began to wonder if there would be anything left for them. They rounded a corner and came to the cases of meat. The plastic wrapped bags there were already beginning to smell from lack of refrigeration and Taylor saw Jackie hold the back of her hand to her nose. Flies had found their way in as well. Taylor knew that by the end of the week, the whole area would be beyond disgusting.
“God, that’s nasty,” Jackie murmured. Taylor nodded.
“It will only get worse. We’re lucky no larger animals have followed the stench yet,” she said as she pushed on and finally they found the canned goods. Again, the shelves were pretty sparse, but thankfully some items remained. “Grab everything you can,” she said as she held her flashlight in one hand and started putting cans in her cart with the other. Jackie complied and started on her side of the aisle when suddenly there was a low growl coming from the other end of the lane. Speaking of larger animals, Taylor thought as she slowly turned her head to look. What she saw made her heart skip a beat. Two Doberman dogs were slowly creeping toward them out of the dark.
“Um, Taylor?” Jackie said from beside her. 
“Don’t move,” Taylor advised knowing the dogs would instinctively chase if they ran. She slowly began to pull her gun from its holster. Suddenly, there was the unmistakable sound of a shotgun ratcheting.
“Don’t even think about it,” said a man’s voice and Taylor saw a figure stepping toward them from behind the still growling dogs. Shit, Taylor thought and was racking her brain to try and figure out their best move, when Jackie held up her hand in a little wave. What in the hell? 
“Mr. Murphy?” Jackie asked. “Is that you?” The man hesitated, and then a flashlight lit over their faces and blinded Taylor's eyes.
“Good Lord, little Jackie Scott? What are you doing here?” Mr. Murphy asked. Jackie held up a hand to shield her eyes.
“Shopping?” she said with a shrug. Mr. Murphy lowered the light, and she heard him chuckle.
“Fair enough,” he said. “Delilah. Samson. Down.” Taylor saw the two dogs drop to the floor, still alert but no longer baring their teeth as she let out a deep sigh of relief. Mr. Murphy came forward, and he waved the light in Taylor's direction. “Who's this?” he asked. Jackie smiled.
“My friend, Taylor Barnes. She's an Army veteran,” she said. Mr. Murphy nodded at this.
“I'm a Vietnam vet myself,” he said. “Glad to meet you. So, we're not exactly open for business, but I am letting folks take one shopping cart each at no charge until the lights come back on. Whenever that is.”  
“That's very generous,” Taylor commented. Mr. Murphy shrugged.
“A lot of people have nothing stored up past a day or two of food. I saw no reason to horde what's here,” he said. “And if I did, someone would just come to take it by force anyway.” Taylor nodded.
“You're probably right,” she said.

NOW THAT THEY HAD MR. Murphy's blessing to fill two carts, they split up with Taylor taking the canned food aisle and leaving Jackie to her own devices to go find any additional non-perishables still in the store. There was one non-perishable in particular she was interested in, and she made a beeline for the wine section. If she was going to have to stick it out while the world as she knew it ended around her, she was going to need a lot of wine.
Her heart fell when she found the area picked over. The selection had been small to begin with by her standards, but now most of it was gone, and dozens of broken bottles dotted the floor. The scent of fermented grapes filled the air. Mr. Murphy had explained there was a mad rush on the store the evening after the blackout. Once word spread from person to person that the power loss could be long-term, Astoria residents seemed to take on a hoarder's mentality. It was why Mr. Murphy set the one cart per person limit. The decision was not popular and met with serious protest, but when he brought out the dogs and the shotgun and stood on a counter to oversee events, people cooperated.
With a sigh, Jackie picked her way through the broken glass and put a half-dozen red and white stragglers in her cart. She wandered over to the other shelves and found the beer cases even more desolate. Jackie could envision the loading of carts with case after case of brew. In the long run, she knew taking nothing but beer would prove to be a mistake for anyone who chose it over food but, in the short term, she could totally see the logic. Nothing like a party and a bonfire to push the fears of what might be ahead away, she thought and continued to browse.
As she was about to turn and get back to searching for food of the non-liquid variety, she saw a single bottle of microbrew wedged at the back of one case. Apparently missed by other raiders, Jackie noted the familiar label. That’s the kind Taylor had in her fridge back in Seattle, she thought and reached for the bottle. Even warm, this will make a special treat. She was about to put it in the cart with the other bottles and then paused. Tilting her head, she looked at the bottle again. Then, with a smile, she secreted it away in her bag. Taylor had been distant today, in fact, the night before Jackie had worried the woman would not even come up and sleep in the bed with her, so Jackie thought perhaps she could use the beer as an olive branch of sorts. She would just have to wait for a special occasion.



CHAPTER 41

While his wife anxiously looked on, Anna was checking a patient’s lungs with a stethoscope to ensure no fluids had built up from smoke inhalation the day before when she heard someone come up beside her. She glanced over and saw Lexi smiling. Anna’s heart leaped with happiness. I missed her so much, she thought as she finished up with the patient and patted the man on the arm. “Your lungs sound clear, Sid,” she said to him. “I think it's time for you to head on home.” The man gave her a broad smile and his wife beside him dabbed at tears.
“Best news I've heard all day,” he said and clasped his wife's hand as if to reassure her.
“Thank you so much,” the wife said. Anna nodded.
“And here's the antibiotics he needs for the infection on his toe,” she said as she handed them to the woman. Now the wife did let out a sob.
“To think I almost lost him at the hospital over an ingrown toenail,” she said. At this Anna averted her eyes. There were others not so lucky, and the fact she and the rest of the medical team could not save them was hard. It had been an incredibly long twenty-four hours. With a sigh, she stood up from her stool and turned to Lexi who still waited beside her. Lexi already had her arms open, and Anna stepped into them, feeling her body melt into the woman as she held her close. Tears threatened, but Anna fought them. If she started now, she might not stop, and there were always the on-looking patients. The last thing they needed was to see the person who was caring for them have a breakdown. After a beat, Anna pulled back still holding Lexi's hands and looked into Lexi's handsome face.
“Hey,” Lexi said, and Anna felt the tears threaten again. How can there be so much meaning behind one simple word? she thought.
“Hey back,” she said and gave Lexi's hands a squeeze.
“You ready to come home?” Lexi asked. Anna felt her stomach tighten with anxiety. She wanted nothing more than to go back to the farmhouse, but there was still critical care to provide. Seeing her deliberation, a hurt look passed across Lexi's blue-gray eyes.
“Lexi—” Anna started, but before she could explain, she saw Dr. Ambrose walking toward them. Anna reluctantly let go of Lexi's hands as he approached.
“Anna,” he said and held out his hand. “Here you go.” Anna froze as she realized what he was about to hand her. The timing could not be worse, and she hesitated. Dr. Ambrose raised his eyebrows and glanced between Lexi and Anna. “Everything okay?” he asked. Anna composed herself and turned to Lexi.
“Dr. Ambrose, this is my friend, Lexi,” she said. The doctor glanced at Lexi and gave her a nod.
“Pleasure to meet you,” he said and then looked back to Anna. “The place has all the basics. Use whatever you need.” Anna felt her heart sink as the doctor opened his hand to reveal a door key in his palm. She heard Lexi suck in a breath and Anna, out of the corner of her eye, could see the confusion in the woman's stare. Reluctantly, Anna accepted the key.
“Thank you, Dr. Ambrose,” she said softly, and with another nod, the man walked away. Anna was almost afraid to look at Lexi. If only there had been a chance for me to explain this to her, she thought.
“What does this mean?” Lexi whispered the pain evident in her voice. Anna swallowed and finally met her eyes.
“We can’t use up the little gas we have left driving me back and forth every day,” she said and then added more gently. “I’ll stay here and come home when I can.”

THE PAIN WAS SO SHARP and so sudden, Lexi thought she might be having a heart attack. The words Anna just said did not seem to register. They certainly did not make sense. Stay here? she thought. In town? “But what about Joe?” Lexi was finally able to stammer. Anna blinked, clearly upset too, and she took Lexi's arm.
“Let's go talk in the hall,” she said. Numb, Lexi followed her until they were out of earshot of the others in the school's gym. “Lexi, please understand I don't like this either,” Anna continued. “But I can't see a better alternative. Dr. Ambrose is being incredibly generous to let me stay in his vacant studio.” Lexi let the words wash over her and felt anger start to build up inside. She had come to the high school to tell Anna the news about her visit to the police station and about Joe. The trip to talk to the authorities had been a complete waste of time. Only a desk sergeant was running the station, and when she tried to tell him about the accident on the backroad, the death of the driver, and about the baby, he just handed her a form.
“Write up a statement. Include your address, and when things go back to normal, I'll send out an officer to follow-up,” he said. Lexi had been perplexed.
“When things get back to normal?” she said and then felt suddenly hopeful. Perhaps the man knew more about the situation than she did, and the power loss was truly only temporary. “Will that happen soon?” she asked. The desk sergeant waved off her question.
“I have no idea,” he said. “There’s no communication in or out. We’re in total reaction mode. Someone comes in, reports a problem, and we send out a car. Or at least we were. Now only one of our three squads have gas.”
“I see,” Lexi said, feeling a renewed sense of disappointment. So, we are on our own even more than before, she thought and remembered the report from her neighbor about the vandals. Things could get ugly if word spread there was no feasible law enforcement. All the more reason to go get Anna and the others and get us home. She took the form. “Can I fill this out and return it later?” she asked already guessing the answer.
“Yeah, whatever,” he said not bothering to look up from the blotter he was writing in. Lexi had turned on her heel and left, leaving the form on the counter. She would find another way to contact Joe’s family. Later, she thought. At the time, her heart had been filled with relief knowing Anna would be happy they could keep Joe safe with them in the interim. Only now she was learning Anna did not want to come home.
“Lexi, say something,” Anna pleaded, snapping Lexi back to the present. Lexi ground her teeth together and tried to keep calm.
“Anna,” she said. “They are letting us keep Joe. If this goes on a long time, maybe we can even be a family.” She saw Anna's eyes widen at the news. Feeling hope she might be changing her mind, Lexi took Anna by the hips and pulled her close. “Please come home.” Tears filled Anna's eyes, and Lexi could see a mix of emotions in them. Finally, the woman sobbed but stepped back.
“I will when I can,” she answered, and Lexi felt her heart break.

THEY ALL SAT AROUND the dining room table and finished bowls of the chili Alice and Ramona made up during the day. As a treat, Taylor was able to provide apples for dessert, which she had been able to glean from the shopping trip earlier in the day. She was pleased with the haul considering a lot of the shelves were well picked over. Diligence with her flashlight had uncovered enough canned and boxed goods, including baby food, to fill her cart and most of Jackie's. Taylor smiled a little at the memory of Jackie's cart and its small collection of wine. The woman has her priorities, Taylor thought and stole a glance at the Jackie across the table, who was engaged in conversation with Ramona. As much as Taylor hated to admit it, she missed the closeness she had been starting with Jackie and wished things could be different. But now is not the time to be trying to win over a straight woman, she thought and refocused on her food. There were a hundred other more important things to worry about, and it started with finding a reliable source of water.
Alice had taken Taylor aside when they returned from the trip to town and let her know the bottled water supply was running low. There was a creek not too far away, but that water would require boiling if it were to be used for anything other than washing. Even with using the rain they caught in plastic buckets the night before, their available drinking water would not last long. What they needed was a consistent supply. Taylor looked at Lexi to ask her about their options and saw she was staring off into space with her food untouched. The fact Anna had not returned with them clearly hit Lexi hard, and Taylor felt for her. Although she was not clear on all the details, things sounded like Anna was putting her duties as a nurse practitioner first. Taylor could understand the decision from her time in the military, but she could tell Lexi did not. Hoping to distract the woman from her thoughts while at the same time puzzling out their water problem, Taylor turned to her.
“So, Lexi,” she said. “Any idea where the well is on your property?” Lexi turned to her and blinked as if she did not understand the question at first. After a pause, the woman nodded.
“I have an idea,” she answered. “But it is set up with an electric pump to draw the water into the house. That's why we don't have any in the taps now.” Taylor was glad to hear Lexi might know where the farm's well was located. If they could find the thing and carefully uncover it, then water could be drawn out in buckets. Taylor looked over at Andres.
“Interested in helping dig up a well tomorrow?” she asked him. She knew he could use the distraction too. The loss of his home and their possessions was clearly devastating, yet Taylor was impressed he was handling it so well. All of them are actually, Taylor thought and was glad for it.
“Happy to help,” he said. Taylor turned to Lexi.
“You up to it?” she asked her, and Lexi sighed but then nodded.
“Good,” Taylor said and glanced around at the others. She saw Jackie was looking at her and Taylor quickly averted her eyes.
“All hands are welcome,” she muttered and went back to her chili, happy to have a project to focus on instead of Jackie Scott.



CHAPTER 42

In the light flickering from the candle she had burning on the nightstand, Jackie sat on the edge of the bed and waited for Taylor to come up. She wondered how long it might be as the night before the woman returned well after Jackie was in bed. Taylor had smelled a little like scotch, and a little like fresh rain, and had crept into the room as if not wanting to wake Jackie. Not sure what to do, Jackie had feigned sleep and listened with anticipation while she heard Taylor undress. Once the bed moved, and she knew Taylor was with her under the covers, she waited again to see what the woman would do. The day had been a terrible one with the fire at the hospital and the horrific task of taking down names of the injured. And a few of the dead, she thought with a shiver. It was the shiver which seemed to cue Taylor in on the fact Jackie was not actually asleep. She had almost been able to feel Taylor stiffen at the realization. “Jackie?” Taylor had asked, and the tone of her voice seemed off.
“Yes,” she replied and rolled over toward Taylor in the dark. She could not see her face and wondered at her expression. Is she angry? Or just hurting like the rest of us? she thought.
“I'm sorry I woke you,” Taylor said after a pause. This time Jackie could clearly hear the coolness in her voice. Jackie had reached out and touched Taylor on the shoulder.
“Are you okay?” she asked, realizing maybe Taylor was especially upset because of her time in the military and memories she might be experiencing. Taylor did not move, and there was a long pause until finally, she heard Taylor let out a deep breath.
“I'm a lot of things, Jackie,” she said and left it at that. Jackie had not known what else to say and so she slid closer to put her head on Taylor's shoulder. Taylor did not move at first but then had slowly put her arms around Jackie and pulled her closer. She buried her face in Jackie's hair, and she could feel the sadness emanate off of her. After a little while, Jackie was sure she felt the wetness of tears on her cheek and wondered if Taylor was crying yet knew better than to ask. They had held each other until sleep finally took them.
But the next day, when Jackie woke up, Taylor was already gone. This time she did not bring up coffee, and throughout the day, the woman was all business. Her demeanor was nothing short of standoffish, and Jackie was confused. Which is why I’m going to sit here until she comes up and gives me some answers, Jackie thought. Thankfully, the wait was short, and she heard the sound of Taylor's boots coming up the stairs. When the door opened, the woman looked surprised to see Jackie was still up. “Is everything okay?” Taylor asked. Jackie crossed her arms.
“You tell me,” she answered. “You're the one who won't even look at me today.” She saw Taylor's face color a little, but still the woman refused to meet her eyes. Jackie felt her chest tighten as she realized she had not imagined Taylor's actions. She really doesn’t want to be around me, she thought. Now she felt angry. “Taylor, what the hell is going on?” she asked. Taylor visibly grit her teeth and Jackie could tell she was getting angry too. Finally, she looked at Jackie, and there were conflicting emotions in her eyes.
“I can’t keep doing this,” she said. “I can’t keep coming up here and holding you at night to then have you just be my friend all day.” Taylor ran a hand over her face. “It’s too much right now.” Jackie was shocked.
“And couldn’t I say the same to you?” she shot back. Taylor lifted her chin.
“You’re right,” she said her voice cold. “Which is why I’m going to start sleeping in the barn.” With that, Taylor turned on her heel and left the room. 

IT WAS ALL TAYLOR COULD do not to stomp down the stairs she was so angry at herself. This was not Jackie's fault, and yet she knew her words hurt the woman. The woman Taylor cared about and wanted to keep happy and safe. So why can’t I just do that and not get wrapped up in wanting more? she wondered as she blew out a frustrated breath. The cuddling and the needing to be close to her... it was all too hard to keep separate from her other feelings. And what are those? Taylor rubbed her face as she walked through the kitchen toward the back porch. Desire? Oh, for sure. And maybe, just maybe, love? Taylor paused before she pushed through the screen door. 
She had never loved anyone, not really. There was family of course, but that was a different kind of bond. With Jackie, the emotions were not the same. They were more intense and so strong at times they took Taylor’s breath away. She shook her head. I’ll think about that later, she thought and went through the door. Lexi was there sitting in the same chair as last night. There was also the bottle of scotch and a glass, which Taylor was actually happier to see than the woman. She needed a drink before she headed out to the barn to find something not rock hard to sleep on. Lexi looked up and did not seem surprised to see Taylor standing there. Instead, she poured another short bit into the glass and nodded toward it. Taylor took her spot and picked up the offering before drinking it down. Sitting there in the dark, listening to the night, Taylor was not sure what to say to Lexi. Anna being gone a second night was clearly the problem, but she did not know if her absence was the sort of thing Lexi might want to discuss. Before Taylor could make up her mind, Lexi sighed and poured another scotch. “She’s going to live in an apartment in town,” Lexi murmured. Taylor raised her eyebrows. Living somewhere else was new information.
“Why?” she asked, unable to come up with something more original. She saw Lexi clench her jaw in the shadowed darkness.
“To be able to help with the patients. She won’t drive back and forth because of the need to conserve gas,” Lexi answered. Taylor considered the reply and then nodded. From what she knew of Anna, the decision was not out of character. But still, she thought. Taylor could tell how much Lexi and Anna loved each other and the rescued baby. She was not sure them being separated was the best solution either considering the uncertain days ahead.
“I see,” Taylor commented lamely, and Lexi drank the liquid in the glass before sliding it back toward Taylor.
“I see too,” Lexi said softly. “She's making a choice, and I'm apparently not it.” Taylor did not have a comment to follow that, and so she poured a shot into the glass again while thinking they were quite a pair.

LEXI HANDED A COUPLE of blankets to Taylor. “And why are you sleeping in the barn?” she asked. The woman took the items.
“It's complicated,” she answered. “And it's what Jackie wants.” Lexi narrowed her eyes, not entirely sure she believed Taylor. Lexi was distracted and, to be honest, grieving in a way, but from what she could see, Jackie was growing more attached to Taylor every day. Not the opposite.
“Okay,” Lexi finally conceded. “I’ll stay out of it.” Because I can't make my relationship work either, she thought. At that, Taylor had left and disappeared into the night. Now Lexi was all by herself and the quiet weighed on her heart. Even though the house was full of people, she still felt alone. Anna, she thought. What are you doing to us? The bitterness and anger she felt earlier when sitting with Taylor was starting to turn into a sharp sadness. She could not stop thinking about how history seemed to be repeating itself in some strange way. Over twenty-five years ago, Anna had made a choice without regard to Lexi and left her behind. Is she doing it to us again?
With a sigh, Lexi wandered through the house and went to the living room where Alice had made up a bed for herself on the large sectional sofa. Beside her was Joe's crib, the one the neighbor so graciously brought over for them to use. She had yet to visit and say thank you, and Lexi resolved to do so tomorrow. They would hopefully be busy digging into the well on the property, but she would make time in the day to go be a good neighbor. We will have to pull together to make it through this, she thought as she stopped beside where Joe slept and looked down at him. He was such a sweet little boy. According to Alice, who thankfully seemed more than happy to take care of him while things were sorted out, Joe rarely fussed and was apparently quite content to eat the mashed baby food Alice made him. Thank God for small favors there. As Lexi stared down at the baby, Alice stirred on the couch.
“Is Joe all right, Lexi?” Alice asked. Lexi grimaced. She hated thinking she woke Alice.
“I'm sorry. I didn't mean to—” Lexi started, but Alice waved her off.
“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “I don’t sleep much normally and even less now. Part of old age, I think.” Lexi nodded.
“Well, sorry just the same. And yes, Joe is all right. Thanks to you, especially,” she said. There was a moment of quiet as Alice seemed to be considering her words. Then the older woman cleared her throat.
“It's not my business I suppose, although I was with Charlie until the day she died, so I have some experience,” she started. “But if I could give you any advice, it is to be patient. Give Anna the space and time she needs to figure out how she can balance all of this.” Lexi was quiet as she thought through Alice's words. She knew it was true her reaction to Anna's choices were based on anger. No, she thought. They are based on fear. Fear that Anna would disappear again. Fear she would be left to manage everything, including Joe, on her own. Fear the woman she loved most in the world did not love her back. Taking a deep breath, Lexi let it out slowly and tried hard to push those feelings aside. Anna did love her, and she knew it. They just needed to find a way to navigate this, so everyone got what they wanted. What they needed. Somehow Lexi would find a way.



CHAPTER 43

As she sat with her back against the headboard, Anna was concentrating on one thing and one thing only. Not crying. She knew if she started now, she might not stop. Instead, she looked out the window of the small studio apartment she slept in the night before and watched the sky slowly grow lighter. Slept is a bit of an overstatement, she thought. Instead, she had tossed and turned, unable to get the tightness of worry out of her stomach. What had I been thinking? She bit her bottom lip and felt the burn of tears threaten again. Letting Lexi walk away like that? Her heart ached when she thought of the look on the woman's face when she saw Dr. Ambrose hand over the key. So much hurt and then so much anger. It was the last thing she ever wanted, and yet there she was, choosing her job over her relationship.
She sighed and closed her eyes. The situation was impossible. Anna had to be near the patients who needed her thus she had to be in town on a regular basis, but she also longed to be with Lexi and to hold Joe. If only gas was not such a problem, she thought and rubbed her forehead to try to think. Maybe I could walk. After all, it is only about five miles each way. It would be a lot to do each morning and evening, but then she could be home. Still, she knew Lexi would never go for the idea of her walking so far alone every day. The decision really came down to her being here or being there. Frustrated, Anna threw off the covers and got up to dress. There was no point just sitting on the bed and letting her mind spin around and around. She might as well go see if she was needed at the high school. Hopefully someone will have found a way to make coffee, she thought and was suddenly hit with the memory of being back in Taylor’s apartment with everyone as they shared mugs of some. Life had felt crazy and complicated then, yet now it was worse. At least then she knew she had Lexi to lean on and vice versa. Now she felt alone and the pressure in her chest from wanting to cry returned. A sob slipped out and Anna gritted her teeth to will it away. She faced the fact this was what she chose to do and so she had to live with it. Still, as she let herself out of the apartment and locked the door behind her, her heart had one hope which she could not deny. It was that Lexi had not given up on her and, just maybe, she would be back again today.

FINDING THE LOCATION of the well had been significantly easier than Lexi had thought it would be. After pacing in ever widening circles away from the house, Taylor had sent up a shout when the woman admitted to nearly tripping over the well casing sticking about two inches out of the ground. It was far enough from the house Lexi had never wandered across it even when using the weed eater to knock down the tall grass which grew up around it. The next problem was digging down to the cap considering they had only one shovel, a smaller spade, and a single wheelbarrow to haul away the dirt. Dirt which would be used later for the expansion of the garden Lexi and the others agreed would be the next project. All of it added up to a lot of work and the quicker it could be done, the better. “We need more tools and more hands to help,” Taylor said, and Lexi knew she was right.
“I think I’ll go visit the Millers down the road. I need to thank them for the crib still,” she said. She ignored the twist of sadness she felt in her stomach when she thought about Joe and how Anna had yet to see the child sleeping in the little bed. Lexi was staying as busy as humanly possible to avoid dwelling on their situation, even though doing so hardly worked. She could not help wondering how Anna’s night had been. Lexi’s was horrible, to the point she wandered back out to the porch and watched the sunrise. There was no scotch involved this time, but there were tears. Her heart was truly broken over the separation after the intensity of their love the week before. Go get her, her thoughts had whispered, but Lexi did her best to ignore them. Anna was quite clear in what she wanted, and Lexi resolved to respect her wishes. No matter how much doing so hurt.
Now as the day turned to afternoon, Lexi walked down the highway the mile to the Miller's farm. As she approached, a big black labrador came bounding down the driveway. Lexi slowed and let him come to her. “Hi, Luther,” she said and ran her hands over his anvil-sized head when he stopped for a pet.
“Well, hey there, Lexi,” she heard Roger Miller call as he came out on the front porch of his farmhouse. The structure was similar to the one Lexi owned, part of the original settling of the county. She knew he owned significantly more land than her twelve acres though.
“Hi, Roger,” Lexi said as she started to walk toward him with Luther at her side. “How are things?” Roger came down the steps and shrugged
“We're managing. Been living off steaks from the dead freezer. Never thought I'd be tired of ribeye,” he chuckled. “How're things at your place?”
Lexi smiled. “Getting by. Luckily, I have some friends with me. I can't imagine what I'd do if I were alone,” she admitted. Roger nodded.
“It does help to have the boys and Carol here,” he said. Lexi nodded.
“Actually, I was wondering if I could work a deal with you and borrow your boys for a day's work,” she said. “We're digging out our well, and I want to turn the dirt on an acre beside the house for planting a larger garden.” Roger nodded.
“Doing some of that ourselves too,” he said. “And I am glad to hear you want to combine forces a bit. Might be a game changer down the road. When were you thinking of doing the digging?” 
Lexi was relieved to hear his agreeable words. “Whenever you can spare them. Don’t suppose they can bring some shovels too? I’m pretty short on tools,” she asked with a smile. Roger smiled back.
“No problem. Let's go check out the tool shed,” he said and led the way to a wooden structure Lexi hardly would call a shed. Walking in, she saw a vast array of farming tools in the dim light. Roger went to the back of the building and had to move some stuff to get to what he needed. As Lexi waited, she looked around, and her eyes fell on something which made her breath catch as an idea took shape. There in the shadows were some bicycles leaning against the wall.

WHILE LEXI WAS VISITING the neighbor to see about tools and Andres was in the house checking on Allen who was quickly getting frustrated to being confined to indoors while his ankle healed, Taylor decided to work on a side project. She knew if she were successful, everyone would be happy. As she cut a hole into the bottom of the five-gallon pail she found earlier, she contemplated how best to attach the showerhead she unscrewed from the shower in the upstairs bathroom. There was also the question of where best to hang the thing. Once the weather was warmer, they could use the shower curtain and such to do something temporarily outside, but for now, she was thinking one of the cleaned-out stalls. Each had a drain in the bottom, and there were rafters from which to hang the rope. Thinking it all through, she barely heard someone walk into the barn and looked up only when the light coming from the door was dimmed. There was Jackie, and Taylor felt her heart skip a beat. Since their scene the night before, Taylor had done her best to steer clear of the woman. She figured she was the last person she would want to see and wondered now if Jackie was there to give her a piece of her mind. I deserve it, she thought.
Jackie came into the barn and looked around, clearly out of her element. Then her eyes were back on Taylor, and she smiled. Taylor felt relief wash over her. At least they could still be friends, which was far from what Taylor wanted in her heart, but it would have to do. “Hi,” Jackie said. “I thought you might be thirsty after all your hard work. So, I brought you this.” Taylor raised her eyebrows as Jackie stepped even closer and set a bottle of Taylor's favorite beer on the workbench. She felt a lump rise in her throat at the gesture and after looking at the bottle, glanced back at Jackie.
“I didn't know we had any,” she said softly. Jackie shrugged and pulled herself up to sit on the workbench beside the bottle. Her legs swung free, and Taylor was almost overwhelmed at how beautiful she looked in the dim light filtering in through the door.
“It might be the last bottle for a while,” she admitted. “I was lucky to find it when we were at the grocery store. Sorry it’s warm, but well, not like we have a choice.” Taylor nodded, trying to cover her sudden, nearly overwhelming desire to grab Jackie and kiss her to show her thanks.
“Well, I appreciate it,” was all she could mutter through the tightness in her throat. Their eyes met, and Jackie's widened a little. Does she see how much I want her? Taylor thought and quickly looked away, reminding herself Jackie asked for boundaries. There was a moment of silence between them, and then Jackie cleared her throat. 
“So, what are you making?” she asked, her voice sounding a little breathless. I’m imagining that, Taylor thought and held up the bucket and showerhead.
“Shower,” she said, and this time Jackie’s eyes unmistakably widened. “What?” Taylor asked feeling a warm tightness low in her body. Then, just like that, she remembered. Jackie in bed the night they arrived and making a deal with Taylor. Jackie promising Taylor could do whatever she wanted in trade. She watched Jackie lick her lips as if thinking of the agreement and before she let her brain stop her, Taylor dropped the things in her hands and went to the woman she most wanted in the world.
A look of surprise was on Jackie’s face as Taylor stepped up to the workbench and grabbed her by the hips to yank them against her. The sudden contact of their bodies was exquisite, and Taylor heard a moan but did not know if it came from her or from Jackie. Her pulse racing with want, Taylor leaned forward and kissed Jackie hard and hungry on the mouth. What she expected was hesitation, but instead felt Jackie kiss her back with equal passion. Taylor growled low in her throat when Jackie opened her lips and invited her tongue in to deepen the kiss. She wanted the woman so much she ached, and Taylor used her hands to pull Jackie’s knees apart and slid her body between her thighs in a rough thrust. This time it was Jackie’s turn to gasp, and when she wrapped her legs around Taylor to hold their bodies tight together, Taylor thought she might explode. Breaking the kiss, Taylor slid her lips down Jackie’s neck as she licked and nipped at the hot skin she felt against her mouth. Jackie whimpered at the caress and ran her hands up into Taylor’s hair to pull her mouth closer. Eager now, aching between her legs and feeling herself grow hotter by the second, Taylor moved her hands up from Jackie’s hips and slide them under her shirt. When she felt Jackie’s breasts and then her taut nipples, Taylor wanted to suck them so badly she groaned. Never had she wanted to ravish someone like she did this woman. To taste every inch of her. To make her come. Taylor wanted all of her and she wanted it now. Starting to rock her hips against Jackie’s pelvis, she felt the woman shiver. “Oh God, Taylor. Oh God,” she said in a gasp and Taylor pressed her body in even faster strokes, feeling her own clit start to tighten. It seemed impossible to come already, but she had been hungry for Jackie for so long. Just then the sound of the dogs barking happily came rolling over the yard.
“Taylor? Lexi? You won't believe what I've found!” Lexi's voice called happily, and it was clear she was coming toward the barn. Taylor groaned as she pulled herself back and with a glance at Jackie's flushed face, she knew Lexi's timing was all that had kept her from making a horrible mistake. Jesus, I basically trapped her against the wall, Taylor thought. I was forcing myself on her. She ran a shaking hand over her face as Lexi walked in pushing a bicycle.



CHAPTER 44

People were lighting the camping lanterns in the high school gym as the skylights above turned dark. Another day gone, and Lexi had not come to see her. Anna's heart was heavy as she moved from the side of one patient to another, checking in and saying hello before she left for the night. Overall, in the moments when she was not thinking about Lexi or Joe or her friends back at the farmhouse, the day was a good one. There were no new deaths, and only a few people wandered in with injuries or illness. Plus, the high school's janitor and some helpers had set up water buckets for bathing in the locker rooms. Nothing could quite compare to being clean. They had also opened up showers to the dozens of displaced families whose houses had burned when the hospital exploded. Volunteers also came with food and a chow line of spaghetti and bread was set up. Under the circumstances, things were okay. Except that I’m not with Lexi, she thought, and it made all the difference.
With one last check to handoff any additional instructions to the medical team coming in, Anna walked outside into the cold night air. It was still the last days of April, and with a steady wind blowing in off of the nearby coast, the temperature wavered in the low fifties. A coat would be nice right about now, she thought, ducking her head against the breeze and starting back toward the studio apartment downtown. Luckily the distance was short, and she would be there in a few minutes, although other than being out of the wind, the idea of sitting alone made her especially lonely. If only I could call Lexi somehow and tell her to come to get me. Anna was ready to go home, even if it meant walking all the way back in the morning. Traveling that way would make for incredibly long days, but if it meant she could rock Joe to sleep each night and then go to bed in Lexi’s arms, it would be worth it. Maybe I should just walk home now, she thought when another blast of wind bellowed up from the coast and chilled her to the bone. Or perhaps I will wait and borrow a coat tomorrow.
Anna sighed as she went to turn a corner and head the last few blocks to the apartment. Before she did, a voice called out to her from back the way she had come. The words were almost lost in the wind blowing past her, but she heard it just enough to stop mid-step. Lexi! she thought as her heart leaped into her throat. Whirling around, Anna saw the woman appear out of the dark a few blocks away riding toward her on a bicycle with a small light on the handlebars. She was pulling another bike beside her. Anna's mouth fell open at the most wonderful sight she had ever seen. It was her Lexi coming toward her. A giant grin was on her face, and Anna laughed as she started to run. When they drew close enough, Lexi braked and brought the mountain bike to a slow, shaky stop. “Hey,” Lexi said as she put her feet on the ground and straddled the bicycle. 
“Hey back,” Anna said and threw her arms around Lexi’s shoulders to pull her in tight. It was almost enough to send them both sprawling, but Lexi kept her balance and gripped Anna with what was almost desperation. “I missed you so much,” Anna said into the woman’s neck. She could feel Lexi’s pulse pounding against her cheek. “I didn’t know if you would come back.”
“I didn’t know either,” Lexi admitted as she pulled away enough to look into Anna’s face. “I wasn’t sure if you wanted me to.” Anna felt tears come to her eyes at the idea Lexi would even think such a thing. She touched her face.
“Oh, Lexi,” she said. “Please always come for me. I love you.”

LEXI HAD NEVER NEEDED to hear those words more. Anna loved her, and she did not turn her away. Instead, the woman tilted her head back and looked at Lexi with her mouth inviting a kiss. Feeling a surge of passion blended in with the relief and tenderness she felt, Lexi took Anna's mouth with her own and melted into the touch. Anna's lips were so warm and soft. And wanting, Lexi thought as she realized she missed Anna in so many different ways. Suddenly, all Lexi wanted to do was put her hands everywhere on Anna and she took the kiss deeper. With a moan, Anna opened her lips and let Lexi's tongue in to take her mouth. A rush of want raced through Lexi's body as she felt Anna yield. Even with the cold night wind rushing around them, her world was all heat and desire and longing. Pulling back and letting her forehead rest against Lexi's, Anna sounded breathless. “Come up to the apartment with me,” she whispered. “It's too dark to ride back now.” Lexi nodded, and together they pushed the bikes the rest of the way to the studio.
It was all Lexi could do to contain herself as they moved the bicycles inside with them and locked the door. Finally, Anna turned to her, and they stared at each other. She could see a mix of emotions in the woman's eyes and Lexi felt her heart beat faster. It seemed she was about to say something, but right then, Lexi had enough of words. Crossing the space between them, Lexi grabbed Anna around the waist and lifted her up. Anna gave a little cry of surprise, but her eyes widened with excitement. In two steps, they were at the bed, and Lexi dropped them both onto it. Using her weight to push between Anna's thighs, she pinned Anna down. Using one hand, Lexi took Anna by the wrists and pulled her arms almost roughly up over her head to press them into the pillows. “Lexi,” Anna breathed. “What are you doing?” Lexi's answer was to kiss her hard on the mouth, using her tongue to push Anna's lips open and taste her. Anna whimpered with anticipation at the passionate intrusion and kissed her back with wanting.
When Lexi felt Anna start to relax into the touch, she pulled her mouth away and looked into Anna's confused eyes. She wanted to be kissed more, but she was helpless to move with her arms pinned and Lexi's weight on her. Lexi smiled mischievously before nuzzling Anna's neck and running her tongue over the hot skin she found there. “No more nights apart,” Lexi said between nips along the softness of Anna's collarbone. “Do you hear me?” She felt Anna nod. It was not enough, and Lexi moved back to Anna's mouth to kiss her roughly before insisting more. “Say it,” she said. “No more nights apart.”
“No more nights apart,” Anna panted. Lexi kissed her again and now used one hand to work the buttons on Anna's blouse. Yanking it open, she pulled the cup of the bra down and exposed Anna's tight, hard nipple. With a knowing smile, Lexi took it in her mouth and sucked in a long stroke. Still pinned, Anna arched her back at the touch and pressed up into the sensation. Lexi sucked harder and grazed her teeth over the sensitive tip. Anna moaned deep, and Lexi pulled back again.
“Because you belong to me,” Lexi said as she slid her hand up under Anna’s skirt until she grazed her fingertips over the soaking wet mound trapped by Anna’s panties. Anna shivered.
“Because I belong to you,” she whispered, her voice ragged with longing.

AS SOON AS THE CONFESSION was out, Anna felt Lexi lose all restraint and her ferocity took her breath away. Suddenly she felt her panties being torn aside and then Lexi’s finger was inside her and moving in deep, urgent strokes. The sensation of being so taken by her lover sent ripples of intense pleasure through her. There was no doubting how much Lexi desired her, and Anna bucked her hips to catch every driving thrust. “Oh God, Lexi, more. Please, more,” she whimpered. Lexi growled against her chest and Anna could feel the woman’s hot breath on her still exposed nipple. Sliding back for only a moment, Anna knew Lexi was switching to more fingers. As she felt the next thrust, it filled her with such tightness she cried out with ecstasy. She arched her back and ground down when Lexi curled the tips of her fingers upward and pressed that special spot deep in her. The sensation of having her arms pinned by one of Lexi’s strong hands, while the woman’s other hand was constantly plunging over and over deep inside her was driving her quickly to the edge. Unable to help herself, she thrashed her head side to side as the sensation of being thoroughly consumed washed over her. Anna knew Lexi was almost punishing her the thrusts were so deep and intense, and Anna only wanted more as the fire inside her built higher and higher. “Lexi. Oh my God. I belong to you,” Anna repeated as she arched her back more and gave herself completely to her woman. “I belong to you,” she cried and then screamed out Lexi’s name as the climax ripped through her.



CHAPTER 45

The flames from the oversized fire pit Taylor and Andres constructed earlier in the day lit up the night sky in the yard behind the farmhouse. Everyone but Anna and Lexi, who had ridden a bicycle into town for the night, was gathered around enjoying the peacefulness. Even Alice was there with Joe wrapped up in a blanket and bouncing on her lap. If I close my eyes, I can almost imagine things are normal, Taylor thought. As if the world was not turned on its side from no electricity and everything that fact brought with it. She sighed and opened her eyes to look around at the others. Thanks to the shower she finally rigged up, people were clean and seemed happier. Each of them had braved the cold water in turn to lather up and wash away the parts of the last few days which could be removed so simply. Taylor let her eyes slide over to Jackie, who looked exceptionally fresh now with her makeup off and her long hair pulled back into a ponytail. The transformation was not lost on Taylor. Although the woman in designer clothes and outfitted to the nines was gone, Jackie was still incredibly beautiful. Maybe more so. 
Suddenly, Jackie looked at Taylor, and their eyes met before she could glance away. Taylor swallowed hard and wished she could read the woman's expression better in the firelight, but before she could, Jackie's eyes slid back to look into the fire. Taylor felt an ache of disappointment. They had not said more than two words to each other since the moment in the barn. Taylor wanted to apologize for what she had done, but whenever she tried to find Jackie alone for a second, the woman would move away. Definitely avoiding me, she thought. And rightfully so. Taylor had hated herself all evening for letting her desires overwhelm her, but no matter how she tried, she could not deny how incredibly good the woman felt under her lips and against her body. Taylor wanted more and knew now it would never happen. Which is why we are back to square one. She would be staying in the hayloft of the barn indefinitely, and all that was left to do was get her things from the farmhouse.
Deciding the time seemed right to slip away and go to the upstairs bedroom, Taylor stood up from her camping chair and walked toward the house. Out of the corner of her eye, she thought for a moment Jackie was watching her but willed herself not to look. There was nothing to say and the quicker she could be in and out of the house, the better it would be for everyone.

WATCHING TAYLOR WALK away, Jackie could not be more confused about life. Just a few days ago, she was the master of her universe. She had an important job which she loved, a fantastic condo in Seattle, and a perfect little sports car. Even the relationship dance which she was starting with Taylor was under her control. Well, sort of, she admitted. As much as it could be. Now, however, her life was anything but in her control. The power was still out, her cell phone was useless, and she had even taken a cold shower in a barn stall. And been glad to have it. The worst thing though was the confusion around Taylor. One minute the woman seemed to want her and the next minute she did not. The kisses in the barn had rocked Jackie’s world and when Lexi came strolling in with the bicycle, Jackie had wanted to scream in frustration at the bad timing. Her sister had not even noticed the chemistry in the air because she was so excited about her discovery and what it would mean for Anna. Jackie was happy there was a solution to the problem around how to get Anna back and forth to town every day, but Jackie wished Lexi could have waited another hour or so to announce it. Instead, Taylor had stepped away looking almost ashamed and left Jackie panting for more. Thinking of it now, she closed her eyes and tried not to let the moan of sexual frustration slip out. 
Getting herself back under control, she glanced in the direction Taylor had gone and wondered if she was going upstairs. To get her things? To sleep in the barn again? she wondered, biting the inside of her cheek. Having Taylor sleep anywhere but beside her was the last thing he wanted. Jackie was miserable alone, which was crazy because she had always slept alone in Seattle, but now things were different. Now I know how good it feels to have Taylor wrapped around me. Jackie paused. But does Taylor like it too? Jackie stood up. She was tired of trying to guess and quietly slipped away from the others to go into the house. If Taylor was upstairs, they were going to have a talk about this once and for all.

AS TAYLOR WAS ZIPPING up her duffle bag, she paused when she heard a light tread on the stairs outside the door. She half-wished it was Ramona or Andres going to their room, but in her heart, she knew it was Jackie Scott. The thought of it made Taylor's heart rate pick up, and she licked her lips. Chill out, Taylor cautioned herself. She probably didn’t know you were up here. The door opened, and suddenly Jackie was beside her. Taylor glanced over, planning to act indifferent until she saw Jackie was upset. Unable to help herself, Taylor let go of the duffle bag and turned to her. “Jackie, what's wrong?” she asked. Jackie shook her head and started to move away. Taylor put a hand on her arm to stop her, and the woman froze.
“Why did you kiss me like that in the barn?” she asked without looking at her. Before Taylor could answer, Jackie turned to face her. “Why did you make me a shower if all you planned to do was leave me here alone?” she asked in a whisper. Taylor's mouth went dry. She did not know what to think. The wanting for Jackie was so intense. She felt herself aching from it time and time again, but the one-sidedness of the emotion was too much to take every night. The boundaries could only stand up so long.
“Jackie,” Taylor said softly. “I don’t think I can give you what you want.” She saw Jackie frown and ponder the statement, but then she lifted her chin.
“And what do I want, Taylor?” she asked now with a hint of fire in her eyes. Taylor did not know what to say or do. Is this a trick question? she thought. Again, she licked her lips and tried to keep her eyes on Jackie's face instead of letting them wander down her sexy body. As if seeing her indecision, Jackie smiled. It was slight and sexy, and the look of it made the now familiar ache start up between Taylor's legs. 
“I see,” Jackie said, and she took a couple steps back in the direction of the bed. “You don't have any idea, do you?” Taylor raised her eyebrows and followed the woman with her gaze. Slowly, Jackie climbed onto the bed and knelt there. Taylor's breath caught at the sight, and she wondered if Jackie had any idea how much she was turning her on. I have got to get the hell out of here, she thought and started to turn to the duffle bag.
“Jackie,” she said, her voice husky. “I need to go.” Taylor heard the rustle of fabric and paused.
“Look at me, Taylor,” Jackie said.

JACKIE HELD HER BREATH as she watched Taylor slowly turn toward her and waited to see her reaction. She knew she was taking a chance and the possibility Taylor no longer wanted her was still there and yet, something inside her heart gave her confidence. Slowly, without taking her eyes off of Taylor, she started to unbutton her shirt. When Taylor sucked in a ragged breath at the sight, Jackie smiled a little and kept going. “Jackie, you're killing me,” Taylor said in a husky voice and Jackie tilted her head as she moved to the next button.
“How is that?” Jackie asked finding her own voice breathless. She saw Taylor shake her head and start to look away.
“Taylor, look at me,” Jackie insisted again. When the woman did, she slipped her shirt off of her shoulders so Taylor could see what she wore beneath. After her shower, Jackie was digging for fresh clothes in her yet to be unpacked suitcase and found the blue teddy. Seeing the sexy piece, she wondered if Taylor really had knowingly packed the lingerie for her and decided to put it on. Now she was thankful she had because, if anything could lure Taylor back to her, this would be it.
Taylor's eyes widened in response, and Jackie felt a thrill run through her. For the first time in days, she felt powerful again as the guarded look fell away from Taylor's eyes and was replaced with hunger. Jackie could see the woman was barely able to hold back. Feeling a throb of excitement at what may happen next Jackie pulled the shirt down to her waist. “You didn't answer my question,” Jackie said. She saw Taylor's jaw clench.
“What was the question?” she asked as her eyes ran down Jackie's body.
“How am I killing you?” Jackie asked, thinking she knew the answer. Yet, as she watched, she saw a tender look slip in to mix with the passion in Taylor's eyes. Not sure what to think of it, Jackie froze. Taylor ran a hand over her face as if to try and control her emotions.
“Because I want you, and God how I do, but...” Taylor's voice trailed off.
Suddenly, Jackie felt exposed and vulnerable. But? Jackie thought as she started to pull her shirt back up over her shoulders. Before she could finish, Taylor moved closer and knelt in front of her. “Jackie, wait,” she whispered as she looked into Jackie’s eyes. “I don’t want you to think sex is all I need from you, because it’s not.” She paused again and then took Jackie’s hands in hers. The look on the woman’s face was so tender, Jackie felt almost overwhelmed with emotion. She touched Taylor’s cheek.
“Taylor, what is it?” she asked. Jackie saw Taylor swallow hard as if gathering her courage. Here was her strong, courageous hero looking scared half to death. “Baby?”
“I'm in love with you, Jackie Scott,” Taylor whispered. “And as much as it truly does kill me to wait to make love to you, I will wait until you love me back.” She reached up and ran a finger along the edge of the lace of the blue teddy on Jackie's shoulder. “I want you to be sure before we do this,” she added, and Jackie felt her heart melt with happiness.
“Thank you,” Jackie whispered as she caressed Taylor's face. “Thank you.” 



CHAPTER 46

As Anna saw the driveway to Lexi’s farmhouse ahead, she smiled broadly. The bike ride had been fun with Lexi beside her, but long too. She knew the trip would be something she would have to become accustomed to in the days ahead. Worth every bit, she thought because now she was home. She was eager to see everyone as well as hold Joe. Sad as it was to know somewhere out there a family was missing him, she had no doubt fate was what put her and the others on that road in the moment they needed to save him. Until the day came when she could find out where his people were, she would love the boy like her own. Lexi will too. We will be a special little family. Happy, even under the crazy circumstances. Anna laughed as they turned onto the gravel avenue which would take them to the others. Lexi looked over. “Well, I like the sound of that,” she said as the bikes bumped along. Soon the sound of dogs barking met them, and Anna saw Lexi’s two goldies as well as a large black lab come running to meet them. Coming to a stop and dismounting less they knock her over in their excitement, Anna patted heads including the lab.
“Who’s this?” Anna asked. Lexi came to stand with her bike beside her.
“That’s Luther,” she answered. “The Millers from down the road must be here.” As if on cue, Noah Miller came around the side of the house.
“Well hi!” he said. “We were wondering who was here. Hoping it was you guys.” Anna smiled remembering the boy from the other night.
“Hi, Noah,” she said and followed Lexi who had started to push her bike to the front porch. “Nice to see you again.” The teenager smiled wide.
“You too,” he said. “You’re just in time for dinner.”
“Is that the delicious thing I smell?” Lexi asked as they parked the bikes and walked up the steps to go into the farmhouse. As they crossed the threshold, Anna felt an almost overwhelming sense of welcome. She was home, and although the last few days were highlighted with uncertainty and loss, she now felt safe again. Reaching out, she found Lexi's hand, and they laced fingers.
“We're all out back,” Noah said as he led the way through the kitchen. “Your friend Ramona did most of the cooking tonight. She made tortillas, and we are loading them with beans and rice. Mom brought over some no-bake cookies too.” Anna felt her stomach growl with excitement at the prospect and then heard Lexi's actually do so. They laughed.
“Anna and I will be right out, Noah,” Lexi said, and Anna watched the boy happily walk away with a nod. Once they were alone, Lexi pulled Anna into her arms. She looked into her eyes, and they were both silent for a moment while taking in the specialness of being back in the kitchen together again. “Welcome home,” Lexi breathed, and Anna's heart filled with love. It was true. She was home with her Lexi and no matter what the future brought she was where she belonged.

TAYLOR SAT BESIDE JACKIE on the blanket near the large fire everyone was circled around. She held the woman's hand, and they sat side-by-side close enough she could feel the warmth of her body. The night before was still tender for both of them and even the day's work with the Miller boys of uncovering the well and making it ready for use could not take her mind off of the long conversations about life they had while wrapped in each other's arms. After Taylor's confession, the floodgate of emotions seemed to open. Jackie admitted she was confused and afraid, not wanting to lose Taylor, yet not sure how to proceed. Although the words I love you never crossed Jackie's lips, they hung in the air and Taylor let it be. There would be time to work everything out. Time was one thing they had a lot of now without the distraction of cell phones, televisions, or social media. Going without was taking some adjusting, but if Taylor had to admit it, she did not mind losing those things. Not really.
As she sat listening to the conversations around her, she saw Noah come out and not long after him was Lexi and Anna. Everyone was excited to see them. “Lexi! Anna! You made it back,” Jackie called out as she stood up, apparently more worried about them than she had let on. Lexi had smiled and come over to give her a hug. Anna, who had already scooped up Joe after kissing Alice on the cheek, was beside her. 
“Of course we made it,” Lexi said with a grin. Taylor was happy to see Anna smiling widely too. Whatever their differences were before, the glow on both their faces let Taylor know things were worked out.
“The bikes are going to be perfect,” Anna added, and she turned to Roger who sat in a camping chair talking to Andres. “Thank you so much for loaning them to us.” Roger smiled and waved a hand.
“As much as you need it. Considering the work you are doing in town, it was the least I could do. We're lucky to have you,” he said, and others around the fire murmured agreement. Anna blushed a little under the praise and nuzzled Joe to hide it. Taylor grinned at the sight and then let her eyes drift back to Jackie. The beautiful woman who had stolen her heart quite possibly before the lights all went out. Jackie caught her looking and smiled as she sank back down on the blanket again.
“What are you smiling about?” she asked. Taylor shrugged unable to put into words how right everything felt. The world was probably tearing itself apart in other places, but at this moment, there was no place she would rather be.

AFTER GRABBING PLATES of the fantastic smelling food, Lexi and Anna joined her sister and Taylor on the blanket. Anna sat Joe down between them, and the boy waved his hands contentedly while they ate. Smiling, Lexi put her arm around Anna when they finished and then looked over the rest of the group around the circle. These were good people, and she knew how lucky she was to have ended up here with them. Everyone was ready and willing to pitch in and help, which she knew would be essential in the days ahead. As if reading her thoughts, Anna rested her head on Lexi's shoulder.
“If you really think about it, we’re so lucky,” Anna said softly. Lexi nodded. She completely agreed. The dangerous escape from the Space Needle followed by the harrowing flight from Seattle. Rescuing Joe and then helping when the hospital burned. So many seemingly impossible obstacles, yet they overcame them all. Lexi knew there would be more challenges ahead. There was simply no way to know what the future held or how long the power would be out, but she felt confident they would persevere if they all stuck together. In her heart, Lexi knew that good would always prevail, even when darkness falls.
THE END
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DARKNESS REMAINS

If the lights go out forever, can love survive?
When a group of women from different walks of life are brought together by fate during the end of the world as they know it, each must find a way to survive against the odds as well as learn to rely on each other.
Laura Kennedy finds herself without a home when part of the city of Astoria, Oregon burns after a solar storm causes a worldwide blackout. Left with few options, she resigns herself to living with her brother’s family and tries to get by while food and resources quickly diminish. As she begins to despair about the fate of the world, a handsome young stranger rides into her life. Suddenly, she finds herself attracted to a woman in a way she never expected ... Sam.
Sam Quinn is a veterinarian student when the power goes out everywhere. Believing everything happens for a reason, she decides to ride north on her horse to explore the rapidly changing landscape in hopes of finding a place where she belongs. Instead, she encounters nothing but fear and unrest, or at least until she has an accident, and wakes up to meet a woman who wants nothing to do with her, but who Sam can't stop thinking about ... Laura.
Taylor Barnes is an Army veteran who is happy to just work on a farm outside of town, which she shares with her close friends. However, when the city of Astoria struggles to maintain order after the world goes dark, she suddenly finds herself thrust into a leadership role she never wanted. The only reason she agrees is so she can keep the town safe for the woman she loves ... Jackie.
Jackie Scott, once a powerful CEO, had the world at her fingertips but is now adrift in a new reality without any of the modern conveniences on which she once relied. Living on her sister's farm near the small town of Astoria, the only stability she can depend on is the one person who she is slowly learning to trust and, if she is willing to listen to her heart, maybe even love ... Taylor.
The end of the world is only the beginning.



CHAPTER 1

The smells of hay, horses, and leather were some of Sam Quinn's favorite scents in the world, and as she walked into the Oregon State University's horse center, she felt at home. Some of the majestic animals were already missing from their stalls, and she wondered how many of her veterinary studies peers had the same idea she did. It was time to get out of Corvallis and horseback was a smart way to travel.
Following a super solar storm, the power had been off for a week, and although all normal channels were out, a friend in the communications department confirmed a few transmissions had been received over the university's shortwave radio network. The news was grim. A planet-wide blackout, with no end in sight, had set the world back a hundred years. All modern conveniences that relied on electricity were rendered useless. Societal collapse, particularly in the larger cities, was already in motion. For Sam, this meant it was a good time to leave, and with vehicles quickly becoming useless without access to fuel, she planned to go by horse. Luckily, she had one available, or at least she sort of did. Lester, a ten-year-old quarter horse, was actually owned by the university, however, he had been assigned to her when she was a freshman as part of her vet studies. Now, four years later, the beast was her best friend. There was no way she was leaving him behind.
Sam turned down the row of stalls where Lester spent his time when she wasn't working with him and saw his sizeable brown head poking out over the gate. If she didn't know better, she would say he had been waiting for her to show up. Sam grinned, and Lester tossed his head with a nicker of hello. “Good to see you too, buddy,” Sam said as she reached him and ran a loving hand down his cheek. “Ready for a little adventure?” Lester nuzzled her neck in response, and she chuckled. “I figured as much.” As she began to open the door to his stall, she heard footsteps on the concrete floor behind her.
“Hello, Samantha,” said a man's voice and Sam turned to see Ben Wallace, the Barn Manager, walking toward her. Even though he was a good man and Sam had a lot of respect for him, he was the last person she wanted to see, and her mouth went dry as she considered her options.
“Hello, Mr. Wallace,” she said and then waited to hear what else he had to say. Considering she had a full backpack on her shoulders and a .22 rifle at her side, there was no sense trying to explain the obvious. He came to stand beside her, and when Lester turned to him, the man touched the horse with affection.
“Taking Lester out for some exercise?” he said, not looking at Sam.  Sam swallowed.
“Yes, sir,” she said softly. The two of them stood quietly for a minute while Mr. Wallace stroked Lester's muzzle. Finally, he turned to her, and she saw a look of sadness in his eyes.
“Good,” he said. “He needs the attention. Just be careful, okay?” he said. Sam nodded. She could feel the waves of resignation coming off of the man.
“Everything okay, Mr. Wallace?” she asked. “I mean, under the circumstances?” The man let his eyes drift to the floor, and he rubbed the toe of his boot at a faint spot of dirt before letting out a long sigh.
“My wife is diabetic. Since she was a child,” he said softly. Sam felt her stomach sink. “Without power, the insulin ...”
“He shrugged, and Sam did not know what to say. There will be a lot of this in the days ahead, she thought. As medications run out. All the more reason to stay clear of people. As if reading her thoughts, Mr. Wallace lifted his eyes and looked hard into hers. “Which direction are you going?” he asked.
“West first,” Sam answered. “Then north up the coast into Canada probably. I have family in Alaska.”  He raised his eyebrows.
“That’s quite a distance,” he said. Sam nodded.
“It is, but I'm in no rush,” she said, and it was true. Sam was twenty-six, had no possessions, but what was in her backpack, no agenda, and no real destination. As if satisfied with her answer, Mr. Wallace looked away again and stared at the floor. The silence grew long, and finally, Sam cleared her throat. “Well, sir, I think I'll get Lester saddled up and head out.” The statement seemed to snap Mr. Wallace back to the present, and he blinked.
“Right,” he said. “Of course.” He clapped a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Be safe,” he said and walked away. Sam watched him leave for a moment and then turned to Lester to get busy. It was time to go.

TAKING IN THE SIGHT of the dozens of fire damaged buildings, Taylor Barnes drove the Honda Pilot through the ruined neighborhood. When the city's hospital caught fire and then exploded as the flames found the oxygen tanks, the fire had spread into the nearby vicinity. Only a heavy Oregon rain shower had stopped the disaster from wiping out the entire city, but now the twenty blocks impacted looked similar to warzones Taylor had seen when she was a soldier in the Army. “I had no idea,” Jackie Scott breathed from beside her in the passenger seat. Instinctively, Taylor took the beautiful woman's hand and squeezed it gently.
“Are you sure you still want to help with this?” she asked. “Anna will be over at the high school working with patients. They always need volunteers there.” Jackie shook her head.
“No,” she said. “I want to be here to help Andres and Ramona.” Taylor glanced over at Jackie and smiled. She knew the woman she loved was well out of her comfort zone. After a career of kicking ass in boardrooms for a prominent designer magazine, the idea she was about to sift through the ashes of ruined buildings to help her new friends was admirable.
“They appreciate it,” Taylor said as she stopped behind the truck pulling over in front of her. She watched Jackie’s sister, Lexi Scott, climb out of the driver’s side while her friend Andres slid out of the other. Turning off the engine, Taylor looked at Jackie. “You’re going to get dirty,” she said with a playful smile. Jackie rolled her eyes.
“I can handle it,” she said and started to pull her hand away from Taylor’s. Taylor held tight.
“You’ll need a shower afterward,” she said, her voice intentionally husky. Now Jackie tilted her head as she took in Taylor’s look.
“What are you suggesting?” she asked, letting her eyes turn sultry. Taylor felt a bloom of heat start low in her belly. Damn, this woman is trouble, she thought. Even though they slept wrapped in each other’s arms every night, she had yet to make love to her. But I’ll wait as long as it takes. No doubt seeing Taylor’s hungry look, Jackie blushed and then successfully pulled her hand away as she opened the car door.
“You’re only making this harder on yourself, Taylor Barnes,” she said and got out. Taylor sighed as she opened her own door. The woman was right, but in her heart, she would not change it for the world.

LAURA KENNEDY WALKED down the sidewalk and tried to keep from crying. Why does she have to be so awful? Laura thought as she remembered her sister-in-law’s harsh words over their meager breakfast of oatmeal that morning. It’s not like I want to live there. Still, the other woman all but accused Laura of taking the food out of her children's mouths. The problem was Laura had no other choice but to stay with them. When the hospital fire ravished her neighborhood, the old bungalow she lovingly brought back to life and furnished with her mother's antiques burned. Almost everything Laura owned was consumed by the flames, and all she had been able to do was stand back and watch. No firefighters had come and the bucket brigade which formed, as heroic as they were, was only able to do so much.  Only the rain kept the entire lot from turning into nothing but ash. But close to it, she thought as she turned the corner and wandered to where her house had once stood. She stopped and looked at the few remaining blackened walls. The roof had collapsed, and most of the building had fallen inward, no doubt making the site hazardous, but Laura did not care. She had been waiting for the rain to stop so she could come and sort through whatever was left and finally today, the sun was out. Nothing would prevent her from searching now. 
Looking around, she saw a lot of families had the same idea and cars and trucks lined the block. Grim-faced people moved with shovels and crowbars through the ruined structures. Tears threatened again as she watched the despair on so many faces. Knowing that her expression looked the same, she brushed a long, blonde lock of hair out of her face and focused on the task ahead. Seeing the front door was gone, Laura walked around the side of the house and found an opening where a wall used to be and stopped to look into the living room. Black mud covered the once polished wood floors and only one corner of her prized wool rug shown through. Suddenly, Laura just wanted to turn around and leave. Doing the task alone would be too hard and, being a loner by nature, she had no one to ask for help. It’s hopeless, she thought and sank down on her knees, not caring that the ash was staining the too big jeans she borrowed from her sister-in-law.
She covered her face with her hands and let the tears come at last. For a week, she had stayed strong. First, the power went out, then her home burned. She had to move in with her brother's horrible family, but now this overwhelming and possibly useless task was too much to bear. The sobs came hard and shook her body. It was all she could do to not just lay down in the mud and die.
“Laura?” a woman's voice said from beside her and then she felt a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Are you alright?” Laura almost laughed the question was so ludicrous. Of course she was not alright. She was kneeling in the mud crying her heart out and wishing she was dead, but still, she took her hands away from her eyes and looked to see who was beside her. A stranger had knelt down in the ashes with her. The sun was behind the woman, so her face was in shadow and Laura could not see her expression, but the voice was so gentle and kind, Laura wanted to hug her. “It is Laura, right?” the woman asked. “Laura Kennedy?” Laura nodded, not sure she could trust her voice. Suddenly, the sun went behind a cloud, and the woman's face came into focus. Laura's breath caught. Oh, my God, she thought. I can’t believe she even knows my name. Laura was looking into the stunning face of the person who was once the most popular girl at Astoria high school and who Laura always wished she could be. She was looking at Jackie Scott.
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