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CHAPTER 1

The smells of hay, horses, and leather were some of Sam Quinn's favorite scents in the world. She felt at home as she walked into the Oregon State University's horse center. 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. 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 was already in motion, particularly in the larger cities. For Sam, this meant it was an excellent time to bug out, 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 was not 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 as Lester tossed his head with a nicker of hello. “Good to see you too, buddy,” Sam said, reaching him and running a loving hand down his cheek. “Ready for a little adventure?” Lester nuzzled her neck in response and she chuckled. “I figured as much.” Just 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. Sam turned to see Ben Wilson, the barn manager, walking toward her. Even though he was a good man and Sam had great respect for him, he was the last person she wanted to see. Her mouth went dry as she considered her options.
“Hello, Mr. Wilson,” she said, waiting 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 in trying to explain the obvious. He came to stand beside her. 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. Wilson stroked Lester’s muzzle. 
Finally, he turned to her. 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. Wilson?” she asked. “I mean, under the circumstances?” 
The man let his eyes drift to the floor, rubbing 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 baby,” 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. Wilson 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.”  
Mr. Wilson 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. She had no agenda and no real destination. As if satisfied with her answer, Mr. Wilson 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. Wilson 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 community. Only a heavy Oregon rain shower had stopped the disaster from wiping out the entire city. Now, however, the twenty blocks impacted looked similar to warzones, which Taylor had seen when she was a military police officer 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, squeezing 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 in Seattle, the idea that she was about to sift through the ashes of ruined buildings to help her new friends was admirable.
“They appreciate it,” Taylor said, stopping 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, starting 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. All she had been able to do was stand back and watch. No fireman 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, turning the corner and wandering to where her house had once stood. She stopped and looked at the few remaining blackened walls. The roof had collapsed. 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. 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. 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 hers looked the same, she brushed a long, blonde lock of hair out of her face while focusing on the task ahead. Seeing the front door was gone, Laura walked around the side of the house. She found an opening where a wall used to be, and she 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. She didn’t care that the ash was staining the too big jeans she borrowed from her sister-in-law.
She covered her face with her hands, letting the tears come at last. For a week, she had stayed strong. First, the power went out, then her home burned and 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 a ball 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 while crying her heart out and wishing she was dead. Still, she took her hands away and looked to see who was beside her. A woman had knelt down in the ashes with her. The sun was behind the woman, so her face was in shadow. 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 clearly uncertain of her name. “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 in high school and who Laura always wished she could be. She was looking at Jackie Scott.



CHAPTER 2

Jackie saw the woman's eyes widen and she realized it was entirely possible Laura did not recognize her. After all, she had not seen her classmate for a couple of decades. “I guess I should say who I am,” she started, but stopped when Laura shook her head.
“I know who you are,” she said. “You’re Jackie Scott. I just can’t believe it.” 
Jackie laughed. “No kidding, right?” Jackie said with a smile. “This is the last place I thought I would be right now too.” Then, she sobered and rubbed the woman's shoulder. “But that doesn't matter. Was this your house?” she asked. 
Laura nodded as a tear snuck down her cheek. The sight nearly broke Jackie's heart. She could not imagine. Leaving her own condo behind with all her beautiful things had been hard, but to know everything was destroyed would be devastating. 
“I'm so sorry, Laura,” Jackie said and meant it. Even though they were never close friends in high school, Jackie had always admired Laura. The girl had been so incredibly smart at everything. In the classes they shared, which now that she thought about it were a lot of them, Laura excelled. Spanish, the sciences, math. Jackie remembered Laura was even the editor of the school's small newspaper. She rubbed the woman's shoulder again. “How can I help?” Jackie asked.
Laura looked at her as if confused. “You want to help me?” she stammered. 
Jackie nodded. “Absolutely,” she replied. “I'm here with my friends to work on a different house, but they are more than capable without me. So, I will work with you. If you want, I mean.” Laura blinked at her, and for a moment, Jackie worried that maybe all of the events of the last week had been too much for the woman to handle. I could certainly understand it, Jackie thought. She was having enough trouble handling it herself. Finally, Laura took Jackie’s hand and held it tight.
“I don’t know what to say,” she said softly. “But yes, I could use your help. I don’t even know where to begin.” Jackie looked through the gaping hole in the wall of the house and agreed. The place was a disaster. Fire damage and then water damage from the rain was evident, yet Jackie was not willing to believe everything was lost.
“Let me borrow a box to put stuff we find in, and we can start looking,” she said. Just then, Jackie saw Taylor walking over. In the late morning light, the woman was so handsome and confident it made Jackie's breath catch. How does she always do that to me? Jackie thought with a hint of frustration.
Noticing, Laura followed her gaze. “Who’s that?” Laura asked. Jackie smiled and stood up. Wiping at her knees, she waited for Taylor to draw close before answering.
“A good friend of mine,” she said. “And something of a superhero, or at least she thinks she is.”
Taylor raised an eyebrow at the comment. “Do I?” she asked with a playful tone.  Jackie laughed and instinctively caressed Taylor’s arm when the woman stopped close to her. Feeling the taught muscle and warm skin sent a tingle through Jackie. She forced herself to pull her hand back. I have got to stop doing that, she thought, but for some reason she could not explain, the desire to touch Taylor was hard to resist. Taylor grinned at her, as if knowing exactly what she was thinking. Damn her. A tad irritated, Jackie turned to Laura who had just stood up.
“Taylor Barnes, this is my friend, Laura Kennedy. We went to high school together,” she said. “And unfortunately, this is her house.”

SAM WAS ENJOYING THE late morning sun as it dappled the evergreen trees which lined Highway 20. Riding along the shoulder, she had yet to see another person, although some cars and trucks were dead on the side of the road. Probably ran out of fuel, she thought and knew she would be seeing a lot more of that in the days to come. Overall, the trip had proven to be uneventful, and Sam was fine with things staying that way. Aside from the small caliber rifle, she only had a short-bladed multi-tool on her belt. There had been no means for her to find additional weapons in Corvallis and frankly, she did not want any other than what she already carried. In her opinion, handguns had an unfortunate way of being used against the owner, so she passed.
Coming around a wide turn in the road, Sam heard a faint sound on the breeze through the trees. To her, it sounded like someone or something in pain. “Whoa, Lester,” she said with a gentle pull on the reins and the horse stopped, tilting his head as if listening too. The sound came again and this time, Sam could tell it was from off to the right of the road. More like a yelp of an animal than a human, she thought and knew she had to investigate.
Turning Lester, she guided him carefully into the brush along the shoulder and, after ten feet, stopped again. Another yelp, coming from somewhere not far from her, but she could not tell the direction. This one was fainter, as if the creature was losing strength. Sam coaxed Lester another few feet when she saw a downed barbed wire fence hidden in the tall grass. Seeing the danger, she pulled back hard on the reins to stop Lester's forward momentum. He took two steps back in response and then stopped just as Sam wanted him too. “Good boy,” she said, patting his neck and then dismounting to examine the hazard. The wire was old, rusted, and dangerous. She shook her head angrily at the dereliction of whoever owned the property. Another step and Lester would have been caught in the stuff and been injured. It did not take Sam much deduction to guess that whatever animal was yelping was tangled in it too. Standing up, she listened, hoping to hear the cry again, but there was nothing. Making an educated guess the yelping came from a trapped dog, Sam called out encouragingly. “Where you at, boy?” she asked. “Help me find you.” She stopped to listen again and was rewarded with a loud whine. Clearly coming from her left, she tied Lester to a limb. “Don't move around,” she said. “I don't want you to get tangled.” The horse stayed still, and she appreciated his intelligence as she started to follow the fence in the grass. After twenty feet, she found the dog, only it was not a boy, but instead a female with a small litter of pups.

THE DAY WAS EMOTIONAL for Laura on many levels. As she confronted the reality so many of her possessions were destroyed or ruined, Laura also felt the comfort and caring of new friends. After Taylor had learned of her predicament, and especially her relation to Jackie, she was entirely willing to help. They negotiated an agreement where Laura would work with the salvage effort at Andres' house, after which they would all focus on her home. “Are you sure?” Laura had repeatedly asked, still unable to believe these strangers were willing to do so much to help her. It was true, she knew Jackie from years ago, but they were never close. She remembered Lexi Scott too, although she was three years ahead in school. And yet, she acts like we were once all best friends, Laura thought. Frankly, the entire afternoon was surreal, and when they finally moved over to focus on her home, the work went quickly.
The kitchen and living rooms were entirely gone. Only blackened coils of wire showed where her furniture once stood, and the kitchen was filled with unrecognizable melted blobs. Starting to believe nothing could have survived, she was surprised when Jackie called out to her from the back of the structure. “Laura! Come look at this,” she said, sounding excited. Stepping gingerly over the debris, but with her heart pounding, Laura entered what was once her bedroom. She saw Taylor carefully lifting a tall chest of drawers. The thing had fallen forward when a roof beam hit it, but otherwise, it looked nearly untouched. Laura's heart jumped into her throat at the thought the precious antique might be salvageable. One drawer slid out as Taylor lifted. Jackie grabbed it just in time to keep the jeans and shirts inside from hitting the mud.
“Nice catch,” Taylor said with a smile, and Jackie shook her head.
“You need to tell me when you're about to flex those muscles for the heave-ho,” she shot back playfully. The fact they could be upbeat, even in dire circumstances, was not lost on Laura. She appreciated it after a week of living with her dour sister-in-law, who spoke only of “impending doom.” Still, seeing the bureau, all she could think about was the bottom drawer. Rushing forward, she knelt down and reached for the nobs, her hands shaking. Slowly pulling it open, she sobbed when she saw the neatly bound piles of black and white photographs, old letters, and other keepsakes which were undamaged. Covering her face with her hands, tears came again, but this time they were from relief and not despair. Jackie knelt beside her again, wrapping warm arms around her. Laura leaned into the hug, and they just stayed there for a few minutes not saying anything until Taylor cleared her throat.
“I'll go get Lexi, and we can put this in the truck for you,” she said. “And take it wherever you need.” Laura swallowed her tears, looking up at Taylor. She knew her sister-in-law would never allow her to put the chest of drawers in their house. Laura did not even have a bedroom to call her own, but instead was sleeping on a small loveseat in the living room. Her shoulders sagged at the reality that even though she found one of her mother's beloved antiques, she could not keep it. Clearly seeing her indecision, she saw Taylor's face soften. “You don't have a place to take it?” she asked gently.
Laura shook her head and sighed. “No, I don't,” she replied. “I'm staying with my brother and his family. They hate having me, and there is no room for all of us.” Suddenly, she blushed while realizing what she had just blurted out. Standing up, she averted her eyes. “I'll just put the things in a box and leave this,” she said, running her hand over the top of the bureau.
“Oh no you won’t,” Jackie insisted as she got up. “It’s coming with us. And so are you. I’ll go talk to Lexi right now.” Without waiting for confirmation, Jackie strode out of the bedroom. Laura and Taylor looked at each other.
“Are you okay with that idea?” Taylor asked. Laura thought about it for a moment and then smiled. She was most definitely okay. Anything was better than living with her sister-in-law.



CHAPTER 3

Anna squeezed the child’s shoulder reassuringly as she spoke to the boy’s mother. “Check back with me in a week if the rash hasn’t cleared up,” she said and then turned to her patient. “And you know what to look for now, right Trevor?” 
Trevor nodded. “Leaves of three, leave it be,” he quipped, and Anna smiled.
“Perfect,” she said and helped him off of the examination table. He gave her a grin and then followed his mother out of the classroom which had been transformed into an examination space since the town's hospital was destroyed the week before. Anna stood in the doorway to watch the two of them go and then, she looked at the line of chairs in the hall. It was late, and she hoped to see them empty, but one patient remained. He was holding his wrist and grinning at her.
“I was hoping I'd get you,” the man said, and Anna sighed. Jeff Eider. About the last person on the planet she wanted to attend to tonight. She glanced at the door beside hers where Dr. Ambrose would be seeing patients. Unfortunately, it was closed, although she could hear voices murmuring behind it. If she wanted, Anna knew she could pass Jeff off on the doctor. She had already been there for much more than the shift which she was expected to work. Plus, she knew her ride would be waiting. Lexi would no doubt wait for her for as long as it took. All that mattered to Lexi was the fact Anna came home safe every night to be with her and the baby they cared for the moment. Best to just get it done, she thought and nodded at Jeff. The sooner she started, the sooner the task would be over.
“Come this way,” she said, stepping into the exam room to wait while Jeff sauntered inside. He towered over her five-foot-four petite frame, and Anna reconsidered for a moment. The vibe she felt from him was making her a little uncomfortable, but she shook it off and motioned for him to sit down. “What can I help you with today?” she asked as Jeff took a seat on the end of the table.
“Well,” Jeff drawled out. “I seem to have messed up my wrist.” He held out the left wrist he was cradling in his other hand toward her. Anna stepped closer, taking an appraising look. She noted it was slightly discolored but seemed otherwise fine. Normally, she would have just suggested over the counter anti-inflammatory medication and ice, but things were far from normal. Ever since the power went out worldwide, resources quickly began to diminish. With no way to keep things cold, ice did not exist. The best she could do was wrap it in an ACE bandage, while giving him a day's worth of ibuprofen. She was about to tell him so when he leaned forward until his face was near hers. 
“I heard you were working as a nurse here,” Jeff murmured. “So, I thought I'd try my luck and come see you. You've been on my mind.” 
As a chill ran up Anna's spine, she had to force herself not to lurch back. Instead, she casually moved aside to go get the ACE bandage from a drawer in a nearby cabinet. Ignoring his comment, she held it out. “I’m going to suggest you wrap the wrist in this for a few days,” she said. “If the pain persists, come back and you can see Dr. Ambrose.” 
Jeff frowned. “That's it?” he said. “I waited for an hour. The least you can do is be friendly.” Anna took a deep breath. He was right. She was not being her usual open and considerate self, but frankly, she never liked Jeff. They went to high school together, and he was always an arrogant bully. Anna had a feeling that he had not changed. She walked to the door and opened it.
“Have a nice evening, Jeff,” she said, waiting while the man slowly stood up, glaring the entire time. His face was flushed, and it was clear he did not like the dismissal, but Anna lifted her chin and held his gaze.
“Guess the rumors are true then. You and that butch Lexi Scott are eatin’—,” he started when Dr. Ambrose appeared beside Anna.
“About wrapped up here?” he asked, and Anna slowly exhaled with relief. She saw the doctor look between Jeff and her. He raised his eyebrows. “Do we have a problem?” 
Anna shook her head. “Not at all. Jeff was just leaving,” she said. The man snorted a derisive laugh as he walked toward them.  As he passed Anna, he blew her a kiss and then he was gone down the hall. Anna swallowed hard as she tried to ignore the memories of bullies like Jeff taunting her as a teenager. But I’m not a teenager anymore, she thought and tried to relax. Still, she could not shake the thought that a lot of those same bullies still lived in Astoria.

LEXI SAT IN THE BACKSEAT of the car behind Taylor, shaking her head as she looked out the window. “For crying out loud, Jackie, you could have at least asked the rest of us first,” she said to her sister.
“You would have done the same, and you know it,” Jackie responded. “She's miserable where she is, and we have room.” Lexi furrowed her brow and looked back at Jackie. By her count, her farmhouse where they all lived was running short of bedrooms. With his house gone, Andres, and his wife and son, lived in one guest room. Taylor and Jackie were in the other across the hall. Lexi and Anna and the baby, Joe, slept in the master bedroom, while their friend who escaped with them from Seattle, Alice, was on the couch in the living room.
“How do you figure?” Lexi asked. “We are out of bedrooms.” 
Jackie threw up her hands. “I’ve seen other rooms. They just need beds in them,” she said. “What about the sunroom off of the kitchen?” 
Lexi frowned. “You mean my office? Where I do my writing?” she asked, although if she was being honest, there was not any writing happening at the moment. Lexi had made a good income by writing thriller mystery fiction. Not anymore, she thought and sighed.
“I guess that will work,” she admitted. “We can clear out some of the boxes I store in there and use the camping mattress in the interim. But it might be nice to let Laura know this is what we can offer.”
“From what she told me about her situation, she will be thrilled to have some space to herself,” Taylor explained. Lexi saw Jackie nod.
“Absolutely,” Jackie said. “Plus, her sister-in-law sounds like a cretin.” As if conjuring the woman, Lexi saw the front door of the house where Laura went to get her few things fly open. Laura hurried out with a single plastic bag in her hand while a red-faced woman stood in the doorway behind her. That must be the sister-in-law, Lexi thought.
“You're ungrateful!” the woman screeched. “And don't think you can come back here again.” Laura did not bother to reply. She did not even look back but instead climbed in opposite Lexi. The sister-in-law was not done with her tirade and started to walk toward the car. Expletives intermixed with insults spewed from her mouth.
“Can we go?” Laura asked as she closed the car door. “You don't need to hear any more of this.” Taylor put the car in drive, and they pulled away from the curb. Lexi saw Laura wipe her eyes after they had gone a block and turned the corner away from the house.  “I'm so sorry about that,” she said. 
Jackie turned around in her seat and patted Laura's knee. “Don't apologize. You can't control how some people act,” she said, and Taylor nodded.
“Especially since the event,” she said. “Some people are not dealing with it very well. And it will only get worse I’m afraid.” Lexi thought about what Taylor said and sighed. She knew the woman was right.

TAYLOR RECLINED ON the side of their car and waited with Lexi for Anna to come out of the high school turned hospital. She hoped her friend would not be too much longer. She was tired and dirty from digging through the burned remains of homes today. In fact, standing next to Lexi let her know she did not smell great either. Smoke and sweat were an unpleasant combination. Considering, Taylor was glad Jackie had decided to hang out in the car with Laura. The two of them had not stopped visiting since they found each other at Laura's shell of a house. Nice that Jackie has another person to confide in, Taylor thought. She knew she was not the best conversationalist and preferred to express herself through hard work. And physical contact. She grinned. 
Lexi noticed. “What?” she said. 
Taylor shrugged. “Just thinking happy thoughts,” she answered, glancing at Jackie through the windshield. Lexi rolled her eyes and looked ready to make a comment, just as a man came barreling out of the front doors of the school. He looked angry and pulled up short when he saw Lexi.
“Well now,” he sneered. “How cute. Came for your lezzie girlfriend?” Taylor felt Lexi stiffen beside her, but she did not take the bait. The man laughed at her and his eyes shifted to Taylor. “Oh look, another one.” Taylor raised an eyebrow. Who is this asshole? she wondered as she looked him over. He had bully written all over him.
“Something I can help you with?” Taylor said. The man snorted, walking in her direction. Taylor carefully shifted her weight to the balls of her feet. The guy was big and could be tricky to subdue if he got the upper hand. Not that Taylor hadn’t dealt with worse during her time as a military police officer in the US Army. Preparing for the worst, Taylor tensed when she heard the car doors slam and felt Jackie come up beside her.
“Don't be a dick, Jeff,” Jackie said and Taylor cringed. Her girlfriend had a lot of wonderful traits, but tact was not one of her strengths. Too many years running the show as CEO of her company, Taylor thought. Jeff bristled, and his eyes glared.
“Jackie Scott. What a surprise,” he sneered. “Always thought you were better than everybody in high school. Apparently, you haven’t changed.” Then, his eyes widened. “Wait a minute. You’re not a dyke now too, are you?”
Suddenly, Taylor saw Laura step forward with her hands on her hips. “What if they are?” she asked him. “Does it threaten your masculinity?” Taylor took a deep breath. You have got to be kidding me, she thought. What happened to the quiet girl we picked up? She’s as bad as Jackie. Taylor tried to think of a way to get Jackie and Laura back in the car before either of them provoked the guy any further. Jeff narrowed his eyes before she could say anything.
“A lesbo commune. What a joke,” he said as he turned, starting to walk away. “At least you’re far enough out of town that we don’t have to look at your disgusting shit.” Taylor felt Jackie move to step after him. She put out her hand to stop her. 
Jeff saw it and chuckled with menace. “Yeah, that’s right. Best reign your bitch in,” he said. “Hate to have something happen to her.” 
Using all her inner strength, Taylor held her tongue and let the man leave. The last thing she wanted was any unnecessary trouble with the town residents. Unfortunately, she knew it would not be easy to deal with people like Jeff.

SAM SAT ON THE GROUND in the clearing she found for them and slowly tossed the dog bites of rehydrated beef from her provisions. “What should I call you?” she asked the animal as it took the food with the least reluctance so far. The dog was not wearing a collar, so identifying her or her owner was impossible. “Maybe Mamma? Since you just had pups?” Sam furrowed her brow in thought. Seemed like a strange name for a dog, so she tried again. “How about Lady? You are polite, after all.” The name did suit the animal. When Sam found her and slowly crept up with fresh water from her canteen, the dog did not growl or attempt to bite. She had just watched Sam come and then lapped eagerly at the bowl once it was set beside where she lay entangled in the barbed wire. Even though she was no doubt in considerable pain, she let Sam run her hands over her body. Not until she went to inspect the pups did Lady try to get up to stop her.
“Easy now,” Sam had cooed. “I promise I won't hurt them, but I need to take a look.” Lady had settled back then, as if understanding as Sam looked over the day-old puppies. Two of the three lay still, and Sam could not revive them. One was still breathing though, and Sam immediately picked it up and slipped it into her shirt to use body heat to warm the animal. She knew the odds of the thing's survival were next to zero, but she would do all she could to give it a fighting chance. She turned her attention back to Lady as she slipped off her belt. As much as she hated to do it, she would have to muzzle the mother while she pulled the wire out of her. There was only so much a dog would take before it tried to bite. Sam had made sure to explain the whole procedure to her, as if Lady was a human. If nothing else, the soothing tone seemed to help because the dog had remained almost motionless during the whole thing, even when Sam wiped her down with iodine, which had to sting like hell.
Once Lady could stand up and walk, Sam had coaxed her to follow and went back for Lester. The dog stayed back a distance when she saw the horse but continued to track behind them. Sam navigated around the downed fence and picked a spot to camp for the night. She had quickly unpacked the dehydrated food she carried in her backpack, and began to feed Lady pieces to earn her trust. Time was of the essence. The pup needed to nurse and soon.
“Lady,” Sam said softly as she held the next morsel in her outstretched hand. “I need you to come and get this. Your pup's life depends on it.” The dog whimpered and paced back and forth. “I know you're scared, but I promise I will never hurt you. Everything will be okay.” Lady sank to her belly and watched Sam. Not sure what else to do, Sam took the pup from under her shirt and set it on the ground beside her. Lady whined.
“I need you to do the right thing, sweetheart,” Sam said, waiting patiently. A minute passed and then a few more. Just when Sam was about to give up hope, Lady crawled forward and ate from Sam’s hand.



CHAPTER 4

As the early morning sunlight filtered through the half dozen windows of the sunroom, Laura smiled and fluttered her eyes open. It was the most rested she felt since her house burned and again she was nearly overwhelmed with gratitude. When Jackie asked her to come and stay at the farm, it seemed too good to be true, but after Lexi and the others extended the offer as well, she knew better than to hesitate. Taking a deep breath, she smelled the distinct aroma of fresh coffee brewing. Coffee? How? she wondered. There had not been any way to make coffee at her brother's house. She was sure the lack of caffeine was part of the problem with her hateful sister-in-law. Slipping from the quilts on the nest she had made on the floor of the space which she already considered home, she padded into the kitchen. Lexi and Anna were sitting on stools around the butcher block island, sipping from mugs. Anna saw her first and gave her a broad smile. “Well, good morning, Laura,” Anna greeted her. “Did you sleep okay?” 
Laura nodded. “Heavenly,” she answered, pointing toward the mugs they were holding. “Is that, um ... is that coffee?” 
Lexi laughed. “Yes, actually it is,” she replied. “Need a cup?” Laura put a hand to her heart.
“Oh my goodness,” she said. “Could I? It’s been so long.” Anna stood up and poured her some from a kettle.
“I apologize for the fact it is weak, but we are rationing the instant coffee. Enough for one cup each morning for a little while longer though,” she explained. “Sugar? I’m sorry, but there’s no creamer.” Laura crossed over to take the offering, putting it to her nose to enjoy the essence of the smell. The scent was so familiar and comforting, she closed her eyes and sighed.
“You guys are like my fairy godmothers,” she whispered. “I can’t thank you enough.” 
Anna patted her on the shoulder. “Lexi shared you were in a bad situation. I'm so glad you were willing to come and stay with us,” Anna said. 
Laura looked at her and smiled sadly. “I was a hardship on them, but I worry I will be for you too,” she said. “How can I help out? I want to pull my weight.”
Lexi nodded. “Don't you worry. Once Taylor, Andres, and I, with the help of the Miller boys, get the sod turned for our big garden, there will be tons of planting and weeding to do,” she said. Laura's eyes widened. Tending a garden for them all to enjoy could not make her happier. 
“I would love that,” she gushed. She set down her coffee to wipe at her eyes, which were filled with tears. “Thank you all so much.” 
“Well, I’m glad Jackie thought to ask you along. Not to mention we should be saying thank you for standing up to Jeff for us,” she said. “That was brave.”
“It was nothing. He has always been a jerk and honestly, I wish I had stood up to him years ago,” she said with a shrug. “Especially in high school when he and his friends were mean to you and Anna.” She saw Anna and Lexi glance at each other. The love between them was evident. 
“Those were different times,” Anna said, looking back at her. “We are all stronger now.” As Laura sipped the delicious coffee and considered her change in fortune, she could not agree with Anna more.

JACKIE SMILED AS SHE felt Taylor’s warm, gentle hand trailing along her back. This is the perfect way to wake up, she thought and rolled over to face the woman in her bed. Taylor's hair was tousled from sleep, and her face was gentle. Her eyes, however, were quite hungry. Jackie sucked in a breath and felt a flutter in her stomach. Unconsciously, she bit her lip. A slight smile played across Taylor's face at the sight of it. In one swift motion, Jackie was pulled up and on top of the woman as she rolled onto her back. A surprised and breathless cry passed Jackie's lips before she could stop it. “Taylor, what are you doing?” she gasped. She hated her immediate physical reaction to being so tight against the woman now. This is most definitely not holding firm boundaries.
“I dreamt of you,” Taylor replied in a husky voice. “All of you.” A shiver of delight ran through Jackie.
“Did you now?” she said and forced herself to keep her tone even. The impulse to just give in to what she knew Taylor wanted from her was exceptionally strong this morning. What if I just kissed her right now? Where would that lead? she thought. Another look at Taylor’s eyes and there was little doubt the direction things would head. She felt a tightening of anxiety mix in with her growing excitement. The situation was so confusing. Jackie had never been attracted to a woman before. She still could not decide what these new and quite raw feelings toward Taylor meant for her.
“I did,” Taylor said and, clearly seeing Jackie’s uncertainty, kissed her on the forehead. “And you were beautiful.” 
Jackie felt herself blush a little as she slowly sat up until she was straddling Taylor. She ran her hands along Taylor’s arms and could feel the muscles in the woman’s stomach tighten. Taylor sucked in a breath. “Jackie,” she started. “I’m only human.”
Jackie closed her eyes, trying to just let herself feel and not think. Then, the memory of Taylor’s words not long ago rang in her mind. This wonderful woman had said she would wait for as long as it took for Jackie to love her back. And do I? she thought. Why is this so difficult for me? “You're right,” Jackie said, slipping off of Taylor until she was on the bed beside her again. “I don't mean to be a tease. Please don't be mad.” Taylor chuckled. 
“I know you're not a tease, Jackie. Not on purpose anyway,” she said, and Jackie slapped her lightly on the shoulder.
“I won't ask what exactly that means,” she said. Taylor grinned as she sat up and swung her legs off of the side of the bed.
“Probably for the best,” she said. “Ready for coffee? I can bring some up.” Jackie sat up too and shook her head.
“No, I want to come down and check on Laura,” she said. “I hope she was comfortable in the sunroom.” Taylor touched Jackie’s cheek.
“That was a nice thing you did. Helping her get out of there,” she said. Jackie smiled before giving Taylor's hand a peck of a kiss.
“I just hope I can help her more. I think there are still things at her house. Small things, but I believe we could find more stuff with some careful digging through the ashes,” she said. Taylor nodded.
“Very likely. You two could ride into town with Anna. We have enough bikes and a couple have baskets,” she suggested. Jackie thought about it and decided the idea was a good one. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed too and got up.
“Let’s hurry and see what she says.”

SAM WOKE UP WITH SOMETHING soft and warm pressed up against her stomach. Slowly looking down, she saw Lady curled up beside her. A smile crossed Sam’s face when she realized the pup was at a teat nursing. Well, that little rascal, she thought. He survived the night. When Sam had settled down to sleep, she gave the tiny creature less than a fifty percent chance. Although Lady had finally calmed down enough to let the guy nurse while Sam spoke quiet reassurances to her, she guessed there had been a long spell where the newborn went without nourishment. Now though, he was plowing into Lady’s belly with gusto. Definitely a rascal. Sam chuckled softly. It was a perfect name for the guy. “Lady and Rascal,” she said in a whisper. “I love it.”
Slowly, Sam reached out her hand and ran it gently over Lady’s head. She gave the palm a lick and gratitude was clear in her brown eyes. “You’re doing a good job,” Sam told her. “I just wish I knew who you belonged to out here.” The whole thing left her in a bit of a dilemma. She could spend time checking with any houses in the area, but none came to mind when she tried to recall seeing any as she rode along. 
“How far did you travel, Lady?” she asked, but the dog only continued to look at her. “Well, for now, I need to feed all of us.” With a glance, she saw Lester was patiently munching the tall grass where she hobbled him. At least he has a ready supply, she thought and wished filling her stomach was as easy. Although she still had plenty of dehydrated camping rations in her pack, now it would have to be split between her and Lady. There would be opportunities to hunt small game with her rifle, but she worried the sound of a gunshot would unnerve her new canine companions. She could not risk it until they had formed a stronger bond and Rascal gained some weight.
Slipping out of her bedroll with as much care as possible to not disturb Rascal's breakfast, Sam went to Lester and stroked his neck. He looked at her and then over at the dog, as if asking about her. “She's going to be fine, buddy,” she reassured him. “But she'll be going with us from here. Might have to take things a little slow for a day or two while she gets her strength up. I figure she was a house pet and not a working dog.” Lester had no comment. Sam patted him before going to her pack and getting out her tiny camp stove. She fired it up and started to boil water. Coffee and a protein bar would be her breakfast, but she would rehydrate some beef and noodles for Lady. A hot high-calorie meal would go a long way to keeping her making milk. That was Sam's new number one priority, as it would take a few weeks before Rascal could be weaned and on solid food.
Once the water was hot, Sam made up the food and took it to Lady. While the mother ate, Sam ran her fingers over the pup. She was reassured when she felt plumpness forming around his belly area. He was getting enough milk for now. Suddenly, she realized she wanted Rascal to survive more than anything. Fate had put him and Lady in her path for a reason. She was sure of it.



CHAPTER 5

The bike ride down the two-lane highway was more fun than Laura could have imagined. She could not keep from smiling ear-to-ear as she pedaled the old cruiser along with Anna and Jackie beside her. The slight breeze was just cool enough to make riding with a light jacket perfect. As they coasted down a slight decline, the wind riffled through her long blonde hair, making her laugh. “Well, someone is having fun,” Jackie remarked with a playful lilt. 
Laura shook her head. “I know I shouldn’t be so happy right now, considering the state of the world,” she said. “But I can’t think of a time I felt more carefree. It’s crazy, but I didn’t feel this good even before the blackout.” 
Anna smiled over at her. “What did you do before?” she asked. 
Laura sighed, leaning forward on the bike as they all started to climb a low hill. “I was a junior associate at the small accounting firm in town,” she replied. “Nothing glamorous like you two.” 
Anna laughed. “Glamorous is not how I have ever described being a nurse practitioner,” she said, starting to puff a little as they crested the rise. “Rewarding? Definitely. But Jackie was the glamorous one.”
Jackie snorted a laugh. 
“What? You were,” Anna insisted.
“Weren’t you the head of that designer magazine in Seattle?” Laura asked. “Or something exciting like that?” Laura saw Jackie get a faraway look on her face and she worried she overstepped somehow. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t—” 
Jackie waved a hand at her as the road flattened out again. “It’s not you,” Jackie interrupted. “I was just thinking of what I might be doing this morning if the solar storm hadn’t hit us.” She laughed. “God, I don’t even know what day of the week it is anymore.” 
Laura almost laughed until she realized Jackie was not joking. It must be such a huge shock for her, she thought. She wanted to kick herself for acting so happy when not everyone saw the catastrophe as a means to escape from a tedious and boring life. And that’s what I am feeling, she thought. I never realized how much I hated my job and the people I worked with until right now. “Jackie,” Laura tried again. “I can’t imagine what you must be feeling with all of this. I should have been more thoughtful.” 
Jackie moved her bike over closer as the three of them started over a bridge at the halfway point into town. “No more apologies from you, okay?” she said. “I was just feeling sorry for myself there for a second. You've lost so much more than me. Your house burned for crying out loud.” Laura smiled at her and Jackie returned it. “And I'm actually quite lucky. If Lexi and Anna hadn't been in Seattle for my birthday, I might still be trapped in the big city.”
“Don't forget Taylor,” Anna interjected over her shoulder as she led the way off the bridge. Laura saw Jackie's cheeks color a bit, and she did not think it was just from exertion. She had been wondering about their relationship. Yesterday at the school, Jeff had insinuated Jackie was gay too, but Laura did not remember that from high school. But then I don’t remember her really being with anyone for long. She was Prom Queen our senior year, but I can’t for the life of me remember who her date was, she thought while feeling very curious about it all. So, just ask them. She took a deep breath and plunged ahead.
“Can I ask a personal question of you guys?” Laura asked. Jackie and Anna shared a glance, and then both nodded. Laura cleared her throat. “Are you both lesbians now?” For a second, Laura thought Jackie was going to run her bike into the ditch, and Anna began to laugh. “What? Did I ask that wrong?”
Anna shook her head as she tried to contain her giggles. “No, not at all,” she said. “And yes, I am with Lexi. I’m not sure I identify as a lesbian completely, but I know I love her with all my heart. I never want to be with anyone else ever again.” 
Laura thought about her words. She knew Lexi and Anna were in a complicated relationship all through high school, so in a way, she was not surprised.
“I think that’s wonderful,” she said, realizing she was incredibly happy for them. In her mind, Lexi and Anna were soulmates who finally found each other again. It was so perfect and romantic. She smiled, although a bit wistfully as she realized she would never have someone in her life who made her feel so complete.

TAYLOR GUZZLED DOWN the glass of well-water and let out a long sigh of contentment. The weather was warm today, and she was thankful the rain was staying away while they all worked so hard to turn the sod. Having to do it in the mud would be torture on her shoulder. Rotating it now, she tried to work out the stiffness. “We have ibuprofen if you want to take a couple,” her friend Alice said. The older woman was sitting nearby watching over the baby Joe as he crawled in the grass. Taylor smiled and wandered over to squat down beside her. She held out a finger for Joe to grasp. He was the reason her shoulder was banged up in the first place. Of course, I didn’t have to go down the cliff quite like I did, she thought with a chuckle as she remembered her attempt at a controlled fall. Reaching the van Joe was trapped in was critical, but she was lucky she did not break her neck.
“I’ll take you up on that,” Taylor said. “Are they in the medicine cabinet?” 
Alice patted her leg. “You wait here and watch Joe, and I'll grab some. Your boots are filthy,” she said standing up to dust off the seat of her pants. 
“Much appreciated,” Taylor said as she plucked up Joe, pulling him onto her lap. He waved his hands in delight at the extra attention. As Alice disappeared into the farmhouse, Taylor carried the boy around the yard to let him check things out. She knew he was an inquisitive little tyke and was always crawling around getting into mischief. He’ll be walking any day now too, she thought as she rubbed a hand through his dark hair. It was not lost on her how much the boy looked like Anna and how coincidental that was considering he was no relation. Someday she hoped they would find his family, but for now, he was in great hands with this tribe of loved ones.
“Here’s some for you,” Alice said as she crossed the yard to where Taylor and Joe were plucking a few ready sweet peas from the trellises. Taylor gratefully took the two pills and the refilled glass of water.
“I don’t know what we would do without you, Alice,” she said as she handed over Joe. 
Alice smiled. “And I don't know what I would do without all of you,” Alice replied. “Seattle must be hell for anyone who remained there. Coming along when you four left was the smartest decision I might have made in my life. Other than falling in love with my Charlie.” 
Taylor nodded. Alice was probably right. Things had been going bad quickly in the big city, and there was no way to know how the older woman might have survived. The blackout appeared to be here for the long haul, and with no way to get more food and water, lots of residents would already be struggling. Not that our food supply is unlimited, she thought as the recurring concern crossed her mind. They would need a crop of some kind to eat long term. She just did not know what they could grow in bulk. She and the others, including their nearest neighbor, Roger Miller and his family, would all work together on a solution. Once we figure it out. Taylor knew they better do just that sooner rather than later.

“OH LAURA, I THINK I found something,” Jackie said as she dusted ash off an unbroken plate, holding it up for her friend to see as she rushed over. The two of them were carefully working their way through the burned debris of what used to be Laura's dining room. The search was messy and slow but being able to help made Jackie feel useful. The last few days, as Taylor and Lexi started to work on creating a large garden and Anna went each day to the hospital in town, she felt somewhat useless. Her lifetime of building a career as an executive was not translating well to post-apocalypse life. The smile on Laura's face as she took the plate from Jackie helped though.
“My great-grandmother’s china,” Laura said, a tremble in her voice. “She brought it from Germany when they immigrated at the start of the second World War.” 
Jackie smiled and patted Laura’s knee. “Let’s see if we can find more of it. I found it here,” she said, gesturing to the pile of burned wood and ashes beside her. 
Laura settled down next to her. “The dishes were in a china hutch,” she said. “Maybe that protected them a little.”
Together they sifted and found more pieces. A lot of them had cracked from the heat, but occasionally one of them would hold up an intact teacup or a dessert plate. Then, together they would rejoice. Apparently, their elation could be heard down the block, because a middle-aged man and a young girl with him poked their heads around the one remaining wall.
“Hello?” the man called. Jackie jumped, startled by his sudden appearance. Noticing, he held up his hands in apology. “My gosh, sorry about that,” he said quickly. “Just heard happy voices and thought I’d say hello. Considering the circumstances, I was a bit surprised to hear anything cheerful.” 
Jackie saw Laura’s face sober. “We did not mean to be disrespectful,” she explained. “But this is my house. We found some of my family china unbroken.” 
The man smiled, as did the girl with him. “I can see why you're happy then,” he said. “My daughter and I are getting ready to do some sifting at our place too. Hopefully, your luck will rub off.”
Laura waved at Jackie. “She’s the lucky one,” she said. “This was her discovery.” 
Jackie chuckled. “Lucky is right. I have no idea what I’m doing aside from getting filthy,” she said. Then, she noticed the man was studying her face.
“You look really familiar. Are you Jackie Scott?” he asked. 
Jackie smiled. “In the flesh,” she replied. 
The man's face brightened, and he turned to the girl with him. “Peyton, let me introduce you to the star of our graduating class,” he said, and now Jackie felt herself start to blush. Beginning to protest, the man held up a hand to stop her. “You probably don't remember me, but I'm Scott Bunyan.” 
Jackie tilted her head. “I absolutely do remember,” she answered and then realized the man and his family had lost their home from the sounds of it. “I’m sorry about your loss,” she followed up. 
Scott nodded. “These are hard times. Thankfully we were able to find a vacant studio downtown,” he said. “Lucky to have it, but not sure how long we will stay in Astoria.” Jackie felt saddened by his news. As much as she tried to look past what had happened, the realities of the tragedy around them all shook her.
“Where will you go?” Laura asked. “Do you have family nearby?” 
Scott put a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “In Seaside. Not nearby, but we will walk. I don't want to stay here anymore,” he replied, and Jackie was puzzled by his comment. It sounded like more was bothering him than the loss of his home.
“You don’t want to stay and try to rebuild somehow?” she asked, but Scott shook his head. His face took on a concerned look.
“Not with Greg Orion in charge of things,” he said. Jackie raised her eyebrows. She remembered Greg from high school too. A good athlete and cute. Not a bad guy, but not particularly smart either, she thought.
“Greg's in charge? But he's just a councilman. Where's the mayor?” Laura asked, and Jackie felt she was way out of the loop.
“Who's the mayor?” she asked, and Scott spoke up.
“Beth Baker,” he said. “But she was out of town in Boise when this all happened. She’s probably not coming back. So now it’s left to Greg.”
“And this is bad?” Jackie asked. She saw Laura and Scott look at each other.
“Pretty much,” Scott confirmed, and Laura nodded. “He's an idiot.” 



CHAPTER 6

As the afternoon turned to evening, Sam reached the Oregon coast and turned north to follow the scenic highway which wandered along with a view of the water. She was pleased with how far they had traveled, considering Lady was not used to walking long distances. Now Sam knew it was time to find a place to camp. I can settle in and enjoy what looks to be a fantastic sunset in the making, she thought and glanced down at Lady. The dog stayed a good ten feet off to the side of Lester, which was reasonable, considering it was likely she had never experienced a horse before. In fact, Sam thought she was quite brave to follow along and wondered if it were not for the pup, if she would have fled by now. Regardless, she was glad Lady stayed with them but could tell the day had been taxing on her. I’ll have to really inspect the pads on her paws. It would not do them any good to have a member of her new gang come up lame.
Seeing a sign for a campground ahead, she wandered into it and found the place was crowded. Most people did not have much equipment, and Sam guessed they were stranded travelers. She reigned Lester in and stopped to assess the situation. Having a toilet to use and a water faucet to fill her canteens would be nice but getting into a fight over the supplies she had would not be. “Stay near me, Lady,” Sam said, nudging Lester forward. A little boy called out as the group approached the first campsite.
“Mom, look! A horsey!” he said, and Sam smiled at him. This all seemed harmless enough, and she continued. The next spot had an RV in it and what she guessed was a retired couple sitting out front in lawn chairs. Sam gave them a nod, and they waved back. See? I need to chill out and not start getting paranoid, she thought when suddenly Lady growled. Turning to look, Sam saw a man had emerged from the trail which ran between a few of the campsites. He was grinning, but just like Lady, Sam did not get a good feeling from him. She stopped the horse as the stranger drew nearer. Lady continued to bare her teeth and the man pointed at her.
“You gonna call her off?” he asked, and Sam considered his request. Lady was not a huge dog, probably around twenty pounds and a mutt. She guessed Lady was predominately a cross between a spaniel and a collie, but right now she did look menacing. Good. Nothing wrong with a little extra security, Sam thought, but then slapped her thigh to get the dog’s attention.
“Lady, come to me,” she commanded. She was more than a little amazed when the animal responded to the request. Lady did not take her eyes off of the stranger, but she did saunter closer to Lester’s side and sit down. “Better?” Sam said to the man as he continued to grin.
“Sure. Sorry, I just don't like animals much,” he said, and that was all Sam needed to know. Anyone who admitted to not liking animals was not someone she would be trusting anytime soon.
“No problem,” Sam said. “We were just stopping for water. Then we will go.”
“Don't do that. Share my site. The others are all full,” he explained, taking two more steps toward her. Lady stood up, and Sam could see her hackles were standing on end. The man stopped again. “Seriously? You need to do something with your dog.” Sam shook her head and started to turn Lester back around.
“Thanks for the offer, but I'll pass just the same,” she said. “Come on, Lady. Let's go.” The man opened his mouth to say something more, but stopped when Lady barked angrily in his direction before falling into step with Lester.  Sam smiled, proud of the girl, and left the campsite behind.

AS A LIGHT RAIN FELL against the living room windows, Lexi sat on the floor and held Joe up as he wobbled on his feet. The boy was grasping her index fingers, but she knew he could stand by himself when he put his mind to it. Taking a step or two was not far behind. It’s all about confidence, she thought. No different than the rest of us when we are attempting something new and challenging. “You got this, Joe,” she reassured him. “Walk to Anna.” 
Joe grinned at her and muttered something unintelligible. Lexi glanced at Anna and saw her smile. They were both relieved to hear him making sounds. After he was first rescued from the crashed minivan, he was screaming at the top of his lungs, but once he calmed down, he was too quiet. It had them worried, but the last few days, Alice confirmed with a smile, he seemed to do nothing but yammer happily along.
“That little bugger is going to take a step any second now,” Taylor chuckled from where she sat in the armchair. Jackie, who sat on the loveseat between Laura and Alice, nodded her agreement. Lexi smiled as she appreciated how good it felt to have her family and close friends around to watch what could be a special moment. All of them had worked hard today and taken cold showers after a simple dinner. Now, it was time to relax and enjoy each other's company. Gone were the days of television and computers. There was no social media or videos on the internet to keep people distracted from each other. And actually, Lexi thought. I don’t really miss those things.
“Well, look at him,” a woman said. Lexi looked up to see Andres and his wife, Ramona, step into the room. They had just come from showering and both wore smiles. 
Lexi was glad they were a part of her newly forming group as well. After seeing Andres’ house burn and knowing he and his family were homeless, she had not hesitated to invite them to stay in the farmhouse with everyone. Not to mention Andres is a workhorse with a shovel and Ramona cooks like a dream, she thought. Between Alice’s restaurant business experience and Ramona’s magic at seeming to make something from nothing, the group had been eating well even if on slim rations.
“Where's Allen tonight?” Alice asked, and Lexi wondered where Andres and Ramona's son was hiding. The teenager was still hobbled a bit with a severely sprained ankle but thankfully was on the mend. Being restricted to smaller tasks clearly frustrated the boy.
“Jake is over. They are upstairs playing Monopoly,” Ramona answered. “For about the hundredth time.” Lexi and the others chuckled. Thankfully the Millers lived only about a mile away. They had three boys who had not only been helping at the farm, but the youngest was Allen’s age. They kept each other entertained.
“I love Monopoly,” Laura added. 
Jackie snorted a laugh. “Don’t expect me to play against you,” she said. “You’re an accountant.” 
Laura laughed and playfully pushed Jackie on the shoulder. Lexi was glad to see the interaction. She knew her sister was struggling with their new reality and had been meaning to talk to her about all of it. Now, things looked like they might work out on their own if Jackie kept going to town to help the victims of the fire. Lexi was about to make a comment as to how they may soon all be playing Monopoly when she felt Joe tug hard on her fingers. Anna reached out her arms to him and, just like that, the boy toddled away from Lexi. Three steps later, he had walked to Anna. Lexi saw tears come to the woman’s eyes.
“Good boy,” Anna cooed as she pulled him close, kissing the top of his head. “My good, good boy.” 
Lexi felt her heart fill with love at the sight, trying not to worry what would happen when they finally found Joe’s family again.
After Taylor finished helping Lexi call in and towel down her dogs, Rosy and Clem, she went upstairs to the bedroom she shared with Jackie. Stepping inside, she was surprised to see Jackie was already in the bed and had her back turned. Puzzled, Taylor closed the door and paused. “Jackie, is everything okay?” she asked. 
The woman slowly rolled over, and her face was wet from tears. 
Seeing her, Taylor moved to the bedside and sat down on the edge. “What's wrong? Did something happen?” she asked. 
Jackie wiped her face with her hands and laughed wryly. “Laura asked me if I was a lesbian today,” she explained, and Taylor felt her stomach tighten. She knew this was a touchy subject for Jackie.
“When?” Taylor asked. Jackie sat up and leaned against the headboard with the blankets pulled up almost to her chin. Not a good sign, Taylor thought, but keep her face emotionless.
“When we were riding our bikes into town this morning,” Jackie explained. “I managed to not answer because Anna said something about Lexi and the subject changed. But still, she could have pressed it.” 
Taylor nodded. “I see,” she said, and she meant it. Since day one of their relationship, Jackie had been conflicted about her feelings. Even before the catastrophic blackout, their attraction had been powerful, but Jackie was not ready to embrace her feelings. Every time they ended up kissing, it would result in Jackie pulling back the next day. Another conversation about boundaries would ensue resulting in Taylor promising to be patient, which she was and would remain so because she was in love with the woman above everything else.
“That's all you have to say?” Jackie asked, and Taylor knew she needed to navigate her answer carefully. The woman was frustrated at life right now, and Laura's question had not helped. Taylor shook her head and reached out to take Jackie's hand, but Jackie pulled away when she did. Taylor stood up, trying not to let the hurt show.
“I mean, I understand that it must have bothered you since you're not a lesbian,” she answered and saw Jackie at least had the decency to blush. “But let's be clear,” Taylor continued. “I'm not into labels. A person loves who they love, and in the end, it is nobody else's business. Laura doesn't seem like the person who would judge, so I doubt her question was meant to upset you.” 
Jackie looked away and stared at the darkened window. “No, I don’t think she did either,” she agreed. “Mainly, it caught me off guard.” 
Taylor nodded and then had a thought. “But you seemed fine when Jeff Eider was trying to bully us in town,” she said. “He was implying we were all lesbians, which would include you.” 
Jackie looked back at Taylor and there was a spark in her eye. “That was different. He was an asshole who needed to be shut up,” she said. “I won’t let people talk crap to you or Lexi.” 
Taylor rubbed her cheek and thought about what Jackie just said. She's okay with the idea of lesbians, but just doesn't want to be thought of as one, she reasoned and sighed. Her muscles were tired from shoveling all day, and her shoulder hurt like hell. The last thing she wanted was a long philosophical conversation about semantics and gay rights.
“So, does this mean you want me to sleep in the hayloft tonight?” Taylor asked. She felt her chest tighten with fear of Jackie's answer. She had slept in the barn already because of the confusion in their relationship, but she had thought they were past all of that.
“That may be best,” Jackie whispered, and Taylor felt anger start to boil up in her, but she clamped it down. Now was not the time or place.
“If that’s what you want,” Taylor said and, without another look, quietly left the room to go downstairs.



CHAPTER 7

The noise was subtle but enough to catch Laura's attention. She had, after all, only just settled in for the night. She loved the sun porch and her nest of a bed so much she was laying there thinking of her good fortune when there was another creak of the floorboard in the hall. Should I get up and look? she wondered. Clearly, the person was trying to be quiet, but then there might be something she could help with. Maybe it is Alice? The woman slept on the couch in the living room. She might not be feeling well, and yet Laura did not want to be nosey.
After another moment of hemming and hawing, she got up and padded to the doorway to look. When she saw it was Taylor, she was especially surprised. “Oh,” she said. “It’s you.” The woman started at her words and Laura realized she had surprised her. “Taylor, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to creep up on you.” 
Taylor shook her head. “No, you’re fine. I’m just distracted,” she said. 
Laura furrowed her brow. “Is everything okay?” she asked and watched Taylor look at the floor, apparently deliberating over how she should answer. Finally, she sighed and looked at Laura.
“It could be better,” she said. At the same time, Laura noticed she was holding blankets. She’s going to go find a place to sleep, she thought. But why not with Jackie? The situation made no sense, but now she really felt like she was intruding. If the two of them had a fight, Laura should stay out of it. Still, the look of defeat on Taylor’s face made her reconsider. She did not know the tall, confident woman well, but what she did know made her want to be Taylor’s friend. And maybe she needs someone to talk to now.
“Do you want to tell me about it? I can't say I know much about relationships, but I can be a good listener,” she said with a smile. 
Taylor paused, and Laura was sure she would say no but then, she sighed. “I could use that I think,” she said and nodded toward the covered back porch. “Join me for a nightcap? Lexi has some scotch around here.” 
Laura almost laughed. Scotch would probably put her in a coma since she almost never drank, but she could try it if it would break the ice. “Okay, let’s go,” she said, following Taylor and her blankets out the back door. After setting them down, Taylor disappeared back into the house and in a moment returned with a bottle and two glasses. Laura took one of the chairs, watching patiently as Taylor sat and poured a little of the liquor for each of them. Laura considered the amber liquid. This will be interesting, she thought, but then bravely picked up her glass when Taylor picked up hers. The woman drank hers all at once. Laura’s eyes widened.
“I'm not sure I can do that,” she said, and Taylor turned to look her over. There was nothing but hurt in her eyes and Laura set down the drink.
“Taylor, what happened?” she asked, more confused than ever. From what she saw, Jackie and Taylor were perfect for each other. A balance between strong and silent complimenting charismatic and outgoing. From the looks they gave each other in the little amount of time she knew the two, there was much more than friendship between them.
“I can’t make her love me,” Taylor murmured. “She is everything to me, but I worry she will slip away.” Laura’s heart ached at the sadness and frustration in the woman’s words.
“No,” she said and laid a hand on Taylor's muscular arm. “I don't believe that will ever happen. The way she looks at you and speaks of you ...” Her voice trailed off as she tried to find the words to assure her new friend. “You're everything to her too. I just know it.” Taylor did not reply and instead turned to stare out at the rain. Laura let her hand slip back to the glass on the table and again picked it up. A sense of sadness lingered from what she said. It took a moment for her to realize why exactly. Because someday I want to be someone’s everything too, she thought and tossed back her drink.

IF JACKIE HAD ANYTHING to throw across the room, she would have done it. Why does everything have to be such shit? she thought with a moan. As much as she hated the idea of wallowing in self-pity, she could not keep back the hot and angry tears any longer. Her life, which two weeks ago was nearly perfect, was all gone. As much as she tried to pretend the blackout was temporary, each day the reality the catastrophe was permanent settled on her. No more meetings with top fashion designers or expensive clothes. No more sports car to zip around in without ever worrying about using gas. She knew those things were materialistic and not significant in the big scheme of life, but damn it all to hell if she did not miss them. And then there is Taylor. Jackie covered her face with her hands and let out a sob. Her handsome knight in shining armor had come along at last. So brave, so loving, and everything Jackie would ever want. But she’s a woman.
Jackie could not understand her hang-up with that one fact. For crying out loud, Lexi, her sister, was a lesbian. Jackie loved seeing how happy she was with Anna. The two women had loved each other for decades and, only just a few weeks ago, not long before the solar storm, they had rekindled their relationship. Jackie knew she should embrace the chance to have something as beautiful as their love. And I could have that with Taylor, she thought. So easily. The chemistry between them was intense. Taylor had confessed her love as well as showed Jackie it every day. But I’ve never loved anyone before. How do I know if this is what I am feeling in return? Or am I just clinging to the closest life raft in the middle of this mess? Jackie paused at that thought. Perhaps what held her back from fully committing to Taylor was guilt. The last thing Jackie wanted was to use her. No. If I can’t openly and honestly give myself to Taylor because she is the one with whom I want to spend the rest of my life, then I have to wait. As much as it hurt them both.
Throwing back the covers, Jackie dressed in something warm before she made her way downstairs. If she could find a way to express what she was feeling and thinking to Taylor, perhaps things would be less painful. Because I know by not loving her back the way she wants, I am hurting her, Jackie thought. Jackie left the bedroom to go find Taylor, setting her shoulders high with determination.

ANNA AWOKE HEARING someone coughing, almost choking. Blinking her eyes open, she realized the sound was coming from the back of the house. On the porch? she wondered. She decided she should go check to see if whoever it was needed her help. Slipping from the warm covers to not wake Lexi, Anna donned a robe and slippers before leaving the room. As she moved through the kitchen to the back door, the coughing was starting to subside. Anna relaxed a little when she heard Taylor's voice providing reassurance to the victim. 
“Just take a deep breath,” Taylor said. “There you go. That's better. I'll go get you a glass of water.”
Anna reached the door just as Taylor stood up, stopping when she saw her. “Oh, sorry we woke you, Anna,” Taylor apologized. 
Anna smiled. “It's fine,” she said. “Is Jackie okay?” 
Taylor blinked, looking confused but then understanding registered on her face. She shook her head in response. “No, it's not Jackie. Laura tried scotch for the first time,” she explained. “A bit of a shock to her system, I think.” 
Surprised, Anna stuck her head around the door frame, seeing Laura in the porch chair. Her face was red, and Anna guessed it was as much from the heat of the alcohol as being embarrassed. Now it was Anna's turn to be was confused. Where’s Jackie? she thought. Although she did not believe that Taylor and Laura were doing anything inappropriate, the scene was odd. Anna turned to look at Taylor, and the pain she saw in her eyes gave away a bit of what was happening. She and Jackie are struggling again. Anna reached out and rubbed Taylor's arm.
“I’ll grab the water,” Anna said. “Are you going back upstairs?” 
Taylor glanced away at the question, but then lifted her chin. “No. I was just headed to the barn. I will go get settled if you look after Laura,” Taylor answered. 
“Oh Taylor,” Anna said softly. “Is there anything I can do?” The fact Jackie could not admit how much she loved Taylor was hard to watch. Anna remembered how upsetting and confusing her feelings were back when she and Lexi were trying to find their way as teenagers. She just hoped her friend would work it out sooner than she had. Time was too precious to waste.
Taylor shook her head. “I'm afraid not,” she replied, and Anna saw her pick up the pile of blankets off the counter. “Thanks though. See you in the morning.” Exhaling a sigh, Anna watched Taylor leave through the screen door and start across the wet grass toward the barn. There has to be a way to fix this, she thought, but unfortunately, she did not know how. Moving to pick up the water jug and a glass, Anna went out to the porch and sat down next to Laura. The woman still looked a little flushed.
“I’m sorry about this,” Laura apologized. “The scotch was stronger than I expected.” Anna smiled at her as she poured the water.
“Drink all of this,” she instructed. “How do you feel otherwise? Dizzy?” Before Laura could answer, Anna saw movement out of the corner of her eye. Suddenly, Jackie was there. 
“Am I missing a party?” she asked, clearly noticing the scotch bottle on the little table between the two women.

TAYLOR STEPPED INTO the dark barn and paused to let her eyes adjust. Her heart felt heavy. Although tonight was only one of many nights with which she and Jackie had struggled in their relationship, this time seemed to be stinging the most. Perhaps because Taylor hoped that, with Jackie a little more comfortable now having Laura join them, she would be more open to her feelings. Apparently, I got that wrong, she thought, since it was clear the opposite was happening. With a frustrated shake of her head, Taylor clutched the blankets under one arm and walked across the room to the ladder which would take her up to the hayloft. After climbing up, she tossed down the quilts and started to make a bed on the few old hay bales which remained from the previous owner of the farm. They smelled musty but were soft enough for her. The hay was a luxury after her time in the military and sleeping on the hard ground more nights than she could count.
Slipping into the makeshift bed, Taylor snuggled down and closed her eyes. As soon as she did, images of Jackie crossed her mind. Jackie in her sexy red dress the night of their first date. Jackie on the dance floor the night of her birthday. Jackie in the blue teddy on the bed when Taylor could have taken her but knew the woman was not truly ready. Running a hand over her face, Taylor opened her eyes and stared up into the dark. As she looked at nothing, she wondered for the first time if maybe she and Jackie truly were not meant to be together. She could not force Jackie to feel things if she did not. If that is the case, then maybe it is time I take a long hard look at what I am doing here, she thought. Perhaps it would be better if I left altogether. Even the thought of it made a ball of anxiety form in Taylor's belly. The world was so uncertain now and, even though she knew she could survive on her own, being alone after having found friends would be hard. Still, Jackie's happiness was what she cared about the most. If not having to interact with Taylor every day would be better for her, then perhaps going was the answer.
Now that sleep was even more impossible, Taylor got up. A walk along the fence line in the rain seemed like an excellent way to clear her head, and she went back down the ladder. Her foot was on the last rung when she felt rather than heard someone come into the barn. Stopping, she looked toward the door. 
“Taylor?” she heard Jackie ask. “Are you in here? I can't see anything.” 
Taylor paused, uncertain if she was ready to talk to Jackie right now. There was only so much her heart could take. Before she could answer, she heard Jackie take a step and realized it was likely the woman would trip over some of the gear in the barn. 
“Wait right there,” Taylor instructed. “It's too dark. I'll come to you.” She heard Jackie stop, and clenching her jaw while trying to temper her frustration, Taylor walked to stand in the doorway with the woman. “What do you want?” she said with more anger in her voice than she intended. Jackie sucked in a breath, and Taylor knew her tone upset the woman.
“Taylor, I'm sorry,” she started. “I can't blame you for being angry. But can we talk?” 
Taylor shook her head. The two of them had talked before, and she knew where it would lead. Tonight, she was tired and sore from working. Her patience was too thin to be a good listener.
“Not tonight, Jackie,” she said. “Just go back in the house. Maybe tomorrow.” There was a long pause and Taylor could almost feel the thoughts turning in Jackie’s head.
“Maybe?” Jackie whispered. 
Taylor felt a tightness in her chest knowing her words hurt the woman she loved. “Just go back in the house,” Taylor repeated, feeling her heart break a little when Jackie turned on her heel to leave. It took every ounce of Taylor's resolve to not call her back and take Jackie in her arms again. Instead, she watched the dark silhouette move across the lawn. In a moment, she would be lost in the darkness between the barn and the house. Taylor took a step after her as if her body did not want to obey her mind, but then she stopped. When she could no longer see Jackie, she looked off into the distance east of the farm. There was nothing but national forest in that direction, and she could only just make out the outline of the tall pines against the night sky when she saw something glowing in the dark. Squinting, Taylor realized she was seeing a light, and suddenly adrenaline filled her. She was confident the source was a flashlight, which meant only one thing. Someone was watching their house.
Stepping into the rain, Taylor looked harder and wished she had come down with her handgun. It was still up in the bedroom in the house. The house where all her friends were sleeping unaware. Where Jackie is, she thought as her heart beat faster. Glancing in the direction of the back porch, she wondered if anyone was still there and how she could warn them to go back in without alarming the entire house. Full of indecision, Taylor looked back at the light, but it was gone. Shit! There was no way to know where the watchers were now. Not hesitating any longer, Taylor broke into a run as she sprinted back to the farmhouse. She would get Lexi’s hunting rifle from the closet, plus take the dogs out of their crates. Together they could sit on the back porch and watch the night until morning.



CHAPTER 8

Jackie was so perturbed, she stomped down the stairs and into the kitchen. Tossing and turning half the night while she thought about Taylor had put her in a foul mood, to say the least. As morning light started to shine through the bedroom window, she had gotten up early planning to give Taylor Barnes a piece of her mind. Nobody, and I mean nobody, just sends me away when I have something to say, she thought. I'm Jackie Scott, and people do not tell me what to do. I do the telling. She knew her disagreement with Taylor in the bedroom had hurt the woman. She felt horrible about it, but she had realized there were good reasons for what she said. This morning she would go back to Taylor and insist she listen. 
As she came around the corner into the kitchen, she pulled up short when she saw Taylor, as well as Lexi and Anna. They were already around the butcher-block island talking. Their faces were grave, and Jackie knew immediately something was wrong. Was it the baby? she thought, suddenly afraid. Before she could ask, Taylor turned to her. Jackie saw deep shadows of fatigue under her eyes as well as lines of worry. Instinctively, Jackie went to her and laid a hand on Taylor’s arm. “Are you okay?” she asked. Thankfully, Taylor did not flinch away, but instead protectively covered Jackie’s hand with her own.
“I'm okay, but we have a problem,” she explained. Jackie closed her eyes and sighed, both because of the reassuring sensation she felt from Taylor's warm touch and because she was sick of there always seeming to be a new problem.
“And it is?” she murmured. Taylor put her arm around her shoulders to pull her closer. All the words Jackie intended to blast at the woman about last night faded. She realized in an instant what had bothered her most was the worry this woman she had come to need was turning her away. As messed up as their dysfunctional relationship was, Jackie knew she wanted Taylor to keep being her protector.
“Taylor saw someone in the woods last night,” Lexi answered. “Someone watching the house.”
Jackie’s eyes popped open wide. “How do you know?” she asked, looking around at the other's concerned faces.
“I saw a flashlight glowing up in the forest near where our fence would be,” Taylor answered. “There would be no reason why a person would be there in the dark and rain unless they were interested in the farm.” 
Jackie felt a stab of fear at the thought of her walking through the yard alone last night and then realized Taylor was thinking the same thing. It is why she is acting so protective toward me this morning, she thought.
“Maybe it was someone lost?” Anna offered. “There could be a perfectly good explanation for this.” Jackie could tell from both Taylor and Lexi’s expressions that they did not agree with Anna.
“So, what do we do?” Jackie asked, watching Taylor consider the question.
“I think I should go take a look and see if I can find any trace of the person,” she said, looking at Anna. “But I don’t want anyone riding out of here on a bike until we figure this out.” Anna opened her mouth to protest, but Lexi grabbed her hand.
“Please Anna,” she said. “Let me and Taylor go check first. I want you to be safe.” Jackie watched Anna consider Lexi's request and then nod. For some reason, seeing Anna agree so quickly made Jackie even more worried. If Anna, who always found the best in everyone, thought there was a real danger, Jackie believed it too.

THE GOING WAS SLOW but steady and Sam did not want to push Lady any faster. Last night the dog's paws were visibly sore, and even though Sam was thankful the pads were still intact, Lady was reluctant to nurse Rascal. Sam had coaxed her to relax and allow the pup to eat. Still, she worried the fatigue would catch up to her new pal and dry up her milk altogether. Of course, Sam had tried to coax Lady to get up on Lester with her. If she laid across the front of the saddle, and with Rascal still riding inside Sam's shirt, they would all fit. No dice. Even though Lady was more willing to approach the horse after the incidence at the campground, actually riding was definitely outside her comfort zone. As such, they now moved slowly along the side of the Pacific Coast Highway. The town of Lincoln City was near, and Sam had visited there a few times over the last couple of years. There was an Indian casino where she occasionally tried her hand at the poker tables. As a student, money was always a little tight, so she made sure to not let it become a habit, but whenever she had played, she fared well. Now though, her objective was to find an animal feed store or even a hardware store. She had to see about rigging up some way to carry Lady.
Suddenly, Sam caught the sound of a car approaching from behind her. It was the first she had heard or seen all morning. Even though the vehicles abandoned on the side of the road had increased significantly as she approached the city limits, they all appeared to be out of gas or otherwise inoperable. Alarmed at the speed the vehicle seemed to be moving, she quickly navigated as far off of the road as possible, calling Lady to stand with them. Turning to look, Sam watched as a Jeep with four young adults went whipping down the center of the highway. They honked and waved when they saw Sam and her animals, which Sam could have done without as she felt Lester flinch at the noise, but then it was gone around a bend.
“Easy buddy,” Sam said as she rubbed his broad neck and glanced down at Lady. “You okay?” Lady looked up, panting, and Sam sighed. She wished again there was a way to get her to ride. For now, it would be time for them to rest again and Sam would take a peek at her pads. An infection could set in if the skin broke. It was not a risk Sam was willing to take, considering she had no means to fight anything like that other than some antibiotic cream in her first-aid kit. Better safe than sorry, she thought and looked up the road for a place to turn off and settle in for a bit. If nothing else, she would feed Lady again from her quickly diminishing rations and try to get Rascal to nurse. And maybe an idea of how to get Lady to cooperate might come to me. She could only hope.

LEXI WALKED AS QUIETLY through the woods as she was able. She carried her .30-06 hunting rifle and hoped it was the absolute last thing she would need today. To her left about thirty feet, Taylor kept pace with Lexi and scanned the ground. Andres did the same at a similar distance to her right. The plan was simple. Walk in a line through the forest where Taylor thought she saw the light last night while searching for any sign of people having been there. So far, there was nothing. Not even a candy wrapper, which was the sort of thing Taylor said they might find. “Any knucklehead who uses a flashlight in the dark is not adept at staying hidden,” she had explained. “Also, be on the lookout for broken branches on bushes or even footprints in the mud.” 
Lexi could not decide if she wanted to find something or not. The idea people were watching the farmhouse under cover of night was unsettling, to say the least, but having a confrontation out here was not appetizing either. Thinking about all of the ramifications of finding anyone, Lexi nearly missed the hint of blue fabric she saw among the trees ahead. Slowing her steps, she waved to get Taylor's attention and then to Andres. After a moment, they had all converged on the spot where Lexi pointed. As the object came into view, Lexi raised her eyebrows in surprise. It was a small backpacker's tent, and from the sound of snoring rasping from inside, the thing was occupied. Now what? she thought and looked at Taylor. The woman waved her and Andres back. After retreating, Lexi watched Taylor reach out, shake the heck out of the tent, and then spring back with her gun drawn.
“Military police,” she sounded off. “You are trespassing on national forest property. Come out slowly with your hands where we can see them.” Lexi was impressed by how authoritative she sounded. She was pretty sure whoever was inside probably about wet their pants at the wake-up call. There was a pause, and then a quavering woman's voice called out through the tent fabric.
“Okay,” she said. “My husband and I are coming out.” The front zipper on the small tent slowly went up. A young, red-haired man, no more than early twenties by Lexi’s guess, started to crawl out on his hands and knees. He stopped and raised one hand when he noticed Taylor and her weapon.
“Wait, please don’t shoot. We didn’t know we were trespassing,” he explained.
“Just get out here and stand up,” Taylor barked. The man did, and then a young blonde woman with him followed suit. They looked like crap. Dirty hair, rumpled clothes, and scared faces.
“I think they’re pretty harmless,” Lexi said as she slung her rifle over her shoulder and walked up. Taylor nodded and put her gun away. Andres joined them. Lexi saw the couple visibly relax. “What’s your story?” Lexi asked.
The two kids glanced at each other and then the woman spoke up. “I'm Callie, and this is Will,” she said. “We were car camping but ran out of gas. So, we decided to hike to the next town and got lost.”
“For three days,” Will added. That explains their appearance, Lexi thought.
“Well, Callie and Will,” she said. “You're not lost now. Get your stuff, and we can walk you down to the farm. I imagine you're hungry?” She saw Will lick his lips and as if on cue, his stomach growled.
Taylor snorted a laugh. “Let’s go,” she said moving to help the pair pack up.



CHAPTER 9

As Callie and Will eagerly set in to eating tortillas filled with rice and beans, Laura sat with them and the others around the dining room table. She saw a smile play over Jackie’s lips as she tilted her head and looked at Taylor. “These two are our dangerous threat in the night?” she asked, a playful tone to her voice. Taylor looked back, her face serious, but as Laura watched the interaction, she saw the woman’s expression soften. The love in Taylor’s eyes was evident even from across the table. Does Jackie see that? she wondered, thinking about last night on the back porch and Taylor’s frustrations. Surely, she knows how good they are together.
Callie raised her hand before Taylor could respond. “We really did not mean to scare you,” she said. “I thought about just walking down and introducing ourselves, but then the lights, or, well, candles I guess, they all went out. So, I figured we should try in the morning.”
“Yeah,” Will added around a mouthful of food. “We’re no threat. We don’t even have a weapon.”
Laura smiled at the two newcomers, liking them instinctively. The tale they told about having the car die and then following the highway until they decided to try what Will thought would be a shortcut, sounded completely sincere. She knew there could have been a much worse ending to their story. The Oregon woods were thick. Getting turned around happened to even seasoned hikers and hunters.
“Well, we're sorry to have scared the heck out of you,” Lexi said, and she glanced at Taylor, who raised an eyebrow.
“Better safe than sorry,” Taylor added. “And frankly, it has me thinking we need to start lookout rotations each night. We are vulnerable out here. People will start getting ideas.” 
Laura's eyes widened, and she saw a similar reaction on the face of the others.
“Do you really?” Anna asked. “Isn’t that a bit much?”
“I agree with Anna,” Jackie offered, but Laura was not sure. Unlike the others, she had been in town the last two weeks and saw firsthand how things were unraveling with the city residents. Plus, we have pretty much zero leadership there, she thought while remembering how Greg Orion, the councilman who could not lead a Boy Scout troop out of trouble, was in charge.
“These two were a wakeup call,” Taylor argued as she waved at Callie and Will. “We would have been sitting ducks if they had meant us harm. It was just random I saw their light at all.” 
Laura watched Lexi rub her eyes before adding her thoughts to the debate. “Let's table this for now, okay? I can see what Taylor's saying, but I don't like the idea of any of us walking around alone in the night,” she said. “And frankly, the morning is slipping away. I want to get back to working on expanding the garden.” 
Will perked up at Lexi's words. “You're digging a garden?” he asked, and Lexi nodded.
“We all are. First here and then down the road at our neighbors. I believe food’s about to become a problem,” Lexi said.
“So, you think the power will be out a long time?” Callie asked. Laura watched as everyone around the table looked from one to the other. No one appeared to want to break the bad news to the young woman.
“Yes, we do,” Anna said softly. 
Laura's heart went out to the girl as she watched Callie's face fall. “Where are you from?” Laura asked. 
A tear slipped down Callie’s cheek and Will put his arm around her. “Sacramento,” he answered as Callie wiped at tears.
“Our families will be so worried about us,” she said. “And we can't call them or anything. Now we may never get home.” Laura sighed at the statement. As much as she, or probably any of them, would like to tell her otherwise, the woman was right.

RUNNING HER HAND GENTLY over Lady's fur, Sam patiently put Rascal to one of Lady’s teats and was reassured when he eagerly went for it. Lady watched his progress too, glancing up at Sam. “You're doing a good job, little momma,” she said and continued to pet her while the dog’s baby ate his fill. Luckily, his little body did not need much per visit and Sam was able to keep Lady still long enough. This time though, Lady seemed content to let him remain nuzzled up against her and Sam smiled. She was more than happy to let them stay where they were while she checked Lester's hooves for gravel. It was important to keep all of them healthy.
As she was lifting Lester’s back foot, she heard a rustling in the brush. Something of good size was moving through the trees and, if she was not mistaken, headed their way. Please let that just be a deer, she thought as she walked quickly across the small clearing to her .22 rifle. The gun was not meant for stopping anything much more significant than a rabbit, but at least the noise the thing made when fired could scare off most forest creatures. Picking it up, she turned toward the sound and was completely surprised when a teenager came crashing out of the woods. His face was frantic, and he almost did not seem to register Sam and her gun as he scanned left and right. Sam lowered her weapon and held up a hand to get his attention. “Whoa there,” she said. “What's wrong?” 
The boy's eyes finally landed on her, and they looked wild. “I remember you,” he said as he glanced back over his shoulder. “You were on the horse on the side of the road when we passed. We honked at you.” 
Sam nodded, remembering being irritated by it. “Yes, that was me,” she said feeling a hint of unease. Something is definitely not right, she thought. “Where are the others?” 
The boy rubbed his face with shaking hands. “They arrested them,” he explained. “Or whatever. They wanted our Jeep, and when Jake told them no, they were going to shoot him.”
“What?” Sam asked in shock. “Who is they?”  
The boy started to move again, and it was clear he was about to start running through the forest once more. 
Sam went to grab his arm and stop him until she had answers. “Who threatened you?” 
The boy flinched away, beginning to jog. “The soldiers at Lincoln City,” he answered. “And I think they are chasing me.” 
Sam felt the pit of her stomach clench at his words. She watched him disappear among the trees, wondering what her next move should be when she heard a shout. It was still far off, but too close for her liking. In a flash, she stowed her rifle, grabbed up Rascal to put back in her shirt, and threw on her backpack. Lady, reacting to Sam's anxiety, was up and pacing. With a limp, Sam thought as she saw the dog favoring her front right leg. Shit.
Slowly she approached Lady. “Okay, sweetheart. I need you to cooperate right now,” she murmured. “This is serious business and we need to go quick.” Lady stopped pacing and stared at her. There was no menace in her eyes, but there was a glint of fear. “I promise everything will be okay. I will never, ever hurt you, but we need to go.” As if to underline her words, another shout came from the woods. This time, it was distinctly closer. Sam did not allow herself to rush. If she spooked the dog, all bets would be off.
Sam glanced over her shoulder to check on Lester, but he was right where he was supposed to be and waiting patiently. Man, I do love that horse, she thought and then refocused on Lady. “Come on, girl,” she said as she reached the dog. Lady stood still while Sam moved to pick her up and she held her breath as she put her arms under the dog's chest and stomach and lifted. Lady stiffened but did not try to jump down. Sam hustled her over to where Lester stood. “That's really good, Lady. Now I'm going to set you up there, so I can climb on,” she said as if asking the animal’s permission would help the situation.  
Another shout came from her left and this time she could make out the words. 
“I see a horse!” a man’s voice yelled. Oh, shit, Sam thought, and all caution was set aside as she lifted Lady up, held her with one hand, and yanked herself up with the other. Lady whimpered, and Lester grunted at all the sudden weight, but Sam would apologize later. It was definitely time to go. Putting her heels to Lester's flanks, she steered him toward a deer trail leading out of the clearing. “Get us the hell out of here,” Sam called to her horse, and as she prayed Lady would stay in place, Lester took off.

ANNA PEDDLED THE BICYCLE harder than usual. She knew from the gasping of the two women with her that she was pressing them to go faster than they might have liked, but the delay this morning made Anna want to hurry. “You’re going to be the death of me,” Laura said between breaths and Anna slowed a little as they came to the bridge.
“Seriously, I know you're late for your shift, but it won't do you any good to arrive too tired to function,” Jackie chimed in. 
Anna glanced back at them. “I know. I’m sorry, but I hate to let them down in case anything has happened. Dr. Ambrose won’t leave until I get there, and he’s been up all night,” she explained. Jackie and Laura both nodded their understanding, too winded to say much else. Once they were all over the one lane bridge, Anna pushed harder again. She was doing her best not to get frustrated at Taylor, and even Lexi a little, for their complete overreaction to the light in the woods. Two scared kids camping, she thought. As glad as she was they rescued the pair, there had been no reason Anna had to wait around. She could have left on time with nothing to worry about and therefore not put one of her coworkers in a tight spot. Frowning, she considered the other conversation around the table. Taylor was trying to convince the group to start a lookout all night. Frankly, she thought Taylor was being a bit paranoid and attributed the reaction to her time in the military. They all knew she had faced combat overseas, but this was little old Astoria, Oregon. Although the town had its share of troublemakers, none of them were a real threat. I’ll have to talk with Jackie and see if she can calm Taylor down. As much as the two of them tried not to love each other, Anna knew Taylor would listen to Jackie over anyone else.
As the three women finally came around the last bend to make the straight shot into town, Anna saw someone leaning against a car. He appeared to be smoking a cigarette, which surprised Anna. There could not be many more of those left after three weeks of no resupply. Not to mention, anything which could light a fire was a risk to them all. Already Astoria had suffered from a blaze out of control. It not only destroyed the city hospital but a lot of homes with it. Thinking she might mention to the man to be careful, Anna felt a chill when she realized the smoker was Jeff Eider. Slowing her bike, Laura and Jackie came up alongside her. 
“Is that Jeff?” Laura asked under her breath. Anna nodded. 
“What the hell does he want?” Jackie snapped. “I’ve had about enough of his bullshit.” As if to follow up on her statement, Jackie rode off toward the man. By the firm set of her shoulders, Anna knew Jackie was about to give Jeff a piece of her mind. This could go either way, Anna thought. 
“Come on,” she said to Laura, and the two of them caught up to Jackie just as she reached Jeff. He was watching them approach, and Anna had a strong sense he had been waiting for them. 
“Well, if it isn’t the three witches of Lesboville,” he sneered, tossing down his still burning cigarette stub. Impatiently, Anna smashed it under her front tire.
“You need to be careful with those things,” she said, trying not to sound like she was scolding him, but not doing a very good job of it. Jeff laughed, and there was no humor in it. 
“A regular do-gooder. Just like in high school,” he said. “Which means what? Jackie's the fiery bitch? And Laura? Hmmmm.” He rubbed his chin. The way he looked Laura up and down made Anna feel sick. As much as she did not want to hate anyone, Jeff was quickly entering that category. “Oh I know,” he continued. “The Virgin.” This seemed to amuse him to no end, and he roared with laughter. Anna saw Laura blush bright red and she had enough. 
“Let's go,” she said to the others. “This is a waste of time and it’s annoying. I don't have time to listen to idiotic teasing.” Anna started to push off to begin riding again, but Jeff stepped into her path. His face was angry, apparently not happy with her comment. 
“You know what, Anna Patten?” he growled. “I was having a little trouble trying to decide which of you three I wanted to screw the most, but in the end, you’re the one who really turns me on.” Anna kept her face a mask, but his threat made her heart race with fear. There was no doubt he meant what he said.
“Like that would ever happen,” Jackie spat out, but Anna could feel a tremor of anxiousness in her voice too. “Now get the hell out of the way. We have things to do.”
“Yeah,” Laura added in what Anna suspected was her most courageous tone. Jeff stepped back, looking at the three before snorting a laugh.
“You go on ahead then,” he said. “But watch yourself. These are dangerous times, you know.”
Anna did not honor his comment with even a look as she started pedaling her bike, just wanting to get away from him. As the other two women followed suit, Anna heard Jeff laughing behind them.
“And Anna, really, if you get tired of carpet munching, call me. I'll be waiting with something better to put in your mouth,” he yelled, and Anna felt disgust wash over her. Followed by a feeling much stronger. Fear. 



CHAPTER 10

“Thanks for letting us help pay you back for the food,” Will said as he walked beside Taylor into the garden plot on which they were still turning sod. They both carried shovels and Taylor smiled at the young man.
“No problem,” she said as they stopped at the end of a row. “We will take all the help we can get.”
Lexi stepped up to them with Callie beside her and her dogs Rosy and Clem on her heels. She nodded. “We really want to get the seeds I have in the ground as soon as possible. There is plenty of canned goods and stuff in the pantry, but it won't last forever,” she added, and Taylor thought that was an understatement. If she had her choice, the planting would have been done already, but even with the Miller boys helping, the work was hard and slow. The grass in the field was thick and difficult to break up, plus the ever-present Oregon spring rain made things especially challenging as the mud was heavy to shovel. Taylor saw Will look around at their progress. His face was thoughtful as he studied the situation and she wondered what he was thinking. Before she could ask, he rubbed his chin, looking between Lexi and her. 
“You’re planting traditional vegetables in this plot then? Carrots, peppers, broccoli?” he asked.
Taylor raised an eyebrow. “That is the plan, yes,” she said and saw from Lexi’s look she wondered where the conversation was going. “Why?” 
Will was quiet again as he turned in a full circle to appraise the property. Callie grinned and broke the silence. “Will is FFA. This is kind of his cup of tea,” she said, and Taylor shook her head. She had no idea what Callie meant by FFA. Apparently, Lexi did because she blew out a whistle of appreciation. 
“As in Future Farmers of America?” she asked, her voice full of hope. 
Callie nodded. “Exactly. His vegetables win blue ribbons at the California state fair every year,” she said, and Taylor's eyes widened. You have gotta be kidding me! We found a farmer in the woods? she thought and suddenly wanted to laugh. It seemed luck was on their side yet again. Will finished his circle and then gave her a serious look.
“You won’t be able to sustain everyone all winter with just table vegetables,” he said with such a matter-of-fact tone Taylor instantly sobered. “You need a crop.”
“Like corn?” Lexi asked, and Will nodded slowly. 
“Yeah, like that. But corn might struggle up here with all the rain and such,” he said. “Needs a hot season to really ripen up.” Taylor waited for him to continue, and when he did not, she took a deep breath to keep herself in check. Patience, she thought. He’s a thinker. Not everyone is all about action out of the gate. Slowly, she exhaled.
“So? What do you suggest?” Taylor asked. She watched the young man scratch the stubble on his chin. It was all she could do not to grab him by the shoulders and shake the answer out of him. Lexi apparently noticed Taylor's frustration because she gave her a slight flick of her hand, as if to say chill out. Taylor grit her teeth. It’s not like our entire survival depends on what he comes up with, she thought but tried to wait patiently. Finally, Will tilted his head and looked from Lexi to Taylor for a second.
“Don’t suppose you have any potatoes?” he asked. 
Taylor blinked. Potatoes? Seriously? she thought, but Callie interjected before she could question Will's comment.
“I think he is advising you grow potatoes,” she said, and Will nodded adamantly.  
“Yep, grow potatoes,” he said, and slowly Taylor got what he was saying. Potatoes could be stored for months. They were hearty and filling if food became lean but would be great with any game they could hunt up. She started to nod her head. 
“Potatoes it is then.”

WHEN LAURA ARRIVED back at the farmhouse with Anna and Jackie, she could not have been happier to be home. The day had been stressful. First, the concerns about who was watching them from the woods, then the harrowing run-in with Jeff, and finally a tedious day of sifting through more ashes to help her neighbors try to recover anything useful. She was hungry and filthy and could not wait to rectify both.
As the two golden retrievers raced out barking to meet them in the driveway, Laura saw Lexi step out onto the front porch with Joe in her arms. The woman's face relaxed as she looked at Anna and saw she was safely back. Laura felt a twinge of jealousy but quickly stifled it. Although she would never, ever admit the truth to anyone, Laura had always thought Lexi was cute in high school. Many nights Laura wondered if the rumors were true about her and Anna. Did Lexi like girls? she had wondered. What did that really mean? Now she obviously knew the answer, but still, she wondered what it might be like to have a woman as a lover. Realizing what she was thinking, Laura felt herself blush. Not that I have much experience with men either. Jeff's mean comments earlier still bothered Laura, primarily since it was true in the strictest sense of the word. She had boyfriends in the past and fooled around with them when it seemed she could not get out of doing so. Still, she never had, as the phrase went, “gone all the way.” Considering she was thirty-nine, she found the fact more than a little unsettling.
Laura would not call herself a prude either. She loved to read romance novels and often dreamed of having a lover storm into her life to lift her off her feet. Unfortunately, living as a tax accountant in a small town did not lead to many gallant acts of heroism to woo her. The pool of available men had significantly diminished as she grew older. By the time the blackout occurred, she had about given up on the idea of a love life. Now though, she wondered if maybe she never really wanted a man at all. So do I like women then? she pondered as she looked around at Lexi, Anna, and Jackie. How does one know?
She watched Anna walk to Lexi as she considered the question. “Hey,” Lexi said, and Anna smiled as she took Joe from her lover's arms.
“Hey back,” she answered, leaning into Lexi while the taller woman wrapped her into a hug.
“Everything okay?” Lexi asked. 
Anna started to nod when Jackie parked her bike and stomped over. “No, it is definitely not,” she said. 
Laura saw the warning look Anna shot her friend but was not surprised when it did not deter Jackie. Lexi's brow furrowed. “What happened?” she asked, and Anna sighed.
“It's nothing,” she tried to explain, but even Laura could not let it go at that, so she walked over to join the others.
“It was Jeff again,” she explained, trying to find the middle ground between Jackie’s fiery temper and Anna’s unwillingness to make a big deal of anything. “He harassed us coming into town. Especially Anna.”

LEXI SAT ON THE EDGE of the king-size bed in her bedroom, pulled off her boots and then her t-shirt while Anna stood near the dresser unbuttoning her blouse. Lexi's emotions were a whirlwind of anger, worry, and frustration. When the truth finally came out about what Jeff Eider had said to the women, Lexi and Taylor were ready to get in the car to go into town to find the asshole. Anna, with Laura, and then finally Jackie's help, talked them out of it. If nothing else, it was because the man was not worth wasting even one drop of their precious gasoline. In the end, after showers were taken and dinner was over, the conversation had turned to the more favorable topic of possibly planting a large crop of potatoes. The now overly full dining room table was awash with ideas being discussed as to where they could find potatoes to use as seedlings. Will had assured them that even though regular store-bought potatoes were not the best option, as they were often treated with a chemical to slow their sprouting, they would grow into a decent first-year crop. The trick now was to find a lot of them.
Luckily, Alice did have over half of a fifteen-pound bag full in the pantry, but Will claimed they needed ten times that much if they wanted to really ensure success and food for everyone in the group to last through the winter. “All right, we need ten more bags of potatoes. At a minimum,” Alice had said, and everyone went quiet. Where will we get those? Lexi had thought, but Jackie suggested they start with the most logical choice first.
“The grocery store,” she said. “Mr. Murphy is probably still there watching over the place, and maybe some bags were left behind. The average person would not know how valuable potatoes were in the big scheme of things.” She had shrugged. “I mean, who would take an old potato when there was beer and wine to choose instead?” This had elicited a much-needed laugh, and Lexi had forced herself to chuckle along with the rest, but her mind had been elsewhere. She could not stop thinking about Jeff's threat to Anna. Now, as they undressed and prepared for bed, her heart raced at the idea that someone dared molest Anna. Her Anna.
No doubt sensing her frustration, Anna, dressed in her simple, short nightgown, came to sit down beside Lexi. She ran a hand over Lexi’s cheek and she turned to the touch to gaze into her lover's eyes. “Hey,” she said, and Anna smiled softly.
“Hey back,” she answered and then leaned in to kiss Lexi. It was gentle and loving, but suddenly, Lexi wanted more. She needed to feel Anna, wrap her in her arms, and make sure she was truly all right. Reaching out, she pulled the woman against her, hearing Anna gasp from the pleasant surprise. Lexi took the kiss deeper and felt her yield to allow their tongues to touch. Like an electric jolt, a rush of desire went through Lexi, and an involuntary moan came from her throat. Excited by her response, she felt Anna reach for her belt and begin to unfasten it. “I need to feel you,” she murmured against Lexi before she ran her lips along Lexi's jaw and down her neck. The heat of her mouth burned against Lexi's skin and a blaze of excitement bloomed low on her body.
Quickly they worked together until Lexi's jeans and Anna's nightgown were in a pile on the floor. Lexi was pushed backward onto the bed while Anna straddled her hips and with half-closed eyes, looked down. “Touch me,” she said as she took ahold of Lexi's hands and ran them up over her sides to her breasts. Doing what she was asked, Lexi caressed her, loving the fullness, and finding the tight nipples with her thumbs. 
Anna gasped with arousal as Lexi squeezed and tickled. Loving how quickly Anna reacted to her touch, Lexi smiled as she felt the first hint of wetness against her stomach. Encouraged, Lexi trailed one hand down Anna's body until she was between her legs. The hot fullness of her lips made Lexi catch her breath, and as she slipped her fingers into the now swollen folds, she watched Anna bite her bottom lip and tilt back her head. “Touch me,” she said again, and Lexi did not hesitate. Finding Anna's clit with her fingertips, she circled the hardness, slowly at first, but then faster as she saw her lover's arousal start to mount.
“Touch me,” Anna begged, and Lexi moaned with her own excitement as she moved her fingers further under the woman and felt the wetness of her inviting Lexi in. With a push, Lexi was suddenly inside her and Anna cried out softly. “Oh, Lexi,” she whimpered. “I need to feel you taking me. To be yours.”
“You’re mine,” Lexi reassured her with a growl as she pressed deeper. “Only mine.” As if that was all she needed to hear, Anna began to rock her hips against Lexi’s hand, grinding down on her fingers.
“Oh God, you're so deep, Lexi,” she panted and continued to move faster. Needing to feel her completely, Lexi lifted her own hips to press their two bodies closer together. She slid her fingers up and wanted to fill Anna completely. She watched Anna close her eyes as her movements became almost frantic. At any moment, Lexi knew her lover was going to climax, and she watched the beautiful woman she loved ride her hand to the edge.
“Let go, Anna,” Lexi whispered. “I want to feel you come.” It was all Anna needed, and her entire body began to shake. Lexi could feel the throbbing of Anna's orgasm against her fingers, and she knew, at that moment, that she would die before she ever let anyone else touch her.



CHAPTER 11

“This is a .38 Special revolver. The simplest of handguns, with not a lot of stopping power, but it should be enough to keep Jeff or anyone else from coming closer,” Taylor said, standing in the bedroom they shared. She held the gun out for Jackie. The woman eyeballed the weapon and then looked up at Taylor. 
“You’re sure this is a good idea?” she asked. “I’ve never fired one before. Or any gun for that matter.”
“No, you haven't,” Taylor agreed. “But we don't have time for me to set up a shooting range. I plan to do that this weekend, no matter how much Anna challenges me on it. For now, I want you to dry fire it a couple dozen times. This gun has minimal recoil so, aside from the bang, there isn't a lot of difference.” Again, Jackie considered the gun and then reached out to take it from Taylor. 
“Fine. Show me,” she said. Taylor started with demonstrating how the cylinder opened to check and make sure it was not loaded. They moved on to aiming once Jackie mastered that task. 
“Stand in front of me and aim for the furthest post of the headboard,” she instructed. Jackie moved into position and Taylor pressed up against her body, wrapping her arms around her. The contact when they touched sent a ripple of heat through Taylor, and she felt Jackie shift. Not as if she was uncomfortable necessarily, but definitely reacting to Taylor's closeness. Taylor had to grit her teeth to keep from letting the sensation distract her. “Okay,” she said, her voice husky. She would swear she felt Jackie lean back slightly against her. 
“Everything alright?” Jackie asked, and her voice was more breathless than usual too. Shit, Taylor thought. How am I going to get through this without grabbing her and throwing her on the bed? It was one thing to spoon all night as they had both made a pact to keep the act as plutonic as possible, but to take her from behind was an entirely different story. A vision of Jackie naked in front of her popped into Taylor's head, and she had to take a deep breath to keep from actually moaning at the idea. She exhaled and shook her head. 
“Fine,” she said, forcing a businesslike tone into her voice. “Just hold the revolver in both hands like this.” Taylor wrapped her hands around Jackie’s more delicate ones to show her. They were warm and soft, causing Taylor to steady her breathing again as more images of what Jackie’s hands grabbing her back might feel like. Get a grip, soldier, Taylor admonished herself. I’m like a horny teenager and this is important. She swallowed hard and continued. “For extra safety, there won't be a round in the first chamber, so you have to pull the trigger twice before the gun with fire,” she said.
“A round?” Jackie asked. “You mean a bullet?” 
Taylor nodded. “Exactly,” she answered. “Now go ahead and try it.” She felt Jackie’s body tighten up as she concentrated. “Try to stay relaxed. Just point and pull the trigger twice. Bang. Bang.” After a moment's hesitation, Jackie did what Taylor asked. “Good job,” Taylor said. “Go ahead and lower the gun, shake out your shoulders, and we will try again.” 
Jackie let her body relax. “Do you really think it will ever come to this?” Jackie asked, rolling her shoulders and pressing into Taylor. This time Taylor did not react as the cold reality of what could happen to Jackie or any of them in the days ahead settled over her. Every day people would become more desperate. And incrementally more dangerous, she thought.
“It might,” Taylor said, censoring her concern. “But let's hope I'm just overly cautious like everyone thinks.” 
Jackie nodded slowly as she seemed to consider it. “Better safe than sorry,” she said and raised her hands again to practice. Taylor could not agree more.

SAM RUBBED A HAND OVER her tired face and yawned from where she rode on Lester's back. Lady trotted alongside, better after staying perched on the horse during their long ride the day before. Even though Sam knew the pace had been hard on all of them, and she probably should have stopped more to let Rascal nurse, the encounter at Lincoln City had badly spooked her. As they galloped away, there was a ring of gunfire too close for her comfort. She had not thought she was the target, but she worried about the teenager who had run across her camp. All day the thought anyone was reacting so dangerously to the catastrophe bothered Sam. There was no government or other authority in place to stop military law sprouting up, and any group could become powerful with the wrong leadership. Too powerful, she thought.
For the first time, Sam realized going it alone might not be her best decision. There was safety in numbers if you could find the right people with whom to join forces, but the trick would be finding them. Especially now that she was so shy to the idea of riding into a city without first knowing if it contained friends or foes. With a sigh, she felt worry weigh down on her shoulders. At some point, she would have no choice but to find a town. Her provisions were rapidly diminishing. For three days, all she ate were protein bars and water. She gave the rehydrated dinners to Lady to help her stay strong and keep her milk.
As they crossed a shallow creek and entered a clearing, Sam was surprised to see a shabby picnic table and firepit which looked long abandoned. Not sure where they were, Sam scanned the area but saw no sign of any recent human presence. Pulling back on the reigns, she slowed Lester to a stop. “Whoa, my friend,” she said to the horse. “Let's take a break. Maybe I can use the map to figure out where the heck we are right now.” She was pretty sure she felt Lester let out a sigh of relief and as she slipped off his back, she patted him on the neck. “Go get a drink,” she said with a smile. “You've earned it.” Lester tossed his head and turned to do exactly what she suggested. With a chuckle, Sam looked to Lady who had found a grassy spot to lie down in the shade.  
Happy to see her looking well even after their long morning of travel, Sam walked over as she slipped Rascal from under her shirt. The pup wiggled, and Sam rubbed a hand over his soft fur. With a quick appraisal, she knew he was faring well and was glad to see his eyes were now opening. “Well look at you,” Sam said. “Growing like a good boy.” She kissed the top of his head and then set him down beside Lady to nurse. The girl licked her pup's head and then sighed as Rascal found a teat and dug in. “You're doing good too, Lady,” Sam encouraged. “I'll heat up something for you to eat here in a second. First I want to get a look at the map.”
Pulling her topographical map of the Pacific Northwest from her pack along with her compass, Sam sat at the picnic table and tried to figure out where they were currently. Periodically, she had used the compass to make sure she was headed in the right direction, at least in a general sense. If she had to guess, and in fact she did, they were probably well north of Tillamook. Running her finger up the page, she realized there was one city she would not be able to avoid unless she wanted to go miles out of her way. The mighty Columbia River, one of the largest in the United States, lay in her path. There was only one bridge which she could use to cross it without a significant diversion back to the east. The beautiful four-mile long bridge at Astoria.

LEXI DUG INTO THE SOIL with a vengeance. Sweat coated her back and stained her t-shirt. She had kept digging, even when the others had stopped for lunch. When Taylor brought over a glass of sun tea for her to drink, she guzzled the liquid and handed back the empty before shoveling again. “Whoa, Lexi,” Taylor had said. “You are killing yourself and that won’t make Anna any safer in town today.” At that, Lexi had paused and glared at the woman.
“I don't know what kind of thing you have or feel for my sister, so maybe you don't quite get it, but Anna is my world,” Lexi snarled. “And when I let myself stop and think for even a split second how at risk she is every time she goes into town, I can't breathe.” Tears of frustration and anger burned at Lexi's eyes even now as she thought about all the things which could possibly go wrong. Instead of getting angry at Lexi's outburst, her friend had merely nodded her understanding and walked away.
Lexi grit her teeth with fury as the tip of the shovel glanced off a large rock hidden in the dirt. Why does she insist on going into town every day? Lexi raged as she maneuvered the head of the tool to lever out the latest obstacle. Things are only getting more and more out of control there. How can I keep her safe when she's five miles away down a back-country road? The point was, Lexi knew she could not unless she was going to ride into town to watch over Anna every day, which the woman would never agree to even if there weren't massive amounts of work to be done at the farm. Instead, Lexi would just have to trust that Anna, as well as Jackie and Laura, could fend for themselves. Her only consolation was the fact they traveled together. Lexi knew as long as a bully was outnumbered, he rarely would make a move. “I just can't wait until I am face-to-face with that son-of-a-bitch again,” Lexi muttered as the rock came free. She chucked it as hard as she could at the rockpile they were accumulating.
“I'd hate to be whoever it is you're mad at,” Will said as he watched the mini-boulder cover the distance quickly. Lexi whirled on him in time to see Callie mime for him to shut up. The dumbfoundedness on Will's face as he looked at Callie's waving hands was enough to crack Lexi's rage, and she snorted a laugh. The two new people were proving to be excellent additions to the farm. Agreeing to help out for their meals, it was easy to see both of the young adults were used to hard work. Lexi had offered them the hayloft, but they decided sleeping in their tent was comfortable enough for the time being. Even after just a couple days, they fit right in with the growing group. And I’m sure they did not sign up to work with me when I’m in such a crappy mood, Lexi thought.
“Sorry,” she muttered. “I’m just distracted.” Lexi did not miss the glance Will, Callie, and even Andres nearby all shared. Perhaps distracted is not strong enough of a word, she thought and sighed. “Okay, fine. I’m being a bit of a bitch. But dammit, I’m worried about Anna.”
“That’s understandable,” Callie replied. “I don’t know anything about the guy who is harassing her, but he does sound a little scary. Still, I get a sense Anna can take care of herself.” 
Lexi paused and thought about Anna during their lovemaking the night before. Her lover had been unusually aggressive as she demanded Lexi touch her and deeply.  Had it been her way of showing me how strong she could be? Lexi wondered. How in control? Not sure what to think, Lexi nodded at Callie’s words.
“Yes, Anna is a force to be reckoned with when she wants to be,” Lexi said with a grin as she turned back to her work. But she is also gentle and sensitive, she thought. And I love her with everything that I am. All I want is to be with her. Before Lexi could start digging again, an idea popped into her head. It was true, spending the rest of her life with Anna was all she could ever hope for in this lifetime. She needed to do something about that, and as she began to work again, a hint of a smile played across her lips. Now all she had to do was figure out the perfect way to ask Anna to marry her. 



CHAPTER 12

After swinging by the high school to see Anna safely to the doors in case Jeff was lurking again, Jackie rode with Laura through town toward the grocery store. The group had decided she would be their best emissary since Mr. Murphy had remembered her. He had been nice when he caught them in the building getting food. Her goal was to see if any potatoes were left. Will said to bring home anything they could on their bicycles. Each bike had a basket and Lexi had even rigged up cardboard boxes on the back of each too. If Jackie could find a way to fill all of them, riding back would be precarious as hell from the weight, but she knew how vital the tubers could be. 
Jackie heard voices as they crossed through the heart of town. A lot of them. They seemed to be coming just a block over, and she turned to Laura. “What the heck is that?” she asked. Laura slowed her bike and Jackie did the same. 
“I don't know, but I'm pretty sure it is coming from out front of City Hall,” Laura replied. “Want to look?” 
Jackie nodded. If nothing else, her curiosity was peaked, and they had a few hours to kill. The plan was to go to the grocery store and then back to the burned neighborhood to see if anyone still needed help searching. There was not much left, and for the most part, people had given up. But, Jackie thought there might be a few. Frankly, she was not looking forward to the project being over. It had given her something meaningful to do, and she had felt useful. 
Rounding a corner, Jackie was surprised to see a crowd of about thirty people all gathered on the street in front of a brick building. Scanning the group, she realized they were all looking at a man standing in the doorway with his hands raised to quiet them. Even though his hair was now gray at the temples and he had more lines on his handsome face, Jackie recognized him. The speaker was Greg Orion, Astoria's de facto leader. A broad smile was on his face, and he seemed relaxed, even though the crowd did not. “Now, now, everyone,” he said. “One at a time. There's no need to shout over each other.” Jackie and Laura coasted to a stop at the edge of the gathering to listen. One man in the on-lookers raised his hand, and Greg pointed at him. “Mr. Reuben, please ask your question.” 
“All right,” Mr. Reuben said. “I want to know when the power’s coming back on. You said last week things would be back to normal by now.” 
Jackie watched Greg nod solemnly. “I know. You are right, sir,” he responded. “But our US government moves slow. Slower than I thought. Rest assured, I am confident we will be back watching our TVs and forgetting all about this in a week or so.” 
Jackie raised her eyebrows at the comment and glanced at Laura, who looked just as surprised by the ridiculous claim. A murmur of both happiness and suspicion went through the crowd. Clearly, some were buying it, while others were not. Greg smiled again and shook his head in mock humbleness. “I know you're tired of this and I get it. But trust me when I tell you this is a temporary inconvenience, and nothing more.” 
“Well, temporary or not, my family is getting mighty hungry. The grocery store is basically empty. I don't have any gas in my car to drive to Longview to the Wal-Mart,” a woman spoke up from the front. “What are we supposed to do until things go back to normal like you promise?” This brought a much louder response. 
Greg seemed unphased. “Food trucks are on the way,” he promised. “The government won’t let people starve, now would they? I expect the National Guard to ride in here like the cavalry any second.” Jackie watched some people near her nod. They actually believe him, Jackie thought, even though a part of her wanted desperately to believe it too. In an instant, she realized how much her thinking had changed. Only a week ago she was still arguing with Taylor that the blackout was temporary. So, what’s different? Is it hearing this guy and knowing what he is saying is not true? Jackie had always been proud of her ability to read people, and the skill was one of the reasons she had excelled at business. Now that same bullshit detector was ringing like church bells on Sunday. Blinking back tears as she finally accepted the reality she had fought so hard to ignore, Jackie lifted her chin. She was done being naive like the others standing in front of her.
“So, the Guard is coming?” a different man asked. “Because we need some law and order, and quick. Someone's busted into both my cars, and they were parked in my garage for crying out loud.” Another rumble from the crowd, but Greg carried on. 
“Yes, they are coming. I’d be surprised if they weren’t here by the end of the day,” he said. “There is nothing to worry about.” Jackie shook her head and turned to Laura.
“Let’s go,” she said. “I’ve heard enough. We have things to do.” Laura nodded and walked her bike back around toward the direction of the store.
“Do you think he's telling the truth?” Laura asked, and Jackie frowned. As much as she still wanted to believe what the town leader was telling them, in her heart, she knew it was a lie. Help was not coming.

THE GROCERY STORE WAS dark and smelled of rot even before Laura and Jackie stepped through the bashed-in front doors. Clicking on the flashlight she carried, Laura looked at Jackie. “Are you ready?” she asked, and kind of hoped her friend would say no. The idea of what could possibly be inside frightened her. Still, finding potatoes to use as seed for a crop to eat over the winter was critical, and she knew they would have to go in. Jackie pulled up the neck of her t-shirt to cover her nose and mouth. 
“Let's just do this and get out again as quickly as we can,” Jackie mumbled. Laura nodded and followed her example. Then, after taking a deep breath, she plunged into the darkness behind Jackie. The smell, which was terrible outside, hit her like a wall as soon as they were past the doors. Laura had to fight to keep from vomiting as she followed Jackie to the carts lined up near the registers. Together, they each grabbed one. Laura raced along in the direction she remembered the vegetables were located. Part of the stench was coming from there as she shone her flashlight over rotting tomatoes and other fruit. There can’t be anything here worth saving, she thought, but then heard Jackie say her name. She turned and looked to find her friend at a pile of potatoes in plastic sacks. Rushing over, Laura slipped on something smashed and disgusting on the floor and nearly fell. So much wasted food. Regaining her balance, she used her flashlight to inspect what Jackie had found. Some of the bags were ripped, and potatoes had strewn out onto the floor, but dozens of full sacks remained.
Meeting Jackie's eye, she saw the same excitement there she felt herself. When Jackie held up her hand for a high-five, Laura smacked their palms together and then started to reach for the bounty. As they worked, she noticed some of the potatoes were rotting as well, but an equal number were already sprouting white shoots. Will had instructed them to bring any spud they found, regardless of condition, and so she piled them all into her cart. Finishing quickly, Laura looked around her to see if others might have rolled away. Her light landed on bags of onions. A few of them had started to grow too. Laura pointed it out to Jackie. “What do you think? Should we bring some?” she asked, and Jackie shrugged.
“I know zero about growing things, but maybe they will work too,” she said. “I think we should grab whatever we can.” With a nod, Laura repeated the process of loading bag after bag while Jackie did the same. Once they finished, Laura tested her cart and realized it was growing heavy. She had no idea how they would carry the loads in the baskets and boxes on their bikes and she was about to say so when something ran across her foot. With a screech of surprise, Laura jumped and nearly knocked over Jackie.
“What was that?” she asked with her heart nearly pounding out of her chest. She shone her light around the floor.
“I didn't see,” Jackie said. “Are you—” Jackie went silent, and Laura could almost feel the panic start to radiate off of her.
“Jackie?” Laura said her voice quavering. “What is it?” Jackie still said nothing, and Laura shined her light again, only this time, beady red eyes reflected back at her. A lot of beady red eyes. Oh, God, she thought and knew what she was seeing. It was rats.
Letting out a scream of disgust, Laura reacted utterly different than Jackie. She did not freeze at the sight, but instead grabbed the two carts and pushed them at Jackie to wake her up. Jackie flailed at the contact.
“What are you doing?” she screeched.
“Dammit, Jackie! Take your cart and run!” Laura yelled at the other woman. The order was exactly what Jackie needed as Laura watched her snap out of her paralysis and grab one of the carts to yank it along. The two ran frantically toward the front. Laura was sure she could hear the sound of tiny claws scrabbling after them on the linoleum floor. With her heart pounding and unable to catch her breath, Laura burst out the front doors of the store with Jackie right behind her. As soon as they were back into the daylight, she let go of the cart and stumbled into the lot a few more yards before she could not hold back the bile any longer and vomited onto the asphalt.

WHEN ANNA STEPPED OUT of the high school and saw Jackie and Laura riding toward her with shopping carts tied to the backs of their bicycles, she did a double take. What in the world? she thought. Then she realized the carts were each nearly full of bags of potatoes and what looked like onions. They did it! Now she hurried to meet them and laughed when they rolled to a rattling stop. “My word, this is better than we hoped,” she said, admiring the goods. There were some spuds which looked to be rotten and at least one bag of onions was soupy from decay, but overall, there were plenty.
“Isn’t it fantastic?” Laura gushed. “And some onions too.”
“Well, they better be fantastic,” Jackie said. “Considering what we went through to get them.”
Anna looked at her and saw the woman’s complexion was pale. “Are you alright?” she asked her friend, and Jackie rolled her eyes.
“Hardly,” she said but now with more playfulness. “But Taylor and Lexi owe us one. There were rats in there.” Anna cringed. She could only imagine how disgusting the store must have been. Laura made a face as well.
“And the smell,” she said. “I may never get it out my nose. They really do owe us.” 
Anna squeezed Laura's arm. “I’m sure it was horrible,” she said. “But everyone will be thrilled. I can’t believe this much was left behind.” Anna was reminded again how little people cooked from raw ingredients anymore. During the rush to get food from the store, people were thinking to find items they could eat immediately. Now Anna was glad people had not thought of what to do with a raw potato. “Well, let’s get this home,” she said, eyeballing the two shopping carts and their small wheels. “I imagine it is slow going.”
“And wobbly,” Jackie added. “At first, we didn't know how to move them while on our bikes, but then Laura suggested we go find rope at the hardware store. I was shocked to see that building was so damaged too.”  
“It was?” Anna said with disbelief. “How bad?” 
Laura shook her head sadly. “Front windows all busted. Paint cans ripped open and thrown everywhere. Things knocked off shelves and stomped on,” she answered. “Some group of vandals is going around with no sense. We will all need those things eventually.” Anna shook her head. Laura was exactly right. Damaging things just for fun was pointless.
“But they did leave rope,” Jackie said. “And this.” Anna watched Jackie reach into the front basket of her bike and pull out a handful of little paper envelopes. “Probably fifty packs.” Anna's eyes widened in disbelief.
“No one thought to steal those?” she whispered almost afraid if she spoke too loudly what she was seeing would disappear. Laura shook her head.
“Nope. Oh, but all the power tools were stolen, which is ridiculously stupid. Axes and hammers were gone, but no one bothered with these,” she said. Anna felt a smile spread across her face. The find could mean everything. Jackie was holding up packets of vegetable seeds.



CHAPTER 13

Taylor filled the five-gallon bucket which hung on a rope in the barn stall they used for the community shower. A spigot and shower head hung out of the bottom, and a pulley system was attached to the rafter above. Once she was finished pouring in the water, Taylor started to pull on the rope to lift the contraption high enough that she could stand under it and clean off. The water would be cold, but she was used to it. Warm showers were a huge luxury now since heating a pot full on the fire took a lot of time. She would do it for Jackie occasionally when time allowed, as the act made the woman exquisitely happy. Yet, Taylor did not mind going without the indulgence. What she wanted was just to be clean. The job of turning dirt with a shovel was hard, and she worked up a heck of a sweat. Not going to fly with Jackie if I try to get into bed covered in grime and smelling like a pig, she thought with a broad smile. Not that she ever would, regardless of Jackie’s insistence. Still, Taylor enjoyed the playful banter they shared whenever Taylor tried to approach the woman before getting clean.
Checking her watch as she slipped it from her wrist, Taylor frowned when she realized it was later than she thought. Jackie and the others were usually back before now. Maybe they found more potatoes than we hoped and are loaded down, she thought. She contemplated going after them with the truck. The trip to meet them part way would not use much gasoline. After her shower, she would talk to Lexi about what she wanted to do. Both the SUV and Roger Miller’s truck were running on fumes, even after siphoning the gas from Annie’s rental car and Roger’s family sedan. For now though, she was going to wash.
Pulling off her work clothes, Taylor felt the ache in her shoulder as she lifted her arm over her head. The injury she sustained from the trip down the steep slope to save Joe still bothered her. I think it’s time to talk to Annie about it again, she considered. Hopefully, some ideas about stretching the muscles might help. Or a daily massage. An image of Jackie rubbing her sore muscles immediately popped into her head. She felt a pulse low in her belly. Jackie's hands would be so warm and tender against the firmness of Taylor's shoulder. Feeling her touch would be electric, and she knew without a doubt the action would turn her on. That is the last thing I need. They had called something of a truce since the argument the night before last. There was a lot still not worked out between them, and Taylor knew keeping her thoughts above her waist was the only bearable course of action.
Taking a deep breath to calm her pounding heart, she tripped the spigot on the bucket and felt the refreshing water pour down on her head. She let the liquid run over her body and cool her skin. For once, a cold shower was exactly what she needed.

LEXI WALKED WITH JOE between her feet as he held onto her hands and moved with confidence. “He's really close to going everywhere on his own,” Alice said from the counter where she spooned cooked spaghetti into a large bowl. 
“Then things will get exciting.” Lexi grinned. She knew the older woman was right. Joe was growing bigger and stronger every day. He never ceased to amaze her. There had never been children in her life, and so everything the boy did was magical. Lexi knew Anna felt the same and sharing the love they had with the child only made their bond stronger. The child we always should have had together, she thought. 
Just then, Taylor came walking into the kitchen. Her hair was wet, and she was in clean jeans and a t-shirt. “Are they back yet?” Taylor asked, and Lexi frowned. How late is it? she wondered and took note the sky was turning darker. A twinge of alarm made Lexi pick up Joe to stand straighter.
“No,” she replied, and Taylor nodded.
“Pretty late for them,” she said. “I'm thinking they might be loaded down with produce from the grocery store, which is slowing them down. I was considering going after them with the car.” Lexi considered what the woman said. She had constantly worried about Anna yet once she started to think of ways to propose to the woman she loved, to tie them permanently together, that band of anxiety around her chest had loosened.  It was back with a vengeance.
“Now don’t get too worried yet,” Alice interjected. “There is probably a very good reason. Like you said, the potatoes will be heavy and awkward to carry.” She turned to Taylor and motioned to a spoon on the counter. “Taylor, since we will wait for them, go give the sauce a good stir and then turn it way down. I don’t want it to scald.”
“Yes, ma'am,” Taylor said with a grin and Lexi tried to relax. Alice was probably right, and she was overreacting. The memory of the women's recounting of Jeff's harassment stuck with her though. What if he somehow cornered one of them alone? What if he has Anna? The worry was too much. Taking the car and using gas might be overreacting but walking down the road to meet them was not. Just then, Callie came in with Will on her heels. 
“Wow, does this all smell good,” Will remarked, and Lexi moved toward the two kids.
“Can you guys keep Joe occupied for a while? I’m going to head out to meet Anna and the others,” she said. Taylor was walking back in while she said it. She looked at Alice.
“Properly stirred and turned down,” she said and then turned to Lexi. “I’ll go with you. Let me go upstairs first and then we can go.” Lexi nodded and knew why the woman wanted to go upstairs. She was fetching her shoulder holster and handgun. Lexi swallowed hard. Please don’t let that be necessary, she prayed but just the same, she was glad Taylor was grabbing it. 

SAM WAS TIRED, AND her butt was sore from the last two days of hard riding. A glance down and she saw Lady was limping again too. Best find a spot to pull this circus train over, she thought as they all rounded a curve. An old farmhouse came into view. The place looked like it was recently remodeled and gave off a warm and welcoming feel. Sam wished she could just go there and lay down her head to sleep for days feeling safe. Yet, as they approached, a dog barked, and it was followed by that of another. Sam could not risk getting in a scrap with animals she did not know. They could be friendly, but then again, they may not. If Lady became injured, there would be no milk for Rascal. “Come on Lester, pick up the pace for just a few miles more,” she said with a wistful tone. “Keep up, Lady. I promise we are almost done for now.” She watched as Lady trotted closer and they moved on until the house was left behind.
Slowing again, Sam wondered just how far out from Astoria they were, and she considered rechecking the map before it was completely dark. The sun would be down within the next half hour or so, she figured. Save it for the morning, she told herself. Besides, arriving anywhere there are people is not something I want to do in the dark. She was still leery of towns after Lincoln City but tried to keep faith that not everywhere had fallen entirely apart already. She needed Astoria to be open enough to strangers so she could pass through and use their bridge. A store or a place to restock would be an even greater Godsend. There had never seemed a right place to settle in and fish or hunt, which meant she was surviving off of what she had packed in Corvallis. That was dwindling at an alarming rate. Maybe I can even trade with people in town who might need help with their animals. It would be nice to put all of those years in veterinary school to use, whether she graduated or not.
She yearned for people again, even though the trip had only been a few days. As much as she enjoyed visiting with Lester, Lady, and even Rascal, there was simply no replacing human conversation. Sam had never been into the group scene, but she had enjoyed a couple friends to have a beer with on Friday nights. Now she was alone. It was both lonely, and if she had to admit it, a little frightening. Maybe I can stop and catch my breath in this next town. Say hello, she thought and kept riding down the back road toward the city limits.



CHAPTER 14

The sound of the shopping carts was obnoxious. Anna was sure the three of them riding along with the two metal contraptions was scaring every animal in a hundred-mile radius. Not to mention they are taking forever to get home with, she thought as the sky really started to darken. One of the carts had grown a bad wheel about one mile into the trek. Now the whole thing shook if they moved faster than a walking pace. At this rate, they would arrive back at the farmhouse well after dinnertime. “Let’s just leave it,” Jackie said, sounding as frustrated as Anna was beginning to feel. “If we hide it under a bush, we can send Taylor back in the morning to drag it all back.”
“But what if someone finds it?” Laura asked. “This stuff is important. Will and the others will be thrilled when we bring it home.” 
Anna watched as Jackie gave Laura a look. “Who in the heck is out here to find it? Not to mention, I doubt finding a mildewing mound of old potatoes would inspire theft,” Jackie said. Anna could not help but chuckle at the comment. The woman had a good point. Just as she was about to agree, she saw the bridge ahead which marked the halfway mark on their journey home. It would also make a perfect spot to hide the shopping carts under, so they could find them when it was daylight again. And then we can hurry home, she thought, knowing Lexi would be worried about her by now. The woman had never been a big fan of Anna going into town every day as it was. Then, add in trouble with Jeff, and arriving home late tonight would not help matters.
“Let’s get over the bridge and then we can roll these into the woods a little bit,” Anna suggested as they started across. The clatter of the carts was even louder as the surface of the bridge was bumpy and pockmarked. She could feel a headache forming and tried hard to will it away. Tonight, I think I’m having a glass of wine, she thought. She was about to tell Jackie and Laura they would all enjoy one when they finally got through this long day when suddenly, something caught her eye. There was a hint of movement near the end of the bridge. A deer? She was not sure but kept riding as she led the others across. It was not until the carts were back on the pavement of the road that Anna realized what she was seeing was too large to be a deer. In an instant, her heart leaped into her throat. Someone was emerging from under the bridge, and the person was not alone. Anna heard Laura give a little squeak of surprise as she realized what was happening. Four men stood blocking the road. As if they thought they were highwaymen from days of old, bandanas covered the lower half of their faces. Evil amusement winked in their eyes.
“Took you long enough to get here,” one of the men said as he walked forward. Anna felt dread fill her as she knew they had been waiting for her and the others to arrive.
“What in the hell do you want?” she heard Jackie snap and looked over to see her friend’s face filled with fury. The man in front seemed taken aback by the verbal assault. There you go, Jackie. Let them have it, she thought while feeling a hint of hope, but then one of the men from the back of the group strode over and, with amazing quickness, backhanded Jackie across the face. In a crash, Jackie fell with the bike, and it pulled the shopping cart over.
“This one’s mine,” the man said as he stood over Jackie. Anna felt a fear beyond anything she could have imagined.

MY GUN, Jackie thought as she tried to clear her vision. Pops of light from the backhand still lingered and her head was spinning. It’s in my bag. Where is my bag? She was disoriented and tangled in the fallen bicycle across her body. As she tried to yank her legs free, Jackie could hear yelling and made out the sound of Laura telling someone to get away from her. This is bad. So bad. I have to get up. Again, she tried to pull free, but suddenly there was weight pressing down on the bicycle pinning her body. Someone grabbed her hair. She knew it was whoever had hit her. Giving a yelp of pain as she tried to twist free, the man's grasp only grew tighter. “Jackie Scott,” the attacker growled. “This is my lucky day.” 
“Fuck you,” Jackie said back and had to grit her teeth when he pulled her hair harder. The pain was clearing her head, and she would be damned if she gave him the satisfaction of seeing the fear racing through her. The man leaned in closer and spoke into her ear.
“You were always such a stuck-up bitch in high school,” he said. “Thought you were better than me. Better than everyone. But now we will just see about that.” The words sent a chill through her. This man knew her, and she tried to look at him. The ridiculous bandana covered half his face, but she searched his eyes and saw only anger. He could be anyone, she thought and, in the distance, heard Anna's voice this time. She was begging to be put down, and Jackie knew one of the attackers was trying to carry her away into the woods. Fight him, Anna. Fight him, she wanted to scream, but she could not seem to catch her breath. The terror of what was happening to them was like an iron band around her.
“Come on,” yelled one of the other men. “Get them off of the road in case someone comes.” Jackie's attacker laughed.
“You're an idiot,” he yelled back. “Who's going to come? The cops? They don't have any cars.” He laughed harder and somehow the sound was the worst of all. Jackie knew he was right. They were still miles from the farmhouse. No one would hear their screams for help. Unwilling to make it easy for them, Jackie started to wrestle against the grasp of the man who held her down. Taking him by surprise, she was able to turn her face against his arm, and she bit down with all her might. The taste of blood sprang into her mouth, and she was encouraged by it. The man roared with pain and fury as he yanked his arm free. “You are going to pay for that,” he spat at her. “I'm going to hurt you until you beg me to kill you.” Believing he meant it, Jackie kicked and fought, knowing she had to get to her bag, get to her gun, but the bike restricted her movement. She was trapped, and as tears of despair and rage sprang to her eyes, she heard one of the other women scream with terror.

SAM STEERED LESTER into the clearing not far from the highway and dismounted with a sigh of relief. The pack was heavy on her shoulders, and as she let the weight slip from her back, she noticed Lester looked relieved as well. “Sorry, my friend,” she said. “I know we've done a lot of hard riding these last few days. I promise to find us a spot to stay longer soon.” The horse seemed to nod, and Sam smiled. She was again reminded how lucky she was to have him. She turned to see Lady come limping into the clearing and she frowned as she walked to meet her. “And you, momma, you will have to ride with me on him again tomorrow. That limp scares me.” Lady stopped and sat panting while Sam reached down to give her a pet. She was a good girl too. Appreciating the companions she had, Sam went back to her pack to unzip it to get out the blanket Lady laid on when she fed Rascal.
As she was lifting out the rolled cloth, a scream broke through the night and Sam froze. The sound was bloodcurdling with terror so thick it sliced through the air. “Jesus, what is that?” Sam said out loud she was so shaken. Somehow, she knew the sound did not come from an animal in pain, but rather from a human. A woman. Suddenly, she was snapped out of her shock by that realization. Sam raced to Lester and leaped onto his back. The scream was coming from further down the highway, but she could not tell how far. She knew she needed to hurry.
Kicking her heels into Lester harder than she ever had, she felt the surge of power under her as the horse responded. Almost instantly at full gallop, Sam tore out of the woods and back onto the road. Now she could hear more high-pitched screaming intermixed with the yell of men and even a low rumble of laughter. Sam gritted her teeth with fury. It did not take a psychic to imagine what was happening.
Up ahead was a slight bend in the road. As she raced around it, the scene of people wrestling came into view. Even in the fading light, as day turned to twilight, she could make out the figures of men attacking women. She leaned forward on Lester to urge him on. “Lester go,” she yelled, feeling anger rise up in her and the beast beneath her seemed to sense her fury as he pounded even faster along the pavement. Dead ahead was a man carrying a woman toward the woods and Sam zeroed in on them. With a roar, Sam sped forward and loosened her foot from the stirrup, closing the distance in seconds. Surprised, the man turned to look, and Sam used every ounce of her strength to send her boot into his face. The force of the moving horse, combined with her kick, sent a shock of pain up Sam's leg, but the result was exactly what she hoped as she saw the man's head snap back. Yanking on Lester's reigns to turn him, she saw the man fall into a heap with the shocked woman on top of his limp body.
Seeing one down, Sam turned her attention to the rest and saw a second man running scared over the bridge. He’s no longer a problem, she thought and then noticed a blonde woman further along the road struggling with a much bigger attacker. For some reason, seeing the size difference infuriated Sam even more and she slapped the reigns to push Lester into a gallop again to race toward them.



CHAPTER 15

One minute Laura was fighting for her life to break free of the handholds a giant of a man had on her and the next she was gazing into the twilight at the on-rushing form of a horse and rider. The face was in shadow as the day darkened, but there was no mistaking the hero’s intent. Is this real? she thought. Has someone come to save us? As if in answer, the man who was hurting her let go and started to back away. Laura fell to her knees at the sudden release. She could only watch with her mouth open as the rider on the horse plowed straight into her attacker. The force of the impact caused both the horse and the giant to shudder, but the weight of the beast won, sending the man flying backward. Tears rushed to Laura's eyes as she felt hope run through her when the man did not get up. I hope he’s dead, she thought as the next emotion was fury. She climbed to her feet with every intent of clawing the bastard's eyes out when she heard Jackie cry again. Turning to look, she caught sight of another man pinning her friend down under the bicycle she had been riding. With no regard for anything else, Laura ran toward them only to see a wild fury of black and white fur come racing out of the night. In a snarling, snapping mass, she realized it was a dog, and it had every intention of ripping Jackie's foe apart. When the man saw a beast determined on tearing out his throat coming after him, he scrambled backward. Jackie took the opportunity to crawl out from under the bike.
With a cheer, Laura kept running toward her. Now, the horse and rider were near and she glanced up to see a face of determination. One crazy thought ran through Laura’s mind as she took in her hero’s chiseled features. It’s a woman. Then, the rider and horse were past her and charging at Jackie's attacker. He had started to run but stumbled, and Laura had no doubt the woman would catch him. She hoped the bastard would be trampled under the great horse's hooves and slowed her steps as she neared where Jackie was still on her hands and knees. “Get out of the way,” Laura heard Jackie yell. She turned to look, only to find her friend kneeling beside her bag with a small gun in her hands. She was aiming after the man who had been fighting her, and in a heartbeat, Laura knew the woman on the horse was about to ride into the line of fire.
“Jackie, no!” Laura yelled and reached for the gun, but she was too late. With a bang, the revolver fired. Laura turned to look as the horse reared back on its hind legs in a panic. The woman on his back started to slip from the surprise, but then she did something Laura could not understand. Instead of diving off to save herself, she clasped her arms around her chest, as if holding a baby and let herself fall back toward the hard asphalt.

THE GUNSHOT ECHOED through the night. Taylor was sure her heart stopped beating at the split second she realized the gun had to be Jackie's. She would know the pop of a .38 anywhere, and without a word, Taylor broke out into a run. Lexi called after her, but she did not bother to respond. The woman would be smart enough to figure things out on her own. Taylor was not going to waste one breath she might need to cover the distance between her and the trouble she knew the woman she loved had to be in. Pumping her arms and legs, adrenaline and a building panic pushed her onward faster than she had ever run before. In less than five minutes, Taylor rounded a bend in the road. The sight which greeted her nearly choked her with terror. In the growing dark, she saw Anna beside a figure prone on the ground. Laura was desperately attempting to capture the reigns of a frantic horse. And Jackie? Where is Jackie? she thought and felt she might vomit from the fear racing up inside her. Then, the woman was there and running toward Taylor. Tears were streaming down her bruised face. Someone hurt her. Then, Jackie was in her arms. “Taylor,” she cried, clinging to her as tears of relief flooded Taylor's eyes as well. Taylor touched her hair and tried to soothe her.
“I'm here now,” she said. “I'm here.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Lexi race past. As much as she wanted to do nothing but hold Jackie forever, Taylor snapped back to action. If the attackers were still nearby, they needed to be alert to the danger. “Jackie, what happened?” she asked the woman as she tried to lead her closer to the others while pulling her gun from its holster.
“Men were waiting for us,” she choked out. “I fought and somehow I got the gun, but then—” A tremor interrupted her words. Closer to the others now, Taylor looked to Anna for an answer. It was Laura who spoke up from where she had finally calmed the horse enough for her to hold him.
“The sound startled the horse and it bucked,” she said, nodding at the person on the ground. “And she fell.” Taylor looked at the unconscious woman.
“She saved me,” Anna whispered from where she knelt near the limp form. “I don't know where she came from, but if she had not arrived ...” her words trailed off, and Taylor felt a chill run through her. There was no doubt what would have happened. No matter what, Taylor knew she would forever owe a debt to the woman on the ground.
“Where are the men now?” Taylor asked while she scanned the area. There was no sign of any of the attackers.
“They ran,” Laura answered. “Into the woods.” Taylor cursed and felt conflicted. She wanted to give chase, but knew they needed her here too.
“We hurt them though,” Jackie added. “But they're not dead. Unfortunately.” Taylor gave the woman a look and realized again there was more mettle to her than met the eye. What she had at first thought was a glamorous and pampered businesswoman was turning out to have steel at the core.
“You didn't hit one when you fired then?” she asked and Jackie shook her head.
“Thankfully, she missed by a mile, or she would have shot the horse,” Laura interjected as she ran a hand gently down the animal's neck. “Or hit our hero.”

ANNA KEPT ONE EYE ON the black and white dog sitting near the unconscious stranger and felt for a pulse in the woman's neck. “I'm just going to check her out, okay?” she said softly to the animal. The dog did not move but watched her every action. After a moment, Anna was relieved to find a robust and regular beat. Thankful the woman was still alive, she looked to Lexi who had dropped to her knees near her. Every part of her just wanted to crawl into her lover's arms and weep. The horror of what had almost happened to them threatened to overwhelm her, but she held her breath for a moment until the feeling of panic passed. She gave Lexi a weak smile of reassurance, thankful there was a patient on whom to focus. Anna was always able to block out the rest of the world if her skills were needed.
“What can I do?” Lexi asked, and her voice cracked. The pain for Anna was evident on her face even as night fell. Oh Lexi, you’re here. That’s what I need more than anything else, she thought, but now was not the time to say it. She could not break down. Not yet.
“Can you find me one of the flashlights?” Anna asked. “I need to assess for a head injury.” Lexi nodded and stood up. While she was gone, Anna watched the woman on the ground breathe. The rhythm was even and not agitated. No respiratory distress. Another good sign, she thought. In a minute, Lexi was back. She held out of the flashlight and Anna moved closer to the injured stranger’s head, checking the responsiveness of her pupils. Please be hard-headed, whoever you are. As she moved, the dog growled, and Anna froze. “Lexi. Can you maybe calm the dog?” she said softly. Lexi slipped past her toward the upset animal.
“Hey boy,” she said in a calm and soothing voice. “We're not here to hurt your friend. I need you to let Anna do her thing.” The dog seemed to relax at the tender tone. Anna let out a sigh of relief when Lexi was able to pet the animal's back. Starting to move forward again, she suddenly heard a tiny whimper. Confused, Anna looked around and saw wiggling under the stranger's shirt. What in the world? she thought and touched the spot. Something alive was under the fabric.
“What is it?” Laura asked. Anna shook her head as she unbuttoned the woman's shirt to find a week-old puppy. She sucked in a breath at the sight of the baby animal.
“It’s a puppy,” she answered and then understanding fell into place. The reason the courageous woman did not try to catch herself as she fell was to protect the tiny life tucked up against her chest. Tears filled Anna’s eyes. After witnessing so much human evil over the last two weeks, to come across something so selfless was almost overwhelming. Wiping her eyes, she picked up the fragile creature and heard the dog with Lexi whine. She looked over and smiled.
“This must be yours,” Anna said, holding the baby out to Lexi. As she took the puppy, Anna felt the stranger on the ground shift. Suddenly, she was trying to sit up, and Anna put a hand on her chest to calm her.
“Lester?” the woman said in a panic. “Where’s Lester?” Anna shook her head, not understanding until there was movement behind her.
“Whoa, now,” Laura said. 
Anna turned to see her friend trying to hold the horse who was now intent on reaching the stranger. This must be Lester, Anna thought and took the woman’s hand. “He’s fine,” she reassured her patient. “See? He’s right here.” The woman looked past Anna and relief filled her face.
“Glad to see you, buddy,” she said. “You did good.” Anna shook her head at the words. Good was definitely an understatement.



CHAPTER 16

A brown-haired woman leaned over Sam and smiled. Sam smiled back and noted she was pretty, with exceptionally kind eyes. “We are going to pick you up. Are you okay with that?” the woman asked. “You’re going to go for a ride in the back of our pickup truck.” Sam swallowed hard and did not like the fact the stranger would not just let her stand up. What if my neck is broken? she thought. Fear gripped her at the thought she might not be able to walk or ride her horse again. Sam cleared her throat.
“Okay,” she answered and then reached up to grasp the woman’s hand. “How bad am I hurt? Please be honest with me.” 
The woman squeezed Sam’s hand. “I won’t know until we get you somewhere I can do more tests and out here in the dark in the middle of the highway is not it,” she said in a tender tone. “But until then, I want to keep you as stable as possible. Just a precaution.” Sam sighed. At least the news was not immediately bad.
“I understand,” she said. “I’m ready.” The woman looked up and nodded. Suddenly, Sam felt a bunch of hands on her.
“On three,” said a different woman’s voice. This one sounded deeper and with a strong undertone of command. For some reason, Sam found it reassuring. I’m in good hands at least, she thought as she felt herself lifted and then gently placed on a blanket on the bed of a truck.  The brown-haired woman joined her and was followed by a second woman. The new one was blonde, and as she came into view, Sam was not sure she had ever seen a more gentle and caring face. Seeing her look, the blonde smiled softly.
“Hi there,” the woman said, and Sam realized she was the one in the middle of the highway trying to get away from the giant of a man. Seeing she was apparently all right filled Sam with relief, but then she wondered about everyone else.
“Is everyone okay?” she asked, and the blonde ran a hand over Sam's brow to push back her hair. It was a tender gesture and warmed Sam to her core. When was the last time anyone touched me like that? she wondered. Ever?
“Thanks to you, everyone is doing fine,” the woman answered. Sam saw the glitter of tears in her eyes. “You saved us.” Sam felt a blush start up her neck and onto her cheeks from the unaccustomed praise. Luckily, the tailgate was gently closed, and the truck's engine started before Sam had to come up with a response to the compliment. As they began to move, the brown-haired woman touched Sam's shoulder.
“While we get you back to the house, I have a few questions for you,” she said. “Can you tell me your name?” 
Sam was happy when the answer came to her immediately. “Sam Quinn,” she replied. “Mind if I ask yours?” 
The woman clearly liked the response. “My name is Anna. Anna Patten,” she said and looked to the blonde. Sam followed her eyes to gaze once again on the beautiful creature who still sat running her hand along Sam's temples to comfort her. “And this is Laura Kennedy.” Laura nodded.
“It's wonderful to meet you, Sam,” she said. “And who're your friends?” She gestured to Lady who Sam realized was resting at her side. Without moving her head, she gave the dog a reassuring pat.
“This is Lady,” she answered and then felt along the girl's body until she found Rascal at one of her teats nursing. Sam let out a deep breath filled with relief. “And this little bugger is Rascal. I found them along my ride up from Corvallis,” she continued, but then frowned. “Where's my horse?” Laura smiled down at her.
“He's walking right with us. Taylor is driving slowly, so everyone's okay. We only have to go a few miles,” Laura reassured her. “Just try and relax. You took care of us, so now let us take care of you.”

AS THE TRUCK DROVE down the highway, Laura gazed down at Sam Quinn and was in love. It was as simple as that for her. Over the years, she had read hundreds of romance novels, which were filled with angst and passion, and of course, love at first sight, but she always thought it was fantasy. Now, Laura knew at least one thing from the books was true. She loved this brave and humble woman the moment she saw her face in the twilight. Sitting so courageously atop her horse, Sam was every bit the knight in shining armor Laura always dreamed of finding. A person really can fall in love in an instant, she thought as she ran her fingertips across the woman’s brow to keep back the dark hair.
Of course, Laura knew there was no way to know if Sam would like her back, or even if she loved women in general, but those details did not matter right now. Not to mention I’m not exactly a catch, she thought with a sigh. She had no doubt someone as attractive as Sam would already have a partner, whether guy or girl and it occurred to her someone should ask if Sam was all by herself.
“Sam,” Laura said. “Are you traveling alone? Or should we pick someone else up on our way?” The woman smiled at her, flashing a set of dimples, and Laura felt a flutter in her chest.
“It's just me,” Sam replied. “And, of course, Lester, Lady, and Rascal.”  Before Laura could respond, the truck bumped over a crack in the worn and seldom-used road. Laura saw Sam flinch in pain as she was jostled from the motion. “Oh no, you're hurting,” Laura said. “Here. Rest your head in my lap.” Laura looked at Anna. “If that's okay?” 
Anna nodded. “Perhaps better because we want to keep her neck still for now,” she said, and Laura turned back to Sam.
“Sam, do you want to try and see if it is more comfortable?”  Laura asked, and Sam's blue eyes met hers. They held for a moment, and Laura suddenly saw only Sam, as if the rest of the world had faded away.
“I'd like that,” Sam said softly. Laura blinked as the sights and sounds of everything around them came back into focus. She licked her lips without thinking and reached to slightly lift Sam's head while she slipped her legs under her. Sam tried to pull back at the last second. “Wait,” she said. “I don't want to get any blood on your jeans. I'm pretty sure the back of my head is bleeding.” Laura rested a hand on her shoulder.
“Stop. You’re fine,” she reassured her. “Just settle down.” 
Anna put a hand on Sam’s leg. “Really, Sam. She’s right,” Anna said. “Please try and relax. We will be there in a few minutes.” Laura felt Sam settle back against her thighs and an unexpected, but incredibly strong, sense of heat rolled through her. Oh my God, she thought and knew she had never had a reaction to anyone or anything like she was to Sam. Not just emotionally, but entirely physical as well. Laura bit her lip and tried to hold steady under the weight of Sam resting against her. With a shaking hand, Laura went back to caressing the woman's forehead under the guise of keeping her hair back. 
“Is everything okay?” Sam asked her softly and all Laura could do was nod. She was almost forty years old, yet had only two semi-serious relationships with men. When things started to turn more intimate, Laura broke up with them. In her heart, she wondered if her lack of desire toward them was because she might be gay. She had even done some discrete online research to find out if she matched other lesbian characteristics. Unfortunately, the range of what constituted a lesbian was broad. They came in every shape, size, age, race, and level of butch or feminineness. The other factor working against her was the fact Astoria was small. The only confirmed lesbian she ever knew in-person was the mail carrier who was years older and left town when she retired anyway. Finally, Laura had given up on the whole business of trying to find a soulmate and focused on work or other hobbies. But this was different. Sam was special. Laura had been swept off her feet by the dark-haired stranger. What am I going to do? How do I handle this? she thought as the truck turned into the driveway leading up to the farmhouse. Laura had no idea.

LEXI RODE IN THE PASSENGER seat while Taylor drove, and Jackie was tucked in between them. All three of them were quiet, clearly dealing in their own way with what had happened on the highway. When she glanced over, Lexi saw Taylor was gripping the steering wheel so tightly her knuckles were white. She understood the woman’s fury. Lexi felt the same. The need to find the men who attacked Anna and the others twisted at her gut. They will pay for this, she thought. Somehow, we will find them. She was certain Jeff Eider was behind this, even though Anna said she did not believe any of the masked men were him. Regardless, he would be her first visit tomorrow.
For now though, as they pulled up to the front of the house and Alice, with the others behind her, came out to meet them, she would focus on taking care of Anna. Lexi knew, at the moment, the woman was able to block out the horrible events because she was helping the stranger. Eventually though, Anna would have to face what almost happened to her. Lexi planned to have her arms around the woman she loved when she did.
As the truck stopped, Alice, carrying a camping lantern in her hand, reached them first. Lexi watched her scan the group both in the cab and in the back. Relief washed over her face. Lexi knew the woman had probably been thinking the worst. Taylor, only after much convincing she was the best to go, had ridden one of the bikes back to fetch the truck and she no doubt gave little explanation to the others in the process. Now, at least, everyone was back home.  “How can I help?” Alice asked, and Lexi motioned toward the truck bed.
“We have someone injured,” she said as she opened the passenger door to get out. “The one who saved the day.” Alice’s eyes widened.
“Saved the day?” Callie asked as everyone gathered around.
“We’ll explain it all inside,” Taylor nearly growled as she stepped out of the truck on her side, before turning to help Jackie slide across the seat to join her.  Lexi noticed Taylor was treating her sister like she was made of glass. It’s just Taylor’s way of handling what Jackie went through, she thought. She knew if she was feeling guilty for not protecting Anna, Taylor, the consummate hero, felt a hundred times worse. This night would not be something any of them recovered from quickly.



CHAPTER 17

Jackie was relieved when Anna announced Sam probably had nothing more wrong with her than a mild concussion. The guilt of having fired the gun, which caused the horse to rear up, nagged at her. Although no one blamed her, Jackie could not stop thinking about what if she had hit the animal or even worse, the rider. The fact she apparently missed her attacker did not help. Taylor had checked the pavement with a flashlight to see if there was any blood, but she found nothing. Knowing the man was still out there somewhere chilled her and only holding onto Taylor's strong arm seemed to keep back the fear threatening to overwhelm her. Thankfully, Taylor clearly sensed her unease and had kept a protective hand on her ever since they arrived back into the house.
It also helped that she was distracted by a debate raging around where Sam would sleep. Now that she was allowed to get up, the woman insisted she could sleep outside in a barn stall next to Lester’s. “I need to stay near Lady and Rascal too,” she explained. “They are a little freaked out by all of this.”
“The dogs can sleep with you here,” Lexi explained. “I am fine with animals in the house.” 
Sam rubbed her face, clearly undecided.
“I would prefer you to sleep in here tonight. In case you need help,” Anna said. “At least one night.”
Jackie watched Alice step forward. “I can sleep in the barn,” she offered. “And Sam can have the couch.” This was met with a lot of resistance. Jackie could feel Taylor's body tensing from all the indecision. She knew the woman would typically be the first to offer to sleep in the barn, but Jackie also knew Taylor would never leave her side tonight. Taking a deep breath, Jackie held up a hand.
“Taylor and I will sleep in the hayloft,” she stated. “Sam can sleep on the couch because it is closest to Anna's room. And, Alice can have our bed. Then we will figure out the rest in the morning.” Everyone turned to look at her, surprise evident on their faces. Even Taylor looked caught off guard.
“Jackie,” she whispered. “Are you sure?” 
Jackie lifted her chin, giving the group a look. “End of discussion. I’m exhausted and going to bed,” she said, turning to Taylor. “Where are the blankets?”

WORKING BY THE LIGHT of a small battery lantern, Taylor laid another blanket down on the plumped-up hay. She was still having trouble believing Jackie had offered to sleep in the barn. She knew the decision had a lot to do with not wanting to be separated from her, but still, it was bold. Not that I was going to be anywhere but beside her, Taylor thought. If she had her way, Jackie would never be out of her sight again. Ever. A knot tightened in her chest as the image of Jackie out there in the dark with someone attacking her rose up in her mind. Never again. She would teach the woman ways to protect herself. In fact, Taylor intended to show all of them some basic taekwondo moves. In this new world around them, no one could ignore the danger now. And I’ll teach them to shoot too. There had been resistance to this in the past, especially from Anna, but Taylor intended to force the issue. Her new mission was to make sure all of them were able to defend themselves in any situation.
With the bed set up, Taylor turned to Jackie, and, in an instant, the woman was in her arms. Taylor slowly lowered them to a hay bale and held the shaking woman on her lap. “You're safe now,” Taylor whispered. “I've got you.” 
Jackie buried her face in Taylor's neck and sobbed. “I was so afraid,” she admitted, and Taylor clenched her jaw in frustration. She would never forgive herself for not being there for Jackie. She ran a hand down the woman's hair.
“I’m so sorry,” Taylor said. “So sorry I wasn’t there.” 
Jackie leaned back to look into her face. “Taylor, don't you dare do that,” she said with strength in her words. “This was not your fault, and I know you're blaming yourself somehow.” Jackie touched Taylor's face. “You can't be everywhere,” she finished, and Taylor felt a bit of the guilt she was carrying slip away.
“I won’t let you down again, Jackie,” she said and looked deep into Jackie’s beautiful eyes. “I promise.” 
Jackie gave her a little smile. “I know,” she said, and much to Taylor's surprise, she leaned in to kiss her gently on the lips. A warm curl of desire moved through Taylor, and she tried hard to stifle the feeling, but then Jackie pressed against her harder. Taylor could not help but return the embrace.

JACKIE FELT HERSELF melting into Taylor's kiss. The woman's soft lips and hungry mouth sent a thrill through her, and suddenly all she wanted was to feel and not think. Jackie needed to block out all that had happened tonight. She let herself be taken away by Taylor's kisses. She wrapped her arms around the woman's neck and pulled her closer. At first, she felt Taylor hesitate, but Jackie would not be able to stand it if the woman pulled away now. Jackie needed this like she had never needed anything before. To banish the feelings of powerlessness and fear. She slid her fingers into Taylor's short hair and forced their mouths tighter together. When she felt Taylor's resolve slip away and knew her strong, confident protector was giving in to the desire in her heart, Jackie moaned. She was incredibly turned on and Jackie wanted Taylor right here and right now. Pulling away from the kiss, Jackie breathed against Taylor's cheek. “I need to feel you tonight,” she whispered with a voice deepened by desire.
In an instant, Taylor was lifting her as if she weighed nothing while pressing her mouth to Jackie's. The hunger there made Jackie shiver, and she opened her lips to let in Taylor's insistent tongue. As the woman ravished her mouth, Jackie felt heat ripple through her. No one had ever kissed her with so much wanting and the knowledge of how much Taylor needed her was thrilling. She could feel the thrum of arousal coming from Taylor's body. The muscles in the woman's arms were rock hard where they clenched around her. All of it made Jackie's body throb, and she finally let herself admit she wanted to feel the woman's touch. Everywhere.
Suddenly, she needed their clothes off. The idea of hot skin naked against each other made her gasp, and she started to tear at Taylor's t-shirt, but their bodies were pressed tightly together. Breaking from her kiss, Jackie pushed away enough to look into the woman's eyes. They were darkened by hunger and Jackie felt a bloom of heat low on her body. “Take my clothes off,” Jackie murmured. She watched as Taylor licked her lips but hesitated to move.
“Jackie,” Taylor said in a voice so husky that Jackie could hardly hear it. “I don't think I'll be able to stop if I lay you down right now.” No words could have turned Jackie on more, and she gave Taylor a sultry half-smile.
“Then don't stop,” she said. In an instant, she felt herself being lowered to the blankets. Suddenly, Taylor's hands and mouth were everywhere. As her shirt was pulled over her head, Jackie felt Taylor's lips and teeth kissing and nipping at the burning flesh of her neck and shoulders. Wanting more, Jackie reached behind her back and unhooked her bra. When she was naked, Taylor slowed to look at her full breasts. She watched her lover suck in a ragged breath.
“You are so incredibly beautiful,” Taylor whispered. Jackie reveled in the passion she saw on the woman's face. When Taylor reached out to touch her, the sensation made her shiver with anticipation. Her nipples were tight and hard at the thought of Taylor's mouth on them.
“All for you,” Jackie murmured, and when Taylor lowered her head to suck deeply on her, Jackie felt like she was on fire.

THE FEELING OF JACKIE beneath her, a thigh between her legs, and the taste of the woman's hard nipple in her mouth was almost too much. Taylor had to use every ounce of her restraint to keep from coming. Never had anything felt so intense. All those nights of wanting and waiting had built up in her more than she realized and the thought of Jackie willingly giving herself made her tight with need. As she sucked and played her tongue over Jackie's nipple, she was rewarded with a gasp of pleasure. The sound drove her crazy with wanting more. Go slow! she commanded herself but found the thought almost impossible as she trailed her lips further down Jackie's shaking body until she was at the waist of her pants. 
“Take them off,” Jackie moaned, and Taylor had to clench her jaw to restrain herself from tearing the clothing away. Instead, she used the moment to tease and tantalize Jackie by slowly unfastening the button and sliding down the zipper while trailing her kisses along with it. Taylor was rewarded with a gasp, and she grinned with satisfaction. With powerful hands, she pulled the clothing down and off to leave the woman she most desired in the world naked on the bedding below her. In the low light of the lantern, nothing could ever have looked more desirable.
“You are amazing,” Taylor said, pulling off her own clothing quickly before laying her burning flesh down onto Jackie. Pressing the woman's thighs apart while Jackie wrapped her legs around her, Taylor could feel the wetness between Jackie's legs. She groaned with pent-up excitement. Unable to help herself, she started to thrust her hips forward between Jackie's legs while running her mouth along the woman's hard nipples. The feeling of their sex pressing and sliding against each other immediately started to build an intense need for release in Taylor, but she clenched her teeth to will herself to wait. She wanted this to be perfect for Jackie. To show her how good lovemaking between them could feel. So she will want more of me, she thought and let her lips trail along and down Jackie's body again. “I want to taste you,” she murmured, and Jackie gasped in response. “And be inside of you,” Taylor added as her mouth teased at the spot just above Jackie's sex.
“Oh God, Taylor, you're driving me crazy,” Jackie whimpered. It was precisely what Taylor wanted to hear, and she responded by slipping her tongue into the woman's wetness, finding her hard clit. Slowly, she sucked and teased the spot while Jackie started to shake against her. As much as Taylor had been sexually frustrated for weeks, she guessed Jackie had not been immune. The women's nearly frantic reaction to the kisses between her legs confirmed it. Taylor knew Jackie was close to an orgasm already. Wanting to feel her come, Taylor shifted her weight with her arms until she could touch Jackie with her hand. Teasing Jackie with just the tips of her fingers, the woman arched her back against the mouth still tasting her and gave a little cry. Taylor felt one of the woman's hands grab at her hair while the other clawed at the blankets as if needing to hold on. Now was the time and Taylor knew it. Giving one final tug at the throbbing clit in her mouth, Taylor rose up to climb along Jackie's body until they were face-to-face. As she looked into her lover's eyes, she slipped her fingers deep into Jackie's heat and was rewarded with a shudder. 
“Do you feel me?” Taylor whispered, and Jackie breathed out with desire. 
“You are so tight in me,” she moaned. “It's so incredible.” With a sultry half smile, Taylor began to rock her hips against Jackie and used the momentum to slide in and out while pushing herself deeper with every thrust. The building pressure toward release was back, and Taylor knew she was close to the edge. Taking Jackie with each rock of their bodies was about to drive her crazy. The woman began to writhe under her, fingernails clawing at her back. Taylor was certain they were about to climax together. 
“Come with me, Jackie,” Taylor begged, looking into Jackie's face as she rocked faster and faster and her fingers slid in and out with increasing intensity. “Give in to me.” 
Jackie returned her stare, and with locked eyes, Taylor felt her lover's body start to clench around her. “You're making me melt, Taylor,” she moaned. “Oh, my God.” As the ripples of pleasure tore at her body, Jackie threw back her head and cried out. 
Unable to hang on any longer, Taylor followed her over the edge. Arching her back, she pressed into Jackie as far as she could and heard Jackie cry out again while Taylor let herself love Jackie from the heart of her existence and she came.



CHAPTER 18

Sam woke up with a headache. Not the worst she ever had, but high on the list. As she reached to feel the knot on the back of her head, she groaned. The site was crusty, no doubt from dried blood and sore as hell. But I’m not dead or in a hospital, so I guess I can’t be too worse for wear, she thought and opened her eyes. The room was starting to lighten from morning sun coming in through the large windows which looked out the front of the house. Sam had to blink her eyes for a moment to clearly remember where she was and the memories from last night were a wild jumble. There was a fight, and then I was in a truck. A lady helped doctor me up, and now I'm on their couch. She grinned, happy to be able to sum it all up even after taking a tough fall onto her head.
Sam felt sudden wetness on her hand, and she looked down to see Lady licking her palm. “Hi there,” Sam said as she ran a hand over the dog's head. “If I recall, you were pretty ferocious helping last night too.” Lady just panted in response, and Sam started to wonder where Rascal was hiding. Then, she saw his little body wriggling in a bed of blankets beside the couch. The generosity was not lost on Sam. Not everyone was willing to let a dog sleep in the house, let alone on a cozy pile of quilts.
Sitting up slowly to keep from getting too dizzy, Sam swung her legs off the couch and leaned down to pick up the pup. He nestled into her when Sam brought the little creature to her chest. She was thankful he was not injured during her fall. “Maybe I should have named you Lucky?” she whispered in his ear.
“Probably not a bad choice, although I think Rascal is an adorable name,” a woman said from the doorway. Sam looked up to see the beautiful blonde woman from last night. Laura, she reminded herself and smiled.
“It seems to fit,” she said as Laura came closer. Sam realized she was carrying a mug of what smelled like coffee.
“I thought I heard you moving around in here, so I brought you this if you'd like it,” Laura explained as she held out the offering. “Anna said it would be okay.” 
Sam frowned, trying to remember which one was Anna and Laura pulled back the mug, as if getting ready to leave with it. “But if you don't like coffee—” she started. 
Sam lifted a hand to stop her. “No,” she said. “I wasn’t frowning at you. I mean, at the coffee. I love it, or I love you for bringing it. I was just, well ...” Sam rubbed her face. Good grief, what am I just yammering on about? It must be the knock on the head. Looking up to try again at explaining, Sam noticed Laura had blushed a deep pink. Oh great. Now I embarrassed her. “Let me start over,” Sam said, taking a deep breath. “I frowned because I don’t remember exactly who Anna is, but I’m going to guess she’s the doc. What I meant to say was I appreciate the coffee,” she explained with a sheepish grin. “A lot.”

SITTING ON THE BACK-porch step beside Lexi, Anna rested her head on the woman's shoulder. Last night had been long once they finally went to bed. She was pretty sure she did not sleep. Lexi did her best to reassure Anna she was safe, but the sights and sounds in her memory of the attack kept popping into her head whenever she closed her eyes. She knew it would take time for the shock to subside. She would probably benefit from talking to Laura and Jackie about what happened. Discussing everything would let them all process their feelings, but for now, she would be content to lean on her woman while enjoying the sun rising up over the low hills in the distance. Lexi kissed the top of her head and held out the hot mug of coffee they were sharing. “Thank you,” Anna said as she took it and sipped, thankful they still had a few more days left of it in their dwindling supply. Once the coffee was gone, mornings would be a lot grumpier for a while. Especially Jackie, she thought and wondered how her friend had fared through the night. Aside from having to deal with her own memories, she had agreed to sleep in the hayloft. With Taylor, of course. Anna knew the veteran warrior would do all she could to make sure Jackie felt safe. She hoped Jackie had been willing to let Taylor comfort her. There was no doubt the two of them had a complicated relationship.
There was the sound of footsteps from the kitchen behind them, and Anna turned to look. Laura, followed closely by Sam and her dog, were walking toward them. Reassured to see the new woman up, Anna smiled as they came out the screen door to join them on the back porch. “Good morning,” Lexi said, having turned to look too. “Nice to see you up and around. Looks like Laura found you a mug of the good stuff.” 
Sam nodded with a grin. “She did. And I appreciate it,” she said. “I have some grounds in my pack, so I can repay you when I fetch it later.” 
Anna stood up and pointed at one of the chairs on the back porch. “I doubt any payback will be necessary,” she said to the woman. “You’re the one we owe debts of gratitude toward. Now sit for a second. I want to check your scalp.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Sam said as she slipped into the closest chair and set down her coffee. “I will admit, my head’s a little sore this morning, but I have a suspicion I got off lucky.” Anna nodded as she gently pulled Sam’s thick hair apart to look at the wound. There was a bump and cut, which could probably benefit from a stitch or two. She had not trusted her hands to be steady enough last night.
“Any blurred or double-vision?” Anna asked as she moved her inspection down Sam’s head to palpate her neck.
“No, ma'am,” Sam said, and Anna smiled at the repeated term of respect, but which made her feel ancient.
“Please call me Anna,” she said. She was happy when Sam showed no signs of tenderness anywhere other than the cut on her head. “How about nausea?” 
At that, Sam's stomach growled, and the rest of them chuckled at the embarrassed look on their new friend's face. “No, ma’am ... I mean, no, Anna,” she said. “I am, however, hungry. Skipped dinner last night. And I will need to feed Lady and Lester soon too.” 
Anna saw Lexi stand up. “I gave Lady some wet food after you went to sleep. She was hesitant but then she did eat. Let the puppy nurse too,” Lexi said, and Sam visibly relaxed. “And if Anna's done looking at you, we can walk together to the barn and take care of your horse.”
“You're fine for now, but please take it easy today,” Anna said to Sam as she stepped back to let the woman stand up. “I hope you'll stay on with us.” The last sentence came out without Anna realizing she was about to say it. The group was getting larger every day it seemed, and already there were not enough places to sleep. Not to mention food and other supplies growing thinner with each new person. But I really want her to stay, Anna thought. And not just because she saved us, but more because I know she is good and caring. The kind of person we need to surround ourselves with to survive. She saw Sam’s eyes widen at the offer while watching her look from one face to the next with uncertainty. Before Anna could figure out a way to backpedal, Lexi saved her.
“Anna’s right,” Lexi said. “Unless you have somewhere else you need to be, I hope you’ll consider staying with us.”
Lexi walked across the thick grass beside Sam as they made their way to the barn. The morning had the making of what should be a beautiful day. The skies were clear, and she welcomed a nice break from the rain. After the darkness of the night before, a sunny day was something they all needed. “I feel like you were just put on the spot there,” Sam said once they were out of earshot of the house. Lexi appreciated the woman's candor.
“Maybe a little, but Anna is right. After what you did for us last night, feel welcome here as long as you like,” she said and then grinned. “Although, we tend to work people pretty hard in exchange for the room and board.” 
Sam nodded with a smile spreading across her face. “I don't shy away from hard work,” Sam replied, and Lexi believed her. The lanky stranger had the look and demeanor of a team player. Which was clearly what Anna saw, hence the spontaneous invitation, she thought, but then realized they might be putting the woman on the spot too.
“All assuming you don't have somewhere else you want to be, of course,” Lexi said. Sam shook her head as they reached the doors to the barn.
“Not necessarily,” she said. “I was only set on going north, possibly to Alaska since my mom lives there. But we haven’t been close for a long time.” 
As Lexi pulled open the door, she noticed Sam had paused to look down at the toe of her boot in the dirt. She looked a little lost, but like she wanted to say something more. Lexi paused and waited to give her time. 
Finally, Sam looked up and blew out a breath. “I guess I’ve been riding pretty much nonstop since I left Corvallis hoping to find a place just like this,” she admitted. “I hate the circumstances we met under, but I could not be more thankful for the invitation.” 
Lexi held her gaze and studied the younger woman’s earnest face. After a beat, Lexi smiled and touched Sam on the shoulder. “Well, let’s just see how you feel after you get to know all of us a little better,” she said with a chuckle. She led Sam into the barn and went to the bottom of the loft stairs. There was not a peep from up there, which surprised her as Taylor was usually one of the first up. I hope everything is okay, she thought, knowing Jackie was upset over everything too. Aside from the attack, she feels guilty for almost shooting Sam. Lexi contemplated going up the ladder but then hesitated. The last thing she wanted to do was poke her head up through the trapdoor and startle Taylor. I’m liable to get shot. She finally settled on giving them a yell.
“Hello up there. It's just Sam and me coming to check on her horse,” Lexi called. “Don't start shooting at us, Taylor.”



CHAPTER 19

The sound of Lexi's voice slowly pulled Jackie from a pleasant sleep, and she blinked her eyes open to take in her surroundings. It took her a moment to remember where she was and then the memory of coming up the ladder with Taylor came back to her. Followed closely by a flood of a lot of other incredible images concerning Taylor. Jackie smiled and closed her eyes again to revel in the feel of her body this morning. There was no doubt as to where Taylor had been the night before. How long had it been since I had sex that good? she wondered. A year? More? Ever? Jackie had to admit that her multiple orgasms the night before were terrific. Taylor had been incredible. Every bit the lover Jackie had imagined when she ever let her thoughts go that far. Considerate but powerful. Tender but forceful too. I could get used to that.
With a sigh, she rolled over and saw Taylor was awake and watching her. Jackie smiled lazily when she saw the woman’s intense gaze. “Hi there,” Jackie breathed. She was about to snuggle in to go back to sleep when Lexi’s voice came from below again.
“Everything okay up there?” her sister yelled up, and Taylor sat up with a low growl of frustration.
“We’re fine,” she called back and then looked to Jackie. “Right? We are fine?” There was such a depth of emotion in the questions, Jackie reached out and touched Taylor’s cheek. Taylor took her hand and kissed the palm.
“We are,” Jackie replied. “I just needed to feel and not think last night. You made me forget all of the bad stuff for a little while.” At her words, Taylor seemed to cool, and as she looked away, Jackie thought she saw hurt in the woman's eyes. “Wait. What did I say wrong?” Taylor shook her head, and she reached for her clothes to slip on.
“Nothing, Jackie,” she answered, but Jackie was not going to settle for her answer. She sat up and grabbed Taylor's arm.
“No, I mean it. What's wrong?” she asked. 
Taylor froze for a moment at the touch, but then relaxed again and gave Jackie a sad smile. “I promise, it's nothing. Just a different perspective,” she explained, and before Jackie could say anything else, Taylor leaned in and kissed her on the forehead. “I love you, Jackie Scott. More than anyone I have ever met. Frankly, I don't intend to stop.” Jackie felt a trickle of anxiety worm its way up her back. Love. So that’s it, she thought and knew what was hurting Taylor was the fact Jackie could not return the love. And why can’t I? The answer was so complicated. Jackie was not sure she even knew what the emotion felt like. Other than her parents, she had never told anyone she loved them. Not even Lexi. There had been men in her life of whom she was fond, but certainly nothing deeper. Taylor did make her feel different though. Safe. Protected. Cherished. But those do not translate to being in love with her. Right?
Clearly seeing Jackie’s turmoil, Taylor turned away to stand up and finish pulling on her jeans. “Let’s go down,” she said with a decided chill in her voice. “I want to talk to everyone about what we need to do next.” 
All Jackie could do was reach for her clothing to dress too.

TAYLOR STEPPED OFF of the last rung of the ladder and tried to keep her emotions under wraps. The last thing she wanted was for Lexi and the new kid, Sam, to see how hurt she was feeling. Right now, all Taylor wanted to do was go punch a wall for being so stupid. She had let her passion get away from her. She had broken the promise she had made to herself to not make love to Jackie until the woman could love her back and the reality made her chest hurt. Or is that just my heart breaking because Jackie will probably never find a way to love me? she wondered. Rubbing a hand roughly down her face, she tried to put all those thoughts away for now. Apparently, she was not hiding it well. “Uh, you feel okay?” Lexi asked her, and Taylor shot her a look. It was apparently so angry that Lexi held up her hands to ward her off. “Right, none of my business. Just came to show Sam where we put her horse.” 
Taylor sighed. “Sorry,” she said and held out a hand to Sam. “I never really had a chance to say thank you last night. You kicked some ass for us, and I won't soon forget it.” She saw Sam blush a little under the praise, but she took her hand and gave it a healthy shake.
“Just glad to be in the right place at the right time,” she said, and Taylor appreciated her humility. Just then, Jackie appeared on the ladder and Taylor looked up to watch her descend. Even with the bruise on her cheek from the attacker's backhand the night before, the woman was gorgeous to look at with tousled hair and a glow about her. Taylor sucked in a breath. She knew as furious as she was at herself for giving in last night, she would never, ever be able to stop wanting Jackie Scott. Holding out a hand to help her down the final couple steps, Jackie gave her a smile. Their eyes met for a moment. The intensity between them, so complicated and confusing, it seemed to crackle through the air. Only when Sam cleared her throat did the spell break. 
Jackie looked over to smile at Sam. “I'm glad you're here. I needed to thank you again,” she said, and this time Sam blushed much more than a little. Taylor had to stifle a chuckle at the star struck look on Sam's face. Jackie’s sexiness can do that to us mere mortals, she thought as Sam swallowed hard before giving a nod.
“My pleasure, ma'am,” she murmured. Jackie's smile broadened, but she also slipped her arm around Taylor's waist possessively, making it crystal clear who she belonged to in this dynamic. The move made Taylor's heart skip a beat, and she felt some of the frustration over what happened between them up in the loft slip away. For better or for worse, Jackie was her girl.

AS THE GROUP ALL GATHERED around the big outdoor fire pit, Laura had Rascal on her lap. She had never held a puppy so small, and the sweet innocence of the creature touched her heart. His short, soft black and white fur felt nice as she stroked her finger along his back. She smiled when he lifted his head shakily to try and look up at her. “You're a little sweetheart, you know that?” she cooed.
“I think he really likes you,” she heard Sam say as the woman returned with a plate full of pancakes. Laura lifted her eyes and watched as Sam lowered herself to sit on the blanket near her. “Thanks a bunch for holding him. I wanted time to socialize him, but well ...” Sam shrugged and then held out the plate of food. “I brought some for you since you're babysitting. Extra fork too.” 
Laura caught her breath at the unexpected and sweet gesture. Sam was all she had been able to think about since their ride in the back of the truck the night before. Laura knew it was insane and told herself repeatedly to snap out of it. This is some kind of strange overreaction because she saved me, Laura would think over and over, but then she would remember the feel of her fingers brushing back Sam's hair, and she would fall for the woman all over again. And now here she is on the blanket beside me offering food off of her plate. She realized Sam was watching her with a raised eyebrow.
“Oh, sorry,” Laura said feeling herself blush. “That was nice of you.” Sam shrugged.
“Least I can do since everyone here has been so friendly,” she answered and dug into the food. It was clear the woman was starving, and Laura wondered what she had been eating while she traveled. Before she could ask, Taylor was standing up. She looked around until she had everyone's attention.
“I know this is probably the last thing anyone wants to think about right now, but it can’t be ignored,” she started. “We need to do something about what happened to Anna, Jackie, and Laura last night.” Laura could see everyone agreed. As much as she would rather not remember the feel of the giant man’s hands grabbing her body, Taylor was right. Pretending it never happened was not the answer.
“What do you want to do?” Andres asked from where he sat beside his wife and son. Taylor took a deep breath and then explained her plan.
“The best course of action is to let the law handle this,” she said. Laura saw Taylor pause to glance at Lexi, Anna, and Jackie. She had no doubt Taylor would much rather just go after the men herself, but that the others talked her out of it. “We have to believe this was an isolated incident and the police will be able to track down the injured men. So, Lexi and Jackie and I are going into town today to report it.” Sam lifted her hand to get Taylor's attention.
“I'd like to take Lester to go get my pack from where I left it in the forest,” she said, and Taylor nodded.
“Can two go on your horse? I'd prefer you not be out there alone right now. You've probably made some enemies,” she said. Laura watched Sam pause to consider the question and then she looked over. Suddenly their eyes met, and Laura felt her heart skip a beat.
“Laura, do you want to go for a ride with me?” she asked with no extra meaning Laura could detect, but it did not matter. The idea of sitting on horseback with Sam almost made her swoon. God, I’m like a teenager in puppy love, she thought and almost laughed. I am old enough to know better, so I need to stop acting ridiculous. This is totally innocent.
“I’d be happy to help,” Laura answered. Then, she had to look away to hide what she was feeling inside, distracting herself by continuing to pet Rascal on her lap. Very happy to help, she thought.



CHAPTER 20

“So, let me get this straight,” Lexi said with her hands clenched into tight fists at her side. “The city of Astoria basically has no active police force?” The haggard-looking officer behind the front desk at the station leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms.
“I wouldn't say that,” he replied. “We are just down a few officers, and none of the cars have any gas.” 
Lexi threw up her hands. She, with Taylor and Jackie's input, had just explained to him about the attack the night before. They even gave him a close look at Jackie's bruise. The officer paid attention, but Lexi was alarmed when he did not bother to write anything down. When she finished her statement, he had merely nodded and said there was a lot of stuff like that starting to crop up.
“And what do you intend to do about these things that are cropping up?” Taylor had asked with almost a snarl. 
The officer had shrugged. “Not much we can do,” he answered, which was what had set Lexi’s temper off. Now she was ready to take him by the collar of his shirt and shake him into giving a shit about the problem. Only Jackie’s hand on her arm kept her off of him.
“Is there someone else we can talk to?” Jackie asked with one of her killer smiles, which definitely got the man’s attention.  He leaned forward again while running a hand over his head to smooth his greasy hair.
“Well, I guess you can see the chief,” he said. “He’s back in his office not doing anything.” 
Lexi closed her eyes at the confession and made herself count to ten. Not doing anything? she thought. While people are being attacked and possibly worse in the city around him. Lexi could feel the rage coming off of Taylor in waves as well. Before either of them could make a comment, Jackie took control of the situation.
“That would be appreciated,” she said. The officer hopped up to lead the three of them back to a closed door. The man knocked, and after a pause, a gruff voice answered.
“What?” the chief barked. Lexi watched the officer hike up his pants and glance at them nervously. How do I know this conversation is going to be a waste of our time? she thought.
“I got some folks here who want to talk to you,” the officer replied. 
Another pause. “Sure, why not,” the chief said. “Come on in.” The officer swung open the door and ushered them inside the room. When Lexi saw the open and half-empty bottle of cheap whiskey on the chief's desk, she shook her head. Perfect, she thought. The heavy-set man in a rumpled and stained blue uniform regarding them with a smirk. “What can I do for you?” As Lexi opened her mouth to answer, Taylor raised her hand to stop any conversation.
“Don’t bother, Lexi,” she said. “This man is drunk and clearly not in a state to be useful to us. Let’s go.”
“But—” Jackie started, but stopped when Taylor shook her head. Lexi saw the chief frown.
“Who the fuck are you?” he snapped at Taylor. 
Taylor stood up straight with her shoulders back and an icy glare in her eyes. “Retired US Army Sergeant First Class Taylor Barnes, Military Police Corps,” she answered. “And I know burned out officers when I see them. Clearly, you have checked out and thus the state of your police force.” 
Lexi sucked in a breath at the challenge to the man's pride. Maybe he does just need a kick in the pants, she thought. The chief swallowed and looked thoughtful for a minute, but then snorted a laugh and grabbed the whiskey bottle to give himself another pour.
“Fine, you think I’m not doing my job?” he said. “Then you can have it, Sergeant First Class Taylor Barnes. My wife and I are leaving on our ocean fishing boat in the morning anyway. Figure we can eat fish all the way to Mexico and find a better place to live. They’re used to living without electricity I figure.”
Lexi was shocked. He is just going to up and leave us? she thought and, not until she saw the slight smile on Taylor’s face, did she realize maybe this was somehow a good thing.
“Deputize me,” Taylor said. “Right now, and then write a letter to whoever is running this town that I will be the primary law enforcement authority during your leave of absence.” The chief let out a belly laugh.
“Good one,” he said and lifted the drink he just poured to take a swig. Before he did, he seemed to note Taylor’s intense stare. “You’re not serious? Who would want this Godforsaken job in the middle of this emergency? We have no officers. No radios to communicate if we did. No cars to patrol. Hell, we can’t even lock people up because we can’t feed them.”
Lexi saw Taylor nod and could not believe what was happening. “Just write the letter and then hand over your badge, keys, and gun. I have work to do,” Taylor said, and Lexi watched as the chief downed his drink before opening the desk drawer to pull out some Astoria Police letterhead to write on.

SAM FINISHED PUTTING the few things she took out the night before into her pack and slung it up onto her shoulders before looking at Laura. The woman had been rather quiet the entire ride up from the farmhouse, and Sam felt a little bad about asking her to come along. She did not seem to be having a good time. Not to mention this is going to get a bit cozier, she thought as she caught Laura's eye. “Well, I think I have everything,” she said. “Ready to go?” Laura gave her a smile.
“If you're sure, then of course,” she said, and Sam nodded.
“Perfect. Now, we're going to do this a little different than when we rode here. You'll get up first, then I'll climb up behind you,” she explained. She watched Laura's smile falter and a red blush rise up her cheeks. Uh oh, Sam thought. This is just getting more and more awkward.
“I’m riding in front of you?” Laura whispered. Sam ran a hand over her face and felt horrible for not explaining earlier. 
“Sorry,” Sam apologized. “I didn't think this through. But yes, since I'll be wearing the pack, you can't sit behind me. But don't worry, we can both fit in the saddle.” At that statement, Laura actually blushed darker, and now Sam was puzzled. Do I freak her out that much? I guess I should have asked someone else to do this, she thought. Yet, if she was honest with herself, Sam really liked Laura. She was kind and gentle. Not to mention extremely pretty. Then Sam had a realization. Laura might have guessed because Sam looked so butch, she preferred girls and was now uncomfortable riding so intimately. Shit. “You know,” Sam said. “I think I’ll just walk beside Lester and you can ride. Less crowded.”
“No, I don't want that,” Laura blurted. Sam saw her eyes widen as if she was surprised by her outburst. Laura paused, and after a beat, let out a deep breath. “I mean, there looks like plenty of room on the saddle for both of us. No need for anyone to walk back the couple miles.” Sam nodded, still not quite sure what was going on between them, but ready to get back to the farmhouse.
“Alright then,” she said and held out her hand to help Laura up. “I'll give you a boost.” Slowly, Laura took her hand and Sam knew then what she was thinking was correct. She freaked the woman out. Trying to hide her disappointment, Sam became as businesslike as possible. Once Laura was up and comfortable, Sam joined her. The fit between them was tight, with Laura's backside nestled up between Sam's legs. Unable to help herself, she felt a low flutter in her belly at the close contact and wanted to kick herself for it. Hard. After what just transpired between them, Sam knew this woman was the last person on the planet she should be feeling aroused around.
To make matters worse, she now had to put her arms around Laura's waist to hold the reigns. “Sorry about this,” Sam mumbled as she felt Laura's body stiffen at the contact.
“Don't apologize,” Laura said breathlessly, and Sam felt her the woman's body relax a little. “It's, well... it's nice.” Nice? Sam thought. Now, what does that mean? She had never been more confused in her life, and the fact she knew next to zero about women was not helping. A single two-week long tryst with another girl at horse camp her senior year did not equate to much experience. As much as she liked women, schoolwork was grueling in the vet program and frankly, when she was not with animals, she was too shy to ask anyone out. Taking a deep, frustrated breath, Sam flicked the reigns to get them moving. 
“Come on, Lester. Let's get back,” she said, and they trotted away in the direction of the farmhouse.

WHEN THE THREE OF THEM walked into the courthouse to go see the councilman, and the now acting mayor, Greg Orion, they were met with a hall full of upset people. “Whoa,” Jackie heard Lexi say under her breath. “What the hell is this?” Jackie wondered too, especially when all eyes turned on them when they pushed through the doors into the dark corridor. With almost no windows, the space was poorly lit with only a little daylight. She stopped at the first woman she came too and touched her arm.
“Excuse me, but what is going on?” Jackie asked her, and the woman with a toddler hanging off her leg looked at her. There were dark black circles under her eyes, and she looked haggard. She looks hungry, Jackie realized and glanced at the little girl. And she doesn’t look much better.
“We’re waiting to see the mayor,” she said. “But he won’t come out.”
“Yeah, that chickenshit liar is hiding inside the mayor’s office,” a man further down the hall spat out. “Won’t face us.” A bunch of the others in the space mumbled their agreement.
“You're all waiting for the mayor?” Taylor asked, and Jackie watched everyone nod.
“Why?” she asked not understanding the point. It was true Taylor had business with the man over her sudden promotion to head of the police department. Which is insane, she thought. Jackie could not decide if she was happy or pissed about Taylor's decision to take over. There was a void to fill, that was clear. But is Taylor the person I want taking the job? It was not a matter of the woman being able to handle the task. Jackie was confident things were about to be whipped into shape on the law enforcement front, but Taylor had taken on a massive responsibility without talking to any of the others about it. She just was not sure how much the change would impact everything. And also, how it will affect us. When a large man came stomping toward her from the rear of the pack, Jackie was snapped back to the moment at hand. 
“You’re asking why?” he asked in a surprisingly high-pitched voice. Taylor slipped slightly in front of Jackie to bar the man's progress, and he looked her up and down. Apparently, something in Taylor's eyes made him pull up short, and he turned his focus back to Jackie. 
“Let me tell you why,” he said. “Because we're all hungry. And thirsty. People keep having their cars and houses broken into by a group of assholes who think they're some sort of gang now.” There were more rumbles of support from the rest of the people in the hall. Jackie could tell everyone was on edge and she could understand why Greg was hiding in his office. In fact, it seemed like a good time for them to go too. She had worked with enough hostile clients and customers over her years in business to know when to exit an area.
“Wait a minute,” another man close by said. “Are you Jackie Scott?” 
Jackie paused and saw Taylor raise an eyebrow in her direction. Well, this could certainly go either way, she thought but then put on her brightest smile and nodded.
“Yes, actually,” she confirmed and then glanced at Lexi. “And you may remember my sister, Lexi.” Now a different kind of ripple went through the group, and she was glad to hear the sound seemed more positive than negative.
“Hey, we went to school together,” said another woman. “Remember me? Sara Rainy.” Jackie racked her brain to recall the girl, and thankfully a nugget of memory came to her.
“Of course,” she said. “We sat beside each other in Mr. Church's chemistry class. I think you might have saved me from blowing up the room once.” The woman's face beamed, and there was a chuckle or two. Another glance from Lexi basically told her to keep going, and Jackie shot her a look back. What the hell? So I was super popular in high school. I don’t know how to help these people, she thought. Then an idea came to her. She had dealt with dissatisfied groups by giving them a chance to be heard. Focus groups to gather feedback. Maybe that would work here. Especially if we can drag Greg from his office.
“Well as nice as it is to see you, Jackie, what are you doing here?” the big man who Jackie now remembered was Clay Montgomery, one of the linemen on the high school football team that won the state championship over twenty years ago.
“Well, Clay,” she said and watched the man’s face light up at being recognized. “I’m here to see Greg too, but I can see this is not working. It gives me an idea.”
“What’s that?” the woman with the toddler asked.  
Jackie took a deep breath and plunged ahead. “I’m suggesting we hold a town meeting to discuss our grievances in a civilized way and for everyone to have a chance to weigh in,” she said.
“When?” one man asked.
“Where?” another woman asked. 
Jackie thought those were damn good questions and she did not have answers to them. Thankfully, Lexi held up her hands and stepped forward.
“We will be posting flyers around town tomorrow with all that information, but the meeting will be soon,” she said. “I promise.”
“Will that son-of-a-bitch Greg Orion be there?” snarled Clay Montgomery. 
All Jackie could do was nod while she hoped like hell she could talk the guy into supporting her idea.



CHAPTER 21

As the group sat around the fire pit, including the Millers, the closest neighbors down the road, Anna bounced Joe on her lap and appreciated the feel of the little boy against her. The things Lexi, Jackie, and Taylor were saying were overwhelming, to say the least. Chief of police? Heading up a town meeting? Making and handing out flyers? she thought as she tried to absorb all of the information. She was not the only one having a reaction though, and it was clearly varied. Some of the group looked excited at the ideas, while Andres and his wife looked concerned. 
“But what about getting the farm ready for planting the potatoes?” Andres asked. “There is a lot of work to be done.” Anna had to agree. Although she was the one in the group who left every day to go work with patients at the makeshift hospital, everyone else had been focused on one primary goal. Making sure they would have enough food to carry them through the months ahead. Now Taylor was enthusiastically explaining how she was going to go back to Astoria in the morning to take stock of the situation with the police force. It was clear her priorities had radically shifted. For the greater good I suppose, she thought as she shivered at the memory of the attack just the night before but enforcing the law in a town on the brink of complete collapse would be an almost impossible task.
“We may have a solution to that,” Lexi spoke up surprising Anna. There had not really been time to talk alone since she and the others got back, so she had no idea how Lexi felt about the new developments. Apparently, she was onboard. Everyone turned to her and listened. “I already know the number one topic at the town meeting will be food. The people in town are out, and now families are hungry. This will only get worse. I'm proposing we offer potatoes in the future in exchange for work now.” Anna saw Will and Roger Miller nodding.
“I have a lot of land which we could plant on,” he said. “Assuming we can find anything to use as seed.”
“Exactly,” Will added. “What we are doing here is totally scalable. People will need to hand over anything worth planting and be willing to help turn the soil, but it would be a worthy exchange.” 
Anna saw Alice raise her hand. “But how does that help them now? Potatoes won’t be ready for weeks, I imagine,” Alice said. Now that is a good question, Anna thought and worried her friends were biting off more than they could chew if they were going to start offering to feed thousands of people. Everyone was quiet as they considered the question. Of all of them, it was Andres’ teenage son Allen who spoke up first.
“Fish,” he said matter-of-factly. “In school, we were learning about the great explorers Lewis and Clark. They walked all the way from Missouri to here, and when they met the Native Americans, they served them fish from the Columbia River.” Even Anna had to agree the idea was startling obvious, but also brilliant. The rivers and streams were abundant with fish. Plus, clams from the ocean beaches nearby. People were just used to going to the grocery store or ordering take-out, and not having to fend for themselves to find something to eat. Now things had changed, but it did not mean there was no food. Everyone would just have to work together to get it.

TAYLOR FURROWED HER brow as she considered Allen’s suggestion. Fishing was a good suggestion and so was hunting not to mention people learning to gather edible plants from the forest all around them. But what about people who don’t have fishing gear or hunting rifles? she wondered.
“That's an excellent idea,” Andres said to his son and Taylor watched the boy beam under the praise. She knew Allen was struggling with not being able to help because of his severely sprained ankle. Being able to add value now clearly went a long way to make him feel better. The last thing Taylor wanted to do was rain on his parade. Before Taylor could decide on her approach, she heard Sam clear her throat.
“I am happy to help fish,” she said. “And I'll give away any extra to folks in a heartbeat, but I'm not so sure everyone else will.” She shrugged, and Taylor knew exactly where Sam was going with her next question. “What do those people who can't fish eat?”
Suddenly, Laura clapped her hands with excitement. “We restart the farmer market,” she said. “It would be perfect. Only now it would be a barter system rather than with money.”
Taylor felt a big smile start to cross her face. Now that idea is truly brilliant, she thought.
“She’s right,” Lexi added. “People could bring whatever they have or can make to trade. Fish for quilts or batteries or whatever.”
“Yes,” Laura said nodding. “Exactly.” Her excitement was infectious, and now everyone was getting excited.
“I have lots of extra tools I could trade,” Roger Miller said while his wife chimed in.
“And I could bring a batch of no-bake cookies,” she said. “I want to find someone with extra yarn, so I can make new socks for the boys. They are working so hard, things are wearing out.” Taylor shook her head grinning. The opportunities were endless, and if everyone cooperated, Astoria could become a thriving community again. She could even imagine people from the nearby area coming to town to trade, which would increase the variety of goods available. Rubbing her hands together, she looked at Jackie beside her and saw the woman was just as excited. This was good because the next thing Taylor was going to say might catch her off guard.
“I have another idea,” Taylor interrupted the buzz of talk between people as they discussed the possibilities of a functioning farmers market. Once everyone was listening again, she took Jackie's hand and plunged ahead. “The town has turned against the acting mayor. This Orion guy apparently has done nothing but give false promises from the get-go. So, I am proposing we move to replace him with a new leader. Someone with experience managing people and with a head for business.” Out of the corner of her eye, Taylor saw Jackie turn to her.
“What are you doing?” Jackie asked and Taylor swallowed hard hoping Jackie would not shoot her over the next suggestion.
“I think we make a move at the town meeting. Ask for an election to take place in a week. Orion can run if he wants, but other candidates can come forward,” she said. “And Jackie can be ours.” Jackie coughed out a laugh.
“You want me to run for mayor of Astoria?” she asked. “Are you kidding?” 
Taylor squeezed her woman’s hand reassuringly. “I'm not,” she said. “This town needs a real leader, and somehow everyone we meet seems to know you.” Taylor looked at the group to read their faces, but everyone was smiling.
“She’s right,” Laura added. “I know you would win. Please say you will do it.” 
Taylor looked at Jackie and saw a mixture of emotions cross her face. Slowly, thoughtfully, Jackie nodded.
“I'm not sure people will vote for me like you're thinking,” she said. “But I will give it a try.” Then she laughed, and Taylor was delighted to see it. Jackie did not laugh enough these days, and she only looked more beautiful when she did.
“What?” Taylor asked with a smile of her own. 
Jackie shook her head. “We will be quite the power couple if I win,” she said, and Taylor did not understand at first until Jackie waved a finger back and forth between them. “Me, the mayor, and you, the chief of police? This will be a new world indeed.” 
Taylor laughed.

LAURA WAS GLAD FOR the distraction. While everyone talked about the plans for the town meeting and the farmers market she suggested, her mind kept wandering back to the horse ride with Sam. Once again, she sat on a blanket with Rascal in her lap. Holding the little pup somehow made her feel closer to Sam, and she needed it. Ever since they returned, the woman would not ever look at her. Laura had no idea what was wrong except that Sam had seemed especially awkward when they got back to the farmhouse. She had quickly dismounted, helped Laura down, and then mumbled an apology as she went with Lester for the barn. Laura was left standing at the front step completely confused, while her skin still tingled from the closeness of their bodies just moments before.
Maybe it was because I didn’t say anything the whole way back, she wondered, but she frankly had trouble even catching her breath. The gait of the horse had made for a rubbing, swaying motion between them. Laura knew she had never felt anything more erotic in her entire life. Thinking of it now made a gentle throb start low on her body, and she quickly tucked her legs under her before she began to fidget from the memory. I have to get a grip on these feelings. She knew if she did not, she would end up saying something crazy to Sam. Or I’ll just grab her face to kiss her. Another flutter at that image and Laura bit her lip to try to stifle a reaction.
Thankfully, Lady chose that time to come sniffing around to check on Rascal. Laura smiled and ran a hand down the dog's neck. She responded with a sudden lick on Laura's check. Quickly, Sam was there beside her. “Sorry about that,” she said, and Laura looked up. As always, the sight of the slender, handsome woman made her heart flip.
“It’s okay,” Laura said. “I like kisses.” She froze as she realized what she had just said. “From dogs, I mean. Not people. No, wait. I like kisses from people, you know, sometimes ...” She finally stopped talking. Oh my God, did that really just come out of my mouth? she thought. 
Clearly caught off guard, Sam appeared to not know if she should bolt or sit down on the blanket. Trying to keep the woman from running away, Laura patted a spot beside her and forged ahead as if she had not just said something completely ridiculous. “Want to sit down?” she asked in a voice much higher than usual, and after hesitating for a second, Sam shook her head. 
“Naw, I don't want to crowd you,” she said, and Laura realized she felt hurt by the surprise rejection.
“Oh, okay,” Laura managed to say but knew her disappointment was obvious. Now Sam paused, and an awkward silence stretched between them before the woman turned to walk away. Jackie thankfully came over at the same time and plopped down beside Laura. She put an arm around her shoulders.
“Will you help with the flyers?” she asked. “Lexi has a bunch of blank printer paper we can use and some sharpies, but we will need to write out the message by hand. We figure it will take at least a couple hundred to really get the word out.” Laura thought it was a great idea and would be a perfect distraction from Sam because clearly whatever Laura felt of the woman it was not reciprocated.



CHAPTER 22

As Sam brushed Lester in his stall, she could not seem to shake the frustration which had settled over her. Ever since the group dispersed after the lengthy discussions about ideas for the upcoming town meeting, Sam had been distracted by one thing and one thing only. The hurt look in Laura's eyes when Sam said she did not want to sit down on the blanket. Gritting her teeth, she continued to work on smoothing Lester's coat, apparently a little rougher than he enjoyed because he turned his head to look at her. “Sorry,” Sam said to him and then she sighed. “But why am I such an idiot? I wanted to sit down beside her. A lot.” It was true. Sam did want to be near Laura. Even after their weird ride back to the house on the horse, where neither of them said a word, she could not stop the attraction she felt toward the woman. The smell of her hair, the feel of her firm body so close, the heat where they did touch. Sam groaned and rested her head against the side of her friend. “Lester, what the hell am I going to do?” Unfortunately, he did not answer, and Sam kept working on him.
Finishing up, Sam gave him a final pat and closed the stall to go upstairs to the loft where she insisted she sleep now. Anna had given her the okay and Sam was not going to displace Alice, Taylor and Jackie another night. Besides, the loft was fine. Way better than the ground, she thought as she put away Lester's gear before climbing the ladder. As she did, a flash of light outside caught her attention. Lightening? That made no sense because the evening sky had been clear. Curious now, she stepped outside and was momentarily dazzled by another flash, which drew her eyes skyward. What she saw made her catch her breath. Aurora borealis lit up the night sky, and it was even more intense than she remembered the last time. 
Standing in awe at the spectacle, she heard the back door open and looked to see Taylor and Jackie coming out. When they saw the night sky, they stopped. Taylor pulled Jackie to her as if she could protect her from whatever might happen next. Before long, everyone from the house, as well as Will and Callie from their tent, were standing together and taking in the show of Northern Lights in the sky. No one talked, and Sam stood almost transfixed until she felt someone come up beside her. With a glance, she saw it was Laura, and she looked frightened. By instinct, Sam took her hand and interlaced their fingers. The contact comforted her as well, and in her heart, she knew whatever this new solar storm would bring, she would not be facing it alone.

LEXI STOOD WITH JOE against her hip and Anna under her other arm as she watched the night sky bloom with purple, greens, and blues. Streaks of yellow lightning ran through it, and if she were not scared half to death, Lexi would have found the sight beautiful. The show was more intense than last time, and she wondered if this was because the sun was ramping up to something big enough to wipe out the earth altogether. Is this the end? She could not help but wonder and pulled Anna closer. “Hey,” she whispered into the ear of the one person who had always had her heart and Anna turned to her. There were tears in her eyes, and Lexi hated to see how frightened she was by the solar storm. 
“Hey back,” Anna said softly as a tear ran down her cheek. Lexi used her thumb to brush it away.
“I love you,” she said, and Anna gave her a weak smile before resting her head on Lexi's shoulder.
“I love you too,” she answered as she reached out to brush back the hair on Joe's forehead. “And I love him too.” Lexi kissed the top of Anna's head. Please don’t let this be the end, she prayed to whoever might be listening. I’m not ready. I need to marry this woman first. As if the heavens heard her request, the lights in the sky slowly faded, and in another few minutes, they were gone completely. The night turned back to a dark canopy overhead, speckled with stars and a half moon. Lexi heard the group let out a collected sigh of relief. 
“That was more intense than the last one,” Will said, and Lexi nodded.
“What do you think is happening?” Alice asked from where she stood huddled beside Taylor and Jackie. She had taken refuge under Taylor's strong arm, and Lexi kicked herself for not thinking to offer comfort to their friend. At least I have Anna to keep me strong, she thought. She looked around to see even Laura and Sam had come together to hold hands through the night sky display.
“More solar activity is all I can guess,” Sam answered. “I remember the astrology students back at school saying there would probably be more surges. They just did not know when.” She paused, and Lexi saw Sam's face go somber. “Or what they might do.”
“Well, it's over for now,” Lexi said and was ready to get her family back into the house. She had something she needed to do, and after the scare tonight, it would not wait.

ANNA KISSED JOE AND then laid him down in the crib near the bed which she shared with Lexi. Taking Lexi's hand, the two of them stood together and looked at the child which fate had brought into their lives. He gurgled happily up at them, and a sob rose in Anna's throat. What kind of future will he live in? she wondered, realizing the solar storm they just witnessed scared her more than she realized. We are entirely at the mercy of the elements around us. Sensing her fear and sadness, Lexi moved closer and took Anna in her arms to turn her, so they were face-to-face. “Everything will be okay,” Lexi promised. Anna nodded, loving her for saying the words even if there was no way to know if they were true. She leaned in and kissed her on the lips. 
“I’m tired,” Anna said. “Let’s go to bed.” 
Lexi hesitated and then held up her hand. “Just wait right here one second,” Lexi said, and before Anna could comment, she was out of the room only to return quickly with a handful of candles. As Anna watched, Lexi set them on the dresser and lit each until they let off a warm glow.
“What are you doing?” Anna asked, but Lexi just shook her head. She doused the camping lantern they normally used every night. Now the room was not just warm, but romantic. Anna smiled, about to ask Lexi again what she was doing. Instead, she watched as Lexi turned around from where she was digging in the top drawer. In the candlelight, Anna saw the woman looked unsettled. She looks almost upset, she thought. “Lexi, what is it?” Anna asked now concerned. She reached out to take Lexi in her arms, but before she could, Lexi surprised her by dropping to one knee. Anna froze. Her heart registered what was happening, even if her mind was still confused.
“Anna,” Lexi started with a croak. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Anna Patten, I love you. I have always loved you, ever since we were fourteen. And this is not exactly how I thought I'd propose, here in the bedroom I mean. But, after tonight, I don't want to wait.” She paused, and Anna's heart was pounding so hard she thought it might come right out of her chest. She clasped her hands together and was already nodding when Lexi started again. She held out a ring, which Anna immediately recognized as Lexi's high school class ring. “Anna, I don't have a fancy ring to give you, but I thought this would do for now. When we were kids, I always wanted to give it to you to wear, but I was afraid because our love was a secret,” she said, and Anna saw tears in her lover's eyes. “But it's not now, so I want you to have it. Will you marry me, Anna? Please?” Anna choked out a sob of happiness and reached for Lexi.
“I will,” she said with her heart bursting. “I will.”

STANDING AT THE FENCE and looking out into the night, Laura could still feel the warmth of Sam's fingers on her hand. She had just instinctively gone to the woman for comfort, and the physical contact had made a huge difference during the frightening moment while the sky lit up with a dazzling display of nature's power. Afterward, Sam had looked almost surprised to see their hands were connected and Laura had shyly slipped away to now contemplate her life.
The solar storm just a few weeks ago had changed her life completely. Her quiet, admittedly lonely, life as a junior accountant living in her small bungalow was long gone. When the fire ravaged her neighborhood, she lost almost all of her material possessions. But I gained so many more important things in exchange, she thought. Life on the farm was bliss by comparison. She would never dare admit it to anyone, but Laura would not change any of the past events if it meant not being where she was now. Surrounded by friends and living with a real purpose. And, of course, there is Sam.
Her relationship with Sam Quinn was so complicated. Laura had never known she liked women before now and wondered, not for the first time, if maybe she was bisexual. Not that she had any real experience with the male species either, but she did find actors like Matthew McConaughey extremely sexy. Which means I like men? On the flipside, she found Sam so attractive that, frankly, it made her physically aroused. So that means I like women? Laura sighed. It was all so confusing.
Suddenly, Laura felt someone behind her, and with a sudden sense of panic, she whirled around only to find Sam standing there. “Oh my gosh, you scared me,” Laura said, and Sam held up her hands in apology.
“I shouldn't have snuck up on you. Sorry,” she said. “But I thought I saw you out here and wanted to make sure you were okay.” Laura smiled.
“Thank you,” she said. “Just feeling thoughtful. The lights tonight kind of shook me up.” Sam nodded and stepped up beside her to lean her arms on the fence.
“I think we were all freaked out,” she said, staring out into the night. After a pause, she turned and looked at Laura. They were close together, and Laura could feel heat coming off of Sam's body. The feeling made her almost dizzy, but she returned Sam's gaze. “I hope you don't mind me holding your hand,” Sam continued in a much softer voice. Laura felt her heartbeat jump just thinking about the touch and shook her head in answer.
“I didn't mind. I...,” she said. “I liked it.” Laura watched Sam's eyes grow serious. Laura bit her lip and felt a wave of desire wash through her.
“I am no good at any of this,” Sam started and then blushed. “But I like you, Laura. As in really like. A lot. Does that upset you?” Laura's breath caught, and a worried look came over Sam's face. “Sorry—” she started to say, but Laura stopped her by touching a hand to Sam's mouth.
“Stop talking and kiss me, Sam,” she said. Sam grinned and took Laura around the waist to pull her close. After a moment's hesitation, she put her lips tenderly on Laura's. The touch made Laura melt against the woman, and she sighed. The kiss was perfect. Laura hated to stop, but she knew if she did not, her passion might get away from her. She was not ready for that, and with a smile, Laura slipped back from Sam. “Goodnight,” she said as she walked backward, still facing the woman. “I hope I dream of you.” Sam continued to grin.
“Me too,” she said and then Laura turned to go back to the farmhouse.



CHAPTER 23

Taylor could admit it. She was nervous. This was not an emotion she was used to, and indeed there had been times leading troops when there was more on the line. Now, however, she was merely a civilian getting ready to address people who did not have any reason to follow her lead. But they are floundering and desperate people, which means they will flock to anyone who is willing to take the reins. Or so I hope, she thought as she watched people from town filing in to fill the bleachers along the sideline of the high school's football field. 
As they took their seats, Taylor reflected on the last forty-eight hours. So much had happened in such a short amount of time that it made her head spin. Once they decided to use the football field as the location, they had made flyers and posted them, as well as handing some out door-to-door. Taylor had returned to the police station and taken stock. No officers reported for duty, which was frustrating but understandable. At least they left the guns and ammo in the armory. The impound yard was also full, and Taylor had commandeered five more bicycles for the group to use. Anna and Lexi had announced their engagement as well. Sam and Laura were now apparently dating because you could not find one without finding the other. Add in more Northern Lights in the sky each evening and Taylor shook her head. Crazy times, indeed.
Refocusing on the town's people, she was glad to see they looked curious more than anything. Taylor figured their town meeting was being attended by some simply for the entertainment value. With no television, computers, or movies, no doubt some folks were going through media withdrawal. She was okay with that reason. It was hostile ones she was on the lookout for, and so far, no one showed anything but goodwill. “There's a lot of people here,” Jackie said in Taylor's ear, and she nodded. They were getting a good turnout, and she was glad Will had been able to rustle up a battery-powered karaoke machine for them to use as an amplifier. Otherwise, the people in the back would have no chance of hearing what Taylor was about to tell them.
“I think we should get started,” Jackie said, and Taylor agreed. From the looks of it, most of the people who were going to attend were seated and growing a little restless at the wait. Taking a deep breath, Taylor lifted the microphone and gave a nod to Will to hit the power. There was a hum, but then the sound steadied, and Taylor said hello.
“You don't know me, but my name is Taylor Barnes. I am a retired Army veteran and military police officer,” she announced and there was a positive buzz from the crowd. “The chief of police, before he left yesterday, appointed me to take his place.” More rumbling, but again, Taylor felt it was positive sounding. She foraged ahead.
“Although I am about to hand this microphone off to a better speaker than I am, I wanted to tell you first it is my mission to make the streets of Astoria safe again, starting immediately. At the end of this meeting, I will be looking for ex-law enforcement and military volunteers to deputize. So, keep that in mind and we can join up once we convene.” Taylor saw people looking around at each other, and she knew her statement had won big points. Things were quickly getting dangerous in town and hearing it was about to stop reassured them. “And now, let me introduce our main speaker tonight. Jackie Scott.”

ALL SHE DID WAS IMAGINE herself in one of her designer power suits and killer heels, and Jackie faced the crowd no differently than a boardroom full of industry professionals. She had a sales job to do, and so she put all her charm and charisma on display as she walked them through what she and her friends were proposing. If her ability to read a room was still intact, Jackie knew she was leading the happy onlookers exactly where she intended.  People became especially excited by the prospect of a farmers market. “The usual spot downtown won't be big enough,” one woman called out, and Jackie already had an answer lined up.
“Then we hold it in the city park. Lots of space with shade trees and a place for kids to play on the equipment while the rest of us do business,” she answered smoothly. The answer was clearly well-received by all the head nodding and “great idea” responses.
“But I don't have anything worth trading,” another woman said with a baby in her arms. “And I'm scared because we are running out of food.” This question was harder, and Jackie racked her brain as to what a young mother could provide. Suddenly, another young woman stood up a few rows back.
“Becky, I’ll trade some fish with you if you do daycare for my kids,” she said.  “Bob needs help on the fishing boat now that his brother up and left.”
The young mother’s face brightened. “You’d do that?” Becky asked. Not only did the first woman nod, but a few other people asked for childcare too. Jackie let out the breath she was holding as more voices joined in with ideas of who could do what to support each other.
“This is working,” Taylor whispered in her ear, and Jackie gave her a broad smile.
“I think you’re right,” she replied as more and more conversations started. A man near the back waved a hand in the air and Jackie pointed at him.
“Quiet down for just one quick second everyone. We have a question in the back,” she said, and people stopped talking to turn and look. The man blushed a deep scarlet at the sudden attention.
“I was wondering if maybe we could talk about opening up the town library again,” he stammered. “My Kindle isn't working so good right now.” A few people chuckled and nodded. 
Jackie thought it was a perfect idea and looked around the group. “Is the librarian here?” she asked, but was met with shaking heads.
“Left. Her mother lives in Portland and Helen went to fetch her,” a man answered. “That was over a week ago, and I don't know that she's coming back.” 
Jackie did not miss a beat. “All right then,” she said. “Do I have some volunteers to help with the library? We will have to go old school with the checking out process, but I think now that our DVRs don’t work, everyone could enjoy a good book these days.” 
More chuckles. The man who asked raised his hand again. “I’ll help,” he said while Laura stood up from the front row.
“So will I,” she said, and Jackie was glad to have someone from their group on the library team. A couple more people volunteered. Now, Jackie knew she was moving onto the most dangerous part of the town meeting. She was going to open the floor for questions.
“Does anyone have something else to ask?” she said.
“Hey,” a man called out in an unhappy tone. “I have another question.” Jackie braced herself. Here we go, she thought, knowing things had been going too smoothly. As she looked at the man, who looked around her age, she searched his face trying hard to remember his name. Suddenly, Anna stood up and turned to the man with a smile.
“Well, Chris Stanton,” she said with a laugh in her voice. “Is that you? I was wondering if you were still in town.” Chris beamed at being recognized, and Jackie sent a silent thank you to Anna for the save.
“Hi, Anna,” he said. “I’m still here, but my pizza parlor isn’t doing so well right now. As you can imagine. And frankly, I want to know when the hell the power’s coming on again.”

ANNA WAS STILL STANDING and smiling at Chris when another man stood up, and he did not look especially pleasant. “Yeah,” he said. “Greg Orion said the power would be on by now.” This sent a ripple through the crowd, and Anna knew the answer Jackie was about to give them would not be popular. Before Jackie could say anything, a woman stood up as well.
“Greg Orion is a liar,” she spat. “He's done nothing but give us bullshit since the beginning.” There was more murmuring at that statement. She knew the reaction by the town's acting mayor had been based on the man's wishful thinking, rather than on facts. When the electricity did not return, and the National Guard failed to make an appearance, the town leader lost a lot of the people's confidence. Jackie began to respond to the question, but Anna was only half-listening now. She saw a group of five men walking through the entrance in the fence around the football field. And Jeff Eider is definitely one of them, she thought. A plume of anxiety filled her chest, and she glanced up at the stage to see if Taylor had noticed. She was relieved to see the woman was clearly tracking the new arrivals.
“Where the hell is he anyway?” sounded another angry voice.
“Actually, I'm right here,” said one of the five newcomers just getting to the edge of the stage. He was tall, handsome, and wore the smile of a practiced politician. “And I must say, I don't appreciate being called a liar.” He chuckled, as if the comment from the crowd had been made in jest. As he approached Jackie, Taylor stepped in front of her to block his path. Greg held up his hands in mock surrender.
“Easy, Xena Warrior Princess,” he said with a laugh. “I'm just here to speak to my constituents, same as you folks.” Taylor did not budge, and Greg looked around her at Jackie. “Call her off, Jackie?” he asked. “I think we can work this out amicably.” Anna watched Jackie give him a cool look, but then she nodded at Taylor before handing the man the microphone. With his dazzling white smile set on his face, Greg Orion turned to the crowd.
“Now I realize this has all been upsetting. But I’m back from doing some research, and I can attest everything will be normal again soon,” he said. The now confused crowd looked from one to another. “No need for farmers markets and such.” Anna saw Taylor step forward and give Greg a menacing look. The man swallowed hard but did not budge, even when the intimidating woman leaned in to speak into the microphone.
“I strongly suggest you consider the facts as you see them. We do need to work together to survive this,” she said. “And the farmers market will be happening this Saturday. In the park. As scheduled.” Greg shook his head with a chuckle.
“Fine,” he said. “Everyone can have a little fun. Nothing wrong with a good rummage sale now and then.” Then he turned and waved a hand at Jackie and Taylor. “But you two can go. I appreciate you calling this meeting. Excellent plan, but I will take it from here.” 
Now Taylor looked on the verge of losing her temper altogether, and Greg's smiled slipped from his face and he glanced at the other men who came with him. They now stood spread out in a line in front of the stage. Anna saw Jeff was looking right at her. He winked when their eyes met. She involuntarily shivered in response and felt Lexi stiffen with fury beside her.
“I'm going to kill that guy,” she murmured, and Anna put a hand on her arm.
“No,” she said, unable to help but notice another man with Jeff. He had a badly broken nose, and yet another walked with a definite limp. “I don't like where this meeting is headed.” Greg pointed at Taylor's badge as if to prove her fears true.
“I'll be taking that,” he said. “I did not authorize you to be the chief of police.” Taylor's fists clenched and unclenched. Anna was amazed at her ability to control her emotions at this moment.
“This town needs law and order before things get further out of hand,” Taylor snarled. Greg nodded as he plastered his big smile back on his face before turning to the crowd.
“She’s right,” he said. “Which is why I am appointing a new chief of police as of now. Jeff, can you come on up here?” Anna felt her heart stop. This can’t be happening, she thought as Jeff Eider climbed the stage. He brushed past Taylor to stand beside Greg. “I’m happy to announce Jeff will be taking the job, so as you can see, there is nothing to worry about.”

LEXI WAS STUNNED, AND from the looks on her friends' faces, they felt exactly the same. Jeff Eider? The new chief of police? she thought and felt a sick feeling in her stomach. All she wanted to do now was get the heck out of the bleachers and leave. Because this can’t end well. She watched as Taylor slowly took the badge from her chest. She looked like she was going to hand it to Jeff, but then dropped it at his feet. The man glowered at her, but Taylor's eyes never left his face. Jeff motioned at the gun she wore in the shoulder holster. “I'll be taken that too,” he said, and Taylor shook her head slowly. 
“It's my personal firearm,” she answered, and the man snorted a laugh.
“Well guess what?” he said. “My first act as chief is to confiscate all weapons. Starting with yours.”
Lexi felt even sicker at this announcement. It was clear from the mumbling of voices behind her that other people were not fond of this new proclamation either.
“Good luck with that,” Lexi heard Taylor tell him. Jeff glared back into Taylor’s eyes, but again the woman did not flinch. Lexi watched Jeff’s face redden.
“I strongly suggest you leave the premises,” Jeff said. “We can address this later.”
“I look forward to it,” Taylor said and finally, Jeff's eyes skated away to look back out at the crowd.
“In fact, everyone will disperse. This is an unlawful assembly,” Jeff stated. Lexi could only shake her head in dismay at the change of events. Everything was going so well and now this, she thought, taking Anna’s hand to lead her away. As they started toward the exit with the rest of the crowd, the man who asked about the library waved his hand in the air.
“What about the library?” he asked over the noise of people talking as they left. Lexi turned to see Greg Orion rub his chin.
“That can still open,” he said, clearly knowing when it was time to throw his constituents a bone. “Whoever volunteered should head over there now. I have a master key to all the county-funded buildings.” Laura volunteered for that, Lexi thought and looked back at the woman who was walking with Sam. She could see Sam was trying to convince Laura not to go to the library and she was not going along with it. As they drew closer to the exit through the fence, Lexi could hear Sam pleading with Laura to reconsider. Laura shook her head.
“I will not give in to bullies,” she stated. “I'm going to the library.” Lexi was not happy about the idea either, but the woman looked determined. She knew trying to dissuade her now would probably only make her dig in her heels more.
“Then I'm volunteering with you,” Sam said, and Lexi sighed. As valiant as the gesture was, it just meant Lexi and the others would have two people to worry about now, instead of one. And we will worry, she thought because nothing felt safe anymore with Greg Orion and Jeff Eider in charge.



CHAPTER 24

Sam and Laura waited on the sidewalk with the man who asked about the library in the first place, a second man, and two women. Everyone looked as nervous as Sam felt. The direction the town meeting had gone did not appear to be making her and Laura especially popular either. And that sucks, Sam thought. Things were working until Greg and this pack of dogs took over. At least we can use the library. She imagined business would be brisk once they were officially open again. People who were used to nonstop entertainment a few weeks ago now were bored. In Sam’s opinion, nothing compared to the feel of a good book filled with sci-fi space pirate adventure in her hands.
While she thought about how she could soon browse the stacks for just such a story, the sound of boots on the sidewalk came up from behind her. Turning to look, she saw the man with the broken nose approaching. He had a ring of keys in his hand and shook them with an air of self-importance. As he saw Sam, his blackened eyes narrowed. Sam swallowed nervously, knowing without a doubt this was the man she had kicked in the face. He tilted his head. “You wouldn't ride a horse, would you?” he asked, sounding stuffy. Sam was suddenly very glad she decided to have Lexi and Anna ride Lester home. There would not have been a safe place to tie him up now that Greg's henchmen were in the mood to commandeer things.
Sam shrugged. “I have in my day,” she answered. “Why? Looking for lessons?” 
The man narrowed his eyes and looked ready to give her more grief when the library man cleared his throat. “Sir, can we get on with this?” he asked. “I know people are eager to get to the books.” The henchman gave Sam one last glare and then nodded.
“Hold your water, buddy,” he said. “I need to find the key.” Everyone in the group waited until the doors were finally open. As Sam and Laura passed, the man grabbed Laura's arm. “You look familiar too,” he said. “Didn't you suck my dick in high school? Under the bleachers?” Laura yanked her arm away, and Sam clenched her fists, but the man just laughed. There was no humor in it. “Pretty sure,” he continued. “Well, I'll be back to visit you real soon and see if we can't rekindle some of that.” Sam felt her mouth grow dry as the man walked away still laughing.
“This isn't going to work, Laura,” Sam whispered, and she felt relief wash over her when Laura slowly nodded.
“I have something I need to do first, but then we can go,” she said. “Give me your backpack and distract the others. I'll be right back, and hopefully, we can catch up to Taylor and Jackie.” Sam was not sure what Laura planned, but she nodded, willing to cooperate if it meant Laura would leave with her soon. In her gut, they could not get out of town fast enough.

LAURA WAS THANKFUL she voted yes to the building of the new library a few years ago. The place was modern, and best of all, it had skylights, which were helping significantly at the moment. Although she knew Sam would have a flashlight in her backpack, along with their lunch and some extra water, she did not want to use the light and call attention to what she planned to do.
Moving quickly through the stacks, she made her way to the reference section of the building. She ran her hands along the spines of books trying to find the topics for which she was looking. She was elated when she came across them quickly. The first title she read was “How to Live Off the Grid” and she had to stifle a laugh. We are about as far off the grid as you can get these days, she thought and pulled the book from the shelf. It was thick and heavy, which she hoped translated to a thorough explanation of how to survive without traditional utilities like electricity and Wi-Fi. Into the backpack it went, and she searched for more of the same vein. After ferreting out another half dozen references on country living and how to find edible plants in the forest, she realized the backpack was almost too full to zip. As she worked the bag closed, she felt a hint of guilt to be stealing from the library, especially when the books would prove to be so useful in the days ahead. She justified it knowing whatever they learned, they would happily turn around and teach others. Laura envisioned classes in the park or on hikes with groups of eager learners. The knowledge would be lost if the books fell into the hands of others who were less willing to share.
Stuffing one last book called “Roughing It Easy” down the front of her capris, Laura made her way to where Sam and the others were rifling drawers to take inventory of supplies. The old card catalogs were long gone, but it looked like there were index cards and date stamps with ink. Both these could be used to check out books and track them. Laura sighed. Running the library would have been such fun. She loved to read, and nothing was more enjoyable than to talk to others who were of the same mind. But until this stuff with Jeff Eider is ironed out, Sam is right. The town is not safe for any of us who live in the farmhouse, she thought. All she could hope was Taylor and the others would think of a way to fix things. Somehow.
Coming up behind Sam, Laura touched her on the shoulder as gently as she could to avoid startling her. It was of no use. Sam flinched at the contact and Laura realized the woman was even more on edge than she was right now. On top of what happened at the town meeting, the business with the jerk outside had been extremely unsettling. “Let's go,” Laura whispered in Sam's ear and without a word, the two of them started to back away toward the front door. No one noticed, and after a few minutes, they were outside on their bikes leaving town.

THE FEELING OF SWEAT from exertion trickling down her back, mixed with her muscles working hard, was precisely what Taylor needed to help her get the rage inside her under control. As she set another piece of firewood on the stump and then brought the axe around to split it, the force was enough to send both halves ricocheting out onto the grass. As she moved to repeat the process, her mind churned recounting the events an hour ago. The town meeting was going perfectly. People were coming together. The community was on the brink of making a turn for the better. And then that pompous, nimrod of a mayor showed up with his merry band of thugs, she thought. Two more halves of wood went flying. Did that asshole Eider really believe he could take her service weapon? She had carried the gun for years in combat, and it had saved her ass more than once. Taylor would give the thing up over her dead body and not before. She set up another piece of wood and slammed the axe head down to split it perfectly. 
“You know, you’re really sexy when you do that,” came Jackie’s voice from a safe distance behind her. Taylor paused in her work, glancing back to see the beautiful woman holding a glass of water. As furious as she was, and it was significant, the sight of Jackie Scott always made her feel good. Because I’m in love with her, she thought. It’s as simple as that. Taylor sank the axe head in the stump and walked over to stand beside Jackie.
“You don’t say,” she said as she took the glass of cool well-water and drank deep.
“I do say,” Jackie replied. “But if you’re not careful, you’ll screw up your shoulder again.” Taylor chucked.
“Are you watching out for me now?” she asked, and Jackie tilted her head.
“Somebody needs to, or you're liable to get yourself arrested,” she said and then sobered. “Or shot.” Taylor looked away into the distance and sighed. She knew the woman was right. Going toe-to-toe with Jeff would not be in her favor in the long run. It’s just not my nature to let bad stuff happen to good people, she thought and turned back to Jackie.
“You're right,” she said and put an arm around Jackie's waist to walk with her back to the house.
Alice stuck her head out as they reached the door. “There you are,” she said. “Hurry up and get in here. Laura and Sam are back. They have something to show you.” Taylor looked at Jackie who raised an eyebrow at her. A smile crossed Taylor's face at the sexy look, and she leaned in to kiss the woman gently on the lips. The contact sent a buzz of desire through her, but as always, she tucked it away.
“Come on, let’s go see what they brought me,” she said. “I hope it is a machine gun.” Jackie laughed and poked Taylor in the ribs.
“You would,” she said and then smiled. “And I hope it’s more wine.”

AS JACKIE DRANK A GLASS of wine from their reserves, she watched as everyone admired the books Sam and Laura brought. Will could not seem to focus on anything other than a book about building your own log cabin. Alice's face lit up like a kid at Christmas over a reference on edible plants in the forest. Jackie could sort of understand. A month ago, she would have gotten excited if presented with a book on clothing design. It just depends on what you’re into, she thought and sipped again. Maybe I should see if there’s a book on how to make wine from local grapes? She smiled. Now that would be some worthy trade goods. “What are you smiling about?” Taylor whispered into her ear. 
Jackie gave a sidelong glance. “Just joining in on the excitement,” she said, and Taylor grinned as she pulled Jackie in closer. It felt good to be held. As much as everyone was trying to make light of how things went down at the meeting, there was an edge to them all. They would survive without help from town and probably quite well. She had no doubt Taylor would be implementing a night watch rotation now, but aside from that, life would be much the same. Even Anna had seemed to accept the reality she could not go back and forth to town to work at the hospital every day. Unless a bunch of them were going, the risk to her safety was too significant. So, we'll just get by out here. Meanwhile, we’ll let Greg, Jeff, and his assholes screw up everything, she thought although she had been looking forward to the farmers market.
Being a social person, interacting with others from town would have been welcome. Plus, bartering for a good bargain was right in her wheelhouse of skills. No one could make a deal like Jackie Scott. Knowing it was unlikely they would be participating now, she sighed. Taylor looked at her. “Well, that's quite a range. Smiling one second, sighing sadly the next,” she said, and Jackie nodded as she took another sip from the almost empty glass.
“Just frustrated about the farmers market,” she admitted. “I wanted to go to that.”
“I know,” Laura said. “Me too.” Some of the others nodded, and Jackie felt Taylor's body tighten up. She hates where this is going, Jackie thought. But perhaps she is too paranoid.
“What would be the risk if we go?” Jackie asked her, and Taylor shook her head.
“Too dangerous. I wouldn’t be able to protect everyone at once,” she explained. Jackie watched Will rub his chin thoughtfully.
“We could make sure to always stay in groups of four or more,” he suggested. “Strength in numbers.” 
Callie leaned forward, clearly excited at any chance they could go. “That would work, right? What's the worst that could happen anyway?” she asked. “It's a public place full of people who were ready to follow your lead.” Everyone looked at Taylor and Jackie watched the woman grind her teeth for a second before she gave the nod.
“We can go, but I’ll want a clear game plan,” she said. “I’m not going into this thing without an exit strategy.” Jackie considered Taylor’s words. Let’s hope that is the last thing we need to have, she thought and finished her wine.



CHAPTER 25

The morning of the farmers market started off chilly with a marine layer making the skies gray. Still, it did nothing to diminish the enthusiasm of the town. By the time Sam and all the others arrived, the park was abuzz with vendors and shoppers alike. As she helped Lexi and Will set up their pop-up canopies and camping tables, Sam saw two kids run by with their faces painted. Now that’s a genius thing to trade, she thought. It really is almost like a festival today. She smiled and knew it was precisely the sort of event the town needed to lift morale. In fact, she hoped people everywhere in the country were doing the same. We all need to pull together to survive this, instead of tearing each other apart.
Stepping up to the table, Andres set down one of the heavy boxes full of trade goods they had brought. As a group, it was decided to use some of the last of their gasoline to make the trip. They had made the most of the opportunity. The back of the truck was full of an assortment of things ranging from fresh tortillas to a bucket shower made by Taylor to pints of blackberries. The plan was to have groups take turns manning the booth, while the others had a chance to look around. Sam was antsy to get going. She was hoping to maybe find something nice for Laura, although she had no idea what it might be. I’ll just keep an eye out for something she seems taken with and then sneak back and get it, she thought with a smile.
Although they barely knew each other, Sam was utterly smitten. No one had ever made her feel as happy and alive as Laura. The woman was gentle and kind, as well as beautiful. And she can sure make my heart race when I think of what it might be like to make love to her, Sam thought. She felt a tight ball of excitement form low in her belly. So far there had been nothing but kisses. Tender, but starting to grow with intensity every time. They had even touched tongues the night before, and Sam had thought she might pass out from the passion the simple act sent rushing through her. The desire to carry the woman into the barn had made her dizzy. Only through sheer willpower was she able to let Laura walk away to her room after a sweet goodnight.
“Penny for your thoughts,” Laura said coming up beside her and Sam jumped. She was so lost in the memory of their kiss. Blushing, she smiled and tried to cover up what was on her mind. Clearly seeing something on Sam's face, Laura laughed and touched her arm. “Now I really want to know.” Sam felt the heat of her fingertips on her skin, and it did not help matters. Swallowing hard, Sam forced a chuckle.
“I’m just excited to go look around,” Sam answered and took the woman’s hand in hers. She had not told a lie. She was definitely excited. About a lot of things.

SAM WAS NOT THE ONLY one eager to shop. Lexi was on a mission, and she knew at some point she would have to give Anna the slip. The maneuver would not be easy. The woman she loved was especially anxious this morning and had almost not made the trip. “I don't think we should take Joe out somewhere there might be trouble,” Anna argued, but Lexi finally coaxed her into going. The farmers market would be too big of an event to miss. Nothing bad would happen with everyone watching out for each other. Now she stood bouncing the boy on her hip to try and distract him from wanting to get down and explore. It was amazing how fast he took to walking and required constant attention, else he slip away chasing a butterfly or something. But I wouldn’t change a thing, she thought and kissed Joe on the forehead. He looked up at her and grinned his gap-toothed smile. She thought of him as her own now as she accepted the fact finding his family would be impossible. He was the child she and Anna were always meant to have and Lexi thanked the universe for bringing him into their life. Now all I have to do is marry the woman, and everything will be complete.
As she smiled at the thought, Anna walked up to her and took Joe. She cuddled the child to her and nuzzled his neck until he squealed with giggles before turning to Lexi. “We have the first shift in the booth,” she said. “Ready to drive a hard bargain?” 
Lexi nodded. “You betcha,” she said as they walked over to the camping chairs set up behind the tables. “I’m expecting a high price for these berries I picked this morning.” 
Anna laughed. “You haven’t said what you are holding out for,” she said, sitting down with Joe on her lap.
“Not sure. Although, I’d sure like to get toys or something interactive for Joe,” Lexi said. “Maybe some picture books. I don’t mind making up stories for him every night, but there’s no replacing “Goodnight Moon.” 
Anna laughed. “You're a good mom, Lexi Scott,” she said, and Lexi blushed at the compliment. She had never ever expected to be a mom and wondered what Joe would end up calling her. Time would tell, she thought as Jackie and the others gathered around.
“Okay, we’re heading out,” Jackie said. “You guys sure you’re okay?” Lexi looked at Anna, Will, and Callie who were her assigned pack for the day. They all nodded.
“We got this,” Anna said, and Lexi was pleased to hear her sounding more confident than earlier. She wanted her to have a good day and hoped the fun would help relax some of her anxiety. The days since the solar storm had been stressful to everyone but seemed to weigh on her kind and loving wife-to-be the most.
The two other groups started to walk away, but at the last moment, Taylor leaned down to whisper in Lexi's ear. “Handgun's hidden in the red cooler under your chair. Don't hesitate if trouble starts, but follow the rule we talked about,” she said. Lexi nodded slightly to keep from drawing Anna's attention. Taylor patted her shoulder and went to join the others while Lexi considered what she said. The rule was clear in her mind. Don’t pull your weapon unless you really intend to use it.

WALKING ALONG THE WIDE rows, Jackie walked arm and arm with Taylor, not even realizing she was doing it until she saw a sidelong glance from a couple of strangers. She noted there was no malice, but more what looked like curiosity. Well, I did say we would be a power couple, she thought with a smile. The fact she was so comfortable being seen as Taylor’s partner was not lost on her. A month ago, she would have thought the idea she would be hanging off the arm of a woman was ludicrous. Albeit a powerful, sexy, confident one, but that's beside the point. Now though, she could not imagine it being any other way. Jackie paused at the thought. Did that equate to love then? Or just contentment?
A sign for a booth distracted her from having to consider the puzzle further. It was the place she was looking for and so veered toward the table. Taylor followed. “Where are we going?” she asked, and Jackie nodded her head.
“I need to stop here for Lexi,” she said. “She asked me to find him and put in an order.” 
Taylor raised her eyebrows. “An order?” she asked. “For what?” 
Jackie gave her a playful look. “Never you mind, nosey,” she said and slipped away to duck under the canopy while Taylor waited outside. Once inside, Jackie scanned the beautiful metal wall sculptures. They were fantastic pieces, but no longer practical and the fact made Jackie sad. The artist had been smart though, and a table full of cut and sharpened metal made into perfect fish filleting knives were for sale. “These must be a hot commodity,” Jackie said, and the artist smiled.
“So far so good,” he said and then raised an eyebrow. “But you don't have the look of someone who will be spending much time gutting fish.” Jackie laughed.
“You are right. I am not,” she said and pulled a piece of paper from her pocket. “I actually am on an errand for my sister. Lexi Scott? She said you might remember her.” The artist nodded.
“Absolutely. A great customer,” he said. “What does she need? I can't imagine it is wall art although I brought some just in case.” Jackie handed him the paper, and he unfolded it to see the sketch inside. In pencil, Lexi had drawn two infinity braid wedding bands. He nodded.
“Very nice,” he said. “And something I can do here actually. I have tools and metals to twist.”
Jackie was thrilled. She knew the rings were essential to her sister. “How long?” she asked and then paused. “How much?” 
The artist contemplated the drawing. “An hour?” he said. “And an autographed novel or two. I am a big Lexi Scott thriller fan.” Jackie’s mouth dropped open in surprise. Is he serious? Lexi even had me bring a bottle of bourbon with me to barter, she thought.
“You’re sure?” she asked going against her normal killer business instinct. He shrugged.
“I like Lexi, and I'm glad she needs wedding bands. It must mean she's going to finally marry Anna,” he said. Again, Jackie was shocked.
“How do you know that?” she asked, and he laughed.
“Small town, remember? Not like any of you have been keeping things much of a secret,” he said. “But most folks are fine with it, and I wish everything had turned out differently at the town meeting. I truly do.” 
Jackie nodded. She had to agree with him.

TAYLOR SCANNED THE area slowly and checked for any signs of unrest. The action was so instinctive, she did not even have to think about what she was doing. It was simply how she was wired after a couple of decades in the military. All she saw was happy people interacting over trades, but also doing a lot of visiting too. Because everyone was keeping cooped up in their homes waiting for this to all go away, she thought. And we gave them a good reason to come out. Even if she never became the chief of police, she really did not care. If she had her way, no one other than Jackie and her family and friends would ever look to her for leadership or protection again. The chief part had just been a reflex reaction to the situation with the ass who held the job. A breach in the wall needed to be filled, and Taylor was the type of person who always stepped up to fill it. 
Slowly, she walked a few feet from where Jackie was dealing with the art guy and looked in on a booth selling smoked fish. The aroma was tantalizing, and Taylor's stomach growled. Food was not on her list of things for which to trade, as her primary focus was on acquiring weapons and ammunition, but the fish might be too hard to pass by. As she stepped in to begin negotiation, she overheard a buyer and the booth's keeper discussing weird weather out on the ocean.
“You're bullshitting me, Rich,” said the buyer and Rich shook his head.
“I promise. I am not,” he said. “It was a damn water funnel. And more than one.” The buyer pulled off his baseball cap and scratched his head.
“But there haven’t been any big storms,” he said. “No wind.” Rich nodded.
“You're right and thank God. Otherwise, one of those things will come on land. Then, we'll have a real problem.” Taylor's ears perked up at anything to do with a problem.
“Excuse me,” she said. “But what is a water funnel exactly? I'm not from around here.” The two men stopped their conversation and looked at her. Taylor thought for a second that there might be a problem when neither spoke, but then Rich broke into a grin.
“I recognize you,” he said. “You’re the one who should be the chief.” 
Taylor let out a breath and relaxed. “Depends on who you ask,” she said with a grin. “But seriously, water funnels. What are they?”
Rich shrugged. “Just a little column that comes up from the water when the ocean gets warm all of a sudden,” he explained. “Got to be because of this crap with the sun.” Taylor nodded. She had no doubt the solar activity was to blame. “I'd never seen one until this week, and now I've seen a dozen,” he continued.
A dozen? Taylor thought not liking the sound of that information. Weather is not something I want to be worrying about.
“How much damage can one of these funnels do?” she asked, and Rich looked to his friend as if wanting confirmation before he answered then turned back to Taylor.
“Probably not much, but then, it depends on how big it grows and if the wind gets blowing,” he answered. “If the things get going too big and move to land, then I figure it's a problem.” Taylor felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up as she guessed what he was going to say next. “Then it becomes a tornado.”



CHAPTER 26

Wistfully setting down the plastic bottle of shower gel, Laura sighed. The item was far too much of an extravagance, but the fact did not make her want it less. Gardenias were her favorite scent too. I need to focus on finding something practical for myself or, for the greater good of the group, she reminded herself. Food, tools, clothes. These were all much more valuable in the bigger scheme.  
“Are you sure you don’t want it?” the woman behind the table asked.  
Laura shook her head. “Of course I do, but I can't,” she said and walked on. The next booth was crowded, and she was curious to see what the vendor was selling to draw so many buyers.
“Well, this one should be interesting,” Sam said from beside her. They watched as people jostled each other to move up in the line.
“Whatever it is, they are making a killing for sure,” Laura agreed, and they watched as a woman burrowed her way back out from the mass with a lumpy plastic bag clutched to her chest. Laura furrowed her brow. What in the world does she have? she wondered. Some kind of food? “I have to at least take a look,” she told Sam.
“Are you sure? This group looks on the verge of a riot,” she said, and Laura hesitated. Sam was right. Things were slowly getting out of hand, but her curiosity was killing her. Another customer broke free while she stood there, and Sam held up a hand to slow him down before he rushed past. “Do you mind if I ask what you bought?” she asked. 
The man stopped, looked around as if he was afraid someone might rob him at any second, and then opened his paper sack for them to look inside. Toilet paper. Laura laughed. I have to admit, that is a hot commodity, she thought. Luckily at the farm, with strict rationing and rules on when it could be used, they were not running low yet. All in due time though. She did not look forward to that reality.
Moving on, they came to a table which appeared more like a rummage sale. A boy who looked about ten and an old man were happily bartering everything from action figures to shovels. They were getting a lot of traffic and Laura was happy to see most of what the pair was taking in trade was canned food. A wise strategy, she thought as they stopped to browse.
Suddenly, Jeff Eider was there. He cut in front of Laura and Sam to study the table’s contents. Seeing the gun on his hip, Laura sucked in a breath to keep from making a comment on his rudeness. She watched Jeff finger the odds and ends. He was rough with them and making a mess. Just to be mean, she thought. Jeff stopped at a small pocket knife and picked it up. Opening it, he tested the blade and with a nod, snapped the thing shut. “I'll take this,” he said. The boy gave him a weak smile, but Laura was glad to see him gather his courage and meet Jeff's eyes.  
“Since it's worth a lot, we're asking for three cans of food,” the boy said, and Jeff chuckled as he slipped the knife into his pocket.  
“I don't think so,” he said. “Consider it protection tax.” 
Everyone, including Laura, stopped to watch. She felt her heart clench as tears sprang into the boy's eyes. “That knife was mine, sir,” he said. “My grandpa and I were hoping to get some food for it. We're hungry.” Jeff sneered at the boy while Laura felt Sam stiffen with outrage beside her. She put a calming hand on the woman's arm knowing a confrontation with Jeff right now would not be wise. Apparently, everyone else watching felt the same because no one came to the boy's defense.  
“Consider yourself lucky, kid,” Jeff said. “My tax will be higher next time. I'm just breaking folks in today.” Laughing, the chief of police strolled away.

ANNA PLEASANTLY NEGOTIATED with a young man who was offering a new pair of work gloves in exchange for candles and matches. The banter was more enjoyable than Anna thought it would be. Everyone at the event was in a good mood, and as far as she could tell, people were being reasonable and fair in the trading. 
“You drive a hard bargain,” Anna said with a smile. “But okay. Three candles and one box of matches.” 
The man laughed. “It's a little dark in the evening these days,” he said. “These will help a lot, and the gloves were for when I worked on the car I was restoring.” Anna sobered, knowing that with cars rendered useless now, his project was pointless. Seeing her expression, the man smiled to reassure her. “Don't worry,” he said. “I go sit in her once in a while to reminisce. You never know, right?” 
Anna returned his happier expression. “You never know,” she agreed. As the man moved on with his new purchase, another couple came up to her. The woman was quite pregnant, and they looked shyly at Anna.  Anna tilted her head as she recognized the couple as people she helped the day of the hospital fire. Tony and Heidi, she remembered. In the parking lot of the hospital when it blew. Seven months along and I thought they might lose the baby in the midst of all the chaos. Only through slow and quiet coaxing was she able to get Heidi to calm down and relax until the false labor contractions abated. Tony cleared his throat. 
“Hi Anna,” he said. “We were hoping you'd be here. Heidi has something she really wants to give you.” Heidi held out a soft blue blanket. It was tied up in a ribbon, and Anna knew the cloth would be wonderful to wrap around Joe.  
“That's lovely,” she said. “Is there anything on the table here you'd be interested in trading for it?” Tony and Heidi both shook their heads. Anna was confused until Heidi explained.  
“We just want you to have it. For your boy. As a thank you for saving our baby,” she said, and Anna put a hand over her heart.  
“Oh no,” she said. “I can't accept that. You'll need the blanket for your little one.” 
Heidi smiled. “We have a lot of stuff for the baby already,” she said. “My shower was the morning before the power went out. Please, I want you to have it.” Anna did not know quite what to say and was relieved when Lexi came over to check on her.  
“That's pretty,” she said as she saw the blanket.  
“It's for Anna,” Tony explained. “As a thank you.” 
Heidi smiled. “Please. It would mean a lot to us,” she implored, and Anna knew not accepting the gift would hurt the young couple's feelings.  
“Thank you,” she said as she took the blanket. “Joe will love having something so blue and cozy.” As she felt the fleece, Anna began to realize maybe she was letting herself worry too much. People in this town are good, she thought. She knew that she could not allow an isolated incident by a couple of evil men taint her entire perspective. Smiling, Anna looked up to see Jackie, Laura, and all of the others in the different groups returning from their shopping. They were laughing and bantering as they showed off what each other found. Yes, I need to relax. Everything is going to be fine.

WATCHING SAM WORK A deal to get shower gel for two protein bars, Lexi had to smile. She was pretty confident the flowery soap was not for her friend. Lexi had to admit the courtship between Laura and Sam was a sweet relief during the darkness of the last few days. Finally, the seller relented, and Sam quickly slipped the plastic bottle away in her pack to hide the gift. “She's really going to like that,” Lexi told her as they started away and Sam grinned.  
“She was looking at it earlier,” she said. “But thought it was too impractical. Which it may be, but I want to get her something.” Lexi watched Sam color a little as she attempted to explain why she was buying a pretty woman a gift. “You know, as a thank you for being so nice to me. Making me feel welcome.”
Lexi nodded. “Totally understand,” she said and led the way to the artist's booth where she hoped the rings were ready. Slipping away from Anna had not been easy, but when it was apparent Sam wanted to go too, Lexi offered to join the younger woman. With Anna still hesitating, Jackie stepped in wanting to show her some of the white ribbons she found to make Anna's wedding bouquet.  Seeing Anna's face light up at any mention of the upcoming ceremony, which they planned to hold a week from tomorrow, warmed Lexi's heart. Their wedding day was a long time coming, and even though things were upside down in the world, she wanted the event to be more special than any other. Hence the need to have one of a kind rings, she thought nearing the booth.  
Stepping under the canopy, Lexi saw the craftsman turn to see who was coming. His eyes lit up when he saw her, and she took that as a good sign. Her drawing had been rudimentary at best, and she had worried the artist would not know quite what she wanted him to make. Now though, Lexi held her breath as he set a square of tissue paper on the table. “I think you're going to like how these turned out,” he said as he unwrapped the paper. What Lexi saw inside made her breath catch.  
“Oh, wow,” Sam said from beside her and Lexi nodded. Yes. They are wow, she thought and picked one up with gentle fingers. The artistry was magnificent as a pair of silver and copper wires were braided in an intricate infinity twist.
“These are perfect,” she whispered and then looked at the artist. “I need to give you more than a few signed copies of my books to pay for these.” 
The man shook his head. “It was an honor to make them for you,” he said with a smile. “They did turn out nice.” Nice did not even come close in Lexi’s opinion. Anna will love this ring, she thought.  
Setting the ring she held back down with the other, she reached in her pack to get out the books. “You just let me know when you get through these and I'll get you some of the others,” she said, and he nodded as he wrapped up the rings for her. Once the exchange was done, Lexi felt a huge weight lift off her shoulders. Finding the perfect ring to seal her and Anna's commitment had been significant, and she could not wait until the time she put it on the woman's finger.  
Walking back through the crowd, Lexi noticed another table with what looked like walnuts for sale. They were still in the green skins, but she knew they could be dried quickly enough. “Mind if we stop and look?” Lexi asked Sam while pointing to the booth. Sam shrugged and was about to answer when a yell went up. It was followed by another and then a high-pitched scream. That’s Anna, Lexi knew as her heart fell through the pit of her stomach and she started to run.



CHAPTER 27

The scene Sam found when she and Lexi came racing back to where their booth was set up scared her so much that she slid to a halt. Alice was on the ground holding a hand to a red welt on her face. Blood was running down her chin from a split lip, but that was not the worst part of the scene. Jeff stood holding the child, Joe, in his arms with an evil smirk on his face. Anna was desperately trying to reach them while Taylor held her back. Lexi started to lurch toward Jeff as well, and it took all of Sam's strength to stop the heavier woman. “Just wait, Lexi,” Sam insisted. “You might hurt Joe.” Sam heard Jeff laugh. There was no humor in it, only wickedness.
“Good advice,” he said. “Hate to have anything happen to the little fellow.”
“What do you want?” Lexi hissed, and Jeff turned to her while he held Joe on his hip. Sam could see the toddler was growing agitated by all of the tension around him.
“Just doing my duty,” he replied with a sneer. “I figured I need to step in since Child Services is out of commission these days. Rumor has it, this kid is an orphan.” Sam was confused. How is Anna’s son an orphan? she wondered, noticing now a crowd from the market was forming around them.
“Give him back,” Anna said with raw fury in her voice. “Joe belongs to me.” 
Now Jeff looked at her. “You don’t say?” he said. “Because I don’t recall you showing up here to take care of family business with a child in tow.” Lexi lurched against Sam again, so hard she nearly lost her grip. Jeff noticed and chuckled. “Easy there, Lexi,” he threatened. “We all know how hot and heavy you and Anna are for each other, but even you couldn’t knock her up. This baby is not hers.” Sam looked from Anna to Lexi. So, if Joe’s not theirs, who is he? she thought just as Taylor stepped in front of Anna to confront Jeff.
“He’s mine,” she said. “My son and, if you don’t mind, you can give him back to me. Right now.”
Jeff looked Taylor up and down, only to break into a dark, hearty laugh. “You don’t seriously expect me to believe that bullshit?” he asked. “You of all people let some guy put his dick in you? No way.”
“Ever heard of artificial insemination?” Taylor growled back, and Sam could see the woman was doing everything in her power to stay under control. 
Jeff shook his head. “Sorry, not buying it,” he answered. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have lots of intake paperwork to do on this guy.” He started to turn away.
“No!” Anna screeched after him, and Taylor grabbed her as she tried to pass. “I swear to God I will kill you if you take him.” 
Jeff stopped and turned back, his face starting to redden with anger. “Did you just threaten a police officer?” he asked.

ANNA DID NOT CARE WHAT happened to her. All she cared about was getting Joe out of the arms of the monster who held him. If it meant going to jail, so be it. Nothing Jeff could do to her would keep her from protecting her child, and Joe was very much hers. Although they found him trapped in a minivan surrounded by a forest fire less than a month ago, he was firmly entrenched in her heart. If asked about her ability to take another human life, she would have said never, but she also knew if she lost the child now it would break her. If killing Jeff was the answer, then she would do it.
Staring at Jeff now as he glared back at her, everything seemed to be moving in slow motion yet it was all crystal clear. Anna saw Jackie helping Alice to her feet. Lexi straining against Sam to get to Jeff. Laura stepping between her and Jeff to try and calm the situation. Others were appearing now too and not just her friends from the farm. Bystanders, including Tony and the pregnant Heidi, had gathered and they looked frightened as well. But some others in the crowd looked outraged too, she thought and took hope someone would intervene and help her.
“Jeff, this is crazy talk,” Laura pleaded. “Anna did not mean that, and you don't want to be responsible for taking care of a little one. Let me take him.” She started to walk slowly toward the man, and he motioned for one of his underlings to intercede. The giant Anna knew had to be one of their attackers ambled forward.
“Stay out of this,” the giant ordered. He went to grab her arm, but she wrenched her arm away.
“Don't touch me,” she hissed, and the man reached for her again. Anna saw Sam start to react now and lose her hold on Lexi. At any second, the scene would be out of hand. And Joe will be at risk, she thought. Relaxing her body, Anna patted Taylor’s arm wrapped around her.
“Let me go, Taylor,” she said softly. “I know what I need to do.” Taylor released her slowly and Anna stepped toward Jeff. She looked him in the eye. “Laura is right,” she continued. “You don't know how to take care of Joe, so I'll come with you to look after him.” Everyone froze for a moment at her announcement until Jeff grinned widely with satisfaction clear on his face.
“That's a very wise decision,” he said. “Lay off, Stu.” The giant nodded and stepped back. At the same time, Lexi broke free of Sam, but Anna moved to intercept her. She could see tears of rage on the woman's face, and they hurt her heart.
“Don’t do this,” Lexi said. “You can’t do this.” Anna touched her cheek and smiled as best she could.
“Everything will be okay,” she said and tried hard to sound convincing, but knowing the waver in her voice betrayed her. “You know a mother should never be separated from her child.”
“Now, now,” came a man's voice from the back of the onlookers. “We're not in the business of taking babies from their mothers.” 
Anna looked to see the crowd part, and Greg Orion of all people came walking forward. “Give the boy back to her,” he continued, shaking his head good-naturedly. “I don't know what you were thinking.”

MOMENTS BEFORE GREG made his appearance, Taylor was about to pull her snub-nosed .357 revolver from the ankle holster she wore just in case. The move was the absolute last thing she wanted to do as introducing a weapon often escalated a conflict rather than resolving it peacefully. Having Joe in the middle was even more frightening. Still, there was no way in hell Taylor was going to stand by and let the child and Anna be kidnapped by Jeff Eider and his thugs.
The decision was at least momentarily on hold the minute Greg Orion came out of the crowd and insisted Jeff return the child to his mother. The shocked and then furious look on Jeff's face would have been comical under different circumstances. As they all watched with amazement, the mayor walked straight over to Jeff and held out his arms for the baby. “I'll take him, please,” he said, and a ripple of appreciation went through the crowd. Is he doing this to win future votes? Taylor thought and had to admit, the man was showing far more balls then she initially thought he carried. Although he did waltz up onto the stage at the town meeting, push me aside, and take over without batting an eye. That took balls too.
With reluctance, Jeff gave the child over after which Greg walked toward Anna. The minute he was out of Jeff's reach, Anna leaped forward and nearly yanked Joe free to clutch the baby to her. Sensing something scary had happened, Joe started to cry. Knowing things could go sideways at any second, Taylor did not hesitate to usher Anna and Joe away from the others. Lexi was instantly at her side. “Take her to the truck. Lock yourselves in the cab,” Taylor instructed. “I'll round up the others to load up. Give us a few minutes, but if anything starts to happen which makes you nervous before we are ready, just get the hell out of here. Got it?” Lexi nodded, and at the same time, she was hurrying Anna and Joe away. Taylor blew out a breath of relief and turned back to the growing confrontation between Jeff and Greg.
“We clearly need to iron some things out, Mayor,” Jeff growled as he poked a hard finger into the man’s chest. “My job is to protect people. You need to stay out of it.” Greg rocked back under the assault and for the first time, it looked like he knew he might be in trouble. Taylor could not believe the man was so dense. He honestly thinks he is in charge because he is the mayor, she thought. As if the old rules apply in this new reality. Flustered, Greg smoothed his shirt and glanced around for support.
“Protecting people does not include embarrassing my position as mayor by taking a baby,” he sputtered. “How would you explain it to the authorities when they arrive?” Now Jeff's face turned even redder.
“The authorities? What fucking authorities?” he yelled into the other man's face. “I am the authority. Get your head around it.” Again, Greg looked perplexed, and Taylor shook her head at the paradox between the mayor's charisma and his ability to grasp what was really going on.
“Let’s go,” Taylor said to the others in her group. “Grab our stuff and throw it into the truck. I want us gone in three minutes.” She started to turn away when Jeff called out to her.
“Hey, butch. This is not over,” he snarled. “Give Anna my love.” Taylor ignored him but knew a time of reckoning between them was coming. Soon.



CHAPTER 28

Kneeling down, Lexi ran a hand over Joe's head. He was finally asleep on Anna's lap where she sat in the rocking chair. The tension from the day's events had worn on him. Even though he was far too young to ever understand how dangerous the day had been, Joe was perceptive enough to feel Anna's fear. As a result, he was fussy all evening, even when Alice, who could always soothe him, tried to calm his tears. They had finally resorted to a bottle of warmed formula and letting him go to sleep in Anna's arms. Relaxing now that Joe was calmer, Lexi let out a long breath. Anna looked up at her with a weak smile. Seeing the flood of different emotions in her lover's eyes, Lexi felt her heart clench. “Hey,” she whispered, and tears suddenly rimmed Anna's eyes.
“Hey back,” she said in a hush. “What are we going to do?” Lexi had to swallow down all of the emotions of her own. Anger, fear, worry, doubt. They were there, and her stomach churned with anxiety from it, but now was not the time to share them with Anna. Taking the woman's hand, she kissed the palm.
“I will figure something out,” she promised. “We all will. But I know that this can’t go on.” Anna nodded.
“Maybe we just need to go,” she suggested, and the pain of that reality was clear in her eyes. Lexi shook her head.
“Never,” she said. “This is our home. I won’t let Jeff, or anyone bully us off of it. Even it means never going back to Astoria again, so be it.”
“But—” Anna started. Lexi quieted her with a gentle kiss. She let it linger, trying to will all her comfort and caring into one touch. Anna sighed, and after another moment, Lexi stood up.
“I’m going to go find Taylor,” she said. “And review our options. Will you be okay here for a little while with him? Or do you want me to put him down, so you can come with me?” Anna shook her head.
“I want to hold him. I need to,” she said. “Does that make sense?” Lexi ran her fingers over Anna’s cheek.
“It does,” she replied. “I'll be back soon, and then we can put him in bed to sleep with us tonight.” Anna nodded at her words.
“Thank you,” she said, and Lexi quietly left the room. As she entered the kitchen, she heard the murmur of voices on the back porch. Following the sounds, she walked through the screen door into the darkening evening to find Taylor standing against the railing holding what looked like scotch, while Jackie and Laura sat in the chairs with wine. Only Sam, who rested at Laura's feet, was empty-handed.
“How are they?” Laura asked as soon as she saw Lexi. Caring and compassion were all over her face. Lexi was reminded how glad she was to have Laura as an addition to their group. The way the woman had tried to intercede earlier, to help Anna, to get Joe, was incredibly brave. I owe her one, she thought and saw Taylor holding out her glass.
“Take this,” the woman said. “I’ll grab another one.” Lexi gave her a thankful smile and took the drink. She needed it.

TAYLOR OPENED THE SCREEN door and felt the wind pull at it. The storm which had started to come in as they hurriedly packed the truck to leave the farmers market was moving in more rapidly now. It came from the west, which Taylor knew was from the Oregon coast. As she ducked into the kitchen to grab another glass and dash some of the strong amber liquid into it, her mind wandered back to the conversation with the two fishermen. For the first time since the solar storm knocked out all power around the globe, she wished she had internet access. Water funnels? she wondered with a furrowed brow. What was a realistic risk assessment there? She shook her head to refocus on the more tangible problem in front of her and the others. If the higher powers at work decided to throw a tornado at them, Taylor would worry about that later. Right now, the danger was human.
Returning to the back porch, she overheard the group going around and around as to how to address the escalating problem with Jeff. Taylor knew what angle she wanted to take. Fight fire with fire. If Jeff Eider wanted martial law, then Taylor was happy to give it to him. But if I take that line, everyone here who I care about will be at risk, she thought. This was not the military where everyone knew the dangers of combat. We can’t let ourselves be sitting ducks though either.
“Well, Taylor, I’ve not heard your take on it,” Lexi said turning to her. Looking out into the growing storm, Taylor stalled for time and took a long sip from the scotch in her hand. Finally, she sighed. With a glance at Jackie, knowing she would not like what Taylor said next, spoke her mind.
“Let me take him out,” she answered. “Cut the head off of the snake, so to speak.” Everyone else on the porch started to protest at once. Lexi was adamantly shaking her head no.
“You can’t be serious,” Laura said the loudest. “There has to be another option.”
“We can't let you do that,” Sam interjected. “And you don't know where it will lead. He has friends, and they won't let it go.” Taylor had quickly considered those outcomes. There was really only one option if they went with something as drastic as an assassination. Taylor would have to go on the run. As much as leaving everyone behind, Jackie most of all, was going to break her heart, the long-term survival of the group more than outweighed any pain she would suffer. I never had a real family, other than the military, but that is what it feels like here, she thought. And I will keep them safe. No matter what. Downing the rest of her drink, Taylor got ready to outline her entire plan, but before she could say another word, Jackie stood up. Her eyes were snapping with anger, and Taylor realized the woman had yet to say anything about the proposal. With a tilt of her head, which even now Taylor found infinitely sexy, she regarded her.
“For crying out loud, this is not the O.K. Corral in some western movie,” she snapped. “You are not going to go after this asshole like a sniper in the desert.”

WHEN TAYLOR HAD MADE her ridiculous statement about “taking him out,” Jackie had heard enough. Especially because she was smart enough to know the long-term consequences to what Taylor wanted to do. They will either kill her or she will have to leave and never come back, she thought. Both of those options made her heart clench with fear. She might not know exactly how she felt about Taylor, but she was clear on how important the woman was in her life. Seeing anything happen to her would tear Jackie apart, and she knew it. So, we handle this with a different kind of aggression.
Jackie stood up with her arms crossed and let Taylor know she was talking crazy. She watched the woman's face start to blush red in frustration, and Jackie crossed the porch to stand eye-to-eye with her. “I know what you're trying to do, Taylor Barnes,” she said. “And I won't let you do it.” She watched Taylor grind her jaw, and as if to emphasize Jackie's words, thunder from the onrushing storm cracked loud in the distance.
“What else do you propose then?” she said with an edge to her voice. Jackie held the glare Taylor was giving her for another beat and then nodded.
“You’re not the only warrior in this party,” Jackie said. “My battles were in boardrooms, but no less difficult at times. We go straight back to town in the morning to show we are not afraid and pin Greg down.” Taylor raised an eyebrow.
“And do what?” she asked. Jackie looked around at everyone.
“We explain the situation. If he wants to remain mayor, and after his bold move to hand over Joe this morning, I say he does, then we give him an ultimatum,” she explained. “He’s an idiot but was smart enough to know a riot among his ‘constituents’ was about to break out.”
“So, you think he will side with us then?” Laura asked, and Jackie nodded. She saw Sam nodding too.
“Especially after the way Jeff and his guys were acting at the farmers market,” she added. “I don’t know if you saw, but they were extorting all the vendors.”
“With threats of more trouble coming if people did not go along,” Laura agreed. Jackie felt her fury bubbling up even more. As slightly tempting as the idea was to just let Taylor shoot the guy, she was not ready to go there. Surely, we can remain civilized a little longer, she thought. She looked back at Taylor.
“Well?  Will you come with me?” she asked and glanced at her sister. “Maybe you and Lexi both? I don't think Anna is ready to go back to town.” Taylor was quiet for a long minute until finally, her face softened. Was that a hint of relief in her eyes? she wondered and reached for the woman's hand. Taylor took it, and Jackie held on tight as Taylor nodded her consent. Jackie let out the breath she was holding. I won’t let her sacrifice herself over this, she thought. I just won’t.



CHAPTER 29

Letting Jackie's idea settle in, Laura finished her wine. The smooth, velvety red liquid was new to her taste buds after having always settled for a simple chardonnay while living alone. But, on a stormy night where tensions were high, the deep flavor seemed more suitable.  As the others finished theirs too, it became apparent everyone was done for the night. I guess there is really not much more to talk about, she thought and knew either Jackie’s approach would work, or it would not. And if it doesn’t, then there will be no stopping Taylor. Laura had not known the retired soldier long, but her willingness to sacrifice herself for all of them could not be more obvious. She prayed things would never come to something so drastic.
“I’m going back in to Anna and Joe,” Lexi said as she pushed off from the porch rail and pulled Jackie into a hug. “I love you, little sister. Thank you for this one time actually being the voice of reason.” Jackie chuckled.
“I know, right?” she returned. Laura smiled at the loving interaction between siblings. She was an only child and so never knew such a bond. In fact, her parents, who had her when they were both in their forties, were always somewhat distant from her growing up. Maybe that is why I have been so reluctant to let someone in? she thought, and her eyes turned to Sam who still reclined near her feet. When she looked, Laura saw Sam was gazing at her with such a sense of adoration, her heart melted. Then, as their eyes met and held, Sam's look slowly slipped toward something more. Deeper. Something more serious and ... wanting? Now Laura felt not so much with her heart, but parts lower on her body. Much lower. Since Sam arrived, the two of them had slowly grown closer, yet only shared goodnight kisses. Suddenly, Laura did not think that would be enough tonight.
Wondering how much the wine was bolstering her confidence, Laura quickly stood up. A moment of dizziness did, in fact, buzz her head. She was even more confident the drink had something to do with the throb of longing now running through her. She did not care. The feelings which had been simmering just below the surface were no longer willing to be contained. Sam, looking startled to see Laura stand so suddenly, started to climb to her feet as well. Laura held out a hand to her. With a smile, Sam took the offered help to rise up until they were face-to-face, and she clearly noticed the look of hunger in Laura's eyes. Sam licked her lips as if a little nervous before glancing away.
Hearing the screen door close behind Lexi, Laura turned to see Taylor and Jackie leaning against each other, forehead-to-forehead. They were in their own little world. No doubt together they were dealing with the events of the day as well as the impacts their decisions might have on their future together. “Goodnight,” Laura said softly. “I’m going to walk with Sam out to the barn.” Jackie looked over her shoulder and smiled as she tucked in under Taylor’s arm.
“Okay,” she said. “Goodnight.”

SAM HELD LAURA CLOSE to her as they hurried across the yard to the barn. The rising wind, with the beginning of raindrops now in it, tore at their bodies. Regardless, Sam could feel nothing but the closeness of Laura against her. The look of longing, of wanting in Laura's eyes while they were still on the porch was seared into her brain, sending bolts of arousal all through her. Yet, there were nerves too. Sam swallowed hard as they reached the entrance to the old, wooden structure which she used as her bedroom every night. How can I explain to her I am pretty much a total rookie at this? she thought. The two-week fondle-fest with the girl at horse camp all those years ago hardly counted as a relationship. Why hadn’t I dated more? So I would know what I should do now. She knew why, and it was because of her love for the animals. People were not her thing. Never had been. Since she was a teenager, every waking hour she was not in school was spent at a rescue shelter or at the nearby college stables. Laura, however, was different.
From the first moment she saw the woman, Sam knew she was a goner. The softness of Laura's smile, the warmth in her eyes, and that first touch of her brow way back when Sam was in the back of the truck coming to the farmhouse. All of it had stolen her heart, and when at first it seemed Laura did not feel the same, Sam had been sad but respectful. She would admire from afar. Yet the night the Aurora borealis returned, they had held hands, which was then followed later by a kiss. A sweet touch of lips that had Sam tossing and turning with a need like none other. And now she is running with me through the rain to the barn to do what? More kissing? she wondered while her mind went to the other possibilities. There had been many kisses, and the heat behind them definitely increased every time, often leaving Sam with an ache inside her. Still, Sam never assumed more would come of it. These were crazy times, and if Laura simply needed her as a life raft of comfort during this disaster, she would do it. Tonight, though, was different somehow. 
Stepping into the dark of the barn's main floor, Sam went to turn on the lantern just inside the door. Laura caught her arm. “Not yet,” she said, and in an instant, the woman's lips were on Sam's. Knowing better than to waste an opportunity, Sam grabbed her around the waist and pulled their bodies even tighter together while deepening the kiss. Running on instinct, she took the woman's mouth with all the passion she felt coursing through her. When Laura moaned in response, Sam thought she might explode. The want to take the woman up to the loft was so strong that Sam nearly shook from it.
Just when Sam was sure the kiss must end, and Laura would again slip into the night, Laura ran her hands up under Sam's t-shirt. Laura ran her fingernails lightly down Sam’s back. Now it was Sam's turn to moan, and every nerve in her body was on fire. As they breathlessly broke the kiss, Sam could not help herself as she leaned in even closer and put her mouth to Laura's ear. “I want you,” she said in a voice low and husky.
“Then take me up to the loft,” Laura murmured back, and Sam did.

SAM'S BODY WAS LEAN and hard and infinitely sexy to Laura. Once they reached the loft with the perfectly neat bedding of quilts and Sam's possessions tidily put away, Laura could not get the woman's clothes off fast enough. Apparently, Sam was of the same mindset because her hands were suddenly everywhere as they pulled at the buttons of Laura's blouse. Normally, Laura would have been self-conscious about undressing in front of someone. She had never taken off anything with any of the men she dated over the years, but this felt different. She wanted desperately to feel Sam's naked body against her own, and when they both finally tumbled together onto the bed of blankets over loose straw, Laura felt sheer ecstasy at the contact where their bodies met. “Oh Sam,” she whispered. “I don't know why I waited so long for this.” Sam answered by nuzzling her face into Laura's neck and leaving a trail of hot kisses. When the woman nipped at her neck, Laura squirmed with pleasure. Every part of her felt alive. After the scary few days leading up to now, she wanted to explore precisely this. Intense. Powerful. Wanted.
“Make love to me,” she said and felt Sam’s body slow. Sam’s lips paused at her shoulder. Does she not want this too? Laura worried and unable to see Sam’s face in the dark, she did not know what to do. “Did I ... did I say something wrong?” Laura asked. She felt Sam let out a deep breath and lift back a little until Laura could tell their faces were close together.
“Laura,” Sam started and then paused. Laura waited and when she did not continue, touched Sam’s cheek with her fingers.
“What is it?” she asked with no idea what to expect as an answer. She felt Sam’s body tighten and if Laura had to guess, she would think Sam was nervous. “It’s okay,” she continued. “Just tell me.”  Sam took a deep breath.
“Laura, I don’t want to screw this up,” she said in a rush. Laura furrowed her brow while at the same time smiling a puzzled smile. She ran her hands up into Sam’s dark hair.
“And how exactly are you going to screw this up?” she asked. She felt Sam’s shoulders sag a little.
“Because I don't really know what I'm doing,” she said. “I mean, I do, but, well ...” She paused, and Laura was patient to let her continue. “I want this to be special for you. For us. I don't want to lose you.” Laura bit her lip to not laugh. Here they were, two novices at lovemaking, and it took the world to end for them to find each other. Laura pulled Sam's face closer to hers and kissed her for a moment before pulling back to whisper to her.
“So, you’ve never?” she asked. 
Sam shrugged. “Well, there was this time in horse camp,” she started, and they both laughed softly.
“Show me what you learned in horse camp, Sam,” Laura said as she let instinct take over to widen her legs and let Sam’s bare thigh rest against her sex. The jolt of pleasure made her gasp. “Show me everything.”

SAM DID AS SHE WAS told and, after retaking Laura's mouth for a moment, trailed kisses along her neck. Hearing Laura's breathing quicken as she wandered lower along her shoulder, Sam ran a hand over the woman's breast. It was full and, to Sam, perfect. Running her thumb over the nipple, Sam felt a surge of excitement as it responded by tightening to a peak. Suddenly, all Sam wanted to do in the world was put her mouth on Laura's nipple. With a groan of pleasure, she moved her body down, sliding her stomach muscles along the wetness between Laura's legs. Laura let out a little cry of need and grasped Sam's shoulder. “Oh God, Sam,” she whispered. “I've never felt like this.” With a small grin, Sam put her lips on Laura's nipple and tugged with her mouth. Laura arched her back at the surprise rush of pleasure.
Passion mounted in Sam as well, and she slipped further along Laura's body with confidence. Using her lips and her tongue, she tickled and skimmed across Laura's burning flesh until she was poised between the woman's shaking legs. “Are you ready?” Sam asked in a breathless voice as she paused over Laura.
“I think so,” Laura said with the slightest hint of hesitation. “But what if I don’t taste good?” Sam smiled, somehow knowing Laura would taste wonderful in her mouth.
“I promise I will stop if you want me to,” she replied and could feel Laura nod in the dark.
“Then kiss me, Sam,” she said in a hushed voice. The words made a throb run through Sam's entire body. Lowering her mouth, Sam pressed back the folds with her tongue until she felt a tight clit hiding there. In an instant, she knew exactly what to do. Instinctively, she sucked and licked as Laura squirmed and whimpered.
“Yes,” Laura cried. “Right there, Sam. Right there.” Encouraged, Sam moved her mouth faster. Laura started to match the motion with her hips. Sam wrapped one arm around the woman's body to keep her mouth tightly in place and suddenly felt the need to be bold. Moving her hand up between Laura's legs, she ran a finger through the wetness of Laura's opening and felt the woman's motions slow. Now unsure, Sam lifted her head to look toward the woman's face.
“Are you alright?” she asked and heard Laura breathing hard.
“Sam, I just—-” she started and then rushed out a confession. “I mean no one's ever been inside me.” As if a spark was lit inside Sam, a fierce blaze of want flared in her.
“I'll go slow,” she said in a husky voice. “I want to feel you.” Laura's body shook with anticipation, but Sam could tell she was ready to try.
“Okay,” she said, and Sam knew not to wait any longer. Lowering her mouth back to Laura's clit and sucking, she waited for Laura's body to relax. She kept moving her tongue until the woman's breath was ragged and her hips were lifting in rhythm again. On one downstroke, Sam let the motion slide her finger into Laura's tightness. Laura choked out a gasp, but somehow Sam knew not to stop yet. As their bodies continued to shake, she sucked Laura's clit while she slid her finger slowly in and out.  The sensation of taking the woman was so overwhelming Sam felt dizzy. As she felt Laura grow even more relaxed and more slippery, she moved in a second finger. She was rewarded with a cry of complete ecstasy.
“Don't stop,” Laura whimpered as she bucked harder and harder against Sam. “God, don't ever stop.” Knowing she never would, Sam pushed in deeper, felt resistance and then kept going. Now Laura did cry out with a hint of pain and Sam slowed to see if the woman would want to recover from being broken open. Instead, there was a long, low sigh in the dark and she felt Laura run a hand through Sam's hair.
“You're the first, Sam,” Laura whispered, and Sam felt an intense rush of emotion in her chest. Now the thing she wanted most was to make this gentle, amazing woman come to her. Sliding in and out, she waited for Laura to respond again before picking up the pace. Sam knew something big was going to happen soon. As she continued to plunge deep into Laura, she moved up the woman's body until she could take her mouth again. Kissing deeply, Sam pressed her own clit down against Laura's thigh and rode the woman, quickly moving toward a climax. Unable to hold the kiss, Laura turned her head away as she arched her back and ground against Sam.
“It's happening,” she whimpered. “Oh, Sam. It's happening.” In the same instance, Sam felt Laura tighten against her fingers, and the sensation was so intense, it pushed Sam over the edge. Together they came hard, both crying the other's name, while rain pelted the boards above them and wind shook the building. 



CHAPTER 30

Sipping the weak, but still delicious, coffee in her mug, Taylor stood on the back porch and looked over the soggy grass fields. Two days of relentless rain and wind had kept everyone cooped up in the house, and she was beyond frustrated. Going into town to talk to the mayor as Jackie suggested was just not possible until the weather cleared, but thankfully, there seemed to be a break this morning. Resolving to go get Jackie up, who insisted on going into town with her, Taylor finished her coffee and knew there were not many more cups of it in her future. Not even enough to last us all the week, she thought with a sigh. She knew a patch of universal grumpiness was about to descend. Caffeine headaches all around.
Taylor saw a flicker of movement as she drained the very last drop. Turning to look, she saw Sam and Laura emerge from the barn and step gingerly across the wet ground. Seeing them, Taylor smiled. Ever since the farmers market, the two stayed together each night in the loft. It did not take a genius to know their relationship had moved forward to a more serious level. All you have to do is look at their faces, she mused and felt a slight pang of jealousy. What the two women had seemed simple and straightforward. A far cry from where I am with Jackie. After their lovemaking in the barn the week before, there was no more intimate contact beyond the usual cuddling in bed. Taylor continued to be disappointed by Jackie's unwillingness to return her love, but she forced herself to remain patient. When the time is right, maybe she will realize what we have together.
As if her thoughts conjured the woman, Jackie stepped out onto the porch and came to rest her head on Taylor's shoulder. She held a mug of coffee of her own. “Good morning,” she said with a yawn. Taylor smiled, loving the familiar way the woman touched her. Not that there was not always an underlying ripple of heat and attraction in Taylor's body when Jackie was close, but this morning the sensation was sweeter.
“Good morning,” she responded. “Sleep okay?” 
Jackie nodded against her. “Better,” she said. “You?” Taylor slipped an arm around Jackie's waist and pulled her closer. She thought about answering truthfully and telling the woman of all the things which worried her and kept her awake at night. The unrest in town. The storm and the crazy, remote possibilities of a tornado off of the ocean. The fact she wanted Jackie to love her. In the end, though, she settled for kissing the top of Jackie's head.
“Good enough,” she said as Laura and Sam stepped onto the porch. Jackie lifted her head and regarded them with a grin.
“Speaking of good nights,” she murmured so only Taylor could hear. Taylor chuckled as the two lovers said good morning to them.
“Finally, it's stopped raining,” Laura said with a smile. 
Taylor nodded. “Finally, indeed,” she said. “And I plan to take full advantage.” She looked at Jackie. “Ride to town with me?” 
Jackie frowned but gave a nod. “I suppose,” she answered. “We can’t avoid it much longer.” Taylor agreed. The confrontation with Greg Orion had waited long enough.

ANNA LOOKED UP AS LAURA, Alice, and Callie came into the living room where she sat on the floor playing blocks with Joe. He was growing fast and loved the painted squares of wood their neighbor Roger Miller made for him. As he was waving a blue one in his chubby little hand, Anna heard Alice laugh at his excitement. “I swear blue will be his favorite color when he's finally able to tell us,” she said. Anna had to agree. The boy did gravitate toward anything blue. She ran a hand over the dark hair on his head.
“I won't be surprised,” she said and then took in the concerned faces of her friends. “Is everything okay?” Anna felt a twinge of worry. Taylor, Jackie, and at the last minute, Lexi, had left for town on their bikes less than a half hour ago. A half dozen horrible scenarios crossed her mind. Laura quickly shook her head and knelt down beside Anna to take her hand.
“No. Absolutely nothing,” she explained. “But we all wanted to talk to you.” Anna raised her eyebrows with a hint of suspicion. It was clear the three women had been discussing her. Now Alice and Callie slipped over to sit on the nearby sofa.
“We want to talk to you about your wedding,” Alice said with a gentle tone. “It's only a week away, and I know you say plain and simple is all you want.” Alice looked at the other two women in agreement with her. “And we respect that, but – “
“It also needs to be extra special,” Callie interjected. They all nodded.
“I mean, this is Lexi. Your Lexi,” Laura added softly. “How long have you waited for the chance to marry her?” Anna felt a lump form in her throat. They were right, and she knew it, but whenever she thought about it, she felt ... What do I feel? she wondered. Fear? Like having a celebration would just be tempting fate again? Laura took her hand, as if seeing the emotion in Anna’s eyes.
“Come out to the kitchen,” she said. “I have some notepads and pens, so we can do some brainstorming.” Callie nodded.
“And now that the rain has let up for a bit, we can walk around in the backyard to see what makes sense,” she added. Then, she bit her lip, looking embarrassed. “Sorry, that’s assuming you want to get married outside.” At the look, Anna laughed a little. What they were all saying was one hundred percent accurate. I don’t even know if we are going to have our ceremony inside or outside, she thought. Although, she leaned toward the idea of outside. Maybe on the back-porch steps? She found herself slowly warming to the idea of making some plans. They are right. This will be Lexi and my day at last. All of it needed to be special.
“Okay,” Anna said. She got to her feet while Alice scooped up Joe. “Let’s brainstorm. I wonder if there is anywhere to find a lot of white flowers around here?” Laura clapped her hands with excitement and stood up to wrap an arm around Anna’s shoulders as the group made their way toward the kitchen.

EVEN THOUGH THE BIKE ride started off easily enough, the wind had picked up again by the time the three women reached the edge of Astoria's city limits. With a vengeance. Lexi fought to keep the handlebars straight and leaned to the left into the wind while she heard Jackie swearing up a storm of her own. Taylor was getting the brunt of the woman's displeasure, but the veteran soldier seemed to take it all in stride. “You did not have to come, Jackie,” she reminded in a playful tone, which was almost lost in the sounds of the rushing wind. Lexi looked up and saw a dark sky heavy with gray clouds, which she knew were swollen with impending rain. We will be lucky to get indoors someplace before those open up on us, she thought and pedaled harder.
As they pushed forward past the high school turned hospital, Lexi felt a pang of guilt over Anna no longer going there to see patients. The woman had never brought it up after the horrifying night when she was attacked, clearly knowing Lexi would never go along with her riding back and forth to town now. The knowledge tugged at Lexi's heart as she knew Anna's desire to help others was a huge part of who she was at her core. Maybe Anna can start up here again if Taylor and Jackie can get a message through Greg’s thick skull, she thought. Lexi could only hope.
Turning a corner, the three of them started down the main street through town which led to the waterfront. In a few blocks, they would come to City Hall. Lexi hoped Greg Orion was still taking up residence in the mayor's office. Because if he’s not, I’m not sure where we will look, she thought. It’s not like I can google him to find out where he actually lives. Jackie seemed convinced the man was so vain and in love with his new role that he would most certainly be there. I guess we will know in a minute.
Still pushing the bike along, moving into an even stronger wind racing straight up the street at them off of the river, Lexi caught a glimpse of white out of the corner of her eye. Glancing over, she noticed a couple of the antique shops along the way still had some inventory displayed. The windows were all smashed, and she had no doubt anything of tangible value was long gone. But what I might be looking for would not be valuable to a looter, she thought. She slowed her bike while waving at Taylor and Jackie.
They stopped with her. “What are you doing?” Jackie yelled over the wind, her long hair struggling to stay in its ponytail. 
Lexi pointed at a trashed storefront. “I want to look at something,” she yelled back. “I’ll catch up to you in a few minutes.” She watched Taylor scan up and down the street, clearly assessing any risks, but they were alone. Which makes sense considering this crazy weather, Lexi thought.
“Fine,” Taylor said after another moment. “But only a few minutes, okay?” Lexi nodded and, rather than waste any more breath talking into the wind, gave them a wave. She turned her bike toward the shop.



CHAPTER 31

Sam moved around the yard and paced off steps at the direction of Laura and Anna as the two women stood under cover of the porch. Once the rain had started up, they had dashed back there, laughing and trying to stay dry. As a trickle of water ran down Sam's cheek, she wondered how exactly they had convinced her to stay out there and keep “helping” as they called it. You know exactly how, she thought with a grin. A sweet, blue-eyed blonde has a whole lot to do with it. Besides, Sam could tell the entire exercise was improving Anna’s spirits. Lately, the woman had been distant, quiet in her thoughts, and almost always with Joe. Not that Sam could hold that against her in any way. After seeing Joe threatened in Jeff Eider’s arms at the market, Sam felt uneasy herself.
Approaching the porch steps, Sam paused walking and looked at the women. “Eighty-four steps from the barn door to here,” Sam reported. “Can I get a towel now?” Laura smiled at her and Sam felt a warmth start in her chest, which slowly flooded through her. Suddenly, the rain was not so cold after all.
“You absolutely may,” Laura said with an outstretched hand to lead her inside. “And Alice has hot homemade mint tea made for all of us too.” Sam tried not to wrinkle her nose at the option. Tea was not something she usually liked but considering the coffee supply was on its last legs, everyone was trying to adjust.
“Perfect,” Sam fibbed and started to take the woman's hand when a hard gust of wind rippled her clothes. She suddenly heard the barn door bang against the side of the building. Turning to look, she realized she must not have secured it all the way. “Let me run get that,” she told Laura.
“Be careful,” Laura replied, and Sam threw her a wink. A quick sprint back and forth through the rain and she would be in the warm kitchen in no time. Making her way around the growing puddles, Sam ducked inside the barn to take a moment with Lester. Hearing her footsteps, the beautiful animal poked his head out over the stall door and watched her approach.
“Hey, buddy,” Sam said as she rubbed his nose. “Sorry we haven't been out on a ride in a couple days, but this weather sucks. Soon, I promise.” With a toss of his head, Sam knew the horse somehow understood her words, and she felt love for the beast fill her heart. They had been through a lot together, and he was more than an animal to her. Lester was her friend.
With a pat on his neck, Sam turned away and dashed back out the barn door. She made sure to secure it this time and once satisfied the job was done, set to run back to the house. As she did, a rumble of thunder made her look up. What she saw gave her pause. Squinting to make sure her eyes were not playing tricks on her, Sam felt her stomach clench as the reality of what she was seeing sank in. In multiple places across the blackened sky, little wisps of funnels reached down from the clouds. They were thin and would disappear only to then reappear again while she watched. Not having seen anything like it, Sam was not sure how to react until she saw two of the funnels converge, growing exponentially more substantial. How many will have to come together until we have a real problem? she wondered and watched as a third joined the others. Shit. With a sense of dread starting to bloom in her chest, Sam knew standing in the middle of the yard was not the best place to be, and, as the growing storm rushed toward the farm, Sam ran for the house.

JACKIE WATCHED AS GREG Orion smoothed the red silk tie he was wearing, and she tried not to roll her eyes. The man was apparently taking his role as mayor very seriously, to the point of even wearing a suit. Which, considering this is an apocalypse, seems a bit much, she thought but kept her smile in place. “I understand your concern,” he was explaining. “But this all seems a bit overblown.” Even Jackie could not hold back a snort at the ridiculous statement.
“The man nearly kidnapped a child,” she responded. 
Greg held up a finger. “But he didn't,” he said. “And all's well that ends well.” Jackie was about to fire a response when Taylor touched her arm. Looking over, it was evident the woman was furious but keeping the emotion under wraps.
“Sir,” Taylor said. “This is not an isolated incident. There was an attack on the road as well.” Greg shook his head.
“There is nothing to link Jeff Eider to that,” he said. 
Taylor nodded. “Not yet,” she said. “But the greater concern is the fact the men have not been brought to justice. There seems a genuine lack of law enforcement.” With that statement, Taylor reached into her back pocket. Jackie recognized the paper she brought out. It was the letter from the now absent Astoria chief of police. Unfolding the document, Taylor reached forward to lay the paper on the desk in front of Greg. Jackie watched the man look at the letter and took some hope from the way he smoothed the wrinkles in it with his hands. After a moment of reading, Greg leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. Jackie held her breath as she waited for what he might say next.
“This is an interesting development,” he finally said. “I was not aware the man left a letter of recommendation and promotion.” Jackie saw Taylor nod and stand up straighter as if talking to an Army general.
“That was my oversight, sir,” she said. “I never intended to give the impression I was taking over unauthorized authority.” Jackie had to cover her mouth to hide a smile at Greg's reaction to the ridiculously official tone Taylor was using. It was clear the respect was feeding his gigantic ego. He waved a hand and leaned forward to regard the document again. Tapping it with his finger, he pursed his lips.
“These are unusual times,” he said with deep gravity in his voice. “What is your rank again, soldier?” 
Taylor lifted her chin with pride. “Sergeant First Class, Retired,” she answered. “At your service.” Jackie coughed out a laugh but covered it quickly. Taylor was handling Greg perfectly, and the last thing she wanted was to screw things up.
“Well,” Greg said. “You certainly have the credentials, although, Jeff has made a good chief so far. I will take all of this under advisement.” 
Under advisement? Jackie thought, feeling a flush rising to the cheeks. She was about to reply to Greg's stupid answer when again Taylor touched her arm. 
“Thank you, sir,” she said. “Can we check back in the morning?” 
Greg nodded solemnly. “Perfect,” he answered. “I will have a decision for you then. You’re dismissed.” 
Jackie felt Taylor’s hand flex on her arm, and she knew the woman was trying desperately to keep her temper under control as well.
“Very good, sir,” Taylor said with a nod. Turning, she led Jackie out of the office. Without a word, Taylor walked her down the hall and out the main doors before she blew out a long, angry breath. “What a complete jackass,” she growled, and Jackie absolutely agreed.

LEXI STEPPED CAREFULLY through the broken glass and debris on the floor of the antique store. She had walked by the place many times and window shopped a bit, always liking the beautiful leather-bound classic texts and restored furniture pieces on display. Still, she had never stopped. It was always on her to-do list. Today though, as she rode past and saw the hint of white fabric, she had a memory of seeing something specific on display about this time last year. In preparation for wedding season, she thought.
Moving into the back of the store where costumes and classic clothing was hung on a few mannequins, Lexi had to click on her flashlight to see. Shining it around, she landed on an elaborate wedding dress and frowned. Even Lexi knew not to presume she could pick a dress for her future bride. Besides, this one was far too gaudy for her Anna’s tastes. Instead, she was searching for something else. Something specific. As she stepped around a tipped over display case, Lexi shook her head at the unnecessary destruction. So much waste, she thought while knowing the most the looters could have found of value to them was some old silver coins.
Beginning to think the item she wanted was no longer in the store, and that she should go catch up with Taylor and Jackie, Lexi shone the light around one last time. Then, she saw a pile of white lace thrown in the corner. Moving to it, Lexi held her breath as she carefully lifted the fabric up to check and see how badly the thing was damaged. A soft wave of delicate white lace cascaded down from a thin band of a headpiece. Small pearls decorated the circle and Lexi already knew how beautiful all of it would look against Anna’s rich, dark-brown hair. She smiled and could not wait to see Anna’s eyes when she surprised her with the elegant wedding veil.
Just as she was carefully wrapping up the treasure in tissue paper, the entire building gave a shake. What the hell? Lexi thought. She made her way quickly to the front of the store to look out through the broken windows. Another massive gust of wind nearly knocked her off her feet. Instinctively looking up at the darkened sky, Lexi froze at the sight which greeted her. A half dozen thin funnels were snaking in and around the gray swirling clouds.  Blinking her eyes to hopefully clear the horrible image, Lexi felt fear grip her heart. If a few of those make it to the ground ... she did not bother to finish the thought. Instead, she pushed out the door of the shop to her bicycle. I have to get back to the house. To Anna.
Before she could even get started, she heard Taylor yelling her name from the direction of City Hall. Pausing to look back, she could not help but be distracted by the craziness happening in the sky. Suddenly, Taylor was grabbing her arm. “Go back inside!” she yelled, and Lexi realized the woman was pushing Jackie into her arms. “Find a closet or something in the back. No windows!”
“Wait, where are you going?” Lexi heard Jackie ask as she started to pull her sister toward the shop.
“I’m going back to help Greg. We need him alive,” she answered. Not liking the answer, Jackie started to struggle to get away from Lexi.
“No! You don't always have to be the hero!” she yelled at the woman. Taylor did not answer, and Lexi looked into Taylor's eyes, only to see the woman was not going to change her mind. Giving her a nod, Lexi lifted up a protesting Jackie to carry her into the store.



CHAPTER 32

As Laura stood with Rascal in her arms, she watched Will and Sam help the rest of the group through the crawl space opening and under the farmhouse. The wind was relentless and whipped her blonde hair across her face, as well as pulling at her clothes. She lived in Astoria all her life and had seen many wicked storms come in off the ocean or the river, but this had the makings of the most severe of all time. Will was convinced the intensity was a result of the renewed solar activity over the last week. Something about air and water temperatures colliding, which was enough to know in her opinion. The only good news was no one else had seen the strange wind funnels Sam reported.
Sam turned to Laura after Will disappeared under the house with a blanket under one arm and a flashlight in his hand. “Your turn,” she said. Laura handed her the pup while she knelt down to crawl. Thankfully, the space was dry with a three-foot clearance, or their stay inside would be almost unbearable. We are lucky no one is claustrophobic, she thought as she started in and then turned back to take Rascal so Sam could follow. Once the handoff was made, however, it was clear Sam had no intention of coming in with them.
“What are you doing?” Laura asked with alarm as Sam squatted down to explain. Her face was grave, and Laura felt even more anxiety churn inside her. First the storm and now she’s doing this? Laura thought. She was ready to insist Sam stop messing around and come with her, but then Sam put a hand on her cheek.
“I have to stay with Lester,” she answered. “This storm is no doubt frightening the heck out of him, and if it gets worse like Will claims it can, then I can't leave him alone.” Laura covered Sam's hand with her own, feeling her chest tighten with fear. But we won’t be together, Laura thought. It was too much.
“I’ll come with you,” she said and started to move back out of the crawlspace. Sam put her hand to Laura’s shoulder to stay her.
“Laura, please,” she said. “I need you to be safe, in order to take care of Rascal and Lady.” Sam shook her head.  “I won't be able to stand it if something happens to you.”
“But I feel—” Laura started to protest only to be silenced by a kiss. Not tender like she might have expected, but passionate and intense. Even with the mounting roar of the storm all around them, Laura felt a flutter in her stomach. Sam stood up, breaking away.
“See you soon,” she promised with a wink and then turned to go. As Laura watched her fight the wind to jog across the rippling grass, she was gripped with overwhelming emotion. Suddenly, Laura needed Sam to know how she felt deep in her heart.
“I love you!” she yelled, only the words were whisked away. She knew Sam did not hear her.

KEEPING AN EYE ON THE sky, Taylor left the bike behind and ran for City Hall. The gusts of wind were intense and threatened to knock her off her feet, but she struggled onward into the headwind. As much as her heart wrenched for her to go back and protect Jackie, her mind insisted she consider the larger picture. Greg Orion had to survive if there was any chance of wrestling control from Jeff and his crew. Even though the mayor had hesitated to make the call and put Taylor in charge, she knew the odds were in her favor. Jeff would become more and more insolent toward Greg, probably up until the day they killed the man outright. Taylor, however, was willing to work with him to make a better Astoria. For now though, getting him someplace safer than his office with big windows was priority number one.
Reaching the steps, she took one more glance up before powering through the front door. The sight halted her, and she stood transfixed by the stunning, yet deadly, dance in the sky above her. A half dozen thin slivers of wind were dipping down toward the earth, almost directly overhead of downtown. City Hall would be right in their crosshairs unless Taylor was immensely lucky. How much damage could one of those little fingers do to this brick building? she wondered, only to feel her heart nearly stop as two, and then three of the funnels converged to join forces. “Oh shit,” Taylor muttered and, shocked back into motion, went into the building on the run.
Barreling along, she shouted Greg’s name. By the time she was almost to the door, it was yanked open by the man himself. “What in the world?” he asked, clearly unaware of the real danger just outside his windows. Knowing there could not be a lot of time, Taylor grabbed him by the arm to move him to a storage closet or bathroom. Anywhere without windows. The man resisted and tried to wrench his arm free. “Get your hands off of me,” he demanded, but Taylor held tight.
“We need to get somewhere other than here,” she tried to explain. “There’s a tornado outside.” At that, Greg stopped struggling, yet still kept his feet obstinately planted.
“Where?” he asked. With a growl, Taylor pointed toward his windows. As soon as she did it, she knew she had made a mistake. With a surprisingly strong yank, Greg tore away from her to cross the room and pull back the curtains. Before Taylor could reach his side, she heard him suck in a breath. “Dear God,” he whispered. Taylor looked over his shoulder to see the building two down from them overtaken by a gray, swirling mass of wind. The danger was coming their way, and Taylor knew running to find another room was no longer in the equation.
“Get under the desk!” she ordered, and this time grabbed Greg so hard there was no chance he could resist. With all her might, she stuffed him into the leg well and moved to follow him. At the same time, she heard the windows blast inward and felt something hard strike her in the back of the head. Jackie, she thought in the final moment before everything went black.

ANNA HUDDLED BESIDE Laura and Will at the opening of the crawlspace. She held her friend’s hand tightly in hers as they all watched the storm continue to grow in strength. Overhead, she heard a crash and if she had to guess, the chairs on the porch were being tossed around. We should have brought those inside the house, she thought, but there simply was not enough time to plan after Sam came racing into the house with her news. Her story of funnels in the sky had set Anna's heart racing, not only because of the safety of her friends but for Lexi. Her lover was miles away in town. There was no way for Anna to reach her or know if the weather was crazy there too. No way to tell if she is safe.
Swallowing down her fear, Anna resolved to only think positive. This was not the Midwest where tornadoes were common. She was in Astoria, Oregon and these events did not happen here. Even when Will tried to explain the genuine possibility of the phenomena, Anna refused to listen. Now though, as she waited with Laura, she could not help but face the reality the world as they once understood it was gone. Solar storms, catastrophic blackouts, military law, she thought. All so impossible a month ago. She felt hot tears of frustration spring to her eyes. But here we are and now facing this too.
While she was still lost in thought, Laura turned to her. “I'm going,” she declared and started to pull away to leave the safety of the crawlspace. Anna understood. Sam had disappeared into the barn to be with Lester at least ten minutes ago, and Anna could not help but worry for her safety. That worry will be nothing compared to what Laura is feeling, she thought. She knew that if it were Lexi over there, nothing would keep her from being with her. Will reached out to hold Laura back, but Anna shook her head to stay him.
“Let her go,” Anna said, yet before Laura left, Anna pulled her into a tight hug. “Be careful. You’ve become very important to me.” 
Anna felt Laura squeeze her back. “It will all be okay. We have to keep thinking that,” her friend insisted, and Anna nodded as the woman pulled away. Watching her slip out of the exit, Anna looked up at the roiling mess of dark clouds above. Suddenly, she saw exactly what Sam had described and her breath caught in her chest. Multiple fingers of clouds were descending from the sky and combining with each other. As if guided by the hand of the devil, they merged and grew until a single column of fury touched down in the forest at the farthest edge of Lexi's property. Trees were ripped from the earth, and the fence disappeared in a cloud of debris.
“Laura!” Anna screamed, but before she could act, Will was up and yanking Laura back in with them. The woman struggled to get free, begging to be let go.
“Sam!” she cried. “I have to get to Sam and warn her.” Anna did not have to know science to understand Laura would never make it to the barn before the twister reached it.
“Please, no,” Anna whispered, clenching her hands in a fist in front of her. It was not necessarily a prayer to anything specific, but it was a prayer just the same. Laura sobbed, but Anna was transfixed on the scene playing out before her.



CHAPTER 33

Hanging onto her sister for dear life, Jackie heard the wind roar all around them. Huddling on the floor of the dark storage room with the door closed and no windows, she had no idea what was happening outside, but every instinct knew it was bad. Very bad. A series of crashes sounded in what Jackie guessed was the front of the shop. She flinched when a louder boom followed. Part of the wall? Or just something big in the store being pushed over? she wondered. There was no way to tell. She clutched Lexi tighter, and as reassuring as it was to not be alone and to be able to know her sister was safe, the person Jackie truly longed for was Taylor. If anything happens to her ... She shook her head to dispel the thought.
Nothing could happen to the woman. She was ridiculously brave and, frankly, seemed invincible. But against a tornado? she thought. Damn her for always having to be the hero. Jackie felt frustration mixing with her fear. Taylor should not be risking her life to help Greg Orion of all people and the fact she was made Jackie angry. Another gust of wind suddenly shook the entire building, and Jackie braced herself. Any second she imagined they would be whisked up like something from the Wizard of Oz. The vision petrified her. Undoubtedly feeling the same, Lexi hugged her tighter. Together they waited, not even able to console each other with words over the roar. The shaking lasted for what felt like forever, but then, almost in an instant, the sound lessened significantly and the vibration stopped. “Is it over?” Jackie asked. After a moment, she felt Lexi nodding.
“I think it might be,” she said with hopefulness in her voice. “Maybe it went back up into the sky and kept moving?” Not hesitating, Jackie let go of her sister and stood up. She could feel grit on her skin and dust in her hair from whatever fell from the ceiling during the shaking, but she could care less how she looked. Jackie had to go find Taylor. Pushing at the door, it would not budge. Jackie pounded a fist on it with a cry of frustration. She felt Lexi behind her, and the woman put a hand on her shoulder to gently pull her back. “Let me try,” she said, and Jackie stepped aside. She could hear Lexi grunt as she slammed her shoulder into the door. The thing started to move with a wrenching noise.
Debris covered the floor, keeping the door from opening more than a foot, but it was enough. Jackie slipped past Lexi to squeeze through and felt her sister’s hand grab for her arm. “Jackie, wait,” Lexi said. “There’s glass everywhere.” Jackie shook her off.
“I’ll be careful,” she said. “I have to get to Taylor.” Again, Lexi reached for her.
“Let me come with you,” she insisted, and Jackie sucked in a breath. She knew why Lexi was so insistent. It’s because she doesn’t know what I will find, she thought and felt her heart begin to race even faster. Taylor has to be okay. She just has to be.

FEELING LESTER QUIVER with fear under her hands, Sam worried about what to do. Her stalwart friend, one of the best animals she had ever known, was petrified by the storm. I should have come out here sooner, Sam thought with frustration. Now, she did not know how to help him. “Easy, Lester,” she cooed. “Easy, boy.” He turned his large, deep brown eyes on her and seemed to beg her to make it all stop. Sam continued to stroke his neck and shoulder while listening to the roar of the wind grow stronger. If one of the funnels hit the barn, she had no doubt the old, rickety building would collapse on top of them. Yet the thought of being outside to take the onslaught of the wind straight on worried her too.
For a second, Sam could swear she heard the sound of Laura screaming her name, but that seemed impossible over the wind. Laura, she thought and felt her heart lurch. A part of her wanted nothing more than to have the woman wrapped in her arms, yet she would never leave Lester. Leaning in, she hugged the animal and just prayed things worked out for all of them.
Just then, the barn gave a big shake, and a loose board in the roof ripped off to fly away in the wind. In response, Lester bucked and shook his head frantically. Sam made up her mind in an instant. They needed to get outside. Right now. With no lead on her horse, she did not dare just open the stall door, else he get away from her. Instead, she grabbed his mane in one hand and used it to pull herself up onto his back. The movement seemed to calm him, as if knowing her decision was made and they were leaving. With a nudge of her heels, she steered him around, so she could reach over the door and pull the bolt to open it. As the thing swung open, another few boards of the roof were blasted off. Lester would wait no longer. Sam held on tight with both hands and ducked as the animal raced toward the exit to the field behind the barn. It was not the direction she wanted to go as now the barn would be between her and the farmhouse, which meant she could not watch if anything happened to the main building. Or if anything happened to Laura, she thought, but Lester was hellbent to go, and there was no steering him.
As soon as they were clear of the barn, they were buffeted by the wind. For a moment, Sam was sure they would both be bowled over. With a glance over her shoulder, her eyes widened with disbelief. The barn was about to be overtaken. Holy shit, she thought. We would have been caught in there. Spurring the animal on, Lester corrected against the push of the wind and moved across the grass field at full gallop. The only thing which reassured Sam was the fact they were running diagonally away from the heart of the twister instead of trying to outrun it.
With a horrendous crash coming from not far behind her, Sam knew the barn had just been hit. She braced herself to be next. A long board of wood tumbled end-over-end past them. “Go, Lester, go!” Sam screamed, and up ahead she saw they were to the fence which ran around Lexi's property. There would be no stopping or even turning the horse in time. Sam leaned forward while gripping Lester with all her might. “You got this, boy,” she whispered, and suddenly they were up, over, and past the barrier. She blinked in amazement that they were still alive and actually laughed as they plunged into the forest.

LEXI RAN AFTER JACKIE and felt relief wash over her when she saw City Hall was not only still standing but looked relatively untouched. Even Jackie slowed from her full-out sprint and Lexi was able to catch up to her. Huffing, the two women jogged up the steps and pushed through the front door. “Taylor!” Jackie yelled, and it echoed off the walls. There was no answer.
“Let’s check the mayor’s office,” Lexi suggested and followed as Jackie led the way. When they approached, Lexi felt her chest constrict with fear. The office door had been blasted off one of its hinges and hung part way open.
“Oh my God,” Jackie murmured as she glanced at Lexi. Her eyes were full of dread. Now Lexi really did grab her sister and stop her from going to the door.
“Jackie, I need you to wait right here,” she demanded, leaving no room for argument. There was no way she was going to let Jackie look into the room until she had a chance to survey the scene. If things were as bad as Lexi imagined, and if Taylor was caught in there, it seemed impossible the woman would be all right. “Let me look first,” Lexi said softly after a moment's hesitation, Jackie nodded. Tears were starting to slip down her cheeks, and she was shaking.
“Please find her, Lexi,” she said. Lexi kissed Jackie on the forehead before moving to the busted door and looking inside. The room was in shambles. Large windows all along the outside wall had blasted inward, while the false ceiling had collapsed forming a mound of plaster and beams over what she imagined was a large desk. There was no movement, and aside from the whistle of the wind outside still swirling around the building, there was no sound. “What do you see?” Jackie said, and Lexi knew the woman was right behind her now. 
Lexi held up her hand. “Nothing yet. Just let me go in,” she answered, pushing on the door and hoping it would open. The remaining hinge gave way with a crash. Well that helps, she thought and went inside.
Stepping gingerly over the plaster from the ceiling and glass from the windows, she came around the mound only to stop short at the sight of a foot sticking out from the pile. The rest of the person was buried, and for a second, Lexi felt her heart lurch when she thought it was Taylor. After a moment, logic kicked in and she realized the expensive black loafer could not be Taylor's. It has to be the mayor’s, she thought and let her eyes keep roaming. Then she saw her.
Taylor was flat on her back and buried from the chest down. A dozen bloody lines crisscrossed her face and arms, a stark contrast against the white of her skin. Just then, Jackie was pushing past her. Lexi had not even heard the woman coming up from behind but did not try to stop her as she rushed to Taylor's side. “No, no, no,” Jackie chanted. She sank down beside the woman's head and touched her lover's face. “Taylor wake up.” Taylor did not move. Jesus, she’s dead, Lexi thought with complete disbelief. The soldier was gone.



CHAPTER 34

Jackie could not, would not, believe it. She brushed the debris from Taylor’s face and leaned closer. “Taylor, please, can you hear me?” she asked, trying to hold back the panic rising up in her. Taylor had to be okay. She would not be able to stand it if she was not. Again, the woman did not move or answer. Jackie let out a sob as she continued to run her hands over Taylor’s head and neck. “No, Taylor, you have to wake up. We need you too much.” She could feel tears coming harder now, but she tried to contain the emotion. Somehow, giving into them would be admitting the worst had happened. “I need you,” she whispered.
“Jackie—” she heard Lexi start to say from behind her and Jackie whipped her head around to look at her.
“Don't you say a word, Lexi Scott,” she snapped before turning back to Taylor, and she could hear her sister wisely retreat. Jackie scooped up Taylor’s hand. She held it tightly. There was still warmth to it, and Jackie hung on to the hope she was okay. Just knocked out is all, she thought and leaned over her again until they were face-to-face. Jackie could see blood on the woman's lips, but she kissed them regardless. Taylor's mouth was warm as well, her lips soft as always. “Wake up, Taylor,” she murmured in the sultriest tone she could muster. She knew if anything would wake the woman up, this would be it. “I have plans for you.” There was no response, and Jackie lowered her face to rest again Taylor's cheek.
In that instance, Jackie realized what she said was incredibly real. They did have plans. They did have a future. Because she’s the only one I even want to be with, she thought and swallowed hard at the reality. Because I love her. I have always loved her. Images of Taylor ran through her mind. The first time the woman kissed her after their “let's do dinner” date. The fabulous night of dancing at her birthday party. The woman on her knees, touching Jackie's lingerie while promising to be patient. The incredible sex in the hayloft. All the sweet and wonderful things the woman did for her each and every day. “Oh God,” she breathed with intense remorse and lifted her head to look into her lover's motionless face. She ran a hand over the woman's cheek again, brushed back her hair and saw the mark of her own tears start to splash on Taylor's face. “Taylor, I've been so stupid. I need you to wake up, so I can tell you how foolish I have been,” she begged and then she paused. Even now the words were hard to say. They had never passed her lips aside from with family, but at last, she knew in her heart they were true. “I love you, Taylor. I love you. Don't leave me like this,” she said. 

TAYLOR FELT LIKE HELL. Her mouth was full of chalk and blood. Her left arm especially hurt like a son-of-a-bitch. None of that mattered though, because she was focused on the sound of Jackie's voice above her. The woman was sobbing and begging Taylor to wake up. Taylor was trying hard, but her brain did not seem to want to cooperate. Jackie was kissing her and saying something sexy, which helped clear Taylor's head significantly. But then, she worried if she was in heaven. Where the heck am I? she wondered and strained to open her eyes. Just before she did, she heard something that made her stop. “I love you, Taylor. I love you. Don't leave me like this,” Jackie said. Taylor felt warmth flood through her. She always knew Jackie loved her and would someday realize it. Now I just need to wake all the way up.
Using all her effort, she sounded off an Army yell inside her own head to snap her consciousness back to the surface. It worked as she felt her whole body lurch. The movement racked her with pain and Taylor’s left arm blazed with agony. “Taylor?” she heard Jackie ask with both hope and uncertainty. “Taylor, wake up!”
With a groan, she coughed out a cloud of dust from her parched mouth. She opened her eyes only to look into the most beautiful face she had ever seen. “So, this is all it took? To get you to say you love me?” Taylor choked out. Suddenly, Jackie was bathing her with little kisses and Taylor laughed, which then made her groan in pain, which made her laugh again.
“I can’t believe you scared me like that,” Jackie said as she pulled back, now looking far less loving and almost downright pissed off.
“Yeah, sorry about that,” Taylor said. “But I’m fine. Except maybe my arm.” She tried to move it, but pain bolted through her and she saw dark spots. Might want to take that slow, she thought.
“Help me get this stuff off of her,” she heard Jackie say and then Lexi was there too. Carefully, the two of them lifted off a couple of boards and a broken section of ceiling tiles. Glass was everywhere. I am damn lucky I’m alive at all, she thought, and then realized she had initially come into the office to save Greg Orion.
“Where's Greg?” she asked, and Lexi shook her head. Crap, Taylor thought. He was their one chance of making things right in Astoria without a lot of violence. Just as she was about to make another comment, a voice called out from further inside the pile. Taylor turned her head and realized it was coming from where the heart of the desk would be. “Greg?” she called.
“Help me,” Greg’s muffled voice came back. “I’m stuck in here. And I think I broke my leg.”
Taylor turned to Lexi. “Go see if anyone’s around and get us some help,” she said. She knew that lifting anything heavy would be impossible with her busted arm. Lexi nodded and picked her way back across the room to leave. Taylor turned back to Greg’s voice. “Hold on just a second,” she told him. “We’ll get you out.”

LAURA COULD HEAR A woman screaming, but it sounded far away. Someone should help her, she thought, but when she tried to turn around to tell the others, she could not move. Anna was holding her where they knelt together in the wet grass of Lexi's backyard. In that moment, Laura realized the woman screaming was herself. Finally running out of air, she stopped and did not think she would be able to take in another breath. Her whole body was heavy, as if under a weight much more considerable than Anna's arms. “Laura, listen to me. I need you to breathe,” Anna said in her ear. Laura blinked and tried to do what the woman asked, knowing the nurse practitioner in Anna was trying to keep her from going into shock. Yet, she did not know if she could. Everything was so confused.
Letting her eyes drift over the landscape, she stopped when they came to the spot where the barn stood only moments before. Now it was in splinters, and with a rush as powerful as a steam engine train, the reality of what had just happened hit her again. Sam was gone. Sam. Was. Gone. A mewling rose up in her again, and she could feel herself starting to rock back and forth. “She can't be gone,” she sobbed. “Not my Sam.” Laura felt Anna run a hand over her damp hair.
“Just breathe,” the woman murmured, and through the incredible grief, a rational part of Laura knew Anna did understand. She loved Lexi and was no doubt worried to death about her right now. Anything could be happening in town, and yet, she was taking the time to comfort Laura. So many good people in my life, she thought, but then the image of Sam's face rose up in her mind as the sobbing gripped her again. She closed her eyes and felt her heart crumbling. She knew there would be no way to ever fix it. There would never be another Sam.
Just then, there was a shout. It sounded like Andres’ son Allen. Why is he yelling? What horrible thing is happening now? she wondered through the haze of anguish enveloping her mind. Soon, others were yelling too, and Laura even thought someone was clapping with excitement. How dare they ... Before she was able to finish her thought, Anna was pulling her arms away, only to be replaced by someone else. Familiar arms. Strong. Warm. Sam? Laura opened her eyes slowly, afraid she had fainted and this was all a dream. She knew it was real when she saw the love and concern in her lover’s eyes. 
“How?” Laura asked and glanced around to see the spot where the barn was again. “But the wind—” She felt Sam take her by the chin, turning her face so they were looking into each other’s eyes. The woman leaned in and kissed Laura before murmuring against her lips.
“I’m here,” Sam said. Laura let out a sob as she threw her arms around Sam’s shoulders and planned to never let her go.



CHAPTER 35

Anna held on to Sam as the two of them rode Lester down the back road toward Astoria. The horse was moving at full gallop, and Anna was thankful for the animal's strength. They could not get to town fast enough. Unable to stand not knowing any longer, Anna needed to find Lexi and make sure she was all right. Now that the storm had abated for the most part, and the immediate danger seemed past, making sure the woman she loved was okay was her only focus. Thankfully, Sam had not hesitated to take her, even though Anna knew she would rather have stayed with Laura.  The other woman was still shaken from seeing the barn destroyed and thinking Sam was dead. Alice, especially, had helped Laura into the house and promised to take care of her. Anna was grateful to all of them.
At last the city limits came into view, and Anna held her breath, almost afraid to look. No doubt the funnels had swept through here too. The first neighborhood was unscathed, but then they crossed another and some houses were destroyed. It seems so random, Anna thought as they passed. One structure would be gone, while the others all around it were fine. Taking in the sight of people on the street, crying and confused over what happened, Anna realized they were lucky to only lose the barn. So many people had lost so much more, and she felt her heart ache for them.
Rounding a corner toward the high school turned hospital, Anna felt Sam slow the horse. She peeked around the woman's shoulder. What met her eyes was an alarming sight. Dozens of people were mingling in the parking lot outside the doors of the building. Injuries of all kinds were evident, and Anna immediately realized they were waiting for a spot inside to be seen by one of the medical team. “Sam stop,” she asked, and the woman reigned in the horse. I have to help, she thought, while at the same time her heart screamed to go find Lexi. Lexi, was who mattered most in the world, and yet, there was her duty to help others too.
Unable to make up her mind, Anna paused. The decision was impossible, but before she had to decide, a man in the crowd waved to them and started to hurry their way. Anna thought she recognized him from the farmers market. Then, it came to her. Tony, the man whose wife, Heidi, was very pregnant. No longer hesitating, Anna slipped from the horse and ran to him. “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
He grabbed her hand. “It's my wife,” he explained in a rush. “The baby is coming.” Anna had a sudden flashback to not long ago when she was with Lexi in the Space Needle in Seattle. Right after the lights went out, another mother had a baby with Anna's help. She knew in her heart that Lexi would want her to help this woman too.
“Take me to her,” Anna said, following the man back through the crowd.

LEXI WAS RESTLESS AS she stood beside the cot where Taylor lay with her eyes closed. She was clearly in pain from her broken arm, but she had not made a single complaint. Beside her, Jackie sat in a folding metal chair and held Taylor's good hand. Lexi watched as Jackie rubbed the woman's wrist tenderly. I think she finally gets it, Lexi thought and was grateful Jackie realized she loved Taylor before it was too late. All of which only made her even more crazy thinking of Anna and if she was okay. Every part of her wanted to get back on one of the bikes and race home to check on her. Lexi needed to take Anna in her arms and convince herself the woman was okay. We just need to get Taylor looked at first, she thought.
They had yet to see anyone from the medical team, but she considered them lucky to be one of the first few to get into the building. From the commotion she heard outside the open gymnasium doors, more and more people were gathering every minute. How widespread was the damage? she wondered but knew it would take days to find out. With no way to communicate and no cars to drive around to check on people, rescue operations were almost nonexistent. We were just fortunate a few people thought to rush downtown and check on things. A group had arrived at City Hall and made quick work of unburying the mayor, who amazingly only suffered a broken ankle. Once both he and Taylor were free from the wreckage, the willing helpers got them to the hospital. Now Greg Orion was in the cot adjacent to Taylor. He was doing his best to shake the hands of anyone who passed near him. Even in what had to be severe pain, the politician in him never stopped, and Lexi had to give him some credit for his dedication.
As she was watching him work, the metal art sculptor from the farmers market came walking toward them. Seeing him, Lexi noticed he had a thick bandage wrapped around the side of his head. “You okay?” Lexi asked the man, and he nodded.
“Lucky to be alive,” he said. “I was in my metal shop when one of those things hit. Flying knife edges everywhere and nary a scratch.” Lexi smiled at his good humor over it but wondered why he came over to see them. Maybe to say hello to Greg? she thought, although it seemed a little out of character. Before she could ask him if there was anything she could help him with, he gave a wave toward the front of the school. “But that's not why I came over,” he continued. “I wanted to make sure you knew Anna was outside. Seemed kind of odd that you weren't helping her.” 
Lexi froze. Did he just say Anna was outside? “Anna? She is here?” Lexi asked, almost unwilling to believe it. 
The man nodded. “She’s in the front parking lot helping a pregnant woman get on a gurney. I’m pretty sure a baby is on the way,” he explained. 
Lexi grabbed the man by the shoulders. “Thank you,” she gasped with excitement and relief. “Thank you for telling me.” As the artist smiled, Lexi turned to Jackie who was already waving her to go. Lexi nodded. “I'll be right back,” she said and started toward the front doors. As she approached, they opened, and four people pushing a gurney with a moaning woman on it came in. One of the four was Anna. Lexi's legs grew weak at the knowledge the woman was okay.
“Anna,” Lexi called out, and she saw the dark-haired woman she loved turn to look. All of the relief Lexi felt in her own heart was written on Anna's face.
“Oh my God, Lexi,” Anna said while she continued to push. “You're safe.” Lexi could see tears well up in Anna's eyes, and Lexi knew everything was going to be all right now. They were both okay and together.
“Keep going. I'll follow you,” Lexi said. She could see the appreciation on Anna's face. With a smile, Lexi was about to reach out to squeeze Anna's hand as she passed when the front doors burst open again. Looking up, Lexi froze. In walked Jeff Eider.

AS A HUSH FELL OVER the room and Jackie squeezed her hand tighter, Taylor opened her eyes to look around.  Jeff, the town's chief of police, was walking straight toward her. A smirk played across his lips, and Taylor knew something was about to go down. In her ankle holster, she still wore her snub-nosed .357, but knew making a move for it would be a mistake. There were too many innocent bystanders in the room to start waving guns around, and she could see the man wore a gun on his hip. Nearing the bed, Taylor saw him glance at the mayor. 
Greg nodded to him. “Jeff,” he said. “How is it out there?” 
Jeff shrugged. “A mess, but people will figure it out,” he replied, and his disinterest was evident in his tone. 
Taylor bristled at his nonchalance. Homes were demolished, people could be trapped, and although she had not heard yet, probably casualties. “That’s your report?” Taylor said, unable to contain her anger. “A mess?” She felt Jackie tense beside her. Provoking the man while she was out of fighting shape with a broken arm was not wise, but she had could not hold it in anymore.
“What did you just say to me?” Jeff snapped as he turned his focus back to her. “You know I could arrest you for talking shit to me?”
Taylor narrowed her eyes. “So, do it. Arrest me,” she shot back. 
Jeff's smirk returned, and he pulled out a pair of handcuffs from his belt. “You know what? I think I will,” he threatened and started to move toward Taylor. 
Bring it on, Taylor thought as she pulled her hand from Jackie’s and clenched her good fist. The tension was sending bolts of pain through her broken arm, but she ignored it. Jackie stood up and moved to block Jeff’s progress.
“Knock it off,” she said. “She just saved the mayor's life for crying out loud.” 
Jeff flicked his eyes to Jackie. “You know what, Jackie? I’m going to arrest you too. Sweeten up the place,” he said with a leer. “If you know what I mean.” That’s it, Taylor thought and started to push off of the cot. I’m going to beat this guy’s ass. Before she could get up, she noticed for the first time that a large group of people had surrounded them to watch the action. Unfortunately, she had no idea if they would be with her or against her. Guess I’m about to find out. Suddenly, the mayor held up his hand.
“Okay, hold it,” Greg interrupted. “I don't want any violence. Someone get me an ink pen.” Puzzled, both Taylor and Jeff looked at the man as he pulled a piece of paper from the inside of the suit jacket laid across his lap. When she saw what it was, Taylor's eyes widened. She saw Jackie shift with anticipation beside her. Is that what I think it is? she wondered. As a pen was handed to him, Greg opened the document with a flourish.
“What the hell is that?” Jeff asked with a snarl. The mayor looked at him and flashed his now infamous politician’s smile. In light of Jeff’s clearly menacing posture, Taylor had to force herself not to shake her head at the mayor’s complete inability to grasp the direness of circumstances around him. She moved her leg to make sure she could go for the gun on her ankle in a hurry if it came to it.
“This, Jeff, is a letter from our now absent chief of police. It is recommending Taylor Barnes as his replacement,” he said. “All it requires is my signature, and that is what I am doing right now.”
“Bullshit,” Jeff said and started to reach for the paper. Before he could get ahold of it, a man behind him blocked his arm. Taylor remembered him from the town meeting but could not recall his name. Luckily, he was a big guy and had no problem stopping Jeff. Jeff glared at him. “Are you nuts? I’m going to arrest you for that,” he threatened.
“No, you’re not,” a different woman added. At this, Jeff stiffened and began to glance around at the people in the crowd. 
Taylor had no doubt a lot of them had been bullied by Jeff at one point or another. Unable to help it, Taylor started to grin. “If you don't mind, I'll be taking that badge back,” she told him and, realizing he was outnumbered, he took it off of his shirt. With a sneer, he spit in the shield before chucking it at Taylor, who caught it easily despite her disgust.
“This is not over,” Jeff threatened as he turned to push his way back through the crowd. 
Taylor had no doubt.



CHAPTER 36

Since Sam got back, Laura could not keep from touching the woman. Subtle, but constant, as it was the only way she could convince herself Sam was alive and there with her. The sight of seeing the barn swept away haunted her thoughts. Even as Taylor and Jackie told their stories of what happened in Astoria, Laura was distracted and would feel tears threaten. I just want to be alone with her, she thought. To kiss her and hold her, while making sure she is real. For now, she made do with simply standing close with a hand on Sam’s arm or holding her hand.
Sam did not appear to mind the attention, although Laura knew her demeanor worried her lover. Throughout the evening, Laura would catch Sam gazing at her with loving tenderness mixed with concern in her eyes. Sam had one of those looks right now. “Everything is okay,” she whispered into Laura's ear, while everyone filled bowls with vegetable stew and picked up warm biscuits. Alice was able to make them after trading for a large Dutch oven at the farmers market. Laura nodded and knew Sam was right. Even though Taylor's arm was broken and now in a plaster cast, all of them were well. Anna and Lexi had remained in town to help at the hospital, but otherwise, the group was all there together.
The storm had come and gone as well. A clear sky slowly fading into twilight remained. Even from where she sat, Laura could see the first hint of stars but hoped there would be no Northern Lights tonight. They seemed to do nothing but be harbingers of bad things. First the blackout and then the storm. What more does it have in store for us? she wondered and held Sam’s hand tighter. “I know we are all okay,” Laura finally said in return to Sam’s reassurance, but the knowledge did not dispel her strong sense of unease that something more was yet to come.
Finally, people finished their meals and, with yawns, started to go separate ways. Laura and Sam were on duty in the group’s rotation for dinner clean up, but Alice and Andres’ wife Ramona waved them off. “We have it tonight,” Alice murmured. “You both look half dead on your feet.” Laura hugged her in gratitude, yet when she started to walk toward the sunroom where she slept, she felt Sam hesitate.
“Am I coming in there with you?” she asked. “I mean, I know the barn is gone, but there's always the back porch. I didn't want to assume—” Laura stopped to take Sam's face in her hands. She looked in the woman's uncertain eyes.
“Tonight, and as many nights as you want,” Laura said. A slow smile lit Sam's face, and she leaned forward to kiss Laura.
“That will be a lot of nights,” Sam said softly against her lips and Laura felt some of the fear she still carried lift off of her. Her Sam was safe.

ANNA LET OUT A BIG sigh as she felt Lexi come up behind her, wrapping her arms around her waist. It was growing late, and she realized she was exhausted, yet at the same time, satisfied. Anna had not been coming to the hospital out of fear. But I’m not going to let that stop me anymore, she thought. We will just have to find a way. Turning in her lover's arms, she sighed at the tenderness she saw in Lexi's blue-gray eyes. “Ready to come sit down?” Lexi asked. “I found us two chairs and a blanket.” 
Anna nodded. Getting off her feet sounded perfect, but wrapping up with Lexi, even on uncomfortable chairs, was even more so. “Lead on,” she said, and Lexi took her hand to guide them across the room to a quiet spot. As they made to settle in, Dr. Ambrose, the unofficial head of the medical team, stopped to talk to them.
“Thank you for staying,” he said to Anna and then smiled at Lexi as well. “You too. I feel it was a difference maker. People take real comfort from your presence.” 
Anna smiled in return. “I was glad it worked out,” she said and then smiled. “Although, I never expected Tony and Heidi to give their new son the name Patten.” 
Dr. Ambrose nodded. “Frankly, they think you walk on water,” he said and touched her arm. “A lot of us do. I hope we can work it out for you to return to a regular schedule soon.” Anna felt Lexi stiffen beside her, but Lexi cleared her throat before Anna could squeeze the woman’s hand in reassurance.
“We will figure out a way to make that happen,” she said. “If it is what Anna wants.” A broad smile lit Dr. Ambrose’s face.
“Thank you,” he said and then nodded toward their chairs. “Now I’ll stop interrupting your break.” Anna watched him walk away before leaning into Lexi.
“Did you mean it?” she asked almost afraid of the answer. Can she finally, really understand how important this is to me? she wondered. 
Lexi kissed the top of her head. “I do,” she said. “Things are changing for the good now. Taylor will make this town safe, and you know it is only a matter of time until Jackie worms her way into helping run things with the mayor.” 
Anna did know. Her friends were strong, charismatic people who had already made great strides to gain people's trust. “Astoria is lucky to have them,” she answered as she put her arms around Lexi's waist and pulled her closer. “And thank you.” Lexi hugged her back, but Anna could tell there was something else on her mind. Tipping her head back, she looked into the woman's face. “What is it, Lexi?” Lexi paused before answering, and Anna gave her time. Whatever she was about to say would be significant.
“Anna, if you want to wait on our wedding until things are a little more settled, I would understand,” she said. 
Anna’s eyes widened. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I most definitely don’t want that. I want to marry you in four days, just like we always planned.” She felt Lexi’s body relax.
“Good,” Lexi said. “Because I can’t wait to be married to you.” Anna sighed and hugged her. I can’t wait either, she thought.

MOVING SLOW, JACKIE helped Taylor down onto their bed. The woman was clearly in a lot of pain, but as always, playing it tough. Once Taylor was sitting, Jackie closed the bedroom door and turned to her. “Okay, you can stop pretending you’re not hurting,” she said with her hands on her hips. Taylor raised an eyebrow.
“Who says I'm pretending?” she asked, and Jackie shook her head as she crossed over to the bed.
“God, you are so stubborn,” she said, kneeling down to help Taylor remove her boots. While she finished removing the first one, Taylor put a tender hand on her hair and Jackie paused. The touch was so loving it made Jackie catch her breath. All evening, she had forced herself to not think about what happened in the mayor's office. She thought Taylor was dead and was ready to die herself if it was true. Now, as she thought of what was said between them, Jackie could not believe she almost lost the woman she was now willing to admit she loved with all her heart.
Finishing the second boot, Jackie reached up and took Taylor's hand to kiss the palm. Their eyes met. There were so many things she wanted to tell her brave, strong hero, but the words did not come easy. Just say it, she thought. The struggle was undoubtedly on her face, and Taylor took her by the chin to raise her face. “I love you, Jackie Scott,” she said and dipped down to kiss her. The touch was light, but the passion which was always there came through loud and clear. Jackie felt the emotions to her core. As Taylor started to pull away, she reached out to hold Taylor still and kissed her back. In a moment, the tender kiss was now hot with wanting. Jackie needed the woman more now than ever. They were lucky to be alive, and her body yearned to rejoice in it.
Using her good arm, Taylor lifted Jackie up closer, and she knew the woman was about to turn her over onto the bed, but Jackie realized that was not what she wanted right now. “Wait,” she breathed, and Taylor paused.
“Did I hurt you?” Taylor asked, and Jackie shook her head.
“No, Taylor. Never,” she answered. “But I worry about hurting your arm.” Taylor chuckled.
“What arm?” she said, and Jackie smiled, but did not relent.  She gently pushed the woman onto her back and straddled her on the bed. Taylor looked up with half-closed, hungry eyes. “I want you, Jackie,” she said in a husky voice, and Jackie felt empowered. Leaning down, she kissed her lover. As soon as Taylor tried to deepen the kiss, Jackie pulled back and put a finger to Taylor's lips.
“Relax,” she whispered. Taylor raised her eyebrows.
“You on top of me makes it damn hard to relax,” she said, and now Jackie chuckled.
“Well, tonight, you don't get to be the superhero. You're not in charge,” she said and felt a nervous flutter in her stomach. Every part of her wanted to show Taylor how much she loved her, but she had to admit she did not know exactly what to do. Taking a deep breath, Jackie leaned forward and ran her mouth down Taylor's chin to her neck. She heard the woman suck in a breath as Jackie licked and nipped at the hot skin. At the same time, Jackie ran her hands over Taylor's chest. She wore a t-shirt with a split down the side to allow for the cast, but nothing under it. Going on instinct, Jackie let her hands roam under the fabric to find Taylor's hard nipples. The woman shuttered.
“Jackie, God. What are you doing?” Taylor whispered.
“Is this okay?” Jackie asked, suddenly feeling very unsure. 
Taylor hesitated, but then Jackie heard her let out a long breath. “Yes,” she answered. Jackie licked her lips to gather her courage and then slid her body down Taylor's until she was at the woman's belt. With shaking hands, she undid the clasp and pulled it free. The movement was incredibly erotic. Jackie felt her nervousness melting away when she heard Taylor's breathing start to come faster. Working the button, Jackie unfastened the woman's jeans and pulled down the zipper slowly, with every intention of teasing her. The movement worked because Taylor shifted with excitement. Smiling now, Jackie took the waistband in her hands and pulled the pants down past Taylor's hips. “Jackie,” Taylor said. “Are you sure about this?” Jackie paused and realized her desire to please Taylor tonight was as intense as any feeling had ever been.
“I am,” she whispered back and pulled the top of Taylor's briefs lower, just before dipping her tongue down to touch Taylor between her legs. She felt the woman quiver, and it made her feel even more powerful. Pulling harder on the clothing, she moved the fabric further out of the way and licked at her again. This time, she plunged past the swollen lips to her clit. Taylor bucked under the intensity.
“Jackie, come up here and let me take you,” she growled, but Jackie shook her head as she tickled with her tongue again.
“No, not yet. Tonight, you’re not the one calling all the shots. Tonight belongs to me,” she insisted and was rewarded with a long moan of pleasure from her lover. Jackie did not hesitate and pushed in harder until she could put her mouth on Taylor. Slowly she sucked the woman and Taylor started to shake.
“You're going to make me come, do you know that? Is that what you want?” Taylor moaned, and Jackie felt a thrill run through her. Every nerve in her body was on fire from the knowledge she was in control of the strong woman who over and over risked her life for them all.
“I do,” she answered. “I want to taste you in my mouth.” The words were all Taylor seemed to need because Jackie felt the woman’s entire body tense for a moment as the climax swept through her. It was followed by a shudder and Taylor threw her arm over her eyes as she panted to catch her breath.
“That felt so incredible,” Taylor murmured and then reached down to pull Jackie up. When they were face-to-face, Jackie saw a flood of emotions in the woman’s eyes. They stared at each other for a beat and then Taylor smiled. “I love you, Jackie Scott. And you never cease to amaze me.” Jackie smiled in return and nuzzled Taylor’s cheek.
“I love you too, Taylor Barnes,” she answered, and every word came from her heart.



CHAPTER 37

Sam was glad to feel the sun warm on her face as she walked with Will down the road. They were coming from the Miller's farm. Each carried half of the wedding arch Roger and his sons made for Anna and Lexi's ceremony tomorrow. There had been nothing but gray skies with sprinkles of rain since the big storm three days before, and the fact had everyone on edge, regardless of the festive air from the upcoming special event. Fingers crossed it stays this nice through tomorrow at least, she thought as she shifted the heavy wooden structure from one shoulder to another. Lexi and Anna deserve a perfect day. “Need a break?” Will asked, but she saw he was grinning and knew he had no doubt she could carry her part just as far as he could.
“Looking for an excuse, old man?” she countered, and he laughed. It sounded good. They were all slowly getting back into the regular groove again. The field still needed to be turned and planted with potatoes and onions. Fish needed to be caught. Native plants needed to be harvested from the forest. Not to mention we need to build a new barn, she thought. Plus, Taylor was already talking about getting the word out for a second farmers market. Not that Sam minded any of it. Being busy was good for all of them. Especially Laura.
If Sam had to admit it, Laura still was not back one hundred percent from the shock of seeing what she thought was Sam's death. Every night since they would lay on her little bed wrapped in each other's arms and not say a word. Whenever Sam tried to get her to talk about it, the woman just put a finger on her lips to shush the sound. “Not yet,” she would whisper, and Sam loved her enough to respect her wishes. Maybe I can talk to Anna about it in a few days, or after the wedding tomorrow, she thought. If there was something Sam could be doing differently to help the woman she loved recover, she wanted to know it.
Finally, the farmhouse was in sight, and Sam quietly puffed out a breath. She would never admit it to Will, but her half of the arch was indeed getting heavy. It was incredibly kind of Roger to use his carving tools to fashion a beautiful design of flowers in the wood. A perfect touch, she thought as she imagined the layout Anna decided on for the ceremony.
Initially, she was going to come out of the barn to cross over to Lexi on the porch steps, but the storm changed that plan. Now she would walk from the house to a spot in the grass marked by the arch where her bride would be waiting. Along with Greg Orion, she thought with a grin. While at the hospital recovering, he heard about Lexi and Anna’s upcoming nuptials and insisted they let him officiate. Getting his butt out to the farm was going to be a pain, but Sam had agreed to go get him in the morning. Lester would carry them both back easily enough. Just one more moving part in this whole business. Sam had no idea a wedding could be so much work, but then she thought of Laura and how much she loved her. A smile widened across her face at the idea someday, just maybe, they would have a wedding of their own.

WALKING THE FENCE LINE with Lexi and her two goldies, Taylor appreciated the change in the weather as well. She knew Lexi had been wanting to come out to see the extent of the damage to her property and Taylor had been hoping for a good time to talk to the woman alone. Now, as they approached the strip of missing fence, she watched Lexi wave the dogs off. As they bounded away, Taylor came to stand beside her. She let out a long whistle as she took in the way the cement bases in which Lexi had set the fence posts were ripped from the ground along with all the boards. Not for the first time, Taylor was amazed none of them were injured or worse. Well, I’m injured, but that’s not the same, she thought and then smiled. Jackie would give her grief for that way of thinking. Since the accident, Jackie was on her about her habit of always playing the hero.
In fact, Jackie made it quite clear a few days ago that, even though it was true she was in love with Taylor, she was not interested in being with a crazy person. “If you truly think you're invincible, that's madness,” she said when Taylor asked for an explanation. “You are the Astoria chief of police, but that is not the same as Batman. Promise me you'll think first and jump off of cliffs second. Or this relationship is going nowhere.” Taylor had sheepishly agreed to be more careful. As she remembered the appearance of the navy-blue teddy and the lovemaking which commenced after their pact, she grinned. It had been a good trade.
“Well, we will just have to see if we can trade for some lumber at the next farmers market,” Lexi was saying, while Taylor refocused with a shake of her head. Jackie in the lingerie was incredibly distracting.
“Huh?” Taylor said. “What was that?” 
Lexi turned to look at her. “Fixing the fence?” she asked. “Isn’t that why we are out here? Or is this my bachelor party?” 
Taylor laughed. “Sorry, not that,” she answered. “But I did need to talk to you.” Lexi waited, and Taylor took a deep breath, not sure how Lexi was going to take the news she was about to give her. “Jackie and I are moving into town.” She watched the other woman's face turn thoughtful, but then she nodded.
“Makes sense,” Lexi said. “You can’t run a city 24/7 from out here. What house will you be using?”
Taylor felt herself relax and was glad Lexi understood. There was still a lot to do on the farm. Taylor knew, though, that it would not be hard to find dozens of other hands to help get things planted and the barn rebuilt.
“The last police chief's house. At least until he comes back with his wife. Assuming he does,” she answered. “This will help with logistics here too. Now Laura and Sam can move upstairs, while Callie and Will can move into the house.” 
Lexi smiled. “Good point,” she agreed. “It won’t be the same without you two around all the time though.” 
Taylor put her good hand on Lexi’s shoulder. “We will visit often and vice versa,” she said, looking Lexi hard in the eye. “Lexi, I will never be able to repay you for taking me in and letting me live here when everything went crazy. It won’t ever be forgotten.” 
Lexi grinned and patted Taylor’s arm. “I think you’ve done plenty to even the score,” she said and started toward the house. “Now we better get back. Still a few things to get organized.” 
Taylor fell into step beside her. “True. Big day tomorrow,” she said with a bit of teasing in her voice. 
Lexi snorted a laugh. “You think?” she said. 
Taylor nodded. “And you’re ready? To finally marry the love of your life? Anna Patten?” she asked with a glance at Lexi’s face. The radiant glow of love Taylor saw there was more than enough of an answer, but Lexi responded anyway.
“More than you can ever imagine,” she said.

LAURA GENTLY BRAIDED the pieces of white honeysuckle into a strip they would attach to the wedding archway in the morning. Jackie sat to her left and worked on her own batch, which Laura thought with a smile would go a little faster if the woman stopped pausing to sip her wine at regular intervals. Not that Laura minded even the slightest. She had a yet untouched glass of her own which she intended to try in another minute. Plus, tonight was a time to celebrate. Anna and Lexi, after loving each other for so long, were about to be united forever. The idea of it made Laura sigh, and she heard Jackie chuckle. “I'm not sure who is finding this wedding more romantic,” she said, giving Laura a nudge with her shoulder. “You or Anna.” Laura had to smile. There was no doubt Anna was over the moon, but she would have to admit the entire event was magical in Laura's eyes too. She had only been to one wedding of a distant cousin, and she found it boring more than anything. This wedding would be different. Because Anna and Lexi could not love each other more, she thought. True love.
As she had that thought, Sam strolled into the kitchen having finally returned with the wooden arch. She smiled at Laura and came to kiss her before slipping into the chair beside her. The act was all Laura needed to finally be able to truly relax again. Every second she was out of Sam's presence weighed on her. Although her anxiety had lessened over the last few days, a lingering fear always came back if Sam was out of sight. She knew the irrational anxiety worried Sam a bit, but the woman was patient. Because we have a true love of our own? Laura wondered and felt her heart skip a beat at the idea. Maybe someday we will be the ones about to join our lives. The thought warmed Laura's heart, and Sam obviously noticed the look on her face. “Penny for your thoughts?” she asked, making Laura blush. She picked up her wine and sipped it as a means of distraction. 
“Just excited about tomorrow,” she murmured, changing the subject back to something earlier. “So, Jackie, you said you had something to ask me?” 
Jackie nodded. “I do. Thanks for reminding me,” she said. “I've been talking to Taylor, and we want to get the library going. Are you still interested in helping run it?” 
Laura paused in her braiding to consider the question. Working with the books would be wonderful, but it would also mean being far away from Sam for hours at a time. Sam spoke up before Laura could decide.
“I think that's a fantastic idea,” she said and slipped an arm around Laura's shoulders. “Don't you think so, sweetheart?” Laura did not miss the subtle nudge her lover was giving her but did not mind. She knew Sam was right and only wanted her to be happy. Sitting around worrying was not the answer. Taking a deep breath to try and slow her racing heart, she nodded.
“I would like that,” she said in answer to Jackie’s proposal. “When?” 
Jackie shrugged. “Sooner rather than later,” she replied. “Taylor and I really want to get Astoria moving in a positive direction. The library opening for business will be a big morale boost. Maybe it can coincide with the next farmers market?” Laura saw Sam grin clearly excited.
“We could even set up a table with some books on it to check out. To help spread the word,” she suggested. Laura had to admit that her idea was a great one. But so soon? she thought. Am I ready? The decision made her chest tighten, but she also knew this was a perfect step forward. Slipping her hand off the table, she grasped Sam’s who gave her a reassuring squeeze. After another beat, Laura made up her mind.
“That would be perfect,” she agreed and realized she meant it.



CHAPTER 38

From where she sat holding Joe with friends all around her, Anna watched the sun go down over the trees and sighed.  Tonight, she and Lexi would stay apart, but tomorrow was her and Lexi's day at last. She felt Laura's hand on her shoulder and looked over to see the woman sitting in the chair beside her. “That was a big sigh,” Laura said, and Anna smiled.
“But a happy one,” Anna assured her. “I just wasn’t sure this day would ever come. I’ve loved her for so long. And then it’s been so crazy ...” Her words trailed off. The last thing she wanted was to think about all the past troubles. Not tonight, she thought and held in her heart the hope everything was taking a turn for the better now that Jeff was vanquished.
Laura gave her shoulder a squeeze, and then the woman ran a hand over Joe's sleeping head. “Everything is going to be perfect,” she said as Sam came through the screen door with a fresh bottle of wine for them. Anna saw Laura's face brighten as she watched Sam move about giving Callie and Alice fresh pours. It made her heart happy to know the two women had found each other. The irony was not lost on Anna that their union was only made possible by the catastrophe.  And Lexi and me? Would there be a wedding for us tomorrow if the lights had not gone out? she wondered. There was no way to ever know.
Sam stepped to Anna's side and held up the wine bottle. “More?” she asked, but before Anna could answer, Lady stood up beside Laura and started to growl. Sam turned to say something to the dog, but Anna followed the animal's gaze into the night and what she saw made her entire body chill. A man was materializing out of the night.
“No,” she whispered, standing up quickly at the same time knocking the wine bottle from Sam’s hand. The red liquid splashed across the painted boards of the front porch and Anna had the strangest thought it looked like blood. At the same time Lady started to bark.
“What's happening?” Anna heard Alice say from far away, but she could not seem to find the words to answer. Jeff Eider was walking toward them, and he had a gun in his hand. An evil smile twisted his features in the lantern lights which adorned the porch. Without breaking eye contact with the man, Anna handed Joe off to Alice.
“Take him into the house,” she said, and the woman did not hesitate.
“Hey,” Jeff said with a snarl when he saw Alice take Joe. “Hold it right there.” Anna immediately stepped into his line of fire to protect Alice and the baby as they slipped through the front door.
“What do you want, Jeff?” she asked coldly. The man chuckled, and the malice in the sound made Anna want to be sick. There could be no good end to any of this, she thought.
“You know exactly what I want, Anna Patten,” he said. “And if you get over here and cooperate, I won’t even shoot anybody.”

STANDING UP FROM WHERE she leaned against the back-porch rail, Jackie left the warmth of Taylor's good arm draped over her shoulders to go back into the house. Another glass of scotch for Taylor was in order. Lexi, Will, and Andres wanted some too. She would have to open the last bottle they had, but this was a special occasion. Not to mention I love the taste of it on Taylor’s lips, she thought with a tingle all through her. She estimated the woman could use one more pour of the liquid. Then, her hero would be ready to go upstairs and ravish her. Jackie smiled at the flutter she felt thinking of her lover’s hands all over her.
As the screen door shut behind her, Jackie weaved her way around the butcher block island and realized she was a little tipsy from the bottle of wine she was drinking. A giggle snuck out as she went to the pantry. Poking her head in to look around, she heard the door to the front of the house open and then close with a slam. What in the world? she thought. Jackie turned to look as Alice, who came running into the kitchen with Joe in her arms. The woman's face was white as a ghost and Jackie noticed she was shaking. “What's wrong?” Jackie asked, suddenly sober as she knew something terrible was happening. 
“Jeff's here,” Alice gasped, and Jackie's blood ran cold.
“Where?” she asked. 
Alice turned to look toward the front of the house. “Out there. He's trying to take Anna, I think.”
Hearing that, Jackie was suddenly in motion. “Tell Taylor,” she said and then ran past Alice for the stairs. She had to get to her bedroom so she could grab something she knew Taylor was going to need. Because this has to end, she thought as she pounded up the steps. Bursting into the room, Jackie went straight to the dresser to yank open the top drawer. Inside was Taylor's gun and holster. Beside it was the little .38 Special Taylor taught her how to dry fire. After a second of hesitation, Jackie grabbed them both and turned to run back down.
Slipping the smaller gun into her pocket, she reached the last step at the same time Taylor and the others were coming through the kitchen. When Taylor saw her gun in Jackie's hands, a look of deep appreciation crossed her features. “Take care of this,” Jackie said, and as Taylor slid the weapon from its holster, she gave a nod. Thank God it wasn’t her right arm broken, Jackie thought randomly, while moving to follow Taylor out of the house. Taylor paused and looked hard at Jackie.
“Stay in the house,” she said. “I need you to be safe.” Jackie started to protest, but the no-nonsense look in the woman's eyes made her pause. She nodded, and in another instant, Taylor was on her way out the front door. I need you to be safe too, Jackie thought. She was unable to do what her lover asked and she went toward the front of the house to follow.

LEXI WAS RIGHT BEHIND Taylor, and as they burst onto the front porch, she thought her heart would stop in that instant. Anna was walking toward Jeff who was smiling wickedly at all of them. As soon as he noticed Taylor's gun, he reached out and grabbed Anna around the shoulders, turning her into a shield.
“No!” Lexi yelled and pushed past Taylor to run toward Anna. Jeff leveled his gun at her, but she did not care. All that mattered was getting Anna away from the monster. 
“Lexi, stop,” Anna cried out. “He’ll shoot you.” At the same time, Lexi heard Taylor coming after her and felt the woman’s powerful hand grab her arm.
“Fall back, Lexi,” she said while at the same time yanking Lexi hard. With her forward movement halted, Lexi stumbled down onto one knee, but could not stop looking at Anna. The woman stood frozen, and Lexi felt her heart breaking. Anna had been through so much already. Lexi would do anything to save her now.
“Jeff, please,” Lexi begged. “Let her go. Take me instead.” The man glanced in her direction for a second, but then snapped his focus back to Taylor and her gun. It did not stop him from smiling.
“You’re not serious?” he snorted. “Why would I want a dyke like you when I can have this?” 
Lexi watched as he gave Anna’s shoulders a squeeze, but again Anna did not react. She’s going into shock, Lexi thought and knew time was running out. Taylor no doubt realized it too because she took two more steps forward until Jeff turned his gun on her instead of Anna. 
Taylor stopped. “Drop your weapon, Jeff,” Taylor ordered. “You’re under arrest.” 
Jeff stood, as if unable to comprehend what the woman had said to him. Then, suddenly, he burst out laughing.
“That’s what you got?” he asked. “An empty threat? What’s to stop me from shooting you right now and then dragging Anna into the woods anyway?” 
Lexi stiffened as she considered his words. She knew she would have to die before she let him leave with Anna. Out of the corner of her eye, Lexi realized others in her group were thinking the same thing as they came down the steps to stand in a half circle behind Taylor.
“You’ll have to shoot us all,” Lexi heard Sam say. “Because none of us will stand aside and let you take her.” Lexi heard a murmur of consent from the others. With her heart swelling with hope, Lexi looked back at Anna and saw a glimmer of light come into her beautiful eyes. We all love you, Anna, she thought and felt a hand grasp her arm to help her stand up. Will stood with her, and his face was filled with determination. Taylor took another step forward, and this time Jeff stepped back. He still held Anna, but doubt was now evident on his face.
“Let her loose and leave, Jeff,” Taylor said. “If you do that, and swear to never return, I won’t chase you. Just let her go.”

TAYLOR STARED THE MAN down and her gun hand did not waver. The law enforcement officer in her knew she could not shoot unless she had to do it, but every other part of her wanted to kill the bastard.
“Bullshit,” Jeff snarled like a trapped animal, but Taylor could see his hold on Anna was slipping. He’s going to do it. He’s going to run, she thought.
“You have my word as the chief of police,” Taylor promised, and she meant it. Her word was her bond and, although she knew the man would turn up like a bad penny again someday, what mattered right now was getting Anna out of harm's way. She could see Jeff hesitate as he flicked his eyes from Taylor to the rest of the group standing with her.
“Put down your gun,” he insisted with a hint of panic blooming his voice. “Or I'll just kill her and be done with it.” 
Taylor clenched her jaw to keep her cool. Threats like that were when hostage negotiations started to go wrong. If Jeff thought he had no escape route, he would try to do as much damage as he could before they took him out. Taylor weighed her options. The man seemed to hate her the most, so odds were she was the one he would take a potshot at before running. How good of an aim is he? she wondered. Will his shot kill me? In an instant, she decided that she would take the risk.
“Fine,” Taylor said and slowly lowered her gun to the ground. “Now let her go.” She watched Jeff narrow his eyes, no doubt expecting a trap. When no one moved, an evil smile slowly crossed his face. With his eyes still on Taylor, Jeff roughly pushed Anna away from him. She cried out in surprise and stumbled, but Lexi was there in a flash to catch her.
“Remember,” Jeff said as he slowly took a step back toward the forest. “You promised. No pursuit.” Taylor nodded, even though every ounce of her being hated the deal she made with him. At least Anna is safe, she thought. For now. Taylor had no doubt the man would never be able to stop harassing them. And if I see him again, I’ll kill him.
“I promise,” Taylor confirmed, waiting for the man to disappear into the shadows. Suddenly, there was the sound of a gun firing. Not sure what was happening, Taylor dove for her weapon, coming up with it at the ready only Jeff was no longer a threat. The man was down on the ground and not moving. What in the hell? she thought and looked around. Beside her stood Jackie, holding her .38 Special precisely like Taylor taught her. 
“Jackie,” Taylor whispered. The woman glanced over at her with no regret in her eyes.
“I didn't promise him a damn thing,” she said, and as conflicted as Taylor felt over what had just happened, she was pretty sure she had never loved the woman more.



CHAPTER 39

A light tapping at the door slowly brought Anna up from the dream she was having. In it, she and Lexi were teenagers again, but things were different somehow. Now it was Lexi's letterman's jacket she was wearing, and the woman's class ring was proudly on a chain around her neck. She was Lexi's girl, and it no longer mattered who knew the truth. Anna blinked her eyes open, taking in the warmth and beauty of the bedroom Lexi designed for her. Morning sunlight filtered in through the windows. Anna smiled lazily until the memory of all that happened the night before came flooding back. Sitting bolt upright, Anna looked over at Joe's crib and, not until she saw his dark head asleep on the quilt did she relax. He’s safe, she thought with a sigh of relief. As she considered everything which had happened, ending in Jeff's death, she realized her days of living afraid were over. The man was gone.
Another tap came from the door. This time, it swung slowly open until Jackie could poke her head in. “Time to wake up, Anna,” she said with a wide smile.  “Big day ahead.” Anna laughed and felt the last remnants of any worry slip away.
“Come in. I'm awake,” Anna answered as she pushed back the covers and went to Joe's crib. The baby opened his eyes at the sound of her voice, grinning up at her. The boy's smile always filled her heart with love, and she cooed as she picked him up. Returning to the bed, Jackie was there with a tray. On it was a cup of coffee, a biscuit with Alice's blackberry jam, and a wrapped package. Sitting down with Joe beside her, Anna picked up the coffee to sip and regarded the present. The paper around it was simple, and a single strand of yellow ribbon kept it all closed. “What's this?” she asked, and Jackie sat on the edge of the bed with her.
“Something Lexi wanted me to bring in to you,” she answered with an excited twinkle in her eyes. “Open it.” 
Anna giggled, catching Jackie’s enthusiasm and set aside her mug. Picking the present up, she was surprised to find it so light. “Do you know about this?” she asked Jackie while she untied the ribbon. 
Jackie shook her head. “No, I'll be as surprised as you are,” she said. Together they watched as Anna pulled back the paper to carefully reveal folded layers of lace. Puzzled, Anna stood up and lifted the fabric out of the packaging, only to realize at the last second Lexi had somehow found her a perfect wedding veil. Tears sprang to her eyes as the beauty of the act, as well as the item, settled over her. “Oh wow,” Jackie said, and all Anna could do at first was nod. Since she did not have any way to shop for a wedding dress, she chose a simple summer one which she already owned. She had reasoned a wedding dress was nothing except an expensive convention and she did not need one regardless of the near impossibility of finding something in time. Now though, as she let her eyes take in the simple elegance of the veil, she knew Lexi was not fooled. and so had risked life and limb to find her something special. And nothing could be more special, she thought, feeling her love for Lexi bloom ever brighter.
“I can’t believe she found this,” Anna finally whispered, clasping the veil to her chest. “I love it.”
Jackie nodded. “It will be just the thing,” she agreed, putting out her hand for Anna to take. “You’re going to be such a beautiful bride, Anna. I am so thankful you’re marrying my sister.” Anna squeezed Jackie’s hand in return.
“Thank you, Jackie,” she responded and then paused. She realized there was a great deal for which she wanted to thank Jackie, but now was not the time. Instead, she leaned forward and gave Jackie a quick hug. “Just think. Now we will really be sisters,” she said, and Jackie chuckled.
“Well, it’s about time,” she said.

JACKIE STOOD BESIDE Laura to the left of the wedding arch while they waited for events to get underway. Things would not be long now, and it made her heart happy. Lexi and Anna deserve a special celebration of their love after so long, she thought and let out a long, contented sigh. Letting her eyes roam over the setting, everyone's hard work was evident. Aside from the hand-crafted arch adorned with white honeysuckle, there were flowers and ribbons of whites and yellows decorating the entire area. Having a well-developed eye for fashion and design, Jackie knew when something looked good, and this setting was more than just good. It had turned out to be magical.
“I can tell from your face that you like what you see,” Jackie heard from beside her, and glanced over to watch Taylor walking up to her. The woman looked good, cast and all. Everyone had cleaned up and put on their best for the day, but the way Taylor's shirt fit her broad shoulders made Jackie catch her breath. The hungry look in the woman's eyes was having an effect as well. “You look incredible,” Taylor murmured as she drew close and Jackie had to agree. There were no reasons to dress up like she used to, but today she had carefully taken the time to choose her wardrobe and makeup. Not over the top to detract from the bride, but subtly sexy to make sure Taylor noticed. Clearly, she did.
“Thank you,” Jackie said and then smiled. “Aren’t you on the wrong side, though? Lexi chose to stand over there.” She waved to the right and Taylor nodded.
“I'll go back over in a minute. I just wanted to tell you how beautiful you are,” she said. Jackie tilted her head, loving the compliment, but feeling as if there was something more Taylor was not saying.
“But?” she asked, and Taylor shrugged, as she looked off into the distance.
“And how brave,” she added. “It's quite a combination.” Now Jackie felt herself blush and knew precisely what Taylor was talking about even though the subject had been left alone all day. At one point, Sam and Will had disappeared for a while to no doubt take care of the evidence. Otherwise, everyone was too busy and too focused on the celebration to let in any distractions. Jackie had been curious about what Taylor was thinking, being the chief of police while at the same time her lover.
“I see,” Jackie said finally. “But does it mean you will have to arrest me?” Her question was coy, but a sliver of concern did weigh in. After all, she had never met anyone on the planet with more honor and integrity than Army veteran Taylor Barnes. The woman returned her gaze and looked into Jackie’s eyes.
“Would you let me put handcuffs on you?” she asked with a raised eyebrow and an amused smile played across her lips. Jackie felt herself relax and her smile returned.
“No,” she answered, and Taylor shrugged.
“In that case, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said and, after planting a quick kiss on Jackie’s cheek, she wandered back over to her spot near Lexi.

LEXI WAS NOT SURE IF she could breathe as she watched Anna come down the aisle to her. The flowers of her bouquet, the veil trailing down her back, the look of love shining in her eyes. Anna had never been more beautiful than in this moment. From far away, Lexi could hear the last few chords from the guitar Roger's son, Noah, played for them. Then, the woman she loved with all that she was stood before her. Lexi reached out, and after passing her flowers to Jackie, Anna took her hands. They were warm and comforting, as her touch always was for Lexi. The epitome of everything Anna represented, and Lexi's heart was filled with love. So many years between them and at last, they were here together to become each other's wife.
Lexi was lost in Anna's eyes as Greg began the ceremony. The hundreds of memories running through her at this moment were evident in the woman's look as well. “I love you,” Anna mouthed to her as she gave Lexi's hands a light squeeze of reassurance and Lexi smiled. Anna. Her Anna. Always the one to settle Lexi's soul, which was perfectly timed as she hard Greg ask for the rings. At the words, Anna's eyes widened with surprise. They had talked about finding some at a later date if they thought they were necessary, but Lexi always knew a symbol of their love was important to Anna. Now she was both excited and nervous to see her reaction to the ones Lexi had made for them.
Taylor stepped forward and passed the rings to Lexi.  Slowly, Lexi opened her fingers for Anna to see the pair. The woman sucked in a gentle breath as she gazed at the perfect infinity twists and then her eyes moved back to Lexi's. Tears filled them, and Lexi saw nothing could have made her bride happier. “Oh Lexi,” Anna whispered, and their look held for a moment while Greg cleared his throat and continued.
“Now repeat after me –” he started, but Lexi interrupted him.
“I have this, Greg,” she said without looking away from Anna's face. Taking a deep breath, Lexi held up the two rings. “Hey,” she started with a shaking voice, and Anna sobbed out a laugh.
“Hey back,” she said, and Lexi smiled, feeling more confident.
“Anna, I have loved you always,” she said. “I believe not in just this life, but many which have come before. Like the symbol of these rings, I know our love will last until the end of time.” Taking Anna's hand, she slipped the ring she made for her onto her finger. “Thank you for coming back to me—” Suddenly, Lexi was overwhelmed with emotion and had to pause. At that moment, Anna stepped closer and reached up to touch her face.
“Lexi, I have loved you always. Thank you for waiting for me,” she said, and now tears did fall. “May I have your ring?” Lexi nodded, not trusting her voice, and handed Anna the second ring. Slowly, Anna took it and with a trembling smile, slid the circle of commitment onto Lexi's finger. “I will love you forever,” she said quietly and raised her face again. “Now kiss me.” Lexi wanted to do nothing more, and as their lips touched, she knew the love between them would endure because they were now one. In her heart, she knew they would persevere. For always. No matter how long the darkness remained.
THE END



EPILOGUE

Waiting outside the library, Sam rested against a dolly loaded with boxes and lifted her face to enjoy the warmth of the morning sun. As May had turned to June, so had Oregon's coastal weather improved. No more storms threatened, and green shoots were making their appearance in the acres of planted potatoes back at the farm. Life is good, she thought and turned when she heard the front door of the building open behind her. Laura was back and carrying a box of her own. Sam took it from her and put it with the others. “You're sure that's not too heavy,” Laura asked, and Sam smiled.
“I got it,” she said. “Ready?” 
Laura nodded as she turned and locked up the library. “I am,” she said with a smile. “This will be fun.” 
Sam agreed. Getting the library organized so people could manually check out books had taken longer than they originally planned, but finally, Laura was going to be able to set up a table full of books to offer at the farmer's market. “Plus, it will be good to see Jackie and Taylor again.”
“Absolutely,” Sam said as she tilted the dolly, beginning to push as Laura walked beside her. So far, she and Laura had only been into town once to see Jackie and Taylor's new place. When it was announced to everyone on the farm the two were moving, Sam had been a little uneasy not knowing how it would impact the dynamics of the group. The worry had proven groundless as the couple managed to visit via horse-drawn buggy at least once a week. In fact, a lot of townspeople came out regularly to help work on the farm, and a large contingent showed up on the day of the barn raising. All thanks to Jackie’s subtle influence on the mayor and Taylor’s ability to bring law and order to the town, she thought. Sam had no way to know how other cities were managing around the world, but Astoria was doing more than just surviving the apocalypse. They were thriving.
Turning a corner, Jackie and Taylor's little house came into view. Sam saw the pair were already outside waiting. Not yet noticing Sam and Laura approaching, Taylor reached down and plucked a flower from the robust patch growing along the picket fence edging their yard and handed it to Jackie with a smile. Jackie laughed with pleasure and tucked it behind her ear at the same time she noticed them walking up. “There they are,” she said, smiling.
“Sorry,” Laura said. “I was trying to make sure we had a good selection from which to choose.”
Taylor held up a hand. “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “We just came out. Somebody had to change her clothes three times.” Sam grinned as Jackie playfully slapped Taylor’s shoulder.
“Power couples have to look the part,” she jested, and Taylor slipped her arm around the woman's waist.
“Worth the wait,” she said and then nodded in the direction of the park where the farmers market was being held. “Shall we?” The group of them turned together and made their way the few remaining blocks. Sam was impressed when they arrived to see how many vendors and shoppers were already there doing business. Delicious smells made Sam's stomach growl, and she looked forward to finding out who had breakfast pastries. People were proving to be ingenious with crafting solar ovens as well as converting all sorts of appliances. But first, set up, she thought and moved to stop at the empty table put aside for Laura.
“How can I help?” Anna Scott said as she greeted them with hugs. Laura took the top box of books and opened the flaps.
“I have them organized by topic. Some fiction. Mysteries, thrillers, lots of romance. Nonfiction too. How to quilt or build furniture,” Laura answered. “Stuff like that. I guess just put them in groups together and see how it goes.” 
Anna nodded. “I think that sounds perfect,” she said and reached for a box while at the same time Lexi joined them. She bounced Joe on her hip and Sam laughed when the little boy clapped his hands.
“Sam!” he mumbled, and Sam looked to Lexi who was smiling broadly.
“Can I?” Sam asked holding out her arms to the tyke. Lexi handed the boy over. Sam saw Laura give her head a little shake.
“Why do I think you're just trying to get out of unloading boxes?” she asked, but her tone was playful. Sam shrugged, while at the same time Lexi grabbed another batch of books.
“I’ll fill in if you walk him around,” she said. “He's a little restless, but he's way too quick on his feet to put down without keeping a constant eye on him.”
“I don't mind,” Sam said. “In fact, I need to go run an errand to one of the tables. Can I just take him with me?” Sam saw Lexi glance at Anna, and for a second, she worried the request was too soon. Even though it had been a month, Anna might not be ready to have her little boy so far from sight. Even with Jeff Eider gone for good, there were some days the woman was a bit anxious. Today though, she nodded her consent.
“I think Joe would love that,” she said. “But not too long, okay?” Sam promised and then scooted off to make the one important stop she had in mind. At first, she thought the old man and his grandson did not have a table set up among the dozens out there, but then she saw them. With Joe on one hip, Sam dug into her pocket to grab something she’d been carrying since the night Taylor asked her to help Will bury Jeff Eider deep in the forest.
After the two of them had dug a sizable hole, Sam asked Will to wait and she made a quick check of the evil man's pockets. Thankfully, the item she wanted was still there. Sam had pocketed it a moment before they rolled the bastard into the unmarked grave. Now she held the thing in her hand as she approached the table. When she came to stand at the edge, the boy doing the dealing looked up at her expectantly. “Looking for something special?” he asked, and Sam shook her head.
“No,” she said. “But I have something I think belongs to you.” Sam held out the boy’s pocket knife which Jeff Eider had taken from him. The boy and his grandfather simply stared at first until the boy reached out with a shaking hand to pick it up.
“Thank you,” he whispered, and Sam nodded.
“But I hope you’ll keep it, rather than trade it away. If you’re hungry, maybe you can come out and work the farm with us one day a week,” she said. “Do you like animals?” The boy looked up at her with wide eyes.
“I sure do,” he said, and Sam grinned.
“Perfect. I need a helper. I have my hands full with the chickens, goats, and two cows people have shared with us in trade over the last few weeks.” She glanced at the grandfather. “If that's okay with you?”   The old man nodded with gratitude in his eyes. 
“Good,” Sam said and knew it was true in more ways than one. To Sam, things could not be better.
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