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Chapter One



The clang of metal on metal was a sound Taylor Barnes hadn’t realized she missed until the barbell hit the rack with a satisfying thud. Having finished the set, she sat up on the bench, exhaling through her nose, arms trembling just enough to remind her she wasn’t twenty-five anymore, but still strong. The gym smelled like fresh paint, sweat, and something else. Evergreen? Taylor thought. Probably the owner’s idea of an air freshener.

The gym was one of the newer businesses in Astoria. When the man who wanted to set it up went to City Hall to approach Jackie with the idea, Taylor happened to be there finishing a meeting with her wife. Taylor had been thrilled at the idea and after a playful moment of hesitation, Jackie smiled and said okay. After that, it was nothing but retrofitting an old warehouse near the marina. With the big bay doors open, there was plenty of light and some fresh late-spring air, and though it wasn’t exactly a state-of-the-art fitness center, it had free weights, a squat rack, and a few resistance machines. All were salvaged from the high school-turned-hospital’s weight room.

Taylor wiped her forehead with a towel slung around her neck, then settled back to knock out another set. Adjusting her grip on the bar, she started to move, liking the rhythm of it. Lower, lift, breathe, reset. It was the kind of work her body understood without needing her mind to do much. She also appreciated the peace and quiet. It wasn’t often that she got to be only another person in Astoria, not the Chief of Police. Not the protector, not the one people looked to when things went sideways, but here, she could be Taylor Barnes, a woman who liked to lift heavy things and sweat out the noise in her head.

Midway through her set, she noticed a shadow cut across the warehouse floor with the early morning sun backlighting a person in the doorway. Then she heard the unmistakable click of heels on cement, and Taylor smiled. Not many people wore heels in Astoria. In fact, she didn’t know of anyone else other than Jackie Scott. And after racking the bar, Taylor sat up again. As always, Jackie managed to look elegant, even in the roughest of settings. Her sunglasses were pushed up on her head, holding her hair back, and her linen shirt fluttered slightly in the breeze, complementing the navy-blue slacks that fit her hips perfectly. She looked like she belonged in a corporate office or somewhere sophisticated, not a post-apocalyptic gym, and yet, the way her eyes tracked Taylor’s every movement made it suddenly feel like the most intimate room in the world.

Wiping her face with her towel again, Taylor watched her wife cross the room. “Hi there,” she said, noticing Jackie held a folded paper in her hand.

“Hi there yourself,” Jackie said, her voice touched with amusement. “I have news.”

Taylor raised an eyebrow and took a slow sip from her water bottle. “You walked all the way down here to deliver it yourself?”

Jackie’s lips curved into a smile. “Well, it’s a beautiful morning,” she said. “And I thought I’d enjoy the fresh air.” Her eyes drifted down Taylor’s body, lingering with open appreciation. “Also... I wanted to see you working out.”

A bloom of heat formed in Taylor’s stomach. “Is that right?” she asked, and Jackie shrugged.

“You’re not exactly hard to look at, Chief Barnes.”

Standing, her towel draped over her shoulder, and a hint of sweat still glistening along her collarbone, Taylor held Jackie’s gaze with a heated look of her own. “You know,” she said. “There are other ways for me to get your attention.”

“Yes, but not many involve you flexing in a tank top,” Jackie replied, with a hint of teasing. Before Taylor answered, Jackie held out the paper between two fingers. “But I’m here for other reasons too, the Wind Dancer is back.”

That got Taylor’s full attention. She took the note, scanning it quickly.

The ship was sighted coming down the Columbia just after sunrise. “They are two days early,” she said, already mentally shifting back into her command mindset. “Must have been favorable winds up from California.” Taylor folded the paper and tucked it into her back pocket. “I’ll head over after I shower.”

“I assumed you’d want to be there to greet them,” Jackie said, stepping back. “I’ll meet you there.” Taylor watched her turn and head for the door, moving with the sensual grace that was purely Jackie. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a few of the men in the gym work hard not to stare. They’re not stupid, Taylor thought with a grin, heading for the shower room. That’s one woman who could not be more off-limits.

The Wind Dancer sliced through the water of the mighty Columbia River. Captain Meg O’Grady stood at the helm, one hand resting lightly on the polished wood of the wheel, the other shielding her eyes from the sun. The water shimmered in the sunlight, its broad current carrying them toward the harbor of Astoria. It’s been too long, Meg thought. And it feels good to be coming in earlier than planned. As she corrected their course, she took in the Astoria skyline with the famous Astoria Column standing tall on the highest hill. She knew it was what Taylor used as the lookout tower and wasn’t surprised to see two familiar figures standing at the end of the dock waiting. Taylor Barnes and Jackie Scott.

“There they are,” she murmured, narrowing her eyes as the wind whipped the few tendrils of red hair that had escaped the braid over her shoulder.

As the Wind Dancer neared, Jackie raised her hand, waving hello. Meg smiled and lifted her own in return, feeling a hint of relief at a trip well done. The ride from San Francisco had been uneventful with favorable winds, but at sea, nothing was ever for certain.

“You always make this look so easy,” came a voice behind her.

Knowing the voice well, Meg didn’t even need to turn. “Maybe I’m trying to impress you,” she said. “Is it working?”

“A little,” came the murmured response. A soft step brought Major Grace Hamilton to Meg’s side, no crutches, and no limp, only a confident movement that still made Meg’s chest ache a little with happiness. The hip surgery in San Francisco had changed everything.

She stole a look at her and smiled wider. “You’re walking like you own the place,” Meg said, unable to hide the happiness in her voice.

Grace arched a brow. “I am the highest-ranking officer aboard,” she said, with a playful tone. “Have you forgotten?”

With a laugh, Meg shook her head. “No, ma’am, I haven’t,” she said. “But the Wind Dancer is still my ship.”

Smiling, Grace put a hand on Meg’s shoulder. “Fair enough,” she said. “I’ll head below and let Cyd know we’re almost in.”

“She already knows,” Meg said, nodding toward the bow. Cyd Elliott stood alertly at the forward rail, watching them approach. With her short-cropped hair and black hoodie, she looked every bit the rogue survivor she had always been, but Meg saw more than that now. She saw a young woman who had grown into something solid over the last six months.

“Hey, Cyd,” Meg called out. “You ready to see what a small town looks like again?”

Cyd turned and gave her a grin, her wolf tattoo barely visible at the collar of her T-shirt. “As opposed to living in a fancy high-rise in a giant city?” she answered. “I suppose I am.”

A gust of wind caught the sails, and the Wind Dancer moved forward, pushing her the last few feet before her crew could throw rope lines to the men who waited along the dock to tie the ship off. Answering her captain’s touch, the Wind Dancer sailed in. The hull creaked, the ropes groaned, and the scent of salt filled the air. Meg took a deep breath to take it all in. Although she originally came from far to the north in Canada, Astoria felt like a second home. Ahead, the dock waited. So did her friends.

Meg smiled at the woman beside her. “Welcome back,” she said when Grace met her gaze. “Let’s go say hello.”

Sam leaned on the fence rail of the horse paddock she and Laura built and watched the newborn foal wobble beside his mother, Cinnamon. He was still all legs and not much coordination, his coat a striking, soft gray that would deepen with time. A dark stripe ran down his nose, and he was beautiful in that awkward, new way of things that were still finding their footing. Henry stood beside her, silent, his hands jammed into the pockets of his slightly too-short jeans. Laura would have to make him a new pair again soon. The boy grew like the weeds that seemed to constantly crop up faster than anyone expected in their vegetable garden. “You sure he’s all mine?” Henry finally asked, quietly, but with an edge that Sam recognized as amazement.

With a nod, Sam turned to look at him. “He’s yours to raise,” she said. “To train, care for, and feed. When he’s old enough, he’ll be your riding horse.”

Henry’s eyes widened a little, and his chest puffed out just enough to be noticed. “Really?”

“Really.”

Behind them, the screen door creaked open, and Laura’s voice floated across the yard. “I brought cornbread biscuits. If anyone wants a treat before lunch.”

Glancing, Sam smiled at the woman she loved. “You’re spoiling us.”

Laura laughed and joined them at the fence, a small basket tucked into the crook of her arm. She passed a biscuit to Henry, who took it with both hands like it might fall apart if he wasn’t careful. Then she handed one to Sam, brushing her fingers lightly along Sam’s wrist before resting against her side. Her warmth was immediate, and as always, made Sam’s heart beat a little faster. “I see he’s still figuring out his legs,” Laura murmured, watching the colt attempt a trot and nearly faceplant into Cinnamon’s flank.

“He’s determined, though,” Henry said, around a large bite of biscuit. “Didn’t give up when he fell yesterday. Just got back up.”

Sam exchanged a glance with Laura. “Sounds like someone else I know,” Sam murmured, knowing she had met few people who were more determined than Henry.

“It does,” Laura agreed quietly before putting a hand on Henry’s shoulder. “Have we thought about a name?”

“That would be up to Henry,” Sam said before she bit into her biscuit. “The horse belongs to him.”

“I get to name him?” Henry asked, hesitating, biscuit halfway to his mouth.

Nodding, Sam chewed and swallowed, loving the taste of the warm treat. “Yes,” she said. “Any ideas?”

“A few,” Henry said with a shrug. “I was maybe thinking about it last night before I fell asleep.”

“Oh?” Laura raised an eyebrow. “Let’s hear them.”

Finishing his biscuit, Henry dusted his hands, looking far too serious for a ten-year-old. “I thought about Bolt. Because of the stripe,” he said. “Or maybe Ash, since he’s gray, but that feels too… I don’t know. Too easy.”

“Hmm,” Sam said, pretending to consider. “I once knew a horse named Cheeseburger.”

Henry looked horrified. “You did not.”

Sam caught Laura hiding a smile behind her hand and had to fight to keep a straight face too. “I did. Big Appaloosa gelding,” she said. “Mean as a snake. Would try to take a chomp out of you if he didn’t like you.”

Clearly unable to help it, Laura laughed. “Sam.”

“I swear it’s true.”

With a skeptical snort, Henry turned back to the paddock. The colt had managed a few semi-graceful steps and now nuzzled Cinnamon’s side, looking for a lunch of his own. “I want to name him Hercules,” Henry said finally.

Sam blinked. “Hercules?”

Henry nodded. “I’ve been reading the Greek mythology book Laura gave me for Christmas,” he explained. “He’s the son of the god Zeus and a mortal named Alcmena.”

A little confused, Sam looked at Laura for help.

“That’s a wonderful choice, Henry,” Laura said. “Of course you thought of that. Someone brave and strong.” She smiled, and Sam noticed the hint of tears in the woman’s eyes. “Like you.”

Sam swallowed, the warm biscuit suddenly dry in her mouth, and she reached to ruffle Henry’s hair in the way she knew he barely tolerated. “Then that’s what we will call him,” she said. “Hercules it is.”


Chapter Two



Walking down the Wind Dancer’s gangway, Grace Hamilton smiled a little as she stepped onto the dock. Behind her, Meg followed, close enough to catch Grace if needed. She didn’t need to. With confidence, Grace moved toward the two women waiting for them. Before she said a word, Taylor’s hand rose in a crisp salute. Although it was far from necessary considering their relationship, Grace knew the woman did so out of a long-standing respect. She returned the salute smoothly. “First Sergeant Barnes.”

“Major.” Taylor’s voice held the formal edge for only a beat, and then her face broke into something softer. “Look at you. Walking.”

Grace nodded. “Thought it was time,” she said.

Suddenly, Jackie stepped closer, and for half a second, Grace expected the usual nod, but then Jackie surprised her. “Enough with all this formality,” she said, and pulled Grace into a hug. “It is good to see you looking so well.”

“Thank you,” Grace said, hugging her back, feeling the warmth and sincerity in the woman’s gesture. “I feel good. The surgery went well, but the rehab was long.”

“And painful, I am sure,” Taylor said as the two women parted.

Meg stepped beside Grace. “But you’d never have known it,” she said, fondness as well as respect in her tone. “She never took a day off.”

“That does not surprise me,” Taylor said with a nod at Grace before looking at Meg. “We didn’t expect you until tomorrow at the very earliest.”

“We made good time coming up the coast,” Meg said. “Fog slowed us a little past Humboldt, but she held steady, and the rest of the way was smooth.”

From the bottom of the gangway, Cyd cleared her throat loudly. Turning to look, Grace saw a hint of relief on the young woman’s grinning face. It was no secret that Cyd wasn’t fond of ships and being on the water. Her near miss at drowning while trying to get from San Francisco to Portland was a big part of the reason.

“Hey, not to break up the heartwarming war hero reunion,” she said. “But some of us haven’t eaten since dawn. Is the chow hall still here?”

“It is,” Jackie answered. “And I’d guess they are serving lunch right about now.”

“Awesome,” Cyd said, looking at Grace. “Anything you need from me? Or can I get some grub?”

Grace held back a laugh. “You’re released,” she said. “Get lunch. Try not to scare the kitchen staff.”

“No promises,” Cyd called, already halfway across the dock before anyone else objected.

Taylor exhaled, clearly amused. “I’d forgotten how direct she is.”

“She’s gotten better,” Grace said, glancing fondly in the direction Cyd had gone. “Though it’s a low bar.”

“I can only imagine,” Jackie said with a laugh. “Come on. Let’s debrief at my office. I’ll have food brought in.”

Grace didn’t miss the subtle glance Meg shot her, the almost-question about whether she wanted to walk that far. She nodded, knowing her hip would be sore tonight, but wanted to move on her own. I’m walking, damn it, she thought. And I’ll keep walking. They moved together as a group toward a town that hadn’t seen Grace Hamilton standing tall in far too long.

The warm spring sun was high in the sky above the coastal hills outside Astoria. Looking up, Lexi smiled at the welcome blue sky. Not a cloud to be found, she thought. A perfect day to finish getting the last round of seed potatoes in the ground. Adjusting the brim of her straw hat, Lexi glanced along the furrowed rows of dark, moist soil, where Marian kneeled beside one of the teenagers, Eric, who stood poised with the shovel. She watched as the pair planted the bit of seed potato and then mounded earth over it without compacting it too tightly.

“We want the roots to breathe,” Will had said as he taught the technique to the newcomers to the farm.

Clearly, Marian and the others had listened, and Lexi smiled as she moved closer. “You’re doing great,” she said. “Just imagine you’re tucking in a baby. Not too tight, not too loose.”

Eric blinked, then grinned. “I’ve never tucked in a baby.”

Lexi chuckled. “Well, then pretend it’s a sleepy puppy. Like a little Rosy, maybe.”

At her name, Lexi saw the golden retriever lift her head from where she was sprawled in the shade of a nearby wheelbarrow, her tail thumping once before she flopped back down. Clem, ever the less excitable of the two, lay near the water trough, keeping half an eye on the humans at work and the other on the chickens pecking along the fence line.

Kimberly and Stew were a few rows over, working in tandem. He cracked a joke Lexi didn’t quite hear, but it earned a laugh from the girl and a roll of the eyes from Marian, who clearly had heard plenty of his commentary already. Still, there was something comforting in the rhythm of it all. The chatter, the scrape of tools, and the soft pat of hands pressing earth into place.

Straightening slowly, Marian brushed dirt from her palms. “You weren’t kidding about how much space this takes,” she said, glancing down the long stretch of tilled earth. “I knew the farm supported the house, but I didn’t realize how much you grow.”

“We give a lot of it to the town’s food supply,” Lexi said, stopping beside her. “Potatoes, carrots, onions. Beans later. Keeps the chow hall stocked and the people who work at the clinic fed.” She nodded toward the barn, where Will and a few of the older teens were hauling bags of compost from the wheelbarrow to the garden beds. “And now, with more of you here, we’re expanding all the outer fields.”

Nodding, Lexi watched Marian’s gaze linger on the teens, her expression unreadable for a moment. “They needed this,” she said after a beat. “Something steady. Something that’s not just about surviving.” She turned to look into Lexi’s eyes. “Thank you for opening your home to us.”

“We are all just glad you made it safely here,” Lexi replied. “Not only does it mean the world to Callie that her mother is with her to help raise Zack, but we appreciate all of the work you’ve already spent on the farm.”

From the farmhouse’s back porch, the screen door opened. “Lunch is ready.” Alice’s voice carried across the yard. “Don’t forget to wash those hands, or I might not let you sit down.” The teens groaned good-naturedly, setting tools aside and brushing off their jeans, before drifting toward the house.

Marian lingered a moment longer, watching them go, then turned back toward Lexi. “But are we doing enough?” she asked quietly. “You’ve given us so much.”

With a smile, Lexi nodded. “Every one of you works hard,” she said. “The firewood project last fall and winter was enough all on its own.”

It had been a massive effort as the supplies of firewood in town had about run out. Firewood that kept the stoves cooking and people warm. Felling trees, cutting them up, splitting the wood, and then transporting it all by wagon to Astoria had been backbreaking work. Marian and the others had been instrumental in making it a success. Lexi clapped Marian on the shoulder. “Come on. Alice made lentil soup. If we don’t get there soon, we’re liable not to get a share.”

“With this group, that might be true,” Marian said with a laugh, and the two women walked toward the house together, their boots making prints in the freshly turned dirt.

Jackie reclined in her office chair, her legs crossed at the ankles, with a glass of cool, mint-flavored water in her hand. Across from her, Grace and Meg sat in the guest chairs, while Taylor perched casually on the corner of Jackie’s desk. “It’s simply a routine check-in,” Grace said. “Six months is a long time. We’re not here to audit or interfere. Think of it more like a courtesy visit. Nothing more.”

Not quite sure how much to believe Grace’s words, Jackie glanced at Taylor to gauge her reaction. “Is there such a thing?” Taylor asked with a half-smile. “And with a full squad aboard?”

Grace returned Taylor’s look with a half-smile of her own. “Some courtesies require backup.”

That earned a soft chuckle from Taylor, but Jackie simply sipped her water. “Well, you’re always welcome,” she said after a beat. “I hope you know that.”

“I do,” Grace said with a nod. “And I appreciate it. Honestly, I was simply overdue for a look at the progress here.” She hesitated then said, “The last time I saw Astoria, I was mostly horizontal.”

Tilting her head, Jackie watched Grace’s face carefully. There was no flinch at her mention of the horrible wound she suffered. Just a quiet acknowledgment. She’s even stronger now, Jackie thought. Not only physically, but with determination. “Well, you’re up and walking,” Jackie said. “And you’re going to see a very different town. We’ve got three new trade routes open, a new school has been built, plenty of new businesses, and a man named Jeramy Jones now runs a saloon.”

“A saloon?” Grace asked, and Jackie nodded.

“Yes,” she answered. “The Northern Lights.”

Meg snorted a laugh. “Cute,” she said. “That’s a place I will have to visit.”

Jackie nodded. “You should. It’s a little chaotic, but it’s become a hub,” she said. “Cards, music, gossip. People need that kind of space.”

“Interesting,” Grace said, and focused on Taylor. “And you’re okay with it?”

Taylor shrugged. “Not at first,” she admitted, making Jackie shake her head, knowing that was something of an understatement. The woman had strongly disliked the idea in the beginning. It was one of their rare moments of not seeing eye-to-eye. “But it’s growing on me.”

Before Jackie added anything, there was a sharp knock at the door. Out the corner of her eye, she saw Taylor straighten slightly, as if already reading the urgency in the rhythm. “Come in,” Jackie called.

The door opened, and Roslyn, her assistant, poked her head in. “I’m sorry, Jackie. I hate to interrupt,” she said. “But there is someone here with an urgent message for you and Taylor.”

“It’s okay,” Jackie said. “Send them in.” She paused. “Actually, please come in as well. If it’s so urgent, I might want you to take notes.”

“Of course,” Roslyn said, disappearing for a beat, and then opened the door to enter with a steno pad in hand. A young Army private followed her.

He was breathless from running. “Chief Barnes,” he said, nodding quickly at Taylor. “A message came through the radio tower.”

Taylor stepped forward, taking a folded paper from his hand. “Who’s it from?”

“Doesn’t say, ma’am. But it was flagged as priority. Originated from the eastern corridor relay.”

Jackie exchanged a glance with Grace, then turned her attention to Taylor, who was already scanning the page. Her face didn’t change much, but Jackie saw the shift. A tightening of her jaw, the narrowing of her eyes. “What is it?” Jackie asked. Taylor handed her the message. She scanned the short paragraph before reading it out loud for everyone’s benefit. “Request for presence: Taylor Barnes (Chief of Police) and Jackie Scott (Civic leadership). Summit to convene in Pendleton, Oregon. Topic: Emerging threat—Ferrari out of Las Vegas. Details to follow. Arrival is requested immediately.”

“Ferrari?” Meg echoed, brow furrowed. “That’s not a name I’ve heard before.”

Jackie had, from when a man named Crowe came to Astoria. A bounty hunter sent by Ferrari to retrieve Roslyn and her son, Devan. She looked at Roslyn and noticed the woman had gone still at the news.

She gripped the notepad in her hands so tightly that her knuckles were white. “No,” she whispered. “No, no, no.”

“Roslyn?” Taylor asked. “What do you know?”

Roslyn shook her head, her eyes wide. “You don’t understand. If they’re talking about him… if he’s... if he’s moving north—”

Taylor moved to her side. “So this is the man you told me about when Crowe came looking for you?” she asked.

“Yes.” Roslyn nodded. “He’s the one I lived under in Las Vegas. Before I escaped with Devan.”

Jackie’s stomach turned as the memory of a conversation months ago came back to her. “Ferrari is the one you ran from?” she asked.

Roslyn met her eyes. “He owns everything down there,” she said. “The casinos, the trade routes, the people. He’s not just a man. He’s a system. A monster who wraps himself in civility and calls it order. Crowe worked for him. So do dozens of others. If he’s sending out feelers…” Her words faded as she covered her mouth with her hand.

Suddenly, Grace stood. “Is there anything more, Private?” she asked the young man who brought the message.

He looked shocked to realize there was an officer in the room and immediately came to attention and saluted. “No, ma’am,” he said loudly.

Grace quickly returned the salute. “Then you are dismissed.”

Jackie watched as the soldier did a formal about-face and then all but sprinted from the room. Once he was gone, Grace looked between Jackie and Taylor. “Do you think this summit is about organizing a defense?” Grace asked.

“Or drawing a line in the sand,” Taylor said. “One that may be about to be tested.”

Jackie folded the paper slowly, her mind already racing through logistics. We need to figure out how long the trip will take, Jackie thought. Who will run things in our absence and what it might mean if we were to say no to the invitation.

She looked at Taylor, who was intently watching her. “We’ll go,” Jackie said. “But there are things to organize first.”

“Wait,” Grace said, holding up a hand. “I’m thinking this would be better suited as a military exercise. If this entity is a threat, then I want to send a squad to Pendleton.”

“It’s your call, Major,” Taylor said, taking on a much more formal tone. “But I think we should wait on that. Let Jackie and me go and see what this is all about.”

“Yes,” Jackie added. “This group might not appreciate it if we sent the Army to their summit.”

Grace hesitated before slowly nodding. “I see your point,” she said. “But I will want a full military briefing as soon as you know anything.”

“Absolutely,” Taylor said. “You can count on it.”


Chapter Three



Anna Scott coasted on her bicycle along the old highway with the sun dipping behind the trees and casting long shadows across the cracked asphalt. Her bike creaked faintly beneath her as she adjusted her grip for the next curve. Spring had come full on at last, and everything was waking up. Lilacs tumbled over old fence posts, alder leaves shimmered in the breeze, and dandelions crept along the roadside. It was beautiful, and she could not have felt happier. Quite a far cry from this time two years ago, she thought, remembering the tension of trying to find a foothold in the world after the solar storm knocked out power everywhere. But we did it. We stuck together, and now here I am heading home to a house full of people I love.

Anna’s legs ached a little from the long shift at the clinic, but it was a good ache. The kind that came from purpose, from holding a toddler still long enough to check for strep throat and whispering reassurances to a tense teenager during a wound cleaning. The kind that reminded her that she had something important to offer in this rebuilt life.

The front basket of her bike rattled as she rolled over a patch of gravel. Inside it was a jar of homemade calendula lotion from a mother as thanks for tending to her young son’s sprained ankle last week, along with a piece of scrap paper with the boy’s careful crayon drawing. A personal thank you that had touched Anna’s heart, even if she wasn’t quite sure what the picture depicted. There appeared to be an animal that was probably meant to be a goat, wearing a brown scarf, along with a stick figure she thought might be her, taking its temperature.

She smiled as she rode across the bridge that marked the halfway point toward home. As she passed over the shallow creek below, she spotted a group traveling toward her from the east. There were three wagons, two pulled by mules and one by a hefty brown horse. A group of half a dozen people walked alongside, looking tired and cautious. At the front, a man waved his wide-brimmed hat in greeting as the group slowed.

“Are we close to Astoria, ma’am?” the man asked. He looked to be in his fifties, lean with a weathered face and no nonsense about him, but his voice held a note of fatigue. The kind Anna recognized from so many exhausted souls who had made it to Astoria after a long trip.

Slowing her bike, Anna nodded. “You’re only a couple of miles out,” she said. “You’ll reach the intake checkpoint near the city park. Someone will meet you there to help with shelter, food, and water. Whatever’s needed.”

His shoulders dropped in clear relief. A woman behind him, with a baby slung across her chest, gave a quiet exhale. “So you are still letting in strangers?” she asked.

Anna’s gaze met hers. “We accept people who want to build, not harm,” she said. “If you’re here in good faith, Astoria will welcome you.”

The man nodded slowly. “Then we’re damn grateful, ma’am.”

“You’ll want to stay on this road,” Anna offered with a gentle smile. “You’ll know you are close when you pass the old grain silo. If no one’s at the checkpoint when you reach it, ring the bell. It’s hanging on a tire rim. Someone’s always listening.”

The man looked at the woman who had stepped up beside him. “And that’s it?” she asked. “No sentries with guns?”

Frowning, Anna wasn’t sure what to make of the stranger’s doubts. “No, nothing like that,” she answered, then considered the question more closely. “Have you run into that recently?”

Again, the pair’s eyes met, and then the man nodded. “Yes,” he said. “Forest Grove for one. Under lockdown and no strangers are welcome.”

Her eyebrows lifting, Anna felt a hint of concern. “Did they give a reason?” she asked, and the man shook his head.

“No, ma’am,” he said. “They weren’t exactly friendly.”

“I see,” Anna said slowly, already thinking she needed to get a message to Taylor about the news. She hadn’t heard about any cities being locked down anywhere near Astoria, so that was something new. “Well, you will find people friendly here. Just go on ahead.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” the woman said, and as they filed past, several murmured thanks. One of the teens offered her a small, careful smile. Anna stood there a beat longer, watching as the wagons rattled across the bridge.

Anna wasn’t naïve. New folks meant new stories, new risks, but she also knew fresh perspectives and talents came with them, too. Still, that business with Forest Grove can’t be good, she thought as she pushed off on the bike again. Not good at all.

The scent of rosemary and garlic still lingered in the air, mingling with the woodsmoke from the kitchen stove. Laura set the last plate on the table, then brushed her palms on her apron and took her seat beside Sam, who was already reaching for the roasted carrots.

“Wait,” Laura said gently, taking Sam’s hand. “Let’s give thanks.”

It wasn’t a requirement in their house, not exactly, but ever since the horrible lightning storm last summer and the fire scare that came with it, Laura had started carving out small rituals of gratitude. It helped her stay thankful, and the kids had started to expect it too, especially Heather, who reached for Henry’s hand across the table. They all bowed their heads, and Laura spoke softly. “Thank you for this food, this family, and the strength to keep building what we love. And thank you for Hercules,” she added with a smile toward Henry. When she opened her eyes, Henry’s ears had gone a little pink, but he smiled too.

“Okay,” Sam said with a wide smile of her own, already reaching for the carrots again. “Let’s eat.” There was a flurry of motion. Forks clinked, Shauna asked for more acorn-flour bread before she had finished her first slice, Heather quietly offered to pass the butter, and Henry dug into his stew with the kind of focus only a growing boy could manage. Laura leaned back for a moment, simply watching them. This, she thought. This is everything.

“So,” Sam said, breaking the comfortable hum of eating. “Anyone want to tell me what happened with the goats during afternoon chores?”

Shauna’s eyes went wide. “It wasn’t my fault,” she said while Sam chuckled.

“That’s not a denial,” Laura said.

“I was trying to teach them to follow me,” Shauna said, sitting up straighter. “Like Henry does with Lady, but they’re very rude.”

“Rude?” Heather asked, tilting her head.

“They don’t listen,” Shauna said. “And one of them bit my braid.”

Laura tried not to laugh. “Well, they are goats.”

“They’re supposed to be smart. I read that in the book with the pictures,” Shauna insisted with a sigh before refocusing on the stew. “But I think ours are broken.”

“They’re not broken,” Henry said, rolling his eyes. “They’re just goats. They don’t care about anything but food.”

“Which makes them very relatable,” Sam added, reaching for another slice of bread. Heather giggled softly, and Laura caught the quiet joy in her eyes. It still struck her sometimes how far the girl had come. Once silent and closed off, she now gently teased her siblings and smiled with ease.

“Speaking of animals,” Sam said, tone shifting to something more serious. “I saw tracks again near the fence line this morning. Bigger than a coyote.”

Everyone paused. “Do you think it’s a bear?” Henry asked.

Sam nodded. “Yes, I do,” she said. “The tracks were moving in the same direction as last time. I think it’s circling.”

Henry put down his spoon. “Do you think he’ll come close to the paddock?”

“I don’t know,” Sam said. “But we’ll keep watch. I’m going to reinforce the gate tomorrow.”

“Can I help?” Henry asked quickly.

Sam gave him a nod. “Yeah, I’ll need a second set of eyes.”

Shauna leaned forward, eyes wide. “What if he tries to eat Hercules?”

“He won’t,” Henry said, too fast and too loud. His face had gone pale.

Laura reached across the table and laid her hand gently over his. “We won’t let anything happen to him,” she said. “Or to any of you.”

“Maybe we can tame him,” Shauna said brightly. “He can have my carrots.”

Everyone laughed, and the tension broke. Laura smiled and squeezed Henry’s hand one more time before letting go. As the others ate more stew, she looked around the table and felt the undercurrent of the quiet strength of her family. They had faced worse than bears, and whatever came next, they would face it together.

The last of the dinner plates clinked gently in the rinse basin as Lexi reached for a towel and began drying. The farmhouse kitchen glowed with lamplight. Outside, the sky had deepened into dusky violet, and a breeze drifted through the open window above the sink. Anna stood beside her, sleeves pushed up, hands in the soapy water, her movements steady but quieter than usual. Not that Anna was ever loud, but there was a stillness to her tonight that Lexi felt more than she saw.

Across the kitchen, Alice sat at the island with Charlie. “Heels again?” Charlie said with a chuckle. “Alice McKinley, I don’t know if you’re cheating or about the luckiest woman I’ve ever met.”

“Oh, certainly the luckiest,” Alice said, and Lexi didn’t even have to turn to see the twinkle in the woman’s eyes. “Now, stop fussing and give me two good cards.”

Lexi smiled faintly at their banter, but her focus remained on Anna. After a moment, she nudged the woman’s shoulder. “You’re a million miles away,” Lexi said softly.

Anna blinked. “Sorry,” she said. “Just thinking.” Lexi waited, giving her space. Anna rinsed another plate and handed it over. “I met a group today. Near the bridge. They were on foot and had wagons, heading toward town. From what I saw, they looked like worn out, but decent people. One of them had a baby strapped to her chest.” She tilted her head. “They asked if Astoria still lets in strangers.”

Drying the plate carefully, Lexi frowned. “That’s an odd way to phrase it.”

“That’s what I thought,” Anna said, picking up the next dish. “Apparently, they were turned away at Forest Grove.”

“Forest Grove?” Alice repeated from where she sat at the island. “That’s not far, is it?”

Lexi glanced at her. “A couple of days’ ride at most,” she said, and Charlie frowned.

“Did they say why?”

Anna shook her head. “No. Just that the people there weren’t friendly,” she answered. “And they looked tired enough that I believed them.”

“That doesn’t seem right,” Lexi said, feeling a chill ripple across her arms despite the warmth of the kitchen. “I would swear Forest Grove was one of the more open places. Don’t they have some groups who come to town every so often to trade apples for salmon and supplies?”

“Yes,” Alice said. “That’s right. I remember now. Nice people.”

“Which makes this very strange,” Anna said, her hands resting on the edge of the sink. “I saw no reason not to tell the group they’d be welcomed here, and I sent them on to the checkpoint.”

Alice picked up the cards Charlie had dealt her. “I agree. That is strange,” she murmured. “People don’t start locking their doors for no reason.”

“Unless they’re scared,” Charlie said. “Or someone new is in charge.”

Lexi exchanged a glance with Anna, who nodded. “I’ll get word to Taylor in the morning,” she said. “I’m sure she can get to the bottom of this.”

“That’s a good plan,” Alice said, tossing two cards into Charlie’s crib. “Taylor will know what to do.”

Charlie frowned before putting two of her cards in the crib as well. “She’ll radio them or send someone, I’m sure. If towns are closing their gates again, we should know why.”

Lexi gave Anna’s hand a gentle squeeze as she leaned closer. “Are you okay?” she whispered.

Anna’s eyes met hers. “I’m all right. Just wondering what may have changed.”


Chapter Four



The frantic barking jolted Sam awake. She sat up in bed, instincts firing before her brain caught up. The room was still dark, but she heard Lady barking in short, sharp bursts. Not the playful kind, but the warning kind. Sam swung her legs over the side of the bed and reached for the flannel shirt hanging on the chair beside her. She was already pulling it on when Laura stirred beside her.

“What is it?” Laura asked, her voice thick with sleep.

“Something’s got Lady going,” Sam said, crossing to the closet. “I’m worried it’s the bear.” She reached for the .22 rifle that leaned in the corner. Practically useless against a bear, she thought. But it is better than nothing.

Laura sat up. “Be careful.”

“I will,” Sam said before kissing her quickly and slipping into the hallway. The floor creaked under her bare feet as she moved toward the back door. Lady was barking and pacing, more agitated than Sam had ever seen her. “Lady. What’s wrong?” The dog paused to whine at Sam before scratching at the door. Holding the rifle, Sam moved closer, using her leg to push her dog gently behind her. “Let me look.”

She cracked the door open, and Lady barreled past her, a blur of fur and fury, barking like her life depended on it. “Lady,” Sam hissed, stepping onto the porch.

The moon hung low and full above the trees, casting silver light across the pasture, illuminating the goat pen in stark relief, and then she saw it. A massive shape loomed near the far fence. It shifted, and the light caught the curve of its shoulder, the mottled fur, the unmistakable bulk of a bear. It rose to its full height, silhouetted against the moonlight like something out of a nightmare.

Sam’s breath caught in her throat. “Lady, back,” she yelled, lunging forward barely in time to grab the dog’s collar. Lady strained against her grip, growling, but Sam held firm, heart pounding. The rifle dangled uselessly in her other hand. She knew it had no chance at stopping a bear that size. Even though Sam couldn’t make out the beast’s face, it seemed to stare at them for a beat and then, with a grunt and a huff, it dropped back to all fours and moved off into the trees. Sam didn’t move until the sound of the animal breaking through the underbrush went quiet. Only then did she exhale.

Turning while still gripping Lady’s collar, she found Henry standing barefoot on the porch. His face was pale and his eyes wide, but he didn’t say a word. “You saw it?” Sam asked gently. He nodded. “You okay?” Another nod, a little slower this time.

Sam walked toward him, Lady reluctantly following, her hackles still raised. Crouching, she looked Henry in the eyes. “It didn’t get the goats or any chickens,” she said. “It didn’t get close enough, and it’s gone now.”

Henry swallowed. “He was huge.”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “He was.” She tugged him close, wrapping an arm around his shoulders. He didn’t resist. “But we’re okay. You’re okay, and we’ll figure this out.”

Behind them, the screen door creaked open. Laura stood in her robe, a worried look on her face. “Everyone all right?”

“We’re fine,” Sam said, looking back at the tree line. The bear was gone. For now, she thought. But it will be back, and it might not stop at the fence. She refocused on Laura. “We’ve got a problem.”

Jackie stirred her coffee slowly, savoring the rare indulgence of the real thing. Not chicory, not roasted dandelion root, but actual coffee. A small gift from Grace, brought from San Francisco. Jackie took a sip, closed her eyes and sighed with happiness. She heard Taylor chuckle.

“You certainly sound like you’re enjoying that,” she said.

Jackie opened her eyes. “I miss this so much,” she murmured, looking across the table to where Taylor worked her way through a plate of scrambled eggs, roasted potatoes, and a thick slice of cured ham. “It’s truly in the top five things I wish we had back.”

“I think there are a lot of people who would say the same,” Taylor said with a smile. “If someone can figure out how to get us a regular supply of coffee beans, they’d be rich.”

Leaning back in her chair, the mug warm between her palms, Jackie smiled. “Worth its weight in gold.” I’d be a regular, that’s for sure, she thought. Maybe one of these days the trade routes will stretch far enough. She paused. I wonder if anyone at this summit will have new ideas for acquiring goods. Or will the conversation only be about the new threat?

“You’ve gone quiet,” Taylor said between bites. “What is in your head?”

“The summit,” Jackie replied, then sighed and set her mug down. “About what we’re walking into.”

Taylor nodded, her expression shifting into something more serious. “I’ve been thinking about it too,” she said. “Grace can handle the security and the military presence while we’re gone, but the civic side... that’s trickier.”

Jackie tapped a fingernail against her mug. “I’ve been running through names in my head,” she said. “People who could step in and keep things steady. Keep all the little wheels turning.”

“Anyone stand out?”

Hesitating for a beat, not quite sure about what she was going to answer, Jackie gave a small smile. “Greg Orion.”

Taylor blinked. “Greg Orion?”

Jackie nodded. “He’s retired, yes, but he knows how the system works,” she said. “He’s got experience, and people trust him.”

“Some people also think he’s a little... helpless,” Taylor said, raising an eyebrow.

Laughing softly, Jackie picked up her coffee, not wanting it to get cold before she enjoyed it. “He is. But he’s also smart, and fair, and if we pair him with Roslyn—”

“Ahh.” Taylor’s eyes lit with sudden understanding. “She’d keep him in line.”

“Exactly,” Jackie said. “She’s already acting as my assistant in almost everything, and she’s earned the respect of half the town. Between the two of them, they can hold things down for a week or two.”

Leaning back in her chair, Taylor chewed thoughtfully. “You really think Roslyn’s up for that? It won’t be easy.”

“I think she needs something to focus on,” Jackie said. “After that message yesterday, I saw the way she reacted. She’s scared, Taylor, and I think she would rather be useful than spin her wheels waiting for bad news.”

“You’re probably right,” Taylor said, nodding slowly.

Reaching across the table, Jackie placed her hand over Taylor’s. “We’ll talk to them all this afternoon. Set up a transition plan,” she said. “Grace can cover the patrols, the security check-ins, and any emergency response. Greg and Roslyn can manage the permits, housing requests, and any small disputes.”

“And if something blows up while we’re gone?” Taylor asked.

Jackie squeezed her hand. “Then we trust the people we’ve built this town with. We trust them to handle it.”

Taylor stood near the open window in her office, watching the breeze stir the branches of the maple right outside. She heard the faint sounds of town life drifting in. Someone hammered a new roof beam down the street, a pair of kids laughed as they chased each other past the police station’s steps, and even the low clatter of a cart rolling through town. Her mind wasn’t on any of it.

The summit message sat on her desk. Yesterday, she had the comm desk radio Pendleton and confirm it was real. They had answered affirmatively, again expressing the need for an urgent arrival. Lodging and meals would be provided. It was simply a matter of getting there. Luckily, Taylor had some ideas. She had already sent word to Grace and Meg to meet her at the office, so when a soft knock sounded at the door, Taylor turned, expecting them. “Come in,” she called.

Anna Scott stepped inside. “Good morning,” she said. “The desk sergeant said you were free for a moment.”

“Good morning,” Taylor replied, surprised but not displeased. “Everything all right?”

“I’m not sure,” Anna said. “But I wanted to pass some information on to you first thing this morning.”

Taylor gestured to the chair across from her desk. “Go ahead,” she said, sitting in her own chair.

“Thank you,” Anna said as she sat. “I met a group yesterday a little outside of town. They were on foot and had wagons. As you’d expect, they looked tired but were polite. I’d even say grateful, but what they told me gave me pause.”

“What did they say?”

“They said they’d passed by Forest Grove,” Anna said. “I believe they intended to stop there, but the place wasn’t allowing outsiders. Apparently with no explanation.”

Taylor’s brow furrowed. “That’s not like Forest Grove. They struggled at first, but they’ve always been cooperative.”

“That’s what I thought,” Anna agreed. “But these folks had no reason to lie.”

Sitting back slowly, Taylor’s mind was already pulling at the loose threads. “Did they say if anyone in their group was sick? Or if something had happened to prompt it?”

“No,” Anna said. “But they looked rattled. Especially the woman with the baby.”

Processing, Taylor was quiet a moment, then nodded. “Thanks for letting me know,” she said. “I’ll get someone on the radio to see if they can reach Forest Grove.”

“Let me know if I can do anything more to help,” Anna said, standing. “But I won’t keep you, and I need to get to the hospital.”

Before Taylor responded, another knock came at the door. She stood and walked with Anna to the doorway. “I’ll let you know what I find out,” she said and opened it.

Grace and Meg stood on the other side. “Oh, hello, Anna,” Grace said. “Are we interrupting?”

For a moment, Anna was silent, and then she covered her mouth with her hands. “You’re walking,” she whispered. “That is so wonderful.”

“Yes,” Grace said with a wide smile. “The surgery in San Francisco was successful. Rehab wasn’t fun, but finally it is over.”

“She took it like a champion,” Meg said, and Taylor saw how proud the woman was of her partner.

Anna nodded. “I am not at all surprised,” she said. “I’m so happy for you, Grace. Let’s get together soon.” She looked at Taylor. “I look forward to hearing any news.”

“We’ll know what’s going on soon enough,” Taylor said. Anna gave her a faint smile and slipped out. Grace took the seat Anna had vacated, while Meg leaned against the wall near the window. Taylor returned to her desk and rested her hands on the top. “I need to ask a favor.”

Grace arched a brow. “That’s not usually how you start a briefing.”

“I’m not in briefing mode,” Taylor said. “I’m in planning mode. Jackie and I are leaving first thing in the morning for Pendleton.”

Meg straightened slightly. “That soon?”

Taylor nodded. “I want to get ahead of whatever this summit is about. Apparently it includes representatives from all over the Pacific Northwest.”

“Interesting,” Grace said. “So it’s more than a diplomatic meeting to discuss strategy?”

“Much more,” Taylor said. “And I think we’ve been invited to a conversation that might decide the future of the entire region.” She let that sit for a moment.

Grace exchanged a glance with Meg, then looked back at Taylor. “What do you need?”

“I want you to take over security while I’m gone,” Taylor said. “You’ve got the rank, and more importantly, the respect.”

“Done,” Grace said with a nod.

Taylor turned to Meg. “And I need a ride.”

“The Wind Dancer is at your service,” Meg said without missing a beat. “Where are we going?”

“Up the Columbia,” Taylor said. “We can dock in Portland and transfer to rail from there. I want to make time, and the Wind Dancer’s faster than anything we’ve got on land.”

“That I can do,” Meg said with a grin.

Taylor looked at the two women. “I appreciate your help.”

Grace stood and offered her hand. “We’ve got it covered here,” she said. “You focus on what’s ahead.”

Standing, Taylor took the handshake firmly. “Thank you,” she said, knowing that tomorrow, her and Jackie’s journey would begin.


Chapter Five



Meg stood over the Wind Dancer’s navigational table, fingers tracing the faded lines of the Columbia River on the old maritime chart. Grace stood near the bulkhead behind her, watching with a quiet intensity that Meg had come to know well. It’s her thinking posture, she thought. All military and strategic. And sexy. She fought off a smile and focused. “We’ll make it to Portland in about a day and a half if the current goes our way and the wind stays down,” Meg said. “It’s a shame I can’t take them further. The real problem is the Bonneville Dam.”

“Right,” Grace said, nodding slowly. “I’m not local to here, so I hadn’t considered that.”

“Yeah,” Meg said, puffing out a frustrated breath. “Back when there was power, boats would use the locks to bypass it.”

“But those are dead?”

“Very,” Meg confirmed. “No power means no lift. We can’t get the Wind Dancer past the dam.” She stood straighter and looked at Grace. “If Jackie and Taylor want to get to Pendleton, stopping at Portland is the best option. They can get on the rail line from there.”

Grace stepped closer. “And we know that the tracks are still intact at least,” she said. “It is one of the newer steam engine trade routes linking Portland to Boise.” She studied the map a moment longer, then met Meg’s eyes. “You’ll get them there safely?”

“Yes,” Meg said with a smile. “I’ll get them there. You just make sure Astoria doesn’t fall apart, Major Hamilton.”

“I think I can handle it,” Grace said with a faint smile.

Meg chuckled, then sobered. “I have no doubts you can do it,” she said. “But it’s a big task.”

Exhaling slowly, Grace’s gaze drifted to the open door and to the world outside. “I’m not worried about leading,” she said. “But I do hope that things stay running smoothly while Taylor and Jackie are gone.”

Before Meg responded, a familiar voice called from the deck. “Permission to come aboard?” Cyd’s head popped into the doorway, and Meg snorted a laugh.

“Permission granted, but that request only counts before you come onto my ship,” she said.

Cyd wandered into the room and sat in a chair at the table. “Right, I keep forgetting.” She looked at the map. “We going somewhere?”

Running her finger along the line that marked the Columbia, Meg nodded. “The Wind Dancer is taking Taylor and Jackie to Portland in the morning,” she said. “You can come along if you wish, but it’s not necessary for this short round trip.”

“Hmm,” Cyd said, tilting her head. “I think I’ll stay here, but this might be bad timing for Taylor to leave town.”

“Really?” Grace asked. “Why is that?”

“Because I was hanging out at the Northern Lights last night.”

When Cyd didn’t elaborate, Meg raised an eyebrow. “Did something happen?”

Cyd shrugged. “Depends on your definition of ‘happen.’ From what I heard from the guy that runs the place, there are a few new faces hanging around the saloon,” she said. “Not from town. There was almost a fight over a game of cards last night because they said one of them was cheating.”

Grace’s expression sharpened. “Were weapons drawn?”

“No,” Cyd said. “But it got close. The owner defused it, but barely.”

“And do you think the man was cheating?” Meg asked, feeling a hint of worry. They didn’t need this kind of trouble with Taylor getting ready to leave. “Or was it a misunderstanding?”

“Not sure,” Cyd answered, picking up a pencil from the table and twirling it in her fingers. “The guy was dressed in a black suit with a tie. Seemed pretty arrogant to me, so I think that’s what started it more than anything.”

Grace frowned. “This doesn’t sound good,” she said. “I want to see this Northern Lights in action for myself.”

Concerned, Meg stepped forward. “You’re not going alone.”

“I wasn’t expecting to,” Grace said, glancing at her with a half-smile.

“I’ll come too,” Cyd added without hesitation. “I’ve seen the faces. If they try to lie about what they were saying, I can call them out.”

Looking between the two of them, Meg nodded. “Then it’s settled,” she said. “We go together.”

Grace’s eyes met hers. “But I don’t want to go as Major Hamilton,” she said. “I need to see what it’s really like.”

“You mean like undercover?” Cyd said with a grin. “Cool.”

“Yes,” Grace said. “But we’re just going to look around.” She smiled slowly but with a serious look in her eyes. “And see what the Northern Lights is all about.”

Laura stood near the edge of the paddock and watched as Sam crouched by the main gate’s hinge post, tightening a new length of chain. Lester and the other horses stood grazing nearby as if to keep an eye on their progress. Shauna skipped across the yard. “I’m coming to help while Henry milks the goats,” she announced cheerfully. “I want to keep out the bear.”

“That sounds perfect,” Laura said with a smile. “But first, can you do me a favor?”

Shauna’s head tilted. “What kind?”

“Will you go with Heather and check on the chickens?” Laura asked. “Make sure they have enough water, see if we have any new eggs, and take Lady with you.” Lady, hearing her name, trotted over immediately, bumping Shauna’s side with her nose.

Never one to back away from playing with the chickens, Shauna beamed. “Okay,” she said, turning on her heel and taking off toward the chicken coop. Laura waited until the girl was out of earshot, then turned to Sam, who now stood, wiping her hands on a rag.

“She sure loves animals,” Sam said, smiling, and Laura nodded, but her eyes drifted to the reinforced gate.

She reached and touched the new crossbar Sam had added. It was an extra plank bolted horizontally across the middle. “I’m worried about the bear, Sam,” Laura said. “Do you think this will hold?”

Sam’s jaw tightened slightly. “It’ll slow him down if he tries. But it won’t stop him completely.”

Not happy with the answer, but knowing it wasn’t Sam’s fault, Laura folded her arms over her chest and searched the tree line that bordered the field. “And you said he wasn’t scared of you last night,” she said. “Not even a little?”

“No,” Sam answered. “And that worries me.” There was a long pause between them, and as much as she hated it, Laura knew what had to be done.

She turned to face Sam. “Have you thought about trading for a bigger gun?”

Looking down at the .22 rifle leaning against the fence post, Sam didn’t answer right away. “I don’t want to,” she finally admitted. “I hate the idea of needing something heavier, but if he keeps coming back…”

Not liking the idea either, Laura bit her lip. “I know,” she said. “I just… I don’t want you out here with something that won’t work if it comes to that.”

Sam met her eyes, and Laura saw the flicker of conflict there. “I don’t want to hurt him,” Sam said. “He’s not being aggressive yet. Only curious. Hungry, maybe.”

Laura nodded slowly. “But curiosity can still kill.”

“Yeah.”

Laura gently touched Sam’s arm. “Let’s go to Astoria to the Farmers Market on Saturday,” she said. “See what’s available.”

Looking into the distance, Sam shook her head. “Not yet,” she said. “I want to talk to Warren first and see if he’s had any trouble. He’s our closest neighbor.”

“All right,” Laura said, knowing when to stop pushing. “I’m sorry I’m worrying so much. I can’t stand the idea of anything happening to any of the animals. Or any of us.”

Sam stepped in close, pulling Laura to her. “I promise I won’t let anything happen to any of us,” she whispered. “We just need to figure out what he wants.”

Laura closed her eyes, breathing in the familiar scent of hay and soap and the woman she had built her life with. “Okay,” she said. “We can wait until you talk to Warren.”

With a faint smile, Sam pulled back. “I’ll go after lunch,” she said. “It won’t take long.”

While adjusting the bandage around the young woman’s wrist, Anna was careful not to press too hard where the skin was still raw and pink. “Second-degree burn,” she murmured, as she finished wrapping the gauze. “You’re lucky it didn’t go deeper.”

The woman nodded. “The kettle slipped,” she said, her tone almost apologetic. “I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s okay,” Anna interrupted gently. “Accidents happen. Keep it clean and dry. We’ll check it again in two days.”

She smiled at her, and after a beat, the woman smiled back. “Thank you, Anna,” she said. “I don’t know what we would do without you.”

“You’re welcome,” Anna said. When the woman was gone, Anna turned to wash her hands at the basin. The water was cool but clear, the soap faintly lavender-scented, a treat from Alice’s special garden. She scrubbed carefully, her thoughts already drifting to the next patient on the list. The knock came as she reached for a towel.

Turning, Anna found Deputy Renner standing in the doorway, hat in hand. “Ms. Scott,” he said, stepping inside. “Sorry to interrupt.”

Anna dried her hands and gave him a nod. “What can I do for you, Deputy?”

He held out a folded-over slip of yellow paper. “Chief Barnes asked me to bring this to you directly.” Taking the note, Anna’s heart beat a little faster. She unfolded it carefully, scanning the neat handwriting.

There were only a few sentences, but they hit hard. “Forest Grove has closed its borders,” Taylor wrote. “They have concerns over communicable disease outbreaks and feel new arrivals pose a risk to residents. No new entries allowed until further notice.” Anna read the note again, this time more slowly. Then she folded it and tucked it into her coat pocket. “Thank you, Deputy.”

He nodded. “You’re welcome, ma’am.” The deputy tipped his head and left as quickly as he had come. Anna stood still for a moment, the weight of the message pressing down on her chest. She knew what the people at Forest Grove were afraid of. Things like measles or whooping cough. Both preventable, she thought. Once.

Leaving the exam room, she walked down the hallway to see if Dr. Ambrose was busy. Finding his office door open, she knocked on the doorframe. Dr. Ambrose looked from his desk, glasses perched low on his nose, a patient’s file open in front of him. “Anna,” he said, sounding surprised. “Everything all right?”

“No,” she said, shutting the door behind her. “I got word from Chief Barnes,” she said. “Forest Grove is turning people away. They’ve closed their borders.”

Dr. Ambrose frowned. “Why?”

“They say it’s because of disease,” Anna said. “Apparently they are concerned about the spread of something like the measles or whooping cough.” Dr. Ambrose didn’t react with the shock Anna expected.

Instead, he nodded slowly. “I wondered when that would start.”

“What do you mean?” Anna said with a frown.

“That I’m not surprised people are afraid,” he answered. “You know as well as I do the risk now that there are no vaccines. This could be a very real problem.”

Anna crossed her arms. “So your response is to shut the doors?”

“I didn’t say that,” Dr. Ambrose said, though his tone was cautious. “But it’s not an irrational move. Without reliable antibiotics in quantity, we’re vulnerable, Anna. All of us. If we let in someone carrying a virulent strain—”

“No,” Anna said, her voice sharper than she intended. “We don’t turn people away out of fear.”

“Sometimes fear is what keeps people alive,” Dr. Ambrose said, and Anna hated how easily he said it.

“Fear is what tears communities apart,” she said. “You think turning away desperate families is going to keep us safe? It might buy time, but it won’t stop this. We need to prepare, not barricade.”

Folding his arms, Dr. Ambrose nodded. “Okay,” he said. “So what do you suggest?”

“More thorough screenings at intake,” she said. “Basic symptom checks. Isolation protocols if needed. We can set up a temporary quarantine space, but I won’t be a part in closing the gates.”

Dr. Ambrose studied her for a long moment, then gave her a small smile of surrender. “Okay. But Anna,” he added, his tone more serious. “If the situation worsens, if we start losing people, we may have to revisit this.”

Anna met his gaze, unwavering. “If that happens, we’ll figure out a new strategy,” she said. “But we won’t become the kind of place people run by fear.”


Chapter Six



Jackie stood near the window in her office, looking over the town, while Roslyn took notes behind her. Jackie glanced over her shoulder. “So that’s the plan,” she said. “Grace will be stepping in for Taylor while we’re gone. She’ll oversee all security, and you’ll coordinate with her if anything urgent comes up.”

Roslyn nodded, not looking up from her notepad. “Got it.”

“And Greg Orion will be filling in for me.”

The news made Roslyn pause her pencil, and she looked up, blinking. “Greg Orion?” she asked, and Jackie smiled.

“I know, but he knows the system, and most of the town still sees him as a harmless fixture. Which he is,” she added dryly. “Mostly. I look forward to hearing what you think after you meet him.” There was a knock at the door. Jackie returned to her desk. “That’ll be him.”

“Are you sure you want me to stay?” Roslyn asked, already rising.

Jackie gave her a nod. “Please.” When the door opened, Greg Orion stepped inside like he was arriving at a campaign rally. He wore a crisp button-down shirt tucked into surprisingly well-fitting slacks, his posture tall, and his face freshly shaved. Gone was the soft, flushed man who had clung to his title like a life raft. He looks, well… fit, Jackie thought. Trim, even.

His hair had thinned further, but he carried himself with a kind of practiced charm that made Jackie blink once in genuine surprise. “Jackie,” he said, his voice warm and a touch too loud. “You summoned me.”

“I did,” Jackie said, motioning toward the chair across from her desk. “Have a seat.”

Greg stepped forward, pausing only when he noticed Roslyn. “Ah,” he said, offering a smile. “And who is this?”

“This is my executive assistant, Roslyn St. Vincent,” Jackie answered.

Roslyn straightened. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Orion.”

“Greg, please.” He gave her a little bow, then turned back to Jackie. “You’re looking radiant, as always. Marriage suits you.”

Jackie arched an eyebrow. “Let’s keep the charm to a simmer, Greg,” she said. “I asked you here because I have a favor to ask you.”

He sat, folding his hands over his stomach. “I’m all ears.”

“I’m leaving in the morning,” Jackie said. “Taylor and I are headed east, to Pendleton. There’s a summit being called for leaders from across the region. We’re expected to attend.”

Greg blinked. “Pendleton? That’s quite a distance. Perhaps I should go—”

“No,” Jackie said, holding up a hand. “You’re not going. I need you here.”

He looked momentarily deflated, but only for a second. “Oh?” he said, his smile returning. “Of course. And you called me in your time of need.”

“I need someone experienced to manage the civic side of things while I’m gone,” Jackie said. “Major Grace Hamilton will oversee security. You’ll handle permits, trade requests, and disputes. The usual.”

His ego properly fed, Greg sat up straighter. “You trust me with that?”

Leaning forward slightly, Jackie nodded. “I do. And you won’t be alone.” She gestured to her assistant. “Roslyn will assist you with everything. Scheduling, documentation, communications. She’s been working with me for months. She knows the ropes.”

Greg turned to Roslyn. “Well,” he said. “That is excellent news.”

Roslyn gave him a small smile. “I’ll keep you on track, Mr. Orion… excuse me, I mean Greg.”

Jackie nodded. “I’ll leave a full packet with notes,” she said. “The only thing I ask is that you don’t try to reinvent the wheel.”

“Of course,” Greg said, all business now. “You’ll find me more than capable.”

“I’m counting on it.”

He stood, brushing imaginary lint from his sleeve. “I’ll report to City Hall first thing in the morning,” he said. “And Roslyn, if you’d be so kind as to have your schedule for the week ready for my review, I would appreciate it.”

“Of course,” Roslyn said.

“Wonderful,” Greg said, then turned to Jackie. “Safe travels, Jackie. I’ll hold the fort.”

Standing, Jackie offered her hand. “I know you will.”

Taking her hand, Greg gave it a firm shake, then tipped his head to Roslyn. “Until tomorrow.”

When the door closed behind him, Jackie turned to Roslyn.

“Well,” Jackie said, crossing her arms. “What did you think?”

Roslyn blinked. “He’s not what I expected.”

“No, he’s not,” Jackie said with a small laugh.

After hesitating for a beat, Roslyn tilted her head. “Do you think he’s really up for it?” she asked. “I mean, I heard that he had to step down from being the mayor after a heart attack.”

“I think with you beside him,” Jackie answered. “He just might be.”

After stepping down from the wagon, Lexi tied the reins loosely on the hitching post outside City Hall. It was late afternoon, the kind of warm spring day that Lexi always looked forward to all winter. She hadn’t really planned on coming into town today, but when she’d finished her chores at the farm earlier than expected, an idea had struck her. Alice’s old hand-cranked mill needed a part repaired, and it was too heavy and awkward to carry easily on horseback. Taking it in the wagon was the only solution. Plus, it would allow her to give Anna a ride home. It wasn’t often she got the chance to surprise her wife, and the thought of pulling up unexpectedly outside the clinic with the wagon was too tempting to pass up.

Because she had time to kill before Anna would be done, she decided to check in with her sister. She climbed the steps of City Hall and reached for the door when none other than Greg Orion stepped out. Lexi blinked. He looked different. Thinner. Straighter. He wore a tucked-in shirt that actually fit, and his cheeks, once perpetually flushed from stress or indignation or both, were now a healthy shade.

Greg’s eyes lit up when he saw her. “Ah, Lexi Scott,” he said, puffing up slightly. “Checking in with your sister?”

“I had some extra time, so I thought I would,” Lexi said, still taking in his appearance. “You look well.”

“Feeling better than I have in years,” he said with a grin, then dropped his voice a conspiratorial notch. “Big things happening. Looks like I’m stepping in to run the town again.”

Lexi’s eyebrows shot up. “You are?” she said, unable to keep the surprise from her voice.

Greg gave her a wink. “Temporarily, of course,” he said. “Civic duty never really leaves the blood.” He tipped an imaginary hat, all but hopped down the stairs, and strode off down the sidewalk, whistling a tune Lexi couldn’t quite place.

Standing there a moment, Lexi watched him go. “Well, that was ominous.” Inside, she knocked once on Jackie’s door before pushing it open. “Tell me I didn’t just hear Greg Orion say he’s taking over the town.”

Jackie looked from her desk with a smile. “Hello to you, too, Big Sister.”

Seated across from Jackie, Roslyn laughed. “I imagine he embellished a little,” she said while Jackie gestured Lexi in.

“Come on. Shut the door. It’s not as dramatic as it sounds.”

Lexi did and then dropped into a guest chair. “Okay,” she said. “I’m listening.”

“Taylor and I are leaving in the morning,” Jackie said. “There’s a summit being called in Pendleton. Leaders from all over Washington, Oregon, and Idaho.”

“What kind of summit?” Lexi said with a frown.

“I’m hoping for regional coordination,” Jackie said. “Things like trade agreements or security response plans, but also to discuss a possible threat.”

“Which is why Grace is stepping in to run things on the security side,” Roslyn added. “And Mr. Orion will handle the civic end.”

Still surprised at that news, Lexi shook her head. “Greg Orion?” she said. “Really?”

Jackie raised her hand. “I know,” she said. “But the town trusts him, and he looks surprisingly healthy. Plus, he’s willing to help.”

“Still…” Lexi trailed off.

Roslyn smiled faintly. “He won’t be alone,” she said. “I’ll be working with him. I sense he is actually very organized when he has direction.”

Lexi tilted her head. “So, you’re not worried about taking this on?” she said. “From what I remember, he can be a bit of a trainwreck.”

“No,” Roslyn answered, lifting her chin. “I’ve dealt with worse.”

“That’s probably true,” Jackie said.

Lexi looked between them, then sighed. “I trust you both, and Grace will be solid.”

“Exactly,” Jackie said. “I don’t imagine there will be much to handle, but she is more than capable.”

“Okay then,” Lexi said, standing. “I guess I’ll keep focusing on the farm.” She hesitated, then looked at Roslyn. “If you need anything, send word. This might be harder than you think.”

The sky had turned to twilight when Grace, Meg, and Cyd approached the Northern Lights saloon on foot. Grace wore civilian clothes. Simple dark jeans and a buttoned-up flannel shirt rolled at the sleeves, her military insignia tucked away for the evening. She wore her hair in a low ponytail, and her boots were scuffed enough to suggest she belonged there. Meg walked beside her, while Cyd trailed a step behind with her eyes already scanning the street like she expected something to jump out of the shadows.

“Are we sure this is the best idea?” Cyd asked, clearly having second thoughts.

Grace nodded. “If something’s brewing in town,” she said, “I would guess this is where it’ll bubble over.”

“And because I promised you a drink,” Meg added with a wink.

Cyd didn’t smile, but she didn’t argue either. As they neared the saloon’s wide front porch, Grace slowed slightly, her gaze catching on an ornate wagon parked off the main road. It was painted deep burgundy, the trim a gleaming gold that caught the last of the sunlight. The side panels were hand-lettered in elegant script: The Pathfinder’s Remedies — Purveyor of Natural Health & Restorative Tonics. A brass lantern hung from each corner, and small folding stairs sat tucked beneath the back door. The whole thing screamed polished charm. Too polished, she thought. And restorative tonics? What are those?

“Let me guess,” Meg said, gesturing toward the wagon. “That belongs to the customer in the black suit.”

“Yep. Looks like something out of an old Wild West show, dontcha think?” Cyd muttered. “All it’s missing is a snake preserved in a jar labeled ‘miracle cure.’”

Grace studied it a moment longer, then nodded toward the saloon. “Well,” she said. “Let’s see what kind of company he keeps.”

Inside, the Northern Lights was already humming. A soft tune played on an upright piano drifted through the room, blending with the low murmur of conversation and the occasional clink of glasses. The oil lanterns mounted on the walls cast a glow across the wood-paneled interior, highlighting the long bar.

The place has character, Grace thought. But it also has tension. Years in the Army taught her how to read a room, and she felt something off under the surface. They moved toward the bar, slipping between tables. People glanced their way, but no one stared. A man looked up from behind the bar and grinned when he saw them.

“Evening, ladies,” he said, wiping his hands on a towel. “Jeramy Jones is the name. What can I get you? We have some cider, a decent rye whisky, and some sweetened Oregon grape wine.”

“Actually,” Grace said easily. “Before we order, I’m curious about the man over in the corner in the black suit.”

Jeramy leaned on the bar. “Smooth fella,” he said. “That wagon out front belongs to him. Calls himself the Pathfinder.”

Meg raised an eyebrow. “That’s not a name,” she said. “That’s a marketing strategy.”

Reaching for glasses, Jeramy chuckled. “He’s polite, I’ll give him that,” he said. “Pays in silver, but I’ve seen the way he talks to folks. Like he’s sizing them up for something.”

“Anyone buying his cures?” Grace asked.

Jeramy hesitated before saying, “A few. Mostly the newer folks.”

“That’s always how it starts,” Meg said.

“I suppose so,” Jeramy said. “Here. This is a new batch of cider. First one’s on the house.” He poured them each a drink.

“Thank you,” Grace said, and they settled at a corner table with a good view of the room. For a while, it all seemed normal. The music continued, the drinks flowed, and a couple danced near the fireplace, but then someone near the dartboard let out a surprised whoop.

“Holy hell, is that Captain Meg O’Grady?”

Grace watched Meg freeze mid-sip, her eyes narrowing slightly as she turned toward the voice. A tall woman in a patched leather jacket and a wide grin strode toward them. “I’d know that red braid anywhere. You traded some cargo with me in Portland a year ago. You and that boat of yours.”

Meg slowly set her drink down. “Brenda,” she said. “Didn’t expect to see you in Astoria.”

Brenda laughed. “Didn’t expect to be here, either,” she said. “But the road runs where it wants. Let me buy you a drink.”

Grace watched as many heads turned in their direction.

“Not necessary,” Meg said, giving her a polite nod. “I already have one, but it’s good to see you.”

“Have it your way, Captain,” Brenda said, as she wandered off toward the bar.

Grace leaned in. “So much for a quiet drink.”

Before Meg responded, a man stepped into their circle like he’d been waiting for the right moment. He wore a well-fitted black suit with a black tie and a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. His dark hair was slicked back, and his hands were folded loosely in front of him like he was about to give a sermon. Or sell a miracle, Grace thought.

“Forgive the interruption,” the stranger said smoothly. “I couldn’t help but overhear. Captain O’Grady, wasn’t it?”

Meg didn’t answer right away, and Grace jumped in. “And you are?”

He gave a small bow. “I’m called the Pathfinder,” he said. “Just stopping for a bit before passing through, offering aid where I can.”

“Passing through from where exactly?” Cyd asked, but the man’s smile didn’t waver.

“Here and there,” he answered. “I’ve traveled from the southern deserts to the northern forests. Wherever there’s need.”

“And what kind of need are you filling?” Grace asked, tone polite but cool.

“Health,” he said simply. “A little relief in troubled times.” He turned slightly, addressing the group as a whole. “You’d be surprised what the world forgot. Nature holds many answers.” He opened his hands. “If you know how to listen.”

Cyd snorted. “And bottle it with a price tag?”

The Pathfinder only smiled. “Skepticism is healthy,” he said. “I encourage it. But I assure you, I offer nothing I haven’t tested myself and provide it for a reasonable trade.”

Grace’s eyes didn’t leave his face. “We’ll keep that in mind.”

The Pathfinder dipped his head again. “Enjoy your evening.” And just like that, he turned and disappeared into the crowd.

“Okay,” Cyd muttered. “That guy gives me the creeps.”

“Because he’s a fraud with a product to offer,” Meg said, eyes still on the spot where the man had stood. “And he knows exactly how to sell it.”

Finishing her cider, Grace set the glass down with a quiet thump. “Tomorrow, we find out exactly what he’s selling,” she said. “And to who.”


Chapter Seven



Taylor stood at the edge of the dock and watched the Wind Dancer rock gently in her berth, sails furled, ropes creaking softly with each subtle shift of the wind. The sun was beginning to rise over the hills behind Astoria. Beside her, Jackie yawned behind one hand, her other clutching a travel bag slung over her shoulder. “I don’t remember agreeing to a departure time that starts before coffee,” she muttered, blinking against the light. “Especially on a Saturday.”

“You did,” Taylor said, smiling at her wife. “But you were a little distracted by my kisses on your neck at the time.”

Jackie narrowed her eyes. “That’s not even remotely fair,” she said. “And let’s be clear, it was your fingers in some oh, so special places that did the distracting.”

“I stand corrected.”

Suddenly, Meg O’Grady appeared on the Wind Dancer’s deck, her hand raised in greeting. “Good morning,” she called. “You’re right on time.”

“Don’t sound so cheerful about it,” Jackie replied. “Some of us don’t like to watch the sunrise.”

Meg laughed. “Then I’ll make sure the dandelion root coffee is extra strong this morning,” she said. “Are you ready to come aboard?”

Stepping aside, Taylor offered her hand to Jackie. “After you.”

Clearly pleased by the gesture, Jackie took her hand and climbed the gangway. “I feel like I should be wearing a dress instead of these capris and holding a flute of champagne,” she murmured, stepping onto the deck.

“We’re fresh out of champagne,” Meg said with a laugh. “But I promise we are providing you both the best accommodations for this short cruise.”

“Thank you. I appreciate your consideration,” Jackie said with a playful tone as Taylor followed them aboard, taking a moment to steady herself, letting her body register the slow, rhythmic motion of the boat.

“You okay?” Meg asked, watching her.

“I’m good,” Taylor said. “Haven’t spent much time on boats this size, but I’m not prone to motion sickness.”

“Good,” Meg said with a grin. “We’ve had a few passengers who wouldn’t say the same. It never goes well.”

Coming from below, Grace joined them on the deck, dressed in her uniform and walking with the steady, even stride Taylor knew she had worked so hard to reclaim. She paused at the top of the gangway. “Are you two set?” she asked, and Taylor nodded.

“Yes,” she said. “We packed light.” She smiled at Jackie. “Both of us.”

Jackie rolled her eyes at the comment but didn’t say anything about the restrictions, and Grace nodded once before turning to Meg. She reached to touch the woman’s arm briefly, a quiet goodbye in the simple gesture. “Please be careful,” she murmured, and Meg put her hand over Grace’s.

“Always,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

Taylor watched the tender look that passed between them, and then Grace turned her attention to Jackie and Taylor again. “Astoria’s in good hands,” she said. “But feel free to check in via radio when convenient.”

“Thank you,” Taylor said. “We appreciate it. I don’t know what the comm situation will be while en route, but I’ll be sure to contact you once we arrive in Pendleton.”

“I understand,” Grace said, then smiled. “Have a successful trip and don’t worry. I’m heading to the station now. You’ll be back before anyone has time to screw anything up.” With that, she turned and walked down the gangway with purpose in her stride. I am lucky she was in town when this summit business came up, Taylor thought. If anyone can handle a problem, it’s Grace.

Meg gestured toward the hatch leading below deck. “Come on,” she said. “I’ll show you your cabin.” They followed her down into the wood-paneled interior of the Wind Dancer. The space was compact but thoughtfully arranged. Meg led them past the galley and into a small berth tucked at the rear of the boat. “It’s tight,” she said. “But you’ve got privacy, and the mattress is comfortable.”

Taylor ducked inside, setting her duffel on the foot of the narrow bunk. It was barely wide enough for two people, but she and Jackie would manage.

Jackie stepped in behind her, looking around with a curious expression. “Actually,” she said. “It reminds me of a cruise I took once. Caribbean. The room was about this size, but the view was better.”

Lifting an eyebrow, Taylor turned. “You’ve been on a cruise?”

Jackie nodded. “Years ago. It was a work thing. The magazine sponsored a travel issue, and I got roped into attending,” she answered. “I spent most of the time in meetings, but I remember the sound of the water at night.” Her voice softened. “It was peaceful.”

Knowing her wife missed many of the comforts of her old life, Taylor watched her for a moment. “I’m afraid this might be as close as we get to that again,” she said. “But I promise if there is ever another chance at the Caribbean someday, we will make it happen.”

Putting a hand on Taylor’s arm, Jackie smiled. “Then I’ll take it.”

The Saturday Farmers Market buzzed with late-morning energy, sunlight spilling across the open square where tables and tents had been set up in neat rows. The scent of pickle brine, smoked meat, and dried herbs floated on the breeze, mingling with the occasional whiff of goats from the small livestock pen at the far end. Sam walked beside Laura with a canvas bag slung over her shoulder that held a bundle of beeswax candles, two jars of raspberry preserves, and a small tin of lard-based salve. Laura carried one of her colorful and always popular quilts. Barter goods, all carefully chosen.

“Are you sure you want to give up this quilt?” Sam asked under her breath, glancing at the patchwork of indigo and cream.

Laura nodded, eyes scanning the nearby tables. “We’ve got others,” she said. “This one’s warm, but not as thick. I’d rather trade it than the preserves.”

Sam gave her a smile. “I understand,” she said. “It’s everyone’s favorite flavor of jam.”

“Yes, exactly,” Laura said. “But we have more, so I brought it. I have no idea how much a new gun will cost.”

They reached the far end of the market where a table had been set up with a few rifles on display, each laid out on a faded wool blanket. Behind it stood a tall man in his sixties with a sun-worn face and a thick gray beard. Sam recognized him. Earl. One of the older hunters from the outer valley. He traded game meat last fall and knew his way around firearms.

“Good morning,” Sam said, setting her bag gently on the table.

Looking her way, Earl offered a slow nod. “Morning,” he said, his eyes flicking to the bag and then the quilt Laura held. “Looking to trade?”

Sam gestured toward the rifles. “Something in a .30-30 or .308, maybe. Lever-action if you’ve got it.”

Earl didn’t ask why. He simply turned and picked up a sleek, well-maintained Winchester from the back of the table. “This one’s clean. Shot it myself last week,” he said, handing it to Sam. “Smooth action. Rechambered for .30-30. I’d give you ten rounds with it and the sling.”

Running her hand along the stock, Sam appreciated the balance. “I’d rather not use silver. Are you open to trade?”

“Depends. Guns are worth a lot. What’s in the bag?” Earl asked. Sam opened it to show the man his choices. The man pursed his lips. “Preserves, candles, and the salve.” He met Sam’s eyes. “Include the quilt, and I’ll throw in a cleaning kit with it.”

Sam glanced at Laura, who nodded. “Deal,” Sam said.

As Earl wrapped the rifle in a canvas sling, Sam leaned a little closer to Laura and said quietly. “This is really for the best,” she said. “Even though when I talked to Warren yesterday about the bear, he hadn’t seen anything. Not a single track. No scat. No broken fencing.”

Laura frowned, her brow furrowing. “So it’s only picked out us.”

“Seems like it.” They were quiet a moment as Earl handed over everything and accepted the goods. Sam slung the rifle over her shoulder, the weight unfamiliar but not unwelcome.

“I don’t know what to make of that,” Laura said as they walked away from the booth.

“Neither do I,” Sam admitted. “Could be a coincidence. Could be something else.”

Before Laura answered, a familiar voice called across the square. “Hey there.” They turned to see Callie approaching, Zack perched on her hip, his chubby legs kicking rhythmically. Will walked beside her, a basket over one arm filled with cured sausages and butter.

“Hi,” Laura said warmly, reaching out to tickle Zack’s foot. “Look at you, little man.”

Zack let out a delighted squeal and reached for her braid. “He’s growing fast,” Sam said, grinning.

Callie beamed as she looked at her son. “That’s for sure. He’s already trying to stand,” she said. “Every time I turn around, he’s pulling up on something. He tried to use Will’s leg like a tree trunk this morning.”

Will chuckled softly. “He’s determined.” Sam watched as the man’s eyes noticed the gun slung over her shoulder. “New rifle?” he asked.

Sam’s expression sobered slightly. “We’ve had a bear near the farm,” she said. “Twice now. It hasn’t gotten past the fence, but it’s not afraid of us.”

“I see,” Will said, nodding. “Good choice. You’ll want something with power if it charges.”

“We’re hoping it doesn’t come to that,” Laura added, and Will shifted his basket to his other arm.

“If it’s not afraid of people, it’s probably used to camps,” he said. “Might’ve been fed somewhere. That makes it unpredictable.”

Frowning, Sam nodded. “We thought about that,” she said. “But our closest neighbor hasn’t seen a thing.”

Scratching at his beard, Will was quiet for a moment. “Then it’s a scent,” he said. “Something’s pulling him in. You’ve got a foal, maybe it’s the milk, or maybe something in the compost pile. He’s curious, but that doesn’t mean he’s aggressive.”

“That’s what I am hoping,” Laura murmured. “Maybe it’s a friendly bear.”

“Still,” Will added. “You’re right to be cautious. Reinforce your feed sheds. Keep Lady inside at night, and if you see tracks heading toward the barn again, don’t wait. Track him first.”

“I might,” Sam said and caught the flicker of worry in Laura’s eyes at Will’s words. “But I’ll be careful about it.”

Putting a hand on Sam’s shoulder, Will nodded. “I know you will.”

Working her one Saturday shift a month, Anna leaned over the exam table, one hand gently resting on the small boy’s back as he coughed into his mother’s shoulder. The sound was sharp, wet, and a little too persistent. She didn’t like it, but she didn’t want to jump to conclusions either. “How long has he had the cough?” she asked. The boy’s mother shifted on the stool, her face drawn with fatigue.

She looked to be in her early thirties, though the road had likely aged her faster. “Started two days before we reached town,” she said. “Fever first. Then the cough came on fast.”

Anna nodded, keeping her expression neutral. “Any other symptoms?” she asked. “Vomiting? Rash?”

The woman shook her head. “No. Only the fever and this cough,” she said. “He’s eating less but still drinking water.”

Anna turned back to the boy. He wasn’t struggling to breathe, and his chest sounded mostly clear. Only a hint of a rattle, she thought, remembering Forest Grove’s concerns. Too early to panic. She reached for a small jar on the shelf behind her. “I want you to try this,” she said, handing it over. “It’s garlic and honey. Antibacterial and a natural expectorant. Give him a teaspoon three times a day. Mix it with warm water if he won’t take it straight.”

With a look of relief, the woman took the jar with both hands. “Thank you.”

“Keep him warm,” Anna said. “Plenty of fluids. Let him rest. If it gets worse, if he has trouble breathing or starts vomiting after a coughing fit, bring him back right away.”

“I will,” the mother said, her eyes showing more concern. “Should I be worried?”

Shaking her head, Anna put a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “I’m not saying this is anything serious,” she said. “It sounds like a cold, but we’re keeping an eye on things, especially with so many new people arriving.”

The woman’s lips pressed together. “We heard rumors,” she said. “About some towns not letting anyone in anymore.”

Anna exhaled slowly. “Yes. I’ve heard.”

As the woman stood and helped her son back into his coat, she paused, glancing toward Anna. “I’m glad we came here. There is a man down at the market this morning. ‘The Pathfinder’ he calls himself. Said he could help, but something about him…” She trailed off, then shook her head. “Just didn’t feel right.”

Confused, Anna shook her head. “Who?”

“A man in a suit and a fancy wagon. He saw my boy coughing and offered some kind of tonic,” she explained. “Said it would fix him up.”

Doing her best to hide her surprise, Anna frowned. “Did you take it?”

“No,” the woman said. “Even if I could have afforded it, I’ve seen what happens when people take things they don’t understand.”

Anna nodded, her jaw tight. “Good choice.”

“He had others around him though. Listening. Buying things.”

Her words made Anna pause. “Do you remember who?”

“I’m still learning faces and names, so not really,” the woman said with a shake of her head. “But there were a few from our travel group, and I saw some locals too.”

Anna forced a smile, though her mind was already spinning. “Well, I’m glad you came here instead,” she said. “We’ll do everything we can to help him.”

The woman gave a small nod of thanks, then turned to guide her son out of the exam room, his small hand tucked in hers. When the door clicked shut behind them, Anna stood still for a long moment. The cough concerned her, but she wasn’t ready to diagnose anything yet. And who is this Pathfinder person? she wondered, somehow sensing nothing good could come from a stranger selling miracle tonics in Astoria.


Chapter Eight



Laura adjusted the strap of her market bag and scanned the square, her eyes automatically searching for small heads in the crowd. The Saturday Farmers Market was in full swing with tables overflowing with early spring greens, hand-stitched clothes, and goat’s milk soap. Somewhere nearby, a fiddle played, and the scent of fresh pastry products wafted from the direction of the community oven.

Standing beside her, Sam had the new rifle slung across her back. They had agreed to make a quick stop at Lexi’s after the market, but first, they needed to collect their herd. “I think I saw Henry head that way a few minutes ago,” Sam said, nodding toward the corner where the pottery booth did a lively business. “He was with Devan.”

“Got it,” Laura said. “Will you check the bakery line for the girls?”

Sam nodded and peeled off to go look. Laura wove through the crowd, nodding at familiar faces, until she spotted Henry’s dark head bent close to another. Sure enough, Devan was beside him, the two boys crouched near the edge of the small stream that bordered one side of the market. They were watching something intently.

“Hey, you two,” Laura called.

They both looked, Henry’s face lighting up. “We were watching the frogs.”

Devan lifted a hand in greeting, his shy smile still a little guarded, but warmer than it had been even a few months ago. “There are tadpoles,” he added.

Laura smiled. “Those are always fun. I used to watch them when I was a girl too,” she said. “But we’re about to head to Lexi’s, so it’s time to go.”

Henry stood and brushed off his pants. “See you later, Devan,” he said, and Devan got to his feet as well, holding out a hand.

“Take care of yourself,” he said, his tone suddenly sounding so adult it made Laura’s heart ache. “Watch out for that bear.”

Nodding in his usual stoic style, Henry shook his friend’s hand. “I will,” he said, and Laura saw the fine men the two boys would someday be. If only they could stay young for a little longer, she thought, but knew the two had seen too much sadness to be normal boys. After a beat, Henry turned away to join Laura. “Ready.”

They made their way toward the center of the square, and that was when Laura heard it. A man’s loud voice echoed through the park.

“And here we have a man who couldn’t walk without pain for months. Months!” he said. “But after only three days of my herbal tonic, he’s back on his feet, dancing like a boy of twenty.” A crowd had gathered in a half-circle near an ornate wagon that read The Pathfinder’s Remedies — Purveyor of Natural Health & Restorative Tonics on the side.

Sensing something off about the whole display, Laura’s stomach sank when she saw Shauna and Heather, standing on a bench to see over the crowd, eyes wide and mouths slightly open. “Oh no,” Laura muttered, pushing forward with Henry close behind.

The Pathfinder stood behind a small table, dressed in a black suit and tie, his hair slicked back, and his voice smooth and practiced. Beside him, a man did a clumsy little jig. “Look at this. He barely walked yesterday and now thanks to the healing power of my Five-Root Elixir, he can dance.” The Pathfinder chuckled. “Sort of.”

The crowd murmured, impressed. A few clapped. Someone whistled. Laura narrowed her eyes. Was that man even limping earlier? she thought, trying to remember if she had ever seen him before.

Beside her, Henry frowned. “Do you think he’s faking?”

“I don’t know. I think maybe he’s part of the act,” Laura said. “Stay close.”

The Pathfinder was already moving on, holding up a small glass vial filled with amber liquid. “This elixir restores vitality, improves digestion, and can even slow hair loss.”

A man near the front raised his hand. “Does it help with libido?” and there were a few chuckles.

Smiling, the Pathfinder winked. “I make no promises,” he said. “But I’ve had more than one satisfied customer tell me it brought back the spring in their step.” He paused for dramatic effect. “And a sparkle to their partner’s eye.”

The comment got a roar of laughter, and a few people stepped forward, already digging through their barter packs. Laura watched in disbelief as a woman offered a small jar of preserved peaches in exchange for a bottle. Another handed over a pair of hand-knit gloves. “This is ridiculous,” Laura said, stepping forward to collect the girls as Sam emerged from the opposite side of the crowd, her eyes zeroing in on Shauna and Heather.

“Okay,” Sam said as she reached them. “Time to go, kiddos.”

Heather blinked at her, then nodded slowly as she stepped down from the bench. “He said he cured things,” she said softly.

Joining them, Laura helped Shauna down. “Did you talk to him?” she asked, and Heather shook her head.

“No, but he said he has something that fixes everything. Even sadness.”

Laura’s heart twisted. She looked at the Pathfinder, who had handed a bottle to a woman with a cane. “He’s not a doctor,” she said. “And not everything that sounds good is real.” She glanced around at the crowd. “We need to go. Before I watch someone trade their winter boots for hair tonic.”

As they ushered the kids away, Laura spotted another woman approaching the Pathfinder’s wagon, holding a folded blanket and a jar of pickled onions. “For the headache cure,” she said as she passed them.

Laura’s jaw clenched, and she turned to Sam. “Do you think Anna knows about this ‘medicine’ being sold?”

“Somehow I doubt it,” Sam said, moving toward their wagon. “We need to talk to her.” Laura saw the woman grit her teeth. “Before this gets worse.”

Lexi knelt beside the old clawfoot tub, one hand cupped gently around Joe’s damp curls as she poured warm water over his head. He giggled, splashing his hands against the surface, sending droplets across the floor and onto her jeans. She didn’t mind. “Careful,” she said with a smile, reaching for the cloth to wipe a sudsy trail from his cheek. He twisted away with a squeal, then tried to mimic the motion, smearing soap across her forearm. “Oh, you think you’re clever.” Lexi laughed as she caught his tiny wrist and kissed the back of his hand. “You’re lucky you’re cute.”

Beaming, Joe kicked his chubby legs beneath the water, and Lexi marveled, not for the first time, at how far he’d come. From a burning vehicle on the side of the highway to this farmhouse to this family. He had grown from a fragile bundle into a sturdy, joyful little boy who loved apples, goats, and bedtime stories about dragons. She reached for the towel and lifted him from the tub, wrapping him in warmth. “Let’s get you dressed, my boy,” she said. “You’ve got a big day of charming everyone ahead of you.”

Back in the bedroom she shared with Anna, she lay him on the bed and pulled a soft shirt over his head, the fabric adorned with tiny, stitched pine trees. A gift from Alice. He kicked once in protest, then stilled as she hummed a tune under her breath. Suddenly, Rosy and Clem barked from the front yard, and Lexi paused, listening.

“Lexi?” Alice’s voice called with a happy sound to her tone. “We’ve got visitors.”

Lifting Joe into her arms, Lexi headed for the hall. “Coming,” she called as she came out of the bedroom to see Sam and Laura stepping into the entryway. “Well, this is a pleasant surprise. I was wondering if you might be at the market today.”

“We were,” Laura said. “But we thought we’d stop by before the ride back and say hello. Henry and the girls went around back to look for Stew.”

“That’s fine,” Lexi said, with a chuckle. “He’ll appreciate the distraction from chores.”

“We also wanted to see if Anna was home,” Sam added, glancing toward the kitchen.

Alice gestured them in. “Come in, come in,” she said. “I just pulled potato cakes out of the oven. You’re not getting out of here without being fed.”

Sam chuckled. “Twist my arm,” she said as Lexi led them into the kitchen, where a pitcher of water infused with mint and lemon sat on the island.

Joe wriggled in Lexi’s arms, reaching for the food cooling on the counter, and Alice laughed as Lexi set him down. “Oh no, mister,” she said. “Those are still too hot.”

As Laura took a seat on a stool, Lexi joined her. “I’m afraid Anna’s not home. She’s working the clinic today,” she said. “She won’t be home until late this afternoon.”

Sam nodded, her expression serious. “Then we’ll wait. Because this might be important.”

As Alice set slices of fresh sourdough bread on the island next to a crock of butter, Lexi frowned at Sam’s words. “Tell me,” she said, and Laura glanced at Sam, then back at Lexi.

“There’s a man in the Farmers Market this morning,” Laura said. “I think he calls himself the Pathfinder. He’s selling miracle cures. You know, like tonics, elixirs, all with ridiculous claims. I watched him ‘heal’ someone who was clearly faking, but people were lining up. Trading real goods for his little bottles.”

Lexi’s brow furrowed. “What kind of claims?” she said, reaching for the churned butter and the knife beside it.

“Everything from curing pain to reversing hair loss,” Sam said. “According to Heather, he said one of his tonics ‘fixed sadness.’”

Lexi blinked. “Fix sadness?”

Laura nodded. “Shauna and Heather were watching,” she said. “They were completely taken in. We got to them before they traded anything, but others weren’t so lucky, and the way he speaks is polished. Too polished.”

“That’s not good,” Lexi said, her mind already racing. “And Taylor is gone. Left this morning for some summit. Jackie too.”

“What?” Sam and Laura said in unison.

“Yes,” Lexi confirmed. “Grace is in charge for now. Along with Greg Orion.”

“Greg Orion?” Laura said, her eyebrows raised.

Lexi held up the butter knife. “I know,” she said. “Jackie’s decision, but thankfully, we have Grace. She won’t let someone like this operate unchecked.”

Sam nodded. “I hope not. Because if this guy keeps gathering a following, it might be trouble.”

The Wind Dancer cut smoothly through the wide, gray waters of the Columbia River. Meg stood at the helm with Taylor beside her, arms folded, eyes scanning the horizon. “So we should reach Portland by sunrise?” the woman asked.

Meg nodded. “We’ll anchor near the old marina, same as last time,” she said. “That stretch is still deep and clear.”

“I radioed ahead yesterday,” Taylor added. “Someone’s meeting us there to take us to Union Station. A train will be waiting.”

“How long is that leg?” Meg asked.

“We can make it in a day to Umatilla. Then it’s a long two-day coach ride to Pendleton.”

“As in stagecoach?” Meg asked with a chuckle.

“So I’m led to believe,” Taylor said and smiled. “I haven’t mentioned that part to Jackie yet. Hopefully it’s not too uncomfortable.”

They stood in silence for a few moments, the rhythm of the water and the creak of the ship filling the space between them. “You think this summit’s going to be what they say it is?” Meg asked finally.

“I think it’s going to be more than they’re saying,” Taylor answered, and Meg turned the wheel slightly, adjusting their heading as the river curved slightly east.

“You think it’s only about this Ferrari person?”

Not answering for a beat, Meg felt the tension coming off her friend. “I am not sure. That’s what the message said though. ‘Emerging threat—Ferrari out of Las Vegas.’”

Meg exhaled slowly. “We haven’t heard that name in San Francisco,” she said. “Not officially, anyway, but that doesn’t mean much. The world’s full of little kingdoms now. Some louder than others.”

Taylor looked across the water, her face unreadable. “Roslyn told me things,” she said. “Back when Crowe showed up.” Meg glanced toward her, waiting. “She lived under Ferrari’s control for over a year,” Taylor continued. “Said he runs what’s left of Las Vegas like a private empire. Casinos turned into fortresses. Trade routes are patrolled by mercenaries. He offers protection, but it costs everything. Things like freedom, family, or even your body if he decides you’re valuable enough.”

Her fingers tightening slightly on the wheel, Meg shook her head. “I am sure it was a nightmare for her.”

“I can see in her eyes it was,” Taylor said. “The man is a predator dressed up in silk and civility. Crowe was only one of his many hounds.”

Meg’s mouth pressed into a hard line. “And now he’s pushing north?”

“Looks that way.”

For a long moment, neither woman spoke as the river moved gently along the hull. “And you think this summit is about organizing a fight?” Meg finally said.

“Maybe,” Taylor said. “Or coming to a consensus. Making a place to say we won’t let someone like that take root up here.”

Meg turned to look at her fully. “And you’re ready for that?”

Taylor met her gaze. “I’ve been ready since the day Crowe walked into our town and threatened my wife.”


Chapter Nine



Grace sat near the end of the long chow hall table, the bowl of stew in front of her cooling as she stirred it with her spoon. Its scent of roasted carrots, garlic, and oregano was warm and comforting. Around her, the hall buzzed with the low hum of conversation. Across from her, Cyd hunched over her own barely touched stew, eyes flicking restlessly across the room. Her hoodie sleeves were pushed up to her elbows, and she kept tapping her spoon against the rim of the bowl like she didn’t realize she was doing it.

“Eat,” Grace said. “I bet you haven’t had a full meal all day.”

Cyd shrugged without looking up. “Not really hungry.”

Grace didn’t push. After years around soldiers, she knew the signs of a restless mind. “You’re thinking about Audrey,” Grace said.

“Yeah,” Cyd said, her jaw tightening. Then she sighed, finally meeting Grace’s eyes. “I should’ve said something before I left San Francisco. Told Audrey I’d come back to her. I don’t know.”

Understanding Cyd’s worries about her still evolving relationship, Grace set her spoon down. “Audrey’s not going anywhere.”

“Yeah, but maybe she’ll forget about me,” Cyd murmured. “I mean, she’s in San Francisco. She’s got responsibilities. There is still a lot to do to make the city safe again.” Her shoulders slumped. “What if I’m not part of her plans?”

Narrowing her eyes, Grace studied Cyd for a long moment. “The fact that you’re asking that tells me you are always going to be important to Audrey,” she said. “I am certain she misses you as much as you miss her.” She paused. “You made an impression, Cyd.”

Looking down at her stew, Cyd’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “Doesn’t really feel like it.”

“It never does,” Grace said. “Until you walk back through the door and see in her face how much she missed you.”

A flicker of something passed across Cyd’s face. Hope, maybe, Grace thought, but it was quickly masked behind her usual untouchable tone. “You’re good at this pep talk thing, you know.”

Grace allowed herself a small smile. “It’s not a pep talk,” she said. “It’s experience. I’ve been the one sitting in the dark, wondering if someone I loved would love me back.”

Cyd didn’t answer, but she seemed to settle a little. Her shoulders loosened, her fingers relaxed. She picked up her spoon and took a small bite of stew.

Suddenly, a loud voice cut across the room. “I’m telling you, this stuff works,” a man said. “I saw the demonstration today myself.”

Turning her head toward the voice, Grace saw a man standing near the center of the hall, holding up a small, brown glass vial. She recognized him instantly from their visit to the saloon as one of the men sitting at the table with the Pathfinder. Around him, a small group had gathered, drawn in by the promise of an easy solution.

Another man spoke up. “I think it’s all bullshit,” he said, still seated, but crossing his arms. “Nothing can do all the stuff that guy was promising.”

There was a murmur from the crowd, and Grace’s stomach tightened. “Here we go,” Cyd muttered. Grace didn’t argue.

The man standing shook his head. “You’re wrong, my friend. The Pathfinder promises this helps with joint pain, digestion, and mental clarity,” he said. “And I believe him.”

Grace shook her head slowly. “No such thing,” she said under her breath.

A younger man held up a hand. “How much does it cost?” he asked, and the man grinned.

“Hardly anything,” he said. “The Pathfinder is very reasonable.”

“He sure seems to know a lot about it,” Cyd said. “Bet he’s working with that con man.”

Con man, Grace thought. That’s exactly the right term. Still, Grace saw the way people leaned in. The way they wanted to believe. Not in the tonic necessarily, but in the idea that something fixed what had been broken for so long.

A woman near the back of the group shook her head. “I don’t believe it,” she said sharply. “I’d rather trade for bread than snake oil.”

Another man piped up. “If it helps someone, what’s the harm?”

“Because it’s a lie,” the woman snapped. “And lies shouldn’t be worth more than bread.”

The energy in the hall shifted. People turned in their chairs. Some looked curious. Others wary. Feeling the tension building in the air, Grace was about to stand and tell people to disperse when someone sneezed. Loudly. The sound echoed through the chow hall. A few heads turned, and a nervous chuckle came from one corner. “Maybe that guy needs a bottle of the stuff,” someone joked. A little more laughter followed, but there was an uneasy quality to it.

When searching the room for the source of the sneeze, Grace saw Roslyn and her son Devan. While she watched, the boy coughed. Then again. Not loud, but persistent. People were no longer listening, and luckily, the debate about the Pathfinder’s promises seemed to have died down. Still, Grace sensed it was only the calm before the storm.

The stars shimmered in the dark sky as Jackie stood at the Wind Dancer’s rail. The river was calm, the boat gently swaying as it drifted at anchor near the tree-lined shore. The night air was crisp and clean, carrying the scent of pine from the evergreens, and Jackie felt the tension of the journey lessen a little. Tonight, she would try to put what might lie ahead out of her mind and enjoy the moment.

Beside her, Meg pointed upward, one arm extended. “That one there,” she said. “That one is Cassiopeia. You see the W shape?”

Squinting, Jackie nodded. “Yes. It looks like a crown.”

“Exactly. She was a queen, in the stories,” Meg said reverently. “Beautiful but dominating. Although she got herself in trouble with the gods.”

Jackie smiled. “Why does that sound a little familiar?”

“Been in trouble with the gods, have you?” Meg said with a grin, and Jackie sighed.

“Considering the state of the world,” she said. “Maybe.” She pushed away the memory of things that no longer existed and forced a little laugh. “But I do believe I can hold my own regardless.”

Taylor chuckled softly behind her, and Jackie turned to see her leaning against the rail, looking handsome in the moonlight. “You should see her take on a city council,” the woman murmured. “There’s more than one person who’s regretted underestimating Jackie Scott.”

“I don’t doubt that for a second,” Meg said with a laugh. Smiling at the banter, Jackie let her gaze drift upward again, finding the constellations Meg had named. Cassiopeia, Orion’s Belt, Ursa Major, and then spotted one she half-remembered from a childhood trip to a planetarium.

“That one,” she said, lifting her finger. “That’s Leo, isn’t it?”

Meg followed her gaze and nodded. “Good eye,” she said. “The lion. The protector.”

“It’s my birth sign, actually,” Jackie said, tilting her head, and Taylor stepped closer.

“Or in your case, the lioness,” she said. “It seems fitting.”

Jackie glanced at her. “Does it now?”

Taylor nodded. “You’ve been protecting people since the world fell apart, Jackie. Whether you meant to or not.”

Their gaze held for a beat until Meg cleared her throat. “Well, I’m turning in,” she said. “We’ve got a long day tomorrow.”

“Thank you for the company,” Jackie said. “And the stars.”

“My pleasure. Sleep well.”

“Goodnight,” Taylor added as Meg disappeared below deck.

Snuggling against Taylor, Jackie watched the stars. “I’ll never get used to how quiet it is,” she murmured. “No cars, no planes, no background hum of human life.”

Slipping her arms around Jackie, Taylor held her close. “Actually, I like it,” she said. “I was never a fan of all the noise and everyone in a hurry.”

Smiling, Jackie turned in Taylor’s arms. “Well, you have your way now,” she said. “So. What’s happening tomorrow, exactly?” Taylor hesitated, just for a second, and Jackie caught it. “Don’t give me that look, Taylor Barnes. What aren’t you telling me?”

A hint of amusement in her eyes, Taylor smiled. “After we get off the train in Umatilla, we’re switching to a stagecoach,” she said, and Jackie blinked.

“A stagecoach?”

“Yes.”

“With horses?” Jackie asked, tilting her head. “Like out of a western?”

Taylor nodded. “It’s the fastest way to reach Pendleton. The rail lines don’t go all the way through anymore.”

Unable to help herself, Jackie let out a soft, incredulous laugh. “Well,” she said. “This trip keeps getting more and more romantic.”

“Think of it as an adventure,” Taylor said. “A rare treat.”

“Nice try,” she said with a laugh. “I just want a warm bed and good wine.”

Taylor arched a brow. “I don’t have any wine at the moment. But speaking of warm beds…” Her voice dropped, the tone shifting. “What if we take advantage of the lull in diplomacy and sneak off to ours?”

Jackie raised an eyebrow. “That tiny bunk?” she asked. “It’s barely wide enough for one person.”

Pulling her a little tighter against her, Taylor dipped her head. “That won’t be a problem,” she whispered. “Because I want you on top of me.”

A ripple of heat passed between them like a current, and Jackie felt the familiar tingle in all the best places at her wife’s words. “I thought we were trying to keep a low profile,” she murmured, her voice more sultry than normal.

“Then I guess we’ll have to be quiet,” Taylor said. “Though if someone hears something, we’ll blame the river.”

Jackie slipped her hand into Taylor’s and gave it a gentle tug toward the hatch. “No one will believe that,” Jackie said as Taylor followed without resistance. “We’ll just have to come up with a better story.”

Taylor ducked into the small berth behind Jackie and closed the door. The Wind Dancer rocked beneath them, the motion subtle but constant. The cabin was dim, lit only by the glow of a lantern hung near the ceiling. Slowly, Jackie turned to face her, her hair loose now, lips parted, eyes dark with intention. She didn’t speak. She didn’t need to. Taylor felt the heat between them, the slow, steady pull of it like gravity. Taylor’s breath caught. I have never wanted anyone like I want her, she thought as Jackie stepped in close, her fingers sliding along Taylor’s jaw. Going on instinct, Taylor leaned in and kissed her. Soft at first, then deeper. Jackie’s mouth opened with a sigh that made Taylor’s control slip. Her hands found Jackie’s waist, her hips, the curve of her back beneath the soft cotton of her shirt.

“Clothes,” Jackie whispered, her voice velvet-smooth against Taylor’s ear. “Off.”

Taylor chuckled softly, but the sound melted into a groan as Jackie’s hands slipped under her shirt, fingernails brushing bare skin. They undressed each other slowly, deliberately, until they were skin to skin in the small space. Barely able to control her hunger, Taylor started to back Jackie toward the bed when the woman put a hand on Taylor’s chest.

“Wait,” she said, and pulled Taylor until they changed places. “I want to give you what you want.”

Something tightened low on Taylor’s body as she let Jackie guide her down with a kiss that lingered long after their lips parted. Slowly, she straddled Taylor, one knee on either side, her thighs pressing warm against Taylor’s hips, her hands braced on the wall above her head. The bunk creaked under their combined weight, but Taylor no longer cared. She wanted her wife, no matter what. It was as simple as that. She traced the length of Jackie’s back with her hands, memorizing her all over again. “You’re beautiful,” she murmured.

Jackie smiled, slowly and a little wicked in the lamplight. “Flatter me later,” she whispered. “Touch me now.”

Taylor didn’t hesitate. Her hand slid between them, fingers gliding over smooth, heated skin, and Jackie gasped, her breath catching as she rocked forward into the touch. Taylor’s other arm wrapped around her waist, anchoring her, holding her steady as Jackie moved above her, hips rolling. The bunk creaked again, louder this time, and Jackie stilled, biting her bottom lip.

Her eyes met Taylor’s, wide with amusement. “We’re going to have to be quiet,” she whispered, her voice trembling slightly.

Taylor grinned, breathless, and pressed her fingers in deeper, curling them the way she knew Jackie liked them. “Then you’ll have to move very slowly,” Taylor said as Jackie let out a soft moan, her movements resuming. Slow, controlled. Her breath came in short, shallow bursts as Taylor touched her, coaxed her, loved her with every careful stroke. Jackie buried her face in Taylor’s neck when she came, her body trembling as she clenched Taylor’s fingers, silent but shaking, her nails digging into Taylor’s shoulders as she rode it out. Taylor held her through it, her own body humming with the aftershocks of shared pleasure and the ache of wanting to never let go.

Eventually, Jackie shifted, curling beside her in the narrow bunk, one leg tangled over Taylor’s. Her breath was still uneven, but her smile was lazy and satisfied. “Still think the bed’s too small?” Taylor whispered.

Jackie hummed. “Perfect size,” she said as they slipped into silence, the sway of the boat lulling them, the lantern’s glow flickering above. Jackie’s breathing slowed, her hand sliding up to rest over Taylor’s heart. Taylor covered it with her own fingers, lacing them together. In the quiet, Taylor stared at the ceiling, her chest full of love, of fear, of the deep, aching need to protect the woman curled against her. Whatever the summit brought, whatever waited for them in Pendleton or beyond, she would face it head-on. She would fight it. She would do anything to keep Jackie safe.


Chapter Ten



Carrying the new lever-action rifle over her shoulder, Sam stepped into the kitchen. Just finished washing the breakfast dishes, Laura turned as she entered, and Sam saw her eyes widen. “What are you doing? Did you see the bear?” she asked, and Sam shook her head.

“No,” she said, hating to see the fear in her partner’s eyes. She leaned in to kiss Laura on the cheek. “I’m sorry I startled you, but I thought we should all get familiar with this thing. No point in having it if no one knows how to use it. What do you think?”

As Laura dried her hands on a towel, she nodded slowly. “I think you’re right,” she said. “I don’t know the first thing about firing a gun, and I doubt the children do either.”

“I’m no expert,” Sam said. “But it’s bolt action like my .22, so I can show you at least the basics, especially about keeping it safe.”

Laura took off her apron. “All right,” she said. “Henry is still outside doing chores, but the girls are in the living room.”

Nodding, Sam moved toward the living room and found Heather and Shauna sharing the oversized armchair, reading a book together. “Hey, girls,” she said. “Do you two want to come out back for a bit? I’ve got something to show you.”

Shauna blinked at her, then wrinkled her nose. “Is it chores?” she asked. “Because I’m done with mine.”

“No,” Sam said with a smile. “I want to teach you some things about the new rifle. We’re not firing it today, only learning how it works. Safe practice.”

Sliding from the chair, Shauna’s eyes widened. “Can I touch it?” she asked.

“We’ll see,” Sam said. “But only if you listen first.”

“I can listen when I want to,” Shauna said, scampering toward the back door.

Heather moved more slowly, and Sam paused. “If you don’t want to touch the rifle, you don’t have to,” she said. “But I would like you to come learn how the safety works at least.”

“Okay,” Heather said softly, walking with Sam as they went through the kitchen. “I just don’t like the sound of them.”

Feeling her heart go out to the girl who no doubt had memories of guns firing when Castle Rock was attacked by pirates, Sam put a hand on her shoulder. “We won’t be shooting today,” she said. “And I will tell you when we plan to, so you can be ready.”

After everyone had gathered behind the house, Sam laid out a thick old quilt on the flat patch of grass near the goat pen. She rested the rifle neatly in the center and knelt beside it. Henry crouched with her, looking at the rifle. “Can I pick it up?” he asked, reaching out but stopping short until Sam gave him a nod.

“Go ahead,” she said. “But always treat it like it’s loaded, even when it’s not.”

His face serious, Henry lifted the rifle carefully, testing the balance. “It’s heavier than it looks.”

“Yes, it is,” Sam said, moving closer to Henry. “This is a lever-action .30-30. It’s different from the .22 that I’ve used before. More power, more range.” She reached and tapped the side of the receiver. “This is where the action happens. You load the cartridges through this gate here. They slide into the magazine tube under the barrel. One at a time.”

Shauna leaned in, eyes wide. “How many bullets does it hold?”

“Six,” Sam said. “One in the chamber, five in the tube, but we’re not loading it today. I only want you to understand how it works.” She took the rifle from Henry and worked the lever, slowly and deliberately. There was a soft metallic click. “That’s how you chamber a round. You pull the lever down and forward to eject the spent cartridge and load the next one. Then bring it back up to close the action.” Sam was pleased to see all the children, even Heather, nod with understanding.

Henry looked at Sam. “Can I try and shoot it?” he asked, and Sam nodded slowly.

“You’ll get to try that another day. For now, we only dry fire. No ammo.”

“And the safety?” Laura asked. “I want us all to know where that is.”

Sam pointed to a small switch behind the hammer. “Right here. This one’s a hammer block safety,” she explained. “When it’s on, the hammer won’t drop, even if the trigger’s pulled.” She flicked it on and off. “But you don’t ever rely only on that. Safety is in your habits. Muzzle control, finger off the trigger until you’re ready, and always, always know what’s behind your target.” Henry nodded again. Shauna, surprisingly, was quiet, watching intently.

“Can I try it?” Heather asked. Sam hesitated, more than a little surprised at the unexpected request. She glanced at Laura and, seeing no objection, she nodded. “Sure. Come here.”

Heather stood beside her, and Sam guided her hands to the rifle. “It’s okay to be nervous,” she said gently. “You don’t have to be strong, just steady.” Heather’s fingers wrapped around the stock, and Sam helped her work the lever. The motion was clumsy at first, but her brow furrowed in concentration, and she did it again without prompting. Click-clack. When Heather handed it back, Sam smiled softly at her. “You did a good job,” she said. “Thank you for being brave.”

As she stepped back, Heather nodded. “I decided I want to be ready,” she said, a grit to her tone that Sam had never heard before. “In case bad guys come again.”

Sam wasn’t sure what to say for a beat. “That’s good thinking,” she finally said, mimicking the girl’s solemn expression before turning to Henry. “Are you ready to try working the bolt?”

Henry took the rifle, moving the lever with better rhythm. “It’s smooth,” he said. “Feels solid.”

“It is,” Sam said. “But it’s not a toy, and it’s not a solution to all our problems. It’s a tool. One we hope we never have to use.”

Shauna stepped forward then, her expression unusually serious. “Can I try?” she asked.

Sam hesitated again. “It’s heavy,” she warned. “You’ll need help.”

“I want to know,” Shauna said. “Like Heather.”

“All right, I’ll hold it with you,” Sam said, moving behind the girl she thought of as her daughter. Together, they lifted the rifle, Shauna’s small hands wrapped around the stock while Sam supported the barrel. She guided her through the lever motion.

It took effort, and Shauna grunted with the strain, but when the mechanism clicked into place, her face lit up. “I did it.”

“You did,” Sam said, smiling. “That’s all for today. No more practice until I say so.” As the children dispersed to find less serious things to do on the sunny morning, Laura looked at Sam with fond eyes.

“You’re good at this,” she said.

“Teaching kids how to handle guns?”

“Teaching them how to be careful,” Laura said. “How to be brave without being reckless. Especially Heather.”

Sam exhaled slowly. “I wish they didn’t have to learn any of this.”

“I know,” Laura said, slipping her hand into Sam’s. “But I’m glad they’re learning it from you.”

Anna sat on the farmhouse’s back porch, a basket of mending supplies at her feet and a cotton shirt spread across her lap. The rhythmic clank of the hand-cranked laundry wringer echoed from the well station, followed by a splash and the low murmur of voices. The sounds of a Sunday afternoon in Astoria, she thought. Quietly productive. Across from her, Alice worked with the quiet focus of someone who had done the task a thousand times.

Her needle moved in smooth, practiced arcs, threading a new patch onto the elbow of a flannel jacket. “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again,” she muttered, not looking up. “These kids can tear through steel if you give them half a chance.”

Callie, seated beside her with a pile of socks in her lap, chuckled. “Zack’s already trying to chew through his booties. He gets that from Will, I think.”

Anna smiled, her hands moving with slow precision as she stitched a button back onto one of Lexi’s shirts. She wasn’t a natural with a needle beyond a necessary suture, never had been, but she found the rhythm of it oddly soothing. The repetition gave her mind space to wander. Glancing down by the well, she saw Lexi bent over a washtub, sleeves rolled to her elbows. Will stood nearby, adjusting the pulley system while Marian and Eric hauled buckets from the trough to the rinse barrels. The other teens moved in pairs, arms wet and soapy as they twisted out the excess water. In a post-electric world, laundry day was quite a chore.

Letting her gaze linger on Lexi, Anna took in the way her wife’s shoulders moved with the rhythm of scrubbing, and even from this distance, Anna saw the small smile on her face as she spoke to Marian. There was something about seeing Lexi like this, in the middle of people, working with them, laughing quietly that made Anna’s chest ache with a subtle, familiar kind of love. “You’re looping that stitch a little unevenly,” Alice said, not unkindly.

Anna blinked and looked down. “They’re functional,” she said with a laugh.

Alice laughed with her. “My mother always said ‘Functional isn’t the same as neat,’” she replied with a twinkle in her eye, tying off her own thread. “But I suppose we’ll survive.”

“Speak for yourself,” Callie said, holding up a sock with a hole the size of a silver dollar. “I don’t know how Will keeps doing this.” Anna chuckled, then reached for another shirt from the basket, noticing Callie suddenly sober. “What do you think of this business with the Pathfinder?”

“Foolishness from the sound of it,” Alice muttered. “He’s preying on people’s pain, but bad knees can’t be solved with a fancy smile and a bottle.”

Callie frowned, threading her needle again. “When Will and I saw him yesterday at the market, he came across as charming. Like… old-school charming. Storyteller, preacher, con artist kind of charming.”

“Exactly the dangerous kind,” Anna said.

Alice gave a dark hum of agreement. “Are you worried?”

Anna hesitated. “Not yet,” she said. “But if he keeps drawing people in, then yes. I’m worried about what he might convince them to do.” She paused, feeling a hint of anxiety in her chest. “Especially if someone gets truly sick.”

Before any of the others commented, footsteps approached from the yard. A moment later, Lexi appeared at the top of the porch steps, drying her forearms with a dry hand towel. “We’re almost done,” she said. “Marian and Eric are hanging the last of it.”

“Good,” Alice said. “Lunch is simmering on the stove.”

Lexi walked over and leaned down to kiss Anna’s temple. “Hey,” she said, and Anna smiled.

“Hey, back,” she said as Lexi sat beside her, letting her knees touch Anna’s.

“Are you okay?” Lexi asked, and Anna sighed.

“Just thinking,” she said. “About everything.”

As Alice and Callie left the porch to go into the kitchen, Lexi rested one hand on Anna’s knee. “What is ‘everything’?” she asked her wife. “You’ve got that look.”

She watched Anna hesitate, then set down the shirt she was mending. “The Pathfinder,” she said. “I can’t stop thinking about him.”

“Because he’s a con man?”

“Because he’s a con man who’s possibly gaining traction,” Anna said. “And I’m worried about what happens if someone gets really sick and they turn to him instead of coming to me.”

Quiet for a beat, Lexi let her thumb lightly brush over Anna’s knee. “You think something is coming?”

Anna’s eyes met hers. “I don’t know, but Forest Grove’s behavior has me worried. What if they know something they aren’t saying? And I’ve seen a few coughs in town that are… persistent.” Her voice dropped. “If it’s whooping cough and it spreads, we don’t have vaccines, Lexi. We don’t even have enough antibiotics.”

Lexi felt a cold knot form in her chest. “What can we do?”

“I don’t know,” Anna said. “We’ve already started a few more screenings as part of intake, and we’ve set up a separate space for isolation, just in case. I wish Taylor and Jackie were here.”

Before Lexi answered, the screen door creaked open behind them and Joe’s delighted squeal rang out. “Soup,” he called, his little voice carrying across the yard.

Lexi turned to see Alice emerging with a tray of bowls. “Lunch is ready,” she announced, smiling warmly as she set the tray on the porch’s small table. “Wild rice and chicken. And buckwheat bread I picked up from the market yesterday.”

Watching as the yard came alive with excitement over the food, Lexi saw Marian and the teens wash their hands at the outdoor basin. Will and Eric carried in the last of the laundry baskets.

Joe toddled forward, and Lexi plucked him up before he tripped over the porch step. “Easy, my boy,” she said, kissing his cheek. “Soup’s not going anywhere.” Holding Joe, sitting with Anna and the others, everything felt fine, but Lexi’s gaze drifted back to Anna. The woman smiled as people joined them and reached for their soup, but Lexi knew Anna too well. The worry hadn’t left her eyes.


Chapter Eleven



Standing at the kitchen counter, carefully chopping carrots to go with the evening meal, Laura paused when the goats started bleating. At first, it was a single cry, sharp and high-pitched, but it was followed quickly by another, then a chorus. Knife poised in hand, Laura felt a trickle of fear. Lady barked once from the back porch. Then again. Harder. Outside, hooves thudded against dirt, panicked and uneven. Laura dropped the knife onto the counter and took off running. By the time she reached the back door, Sam was already halfway across the yard, rifle in hand.

“Stay with the kids,” Sam called over her shoulder.

Laura’s breath caught as she stepped onto the porch and looked toward the horse’s paddock. The bear was there. Not at the tree line. Not somewhere in the distance. It was at the fence.

A mass of fur and muscle and head low, its shoulders rolled in an almost lazy motion as it prowled along the edge of the large enclosure. The livestock were in chaos. Goats bleating, chickens flapping wildly, feathers flying. One of the goats slammed into the side of the pen in its panic.

Sam skidded to a stop near the stable, lifted the rifle, and shouted, “Ho, Bear!” The bear paused, its massive head swinging toward her. It didn’t run away. It didn’t even flinch. Laura’s heart thundered. She heard the kids now. Shauna’s voice calling from inside, frightened and high. Henry shouted something. Heather’s silence was louder than all of it. Sam didn’t wait any longer. She raised the rifle and fired high into the air.

The bear reared back, startled at last, then turned and lumbered away, crashing through underbrush and disappearing into the tree line. Sam lowered the rifle slowly, and Laura didn’t realize she was holding her breath until her chest ached. Behind her, the screen door creaked open.

“Laura?”

Laura turned to see Henry standing in the doorway, his face pale, and his eyes wide. Shauna clung to his side with her hand fisted in his shirt. For a moment, Laura had a flashback to when she first saw the children back in Oregon City over a year ago. Scared, and hanging on to each other. Heather stood behind them, her arms wrapped tightly around herself. “It’s gone,” Laura said, stepping toward them. “Sam scared it off. You’re safe.”

“Is anyone hurt?” Henry asked, clearly trying to be brave but with his voice shaking.

“I don’t think so—” Laura stopped as she heard Sam call out.

“I need help.”

Laura ran.

She reached the goats’ pen in seconds. Sam crouched near the fence, her hand pressed gently to the side of one of the does, her cream-colored coat now streaked with blood. “She panicked and hit the post,” Sam said, not looking up. “May have broken her leg.”

Laura winced. “Can we save her?”

Sam’s jaw clenched. “Maybe,” she said. “But she’s in pain. I need to splint her before we try to move her.”

“I’ll get the kit,” Laura said, already turning. “And a towel.”

“Tell Henry to bring twine,” Sam called after her.

Back at the house, the kids were still huddled in the doorway. “Heather,” Laura said gently, crossing to her. “Sweetheart, I want you to go sit in the living room right now, okay?” Heather blinked, like she was just now hearing her. “It’s okay,” Laura continued. “The bear is gone, but Sam needs help, and I need you to be brave.”

Heather’s mouth opened, closed again. “The sound of the gun was so loud.”

Crouching in front of her, Laura took her hands. “I know,” she said. “It was loud, but it wasn’t aimed at anyone. Sam just scared the bear.” Heather nodded slowly, but her whole body trembled. Laura pulled her into a hug, holding her tightly. “You’re safe.”

After a long moment, Heather nodded against her shoulder. “Henry,” Laura said quietly. “We need twine. Sam’s at the goats’ pen.”

“I’ll get it,” the boy said, all business again.

“Shauna,” Laura said. “Please go get Heather a glass of water and sit with her, okay?”

Shauna nodded solemnly. “Okay,” she said, using the stepstool to open the cabinet for a glass. Letting go of Heather, who looked calmer now, Laura hurried outside with the first-aid kit and a towel. The chaos had quieted. The other animals had calmed, though they were still skittish, pacing their pens and stamping nervously. Sam was working with calm determination, testing the goat’s leg. Laura knelt beside her.

“She’s a fighter,” Sam murmured. “But this is going to be rough.”

Laura nodded, watching Sam’s hands move with practiced care. “The kids are rattled.”

“I know,” Sam said. “I didn’t want to fire, but he was too close. He wasn’t turning.”

“You did the right thing.”

Sam didn’t answer right away. She finished wrapping the towel around the leg, then sat back on her heels. “I don’t think he’s only curious anymore,” she said.

Laura looked at her. “You think he’s stalking?”

“I think he’s hungry,” Sam said. “And he’s figured out we’ve got food.”

Taylor stood outside the station platform, adjusting the strap of a trunk on the top of the waiting stagecoach. Jackie stood a few feet away, her arms crossed, sunglasses perched on her nose like she was about to walk into a boardroom instead of climb into a wooden carriage drawn by four bay horses. “I still can’t believe you didn’t tell me about this part,” Jackie said.

“It slipped my mind,” Taylor said, trying not to smile.

Jackie turned, one eyebrow rising. “Slipped?”

“Conveniently.”

Before Jackie replied, a voice called from behind them. “Headed to the summit?” Taylor turned to see a man and a woman approaching. The woman was tall and broad-shouldered, her dark hair pulled into a long, thick braid that ran down her back. The man beside her was lean, with a kind face and wire-rimmed glasses.

“We are,” Taylor said, stepping forward and offering her hand. “From Astoria.”

The woman took it in a firm shake. “Sue Tagan. Spokane co-op council.”

“Taylor Barnes and this is Jackie Scott.”

Jackie extended her hand in turn, and Sue shook it warmly. The man followed. “David Levinson,” he said. “I manage infrastructure and logistics for the Spokane Valley grid. It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

Taylor liked them instantly. Something about the way they carried themselves. Calm. Capable, she thought. No posturing, no ego. Just people who earned their place the hard way. “Likewise,” she said. “We’ve heard good things about what you’ve built up north.”

David smiled modestly. “We’ve been lucky,” he said. “Strong leadership early on, and a few key engineers who stayed behind instead of running south. We managed to get a small hydro station back online last winter.”

“That’s impressive,” Jackie said, and Sue nodded.

“Still limited,” she said. “But enough to run water filtration, some refrigeration, and basic comms, and keep a few lights on when it counts.”

Jackie glanced at Taylor. “We’ve been talking about something similar for the river,” she said. “But it’s still in the planning stages.”

“I’d be happy to share what we’ve learned,” David said. “We brought some technical drawings.”

Taylor nodded. “We’ll take a look once we’re on the road.”

The driver called out then, waving toward them. “Coach is ready.”

The four of them moved as a group toward the waiting carriage. It was sturdier than Taylor expected, considering it was an antique. Someone had reinforced the sides. A new canvas roof stretched tightly over a wooden frame, and thick leather straps for suspension had been installed. The interior held two benches facing each other and a small trunk space in the back.

Jackie climbed in first, settling beside the window. Taylor followed, taking the seat next to her while David and Sue climbed in opposite. Their packs were stowed in the back, and the driver gave a sharp whistle as he climbed up front. The stagecoach lurched forward with a jolt, and the rhythmic clatter of hooves filled the air.

For a few minutes, they rode in silence, the road winding out of Umatilla. Abandoned cars dotted the sides of the highway, but otherwise, it was clear. Beyond it were wide, open hills. “So,” Jackie said. “How did Spokane manage to hold together?”

Sue exhaled, her gaze drifting out the window. “It was rough. The city itself didn’t hold,” she said. “Too big, too spread out. But the valley communities, like Cheney, Liberty Lake, and a few of the smaller neighborhoods, they banded together. We had old farming equipment, seed banks, and a few retired Army engineers who knew the dams.”

David nodded. “We lost a lot of people,” he said, his face grim. “First to panic, then to cold, but once winter passed, we started building. We focused on water first. Then food. Power came later.”

“And now you’re a delegation,” Taylor said, impressed by what she heard.

“Apparently,” Sue said with a faint smile.

Jackie tilted her head. “What does the summit mean to you?” she asked.

David and Sue looked at each other for a beat. “A chance to plan,” David finally said. “To stop repeating mistakes. Maybe even to build something bigger than only survival.”

“And a chance to make sure people like Ferrari don’t get a foothold in the northwest,” Sue added.

Taylor’s eyes narrowed slightly. “So, you’ve heard of him?”

Sue met her gaze. “We’ve heard rumors,” she said. “About Vegas and parts of Nevada. About how he runs it, and about what he’s sending north.”

Taylor nodded. “Sounds like we’re not the only ones preparing for more than trade talks.”

“No,” David said quietly. “I think we all are.”

Grace sat at the end of the table in the small conference room at City Hall. She had asked for a meeting with Greg Orion and Roslyn, hoping to get ahead of what was quickly becoming a problem swirling around the Pathfinder. Greg arrived first. “Major Hamilton,” he said with a big smile, the kind that tried too hard to be charming. “You’re looking well.”

“Greg,” Grace said evenly, gesturing to the seat across from her. “Thanks for coming.”

He sat, adjusting his coat with a practiced flourish, and folded his hands on the table. “Of course,” he said. “Always happy to be of service.”

Roslyn arrived a minute later. She gave Grace a polite nod before slipping into the chair beside Greg. “Sorry I’m late,” she said. “Devan’s not feeling well.”

Grace frowned. “Is he all right?”

“Just a cold, I think,” Roslyn said. “But it’s lingering.”

Nodding, Grace tucked the detail away. “Thank you both for coming,” she said, focusing on the task at hand. “I wanted to talk about the Pathfinder.”

Greg’s brow lifted. “Ah, the man with the wagon. I’ve heard quite the buzz.”

“That’s exactly the problem,” Grace said. “He’s drawing crowds. Selling tonics that promise everything from pain relief to curing sadness.”

“Well,” Greg said with a chuckle. “If he can bottle that, I’ll take two.”

Grace didn’t smile. “It’s not a joke,” she said. “He’s making medical claims that are not substantiated. Outrageous claims, and people are starting to believe him.”

Roslyn nodded slowly. “I saw him at the market. He’s persuasive.”

“Yes,” Grace said. “And that makes him dangerous. Especially with what we’ve heard from Forest Grove. They have stopped letting people into their town.”

“That’s only one town,” Greg said with a wave of his hand. “That doesn’t mean we need to panic every time someone sneezes.”

Doing her best to curb her frustration, Grace leaned forward slightly. “No one is panicking. But I know there are some people with persistent coughs. It might be the start of something serious. I plan to talk to Anna and Dr. Ambrose about it, but the real reason for this meeting is to discuss the Pathfinder.”

Greg shrugged. “So what if people start turning to the Pathfinder instead of our actual medical team?” he said. “Maybe that’s a sign we should be listening to what people want. Maybe they don’t feel seen by the current system.”

Roslyn looked between them, her expression unreadable.

Grace’s voice dropped a notch. “You think Anna Scott doesn’t see people?”

“Of course I’m not talking about Anna,” Greg said quickly. “I’m only saying maybe this Pathfinder is filling a gap we didn’t realize existed.”

“Or he’s creating a need by selling false hope,” Grace countered. “This isn’t about community morale. It’s about science, and safety, and not letting a charismatic stranger undermine the trust we’ve built.”

Leaning back, Greg was clearly not moved. “I think we should wait before jumping to any conclusions,” he said. “Let the people decide what works for them.”

Roslyn cleared her throat. “Major, what do you mean when you say, ‘something serious’,” she asked, and Grace paused, seeing a hint of something in the woman’s eyes. Fear, Grace realized and nodded at her.

“I don’t want to start any rumors, but there are a number of serious illnesses that would be hard to treat now,” Grace answered. “Measles, whooping cough—”

“Whooping cough?” Roslyn interrupted.

“Yes. It’s possible.”

Grace watched Roslyn’s spine straighten. “Devan’s been coughing,” she said, concern on her face.

“Has he seen Anna?”

“Not yet. I thought it was a cold.”

“Take him in,” Grace said firmly. “Today.”

Roslyn nodded, already rising. “I will.”

Greg stood too. “Well,” he said. “It sounds like you’ve got your hands full.”

Rising slowly, Grace had to force herself to keep a professional expression. “We all do,” she said. “Which is why I need you to stop defending this man and start helping me monitor him.”

Greg opened his mouth to respond, but a knock came at the door before he could. An Army private stepped in, breathless, came to attention, and saluted. “Major,” the young woman said. “The Wind Dancer’s been sighted. She’s coming into the harbor now.”

Returning the salute, Grace nodded once. “Thank you,” she said. “You’re dismissed.”

Turning on her heel, the soldier disappeared, and Grace looked at Greg and Roslyn. “This conversation about the Pathfinder isn’t over,” she said. “Please keep your ears open. If you hear of anyone else getting sick, I want to know immediately.”

“Of course,” Greg said with a slight nod, but his expression was unreadable.

Roslyn was already halfway to the door. “I’ll take Devan in now,” she said. “Thank you, Major.” Grace watched them leave, then exhaled slowly. She didn’t have time for Greg’s ego or the town’s blind hope. If an outbreak was coming, charm and false promises wouldn’t save them.


Chapter Twelve



Anna was halfway through updating the intake log when she heard the hurried footsteps in the hallway. She looked from the paperwork just as Roslyn appeared in the doorway, her face pale, her arms wrapped tightly around Devan, who was limp against her chest.

“Anna,” Roslyn said, breathless. “Something’s wrong.”

Standing, Anna’s heart raced. “Come in,” she said, crossing the room in three strides. “What happened?”

“He started coughing last night,” Roslyn said, moving toward the exam table. “Worse than ever before. I thought it was only a cold, but this morning, I was in a meeting with Major Hamilton and Greg, and they mentioned that there is a risk of more serious illnesses. I ran home to check on him, and he could hardly breathe.”

Reaching for her stethoscope, Anna studied Devan’s flushed cheeks and the sheen of sweat across his brow. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s get him down on the exam table. I’ll take a look.”

Roslyn laid her son down carefully, brushing damp hair from his forehead. “He’s burning up,” she said with a sob in her voice. “Oh, Anna, I can’t lose him. He’s been through so much.”

Anna pressed the back of her hand to the boy’s temple. Fever, she thought. High. Far too high. “Devan,” she said softly. “Can you hear me?” His eyes fluttered, but he didn’t respond. Anna moved quickly, and putting a stethoscope to his back, she listened. The sound of his breathing was ragged, punctuated by a tight, wet wheeze. She didn’t need confirmation. Her gut told her what she didn’t want to admit. “Roslyn,” Anna said, looking at the woman. She kept her tone calm but firm. “I think this is pertussis.”

Roslyn blinked. “I don’t know what that is.”

“Whooping cough,” Anna said. “Highly contagious. Especially dangerous for kids.”

“No,” Roslyn whispered, and her face turned pale. “Please, no.”

“I need you to stay calm,” Anna said, already reaching for the face masks. “We’re going to do everything we can, but I need to quarantine you. Both of you.”

“Quarantine?”

“I can’t risk exposing the rest of the clinic,” Anna said. “Or the town.”

“But what if I’ve already—” Roslyn’s voice broke. “Anna, I’ve been at City Hall. With Greg. With Major Hamilton…”

“I understand,” Anna said, gently but leaving no room for argument. “That’s why we’re starting soft protocols now. We identify the exposure group. For now, it’s you, Devan… and me.”

Roslyn’s eyes snapped to hers. “You?”

“I’ve been in close contact with you both,” Anna said, pulling a mask over her face. “I won’t risk carrying it to anyone else. Plus, I’ll need to stay with you. We’ll monitor symptoms, track progression, and treat as best we can.”

“So, you’re not leaving us?” Roslyn said, a hint of tears in her eyes.

“No,” Anna said, placing a steady hand on her shoulder. “I’m not going anywhere.”

They moved quickly. Anna called for one of the volunteers. She held up a hand to stop her before she came within six feet. “Put on a mask, please, and tell Dr. Ambrose I need him to come to the isolation area,” Anna said. “Also, I will need to have a message sent to Lexi. She needs to know I won’t be home tonight.”

The volunteer’s eyes widened, but she nodded and ran. Anna led Roslyn and Devan down the narrow hall to the converted locker room they had designated only a few days ago for potential isolation use. It had a few cots, a sink, and makeshift curtains for privacy. It was not much, but it was separate.

“I want you to stay in here,” Anna said, helping Roslyn settle Devan onto a cot. “I’ll arrange to have someone bring us food and water.”

Roslyn nodded, her arms wrapped around her trembling son. “He looks so small,” she whispered. “He’s all I care about in the world.”

“I know,” Anna said, crouching beside the cot. “But he’s strong, and we’re catching it early.”

The door opened behind them, and Dr. Ambrose stepped in, already wearing a mask and gloves. “I was told something was wrong,” he said, looking at Devan but not coming closer. “What is your diagnosis?”

“Pertussis,” Anna replied gravely. “Just what we talked about.”

Dr. Ambrose met her gaze, his eyes more serious than Anna had ever seen them. “We’ll need to start treatment immediately,” he said. “I’ll set up a second isolation space in case we get more.”

Anna stood, pulling off her gloves and reaching for fresh ones. “I’ll stay here,” she said. “To monitor him closely. I’ve already been exposed.”

“Are you sure that is what you want?” Dr. Ambrose asked.

“Yes,” Anna said. “I’m not risking anyone else, and I’m the best chance he has.”

After a beat, Dr. Ambrose nodded. “Then I’ll handle the rest, but if your symptoms change—”

“You’ll be the first person I let know.”

He turned and left, the door sealing shut behind him. Anna looked at Roslyn and the boy curled weakly in her arms. She sat on the edge of the nearby bench and felt the weight of what was coming. This is the first case, she thought. It won’t be the last.

The inn sat on a gentle rise above the river, its white clapboard siding weathered but well cared for, windows trimmed with faded blue shutters and flower boxes bursting with spring blooms. A wooden sign out front read The Willamette House – Est. 1892, and beneath it, in hand-painted letters: Welcome Travelers. Jackie stepped down from the stagecoach and stretched. “Okay,” she said. “That was officially the bumpiest ride of my life.”

Taylor chuckled as she stepped down beside her. “You did great,” she said. “I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

“You better,” Jackie said with a knowing look before she walked toward the front door. Taylor smiled as she and the others from the ride followed. Inside, the inn was a time capsule. The lobby featured a tall grandfather clock that still ticked, a worn Persian rug, and a fireplace with a low flame crackling behind its grate. A woman, whom Jackie guessed was in her seventies, stood behind a polished oak counter, her white hair pulled back against the nape of her neck. “Welcome,” she said with a warm smile. “You must be the delegations from Astoria and Spokane.”

“We are,” Taylor said, stepping forward. “Thank you for having us.”

“We’re honored,” the woman said. “I’m June. This inn’s been in my family for five generations. We’ve kept it going, even after the lights went out.”

She handed them each a brass key on a leather fob. “Your rooms are upstairs. Dinner’s in the dining room at six, so you have a few minutes to freshen up. Local trout and roasted vegetables. Simple, but filling.”

“It sounds perfect,” Taylor said, and Jackie found herself agreeing. Under the circumstances, the inn appeared quite a luxury. The group climbed the wide staircase, the banister polished smooth by time and hands. Their room was at the end of the hall, the key fitting into the old lock with a soft click.

Jackie stepped inside and smiled. The room was rustic, but clean and inviting. A patchwork quilt covered the iron-framed bed, and a pitcher of water sat on the small table beside a single oil lamp. A window looked over the back meadow, where the river glinted through the trees. Taylor stepped into the room behind her and closed the door. “Well,” she said, setting her pack down. “It’s not the Ritz, but not horrible either.”

“No, it’s not the Ritz,” Jackie said, turning to face her wife. “It’s actually better.”

Moving closer, Taylor raised an eyebrow. “You really mean that?”

Thinking for a moment about how she felt, Jackie finally nodded as she stepped into Taylor’s arms. “Maybe because it’s so unexpectedly nice,” she said. “I feel almost pampered, and it’s been a long time.”

Lowering her head, Taylor brought their faces closer. “Good,” she murmured. “You deserve nothing less.”

“Mmm,” Jackie said, feeling a tingle run through her in anticipation of Taylor’s kiss. “We don’t have much time before dinner to ‘freshen up’…”

“Then let me help you,” Taylor said a beat before taking Jackie’s lips with hers. Jackie leaned into the kiss, looking forward to whatever her wife had in mind tonight.

Later, after dinner, Taylor and Jackie lingered in the small parlor downstairs. Sue had excused herself early, and David had followed not long after, mentioning a promise to his wife to record notes in his field journal every night. That left Jackie and Taylor alone with a surprisingly good bottle of white wine and glasses. They sat near the fire, their chairs angled toward each other, and Jackie let herself relax. “I truly forgot what this feels like,” she said quietly.

Taylor looked over the rim of her glass. “The wine?”

Jackie smiled. “No,” she said. “This. The quiet. The peace. No one knocking on my office door. No crisis to diffuse.”

“It’s a nice change,” Taylor said.

Tilting her head, Jackie studied her wife’s face in the flickering firelight. “So, you really aren’t worried about what’s happening in Astoria?”

Hesitating, Taylor looked into the fire. “Maybe a little,” she admitted. “But not tonight.”

Jackie’s smile softened. “No?”

“No,” Taylor said, setting her glass down and reaching for Jackie’s hand. “Tonight I have you. No radios, no emergencies. Just you.”

With a sigh, Jackie laced their fingers together. “It feels like the honeymoon we never had,” she said. “Wine. Firelight, and a bed waiting for us upstairs.”

Taylor leaned in, her voice dropping. “Maybe we should make the most of the quiet while it lasts,” she said, and Jackie stood, still holding Taylor’s hand.

“Then let’s go upstairs and see what else this honeymoon has to offer.”

Standing at the bathroom sink, Laura brushed her teeth, her hair rebraided, and her face scrubbed clean. Sam was already in bed, sitting against the headboard, reading a dog-eared copy of an old veterinary manual open in her lap. Laura watched her in the mirror for a moment, the way her brow furrowed as she read, how the lamplight made the freckles across her nose stand out more. Sam didn’t move as Laura rinsed and padded on bare feet into the room, only looking up when the mattress dipped beside her.

“Are you okay?” Laura asked, slipping under the covers on her side of the bed.

Sam closed the book and put it on the nightstand. “Yeah,” she said. “Only thinking.”

Reaching for the lamp, Laura turned the wick down, letting the room fall into a soft, amber glow. “All right,” she said, having a good idea what was on Sam’s mind. “What about?”

“I’ve been thinking about the bear.”

Laura sighed. “Me too,” she admitted. “He seems very interested in us.”

“I know,” Sam said. “That’s why I’ve decided to track him.”

A hint of fear catching in her throat, Laura blinked. “Track him?”

Sam nodded. “I need to know where he’s bedding down. If he’s circling the farm or only moving through. If he’s marking territory... we’ve got a bigger problem.”

Laura sat up straighter. “You’re going alone?”

“I’ll take Lady,” Sam said. “She’s good in the woods and knows how to stay quiet when I need her to, but she can sense the bear before I can, just in case.”

“How long will it take?”

“Two days,” Sam answered. “Maybe three if I find a trail that takes me farther out. Bears can range for dozens of miles if food interests them.”

Silent for a long moment, Laura looked at Sam and saw the tension in her jaw, the worry in her eyes. “You don’t want to kill him,” she said softly, and Sam shook her head.

“No,” she said. “I don’t, but I’ll take the rifle. If he’s getting bold, if he’s hungry and sees our animals as food...”

“You’ll do what you have to,” Laura said, reaching for her hand.

Sam turned her palm up and laced their fingers. “I want to be sure,” she said. “If I can find him, maybe I can figure out what he wants before it gets worse.”

Laura nodded slowly, her voice barely above a whisper. “I hate this.”

“I know.”

“But I trust you.”

Leaning in, Sam brushed her lips against Laura’s cheek. “Thank you.”

They stayed like that for a moment. Laura had more questions, but she knew Sam didn’t have any answers for them yet. “You’ll leave in the morning?” Laura asked.

“Before sunrise,” Sam replied.

Turning, Laura slid closer until her head rested against Sam’s shoulder. “Then we have tonight,” she said, and their eyes met in the low light.

After a beat, Sam kissed her. “We do,” she murmured, and without another word, she pulled Laura closer, rolling them until Laura was beneath her, the quilt slipping down their bodies. They moved together like dancers who knew the steps. Sam’s hands were strong but tender, her mouth soft and sure. Laura arched into her, sighing against her neck, her fingers threading through Sam’s hair. There were no words because there didn’t need to be. Only the quiet rhythm of two people loving each other.

Later, tangled in each other beneath the quilt, Laura traced lazy circles over Sam’s shoulder. “Come back to me,” she whispered, and Sam kissed her.

“Always.”


Chapter Thirteen



The sun was barely up when Lexi stepped into the high school-turned-hospital. She moved toward the intake desk, where a familiar, tired-looking nurse in scrubs and a loose ponytail sat hunched over a clipboard. “Hi,” she said. “I need to see Anna.”

The nurse blinked blearily. “I’m sorry, Lexi,” she said. “Anna is in the restricted zone now.”

“I know,” Lexi said, remembering the message the young man gave her after making the ride to the farmhouse. Anna wasn’t coming home. The night, waiting until it was light enough for Lexi to ride to Astoria and find Anna, had been long. She wouldn’t be turned away. “I still need to see her.”

“You don’t understand,” the nurse said, her tone patient. “She’s under quarantine.”

“Then put me in one too,” Lexi replied, her tone sharper than intended. She took a breath, softened it. “Please. Only for a few minutes. I won’t touch anything. I won’t get close. I need to see her.”

The nurse hesitated, clearly torn between protocol and the kind of desperation that lived in Lexi’s eyes. “Are you willing to put on protective gear?” she asked.

Lexi met her gaze. “Whatever it takes.” The nurse stood with a sigh and disappeared through a side door. Lexi waited, heart hammering.

A few minutes later, the woman returned carrying a mask, gloves, and a clean lab coat. “Put these on,” she said. “And don’t touch anything. Don’t sit. Don’t lean. Don’t breathe near the patients.”

Lexi nodded and suited up, her hands steady even though her chest felt tight. The nurse led her down a hallway that smelled faintly of bleach, past an empty office and a stack of folded cots, until they reached the old locker room at the end of the hall. The door was closed with a piece of paper taped to the front: QUARANTINE. DO NOT ENTER.

The nurse knocked once, then opened it. Anna sat on a folding chair beside a cot, her back to the door. Her hair was tied up in a messy knot, her shoulders slightly hunched. She was writing in a notebook, her pen moving steadily across the page. When she heard the door, she turned and froze as Lexi stepped inside. “Lexi,” Anna said, standing quickly. “You can’t be in here.”

“I had to see you,” Lexi said.

Anna’s eyes scanned her, clearly taking in the mask, gloves, and coat, but her expression didn’t soften. “You shouldn’t have come.”

“I know,” Lexi said. “But I couldn’t sleep. I needed to see you with my own eyes.”

Taking a step closer, Anna’s eyes betrayed how happy she was to see Lexi there, then she stopped herself. “I’m okay,” she said. “Tired, but okay.”

Lexi nodded. “Roslyn? Devan?” she asked, knowing from the message last night who Anna stayed behind to care for.

“Devan’s stable for now,” Anna said. “Roslyn hasn’t shown symptoms yet, but I’m keeping her isolated just in case.”

“And you?” Lexi asked, her heart in her throat. “Any symptoms?”

Anna shook her head. “Nothing,” she answered. “But I won’t leave until I’m sure.”

Lexi moved a little closer. “I hate this,” she whispered. “I hate that you’re in here alone.”

Holding up a hand to stop Lexi’s progress, Anna shook her head. “I’m not alone,” Anna said. “I’ve got the patients. Dr. Ambrose checks in. I know people are putting things in motion.”

Feeling almost unable to breathe, Lexi swallowed hard. “You should be home,” she said. “With us. With Joe.”

Anna’s face softened, but her voice stayed steady. “That’s exactly why I can’t go home,” she said. “If I’m carrying this and I bring it back to the farmhouse… we’ve got Zack. Joe. So many others. I won’t risk it.”

Wanting to argue, to explain to Anna how much they all needed her, how much Lexi needed her, she knew it wouldn’t do any good. She looked at her wife and saw the early signs of exhaustion on her face. The start of dark circles under her eyes. The tension in her shoulders, but also the quiet fire of strength and determination that had always been there. “Then let me help,” Lexi said. “I’ll do whatever you need.”

“I know you will,” Anna said. “But not from in here. You need to go.”

Lexi hesitated. “Just one more minute.”

Anna didn’t argue. They stood in silence, eyes locked, the distance between them feeling like a canyon. After a long moment, Anna whispered, “I miss you.”

Tears burning her eyes, Lexi’s voice was thick. “I’ll be right here waiting for you.”

“I know,” Anna said. “And I’ll come home. When it’s safe.”

Sam sat at the edge of the bed, lacing her boots in the dim light of the oil lamp. She stood and walked carefully through the house. It was quiet in the hour before dawn. In the kitchen, the smell of cured ham and fresh eggs cooking lingered in the air. Laura stood at the table in her robe, slipping the last of the biscuits into a cloth-wrapped bundle. “I added extra,” she said. “In case you’re out longer than you think.”

Sam nodded. “Thank you.” They moved around each other with practiced ease. Laura poured chicory coffee into the tin thermos, and Sam checked the water skin.

When Sam sat at the table, Laura slid a heaping plate in front of her. “Eat,” she said, her tone leaving no room for argument. Sam didn’t protest. The eggs were hot, and the ham was salty and rich. She ate quickly but not carelessly, knowing Laura had woken early to do this.

When Sam finished, she wiped her mouth with the cloth napkin Laura had asked them to use and looked at her partner. “I promise I’ll be careful,” she said, and Laura nodded, her arms folded tight over her chest from where she leaned against the counter between the sink and the stove.

“I know.”

From the hallway came the soft creak of a floorboard. A beat later, Henry appeared. He was already dressed in jeans and a clean shirt, but his hair stuck up on one side. “You’re leaving?” he asked, his words rough with sleep.

Sam stood and crossed to him, crouching so they were eye-to-eye. “Only for a couple of days,” she said. “I need to track the bear. See where it’s living. Figure out if it’s going to be a real problem.”

Henry nodded. “Okay,” he said. “That makes sense.”

“I need you to hold down the fort while I’m gone,” Sam said. “Help Laura with the chores. Make sure the girls don’t get into trouble.”

“I will,” he said. “I promise.”

“Keep an eye on Hercules,” she added. “And give Lester an extra apple when you feed him. He’s going to miss me.”

That earned the faintest smile from Henry. “I imagine we all will.”

With a smile, Sam stood and turned to Laura who had stepped closer. “You sure you’re okay with this?” Sam asked.

“No,” Laura said, honesty in her tone. “But I understand.” Sam leaned in and kissed her, slowly, and with more behind it than she could say. When they parted, Laura’s hand lingered on her wrist. “Come back.”

“I always do.”

Sam turned toward the door, but before she took a step, Henry moved. He threw his arms around her waist, hugging her tightly. Sam froze for a second, caught off guard, then placed a hand on the top of his head. “I’ll be fine,” she said.

Henry stepped back almost as quickly as he’d come, his face already flushed. “Be careful,” he said.

Feeling a wave of emotion, Sam nodded. “I will,” she said and slung her pack over her shoulder, then the rifle, and opened the door. Lady was already waiting, tail wagging slow and steady. The sky was still purple at the edges, the morning quiet except for the soft crunch of Sam’s boots on the gravel as she stepped off the porch. Without looking back, she set off toward the trees, the dog close at her heels, the weight of responsibility balanced on her shoulders.

The Wind Dancer rocked subtly as Meg stood on the deck, a mug of tea warming her hands. She closed her eyes for a moment, breathing in the familiar scent of fish and woodsmoke. That was something unique to being docked at Astoria as compared to San Francisco. She had come to love both places.

The ship had returned to Astoria the day before, and Grace had been waiting. The sight had warmed Meg’s heart as it always did, and the night’s reunion had been tender, yet passionate. Neither had slept much, but still Grace had stepped off the Wind Dancer the minute the sun started to rise, already in uniform, her mind no doubt racing through the list of tasks she needed to handle while Jackie and Taylor were away.

Meg was nearly done with her mug of tea when she heard boots on the deck behind her. “Morning,” Cyd called, with a yawn.

Looking over her shoulder, Meg smiled. “Glad to see you finally got up,” she said, and Cyd shrugged.

“Not all of us are early birds like you.”

Tilting her head, Meg studied her. “You look tired.”

“I am,” Cyd admitted, crossing to stand at the rail beside her. “Been spending too much time at the Northern Lights watching a snake oil salesman charm half the town.”

“The Pathfinder,” Meg said, her mouth tightening.

Cyd nodded. “He’s slick. Got a wagon full of bottles and a voice like a preacher. He’s not pushing anything too hard… yet. But he’s building to something. You can feel it.”

Not liking the sound of Cyd’s prediction, Meg finished her tea. “What kind of something?”

“Trust,” Cyd said. “The kind you buy with promises. Playing on people’s natural fears, Meg. They don’t know what’s coming next, and he’s offering them answers. Easy ones.”

Frowning, Meg watched the gulls wheel above the harbor. “That’s always the most dangerous kind,” she said, and Cyd nodded.

“I agree,” she said. “He’s careful though. Doesn’t say anything outright false, but the implications? They’re loaded. Says his tonics ‘restore balance’ and ‘protect the body from spiritual decay.’ Stuff like that.”

Meg arched an eyebrow. “Spiritual decay?”

“Those were his words,” Cyd said, with a shrug. “He’s a performer. Got a jug of amber liquid he claims will ‘fortify the heart and clear the mind’.”

Looking at the dregs at the bottom of her mug, Meg’s jaw tightened. “Do you think he’s hurting people?” she asked. “Or just full of crap?”

“Not sure yet,” Cyd said. “But something’s coming. I can feel it.”


Chapter Fourteen



Unsure what to expect, Grace stepped into the entrance of the hospital. Dr. Ambrose had sent a message to her office less than an hour ago. His note lacked details, but the undertone of urgency had been unmistakable. She found him standing near the intake desk, his white coat rumpled, a clipboard tucked under one arm. He looked up as she approached, and the lines around his eyes softened a little. “Major,” he said, nodding. “Thank you for coming.”

“Tell me what’s wrong,” Grace said, already sensing the news wouldn’t be good.

Dr. Ambrose motioned her closer as he stepped away from the intake desk and lowered his voice. “We’ve confirmed seven cases of pertussis since yesterday,” he explained. “All from different households, different exposure points. I think it’s already loose in the community.”

Pertussis, Grace thought, feeling anxiety tighten her chest. The medical term for whooping cough. “You’re sure?” she asked.

The doctor nodded. “The symptoms all match up,” he replied. “And I don’t think we’re seeing the peak yet. We have a dozen more people under observation. We need to act now before this spreads further.”

Hesitating while she let the impact of the man’s words sink in, Grace glanced down the hallway. “I want to speak to Anna,” she finally said. “Not because I doubt you, but I want her perspective as well.”

“Fine,” Dr. Ambrose said, sounding a bit frustrated, but already pulling a spare mask and gloves from the supply bin. “She hasn’t left since yesterday. She’s showing no symptoms, but she’s exposed, and she’s exhausted already.”

Grace took the gear without a word, suited up, and followed Dr. Ambrose down the hallway. When they reached the door to the locker room, Dr. Ambrose knocked once, then pushed it open. Anna looked from where she sat beside Devan lying on a cot. Her eyes were tired, the skin under them shadowed, but her posture remained steady. When she saw Grace, she stood, pulling her mask into place.

“Major,” she said, moving only a little closer. “Thank you for coming.”

“Anna,” Grace replied. “Dr. Ambrose says we’re looking at an outbreak of whooping cough.”

Anna sighed behind her mask. “We are. Two more confirmed this morning. At least a dozen with early symptoms. I’m hoping we caught it in time, but… it’s moving fast.”

Stepping further into the room, Grace was still careful to keep her distance. “How bad could it get?” she asked, already knowing she wouldn’t like the answer.

Anna’s gaze flicked toward where Devan lay, then back. “If we’re lucky? A few dozen cases. If we’re not…” She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t have to.

“Tell me what you need,” Grace said. “How do we respond to this?”

“A second isolation space,” Anna said without hesitation. “Somewhere we can move suspected cases. Somewhere bigger.”

Grace nodded. “The football field. I can have Army tents up by nightfall,” she said. “We’ll set up cots and a perimeter fence. You’ll have airflow, separation, and space to work.”

Relief appeared in Anna’s tired eyes. “That would help,” she said. “A lot.”

Suddenly, Grace remembered something and felt a trickle of dread. “Anna,” she said. “There’s something else. I was at the chow hall with Cyd three days ago.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” Anna said, and Grace looked at the boy on the cot.

“Devan was there,” Grace explained. “And he sneezed.”

Anna froze. “What?”

“He sat with his mother and a few others,” Grace said. “I don’t remember who.”

The color drained from Anna’s face behind the mask. “That’s a high-contact space.”

“I know.”

Picking up a clipboard, Anna started flipping through her notes. “That means we need to start tracing contacts now,” she said. “Anyone who was near him in the food line, at the table...”

“I’ll put people on it,” Grace said. “We’ll use the intake logs and food prep rosters.”

“And I’ll interview Roslyn again,” Anna nodded, but her hands trembled. “I didn’t realize Devan was sick that far back or how long he has been contagious.”

“We’ll get ahead of it,” Grace said firmly. “But we need to move fast. I’ll get the tents up in case this spreads further.”

Before Anna answered, the locker room door opened, and a nurse stepped in. “Anna,” she said. “Four new arrivals. All of them are coughing. One is barely conscious.”

Anna didn’t hesitate. “Get them to the cots in the other locker room,” she said. “I’ll be there in two minutes.” The nurse nodded and disappeared.

For a beat, Grace and Anna’s eyes met. “Go,” Grace said. “I’ll handle the tents.”

Grabbing fresh gloves, Anna moved toward the door, already shifting into medical mode. “Grace,” she said. “Thank you. I’m so glad you’re here.”

Grace didn’t respond. She was already headed down the hall, barking orders into her radio. A storm had arrived, and she could only hope they weren’t out of time to catch it before things were out of control.

The stagecoach creaked and groaned as it rounded the bend, the wheels bouncing unevenly over the asphalt. Inside, Taylor felt Jackie shift in her seat. “Remind me again why we agreed to come to this summit?” she asked, all patience gone from her voice. “I think I’ve bruised my tailbone.”

“I was wondering the same thing,” Sue said from across from them. Her normally stoic expression had begun to crack into something openly annoyed. David had taken to humming under his breath, a low, tuneless sound that was either meant to distract from the discomfort or stave off madness. Taylor wasn’t sure which.

She leaned her head out the window to call to the driver. “How much further to Pendleton?”

“We’re about an hour out,” the driver answered. “The road smooths out a bit when we get a little closer.”

Taylor didn’t need to look at Jackie to know her wife had rolled her eyes. The road hadn’t “smoothed out” as predicted for the last two hours. Holding back a sigh of discomfort, Taylor settled against the seat, closing her eyes for a minute when the stagecoach lurched hard. The horses neighed in protest, and the driver shouted something unintelligible. Taylor’s hand went to her shoulder holster automatically.

“What the hell—” Jackie started, but Taylor was already peering out the window. Ahead, a rusted-out pickup truck had been rolled across the road, blocking their path. Two figures stood in front of it, hunting rifles raised, bandanas tied over their lower faces like something out of a bad western. One of them waved a hand. “Out of the coach,” he shouted. “Hands where we can see ‘em.”

“Oh, you can’t be serious,” Jackie muttered.

Taylor turned, giving her a look. “Stay here.”

Jackie arched a brow. “Excuse me?”

“I mean behind me,” Taylor clarified, already reaching into her coat and pulling the handgun from its holster. Sue was doing the same, sliding a compact pistol from beneath her jacket, while David reached into his satchel and retrieved something that looked suspiciously like a sawed-off shotgun. Jackie, meanwhile, lifted her purse into her lap and unzipped it. Taylor’s eyebrows rose. “You brought your .38?”

Giving Taylor a look, Jackie shrugged. “You brought your gun,” she said. “Why would I leave mine behind?”

Taylor tried not to grin. “Remind me to kiss you later.”

“I will.”

Outside, one of the young men stepped closer, his rifle pointed at the coach. “I said get out. This is a toll stop.”

Sue snorted. “Did he just say ‘toll stop’?”

“I think he did,” David muttered.

Pushing open the door, Taylor stepped down slowly, gun pointed toward the ground but ready. “I don’t think you boys know what you’re doing,” she called, keeping her voice calm but filled with authority. “Turn around and walk away.”

The one on the left, barely more than a teenager under the dirt and bravado, squared his shoulders. “We ain’t lookin’ for trouble,” he said. “We just want some supplies. Maybe a little silver if you’ve got it.”

Taylor narrowed her eyes. “You’re pointing a weapon at a stagecoach full of delegates on their way to a regional summit,” she said. “You’re about five seconds from making a very stupid decision.”

The taller man on the right lifted his rifle a little higher. “You don’t scare us,” he said. “I’m not afraid of any delegates.”

Behind her, Taylor sensed Jackie stepping out of the coach. “Then you’re not very bright,” the woman said. Taylor didn’t take her eyes off the two men, but she felt Jackie at her left shoulder, steady and unflinching. There was no doubt in her mind that Jackie had her .38 ready.

The taller one scoffed. “Lady, if you think I’m afraid of that little gun then—”

Shifting her larger gun so the two men saw it, Taylor fired. The shot cracked through the still air, hitting the dirt less than a foot from the man’s boot. Both robbers jumped like they’d been shocked. The taller one yelped, stumbling backward. “I was aiming wide,” Taylor said calmly. “Next one won’t be.” The two young men hesitated for one more heartbeat, then bolted, exactly as Taylor knew they would. They scrambled over the truck and disappeared into the scrub brush beyond. Taylor lowered her weapon and exhaled before turning to look at her wife.

Jackie tossed back her hair, looking as calm and composed as if she had just finished a board meeting. “Honestly,” she said. “If I’d known we were going to get held up by children playing bandits, I would’ve brought a slingshot.”

Sue laughed, stepping out of the coach and shaking her head. “You two are terrifying.”

David followed, looking relieved. “Remind me not to get on your bad side.”

Taylor met Jackie’s eyes, her adrenaline still humming. “Seriously,” she said. “Are you okay?”

Jackie nodded. “Sore. Tired, and out of patience,” she said. “But otherwise fine.”

Reaching for her wife, Taylor brushed a wisp of hair from Jackie’s cheek. “You didn’t have to come out,” she said. “I had it under control.”

“I didn’t doubt that, Chief Barnes,” Jackie said with a twinkle in her eyes. “I simply thought you could use a little backup. Am I wrong?”

Taylor smiled. “You’re not wrong,” she said. “Now let me help the driver clear this road again so we can get this ride over with.”

With a smile blooming on her face, Jackie nodded slowly. “That is music to my ears.”

Sam moved slowly through the forest, her steps deliberate. Light filtered through the Douglas firs and red alder, casting long shadows across the mossy ground. Lady padded a few feet ahead, her body low and alert, nose sweeping back and forth as they followed the thin trail the bear left behind. It had taken hours to find a real track. The first few miles out from the farm had been nothing but guesswork. Reading the land, watching for broken branches, flattened grass, anything unusual, but finally, nearly ten miles in, they were on it. A fresh print in the muddy edge of a shallow creek had confirmed it. Wide pad, five toes, claws like dull knives. A bear. A big bear.

Crouching beside the print, Sam’s fingers brushed the edge of it lightly. The ground was still damp, the edges sharp. Not more than a few hours old I bet, she thought. Lady gave a low chuff and looked back at her. Sam nodded. “Yeah. I think we’re finally on to it.”

They moved deeper into the trees where the air was cooler, and the canopy thick. Sam’s boots made little sound on the soft loam, and Lady’s paws were even quieter. Sam paused again when she spotted a broken low-hanging branch. Caught in the bark was a coarse clump of black-brown fur. She plucked it carefully, rubbing it between her fingers. It was still oily, still fresh. “He’s close,” she murmured and crouched to examine the trail again. The bear was moving slowly, likely foraging from what she understood of bears. Sam was no expert.

Following the faint trail through a narrow ravine, Sam slowed when she spotted a new sign. Up ahead was a space, half-hidden beneath a fallen log, with the earth disturbed around it. “Stay here, Lady,” Sam whispered as she slipped a little closer. Crouching low, she studied the ground. The tracks were fresh. A strong, musky scent reached her nose. She didn’t move closer. He’s bedding here, she thought. Or at least he was. She didn’t want to push him, but she would make note of the spot, come back tomorrow, and get a better sense of his patterns.

Retreating, Sam looked at the darkening sky, the sun dipping low behind the trees. “Come on, girl,” she said to Lady. “Time to make camp.” As they moved to higher ground, near a small clearing with good visibility and a stream nearby, Sam realized that after all the searching, they had circled back toward her house. The bear’s den was at best five miles south of home. Which is why he keeps coming to our place, she thought as the uncomfortable reality settled in. We are the closest house. Sam rolled out her sleeping bag, and Lady curled beside her as they shared dried venison and some of Laura’s biscuits from her pack.

Slowly, the stars appeared between the branches overhead. Sam leaned back against her pack and watched them. Lady shifted, resting her head on Sam’s thigh. Sam scratched behind her ears. “I don’t want to hurt this bear,” she murmured. “We just need to find a way to move it along.” Looking at Sam with her wise dog eyes, Lady didn’t answer. The wind stirred the branches. Turning her face toward the sky, Sam studied the stars. Tomorrow, I will find out more about this bear, she thought. Find out why he is here and what he wants. And then she would figure out what to do about it.


Chapter Fifteen



Sitting at the small table in the galley aboard the Wind Dancer, Grace held a steaming mug of black tea cradled between her hands. It was early, and the ship was quiet and peaceful. For a moment, Grace closed her eyes and tried to let some of her worries slip away, but they remained. There was too much going on in Astoria.

“It’s good to see you trying to relax,” Meg said as she walked into the galley and joined her. The woman had been up early and spent the morning doing a safety check of all the ropes and lines with Jimmy, her first mate. A routine task, but Meg almost always took part.

Grace knew keeping her crew safe was Meg’s highest priority. “Sit with me,” Grace said, nodding toward the bench across from her. “Before I go ashore.”

Meg picked up the teapot before settling into the seat. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like to relax here a little longer? You were up half the night.”

As Meg pulled a cup closer, Grace shrugged. “Couldn’t sleep.”

Thankfully, Meg didn’t press. She simply poured herself a cup of tea and, after offering one to Grace, reached for a piece of toast in a basket on the table. They ate in companionable silence, the kind that came from long trust and shared burdens. Grace was halfway through her piece when a sharp knock echoed from the deck above.

“Major Hamilton?” called a voice. “Radio’s active. There’s an incoming message from First Sergeant Barnes.”

Feeling the bites of bread turn to stone in her stomach, Grace stood. She had wondered how much longer it would be until Taylor checked in. I guess the time is now, she thought as Meg rose too and followed as Grace moved quickly up the narrow stairs and across the deck. The radio was tucked into a small alcove near the helm. The Wind Dancer’s radio tech stepped aside as Grace approached.

“Signal’s strong,” the young man said. “Waiting for confirmation.”

Adjusting the headset, Grace keyed the mic. “Barnes, this is the Wind Dancer. Come in.”

There was a brief hiss of static, then a familiar voice broke through. “Wind Dancer, this is Barnes. Good morning, Grace.”

Grace smiled faintly. “Good morning, Taylor,” she said. “You sound well.”

“Not bad, considering we spent yesterday bouncing across the high desert in a glorified wooden box,” Taylor replied with a chuckle. “But we arrived in Pendleton late last night. No major issues. Just a pair of would-be highwaymen with more bravado than sense.”

“Is everyone all right?” Grace asked, glancing at Meg, who stood behind her.

“Fine,” Taylor said. “Jackie and I gave them a little incentive to try their luck elsewhere.”

“Did you?”

“I might’ve fired a warning shot into the dirt,” Taylor said, and Grace enjoyed hearing the amusement in her voice. “All in all, Jackie was not impressed with the theatrics, but we’re all safe, and breakfast smells good here. We’ll start the summit talks in a few hours.”

“Glad to hear it,” Grace said. “I’m curious to learn what you find out.”

There was a pause, then Taylor’s voice came again, a touch more serious. “And everything back home? Is it quiet?”

Grace hesitated for the briefest moment. “Quiet enough,” she said. “A few minor scuffles at the saloon, but nothing beyond my control.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Grace saw Meg raise an eyebrow, but she said nothing. “Good,” Taylor said. “Keep me posted if anything changes. I’m not sure how long we are expected to be here, but I will let you know when I have more information. Until then, don’t hesitate to reach out to Pendleton. The radio operators will know how to reach us.”

“That’s fine,” Grace replied. “But I don’t expect any trouble. You focus on the summit. We’ve got things well in hand here.” There was a pause, as if Taylor wanted to double-check that things were good. Grace grit her teeth, not ready to divulge any additional information unless asked for it directly.

Finally, Taylor keyed her mike. “All right,” she said. “I’ll get back to you with more details soon.”

“Understood. Be safe out there.”

“You too,” Taylor said, and the line went quiet with a faint click of disconnection.

Removing her headset, Grace handed it back to the radio tech. “Thank you,” she said. “Let me know if there are any other transmissions. I’ll be at the station ashore within thirty minutes.”

The tech nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” Without saying a word to Meg, Grace walked onto the deck.

Following, Meg waited until they were alone before speaking. “You didn’t mention the quarantine,” she said quietly.

“No.”

“Or the multiple confirmed cases.”

“No.”

“Or the Pathfinder.”

Grace turned to face her. “Taylor doesn’t need to worry about Astoria right now,” she said. “She’s representing us at something that could shape the future of the whole region. I’m not going to distract her with a situation I can handle.”

Meg studied her for a long moment. “Are you sure you’re not trying to carry too much?” she asked, and Grace didn’t answer right away.

She looked out over the water, the surface rippling in the breeze. “I’ve carried more,” she said finally. “And this? This is my job. Protecting the town while they’re gone. That’s what I promised.”

Stepping closer, Meg’s hand brushed Grace’s arm. “I trust you,” she said softly. “But don’t shut me out. You don’t have to carry it alone.”

Meeting Meg’s gaze, Grace nodded. “I know,” she said. “But right now, I need Taylor focused on the summit. I’ll tell her more if this gets worse.”

“And if it does?” Meg asked.

“Then she’ll come home,” Grace said. “But not a minute before she has to.”

Getting ready to start her day, Laura stood in her robe at the washstand in the small bathroom off her and Sam’s bedroom, steam rising from the ceramic basin as she dipped the cloth into the warm water. The farmhouse was still asleep. Shauna and Heather curled up in their shared bedroom down the hall, while Henry was still tucked under his quilt in the room next to theirs.

She moved the cloth over her face, wiping away the remnants of sleep, then down the slope of her neck. Her muscles ached faintly from yesterday’s chores. There was much more hauling feed and water with Sam gone, even for only a day or two. No more than that, though, she thought, hoping it was true. Rolling one shoulder, then the other, Laura tried to ease the tightness. The scent of the lavender soap drifted up from the basin, calming in a way she hadn’t realized she needed.

Opening her robe wider, when she pulled the cloth across her chest, her fingers brushed something that made her pause. A firmness beneath the skin. No pain, and not large, but definitely there. Laura froze, her breath catching in her throat. Her hand hovered, then returned, pressing more deliberately this time. The lump was nestled high in the curve of her right breast, near the outer edge. It wasn’t soft, yet not exactly hard either, but definitely wrong.

For a moment, the quiet of the room became oppressive. The air seemed too thick and the water too warm. She moved to the bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed, the washcloth still in her hand, dripping onto the floor. Her mind raced. Was there something in my family? she wondered. An aunt, maybe? Or my mother’s cousin? She couldn’t remember clearly. At best it was a vague memory of whispered conversations and hospital visits when she was small. She hadn’t thought about it in years. Not now. Not with everything else.

Rubbing her hands together, she stood to move toward the bathroom again. She needed to think. She needed to—

A sharp, wet cough split the silence. Laura’s head snapped up. It came again, deeper this time, followed by the unmistakable sound of Henry gasping between spasms. As she pulled her robe closed, she was out the door before the washcloth hit the floor.

She rushed down the hall and pushed open the door to Henry’s room. The boy was sitting up, his arms wrapped around his middle, his face pale and slick with sweat. He coughed again, a sound that tore through his chest like it was trying to rip something out of him. Laura dropped to her knees beside the bed. “Henry,” she said, brushing the hair back from his sweaty forehead. “Hey, sweetheart. I’m here.”

He blinked at her, dazed, and coughed again. It came in a fit, one after another, until his whole body shook. When it finally stopped, he slumped back against the pillow, breathing hard. “I couldn’t... stop,” he whispered.

“I know,” she said, smoothing the quilt over him. “It’s okay. Just rest.” But even as she said it, her heart pounded, and her mind raced. The lump was forgotten. There was only this moment. Only Henry, and the growing certainty that something was very, very wrong.

The quarantine tent’s canvas walls rippled in the wind. Anna moved between cots with practiced efficiency, clipboard in hand, with her mask pulled tight against her face. The air smelled faintly of bleach and something like roses in an attempt to keep things clean and calm at the same time. A row of lanterns flickered along the central spine of the tent, casting a dim light over the makeshift ward. Outside, the sun was still rising, but Anna had already been awake for hours. She didn’t remember sleeping. Maybe she hadn’t.

Devan had stabilized overnight. His fever was still too high, but his breathing was less ragged. Roslyn sat beside him, reading quietly from a children’s book someone had sent over from the library. Anna had checked on them early, adjusted Devan’s blankets, and felt Roslyn’s forehead for signs of symptoms. So far, she was still clear. Anna made a note to check her again by midday.

Now she stood beside another cot, watching as Julia Sharpe pulled her blanket tighter around her shoulders. “I’m fine,” Julia said, sounding hoarse but steady. “Barely a fever. A cough. I’ve had worse.”

Anna raised an eyebrow. “You know that’s exactly what everyone says right before they collapse.”

Julia gave her a wan smile. “I’m trying to stay optimistic,” she said. “It’s either that or cry, and I’ve already done that part.”

Anna peeled off her gloves, replaced them, then checked Julia’s vitals. She was flushed, her cough coming in short bursts, but her lungs didn’t sound as bad as Devan’s. “You caught it early,” Anna said. “That’s good. You’ll stay here for observation for now.”

Nodding, Julia’s eyes flicked up to her. “I understand,” she said, then her face softened. “You look like hell, Anna.”

Anna blinked at the bluntness but that was Julia’s style, and she let out a tired laugh. “Thanks.”

“I mean it,” Julia said, reaching out to touch Anna’s arm, her fingers warm. “You need to rest. You’re going to burn out or get sick, and then we’ll all be in trouble.”

Not answering right away, Anna assessed her body. I’m tired, she thought. And anxious, but not sick. Not yet. “I will,” Anna said finally. “As soon as I can.” Julia didn’t argue. She simply squeezed Anna’s arm and let her go.

Turning to head toward the back of the tent where a few cots had been set aside for staff rest, Anna thought maybe she should listen to Julia and lie down for twenty minutes, but she’d barely taken two steps when the flap at the far end of the tent snapped open and a nurse stepped inside, her face tight behind her mask.

“We’ve got two more,” she said. “A child and her caregiver. They arrived from the intake checkpoint.”

Anna’s stomach dropped. “Name?”

“Sara,” the nurse said. “She’s maybe five. Thin. Coughing hard. The woman with her says she’s been looking after her since the child’s parents died in the collapse. They were trying to get into Forest Grove but were turned away. Came here instead.”

At the words, Anna’s heart clenched. “Bring them in,” she said. “Put them on the north end. I’ll be there in a second.”

The nurse nodded and vanished. Anna took a moment. Just one. She stood in the center of the tent and closed her eyes. The wind outside tugged at the canvas, and for a second, she let herself feel it all. All the weight, the pressure, and the helplessness. They were facing a disease they couldn’t stop, only hope to slow. She turned and walked toward the north end of the tent. There was no time to rest.


Chapter Sixteen



Jackie stopped outside the building where the summit was about to start. Taylor stood beside her, eyes tracking the rooftops and street out of habit. Jackie knew that look. Her wife was cataloging exits and measuring risk. It comforted her in ways she couldn’t explain as she took in the structure in front of them. It was the Pendleton Armory, its red-brick façade looming over the street, with the American flag above the door, faded but still visible. Two militia guards in battle dress uniform with sidearms checked names at a folding table set up on the steps.

One of the guards at the table looked up from the list as they approached. “Names?”

“Jackie Scott and Taylor Barnes, Astoria,” Jackie said, offering a small, diplomatic smile.

The guard’s eyes flicked to Taylor, then back to Jackie. “Welcome. You’re on the list.” He handed them each a laminated badge with their names printed in bold block letters. Underneath, in smaller type: ASTORIA DELEGATE. “We’re peace-bonding all weapons,” the guard said. “You’ll get them back at departure.”

After a beat, Taylor nodded, unslinging her sidearm and handing it over. Following her lead, Jackie took the revolver she kept in her bag and slid it across the table, feeling surprisingly naked without it. She watched as the guard tagged both and stowed them in a locked chest at his feet. “Proceed inside,” he said. “Summit check-in is to the left.”

Jackie led the way through double doors into the armory’s cavernous main hall. The ceiling arched high overhead, exposed beams blackened with age. The echo of footsteps bounced off the walls, underscored by the low hum of conversation. Long wooden tables were arranged in a horseshoe at the center of the room, each place set with a name placard, a glass of water, and a notepad with a pencil. Lanterns hung from hooks along the beams, filling the space with an unexpectedly warm glow, considering the setting. The air was cool and a little musty, but not unpleasant.

A woman with sharp eyes and a cloud of curly black hair stood behind a side table, handing out packets. “Welcome, welcome,” she said, her voice brisk but not unkind. “Martha Cordell, Summit Coordinator. You’ll find your seats at the far end. Astoria is with Spokane and Boise on the east wing.” She handed each of them the day’s agenda. “If you need anything, coffee, water, directions, just ask.”

“Thank you,” Jackie said, taking the agenda. “We appreciate the invitation.”

“We’ve heard good things about what’s happening in Astoria,” Martha replied. “Your attendance is greatly appreciated.”

With a nod, Jackie moved away, scanning the room as she and Taylor headed toward their seats. Delegates clustered in small groups, some shaking hands, others eyeing each other warily. Overall, there was a sense of purpose in the room, but also a tension, as if everyone was waiting for the other shoe to drop. Jackie found her seat, second from the end, Astoria in bold letters, and set her bag at her feet. Taylor took the chair beside her, scanning the room with a calm focus, no doubt making her own assessments that they would discuss together later.

Jackie scanned the agenda: Opening Remarks, Regional Reports, Ferrari Threat Introduction, Breakout Sessions, and Open Floor. Beneath that, a hand-drawn map showed the boundaries of each community, with trade routes marked in red and communication relays in green. The thoroughness impressed her.

As more delegates filtered in and took their seats, Jackie watched the subtle maneuvering as they sized up others. Reading nametags, Jackie noted Sarah McKnight from Boise, tall and spare, exchanging a nod with Taylor. Dr. Emily Harrell from Ashland, her face pinched with worry, scanned the room as if already searching for signs of illness. Frankie O’Dell, from something called the “Cascadia Free Zone,” was all easy charm and sharp eyes. There were others. Some familiar from radio calls, others total strangers, but all their faces were set in lines of tension. And maybe a little hope, Jackie thought, relating to the emotion. There were numerous possibilities that might come out of the meeting.

Taylor leaned in. “Impressive setup,” she murmured. “Making us check our weapons was smart. They’re not taking any chances.”

Jackie nodded. “Yes,” she said. “They seem to have thought this through, but not everything can be choreographed.” She scanned the group again. “Everyone here wants something. The question is how much they’re willing to give up to get it.”

Meg couldn’t sit still. She paced the deck of the Wind Dancer, boots thumping a restless rhythm against the planks. She kept replaying the last few days and seeing Grace’s face drawn tight with worry over all the things suddenly going wrong in Astoria. She stopped at the bow, bracing her hands on the cool rail. From here, she saw the town’s main street winding up the bluff, smoke curling from chimneys, and people moving about. Most would likely have no doubt how things were aligning to mean real trouble ahead.

Shaking her head, Meg hated the feeling of helplessness, hated standing on the edge of something she couldn’t fight with her hands or her voice. She missed the days when a storm was only wind and water, something you rode out with grit and skill. Suddenly, a voice spoke up behind her.

“You’re going to wear a groove in the deck,” Cyd said.

Meg huffed out a laugh. “I can’t just sit on my ass pretending everything’s fine.”

Cyd leaned on the rail beside her, eyes scanning the docks. “You should have seen the crowd around the Pathfinder’s wagon last night,” she said. “He’s had even more people lined up than yesterday.”

Feeling the anger churn inside her, Meg’s jaw tightened. “He’s going to make this outbreak worse,” she said. “If people get desperate, they’ll believe anything that promises hope.”

“He’s smart, though,” Cyd said with a nod. “He still has never said he can cure anything outright. Only hints.”

Meg was quiet a moment, then shook her head. “Grace has enough on her plate,” she said. “If the town starts listening to this charlatan instead of Anna or Dr. Ambrose, we’re going to have a real crisis. Not only sick bodies. It will be sick trust.”

“So what do we do?” Cyd asked. “We can’t just drag him out of town. Half the people would defend him.”

Letting out a slow breath, Meg searched the horizon for answers. “We expose him,” she finally said. “Publicly. Make it so nobody can deny he’s a fraud.”

Cyd’s lips quirked in a half-smile. “You want to run a con on the con man.”

Meg nodded. “He’s not the only one who knows how to put on a show. We get someone to pretend they’re really sick,” she said. “They buy his tonic, make a big deal of it. Then, a day later, they’re ‘miraculously cured.’ We let the story spread, let the Pathfinder take the credit. Then our person comes clean and tells everyone it was a lie. That the tonic did nothing.”

Clearly considering it, Cyd’s eyebrows furrowed. “He’ll try to wriggle out of it.”

“Maybe,” Meg allowed. “But if we pick the right person… someone respected, someone nobody would doubt, then it’ll stick. People will start asking questions.”

“Who, though?” Cyd asked, glancing sideways at her. “He knows both of us. He’d never fall for it.”

Meg nodded, thinking. “It can’t be you, and it sure as hell can’t be me. Needs to be someone outside our circle but still trusted. Maybe the librarian. Or one of the schoolteachers. Someone who’s not seen as a troublemaker.”

“Not a bad idea,” Cyd said. “But we need to be careful. If the Pathfinder catches a whiff that it’s fake, he’ll turn it around on us. Say we’re out to get him.”

Hating what else she had to do, Meg’s smile faded. “We can’t tip Grace off either,” she said. “Not yet. She’s got enough to juggle. If this backfires, I’ll take the heat.”

Cyd straightened, her face serious. “We’re doing this together, Meg. If it goes south, I’ll stand with you.”

Meg looked at her, saw the steel beneath the sarcasm. “Thanks. I mean it,” she said, pushing away from the rail. “Let’s go into town. Walk around. See who’s got the right mix of nerves and credibility.”

Lexi stood outside the chain-link fence that ringed the high school football field, her hands wrapped tightly around the cold metal. She squinted through the mesh at the row of green, canvas Army tents pitched along the far sideline. Two soldiers stood by the gate, rifles slung, their expressions polite but unmoved as they shook their heads. “I’m sorry, Ms. Scott. No visitors,” the taller one said. “Only medical staff and volunteers with clearance.”

Nodding, Lexi swallowed the protest that wanted to rise. She understood the reason for the rules, but standing this close to Anna and not being able to see her felt like a punishment she hadn’t earned. She slid her hand into her bag, pulled out a notepad and a pencil. Lexi leaned against the fence, braced the pad on her thigh, and wrote:

Anna,

I miss you.

And I’m afraid for you, for all of us, but mostly for you. I know you’re strong, but I wish you didn’t have to be so strong for everyone else all the time. I love you. Come home when you can. I’ll be waiting.

Lexi

She tore the page free, folded it in half, and took it to the soldier at the gate. “Can you get this to Anna Scott?” she asked.

The woman nodded and took the note. “I will make sure it is delivered,” she said, and Lexi watched her walk away, the letter clutched in one gloved hand, and tried to imagine Anna reading it. Maybe with a smile, maybe with tears, but knowing she wasn’t alone.

Lexi tucked the pencil behind her ear and jammed her hands into her coat pockets. She didn’t know what else to do. Waiting was never her talent. She needed to move, to act, to help somehow. Taylor and Jackie were gone, and Anna was locked behind canvas and protocol. That left one person to talk to. Major Grace Hamilton. If anyone could tell her how to be useful, it was her friend.

After turning away from the field, Lexi set off toward town. She was halfway down Main Street when she spotted two figures striding toward her from the direction of the docks. Meg’s red braid caught the sun, and Cyd’s black hoodie and purposeful gait were unmistakable. Lexi felt a rush of relief at the sight of them. Two solid, familiar faces in the swirl of uncertainty.

“Lexi,” Meg called, her tone brightening as she waved. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

Lexi managed a tired smile. “I could say the same. You two look like you’re on a mission.”

Cyd snorted. “You could say that. We’re plotting to take down a con artist.”

Meg smiled, but her eyes were serious. “We need to talk to you. Do you have a minute?”

Nodding, Lexi fell into step between them. “I was actually looking for Grace,” she said. “I figured she’d know what I can do to help.”

Stopping mid-stride, Meg’s hand landed briefly on Lexi’s shoulder. “Grace is up to her ears with the quarantine and Greg Orion’s posturing,” she said. “But we could use your help, if you’re willing.”

Lexi arched an eyebrow. “With what?”

Cyd glanced around, then lowered her voice. “We want to pull the rug out from under the Pathfinder. Expose him for the fraud he is before he gets people hurt.”

“We need someone he wouldn’t suspect,” Meg quickly continued. “Someone respected, believable, who pretends to be sick, goes to him for a cure, and then reveals it was all a setup.”

“You want me to run a con?” Lexi asked slowly.

“Not a con,” Meg answered. “A public service.”

“You’re a Scott,” Cyd continued, not missing a beat. “People trust you.”

Hesitating, Lexi glanced back in the direction of the tents. “I don’t know. I’m not exactly in top form right now.”

Meg’s gaze softened. “That’s why it’ll work,” she said. “You look tired. People will know you’re worried about Anna. If you say you’re sick, they’ll believe it.”

Lexi thought about it. About Anna, about the town, knowing how fear and unrest would spread if something didn’t change. She thought about the letter hopefully in Anna’s hands and felt a sense of helplessness inside her. “All right,” she said finally, feeling a fresh resolve. “I’ll do it.”


Chapter Seventeen



Crouching low behind a fallen log, the rough bark pressing into her palms, Sam kept her breathing shallow. The air was heavy with the scent of damp earth. Lady lay at her side, nose twitching, her whole body taut with alertness. They had been waiting for hours, tucked into the lee of a mossy bank overlooking the hollow where she found the bear’s den the evening before. Above, a shaft of sunlight angled through the canopy, painting a patch of light on the forest floor a little beyond the den’s entrance. Sam’s muscles ached from holding still, but she didn’t move.

She had spent the morning studying the signs. There was scattered fur snagged on low branches, the old remains of a small fish carcass dragged up from the stream nearby, and the unmistakable scuff of claws in the soft mud, but it was the den that drew her. A hollow scraped beneath the roots of a toppled cedar. There the prints, wide and deep, circled back and forth. Not a mother with cubs, she’d decided. It was only one bear, old enough to be bold, desperate enough to come close to people.

Lady whined, barely audible. Sam laid a hand on the dog’s head. “Easy, girl,” she murmured, her voice barely a breath. “Wait.”

They didn’t have to wait much longer. From the shadows beneath the cedar, the bear emerged as a slow, lumbering shape. Its head swung low, nose working the air. Sam held her breath, heart thumping. She watched as it picked its way down the slope to the creek, favoring its left hind leg with a limp, subtle but clear. The bear paused at the water’s edge, lowered its massive head, and drank. Up close, Sam saw the scars crisscrossing its flank, the way its ear was notched, the gray dusting its muzzle. Old, she thought. And hurt. She realized this wasn’t a monster. It was a survivor, just like her, just like all of them.

The bear finished drinking and sniffed the air again. It turned, lumbered upstream, and paused to paw at a rotten log, flipping it over in search of grubs. Lady stayed still, but her hackles rose, with a low vibration running through her body. Sam kept her hand firm on her back. As she watched the bear, taking in every detail, she noticed the careful way it moved. The way that it snuffled the dirt, looking for food. It’s not only curious, she realized. It is starving. Whatever had driven it from its old territory had pushed it here, to the edge of human land, her land, and to the promise of easy food.

Her mind raced through the options. She could try to scare it off, make it abandon its den and move on. The less desirable alternative was to risk another standoff at the house. Or she could set a diversion and find something to lure it away from the livestock and the children. She didn’t want to kill it, not unless she had no choice, but she couldn’t let it keep coming back, either.

The bear finished rooting in the dirt, and with a heavy sigh, settled back on its haunches in the sun. It looked exhausted and started to lick its back paw. It was the one the bear favored when he walked. Sam knew enough about animals to recognize that there must be an open wound on the foot. She felt the ache of sympathy in her chest. “You’re simply trying to live,” she whispered. “Same as me.”

She waited until the bear’s head drooped, until its eyes closed in a brief, restless doze. Then, slowly, Sam eased back from the log, signaling to Lady with a tap of her fingers. They slipped through the ferns, moving as quietly as possible, circling wide around the den. She paused once, looking back. The bear was still there, unmoving, a dark shape in the dappled light.

Sam straightened, rolling her shoulders to ease the tension. Lady nudged her hand, as if asking what came next. “We try to fix this without a fight,” Sam said, more to herself than the dog. “We give him a chance to go.” Once she was back, she would tell Laura everything she saw. She would tell the truth. The bear wasn’t evil and that it simply appeared to be injured, likely with nowhere else to go. Then, together they would come up with a plan.

Grace sat behind the desk, jaw set, reviewing the latest report from Dr. Ambrose. Seven new cases today. Two children, five adults. The numbers were climbing faster than she had feared. A sharp knock rattled the door. Before Grace responded, it banged open and Greg Orion strode in, his face flushed and his thinning hair damp with sweat. The Army admin on duty, a young corporal, followed, looking apologetic. “I’m sorry, Major, he wouldn’t—”

“It’s fine, Corporal,” Grace said, not taking her eyes off Greg. “Give us the room.” The corporal hesitated, then ducked out, closing the door behind him.

Greg wasted no time. “Have you seen the latest numbers?” he demanded. “It’s everywhere, Grace. The cough, the fever. My neighbor’s little girl is sick now, and you’re still letting people come and go like nothing is happening.”

Grace kept her voice level, refusing to let his agitation infect her. “We have intake screening at the checkpoints. Anyone with symptoms is being isolated,” she replied calmly. “Anna and Dr. Ambrose are handling the medical side—”

“It’s not enough,” Greg cut in, pacing in front of the desk. “People are scared. I’m scared. We should’ve closed the borders yesterday. We need a curfew. We need to shut down the market and the saloon and—”

Standing slowly and deliberately, Grace let the steel in her posture fill the space. “Greg, you know as well as I do what happens if we panic,” she said. “We’ve seen it before. People turning on each other, hoarding food, locking their doors. That’s not who we are.”

Greg jabbed a finger at her. “Who we are?” he snapped. “Who we are is about to be a ghost town if you don’t act. The people want action. They want to feel safe, not coddled with half-measures. If you won’t do it, I will.”

Grace felt her patience fray. “You are not going to close borders and leave families stranded outside. That is not your call.”

The man bristled. “It’s not only your call, either,” he said. “You’re not the mayor.”

“And you’re not in charge of the Army, or the checkpoints, or any of the security infrastructure keeping this place from coming apart,” Grace said, working to calm her rising frustration. “If you want to call a meeting? Fine, but if you try to mobilize people against the protocols we have in place, if you try to undermine the medical team or the quarantine—”

Leaning closer, Greg cut her off, “Or what? You’ll have me arrested?”

“Don’t be dramatic,” Grace answered with a shake of her head. “I’ll do what I have to in order to keep people safe, but I’m not here to rule by force. I’m here to lead by reason and by trust. Roslyn would tell you the same if she were here.”

Frustration and fear warred in Greg’s eyes. “Roslyn isn’t here,” he said slowly. “She’s locked up in quarantine, which you let happen. So now it’s only you and me, Major, and I’m telling you that if you don’t act, I will. I’m calling a public meeting. I’ll ask for volunteers to help me close the gates and enforce a curfew. If you want to stop me, you’ll have to do it in front of the whole town.”

For a long moment, neither of them moved. Grace felt her pulse pounding at her temples, her hands itching to clench into fists. “You’re playing with fire,” she said quietly. “You start down this road, you won’t be able to walk it back. People will remember who led them with fear, and who tried to keep them together.”

Greg hesitated, only a flicker, and for a heartbeat she thought he might see reason, but then he straightened. “We’ll see,” he said, and turned on his heel, marching out and slamming the door behind him.

The room echoed with the force of his exit. Grace let out a long, shaky breath and pressed her fingertips to her temples. She missed Roslyn’s help. She missed Taylor and Jackie’s leadership. Staring at the closed door, she felt the weight of the town pressing down on her shoulders and wondered how much longer she could hold the line before something finally broke. Squaring her shoulders, she sat and started a memo to prepare her staff in case Greg went through with his threat. If this was going to get worse, she’d meet it head-on, but she would not let Astoria become a place ruled by fear. Not while she still had a say.

Maps and stacks of hand-copied reports crowded the armory’s long tables, but Taylor barely noticed them anymore. Her back ached from sitting all day in a hard chair, but the tension in the room kept her alert. Every word, every glance, every silence was heavy with meaning.

Pendleton mayor Carla Whitaker stood at the head of the horseshoe, her voice steady as she read from the latest intelligence. “The word we keep hearing is that Ferrari is consolidating everything south of the Nevada border, including trade, law, and even the food supply. Anyone resisting disappears.”

A hush settled. Jackie sat beside her, hands folded on the table, her face unreadable. Across the horseshoe, one of the reps from Ashland, Cody Blair, leaned forward, his jaw tight. “So what’s our play?” he asked. “Do we dig in? Wait for him to come knocking?” Taylor wasn’t surprised at his stance. They had learned throughout the day that the man was former National Guard and acted as his region’s defense representative.

Lila Mendez from Hermiston, a woman who proved to be a fiery, no-nonsense member of the summit, shook her head. “Or we send a message now,” she said, her tone sharp. “Show him we’re not another territory to be swallowed up.”

“But what does that mean exactly?” Brian Chu, the rep from Boise countered, his tone cautious. “A show of force? We barely have enough ammunition to patrol our own roads. If we poke the bear, he’ll come for us first.”

The man who came to the summit alone to represent the coastal ports, Doug Smith, held up a hand. “Maybe we send an envoy. Make contact, see what he wants. If he’s just after trade, maybe we can strike a deal.”

A ripple of disagreement ran around the table. Sue Tagan from Spokane’s co-op council spoke up. “If all the reports are correct, and I have to believe they are, then Ferrari is not a man you can reason with. If we make a deal with him, we’re only buying time until he decides to take what he wants.”

As Taylor watched, the discussion turned fractious. Some delegates called for a united front where they armed up, set a hard border, and formed a united defense. Others argued for diplomacy, for caution, for not provoking a man whose reach they didn’t fully understand. Weighing each argument, Taylor listened more than she spoke. She felt Jackie’s eyes on her, but she kept her own gaze on the others, fingers drumming a silent rhythm on the table. She didn’t like the idea of sending an envoy. There was too much risk, but neither did she relish the thought of open war, not with their resources stretched just trying to keep their communities alive.

When the voices rose too high, Mayor Whitaker raised her hand. “Enough,” she said, her tone brooking no dissent. “We’re not going to solve this tonight. We’ll table the Ferrari discussion for now. Dinner is ready in the hall. We’ll reconvene tomorrow with clearer heads.”

Chairs scraped as delegates stood, some still muttering, others clearly eager for a break. Taylor waited until the first wave had moved toward the doors before she turned to Jackie, who was gathering her notes.

“Well,” Jackie said quietly for Taylor’s ears alone. “That went about as well as I expected.”

Taylor managed a wry smile. “Better than a fistfight, worse than a solution.”

Jackie’s lips curved, but the humor didn’t reach her eyes. “There are too many here who want to rush into something,” she murmured. “Either a fight or a compromise. Lila is ready to go to war, and I think Doug would sell his own boots if it kept the peace another week.” Jackie’s fingers brushed Taylor’s hand. “What about you?” she asked. “Where do you land?”

Hesitating, Taylor searched for the right words. “I don’t want to be the one who blinks first,” she said slowly. “But I’ve seen what happens when you underestimate men like Ferrari. He won’t stop at trade routes. He’ll want control, and once he’s inside the door, it’s hard to get him out.”

“So we hold the line,” Jackie said quietly. “We build alliances, share information, and don’t let fear make our choices for us.”

Taylor nodded, feeling a flicker of warmth toward her wife. “That’s why you’re here,” she said. “You say it better than I ever could.”


Chapter Eighteen



Laura realized she couldn’t wait any longer. Henry’s cough had grown worse, leaving him pale and limp under his quilt. Each fit had him gasping, eyes squeezed shut, hands clutching the faded edge of the blanket. Laura sat beside him, her heart a tight, aching knot. She pressed a cool cloth to his forehead, counted his breaths, and listened for the whistle in his chest. The fever hadn’t broken. It was rising. She had done everything she had ever learned to do for a sick child, including willow bark tea, but nothing touched it. A glance out the window showed the sun dropping lower and shadows growing long across the yard. She had hoped Sam would be back by now and she tried not to let the worry spiral.

“Henry,” she whispered. “I’ll be right back. I need more cool water.” The boy didn’t respond, and Laura felt tears burn her eyes. Walking to the kitchen, her hands shaking, Laura found Heather and Shauna sitting at the table, their faces pinched with worry. Heather’s hands were wrapped tight around a wooden horse Henry had given her last Christmas. Shauna’s eyes were red, but Laura knew she hadn’t cried since the morning, when Henry’s coughing woke them both.

Laura knelt beside them, steadying her voice. “I need to take Henry to the hospital,” she said. “He’s not getting better, and I can’t wait for Sam to get home.”

Heather nodded, lips pressed thin. “Will he be okay?”

Laura brushed a strand of hair from the girl’s cheek. “He’s strong, but I will find Anna, and she will know what to do. I need you both to stay here and be brave for me,” she said. “Only go outside to feed the animals and get water. And—” Her voice caught, and she took a deep breath. “If you hear the animals getting upset, stay inside.”

Shauna’s chin trembled, but she nodded fiercely. “We’ll take care of everything,” she whispered. “Even Hercules.”

Laura smiled, proud of her girls, despite her worry. “Thank you. I’m sure Sam will be home soon. I am leaving her a note, so she knows what I’ve done.” She kissed the top of both their heads before standing to go saddle Honey.

In the barn, her horse stood quietly in her stall, ears flicking as Laura approached. Lester nickered, but Laura ran a calming hand down his neck. “You’ll stay here, big guy,” she murmured, wishing she felt confident enough to take the bigger, stronger horse, but she didn’t dare risk her ability to control him. Cinnamon wasn’t an option either, with a newborn to feed. So, she saddled Honey, double-checking every strap and buckle, her fingers clumsy with nerves.

Back inside, she wrapped Henry in a blanket and coaxed him upright. He was weak, his head lolling against her shoulder as she half-carried, half-walked him outside. “We’re going to see Anna,” she whispered. “Hold on, Henry. Hold on for me.” He didn’t answer, but his arms tightened around her neck. Heather and Shauna stood in the doorway, watching with wide, solemn eyes. “We’ll be back as soon as we can. Now, go inside and lock the doors.”

Once the girls did as she asked, Laura lifted Henry onto Honey’s back, then climbed up behind him, tucking him close to her chest. The horse shifted, sensing the tension, but Laura kept her seat steady, one arm wrapped tightly around Henry, and the other holding the reins. The daylight was slowly fading, and she knew they would run out of light long before she reached Astoria, but waiting no longer felt like an option.

Dinner at the Pendleton Armory had been, if not exactly joyous, at least a reprieve. The food was hearty, consisting of fresh-baked bread and a rare treat of pasta with a flavorful red sauce. Jackie found herself surprised by how much she enjoyed it. The delegates, for the most part, had respected the request to set business aside for a meal. Laughter even broke out at the far end of the table, where Sue Tagan told a story about a runaway goat and a very unlucky mayor. For a little while, the world outside the armory’s brick walls faded.

As the meal wound down and people began drifting toward the doors, Taylor excused herself to fetch their coats. Jackie lingered by the table when one of the less vocal members of the summit materialized at her elbow. It was Frankie O’Dell, representing what he called the ‘Cascadia Free Zones.’

“Ms. Scott,” he said, dipping his head with an almost shy smile. “Mind if I walk with you and your chief of police?”

Jackie glanced at him. Frankie’s eyes sparkled, blue-green and sincere. A black beard covered most of his face, and his hair was long, but neat. “Of course,” Jackie said, matching his smile. “Just Jackie, please.”

Taylor reappeared with their coats draped over one arm. She gave Frankie a polite nod, and the three of them stepped outside into the cool night air toward the hotel where all the delegates stayed. The street was quiet, and lanterns already glowed in some of the hotel windows. Frankie fell easily into step between them.

“Good meal, wasn’t it?” he said, shoving his hands into his pockets. “Made me miss the old days. I used to work kitchens here and there. Pasco, Baker City, even a little time as far south as Winnemucca, before the world all went sideways. These days, finding regular meals is tricky.”

Jackie smiled. “Still, it seems you’re doing better than most.”

He returned her smile, his teeth surprisingly white against the darkness of his beard. “Yes, the Cascadia Free Zones have advantages. It’s not all anarchy and wild barter,” he said. “We’ve got something of a council. Although, mostly it’s whoever shows up and doesn’t try to burn the place down.”

Taylor nodded. “At least it sounds somewhat democratic.”

Frankie shrugged. “It’s something. I like to think of it as ‘collaborative survival.’ People come and go. It’s hard to sustain anything permanent.” They reached the front of the hotel. Frankie slowed, toeing a crack in the sidewalk. “But from what I hear, you two seem to have it figured out in Astoria. Structure, order, and leadership that isn’t afraid to get its hands dirty, but you don’t squeeze too tight. That’s rare.” He lifted his head and met Jackie’s eyes. “You’ve built something important.”

Tilting her head, Jackie watched him carefully. “You sound like you’ve got a lot on your mind.”

Frankie shrugged, the smile never fully leaving. “Maybe I do. Maybe I’m simply enjoying the company.” He looked at Taylor. “So, what about you, Chief? You think this Ferrari situation is as dire as they say?”

Taylor’s gaze was steady. “I think it’s dangerous to underestimate a man who wants to build an empire out of ashes.”

Frankie nodded, his eyes thoughtful. “But you don’t strike me as the type to go looking for a fight.”

“No,” Taylor replied. “But I know when one’s coming.”

Scratching his beard, Frankie chuckled, the sound soft and genuine. “I’ll drink to that, if anyone can spare a bottle.” He turned to Jackie again. “And you’re a bridge-builder, so I imagine you’d want to avoid a fight.”

“Yes,” Jackie said without hesitation. “I would prefer some sort of diplomacy over guns.”

For a beat, no one said anything, and then Frankie rocked back on his heels. “But sometimes bridges get burned, Ms. Scott, no matter how careful you are. Would you be ready for that?”

Jackie felt a prickle of unease. “If I had to be,” she said slowly. “And you? Where do you stand, Frankie?”

The man spread his hands, palms up, as if displaying a handful of cards. “I stand with the people who give me the best odds. That’s the honest truth.” For a moment, something tired crept into his eyes. “But I’d like to see a world that doesn’t belong to men like Ferrari, or the ones who’d sell out their neighbors for a safe bed.” Then, his smile returned. “Maybe we can figure it out tomorrow. Goodnight, Jackie. Goodnight, Taylor.” Without another word, he walked through the hotel’s front door.

Touching Jackie’s elbow, Taylor held them in place until Frankie was out of earshot. “He’s an interesting one.”

Jackie let out a long breath before nodding. “He is,” she said. “I can’t decide if he’s good, or dangerous or just… lost.”

Taylor offered her arm, and Jackie took it as they started into the hotel. “He’s all three, perhaps,” Taylor said. “But he’s not our problem yet. I have a sense he will go whichever way the wind blows.”

Inside, the hotel was warm, and Jackie followed Taylor down the hall to their guestroom. Once inside, she sat on the edge of the bed, kicking off her shoes. “He reminds me of people I used to hire at the magazine. Always smart, and charming, and also always looking for the next angle.”

Taylor sat beside her, close enough that their shoulders touched. “You’re worried.”

Nodding, Jackie rubbed her hands together. “He’s the kind of man who survives by never choosing a side, but when it comes to Ferrari, that might not work.”

Taylor took Jackie’s hand, her grip warm and familiar. “We’ll keep our eyes open,” she said. “But don’t let him get under your skin tonight.”

Jackie leaned into her. “I won’t.” She tried to let it go, to focus on the quiet, on the warmth of Taylor’s hand, on the simple comfort of being together in a world that was anything but simple.

After talking her way past the deputy manning the front desk at the station, Meg balanced a canvas basket in her hands as she nudged open the door to the office Grace was using. Careful not to spill the contents, she slipped inside. Grace sat behind her desk, shoulders hunched, with her uniform jacket draped over the back of her chair. Her eyes flicked up from a document she was reading as Meg stepped in, and for a moment, the tension in her face eased.

“I know it’s late, but I brought you dinner,” Meg said, holding up the basket. “Let me guess, you haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

With a sigh, Grace shook her head. “Haven’t had a chance.” She gestured at the stacks of papers littering the desk. “Greg’s been in twice. Anna sent another update. The numbers are…” She trailed off, mouth tight.

Meg set the basket on the desk and unpacked it. A plate of grilled salmon, a bag of dried zucchini chips, a small wedge of cheddar cheese, and a thermos of herbal tea. “Eat,” she said, her tone brooking no argument. “You can’t run a town on nerves and an empty stomach.”

Grace managed a tired smile. “You’re right, as always.”

“I’ll remember you said that,” Meg said, pouring tea into the mug Grace had clearly abandoned hours ago. Perched on the edge of the desk, she sat close enough to touch if Grace needed it, but not crowding. She watched as Grace took a bite of the fish and chewed, her jaw working through more than only the food. “How bad are things?”

Grace swallowed, then pushed a sheet of paper toward Meg. “Twenty-four confirmed cases. Four more probable. Anna says if it keeps spreading at this rate, we’ll have a full-blown crisis by week’s end.” She hesitated then added, “And deaths.”

Concerned, Meg let out a slow breath. “And Greg?”

“He has more demands every time he visits,” Grace said, shaking her head, clearly beyond frustrated. “He wants to put up permanent gates at the main roads. Impose a curfew, shut down the Saturday Farmers Market, the works.” Her lips thinned. “He nearly called for a vote today, but I made him rethink it. For now.”

Meg laid a hand on Grace’s arm. “You held the line.”

“I tried.” Grace’s voice was soft, the steel in it worn thin. “But I know he’s rallying people. They’re scared. I can’t blame them, but if we turn this place into a fortress, we’ll lose more than we save.”

“You’re right,” Meg said. “But you can’t do it alone.”

“I’m not. I have staff,” Grace said, and for a moment, her eyes met Meg’s, vulnerable and open. “But I feel like I am sometimes.”

Meg leaned in, lowering her voice. “Then call Taylor and Jackie. Let them know what’s happening.”

Grace shook her head. “They need to focus on the summit. If they get distracted, if they start worrying about Astoria, they’ll lose ground. We need them to come back with allies, not regrets.”

Studying the woman she loved for a long moment, Meg finally nodded. “All right. You’re the one who has to make that decision.”

For a beat, Grace’s fingers traced the rim of her tea mug. “I hate this,” she whispered. “I hate feeling like every decision is a choice between bad and worse.”

Meg slid off the desk and knelt beside Grace’s chair, her hands gentle as she took Grace’s in hers. “You don’t have to be perfect. You are doing the best you can. That’s what matters.”

For a long moment, Grace simply held Meg’s hand. “Thank you,” she finally said.

“I wish I could do more,” Meg replied quietly. “I hate watching you carry all of this.”

“You do more than you know,” Grace said. “You keep me upright.”

Meg pressed a kiss to Grace’s knuckles. “Then lean on me,” she murmured. “Now and always.”


Chapter Nineteen



Sam knew something was wrong the moment she cleared the last stand of trees and saw the farmhouse dark except for the faintest glow from the kitchen window. Lady trotted at her side, tongue lolling, coat flecked with mud from the trek home. Sam’s legs ached from the quick pace she set, but as she approached the house, the ache vanished, replaced by a cold knot in her gut.

Passing by the barn, she noticed it was closed up tight, and on instinct, she went inside. Lester was there. He looked up at her arrival, ears flicking. Then Cinnamon put her head over the stall’s door. There was no sign of Honey. Sam’s heart hammered as she stepped closer to the mare and glanced past her. Hercules sat in the hay in the corner, open-eyed and curious. With another step, Sam confirmed that Laura’s horse was gone. Where would Laura have taken her? she wondered. What has happened?

Forcing herself to move slowly, deliberately, as if not rushing might somehow keep the worst at bay, she pushed open the back door of the house. The kitchen was neat as always, but empty. The dishes stacked, the pots rinsed and left to dry, and a note propped against a mug on the table. Sam’s hands shook as she reached for it, recognizing Laura’s handwriting.

Sam,

I took Henry to see Anna. He’s coughing and can’t seem to stop. I’ll be back as soon as I can. I love you,

Laura

The words blurred for a moment, and Sam swallowed a surge of fear. She read the note again, slower, willing herself to focus. Laura wouldn’t have left unless there was no other choice. Henry must have been bad. Really bad. A soft sound made Sam turn. Heather and Shauna stood in the doorway, eyes wide and frightened. Shauna clutched her doll to her chest, and Heather hovered close.

“Sam?” Heather’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Is Henry going to die?”

The question hit Sam like a blow. She crossed to them, dropping to her knees so she could look them in the eye. “No,” she said, forcing her voice to stay steady. “Laura’s with him. Anna will know what to do. They’re going to be okay.”

Shauna sniffed, her lower lip trembling. “Are you going to go get them?”

Sam nodded. “I am,” she said. “But I need you both to stay here. Lady will stay with you and keep you safe.” She glanced at the dog, who had come to stand beside the girls. “Lock the doors. Don’t open them for anyone but me or Laura. You understand?”

Heather nodded, but her eyes were glassy with tears. “What if the bear comes back?”

Pushing away her fear, Sam forced a smile. “Lady will scare him off. I think he’s more afraid of you than you are of him.” She hugged them both, holding them close for a long moment. “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” she whispered. “You be brave for me.”

They nodded, and Sam stood, her movements brisk now. She grabbed her coat and her rifle. In the barn, she saddled Lester with practiced speed, her hands steady even as her mind raced. She led the big horse into the yard. The moon had risen, painting the fields in silver and shadow. Glancing back once, she saw the girls’ faces pressed to the window. Sam raised a hand, then swung into the saddle, the leather creaking under her weight. She pressed her heels to Lester’s sides, and he surged forward, eagerly as if sensing her urgency.

The night swallowed her as she rode, the rhythm of hoofbeats pounding in her chest. She pictured Laura riding this same road, Henry slumped against her, his breath ragged, and the darkness closing in. Sam pushed Lester harder, the wind stinging her eyes. Let them be safe, she prayed. Let Henry hold on. Let Laura know she isn’t alone. She would find them and help. Bending low over Lester’s neck, she urged him faster. Hold on. I’m coming.

The world had narrowed to the low, endless groan of the wind against the tent walls and the coughs. Always the coughs. Anna moved through the dim, lantern-lit aisle, clipboard in hand, although she could barely read her own notes anymore. Her feet throbbed inside her shoes. Her back ached, but she moved from cot to cot, checking pulses, listening for breath, and murmuring comfort.

It was deep night now, the kind that made everything feel suspended, as if the rest of the world had vanished and only this patch of canvas and misery remained. Devan had been holding steady for hours, Roslyn curled at his side, reading to him. Anna had checked his lungs, given him sips of water, and wiped his brow. She had even managed an encouraging smile for Roslyn, a promise she hoped she could keep. But now, as she approached the cot again, she saw the change before she reached them. Roslyn was crying, her hands shaking Devan by the shoulder. “Devan, sweetheart, wake up,” she said. “Please, baby. Wake up.”

Anna’s heart stuttered. She set the clipboard down with a trembling hand and kneeled, reaching for Devan’s wrist. His skin was hot, his breath coming in shallow, uneven gasps. “Devan,” Anna said. “Open your eyes for me.” She pressed her fingers to his pulse. It was too fast, too weak. “Come on, Devan. Come on.”

Roslyn’s sobs grew sharper. “He won’t wake up,” she said, panic in her tone. “Why won’t he wake up?”

Anna felt the world tilt, a sharp, dizzying spin. She called for a nurse, who was already hurrying over, and together they tried to rouse the boy. When Devan didn’t respond, Anna’s voice became a plea. “Stay with me, Devan. Stay here.” But the boy’s eyelids fluttered, and his body stayed limp.

Something inside Anna splintered. Her hands fell away, numb, as the nurse stepped in, taking over. “Anna,” the nurse said gently. “Maybe you should rest for a minute. I’ve got him. Please.”

Stumbling to her feet, barely aware of Roslyn’s frantic whispers, barely feeling the way her own hands shook, Anna backed out of the tent, the air outside colder than she expected. She made it three steps before her knees buckled, and she sat hard on the dew-wet grass. Her vision blurred and she pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes, trying to will herself steady, but the world spun faster, the wind roaring in her ears. Lexi, she thought. I need you.

Tears came then, hot and silent, slipping down her cheeks as she tried to remember the last time she’d slept, or the last time she’d eaten more than a crust of bread. She thought of Joe’s small hands, the smell of his hair. She thought of Lexi’s arms and the comforting feel when Anna put her head on her wife’s shoulder. She thought of all the people in the tents, each one waiting for her to be strong enough to save them.

Trying to stand, Anna’s legs wouldn’t hold her. She felt herself tipping sideways, the world smearing at the edges. Somewhere, voices called her name. Hands caught her.

“Anna, it’s okay. We’ve got you,” someone said as they helped her into the closest tent. “Just rest for a minute.”

She tried to protest, to tell them she had to get back, that Devan needed her, that Roslyn was alone, but the words tangled in her throat. There was the sound of a cot being dragged closer, and she felt a blanket pulled over her shoulders. Someone pressed a cup of water to her lips. She drank, choked, then let herself sink into the thin mattress, her body too heavy to move. Blurry faces hovered above her. “You have to rest, Anna,” someone said. “You can’t help anyone if you collapse.”

She tried to argue, but her mouth wouldn’t work. The world spun, and she let herself go, only for a moment, into the blackness that promised some relief.

The night pressed in on Laura like a weight. Henry was heavy in her arms, slumped against her chest, his head lolling with every quick step Honey took. Laura kept one arm wrapped around him, the other gripping the reins tightly, fingers aching from the strain. Her thighs burned from holding herself steady in the saddle, but she didn’t dare shift her grip for fear he might slide right off.

“Only a little longer, Henry,” she whispered against his hair, though she had no idea if he heard her. His breath was shallow, hot and wet against her collarbone. Every so often he coughed. It was a sound that tore through the silence and left him limp, trembling, his hands clutching at her sleeve. She wanted to cry, to scream, to rage at the darkness for not giving her even one clear sign of how much farther they had to go.

She tried to remember the twists of the road. Tried to remember how many more dips and rises before the first lanterns of Astoria might appear, but the night was disorienting, the world reduced to the circle of cold air around them and the rhythmic sway of Honey’s tired gait. The moon was hidden behind clouds, and Laura’s eyes strained to make sense of every shadow. “Stay with me, Henry,” she murmured, shifting him higher. “Don’t fall asleep.”

He let out a weak sound, more sigh than answer, and Laura felt panic surge in her chest. She pressed her lips to his forehead, willing her own strength into him. “You’re so brave,” she whispered, her voice cracking. “You’re the bravest boy I know.” A branch snapped somewhere to the left, and Laura’s heart leaped into her throat. For a moment, she froze, every muscle tight, waiting for the telltale crash of a bear moving through the underbrush, but the woods stayed still. The only sound was Henry’s labored breathing. Blinking hard, she fought back tears. There was no time for tears. There was nothing but pushing forward.

Suddenly, there was a new sound. Hoofbeats. Laura’s blood went cold. She twisted in the saddle, squinting into the darkness, fear warring with desperate hope. Please, she prayed. Please, let it be you.

“Laura!” The voice cut through the night, ragged with worry and so achingly familiar that Laura nearly sobbed with relief. She turned fully, and out of the shadows, Sam came riding Lester.

“Sam,” she called back, her voice barely more than a gasp.

Sam reined in beside them, swinging down before Lester had even fully stopped. In the dim light, Laura saw the fear, the exhaustion, and then the fierce determination in Sam’s eyes. “Are you okay? Is he—?”

“He’s bad, Sam. I can’t keep him awake.” Laura’s voice shook. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

Sam’s arms were already reaching for Henry. “You did everything right,” she said. She slid her hands under Henry’s arms, cradling him as she lifted him off Honey’s back with a gentleness that made Laura’s throat ache. Henry stirred, coughed, but didn’t wake. Sam pressed her cheek to his hair. “It’s okay, Henry. I’m here. We’re almost there.”

Laura dismounted, her legs nearly giving out when her boots hit the ground. She reached for Sam, needing to feel the warmth of her body, and the steadiness of her grip. For a moment, she let herself lean in, just long enough to catch her breath.

Sam glanced at her, as if reading everything Laura didn’t say out loud. “We’ll get him to Anna,” she promised. “We’re not stopping. Not for anything.” Together, they shifted Henry’s weight, so he sat in front of Sam on Lester’s broad back, and behind them, Laura mounted Honey. Sam wrapped one arm around Henry, the other gripping the reins, and turned Lester toward Astoria.


Chapter Twenty



Anna woke to the pressure of a hand on her shoulder and a voice calling her name. For a moment, she couldn’t place where she was. Her exhaustion had blurred the world, but then the sharp smell of disinfectant and the distant coughs brought her back. One of the quarantine volunteers leaned over her, eyes wide behind his mask.

“Anna. You need to come,” he said. “It’s Laura Kennedy and Sam Quinn. They are at the gate with their boy, Henry. He’s bad. They won’t let anyone else touch him. They’re asking for you.”

Anna’s heart stuttered. She sat up too quickly, the world tilting before snapping into focus. Pale sunrise filtered through the canvas, and she was surprised by how long she had slept. Swinging her legs off the cot, she ignored the throb in her head and the ache in her bones. “Tell them I’m coming. Get a cot ready and water. I’ll be there in a minute.”

Forcing herself upright, she scrubbed her face with trembling hands. She caught a glimpse of herself in the polished metal of a lantern. Too many sleepless hours had left dark shadows under eyes and hollows in her cheeks. None of it mattered. Only Henry. She hurried toward the main gate, her breath coming fast. She saw them at once. Laura and Sam, with Henry, limp in Sam’s arms, his face so pale it made Anna’s stomach clench.

“Anna,” Laura said. “Please. He’s barely breathing. We tried to keep him awake—”

Anna reached for Henry, her hands steady, all the chaos inside her funneled into focus. She pressed her fingers to his neck, and felt the fluttery, thready pulse. “We’ll take him straight inside,” she said. “Laura, you come with me. Sam, go home. Take care of Shauna and Heather. Monitor everyone for cough or fever, especially yourself.”

Sam shook her head, jaw set. “I want to stay—”

“You can’t,” Anna said gently. “You’ve got two other children depending on you. If you get sick or they get sick, I need you to let me know. No delays, Sam. Please.”

For a moment, Sam looked like she might argue, but then her shoulders slumped. She helped transfer Henry to Laura’s arms, the two women holding each other’s gaze, so much passing between them without a word. Sam brushed a trembling hand through Henry’s hair and then pulled Laura into a fierce, desperate hug. “You bring him home,” Sam whispered. “Both of you.”

Laura nodded, eyes shining with tears. “I will. I promise.”

Sam hesitated, then pressed a kiss to Henry’s forehead and Laura’s cheek, before backing away. Anna watched her go, the weight of responsibility settling heavier on her shoulders. “Come with me,” Anna said, turning to Laura. “Let’s get him inside.”

They hurried through the gate, Anna calling for a nurse and a volunteer to help. They laid Henry quietly on one of the empty cots in the first tent, not far from Devan and Roslyn. Anna kneeled beside him, checking his pulse, his breathing, and the fever burning through his skin. He is so small, she thought. So much smaller than I remember. She glanced at Laura, who hovered at his side, one hand clutching his. “Laura, I need you to sit with him,” Anna said quietly. “He’ll need you when he wakes.”

Laura nodded, her jaw set, her eyes never leaving Henry’s face. Anna looked around. There were more cots now, more coughing, and feverish bodies. The tent was nearly full. The air was heavy with fear and the sour smell of illness.

Anna felt the old, familiar dread rise up, threatening to choke her, but she pushed it down, forcing herself to focus on Henry and the task at hand. She brushed his hair back from his forehead, listening to the wet rattle in his lungs. “You’re a tough kid,” she whispered. “You hang on for me, Henry. Hang on for Laura. For Sam.”

“Thank you, Anna,” Laura whispered.

Squeezing Laura’s hand, Anna let her own fear show for a moment. “We’ll do everything we can,” she promised. “He’s not alone. Neither are you.”

Taylor felt the shift in the air before she even entered the armory’s main hall. The delegates’ voices were sharper, echoing off the high brick walls. A few huddled in tight knots by the windows, heads bent close together. Others sat rigidly at the long horseshoe table. Jackie moved beside her, making no comment, her notes clutched tightly in her hand.

As Taylor took her seat, Mayor Carla Whitaker from Pendleton stood. “Let’s call this session to order,” she said. “It’s clear some of us felt the need to meet last night. I’d appreciate it if those delegates would share what was so urgent it couldn’t wait for the group.”

A ripple of discomfort moved through the room. Frankie O’Dell, beard neatly combed, rose and smiled with practiced ease. “No secrets, just concern,” he said. “Some of us believe we can’t keep talking in circles. The Ferrari question needs action. We propose sending an emissary south. Someone to meet the man himself. Find out his intentions before we start building walls or stockpiling arms.”

Doug Smith from the coast scowled. “So you want to walk into the lion’s den and ask him nicely if he plans to invade?”

Frankie shrugged. “I’d rather know what we’re facing than guess. Don’t you?”

Sarah McKnight leaned forward, her jaw tight. “That’s not diplomacy, that’s suicide,” she said. “You don’t negotiate with men like Ferrari. You prepare for them.”

“But we’re not prepared,” Lila Mendez snapped. “We don’t have the numbers, the ammo, or the food stores to withstand a siege. If we antagonize him, if we even look like we’re organizing against him, he’ll come at us twice as hard.”

Cody Blair held up a hand. “Or maybe he only wants to trade,” he offered. “Maybe he’s not interested in war. We don’t know. That’s the point. We’re fighting a shadow.”

Frankie nodded. “Exactly,” he said. “An emissary isn’t surrendering. It’s information. We’re not talking about sending a peace offering. We’re talking about getting facts.”

There was a brief, charged silence before Brian Chu spoke up. “And who decides what’s said?” he asked. “Who keeps that person safe? What if Ferrari takes them hostage, sends them back with an ultimatum, or worse?”

Taylor felt Jackie shift in her chair. “We’d have to draft a clear mandate,” Jackie said. “The emissary would be authorized to listen, not to promise anything on our behalf. And we’d need a contingency plan if things go sideways.”

Across the table, Reverend June Mathers interjected. “If we let fear dictate every move, we’ll never build anything lasting. I support sending an emissary but only if they are chosen by this body, and only if they report back to all of us, not only a select few.”

Listening, Taylor weighed every word. She felt Jackie’s eyes on her, but she kept her gaze on the table, thinking through the arguments. Mayor Whitaker rapped her knuckles on the wood. “Sounds like we’re split. Let’s take it to a vote,” she said. “All in favor of sending an emissary to Las Vegas, raise your hand.”

After a beat, Taylor raised her hand. She saw Jackie’s hand lift too. Around the table, hands rose and stayed down in nearly equal measure. Martha Cordell, the coordinator, counted quickly. “Ten for, eight against. The motion carries by a hair.”

There was a hum of tension, not everyone was happy, and Taylor cleared her throat, wanting to keep the discussion moving forward. “We need to determine who goes.”

Immediately, Mayor Whitaker nodded. “It should be someone with experience. Someone who won’t be cowed by threats.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Taylor saw Jackie’s jaw clench, but her wife said nothing. Frankie rose from his chair. “I’ll go.” The room stilled.

Suddenly, Taylor felt Jackie’s eyes on her, sharp and pleading. Her hand found Taylor’s under the table, squeezing hard. The message was clear: Don’t you dare. Not this time, but Taylor pressed on. “I’d like to volunteer as well. I have experience with—”

Frankie cut her off with an easy smile. “With respect, Chief Barnes, I travel alone. I’m used to slipping in and out of dangerous places,” he said. “A delegation draws attention. One man, just another trader, another survivor, can get farther, ask more questions, and leave less of a trail.”

Taylor’s voice was even. “That’s not our way. We don’t send people out to face men like Ferrari alone. If you get in trouble—”

Frankie spread his hands. “If I get in trouble, it’s my neck. Not the reputation of this table. You send a militia leader or a mayor or someone like that, and you risk the whole alliance being seen as hostile. I’m nobody. That’s my value.”

Mayor Whitaker spoke up. “You’ll still be given a charter. What you can and can’t say, and what you’re authorized to offer. This isn’t a freelance mission, Mr. O’Dell.”

“Of course,” Frankie said, bowing his head. “But you have to realize it may be best if I handle this covertly. I’ll take your words, but if being undercover is safer, that’s what I will do. But regardless, I’ll bring back whatever I can.”

“If that’s the case, we will need a way to send coded messages,” Lila Mendez said. “We will need a plan for that too.”

Clearly unconvinced, Brian pressed. “And what if he tries to buy you off, or send a fake message meant to divide us?”

Frankie grinned, the expression oddly sad. “Then you’ll know who you’re dealing with, won’t you?”

Taylor looked around the table. “If he’s going, he’ll need time to prepare. We’ll need a written charter and a code by tomorrow morning,” she said. “And if he doesn’t report back in less than a week, if anything seems off, we act as one. No hesitation.”

Slowly, the group nodded one by one. Frankie sat again, folding his hands. “I’ll wait for your instructions, then.”

As the meeting adjourned, the delegates drifted away in uneasy clusters. Taylor stayed seated, heart pounding, Jackie’s hand still wrapped in hers. She looked at her wife, tried to read the storm behind her eyes, and for the first time since arriving in Pendleton, wondered if they’d all voted for disaster.

Grace heard the crowd before she saw them. A restless knot of voices rising and falling a little beyond the edge of the town square. She and Meg rounded the corner and found at least thirty people clustered in front of City Hall. Greg Orion stood on the bottom step, his face flushed, one fist raised as he tried to command the crowd’s attention. “We can’t simply wait for this to get worse,” Greg’s voice said over the murmurs. “We need to act now. Close the roads, keep out anyone who might be sick. Who’s with me?”

A few voices shouted back in agreement. “Yes, close the roads,” one man said.

“It’s already in the town,” called another.

“We need a curfew and keep people inside at night,” a woman added.

The clamor grew as Greg pressed on, clearly emboldened by the scattered support. “If we don’t take control, we’ll be overrun by outsiders bringing more disease.”

Grace felt Meg shift beside her, tension radiating from every line of her body. She caught Meg’s eye, sending a silent promise that she had it under control. She stepped forward, letting the crowd part for her, her posture straight and her face calm. The noise ebbed as people recognized her, a ripple of relief and wariness passing through the group.

“Greg,” Grace called, her voice carrying easily. “Your heart’s in the right place. We all want to protect Astoria, but panic won’t save us. It never has.”

Greg turned, his expression flickering between challenge and uncertainty. “Major, with respect, waiting isn’t working. Every day, this gets worse. More illness. More patients. People are scared, and they should be. We need to do something concrete.”

Grace didn’t raise her voice, but the steel in it was unmistakable. “Concrete is not the same as rash. We are screening at intake. We’re isolating the sick, supporting families, and keeping the lines of communication open,” she explained. “If we close the roads, we cut off supplies, medicine, and the chance for families to reunite. If we impose a curfew, we risk sowing more fear and turning neighbor against neighbor.”

A woman near the front, clutching a toddler, spoke up. “But what if it’s not enough? My son’s coughing. What if it’s already too late?”

“I know you’re scared,” Grace said, letting her gaze soften a little. “I am too, but shutting ourselves off is how we lose who we are. Astoria stands because we help each other, not because we hide.”

A murmur swept through the crowd, some heads nodding, others still wary. Greg squared his shoulders, but his voice had lost its edge. “So we just wait? Hope it passes?”

“We don’t wait,” Grace said. “We stay vigilant. We follow Anna and Dr. Ambrose’s protocols. We help those who are sick and care for those who are afraid, but we do not let fear drive us apart.”

For a moment, it seemed Greg might push back again, but he looked at the crowd and the fight seemed to drain from him. “Fine,” he muttered. “We’ll do it your way. For now.”

Nodding, Grace felt the knot in her chest loosening a fraction. “Thank you. All of you. Now, go home,” she said. “Check on your neighbors. Wash your hands. If you feel sick, stay isolated. If it gets worse, go to the hospital. We’ll get through this, but only if we do it together.”

People began to disperse, some with grateful sighs, while others continued to cast anxious glances at Greg. Grace let herself exhale, feeling Meg step closer, but before she could retreat, another voice rang out.

It was smooth, warm, and practiced. “Friends, if I may?” The Pathfinder slipped through the thinning crowd, dapper as ever in his black coat. He smiled, radiating concern and confidence in equal measure. “I know these are frightening times,” he said, his hands open and placating. “But you needn’t worry. There are remedies. Ancient, proven, and safe. I have already begun preparing special inoculations. A simple tonic, drawn from the wisdom of generations, to fortify the body against all manner of illness, even this one.”

A hush fell, and Grace saw curiosity and desperation mingling on every face. “You’ll find me at the Northern Lights,” he continued. “No pressure, of course. But if you wish to protect your family, if you want peace of mind, come see me. I’ll be ready.”

Grace felt her jaw tighten as fury and helplessness collided in her chest. “That’s enough,” she said. “We have doctors. We have a protocol. The best way to protect your family is to listen to Anna Scott and Dr. Ambrose. Not to buy magic potions.”

The Pathfinder’s smile never faltered. “Of course, Major. No one is forced. I simply offer a choice.” He tipped his hat, melting away into the crowd as quickly as he’d appeared.


Chapter Twenty-One



Standing outside the quarantine fence, Lexi clutched a folded letter in her hand. Through the chain link, she thought she caught a glimpse of Anna moving between tents but held herself back from calling the woman’s name. People were sick, trying to rest and recover, and Lexi’s desperate yelling wouldn’t help. Instead, she pressed the note into the gloved hand of one of the young soldiers at the gate. “Please,” she said, her chest tight with emotion. “Make sure she gets it.” The soldier nodded and Lexi let herself watch for Anna for another second, then turned away.

Walking toward town with her head down and jaw tight, Lexi’s mind spun with scary scenarios she had no control over. By the time she reached the Northern Lights saloon, her hands shook, not only from cold but from the brittle edge of nerves. She paused at the door, drawing a slow breath, then pushed inside. The place was half-full, but Lexi suspected it was quieter than usual. She had only been there a few times since it opened months ago, but the usual laughter and music she remembered had been replaced by low, anxious murmurs. Glancing at the bar, Jeramy, the owner, nodded at her. Lexi managed a small smile, then scanned the room.

Meg and Cyd sat at a table near the hearth, the two of them trying to look casual. Cyd’s eyes flicked to Lexi, then to the corner where the Pathfinder had set up his little kingdom. He sat at a polished table, a velvet-lined box open before him, rows of small amber bottles gleaming in the lamplight. People hovered nearby. Some looked curious, some desperate, all wary. Lexi squared her shoulders and crossed the room. She let herself move slower than usual, shoulders slumped, the weight of real exhaustion easy to summon. The Pathfinder spotted her as she approached. He rose smoothly, bowing his head. “Ms. Scott, isn’t it? I’m honored.”

Lexi managed a wan smile. “Just Lexi,” she said. “I heard you might have something… for how I feel.”

The man gestured to the empty chair across from him. “Of course. Please, sit.” His tone was gentle, practiced concern in every syllable. “What brings you to me today?”

Sitting, Lexi folded her hands in her lap so he wouldn’t see them tremble. “I—” She swallowed, letting the truth bleed into the lie. “I haven’t been sleeping. My heart races. I can’t concentrate. I feel… heavy. Like I’m always holding my breath.” She looked away, letting her voice go quiet. “As I am sure you know, my wife Anna’s so busy with the sick… I didn’t want to bother her, but I can’t stop thinking about what if she gets sick. Or someone at the farm, like one of the children. It’s too much.”

The Pathfinder’s eyes softened. “You’re carrying a lot of the weight, Ms. Scott,” he said. “It’s no wonder you’re worn down. You must care for yourself, or you’ll have nothing left for those you love.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Opening another velvet box behind him, the man selected a small bottle and set it before her. “This is a fortifying tonic. Ancient roots, wild honey, and a mixture of herbs I dried myself. It calms the heart, clears the mind, and strengthens the body’s defenses. I’ve seen it help others in your position. People who can’t afford to fall.”

Picking up the bottle, Lexi turned it in her hands. “Does it… really work?”

“I wouldn’t offer it if it didn’t,” the Pathfinder said with a warm and reassuring smile. “Drink a spoonful in the morning and at night. You’ll feel the difference in a day or two, and if you do, please tell others. I only want to help.”

Lexi hesitated, letting her doubts flicker across her face. “I hope you’re right. Because I’m out of ideas.”

He leaned in, lowering his voice. “Sometimes, hope is enough, but just in case, take this medicine to be sure.”

Nodding, Lexi pressed a silver dime into his palm. “Thank you,” she whispered, and stood, tucking the bottle into her coat pocket. She didn’t look back as she walked to the door, but she felt the eyes on her—the Pathfinder’s, the townspeople’s, Meg’s and Cyd’s. She let her shoulders slump, let her steps falter enough to be believable.

Outside, she drew a shaky breath, shoved the bottle deeper into her pocket, and started down the street, the echo of the Pathfinder’s words still in her head. “I’ve seen it help others in your position. People who can’t afford to fall.” Slumping her shoulders against the wind, Lexi wondered for a tiny moment what it would be like if the man’s words were true.

Meg watched Lexi disappear through the saloon door and tried to keep her posture casual, but her whole body was tense. Cyd, slouched beside her with arms crossed and eyes sharp, flicked a glance at Meg.

“She didn’t even flinch,” Cyd muttered. “And he bought it.”

“Of course he did,” Meg said in a whisper. “She’s exhausted, but she’s still Lexi Scott. She could sell sand to the Sahara if she had to.”

Cyd snorted, but her gaze was fixed on the Pathfinder, who was already turning his charm on the next anxious customer. “He’s got half the town eating out of his hand,” she said. “If this doesn’t work—”

“It will,” Meg murmured. “We just have to make sure the story spreads the right way.” She finished her cider, barely tasting it, and stood. “Let’s go. If we linger too long, he’ll know we’re watching.”

They slipped out the back of the saloon and found Lexi waiting beneath the long branches of an alder, her hands shoved deep into her coat pockets. She looked their way as they approached, her eyes ringed with fatigue but still clear.

“Well?” Meg asked.

Lexi pulled the bottle from her pocket and held it up. The tonic looked innocent and dangerous all at once. “He said it would fix everything,” she said. “I almost wanted to believe him. That’s the worst part.”

“Let me see,” Cyd said, holding out a hand. Lexi passed her the bottle without hesitation. Cyd uncorked it, sniffed, and wrinkled her nose. “Smells like honey and old socks.” She tipped it back, swallowing a mouthful. Meg tensed, but Cyd only made a face. “Not arsenic,” she said, wiping her mouth on her sleeve. “Unless it’s the slow kind.”

Lexi gave her a weak smile. “You’re braver than I am.”

Cyd shrugged. “I’ve put worse in my mouth. Besides, if you’re going to pull off a con, you need a good accomplice.”

Letting out a long breath, Meg felt the tension easing a fraction. “Thank you,” she said quietly, looking first at Cyd, then at Lexi. “Both of you. I know this isn’t easy.”

“I’m not doing it for me,” Lexi said. “I’m doing it for Anna. For everyone. The town’s scared. If this man keeps spinning lies, someone’s going to die because they believed him instead of going to Anna when it matters.”

Meg nodded. “You’re right, but we have to be smart. If the Pathfinder gets wind that we’re setting him up—”

“He won’t.” Cyd’s tone was certain. “He’s too full of himself. He’ll take credit for anything that looks like a miracle. We just have to make sure people hear about your ‘recovery’ before he does.”

“What if it backfires?” Lexi asked. “What if someone else gets hurt because they trust him after this?”

Stepping closer, Meg laid a hand on Lexi’s arm. “Then we double down,” she said. “We get Anna to speak out, loud and public. We get Jeramy to ban him from the saloon if we can. We make it clear that this is about protecting the town, not picking a fight.”

Cyd tossed the bottle back to Lexi. “And if all else fails, we run him out of town the old-fashioned way.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Meg said, but not hating the idea either.

Lexi drew in a slow breath. “All right. Tomorrow, I’ll start telling people I feel better. I’ll say the tonic worked wonders. That my energy’s back, the heaviness is gone, and I can sleep again. You two spread the word, but quietly. If he comes looking for me, I’ll play along.”

“You’ll make a great liar, Lexi,” Cyd said with a grin.

“That’s not a compliment,” Lexi said with a small smile. “But I’ll take it.”

Meg squeezed Lexi’s arm. “We’re with you,” she said. “Every step.”

Jackie closed the hotel room door behind her with more force than she intended, the latch clacking sharply in the quiet. She tossed her summit notes onto the desk, then stood for a moment, her hands braced on the back of the chair as she tried to steady her breathing. Her chest ached with a pressure she hadn’t let herself feel for hours. There was anger, fear, love, all tangled so tightly she could barely speak. She heard Taylor moving behind her, the soft rustle of a jacket coming off, and the familiar weight of boots on old wood. Jackie didn’t turn.

Taylor’s voice was gentle, but wary too. “You’re mad.”

Jackie let out a brittle laugh. “Mad? That’s one word for it.” She turned then, her eyes shining with unshed tears and something sharper. “You volunteered. You were going to go, Taylor. You were going to walk into Ferrari’s den like you had nothing to lose.”

Holding up her hands, palms out, Taylor tried to calm her. “Jackie—”

“No,” Jackie cut her off, her voice trembling. “Don’t. Don’t try to explain it away. You don’t get to be the hero every time. You don’t get to—” She broke off, pressing the heels of her hands to her eyes. “You could die, Taylor. You could leave me. You could leave all of us.” Taylor crossed the room in two strides, reaching for her, but Jackie stepped back. “I mean it. Let Frankie go. Let him be the hero this time. Let someone else take the risk. I can’t—” Her voice cracked, and the tears finally spilled over, hot and angry. “I can’t lose you. I can’t.”

Taylor’s face softened. “I wasn’t trying to scare you.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Jackie snapped, but her anger was already fading, replaced by a deep ache of worry. “You did.”

Reaching for her again, slower this time, Taylor touched Jackie’s arm. When Jackie didn’t move away, Taylor’s arms went around her, strong and steady as always, and Jackie let herself collapse into the embrace. She buried her face in Taylor’s neck, breathing in the scent of the woman she had come to love so much. Taylor’s hands stroked her back, and for a beat, Jackie held on as if she might drown. “I’m sorry,” Taylor whispered. “I just… when something like this comes up, I think about what I can do. How I can protect people. It’s a habit I can’t shake.”

Jackie pulled back enough to look her in the eye. “I know that. I love that about you,” she said. “But you don’t have to save the world alone. You have me. You have all of us. Let Frankie go. If he wants to play at being a lone wolf, let him. Let him take the risk.”

Taylor nodded, brushing a tear from Jackie’s cheek with her thumb. “I will. I promise. We’ll stay for the vote tomorrow, and then we’ll go home.”

Jackie closed her eyes, breathing out a shaky sigh. “Good. I want to go home. I want to sleep in our bed, in our house, with you beside me. I want things to be normal again.” She let out a humorless little laugh. “God, listen to me. I sound like a child.”

Shaking her head a little, Taylor smiled. “You sound like someone who’s tired. Someone who cares.”

Jackie managed a smile, her anger gone, replaced by an exhaustion she hadn’t realized was there. “I do love you, you know.”

Taylor kissed her forehead, then her lips, slow and lingering. “I love you too. More than anything.”

Leaning into her, Jackie let the warmth of Taylor’s arms anchor her. “Tomorrow,” Jackie whispered, her voice barely more than a breath. “We go home.”

Nodding, Taylor held her close. “Tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll send a message to Grace and let her know. Then we go, I promise.”


Chapter Twenty-Two



The canvas walls of the quarantine Army tent reflected the lantern light off the fabric, making the world outside seem impossibly far away. Laura sat on the edge of Henry’s cot, one hand resting on his forehead, the other folded tight in her lap. His breathing was easier than it had been the night before, still shallow, still raspy, but no longer a desperate battle for every breath. For now, at least, he slept.

Things were quieter than she expected. A few cots over, Devan lay curled under a faded quilt, his face flushed with fever but peaceful in sleep. Roslyn sat beside him, arms wrapped around her knees, her eyes fixed on the boy as if she could will him well by watching closely enough. For a long time, neither woman spoke. Laura listened to the rhythm of Henry’s breaths and the distant, muffled coughs from the other patients. She let her eyes wander over the tent’s seams, the way the wall moved with every gust of wind. She felt more adrift than she had in years.

Suddenly, Roslyn looked at her and gestured toward Henry. “He’s resting better today,” she whispered so as not to wake either boy.

Nodding, Laura’s own voice was barely above a breath. “Anna says the fever should break soon. If it does, he’ll be over the worst of it.” She didn’t say what would happen if it didn’t. There was a long silence, not quite awkward but full of things unsaid. Laura found herself searching for something to anchor herself to. “How’s Devan holding up?” she asked.

“He’s strong,” Roslyn said, her words wavering a little. “He’s always been strong. He had to be.” She offered a small, tired smile. “We both did.”

Laura hesitated, then shifted on the chair so she saw Roslyn more clearly. “I don’t know if you know this, but Henry… I found him in a house in Oregon City. He was a little older than Shauna is now. They were living with their uncle, if you can call it that…” She looked at Henry’s quiet face. “I don’t even know how he survived as long as he did.” Her voice caught, the memory pressing close as she refocused on Roslyn again. “He already sounded way too wise for his years.”

Roslyn’s eyes softened. “He’s lucky you found him.”

With a sigh, Laura shook her head. “I’m the lucky one,” she said. “He saved me, too. He and Shauna, and of course, Sam. They all gave me something to fight for when I wasn’t sure I could keep going.” She looked down at Henry, brushed a strand of hair from his damp forehead. “Sometimes, I still don’t know if I’m enough.”

“You are,” Roslyn said quietly, her certainty almost startling. “You’re here. That’s what matters.”

For a while, they simply listened to the boys breathe. Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the tent’s guy lines. Laura squeezed Henry’s hand, feeling the small, stubborn strength in his fingers even in sleep. “You said you and Devan had to be strong,” she murmured. “Where were you before all this?”

Glancing away, Roslyn’s eyes went distant, shadowed by memory. “Las Vegas,” she finally said. “After the world ended, it was… it became a kingdom for a bad man named Ferrari. He took over everything. The food, water, medicine, even the people.” Her voice grew quieter. “I was lucky to get out. We ran. Hid for months. I never thought we’d make it this far north. Never thought we’d be safe.” She laughed, a brittle sound. “Funny, isn’t it? You think you’ve outrun the worst of it, and then something as simple as a cough brings it all back.”

Laura’s heart twisted. “I’m sorry,” she said, and meant it.

“Don’t be,” Roslyn said with a shake of her head. “We’re here now, and if I’ve learned anything, it’s that you can’t outrun fear. You can only face it, one day at a time.” She glanced at Devan, then at Henry. “They deserve better than this world.”

Laura nodded, her throat tight. She thought of Sam, of the girls waiting at home, and of the lump she hadn’t told anyone about. She thought of all the ways she was afraid, and all the ways she kept going anyway. “They do,” she agreed softly. “And as long as I have anything left to give, I’ll fight for it. For all of us.”

Roslyn’s eyes glistened in the lantern light. “Me too.”

For a long moment, they sat together in the hush of the tent, two mothers holding vigil, their sons between them, the world narrowed to the rise and fall of small chests. The tent flap rustled, bringing a draft of cooler air. Anna slipped inside. She looked tired, with her hair pulled back in a messy knot, her eyes ringed with exhaustion, but her posture still radiated steadiness. She paused at the foot of Henry’s cot and offered Laura and Roslyn a small, tired smile. “Sorry to interrupt,” Anna said softly. “Just making rounds.”

Laura shifted, making room as Anna leaned over Henry. Her hands were gentle as she pressed her palm to his forehead, then checked the pulse at his wrist. She listened to his breathing for a long moment, her brow furrowed in concentration. Laura watched her, grateful for the calm Anna brought with her, and the way she seemed to draw the chaos out of the air simply by being present.

“He’s improved,” Anna said at last. “It feels like the fever’s down a little. Lungs sound clearer than yesterday. That’s a good sign.”

“Thank you,” Laura said, trembling with relief. “Thank you, Anna. For everything.”

Anna’s eyes met hers, and for a moment, Laura saw the exhaustion behind the woman’s calm. “You don’t have to thank me,” Anna said, her smile gentle but weary. “You’re doing the hardest part. Just being here.”

Laura shook her head. “No. I don’t know how you keep going. You look so tired, Anna. When’s the last time you slept?”

“I got a few hours last night. That’s more than some.” Anna checked Devan next, her touch as careful. “He’s holding steady too,” she murmured to Roslyn, giving her a reassuring nod.

Roslyn exhaled shakily. “Thank you, Anna. I don’t know what we would do without you.”

Anna straightened, pressing the clipboard to her chest. “You’d do what you’re doing now,” she said quietly. “You’d be here for your boys.”

Sam stood at the kitchen window watching the morning light creep across the pasture. The house felt too quiet. Every tick of the old grandfather clock in the corner seemed to echo the distance between here and where Laura and Henry were. She tried not to let her mind spiral. They were with Anna, and that was the best she could hope for right now, but it was the not knowing that gnawed at her. In another life, she’d have reached for her phone, sent a text, or called and heard Laura’s voice in real time. Now, she had no idea when she would hear more news.

A soft shuffle behind her drew Sam’s attention. Heather stood in the doorway in her nightshirt, hair mussed, holding a blanket around her. Shauna trailed close. “Is Henry coming home today?” Shauna asked, her voice much quieter than usual.

Sam set her mug down and crossed to them. “I don’t know yet,” she said. “But Anna’s taking good care of him, and Laura’s there too. They’ll do everything they can.”

Heather nodded, but her grip on the blanket tightened. “Will you tell us if you hear anything?”

“First thing,” Sam promised. She pulled both girls into a hug, holding them close until she felt the tension ease a little. “How about you two get dressed and let’s do the chores?” she asked. “Keeps your mind busy, and it keeps the goats from going hungry.”

They nodded, and Shauna even managed a faint smile. “They get grumpy when they’re hungry, especially the limping one,” she said, scampering off to their bedroom. Heather followed, quieter but steadier.

Outside, the morning was brisk. The chickens clucked impatiently as Sam scattered grain and checked their water. Heather set about collecting eggs, while Shauna tended to the goats. It was almost enough to make things feel normal.

Until Sam noticed the prints.

She found them near the edge of the garden. There were wide, deep impressions in the soft ground, toes splayed, claws gouging the earth. She crouched, brushing her fingers along the edge of one. Fresh and closer than ever before. They led up almost to the back porch, then doubled back toward the fence line. Sam’s heart thudded, a chill settling in her chest. The bear had come right up to the house.

Checking the coop, the goat pen, and the feed shed, Sam found nothing broken or raided. Not a single chicken was missing. There hadn’t even been a bleating goat in distress. It didn’t make sense. If the bear is desperate, why not simply take what it wants? Sam wondered. Why circle so close, then leave empty-handed? She straightened, scanning the tree line. The bear was still out there, but it wasn’t acting like any predator she’d ever read about. It was almost hesitant. Like it was searching for something it hadn’t found.

Letting out a breath, Sam rubbed the back of her neck. She didn’t know enough about bears. She’d studied livestock, horses, dogs, and things like that. Wild things were another world, but she knew the limp was worse. The prints showed it. One paw was dragging, and the stride was uneven. The bear was still hurting.

She glanced at the house and saw Shauna and Heather with their heads close together over a basket of eggs. Sam wanted to stay, to hover and wait for news, but she couldn’t sit still with her mind racing in circles. Going to the small toolshed, she grabbed the binoculars from the shelf and joined the girls.

“I’m going to check the ridge,” Sam said. “I won’t be gone long. Go inside and lock the door, okay? Keep Lady with you and if she starts barking, don’t come out.” She paused, weighing whether she should sit and wait for news or stay busy. “And if Laura comes back, tell her where I am.”

They nodded, solemn and brave, and Sam felt a surge of love so fierce it almost hurt. She squeezed their shoulders, then turned to go. The walk to the bear’s den was nothing but five miles through the forest. Her trip wouldn’t take long, but she needed this, something to do, to observe, maybe even to understand. Maybe if she watched long enough, she would find a way to help the old bear.

Grace sat at her desk, hunched over the latest daily report. Thirty-eight confirmed cases, all in quarantine, but nothing new since yesterday. The numbers weren’t good, but for the first time in days, they weren’t getting worse, and she let out a long sigh of relief. A brisk knock at the door startled her. Before she answered, the comms specialist poked his head in. “Major Hamilton? Radio’s coming through from the summit. Chief Barnes for you.”

With a nod, Grace stood, the report forgotten. “Thank you.” She followed him down the short corridor to the radio alcove, her heart thumping with a strange mix of nerves and relief. She slid on the headset, adjusting the mic. “This is Major Hamilton. Go ahead.”

There was a crackle, then Taylor’s voice, steady, familiar, and achingly welcome. “Major, I wanted to let you know we’re wrapping up here. I wanted to check in before we set out.”

Grace smiled, letting the tension ease from her spine. “Good to hear your voice, Taylor. How was the summit?”

“Complicated. But we got through it,” she replied. “A charter is signed, and the delegates agreed to send one man, Frankie O’Dell, from the Cascadia Free Zones, as an emissary south. He left this morning with the proposals and a list of questions for Ferrari. I’ll give you the whole story when we’re back.”

Letting out a slow breath, Grace felt the weight on her chest easing another notch. “That’s good news. How soon do you think you’ll be home?”

“If the weather holds and with the Wind Dancer having the wind at her back, I think we’ll be home in three days at the most.”

“Safe travels,” Grace said. She hesitated, torn between wanting to tell Taylor everything about the quarantine, the Pathfinder, the lines she’d had to draw, and wanting to spare her until she was home. “There’s plenty I want to fill you in on, too.” She finally settled on. “But it can wait. Just get back to us.”

Taylor’s voice softened. “We will. Tell Meg we’re on our way to Portland and will need a ride, and Grace, thank you for holding things down.”

“It’s my duty,” she said, but then softened. “And it’s what friends do.”

“See you soon,” Taylor said, and the line went quiet. Sitting for a moment, Grace let the silence settle. Then she handed the headset to the comm specialist, thanked him, and made her way back toward her office. For the first time in days, between the favorable morning report and good news from Taylor, she felt something like hope fluttering in her chest. She was halfway down the corridor when Greg Orion appeared, a sheaf of papers clutched in one hand.

He looked tired. “Major,” he said a little too loudly. “I was coming to find you.”

Stopping, Grace forced herself to soften her expression. “Greg, I have good news,” she said. “Taylor and Jackie are on their way home. The summit is finished. They’ll be back in a few days.”

Greg blinked, surprise flickering across his face. “Already? That’s… well, that’s something, isn’t it?” He shuffled his papers, as if searching for his usual bluster. “Still, I think we need to talk about next steps. The numbers might be steady, but we’re far from safe. I still say we ought to close the intake. Until we’re clear.”

Grace kept her voice measured. “I understand your concerns, but we agreed to hold the line until Taylor and Jackie returned. We have protocols in place. There are screenings, isolation, and support for families. The worst thing we can do now is change course out of fear.”

The man’s jaw worked, indecision written in every gesture. “It’s just that I keep hearing from people. They want certainty. They want me to do something.”

“I am in charge of those intake posts,” Grace said gently but firmly. “And I’m telling you, we wait. Taylor and Jackie will want a full briefing when they get back, and then we’ll decide as a team. Until then, we stick to the plan.”

Greg hesitated, then nodded, and Grace saw the fight draining out of him. “All right,” he said. “But I want to be in the room when decisions are made.”

“You will be,” Grace promised. She offered him a small smile. “Go get some rest, Greg. We all need it.” He looked at her for a long moment, as if weighing whether to argue, but then he simply nodded and turned away. Grace watched him go, feeling the relief settle deeper in her bones. She was tired but for the first time in days, she let herself believe the worst might be passing. She would hold the line a little longer. Taylor and Jackie are coming home, she thought. And with any luck, by the time they arrive, Astoria will still be standing, battered but unbroken.


Chapter Twenty-Three



Moving slowly and carefully through the undergrowth, Sam crept up the slope above the bear’s den. Pausing behind a mossy stump, she raised her binoculars and scanned the hollow below. There he was. The old bear sprawled in a patch of dappled sun, his head low, and his sides heaving. He was thinner than Sam remembered, with his ribs showing beneath the shaggy pelt. She watched as he shifted, trying to tuck his hind leg beneath him and that’s when she saw it. A glint of something unnatural caught in the tangled fur around his back paw. Sam focused the binoculars. It was a wire. Thin and wrapped tightly right above the pad. The bear tried to rise and couldn’t put his full weight down. He grunted, then slumped, licking at the wound with slow, defeated motions.

Lowering the binoculars, Sam’s chest ached. Her heart pounded with a mix of anger and helplessness. Someone had set a snare, probably for rabbits or squirrels, and the bear had blundered into it. Now it is suffering, starving, trapped by pain and bad luck, she thought. I have to help him, but what can I do? She couldn’t get close enough to cut the wire. At least not without risking her own life or making things worse if the bear panicked. She didn’t want to start feeding him, either. That would only tie him to the farm, make him reliant, maybe even more dangerous.

She wished Laura were back. Laura would know what to say, how to weigh the risks, and how to do the right thing, but Laura was in Astoria, sitting beside Henry’s sickbed, no doubt her own heart breaking with worry. Sam was alone with her questions, the forest, and the old bear. Watching a little longer, she saw the bear sniff the air, then drop his head, eyes closing. He looked so tired. Worn out by hunger and pain. Sam’s throat tightened. She wanted to do something, but she didn’t know what.

Eventually, she stood, slinging the binoculars around her neck. There was nothing she could do today, not without even some tools. So, she picked her way back through the trees, mind spinning with plans and doubts and worry that felt too big for her chest. She tried to focus on the rhythm of her steps, but the image of the bear, hurt, helpless, and so close to giving up, followed her.

As she neared the edge of the woods, the house was visible through the trees, and a memory surfaced. It was the first time she saw Laura’s face. In a way, it felt like a lifetime ago, though Sam recalled it with perfect clarity. On her way from Corvallis to Alaska, she had been settling down for the night with Lester and Lady and her pup Rascal when she heard shouts and screams not far away.

Without thinking twice, she had jumped on Lester and kicked him into a gallop, heart thundering as she rounded the bend. She saw them then. There were three women in trouble, being attacked by men in the night. Sam did not hesitate. She rode straight at the attackers. Although she wasn’t able to remember all the events of the short battle, she did recall when Jackie fired her gun and Lester reared. Sam lost her seat and hit the ground hard. The world went black for a moment.

When she opened her eyes, Anna was kneeling beside her. They had lifted Sam into a truck to take her back to Lexi’s farm, and that’s when she saw Laura. She had never seen a more gentle and caring face. From that moment, Sam was lost. She knew it as surely as she knew her own name. She would never want anyone else.

Now, walking through the woods, Sam let the memory settle over her. She missed Laura with an ache that felt physical. Missed her steady hands, her quiet courage, and the way she always found a way to see the good even when the world was falling apart. She wanted to tell Laura about the bear, the wire, and the helplessness she felt. Stepping out of the trees, Sam squared her shoulders. There was work to be done, a family to hold together, and an old bear in the woods who needed saving. When Laura was back, they would figure it out. Somehow.

Finishing the afternoon chores, Lexi walked into the kitchen of her farmhouse. The room was warm and alive with the smell of soup cooking on the stove. Alice stood at the counter, kneading dough, and glanced up as Lexi set her basket of fresh eggs on the island’s butcher block counter.

“How many today?” Alice asked, and Lexi smiled.

“Seventeen.”

“That’s a good haul,” Alice said. “You’ll have to thank the hens for me. Maybe sing to them a bit, like Callie does.”

Lexi snorted a laugh. “If I start singing, the hens are liable to stop laying altogether.”

Alice grinned, her hands never slowing. “You seem lighter today.”

With a shrug, Lexi was surprised to realize it was true. “Maybe I am. Maybe it’s simply the good weather.”

She busied herself with the eggs, but Alice paused her kneading. “Or maybe it’s something else? Did you go buy this Pathfinder person’s miracle cure for sadness?” Alice’s tone was teasing, but Lexi paused, the words catching her off guard. She hesitated, then reached into her pants’ pocket and drew out the small bottle the Pathfinder had given her.

She turned it over in her hands. “Funny you mention that,” she said, her tone half joking, half uncertain. “I’m working on something with Meg, so I bought this. I took it. Just once. The Pathfinder’s ‘fortifying tonic.’” She tried to keep her tone light, but the truth of it pressed on her. “I know Anna thinks he’s a fraud. I do, too. But… I feel better. I really do.”

Alice wiped her hands on a towel and eyed the bottle, then Lexi. “Placebos are a powerful thing,” she said. “If you hope something will work, sometimes it does.”

Lexi nodded, but the doubt had already crept in. Is it hope? she wondered. Or is it the tonic? She wanted to believe Anna was right and that science and caution mattered more than a stranger’s promises, but the ache in her chest had eased, and the heaviness in her head had lifted. What if some of the Pathfinder’s remedies actually work? Setting the bottle on the table, Lexi stared at it. “Maybe some of it is nonsense,” she said softly. “But what if some of it isn’t? What if there’s something to it, and we can’t see it because we don’t want to?”

“I’d say that’s for Anna and Dr. Ambrose to figure out, not us,” Alice said. “But there is nothing wrong with asking questions.”

Nodding, Lexi still felt uncertain. She tucked the bottle away. “I’m going to the market tomorrow,” she said. “To see if I can find Meg and Cyd. Perhaps ask around to find out if anyone else has tried this tonic. If nothing else, maybe we can get a better sense of what’s real and what’s smoke and mirrors.”

Anna moved quietly between cots and paused at the end of the row where Devan lay, expecting to find him asleep as he had been for most of the last two days. Instead, she found him propped up on one elbow, spooning soup from a mug. Roslyn sat beside him, her face alight with exhausted relief. She looked as Anna approached. “He woke up hungry,” Roslyn whispered, as if afraid to break the spell. “He asked for soup. I… thank you, Anna. Thank you so much.”

Anna managed a tired smile and crouched beside the cot. “Let’s see how you’re doing, Devan.” She pressed the back of her hand to his forehead and felt only the faintest ghost of fever. His pulse was steady, and his breathing was clear. When she asked him to take a deep breath, there was only a trace of the wet rattle that had haunted his lungs for days. She checked his mouth for redness and his throat for swelling. “How do you feel?” she asked.

Devan shrugged, swallowing another spoonful. “Still tired,” he said. “But I don’t hurt as much when I cough anymore.” He demonstrated a weak but clear hack into his elbow. Anna watched, her brow furrowing. Whooping cough doesn’t simply vanish like this, she thought. Not after only a week.

She moved to the next cot, where Henry lay with Laura sitting by his side. The boy was awake too, eyes cloudy with fatigue but focused. His fever hadn’t broken completely, but he was sipping water and propped on a pillow. “Hello, Henry,” Anna said, setting her hand on his shoulder. “How’s your chest?”

Henry managed a faint smile. “Better. I can breathe now.” He coughed into a handkerchief, a dry little bark, but there was no panic in it, and no desperate gasp for air.

Laura looked up at Anna, tears shining in her eyes, her relief so raw it made Anna’s heart ache. “Thank you,” Laura whispered. “I didn’t know if we’d ever get here.”

Anna squeezed her hand. “He’s not out of the woods, but it’s a good sign.” She checked Henry’s pulse, his color, and the sound of his breathing. Not perfect, but better. So much better than she’d dared hope when he arrived, limp and burning with fever.

Finishing her rounds, checking the other patients, Anna’s mind kept circling back to Devan. Pertussis didn’t resolve like this. The classic course was long. It was weeks of coughing fits, slow recovery, and lingering weakness. She had prepared herself for a hard road, braced Roslyn and Laura for it too. Yet here was Devan, upright, eating, with his fever gone. It didn’t make sense.

Sitting at her makeshift nurse’s station, Anna flipped through her notes, her mind snagging on every oddity. Did I miss something? she wondered. Did I let my fear of an epidemic cloud my judgment? Anna prided herself on being precise, on not jumping to conclusions, but she knew how easy it was to see what you expected to see, especially when panic was in the air.

She was so deep in thought that she didn’t notice the young volunteer standing in the doorway until he cleared his throat. “Anna? Is everything all right?”

Startled, Anna looked from her notes. “Yes—no. I mean, I need your help,” she said. “Would you send a message to Dr. Ambrose for me? Tell him I need to confer with him about some of the test results and he should bring the green medical text from his office. The one on pediatric infectious diseases. Please.”

The volunteer nodded, eyes wide with the gravity of the request, and hurried away. Anna sat back, staring at her own hands. She felt a chill settle over her, worse than fatigue. If she was wrong, if she’d misdiagnosed the illness, or if something new was moving through the town, she needed to know now. Anna knew fear, knew how it crept in with every cough and fever, and how it made people see ghosts in every shadow, but she also knew the power of questions, the importance of pausing, and the value of asking for help. Dr. Ambrose would come, and they would look at the evidence. She would not let pride or panic drive her now. All that mattered were answers.


Chapter Twenty-Four



Taylor stepped onto the platform as the first signs of daylight crept across the horizon. There was an ache in her bones from riding the stagecoach all night, but when Sue and David said they were going to stay in Pendleton an additional day, Jackie and Taylor had decided to push through, eager to be home. Every muscle protested as she slung her duffel over her shoulder and waited for Jackie to descend. Jackie moved slowly, and Taylor saw the exhaustion in the set of her shoulders and the way she pressed a palm to her lower back.

She arched, wincing. “Never again,” Jackie muttered, glancing at the battered coach. “I don’t care if Ferrari himself is waiting on the other end.”

With a smile, Taylor took Jackie’s hand, but her own body was too tired to tease. “We’re almost home,” she promised, nodding toward the train that waited on the next track. A steam engine with a few box cars followed by a very welcome sight. A sleeping car gleaming in the half-light, its brass fittings polished, and windows curtained in deep blue velvet. It should have looked out of place, a relic of a forgotten world. But not anymore, Taylor thought, starting to walk toward the train. And I’m grateful to see it.

Inside, the car was warm and softly lit by gas lamps. The wood paneling glowed, and the seats were upholstered in faded burgundy velvet, the patterns worn smooth by time. Smiling, Taylor watched Jackie turn in a slow circle, taking in the carved ceiling, the etched glass doors, and the little touches of luxury they had all but forgotten.

“This is beautiful,” she murmured. “Like we stepped back in time,” Jackie said.

“It does feel like that,” Taylor agreed, stowing their bags. “Sit. Rest.”

They settled onto a couch seat, and a steward appeared with a tray. Cheese, crusty bread, canned peaches and pears in syrup, and even a small bottle of blackberry wine. Jackie’s eyes went wide. “After everything, this is—” She reached for the bottle, pouring herself a full glass. “This is heaven.”

Taylor poured herself a smaller amount, more for the ritual than the taste. She watched Jackie sip, her eyes closing in pleasure, and for a moment, Taylor felt the tension of the last week melt away. They ate in companionable silence, sharing small smiles, letting the food and the comfort of the train work its magic as it started along the tracks.

After a while, Jackie leaned back against the cushions, stretching her legs and sighing. “It almost doesn’t feel real, does it? That we’re on our way home. That the summit is over.”

Nodding, Taylor’s gaze drifted to the window now streaked with rain. “I keep replaying yesterday morning,” she said. “The way everyone argued about what to ask of Ferrari through Frankie.” She hesitated, then continued. “A trade corridor, for starters. Safe passage for travelers. No forced conscription or tribute from northern settlements. And…” She paused, wondering if her next sentence would prove true. “A promise not to interfere with our internal governance. We want him to keep his ambitions south of the Oregon and Idaho borders.”

Jackie shook her head. “And do you believe he’ll honor any of that?”

“I doubt it,” Taylor said with a sigh. “But it’s a line in the sand. A chance to see what he wants, and what he’ll offer. If he’s smart, he’ll realize a stable border is better than a war.”

Tracing the rim of her glass, Jackie looked into her wine. “I wonder if Frankie will make it back. He’s clever, but—”

“He’s walking into the lion’s den,” Taylor finished. “I wish—” She caught herself, biting back the words. I wish I had gone, she thought. That I was the one to look Ferrari in the eye. But she knew she was needed elsewhere.

Jackie studied her, a small, knowing smile on her lips. “You’re exactly where you need to be, you know. We both are.”

Taylor nodded, feeling the truth of it settle in her bones. “Yeah. We are.” The train rocked beneath them. When Jackie yawned, Taylor rose and pulled down the Murphy bed, then spread the wool blanket over the mattress. “Come on,” she said. “Let me help you relax.”

Jackie lay down, stretching out on her stomach, with her hair spilling over the pillow. Taylor knelt beside her, hands gentle as she worked the knots from Jackie’s shoulders, thumbs pressing slow circles into tense muscles. Jackie hummed in appreciation, her breath slowing, and her body melting under Taylor’s touch.

Taking her time, Taylor let her hands linger, easing her own exhaustion as she poured love and care into every movement. Jackie shifted, rolling onto her side, reaching for Taylor, her eyes soft and heavy-lidded. Taylor bent to kiss her, slow and tender, feeling the world narrow to the warmth of their bodies, the hush of the sleeping car, and the promise of home ahead. Sliding her hand up Taylor’s arm, Jackie sent a silent invitation, but before anything more could spark, Jackie’s eyes fluttered shut, her breath deepening into sleep. Taylor smiled, brushing a strand of hair from Jackie’s cheek, and pulled the blanket over them both. She settled in behind her wife, wrapping her arms around her and pressing close. Jackie murmured something soft, already dreaming, and Taylor let herself relax. She watched the dawn grow brighter through the window, the world blurring past, and tried to put everything but the moment out of mind. She would have to focus on the real world soon enough.

Anna sat at a folding table in the nurse’s tent, a thick medical text open between her and Dr. Ambrose. They’d been at it for an hour. Comparing notes, re-reading symptom lists, and tracing timelines. Anna’s finger hovered over a paragraph, her brow furrowed, before she sat back in her chair. “It’s all right there,” she murmured. “Acute bronchitis. Sudden onset. Fever, cough, sometimes with whoop, especially in kids. Recovery in a week if uncomplicated. Not the long, drawn-out misery of pertussis.”

Dr. Ambrose rubbed his eyes beneath his glasses, then dropped his hand with a sigh. “It fits. The pattern, the speed of recovery, even the way it spread. I should have thought of it sooner.”

Shaking her head, Anna felt a flush of embarrassment warming her cheeks. “No. I’m the one who made the call,” she said. “I saw that first cough, the fever, and my mind jumped straight to the worst.” She closed her eyes, letting the guilt settle. “I should have slowed down. Asked more questions.”

“We were both fooled,” Dr. Ambrose said, his voice gentle. “It’s been a long two years. We’re primed to see disaster around every corner. Forest Grove, others, even I planted the seed, Anna, talking about illnesses like measles and whooping cough, and you were right to be cautious, but this…” He tapped the book. “This is good news. The best we’ve had all week.”

Anna tried to let that truth in, even as her mind replayed every worried word she’d said to Laura and Roslyn, and every minute she had stayed awake bracing for the worst. “It is good news,” she agreed softly, but the relief was tangled up with frustration at her own hastiness, and a bone-deep exhaustion that made her want to lie her head down and sleep for a week.

Closing the book, Dr. Ambrose gave her a tired smile. “Go tell the families. Let’s give them something to celebrate.”

Gathering her composure and the last scraps of her energy, Anna nodded. She left the nurse’s tent and slipped back among the quarantine tents. Her first stop was to see her friends. She found Laura and Roslyn smiling, and both boys awake. Henry sat up against a pillow, his cheeks still flushed but his eyes were bright, while Devan worked on the last of a biscuit, crumbs scattered across his blanket.

“Hi there,” Anna called quietly, and four heads turned in unison. “I have news.” Laura’s eyes searched her face. Anna smiled, letting the relief show. “You’re going home. All of you.” She looked at the boys. “You had a rough case of acute bronchitis. Not whooping cough, not anything that’s going to linger. I’m sorry we scared you with talk of weeks of illness. You’ll both need to rest, take it easy, but the worst is over.”

Roslyn pressed a hand to her mouth, tears welling in her eyes. “Thank you, Anna. Thank you so much.”

Laura exhaled, her shoulders sagging. “Oh, thank God.” She turned to Henry. “Did you hear that? Home.”

Henry nodded at Devan. “See? I told you we would beat this.”

Anna watched as Devan’s face turned serious. “I’m sorry I made you sick.”

“Couldn’t be helped,” Henry said, his tone so adult and serious that it broke Anna’s heart a little. Normally, she would be getting ready to tell them not to play too roughly or get too tired climbing trees until they were one hundred percent again. But those days are gone, she thought. These boys are on the doorstep of being men and they are still only children.

Laura dabbed her cheeks. “Is there any way to get word to Sam?” she asked. “I know she will have been worried sick and will want to come get us. Otherwise, it’s a long way back, especially with Henry still so weak.”

“I wish I had something to offer,” Anna said with a sad shake of her head. “But with the extra screening at the checkpoints and the way everyone’s been helping cover for those who are sick, it might take a while.”

She saw Roslyn brighten. “I think my neighbor, Chip Daley, would do it, Laura,” she said. “He would probably do even more and take you both home. He’s got a wagon and the kindest heart in the world.”

Laura’s eyes shone bright with hope. “That would be wonderful,” she said. “And I would pay him, of course. Thank you so much, Roslyn.”

Roslyn smiled, reaching to squeeze Laura’s hand. “We moms have to stick together.”

Anna watched the scene and felt a bone-deep relief. She made a mistake, but it was one she could live with. She erred on the side of caution, and for once, the world had given her a reprieve. She knelt beside Henry, resting a hand on his shoulder. “Your family is waiting, Henry,” she said. “You’re a lucky boy.”

The boy nodded, his eyes serious, and she saw gratitude in them. “I know,” he said. “Thank you for taking good care of me.”

“The pleasure is mine,” Anna whispered, her heart filled with relief that everything worked out all right. Standing, she caught Laura’s eye. “Go home. Rest and tell Sam hello.”

Getting up, Laura hugged Anna fiercely. “I will,” she said. “You have my eternal gratitude. If there is ever anything we can do, please ask.”

Anna hugged her back. “Just be safe on your journey home,” she said, then stepped away. She had others to check on and share the good news.

With her uniform jacket draped over the back of her chair, Grace sat at her desk in the station, reading through the latest intake logs and incident reports. Through the window, she heard the faint clamor of the Saturday Farmer’s Market. Greg had wanted to cancel it, but Grace wasn’t ready to spread that kind of panic. In fact, she had meant to walk the square herself, but there always seemed to be another form, another request, another problem only she could solve. At least Taylor will be back soon, she thought. But I want everything to be as organized as possible when she gets here.

She was halfway through drafting a new security update when a knock sounded on the doorframe. Since it was Saturday, Grace hadn’t asked a corporal to cover the front desk. Looking, she saw Lexi step in. The woman looked tired but determined. “Do you have a minute?”

Grace set her pencil down. “I do. What’s wrong?”

Lexi exhaled, rubbing her hands together. “Have you seen Meg? Or Cyd? I’ve been looking everywhere.”

Shaking her head, Grace smiled. “They left early this morning on the Wind Dancer to go to Portland and meet Taylor and Jackie. They’ll be back as soon as they can, but it’ll be at least another day.”

Shoulders slumping, disappointment flickered across Lexi’s face. “Of course they did.” She looked down at her hands, then back up, her resolve sharpening. “I needed to talk to either one of them… or you. I’m not sure who else would actually listen.”

Picking up on the undercurrent of frustration, maybe something more, Grace studied the woman for a moment. “Sit down, Lexi,” she finally said. “And tell me what’s going on.”

Hesitating, Lexi glanced toward the window as if weighing how much to say. “It’s the Pathfinder,” she said. “I went to see him. Not for myself, not really, but I needed to know what he was telling people. What he was selling. I pretended to be desperate, and he sold me one of his tonics.”

Grace frowned. “And you took it?”

Lexi nodded. “Only once, and I felt better. Not because it worked, probably. Just… maybe because I was surrounded by people who care about me,” she said. “But people are scared, Grace. They want to believe in something. And if Anna and Dr. Ambrose can’t give them certainty, they’ll take it from anyone who can talk a good game.”

Leaning back, Grace crossed her arms. “Lexi, I wish you’d come to me first. We’re already walking a tightrope with the town’s trust. If word gets out you tried his medicine, even only for a test—”

“I know,” Lexi interrupted. “But I couldn’t just sit by and watch him prey on everyone’s fear. I needed to see for myself if there was anything real, or if it was just… false hope in a bottle.”

For a moment, Grace didn’t answer. “Hope can be dangerous in the wrong hands,” she said after a beat. “The Pathfinder knows exactly what he’s doing. He’s not only selling snake oil. He’s selling comfort. That’s harder to fight than any lie.”

“Then what do we do, Grace? How do we fight that?”

Before Grace answered, a quick knock sounded at the door. A young Army private stood at attention, a folded slip of paper in his hand. “Major Hamilton,” he said, breathless. “Urgent from Anna Scott. She said to give it to you right away.”

Reaching out a hand, Grace waved for the note. “At ease, Private,” she said. “Let me see it.” She took the paper and opened it, scanning quickly. The tension in her shoulders eased as she read, the words sinking in.

Lexi sat on the edge of her seat. “What does it say?”

“It’s not whooping cough,” Grace answered. “Anna says it’s acute bronchitis. People are recovering. The worst is over.”

For a moment, Lexi stared as if the words didn’t quite make it through. Then she let out a shuddering breath, a laugh and a sob tangled together. “Thank God.” She stood so quickly her chair scraped the floor. “I have to go. I need to see Anna.”

Grace nodded, unable to keep the smile from her face. “Go. Tell her I’m on my way for a full briefing.”

“I will,” Lexi said, then she was gone, hurrying out the door. Grace let relief wash over her in slow waves. Taylor and Jackie would be home soon. Anna’s new diagnosis was less frightening. For the first time in days, she let herself believe that everything would be all right.


Chapter Twenty-Five



Lexi barely remembered unhitching the wagon from in front of the police station or climbing aboard to push the horse as she rushed across town. The only thing she could think of was the relief in Grace’s voice and the possibility of finally getting Anna back. The quarantine tents huddled on the edge of the old football field. Lexi pulled up outside the gate, heart pounding, and jumped down before the wagon even settled. After tying the reins on a post, she hurried to the fence beside the gate, hands gripping the cold wire, and scanned the rows of tents for a glimpse of Anna. For a moment, all she saw were bundled figures and nurses in white masks. Then Anna appeared, moving quickly along the inside perimeter, her hair pulled back, and a mask covering half her face.

Seeing the woman she loved, Lexi choked on a sob of relief. “Anna,” she called, her voice cracking. Anna’s eyes lit up, and she hurried to the gate. The soldier on duty glanced at Lexi, then stepped aside. Not hesitating, Lexi rushed to Anna and, before the woman protested, pulled her into a tight hug. For a moment, neither spoke. Lexi just held on, blinking away tears until finally she pulled back. “Hey,” she said.

“Hey, back,” Anna answered as she lowered her mask, sounding a little tired but also happy. “You shouldn’t be so close to me.”

Lexi leaned in, pressing her forehead to Anna’s. “I don’t care,” she whispered. “You look exhausted.” Her voice trembled with joy and worry all tangled together. “When are you coming home?”

Anna smiled, the lines of fatigue softening. “Tomorrow, if all goes well. I need one more night here to finalize discharges and check the last few patients. But after that, I promise I will try to come home.”

“I’m coming to get you,” Lexi said. “Tomorrow. Don’t argue with me.”

Anna laughed. “All right. I won’t.” They stood like that for a long moment, until a voice called from nearby. Lexi looked to see Laura approaching, Henry at her side, bundled in a coat and blanket. Roslyn and Devan followed, both moving slowly but steadily.

Henry managed a small smile when he saw Lexi, though his cheeks were still pale. “Hi, Lexi,” Laura said. “It’s so good to see you.”

Lexi smiled, glancing between Anna and Laura. “You’re going home?”

Laura nodded, but there was worry in her eyes. “I need to get home. To Sam and the girls,” she said. “Henry is better but still weak. The ride on horseback is too far, but Roslyn’s neighbor might take us in his wagon.”

Her heart twisting, Lexi wanted nothing more than to take Anna home, to curl up in their bed and let the world fall away, but she looked at Henry, at Laura’s tired, worried face, and knew there was only one answer. She glanced at Anna, searching her eyes. “I want to help Laura. But—”

“Go,” Anna said. “Take them home. I’m not going anywhere. It’ll give me time to finish what I need to do, and you’ll be back before tomorrow.”

Nodding, Lexi swallowed the lump in her throat. “Okay. But first thing, I’m coming for you.”

Anna smiled, reaching out to brush Lexi’s cheek with her fingers. “I’ll be waiting.”

Lexi hugged her, neither woman letting go quickly. When they finally parted, Anna stepped back, slipping her mask in place, her eyes shining. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” Lexi whispered as Anna turned away. She looked at Laura and Roslyn. “Can I give you all a lift?”

“Oh, Lexi,” Laura said in a rush. “Will you really?”

For a beat, Lexi felt a tug of guilt for hesitating at all, but then she smiled. “Really,” she said. “I can take Roslyn and Devan home first, then we can get you back to Sam and your family.”

Meg stood on the dock in the city of Portland. It was crowded with battered ships and wagons, but none of it felt as urgent as the two figures striding toward her on the wharf. Taylor and Jackie back from the summit and no doubt ready to go home. Meg lifted a hand in greeting, heart thumping with relief. “About time you two showed up,” she called with a grin.

Jackie smiled as they approached the gangway. “Does that mean we have permission to come aboard?”

“It most certainly does,” Meg replied, leading the way, before turning to watch as Taylor helped Jackie onto the ship. Taylor gripped Meg’s forearm as she stepped aboard, the brief squeeze saying more than words. Meg nodded. “Let’s get you home.” She called to her first mate, who was already settling in at the helm. “Jimmy, cast off and take us out.”

“Aye, Captain,” Jimmy answered.

Meg led Taylor and Jackie belowdecks, ducking through the hatch into the galley. The familiar smell of lemon oil and strong tea wrapped around her like a comfort. She took the kettle off the stove and poured three mugs while Jackie and Taylor sank onto the benches, their exhaustion written in the lines of their bodies.

Meg slid a mug to each woman and took her usual place at the head of the table. She let the silence hold a moment, listening to the Wind Dancer’s hull creak and the muffled shouts from above as Jimmy called for the lines. Only when the boat began to ease away from the dock did she finally speak. “So,” she said. “How was it?”

After a glance at Taylor, who nodded, Jackie answered first. “Worse than we hoped. Ferrari’s not a rumor. He’s consolidating everything south of Nevada—trade, crops, people. Anyone who doesn’t fall in line disappears.”

Taylor’s jaw was rigid, her hands wrapped tightly around the mug. “We pushed for a united front,” she said. “Got a charter signed, regional comms plan, the works, but the real test is coming. The summit voted to send an emissary, Frankie O’Dell, from the Cascadia Free Zones. He’ll try to negotiate boundaries and safe corridors, but there’s no guarantee Ferrari will listen.”

Letting out a slow breath, Meg felt the weight settle on her shoulders. “I was hoping for better news,” she said. “But I know you did right by Astoria. If there’s any chance of holding him off with words instead of bullets, I’d rather see us try.”

“We did what we could,” Taylor said. “But I’d be lying if I said I felt good about sending one man into that lion’s den alone.” She sighed. “But what about home? Grace’s last message was vague and that’s not like her. How bad is it, Meg?”

Hesitating, Meg’s thumb traced the rim of her mug. She had hoped to put off this conversation until they were back in Astoria, but there was no use hiding it now. “It’s been a rough time,” she admitted. “Grace has been holding the line, but Greg Orion’s been a pain in the ass. Keeps calling meetings, stirring up talk about closing the borders, all that. Grace is running security and half the civic side, too.”

Jackie frowned, worry creasing her brow. “Where’s Roslyn in all this? She was supposed to keep Greg from going off the rails.”

Meg’s jaw tightened. “Roslyn’s been in quarantine. Her boy, Devan, was one of the first to get sick.”

“Quarantine? What is he sick with?” Jackie asked, alarm in her eyes.

“Whooping cough,” Meg said, her tone grim. “They set up tents on the football field and isolated the sick.”

Taylor leaned closer. “You’ve had a whooping cough quarantine in Astoria, and we didn’t know?”

Meg met her eyes. “Grace didn’t want to pull you away from the summit. She was sure she could handle it, and she has.”

Jackie’s lips pressed together, frustration in her face. “I understand why she did it, but this is very serious—”

At the woman’s words, Meg felt a hint of temper. “She did what she thought was right. She didn’t want to distract you until there was no choice.”

With an exhale, Taylor’s anger seemed to melt into something more tired, more resigned. “She did the right thing,” she said. “Still, when we get home, we need to talk about how we share information. We’re a team.”

Meg nodded. “You’ll be there by dawn. I’ll push the Wind Dancer harder than I ever have, if I must,” she said. “We will get you home.”

The sun was starting to slip behind the ridge when Lexi’s wagon rattled up the long lane to the house. Twilight spilled soft blue over the fields, and a lantern glimmered in the window. Laura sat beside Henry, her arm around his shoulders, watching the house grow out of the dusk. The porch steps. The wind chime Sam had made for her. Home.

Henry stirred at her side, blinking awake as the wheels crunched over gravel. He was pale, his hair a little damp against his forehead, but when he saw the house, Laura felt him sigh. “We made it,” he whispered.

“We did,” Laura murmured. Her heart ached with relief so sharp it nearly hurt. She squeezed Lexi’s hand where it rested on the reins. “Thank you. For everything.”

Lexi nodded. “You’d do the same for me.” She pulled the wagon beside the porch, and before the wheels had even stopped, Sam came flying around the side of the house, her face a wild mix of hope and terror.

“Laura,” she called. Laura was off the wagon in an instant, stumbling across the yard and straight into Sam’s arms. The world narrowed to the warmth of Sam’s embrace, the solid strength of her hands, and the way Laura’s own body shook with relief. “You’re home,” Sam whispered into Laura’s hair. “You’re really home.”

Laura clung tighter, pressing her face to Sam’s neck, soaking in the scent of hay and soap and the woman she had missed so fiercely. “We’re all right,” she managed, tears slipping free. “Henry’s all right. He’s tired, but Anna says he’s going to be fine.”

After giving Laura a kiss on her forehead, Sam crossed to the wagon and lifted the boy down. “Welcome back, Henry,” Sam said softly, running a hand over his head as she set him down. “You gave us a scare.”

Henry managed a small shrug. “Sorry,” he whispered.

Sam shook her head, hugging him close. “Don’t you dare apologize. I’m just glad you’re home.”

Lexi hopped down, stretching stiff muscles. “I’ll take care of your horses and Honey,” Sam offered, reaching for the reins. “You all go inside. You look done in.”

“Thank you, Sam,” Lexi said. “But I’ll come help. I know you want to get back with your family.”

Sam nodded, untied Honey from the back of the wagon, and led her and the other horses with Lexi around the side of the house toward the stable. Laura watched them disappear before turning to Henry. “Ready to go inside?” she asked. He nodded, and together they climbed the steps.

Walking in, the house was warm, and Shauna and Heather sat curled on the couch, Lady nestled between them. When they saw Laura, both girls jumped up, eyes wide. “Laura,” Shauna cried, launching herself into Laura’s arms. Heather hovered a beat, then flung herself at Laura’s waist, clutching tight. Lady barked, tail thumping madly as she nosed Henry’s hand, whining with joy.

Laura knelt, gathering both girls close. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “We’re home. We’re all home.”


Chapter Twenty-Six



The Wind Dancer eased into Astoria’s harbor as the morning mist was burning off. Jackie stood at the rail, her hands wrapped tightly around the wood and let the sight of home settle in her chest. The town looked unchanged from the water, but she knew better. Based on what Meg revealed, things were not okay in the town she cared so much for. From what she knew of whooping cough, it was a decimating illness, and anxiety filled her chest as she considered their options. Taylor stood beside her, silent and steady, their bags already slung over one shoulder.

As the gangway dropped, Jackie squared her shoulders and led the way down with Taylor at her side. The moment her shoes hit the dock, she saw them. Grace and Greg Orion. Grace’s face was composed, but her eyes flicked between Jackie and Taylor with a kind of desperate relief. Greg, on the other hand, looked like he’d been waiting all night to pounce.

“Jackie. Taylor,” Greg called, striding forward, papers clutched in one hand. “Thank God you’re back. There are things, very serious things, you need to be briefed on immediately. We have a quarantine in place. We need a vote to close the roads—”

Grace cut in. “Welcome home. We’re glad you made it back safely.” Her eyes lingered on Jackie, then Taylor, and Jackie saw the exhaustion hiding behind her careful calm. “There’s a lot to discuss, but the most important update is that the whooping cough outbreak was a false alarm. Anna and Dr. Ambrose confirmed it was acute bronchitis. The worst is past.”

Greg huffed, clearly not to be outdone. “Yes, well, we might have avoided half the panic if we’d closed the intake when I suggested,” he said. “People were demanding answers.”

Jackie saw Grace’s jaw flex, but she didn’t interrupt. Instead, she gave Jackie a look that said more than words ever could. That she had done what she thought best but needed them to take it from here. Jackie barely registered the bustle of the dock around them. She didn’t see the crew unloading crates or the gulls wheeling overhead. Instead, her whole world narrowed to the two people before her and the fatigue pressing in at the edges of her own mind. She felt Taylor’s hand on her back, steadying her. That was enough.

“Greg, Grace,” Jackie said. “I appreciate the welcome. But I’m tired and I haven’t eaten a proper meal since breakfast yesterday. I’m going home. I’m going to wash, change, and have something hot to eat with my wife. We will meet in my office after lunch. You can bring every report, every concern, every complaint, but not before.”

Clearly affronted, Greg’s mouth opened. “But Jackie—”

She cut him off with a raised hand, her patience fraying. “Greg. I mean it. I haven’t been gone all this time simply to walk straight into a shouting match on the dock.” She turned her gaze to Grace, softening it. “Thank you for holding things together. I know it wasn’t easy.”

A flicker of gratitude passed over Grace’s face. “We’ll be ready to meet when you are,” she said.

Greg still looked as though he might protest, but Taylor stepped forward, her presence enough to make him think twice. “We’ll see you both at the office,” Taylor said quietly. Jackie turned toward the town, and she let herself breathe for the first time since boarding the Wind Dancer in Portland. Taylor matched her stride and took her hand. “Are you all right?”

Jackie nodded. “I will be,” she said. “But for now, let’s go home.”

Sam didn’t remember the last time breakfast felt so good. Sunlight poured through the kitchen window, catching on the steam rising from a cast-iron skillet of scrambled eggs and bacon. Henry sat at the table, shoulders straight, with color blooming in his cheeks. He was already on his second helping, eating with the quiet, focused hunger of someone who had spent too long without an appetite.

Laura moved through the kitchen, pouring tea and refilling Henry’s cup with water, her hand brushing his shoulder each time she passed. She caught Sam’s eye and smiled, and it made Sam’s chest feel too small for her heart. The kitchen was full of voices, of warmth, of everything Sam had missed, and everything she had feared might be lost. She let herself linger in the moment, soaking up the sound of her family.

A part of her had hoped Lexi would stay to eat breakfast with them, but when the woman declined, instead happy with a few buttered biscuits for the road, Sam didn’t mind. The time she had with her family right in that moment was priceless. But even in the best moments, trouble had a way of circling back. It was Shauna, inevitably, who brought it up.

“Sam,” she said, mouth full of toast. “Do you think the bear will come back again now that Henry’s home?”

The table stilled, the question hanging in the air like a shadow. Henry’s eyes darted to Sam. “Is Hercules okay?”

“Yes,” Sam said. “All of the animals are fine. Even the goat that injured her leg.” She set her mug down and offered a smile toward their youngest child. “I don’t know, Shauna, but I’m keeping a close eye on things. Lady’s been calmer, and I checked for prints this morning and there were none.” She glanced at Laura, and they shared a look. Sam nodded toward the porch.

“Shauna, why don’t you and Heather take Lady out and check for eggs?” Laura suggested. “I think the hens might have a few surprises for you this morning.” The girls didn’t need to be asked twice. Shauna was up in a flash, dragging Heather with her, with Lady trotting at their heels.

Henry started to get up. “I’ll help to,” he said but Laura shook her head.

“You, sir, are off to bed.”

With a sigh, Henry nodded. “For today,” he agreed.

Laura pressed a kiss to his hair before sending him toward the bedrooms. When the door swung shut, the kitchen fell quiet. Sam stood and crossed to the window, watching Shauna and Heather scatter into the yard, laughing at something.

She felt Laura come up beside her, a gentle hand settling on her shoulder. “What’s really going on, Sam?” Laura asked.

Sam let out a long breath. “The bear’s still out there,” she said. “I found his tracks yesterday, closer than ever. He’s not passing through, Laura. He’s hurting. There’s a wire caught around his foot. Probably an old snare, maybe for squirrels or rabbits. It’s cutting into him. That’s why he’s limping. Why he is so desperate.”

Laura’s hand tightened on Sam’s back. “Oh, Sam.”

“I watched him for a while,” Sam continued. “He’s starving, but he’s not mean. Just in pain. I think if we don’t help, he’ll die. Or he’ll get desperate enough to go after the chickens. Or worse.”

Moving to the table, Laura sat, hands folded in her lap. She looked at Sam, her eyes full of worry. “What are you thinking?” Laura asked.

Sam pulled out a chair and sat across from her, leaning forward. “I want to try to free him. I know it’s risky, but I can’t let him suffer. I’ve been thinking. If I can get close enough, maybe with food, maybe I can distract him. And then, with one of the old hay hooks on a long pole, I might be able to snag the wire. Pull it off or at least loosen it.”

Laura’s face paled. “Sam,” she said. “He’s a bear. Even hurt, he’s dangerous.”

“I know,” Sam said, her throat tight. “I know it’s stupid, but I can’t just shoot him, Laura. I can’t. He’s not a monster, he’s just… lost. Like all of us were, once.”

Reaching, Laura took Sam’s hand in both of hers. “What if you can’t get close enough? What if he charges?”

“Then I’ll do what I have to do,” Sam said. “I’ll take the rifle. I’ll make sure I have a clear line to get away. I won’t do anything reckless, but if we don’t try, he’s going to die in agony. Or we’ll have to put him down ourselves, and I hate that idea, Laura. I hate it so much.”

Laura squeezed Sam’s hand, silent for a long moment. When she finally spoke, her voice was barely more than a whisper. “If it comes to it, if you can’t help him, if it’s too dangerous…” Her words trailed off for a beat, and then she looked Sam in the eyes. “But promise me you won’t risk your life for a bear, Sam. Promise me.”

Sam met Laura’s gaze, the weight of what Laura asked settling in her chest. “I promise,” she said. “I’ll do my best to save him, but if I can’t...” She swallowed hard. “If I can’t, I’ll put him down.”

Anna sat at the folding table in the nurses’ tent, beside a stack of case notes, her pen moving steadily across a lined sheet of paper. The tent smelled of the sharp tang of antiseptic cut by the faintest sweetness of the chamomile tea someone had brought her hours ago, and she forgot to drink. For the first time in days, the hush was not heavy with worry. It was simply quiet.

Glancing at the chart beside her, she double-checked the tally. No new cases overnight. No fevers spiking. Those who’d been sickest—Devan, Henry, little Sarah from the intake checkpoint—were all improving with rest and the new regimen of supportive care. Warm compresses, honey-lemon syrup, and plenty of fluids. With the acute bronchitis diagnosis, she had shifted away from the more aggressive isolation, focusing instead on keeping airways clear and spirits up. Most of the patients who weren’t quite ready for discharge were already asking for books and second helpings of soup.

Anna paused, rubbing the bridge of her nose. I should have caught it sooner, she thought. I should have trusted my instincts, slowed down, and listened more closely for the subtle differences that separated one cough from another. Instead, she let the fear of whooping cough take root. A fear seeded by the warnings from Forest Grove and the memory of how easily illness could sweep through a town with no vaccines and no antibiotics to spare. She had erred on the side of caution, and she knew she’d do it again if she had to. Still, the weight of it pressed on her.

She wrote it plainly in her report for Taylor and Jackie: Final Quarantine Report from High School Field, Astoria.

Diagnosis: Acute bronchitis, not pertussis (whooping cough). Confirmed by symptom pattern, speed of recovery, and response to supportive care. All patients are improving. No new cases in 48 hours.

Actions Taken: Initial isolation, then revised to open-air rest, increased hydration, honey-lemon syrup, warm compresses, and light activity as tolerated. No deaths or serious complications. Recommend continued monitoring but no further need for full quarantine.

Personal Note: I accept full responsibility for the initial diagnosis and the fear it caused. I believe my caution was justified, but the cost in worry and disruption was not small. I am grateful for the community’s patience and the tireless help of all volunteers. Further recommendations attached.

After setting the pen down, Anna leaned back and listened. She heard only a rare cough in the distance. Things were almost normal. Something she barely dared hope for these days. And now, I am tired, she thought. I miss home. I miss Joe’s laughter and Lexi’s arms around me. Lexi could not get there to pick her up soon enough.

As if by magic, a soft tap sounded at the entrance. Anna looked to see one of the volunteers poking her head in. “Lexi’s here,” she said, a smile showing in her eyes above her mask. “She’s waiting at the gate, and she looks like she’ll break through if you don’t hurry.”

Anna’s heart leaped. “Lexi,” she breathed, already on her feet, the exhaustion dropping away as adrenaline surged. She stopped beside the volunteer, squeezing the woman’s arm in thanks. “You’ve worked hard,” she whispered. “Go home soon too.”

The volunteer nodded. “I will,” she said. “Now, go. We’ve got it here.”

Stepping out into the pale sunlight, Anna spotted Lexi immediately, standing at the gate in the quarantine fence. Without thinking, Anna hurried across the grass toward the gate. Lexi slipped through and met her halfway, arms wide. Anna fell into her embrace, burying her face in Lexi’s neck. “Hey,” Lexi murmured. “I missed you.”

Anna closed her eyes, letting her body relax for the first time in days. “Hey, back,” she said. “I missed you, too. So much.”

After a beat, as much as she hated to, Anna drew back, brushing a tear from her cheek. “Let’s go,” she whispered. Lexi nodded, her own eyes shining.

Moving out of the quarantine together, they climbed into the wagon side by side. Anna leaned against Lexi as the horses started forward. As the Army tents receded behind them, Anna let herself imagine the farmhouse kitchen, the sound of Joe’s laughter, the warmth of Alice’s welcome, and hugs from all the others. Lexi’s hand found hers, and Anna squeezed it tight, her heart filled with love all the way down the road home.


Chapter Twenty-Seven



Sitting straight and steady in the chair across from Jackie’s desk, Grace felt a weight lift from her chest each time she looked at Taylor and Jackie. Both returned, both alive, and both brought a sense of order back with them. As was their normal setting, Jackie sat behind her desk, hands cupping a mug of coffee, while Taylor leaned against the desk’s edge, arms folded, with her eyes sharp and attentive.

Seated in one of the two chairs, Greg Orion was already in full bluster, his voice louder than the quiet room warranted. “I said from the start we needed to close the gates, but no one listened. If I’d been given full authority—”

Jackie cut him off, her tone polite but with iron underneath. “Greg, let’s start with Anna’s report.” She slid the folder across the desk to Taylor, who opened it and scanned the pages.

Grace watched Jackie’s eyes, still saw hints of fatigue there, but she felt a rush of gratitude that she didn’t have to do this alone anymore. “Anna’s summary is clear,” Grace said. “Initial diagnosis was whooping cough, but it turned out to be acute bronchitis. Both are contagious. Both can kill. Regardless of the illness, Anna quarantined the right people and kept the cases contained. No deaths. No lasting complications.”

Greg snorted, tapping his fingers on the arm of his chair. “She caused a panic,” he said. “Everyone was afraid. The market nearly shut down, and half the town started hiding in their houses.”

Jackie’s eyes narrowed. “Anna did her job. She erred on the side of caution, which is what we want,” she said. “If people panicked, it was because they were scared, and some of that fear was stoked by certain public statements.” She let the words hang, not naming Greg, but everyone in the room knew he had been a factor.

Taylor looked from up the report. “I am sure Anna saved lives. She doesn’t deserve to be blamed for people’s anxiety. I trust her judgment.”

For a moment, Greg bristled, but Grace saw him check himself. She pressed on. “If anything, the confusion was made worse by mixed messages,” she said. “Next time, we need a single voice for public health. I would suggest it be Anna’s, not only as a nurse practitioner, but as the city’s health advisor.”

Nodding, Jackie leaned back in her chair. “Agreed. I’ll speak with her myself and see how she would feel about that. Right now though, she’s carrying too much guilt. We need to help alleviate that.”

Shifting, Taylor closed the folder and set it on the desk. “Yes. We can work with Anna. Soon,” she said. “Now, what about this con man you mentioned? Pathfinder?”

Grace’s jaw tightened. “He showed up right when you left. He’s been selling tonics and fake ‘vaccines’ at the Northern Lights saloon and at the market,” she said. “He claims to have natural cures for everything from fear to fever. People started lining up, especially when the coughs spread.”

“Why wasn’t this in your last message?” Jackie asked, her brows furrowed.

“As with the illness, I didn’t want to distract you from the summit,” Grace said, working to keep any defensiveness from her tone. “I kept him under watch. He never quite crosses the line into outright fraud, but he’s got a following now.”

Taylor’s eyes went hard. “I’ll speak with him today. If he’s undermining Anna and Dr. Ambrose, I want to see it for myself.”

“He’s a harmless showman,” Greg said with a shrug. “He gave people hope. That’s not a crime.”

About at her limit with Greg, Grace turned to him. “It’s not hope if it keeps people from getting real care. He didn’t help. He made it harder.”

Jackie set her cup down. “Taylor will meet with him and report back. For now, no more remedy sales anywhere. I’ll make it official.”

Greg huffed, clearly annoyed. “You’re overreacting. If you start banning people for selling herbs, you’ll have the whole town howling about freedom.”

“Thank you for your input, Greg,” Jackie said with a cool look. “But let’s move on.”

Taylor straightened. “We need to update you both on the summit.” She glanced at Jackie, then back to Grace and Greg. “Pendleton pulled in more delegates than I expected—Spokane, Boise, Hermiston, the Cascadia Free Zones, even a few from the coast and the southern valley. All of them are concerned, and for good reason. The reports out of the south are worse than rumors. Ferrari has consolidated everything south of the old Nevada border. He’s running trade, food, water, and he’s got mercenaries patrolling the main routes.”

Picking up the thread, Jackie leaned forward, her hands folded on the desk. “We spent the first day listening. The stories were all the same. A few people have vanished, supply caravans have been intercepted, and a rumor has circulated that some smaller towns were forced to pay tribute, or worse,” she said. “We think that Ferrari is already sending scouts north, feeling out weak spots.”

Slowly, Grace shook her head. The news was worse than she feared. “So, what did everyone decide to do with this intel?” she asked, and Taylor met her eyes.

“There was a lot of disagreement about how to respond. Some delegates wanted to close borders, hunker down, and hope he passes them by. Others argued for open resistance,” she said. “But no one can do it alone. That’s why we pushed for an alliance. Jackie helped draft a charter, and it includes shared intelligence, open communication, and mutual support. If any town is threatened, the rest will know as quickly as possible. We are creating a warning network, setting up relay points, and have agreed to pool resources if it comes to a fight.”

“The most controversial decision was to send an emissary south,” Jackie said, continuing the narrative. “We chose Frankie O’Dell from the Cascadia Free Zones. He’s already on his way to Las Vegas. His mission is to confirm rumors and ideally to get Ferrari’s terms directly. He’s to find out what he wants, what he’ll demand, and what lines he’s planning to cross. Of course, Frankie is not authorized to make any deals, only to observe and report.” She sighed. “Which means for now it’s just a matter of wait and see.”

Riding her horse toward the edge of town, Taylor made her way to the Northern Lights saloon. The Pathfinder’s wagon was impossible to miss. Parked out front, it gleamed with fresh paint and polished brass, and gold lettering on the side: The Pathfinder’s Remedies — Purveyor of Natural Health & Restorative Tonics. A few townsfolk lingered nearby, some chatting, others eyeing the bottles lined up on the makeshift table. The man himself stood behind it all, dressed in a crisp black suit with a tie, and his hair slicked back. He was greeting a woman as Taylor approached.

“Thank you, Mrs. Hodge,” he said. “I’m glad to hear your daughter is feeling stronger. A spoonful each morning, as we discussed.”

The woman nodded, clutching her bottle, and hurried off. The Pathfinder turned, his smile never faltering as his eyes settled first on Taylor’s badge and then on Taylor’s face. “Might I assume you are Chief Barnes?”

“That would be correct,” Taylor said with a nod. “And you are who exactly?”

“They call me the Pathfinder,” the man said.

When it was clear to Taylor that he wasn’t about to elaborate, she crossed her arms. “I see.” She moved closer. “I thought it was time we spoke. You’ve made quite an impression on the town.”

He gave a small bow, palms open. “I only hope it’s a helpful one. These are difficult days,” he said. “People need care and reassurance.” He studied her face. “And, if I may say, someone in your position must feel the weight of that responsibility more than most.”

Taylor ignored the flattery. “You’ve been selling remedies,” she said. “Tonics. Even something you called a ‘preventative inoculation.’ I want to be clear. This town has a doctor and a nurse practitioner. We have nurses and volunteers. We don’t need unproven medicine muddying the waters.”

The Pathfinder’s expression softened, as if he pitied her skepticism. “I heard about the new diagnosis. Acute bronchitis, not whooping cough. I am relieved, of course,” he said, tilting his head. “But I must say, many who took my remedy recovered quickly. Word travels fast. Some are saying it was the difference between a slow recovery and a swift one.” He leaned in. “Without it, things might have been much worse.”

At his words, Taylor’s jaw tightened. “Anna Scott and Dr. Ambrose did their jobs,” she said. “They isolated patients, provided care, and made the call to change protocols as soon as they had new information. Your involvement did not change that outcome.”

With his smile never wavering, the Pathfinder nodded. “Of course, of course. I would never claim to replace your fine medical staff,” he said. “But hope and healing are not always at odds, Chief Barnes. Sometimes, a little of both is needed. My remedies are natural, safe, and given to those in true need.”

Taylor studied him, searching for any crack in the mask. “You’re not a doctor. You have no license to treat the sick,” she said. “If I find out you’re making promises you can’t keep, or keeping people from real medical help, I will shut you down.”

The Pathfinder spread his hands over his wares on the table. “I have never told anyone to refuse the clinic’s care. I offer what I can—herbs, honey, roots. Old wisdom, nothing more. If people feel better, is that not a kindness?”

Looking at the bottles lined up on the table, Taylor frowned. “You’re charging for these, though. Silver, food, and trade goods. That’s not charity.”

“Even healers must eat,” the man said with a shrug. “But I have given away some from time to time. In fact…” He reached for a small vial, holding it out to her. “A gift. For you. You look tired, Chief. This will help with sleep and alleviate your worry. No charge. Consider it a token of respect for your service.”

Taylor did not take the bottle. “I sleep fine,” she said. “If you want to stay in Astoria, you follow our rules. No more claims about cures, no more talk of vaccines. If I hear otherwise, I’ll escort you out myself.”

The Pathfinder’s eyes narrowed, but his smile stayed fixed. “I understand,” he said. “You have a duty. So do I, but going forward, I will be careful with my words.”

Closing the bedroom door behind her, Lexi felt her heart finally slowing to a gentle beat. The farmhouse was quiet now, and she let herself remember how the evening had unfolded. Anna stepped into the kitchen, her eyes rimmed with fatigue but shining with relief. Joe had spotted her first, barreling across the room with a shout, wrapping his arms around her legs and burying his face in her coat. Anna had dropped to her knees, holding him so tightly Lexi thought she might never let go. There had been tears, laughter, and the kind of welcome that made every ache and worry seem to fade.

Alice had insisted on a celebration, pulling out the last of the honey and slicing fresh bread, while Charlie poured mugs of warm cider. Marian had pressed Anna’s hand, her eyes shining with relief, and Callie had hugged her, telling her that the whole town owed her more than she would ever know. Will had offered a quiet nod, with Zack gurgling in his arms. Lexi had watched it all, her heart full to bursting. For a while, she had simply stood back, letting Anna be surrounded by love.

Now, in the hush of their bedroom, Lexi drew the curtains closed, shutting out the world. She slipped off her jeans and flannel shirt and folded them over the chair, then turned down the bed, smoothing the sheets with a practiced hand. Anna entered quietly from the bathroom, already in her softest nightshirt, with her hair loose around her shoulders. She looked smaller somehow, the lines of exhaustion still etched at the corners of her mouth, but her eyes were gentle as they met Lexi’s.

Lexi opened her arms, and Anna did not hesitate. She crossed the room and let herself be gathered in, her head settling against Lexi’s shoulder. They stood like that for a long moment, neither speaking, letting the quiet fill the space between them.

Slowly, Anna’s hand slid to Lexi’s waist. “I missed you,” she whispered, her voice barely more than a breath. “I kept thinking of this. Of coming home.”

“You’re here now,” Lexi murmured. “You’re safe. We’re safe.”

Nodding, Anna did not pull away. Instead, she lifted her face, eyes searching. “I need you,” she said softly. “I know I should sleep, but I need you close. I need to feel you.”

As her heart clenched at the vulnerability in Anna’s voice, Lexi cupped Anna’s face, her thumb tracing the soft curve of her cheek. “You have me,” she promised. “Always.”

Anna’s lips found hers, gentle at first, then deeper, a slow, searching kiss that spoke of longing and relief. Lexi slid her hands along Anna’s back, feeling the tension melt away with each touch. She guided Anna to the bed, settling her on the pillows, then climbed in beside her. They faced each other in the dim light, legs tangled, and hands moving in slow, comforting patterns.

Trailing her fingers along Anna’s jaw, down the line of her throat, over the steady thrum of her pulse, Lexi heard Anna’s breath hitch. She pressed her body closer, and Lexi wrapped her arms around Anna, drawing her in, their bodies fitting together in the way they always had. Anna’s hand slipped up Lexi’s side, palm warm against her skin, and Lexi shivered at the tenderness of it.

They moved together with a quiet urgency, and Lexi let herself be guided by Anna’s need, her hands gentle as she mapped the familiar terrain of Anna’s body. She pressed kisses to Anna’s shoulder, her collarbone, and the hollow of her throat. Anna’s fingers tangled in Lexi’s hair, her breath coming faster, her body arching into each caress.

When they finally came together, it was slow and sweet. Lexi held Anna close as the tension drained away, her heart beating steady beneath Anna’s cheek. Anna’s hand rested on Lexi’s chest, her eyes bright with tears she did not try to hide. “I love you,” Anna whispered.

Lexi brushed a kiss to Anna’s lips. “I love you, too. More than anything.” They lay together in the quiet, bodies tangled beneath the quilt, the weight of the last few days falling away. Lexi stroked Anna’s hair until her breathing slowed and her body softened with sleep. She listened to the night sounds outside the window, the distant call of an owl, the hush of the wind in the trees, and let herself drift, safe in the circle of Anna’s arms.


Chapter Twenty-Eight



Meg woke to the gentle sway of her ship, the soft creak of wood and the hush of water against the hull. For a moment, she stayed still, feeling Grace’s warmth tucked in beside her. Turning, she brushed her fingertips along Grace’s arm.

Grace stirred, eyes fluttering open, and smiled. “You’re awake,” she murmured. “Did you sleep okay?”

“I never sleep better than I do with you in our bed,” Meg answered quietly, leaning in to press her lips to Grace’s temple. She felt Grace relax into her touch. “You look better. Like the weight’s not crushing you for once.”

Grace let out a breath, her hand covering Meg’s. “I feel better,” she said. “Jackie and Taylor are back. The worst is over.” She turned, shifting closer so their bodies pressed together beneath the blanket. “I’m still tired, but it’s a different kind. Not the kind that makes your bones ache.”

Threading her fingers through Grace’s hair, Meg gently brushed it away to look into her lover’s face. “You held it together,” she said. “I’m proud of you.”

“Thank you,” Grace said with a smile, then grew serious. “I’m relieved, but I can’t stop thinking about Ferrari. There might be a real threat there.”

Nodding, Meg felt a trickle of apprehension. “From what Taylor and Jackie say, I think you’re right. You sent your report to Washington, right?”

Grace nodded. “Yesterday afternoon. I included everything, including the outbreak. I think our work is done here.”

Meg’s heart lifted. “Good,” she said. “Because I’m ready. I miss the sea, and I want to get you away from this place before you start carrying everyone’s burdens again.” She paused, tracing the line of Grace’s jaw. “But first, we need to talk about the Pathfinder.”

“I hoped we’d get one peaceful morning,” Grace said with a soft groan, but she didn’t pull away. “What about him?”

“Cyd and I set up a little misdirection,” Meg replied. “Lexi is helping by playing along with his act. She took one of his remedies, pretended to feel better, and we started spreading the word. Cyd is keeping an eye on the man at the saloon, watching for any trouble. We want to bait him into overplaying his hand, to make it easier for Taylor and Jackie to shut him down for good.”

With a frown, Grace’s brows knitted. “I talked to Lexi,” she said. “She said she really did feel better for a while and wondered if the remedy worked, or if it was only wishful thinking.” She looked away, uncertain. “I want to believe there’s nothing in those bottles but false promises, but I’m not sure.”

“We’ll find out,” Meg said, giving Grace’s hand a squeeze. “We’ll talk to Cyd, get a report on the Pathfinder’s latest tricks, and I’ll ask Lexi exactly what she felt.”

Nodding, Grace’s gaze softened as she looked at Meg. “Thank you,” she said. “I should have been in the loop about this from the beginning, but I know you did it to help me.”

“You’re not alone, Grace,” Meg said. “You never have to be.” She leaned in, kissing Grace gently, letting the kiss deepen. She felt Grace’s hands slide over her hip, pulling her closer, and Meg pressed herself along the length of Grace’s body. Their kisses grew slower, more searching. Meg traced her lips along Grace’s jaw, her neck, feeling the shiver that ran through her. She let her hands wander, mapping the familiar curves of Grace’s body. The softness of her stomach and the scar at her hip. Grace’s breath quickened, her body arching toward Meg’s touch.

Meg took her time, wanting to give Grace nothing but pleasure, nothing but comfort. She kissed her way down Grace’s body, tasting the salt of her skin and the warmth of her pulse. Her hands and mouth moved with gentle purpose, coaxing soft sighs and quiet moans from Grace’s lips. Grace’s body trembled as Meg loved her with careful, patient attention.

Grace’s hands tangled in Meg’s hair, her moan filled with need. Meg answered with every touch, every kiss, until Grace’s body tensed, her breath caught, and she quietly let go. Sliding up Grace’s body, Meg held her as the orgasm subsided while murmuring words of love and reassurance.

Afterward, they curled together, with their legs entwined. Grace tucked her head under Meg’s chin, her breath evening out. “Thank you,” she whispered. “You make me feel so good.”

Meg stroked her back, feeling her heart swell. “That is all I ever want. Always.”

Sam moved silently through the dense undergrowth, her boots muffled by layers of damp needles and moss. She had left Lady at home, not wanting to risk the dog’s life if things went badly. Today, she carried everything she thought she might need. The rifle was slung over her shoulder, her multitool was clipped to her belt, and she brought along a long pole with a hay hook secured to the end. In her backpack was water, some smoked fish, and although she prayed she wouldn’t need it, a first-aid kit. Her heart pounded with every step, but she kept her breathing steady, and her mind fixed on the task ahead.

Reaching the edge of the hollow where she’d found the bear’s den before, Sam ducked low, scanning the clearing. The bear was there, sprawled in the same patch of dirt, its massive head on its paws. For a moment, she thought it was dead. The animal didn’t stir, not even an ear twitching at her approach. Her stomach twisted. She should have come sooner. She should have tried harder.

Sam crept closer, every nerve on alert. She stopped a dozen paces away, crouched behind a fallen log, and watched. The bear’s sides moved the slightest amount. Slow, shallow breaths. Relief and dread tangled in her chest. It was alive, but only just. If she was going to help, it had to be now.

Setting the rifle down within arm’s reach, Sam unclipped her multitool and crawled forward, keeping her body as low as possible. Every inch brought her closer to danger, but she forced herself to move. She saw the rise and fall of its ribs, and the shudder of each breath. The bear didn’t move. Sam knelt beside the back foot, the wire glinting in the light. It was buried in the flesh, with the skin around it raw and angry. She pulled out the pliers from her multitool, and moving slowly, she gripped the loop. The leg trembled even in sleep, and Sam tried to swallow but her mouth was dry. With her hands shaking, she positioned the cutter, her jaw clenched so tight her teeth ached. She counted to three in her head, then squeezed.

The wire snapped with a faint metallic pop, but it still wasn’t entirely free from the bear’s foot. With no choice, she yanked it as quickly as she dared, pulling the twisted loop out of the swollen flesh. The bear jerked, a low rumble building in its chest. Its eyes snapped open, black and wild, and fixed on her. For a second, Sam’s world narrowed to nothing but those eyes and the sound of her own breath.

The bear surged up so fast that Sam didn’t have time to react. In a heartbeat, it was onto its legs, enormous and furious. Sam froze, her hands still wrapped around the multitool, and her knees pressed into the ground. She forced herself to stay still, to keep her gaze steady. “Easy,” she whispered. “I’m not here to hurt you. I only wanted to help.”

Lips curling, the bear showed yellow teeth, but it didn’t lunge. It let out a guttural sound, something between a growl and a groan, and Sam’s heart hammered so hard it felt like it might break her ribs. She swallowed, voice trembling. “I know it hurts. I’m sorry. I had to get the wire off. That’s all I wanted.” She kept talking, words spilling out in a low, steady stream. “I’ve got a family at home. Kids. A partner. I don’t want to die out here. But I didn’t want you to die, either.”

After a beat, the bear’s breathing slowed. It dropped onto its haunches, licking at the wound on the injured foot, its gaze never leaving Sam. She stayed where she was, every muscle tight, waiting for a sign that it was going to attack. A minute ticked past, then another until finally, the bear gave a long, heavy exhale, as if the fight had gone out of him.

Sam let out a shaky breath, her whole body trembling. She eased back slowly until she reached the edge of the clearing. There, she grabbed her pack and pulled out the bundle of smoked fish she’d brought. Tossing the fish toward the bear, the pieces landed in a loose heap a foot from its nose. The bear paused, sniffing, and began to eat, favoring the injured foot but putting more weight on it than before. Sam watched, hope rising in her chest. The swelling would go down. The wound would heal.

With a mouthful of fish, the bear looked at Sam, meeting her eyes across the clearing. For a moment, they regarded each other. Something passed between them. Not understanding, not forgiveness, but a kind of truce. Taking that as a sign, Sam slid on her backpack, picked up the pole, and slung the rifle over her shoulder. She didn’t look back as she walked away, but she felt the bear’s gaze on her until she reached the trees. Only when she was deep in the woods, the sounds of the bear eating fading behind her, did she let herself breathe. As she made her way home slowly, legs weak, heart still pounding, she knew she had done what she could. The bear would live, or it wouldn’t, but at least now it had a chance. That was enough.

Anna sat on the farmhouse’s back porch, with Joe on her lap, his head heavy on her shoulder. She heard Marian’s teens laughing near the barn as they split kindling, and the low hum of Alice and Charlie talking in the kitchen with the windows open. Anna let herself savor it. For the first time in days, true rest had settled into her bones.

Joe hummed under his breath, the sound as much comfort as the warmth of his small body. Anna pressed a kiss to the top of his head. “You’re heavy this morning,” she teased, and he giggled, burrowing closer. She closed her eyes, letting the sounds of chores and voices wash over her. The porch creaked as someone stepped onto it. Anna looked to see Lexi. She carried two mugs, passing one to Anna before sliding onto the step beside her.

“Hey,” Lexi said quietly.

Anna smiled. “Hey back.”

Smiling in return, Lexi took a sip of tea, then rubbed her hand across Joe’s back. “Can I talk to you about something?” she asked after a beat.

“Of course,” Anna said, turning so she saw her wife fully. “What’s on your mind?”

Lexi hesitated, turning the mug between her hands. “It’s about the Pathfinder,” she said. “And a remedy I took.” Anna nodded, waiting for Lexi to continue. Lexi’s voice dropped, careful not to let it carry. “It was Meg’s idea, really. She and Cyd wanted to see if we could catch him in a lie and make it easier for Taylor and Jackie to shut him down. So I went to him, told him I was exhausted, that I wasn’t sleeping, and he gave me a tonic. I took it. I was supposed to pretend to feel better, but for a while… I actually did.”

Anna watched her, keeping her face gentle. “A part of you hoped it might work,” she said softly. “And that hope can be powerful.”

Shaking her head, Lexi let out a breath. “That’s what I thought. Or maybe it was simply the fact I was surrounded by people who care,” she said. “But I keep thinking, what if it really helped? What if I stand up in front of everyone and call him a liar, and I’m wrong?”

Setting down her tea and taking Lexi’s hand, Anna squeezed it gently. “You’re not wrong about him being dangerous, Lexi. Not because of the herbs or the honey or whatever else he puts in those bottles. It’s the promises he makes and the prices he charges,” she said. “And most importantly, the way he tries to get between people and real care.” She looked at Joe, who was now half asleep. “I don’t discount natural remedies. I use them myself, but he’s taking advantage of fear. That’s what I can’t accept.”

Lexi nodded, relief and worry tangled in her features. “So what do we do? He’s still getting paid in food, tools, or silver. People are desperate for something that feels like control.”

Anna was quiet for a moment, listening to the distant sounds of a goat bleating. “I’m not sure we call him out as a fraud, not publicly, not unless we’re certain. But we can make it clear that no one should avoid the clinic. That no one should pay for promises,” she said. “Maybe we can start offering more of our own herbal blends at the hospital. Free. Let people see we’re not hiding anything.”

“I like that,” Lexi said. “Use some of his ideas, but without the showmanship.” She smiled. “I just didn’t want to make things worse.”

“You won’t,” Anna said. “We’ll talk to Taylor and Jackie about it. They’ll know how to handle the rest.”

Before Lexi answered, the screen door opened and Callie stepped out, balancing Zack on her hip. The boy had grown so much since his scary birth months ago. His cheeks were round, his eyes bright and curious, and his hair had enough wave to remind Anna of Will. Callie grinned, breathless. “He’s getting to be a load to carry,” she said, shifting Zack as he squirmed to be let down.

Anna opened her arms, and Callie passed Zack over, settling him on Anna’s lap with Joe. Zack reached for Joe, patting his head with clumsy affection before wriggling to face Anna. “Hi, sweetheart,” Anna murmured, pressing her nose to Zack’s cheek. He squealed, delighted, and Anna laughed, her heart full.


Chapter Twenty-Nine



Jackie stepped into Taylor’s office, letting the door close behind her. Taylor sat behind her desk, her expression set in that focused way Jackie knew all too well. On the desk, a radio sat ready in its metal casing beside a notepad and a pencil. The air in the room felt charged, every tick of the clock on the wall a reminder that they were waiting for something that mattered. Moving, Jackie stopped at Taylor’s side. “Anything yet?”

The woman shook her head, her gaze never leaving the radio. “Not yet,” she said. “Pendleton said they’d patch through as soon as they got word. We’re right at the check-in window.” She drummed her fingers on the edge of the desk. “Frankie’s smart. If he’s sending a message, he’ll do it at the exact time we agreed.”

Nodding, Jackie forced herself to keep her own nerves in check. She had slept better last night than she had in a week, but now that she was back in her element, the weight of leadership pressed in again. She glanced at Taylor, searching her face for any sign of what she felt. “Do you think he made it?”

Taylor’s jaw tightened. “If anyone can, I think it’s him. But Vegas… even before the world’s collapse, that’s not a place I’d send anyone I cared about.” She checked the clock again, then reached for the radio’s receiver. “It should be any minute now.”

A burst of static crackled from the speaker, sharp enough to make both women flinch. Taylor pressed the transmit button. “Astoria receiving. This is Chief Barnes. Pendleton, do you copy?”

The static wavered, then a voice came through, thin but clear. “Pendleton here. We have a message relayed from our southern contact. Coded as agreed. Stand by.”

Taylor pulled the notepad closer, pencil poised. Jackie leaned in, her own heart picking up speed. The voice returned, reading off a page full of short, seemingly innocent phrases. Taylor jotted them down, her handwriting quick but legible. Jackie watched her, feeling the tension rise with every word. When the message ended, Taylor thanked the operator and set the receiver down, letting out a slow breath.

Jackie touched her arm. “Well?”

For a few minutes, Taylor didn’t answer. Using the key they had agreed on at the summit, she worked through the code, translating it line by line. Jackie waited, letting her own mind race ahead. Taylor’s face grew more serious with every word.

“Frankie’s alive,” Taylor said at last. “He made it to Las Vegas. He’s inside the city.” She tapped the paper. “Ferrari is worse than we thought. Frankie said there are forced labor camps and people being pulled off the street to dig trenches and build fortifications. Ferrari is stockpiling weapons, food, and fuel.” Taylor shook her head. “To me, that sounds like a military buildup.”

“Does he think he’s safe?”

Taylor’s eyes were grim. “It’s hard to know. He’s working as a cook, which would give him some freedom to move around, but he said everyone is watched. No one talks openly.”

Taking a deep breath, Jackie tried to process the scale of it. “Did he say anything about allies? Anyone inside who might help him?”

She watched Taylor scan the last lines of the message. “He’s making contacts with a few people who want out. That there’s an underground network, but it’s small and scared. He’s going to keep gathering information, but he warns us not to trust anything from Ferrari. He says the man is charming, but everything is a trap.”

Jackie closed her eyes for a moment, then looked at Taylor. “We need to have a group call with the others,” she said. “Make sure we are all on the same page.”

“I’ll set something up,” Taylor said with a nod. “But we need to be careful. If Ferrari thinks we’re organizing, he’ll move sooner. We need to be ready.”

Jackie walked to the window and looked at the street below. People were going home, children were chasing a ball near the corner, and things looked about as normal as they could be in a post-apocalyptic world. It looked safe. She wondered how long that would last. “Do you think Frankie will make it out?”

Taylor came to stand beside her. “If he can, he will, but I think he’s the type that won’t leave until he has what we need. He’s risking everything for us.”

After walking into the Wind Dancer’s galley, Meg found Grace sitting with a mug of herbal tea cradled in her hands. The ship was quiet for the evening, only the low sounds of the harbor drifting in. Meg slid onto the bench across from her. “You look like you could use a drink stronger than that,” Meg said, and Grace offered a tired smile.

“If I start now, I won’t stop,” she replied. “I’m waiting for Cyd. She said she’d check in after keeping an eye on the Pathfinder this afternoon.”

As if summoned, Cyd appeared in the galley doorway. She dropped onto the bench beside Meg and let out a long breath. “You two are not going to like this,” she said, glancing between them. “The Pathfinder’s got half the town eating out of his hand. He’s telling anyone who’ll listen that his tonics saved Astoria from the whooping cough. Says the only reason the quarantine lifted is because people took his ‘remedies.’”

Meg’s jaw tightened. “He’s claiming credit for the end of the outbreak?”

Cyd nodded, clearly disgusted. “He’s got a line out the door. People are trading food, tools, even jewelry for his little bottles. He’s telling them it’s their duty to keep taking it, for the good of the community,” she said. “I heard him say more than once that Anna and Dr. Ambrose did what they could, but it was ‘nature’s wisdom’ that truly turned the tide.”

Grace’s hands curled into fists on the table. “So he’s not only fleecing people, he’s rewriting the facts,” she growled. “We can’t let this stand.”

Cyd leaned forward. “He’s got a following now. People are defending him in the chow hall, saying he’s the only one who kept hope alive when everyone else was scared,” she said. “If we try to run him out, it might backfire. He’ll play the victim, and the town will split right down the middle.”

Meg watched Grace set her mug down, her movements deliberate. “Then we need to do this publicly, with the facts on our side. Meg, you were right. Lexi has to be the one to call him out. She played along, she took his tonic, and she can stand up and say it was all a test,” she said, her tone getting more determined as she spoke. “Anna needs to be there too, to explain the real diagnosis and why the outbreak ended. We need the whole town to see the truth at once.”

Her anger cooling as a plan took shape, Meg nodded. “We get Jackie and Taylor to call a meeting in the square, and let the Pathfinder make his pitch,” she said. “Then Lexi stands up and tells the truth. Anna can explain the medicine, and Taylor and Jackie can back it up with authority.”

Cyd grinned, the spark returning to her eyes. “If we pull this off, he’ll have nowhere to turn. People will see him for what he is.”

Grace looked between them, resolve settling over her features. “I’ll talk to Taylor and Jackie in the morning. We need their support, and we need to make sure the town knows this isn’t about pride or power. It’s about protecting them from a lie.”

Laura woke in the dark, her heart pounding against her ribs. The room was silent except for Sam’s slow, steady breathing beside her and the faint, familiar creak of the house settling. For a few seconds, she lay still, trying to catch the edges of the dream that had pulled her from sleep. All she remembered was a sense of falling, the press of panic, and the feeling that something precious was slipping away. She pressed the heel of her hand to her chest, drawing a shaky breath. The dream melted away, but the fear clung to her.

She rolled onto her side and looked at Sam. Her partner slept soundly, one arm thrown over the pillow, her hair a dark tangle against the linen. Laura was so grateful Sam was home, that the bear was hopefully no longer a threat, and that Henry grew stronger every day. The house felt full and safe again, but beneath the relief, the old worry waited. The lump in her breast felt more real than any nightmare. Every day since she found it, she had tried to convince herself it was nothing. A cyst, maybe. A bruise she hadn’t noticed, but it was still there, and the longer she kept the secret, the heavier it became.

Lying there for a while, she listened to the quiet. The urge to turn over and try to sleep again pulled at her, but she knew she couldn’t. Not with this secret between them. She needed Sam. She needed to say it out loud, to let someone else carry the weight with her. Careful not to startle her, Laura touched Sam’s shoulder and whispered, “Sam?” Her voice was soft, but it broke the silence.

Sam stirred, blinking awake, her eyes finding Laura in the darkness. “What’s wrong?” she asked, sounding sleepy but already alert. “Is it the bear?”

Swallowing, Laura shifted closer, her hand still on Sam’s shoulder. “No, it’s not the bear. I need to tell you something,” she said, her voice trembling. “I should have told you sooner, but there was so much going on and I was scared. I didn’t want to worry you, not with everything else.”

Pushing herself up on one elbow, worry sharpened Sam’s features. “Laura, what is it?”

For a moment, Laura couldn’t find the words. She felt the sting of tears and fought them back. “I found a lump,” she whispered. “In my breast. It’s small, but it’s there. I found it last week.” She pressed her lips together. “I kept hoping it would go away, but it hasn’t.”

Sam was quiet, her hand finding Laura’s and holding it tightly. “Show me?” she asked gently. Laura nodded, her hands shaking as she guided Sam’s fingers to the spot high on her right breast. Sam pressed lightly, her touch careful and tender. When Laura felt Sam’s fingers find the small, firm knot, she saw Sam suck in a breath. She looked up, her eyes searching Laura’s face.

Laura tried to smile, but her voice shook. “I’m sorry. I should have told you right away, but then Henry got sick, and the bear, and… I didn’t want to add to it all.”

Shaking her head, Sam pulled Laura into her arms. “You don’t ever have to carry something like this alone. You are never a burden to me.” She held Laura close, stroking her hair. “We’ll go to Astoria tomorrow. We’ll see Anna. First thing. All of us.”

Finally, Laura let herself cry, the tears hot and silent. She buried her face in Sam’s shoulder, feeling the strength of Sam’s arms around her, and the solid comfort she had always found there. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I am so afraid.”

Sam pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “We’ll get answers,” she said. “Whatever it is, we’ll face it together. I promise.”

They stayed like that for a long time, curled together in the dark, Laura’s fear slowly easing under the steady reassurance of Sam’s presence. When her tears stopped, Laura let herself breathe deeply, feeling Sam’s heartbeat under her cheek. Eventually, Sam drew back enough to look at her. “In the morning, I want you to rest. I’ll get the kids up early and pack food for the ride. We’ll tell them we’re going to visit Anna and Lexi. Then, you can talk to Anna.”

Nodding, Laura felt relief and gratitude flooding through her. “Okay,” she said, her voice steadier now. “Okay. Thank you.”

Smiling, Sam brushed her thumb over Laura’s cheek. “You’re the bravest person I know,” she said. “We’ll get through this.” As the night settled around them again, Laura let herself believe it. She closed her eyes and held on to Sam, feeling lighter than she had in days. Tomorrow, she would face her fear, but tonight, she let herself cherish all that she had.


Chapter Thirty



Sam was up before dawn, padding quietly through the kitchen so she wouldn’t wake the kids too soon. She moved on autopilot at first, putting the kettle on the stove, slicing smoked sausage, and spreading butter on the last of the biscuits. She listened to the quiet of the house and was careful not to let her mind wander to the dark places. Instead, she focused on the simple things like making sure there was enough water in the canteens, wrapping slices of cheese in waxed cloth, and tucking in a jar of honey for Henry, who had started eating again with gusto.

When she peeked into the bedroom, she saw him sitting on the bed, hair sticking up, his face still a little drawn but his eyes bright and alert. He smiled at her and she smiled back, relief blooming in her chest. No one else had gotten sick. Not Shauna, not Heather, not Sam. She knew what that meant. They were lucky. Luckier than they had any right to be, considering how they had come together. She remembered the day they found Henry and Shauna, the way Henry had held his little sister’s hand and looked at Sam with a mix of suspicion and hope. The way that Laura had been so willing to take them back to Astoria. Now, they were a family, and Sam would do anything to keep it that way.

She kept herself busy, getting the kids up and everything else in the house ready. That is the trick, she told herself. Stay busy. Don’t let my mind go to the place where Laura’s lump becomes something more than a worry. She didn’t let herself think about what Anna might say, or about the reality that cancer wasn’t something anyone could really fight anymore. The thought pressed against the edges of her mind, but she pushed it away.

Instead, she made herself the anchor. When Laura came into the kitchen, her hair pulled back and her face determined, Sam greeted her with a soft kiss and a warm smile. “Good morning,” she said. “I made tea and packed food for the road.”

Laura smiled back, but Sam saw the worry in her eyes. She wanted to reach out and take it away, but she settled for pouring her a cup of strong tea and brushing her hand down Laura’s back. “The kids are almost ready,” Sam said. “Henry’s getting dressed. Shauna’s arguing with Heather over who gets to ride on Honey with you. I told them we’d flip a coin. Winner gets first shift, losers get extra honey on their biscuits.” When Laura gave a weak laugh, Sam felt a little of her own tension ease. That was what she would do. She would keep things light, steady, normal. She would be the one who made sure the world didn’t tilt too far, no matter what the day brought.

After a quick breakfast and rushing through their chores, they gathered in the front room, with the kids excited for the trip. Henry pulled on his boots, and Shauna chattered about seeing Lexi and Joe. Heather was quiet, watching Laura with her big, serious eyes, and Sam knelt in front of her, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

“Are you ready to go?” she asked. Heather nodded, but the worry didn’t leave her eyes as if she somehow sensed something wasn’t quite right.

Outside, the morning air was cool and fresh, the sky streaked with the pink of sunrise. Sam saddled Lester and Honey, then lifted Shauna up in front of Laura and helped Heather and Henry settle into their small, light wagon, which Lester would pull, even with Sam mounted. She cracked a joke about the goats being jealous that no one ever took them to Astoria, and Shauna giggled with Laura’s arms tight around her waist.

As they set off down the lane, Sam let herself fall into the rhythm of the journey. She pointed out a hawk circling high above and called out when she saw the wildflowers blooming along the ditch. Laura glanced at her, and Sam flashed her the biggest grin she could manage. She would not let Laura see her fear. She would not let herself believe, not for one second, that this was anything other than a trip to see a friend.

They gathered in Jackie’s office. Grace sat in one of the guest chairs while Meg sat in the other. As was her usual place, Taylor leaned against Jackie’s desk, arms crossed, the steady presence in the room. Even Roslyn was there at her desk in the corner, back at work now that Devan was recovering quickly.

Grace explained the situation plainly. “The Pathfinder’s lies have gone from nuisance to an outright threat. He’s telling people his tonics cured the outbreak, not Anna and Dr. Ambrose. He’s claiming his remedies ‘turned the tide.’ People are repeating it. Some are giving him credit for the quarantine ending.”

Taylor’s jaw tightened. “He’s undermining trust in the hospital.”

“Exactly,” Grace said. “If we don’t deal with this now, the next time there’s a real crisis, people might turn to him instead of Anna or the medical team. We need to bring it out into the open.”

Jackie pursed her lips. “Okay,” she said. “How do you want to handle it?”

“I suggest a public forum,” Grace replied. “A meeting in the square. Let the Pathfinder speak if he wants. Lexi can testify. She took his remedy, but it was staged, and she never believed it would actually work. With luck, others will speak up too. Then Anna and Dr. Ambrose can explain the real medicine, the difference between hope and science, and why the town can’t afford to put their faith in a showman.”

Meg nodded. “Cyd’s been tracking who is buying the remedies and who’s not. She’ll make sure no one gets missed if they want to speak.”

Roslyn spoke up. “I’ll talk to some of the families who were in quarantine with us. I know a few who might be willing to stand up and say what really helped them. I can make sure Devan’s story is shared, too.”

Jackie tapped her fingernail on the desk. “We’ll need it to be well-attended. I’ll have my staff and Taylor’s deputies go door to door, and Grace, your squad can help cover the outlying streets. Noon tomorrow. It gives us time to organize, but not so long that the gossip gets worse.”

“We’ll keep it civil,” Taylor said with a nod. “No shouting him down, no threats. If the Pathfinder wants to speak, let him, but we control the shape of the conversation.”

Letting her shoulders relax, Grace felt a flicker of relief. “Thank you. I don’t want this to look like a witch hunt,” she said. “But people need to see the truth, in public, with everyone present. It’s the only way to break his hold.” She met Jackie’s eyes, then looked at Taylor. “Meg and I will be here through the forum, but we’re leaving for San Francisco the day after.”

Taylor gave her a nod. “Thank you, Grace. You kept this place steady through a storm. I don’t think anyone else could have done it.”

Meg smiled at Grace, her hand resting lightly on Grace’s arm. “She’ll never say it, but she’s earned a break.”

“I would second that,” Jackie said. “We’ll see you in the square tomorrow at noon. We will get a message to Lexi and Anna to be ready.”

Anna parked her bike in the small shed near the front of the farmhouse and walked across the driveway toward the front steps. The air was warm, heavy with the scent of woodsmoke, and for the first time in days, she felt the knot in her chest begin to ease. The quarantine tents were gone. The field behind the high school was simply grass and mud again, and the last traces of the emergency were gone.

As Anna went inside, she was greeted by Rosie and Clem. Giving them both a smile and a rub on their head, she made her way to the kitchen. Inside, Lexi was at the island with Alice, sorting a basket of early apples. She looked as Anna entered. “You’re home,” Lexi said, standing to meet her. She wrapped Anna in a gentle hug and Anna let herself sink into it, feeling Lexi’s hands settle at the small of her back, and the familiar press of her cheek against Anna’s hair.

“I am,” Anna murmured, closing her eyes. “It feels a little strange. I keep thinking I’ll wake up in that tent, surrounded by coughing, but it’s over. The tents are down; the cots are packed away. We sent the last patient home this morning.”

Lexi pulled back, searching Anna’s face. “Are you all right?”

Anna nodded. “Still a little tired, but happy.”

“You did good, Anna,” Alice said from where she still sat. “Everyone knows it.”

Before Anna replied, a knock sounded at the door. Lexi went to answer, and Anna heard the low voices in the entry. Lexi returned with a piece of paper in her hand. “Messenger from town,” she said, passing it over.

Anna scanned the lines. “There’s a public forum in Astoria tomorrow at noon. Jackie and Taylor are calling everyone to the square. They want me there, along with Dr. Ambrose. It’s about the Pathfinder. Apparently, he is telling people his remedies cured the outbreak. They want us to set the record straight.”

Lexi’s eyes narrowed. “He’s really doing that?”

“That’s what this says. That he’s taking credit for the end of the quarantine,” Anna answered. “He’s saying his tonics turned the tide, not the actual medicine or the isolation protocols. I knew he was a problem, but this—”

Taking Anna’s hand, Lexi squeezed it. “You’re not alone in this. I’ll be there and tell them all the truth.”

“I know,” Anna said with a small smile. “Thank you.”

Suddenly, the sound of hooves and laughter drifted from the lane. “Now, who else might that be,” Alice asked as Lexi moved to the window.

“That’s Sam and Laura,” she said. “And the kids.”

Anna’s heart skipped. Someone must be sick, she thought as she hurried to the porch in time to see Sam swing down from Lester and Laura guide Honey to a stop. Henry slid to the ground from in front of Laura, looking stronger than Anna expected, his cheeks flushed with the ride. Shauna and Heather were in the wagon and both looked healthy, though Anna saw the edge of worry in Laura’s face. Sam caught Anna’s eye and managed a smile, but there was tension in her shoulders that Anna couldn’t miss.

“Hello there,” Lexi called, stepping off the porch. “This is a surprise.”

Sam nodded, glancing at Laura. “We wanted to see you,” Sam said, voice light, but Anna heard the strain beneath it. “And to thank you for everything you did for Henry.”

Kneeling, Anna gave Henry a hug, feeling the weight of his recovery in the solidness of his arms. “You look better,” she said, and Henry gave her a somber nod before a small grin slipped across his face.

“I’m hungry all the time now.”

“That’s a good sign,” Anna said. She hugged Shauna and Heather, then straightened, eyes moving to Laura. The woman was pale and not her usual cheerful self. Sam hovered close, her smile steady but her eyes full of uncertainty.

“Why don’t you all come inside?” Lexi said, ushering the children toward the kitchen. “Alice can get you some crackers. Plus we have apples and cheese.”

Anna caught Laura’s gaze and saw the silent plea. “Laura, do you want to talk in private for a minute?”

Laura nodded. “If you have time.”

As the others went to the kitchen, Anna led Laura back through the hall to her and Lexi’s bedroom. She closed the door, motioned for Laura to sit on the edge of the bed, and took the chair across from her. “What’s going on?” Anna asked.

Twisting her hands in her lap, Laura’s eyes were fixed on the floor. “I found a lump,” she whispered. “In my right breast. It’s small, but it’s been there for over a week. I wanted to pretend it was nothing, but it hasn’t gone away.”

At the woman’s words, Anna’s heart clenched, but she kept her voice calm. “Let me take a look.”

Nodding, Laura unbuttoned her shirt with trembling fingers. Anna’s hands were steady as she palpated the area, feeling the small, firm knot high on the outer curve. It wasn’t large, but it was distinct. Anna pressed gently, noting the borders, the density, and the way Laura flinched at the unfamiliarity of it. She finished the exam and leaned back as Laura buttoned her shirt. The woman’s eyes were wide, clearly searching Anna’s face for any sign of hope or reassurance.

Taking Laura’s hand, Anna held it tight. “It’s a real lump,” she said. “I can’t say what it is without a biopsy. That’s the next step. I’ll numb the area and take a small sample. We’ll need to look at it under a strong microscope.”

Laura swallowed hard. “Do we have a microscope that strong?”

“Yes,” Anna said. “The one in the hospital is powerful enough but requires electricity. Our small wind turbine will have what we need if we set up a strategy to reroute the power temporarily from other critical equipment. All of that will take time, but we won’t wait to take action. We will go to the hospital in the morning, and I’ll do the biopsy. If we preserve it in alcohol, it will last until I can examine it with Dr. Ambrose.”

Nodding, Laura’s eyes shone with fear and relief. “Thank you.”

Anna squeezed her hand again. “You did the right thing telling us, Laura. No matter what we find, you’re not alone. We’ll face it together.”


Chapter Thirty-One



Meg watched her crew move through their routine. Jimmy was up by the bow, whistling as he worked a coil of new rope. He caught Meg’s eye and grinned. “Looks like we’re set to sail tomorrow, Captain,” Jimmy called, voice carrying over the slap of water against the hull. “Forecast says we will have a good wind. If we’re lucky, we can make it to San Francisco in record time.”

Moving to his side, Meg leaned on the rail. “That’s the plan. I’d prefer not to have any excitement this trip,” she said, eyeing the sky. “No pirates, no one to rescue, no surprise storms. Just blue water and quiet nights.”

Jimmy snorted, giving the rope a final tug. “I’m fine with that. If I never see any of that again, it will be too soon.” He turned to her. “You think the world will ever go back to boring?”

“I doubt it,” Meg replied. “But a captain can hope.” She was about to check the mainmast when she heard light footsteps on the gangway. She spotted Cyd climbing on board.

“Permission to come aboard?” Cyd asked, though she was already grinning and halfway across the deck.

“I don’t know why you ask,” Meg said, waving her over. “What have you been up to?”

Cyd shrugged, glancing around the deck. “Not a lot. Figured I’d hit the chow hall for dinner early then come see if you needed any help with the last checks. I wanted to make sure we’re ready to leave after the forum tomorrow.” She leaned against the rail beside Meg, her gaze drifting out to the open water. “Feels weird, doesn’t it? We’ve only been here a couple of weeks but in some ways it feels like much longer.”

“It does,” Meg agreed. “But a lot happened. Thankfully, Astoria’s getting back to normal again, and it’s time to go. San Francisco needs us too.” She took in Cyd’s nervous energy. “Are you ready for another trip south?”

Meeting Meg’s eyes, Cyd sighed. “I’m… I don’t know. Nervous, maybe. There’s a lot waiting for us down there.” She hesitated, then glanced at Meg. “You think Audrey will remember me? Or did she move on and forget all about a weird ex-con in Astoria?”

Shaking her head, Meg fought a smile. “If you think Audrey Nixon is the type to forget you, you haven’t been paying attention. I think she’s counting the days.”

Cyd’s cheeks colored, and she ducked her head, suddenly shy. “Yeah, well. I keep replaying that last night in the tower,” she said. “We talked for hours. She even let me beat her at chess, and I know she hates to lose. I just… I don’t want to get my hopes up.”

Meg put a hand on Cyd’s shoulder. “She likes you, Cyd. More than she lets on, I think. You’re not easy to forget. Besides, you helped take down Poissoit. That buys you a lot of goodwill.”

For a beat, Cyd grinned, but it faded fast. “I wish I had what you have with Grace,” she said quietly. “Something solid. Something that feels safe. I’ve never had that before.”

Looking at her friend, Meg felt a rush of affection and a pang of gratitude. “It took me a long time to find it,” she said honestly. “Grace and I, we both had to learn to let someone in. To trust that the other wouldn’t run when things got hard.” She gazed across the harbor, her heart full. “You’ll have it too. I see it in the way you look at Audrey, and the way she looks at you. Give it time.”

Cyd nodded slowly. “Thanks, Meg. Really.”

Jimmy cleared his throat, breaking the moment. “All right, enough with the feelings. We’ve got work to do. Captain, you want me to check the bilge one last time?”

Meg laughed, grateful for the levity. “Go on, Jimmy, and make sure the galley’s stocked. I don’t want any complaints about rations.”

He gave her a mock salute, then headed below deck. Meg and Cyd lingered at the rail, watching the gulls wheel overhead. “You ready for tomorrow?” Meg asked.

Cyd nodded, determination settling in her eyes. “Yeah. I am. Whatever happens, I’m ready to move forward.”

“Me too,” Meg said. “Let’s finish what we started.”

One boot propped on the rail, Taylor sat on the porch swing, a glass of scotch balanced on her knee. The sun had dropped behind the trees, leaving the yard in twilight. From there, she saw the faint flicker of lanterns in the windows of the nearest houses, and the slow, reassuring rise of woodsmoke from a dozen chimneys. The world felt quiet for the first time in too long. She took a sip of the scotch, savoring the heat, and let her thoughts wander. There were so many threads to hold at once. The Pathfinder and tomorrow’s forum, Frankie’s coded message from Las Vegas, the shadow of Ferrari stretching north. At least the worst of the outbreak was over, and for that she was grateful.

The screen door opened behind her, and Jackie stepped out, a loose sweater wrapped over her shoulders. She eyed the amber liquid and settled beside Taylor, their knees brushing. “You started without me,” Jackie said, mock-accusation in her voice.

Taylor smiled, passing her the glass. “You were in the bath for half an hour. I figured you’d want to unwind.”

Jackie took the glass, sniffed it, and made a face. “God, this smells like a barn fire.” She took a sip anyway, coughed, and handed it back. “How do you drink this stuff?”

“With practice,” Taylor said with a smile.

Leaning back, Jackie let her head rest against Taylor’s shoulder. “You’re wound tight tonight,” she said. “Want to talk about it?”

Taylor stared into the yard, rolling the glass between her palms. “I’m thinking about tomorrow. The forum, the Pathfinder. I know we’re doing the right thing, but it only takes one bad rumor to start a stampede, and then there’s Frankie, and Ferrari, and the fact that every time we get a little peace, something else tries to break it.”

Jackie was quiet for a moment, then reached for Taylor’s free hand and laced their fingers together. “You don’t have to hold it all by yourself,” she said. “I’m with you, and Astoria’s stronger than it used to be. A large part because of you.”

A rush of warmth settled in Taylor’s chest. She squeezed Jackie’s hand, grateful for the steadiness she always found there. “Thank you,” she said. “It’s just I want to get it right. I want to keep the town from becoming divided, and I want you safe.”

With a smile, Jackie lifted her head. “You want to protect everyone,” she said. “That’s why I married you, Chief Barnes, but you’re allowed to let go sometimes.” She stole the glass back, took a tiny sip, and grimaced again. “That’s it. I’m getting wine next time.”

Taylor laughed, the sound easing some of the tension in her body. “You’re welcome to it. I think we’ve earned a little indulgence.”

“I can think of a few other indulgences,” Jackie said, and Taylor didn’t miss the sultrier tone. “Are you coming inside soon?”

Standing, Taylor offered Jackie her hand. “Lead the way.”

Jackie rose, pressing close, her mouth brushing Taylor’s ear. “Don’t worry about tomorrow,” she whispered. “Tonight, you’re mine.”

Lexi lay awake in the dark, her arm around Anna’s waist. The window was cracked open to the night, letting in the faint chorus of frogs from the creek and the hush of wind through the trees. She felt Anna’s breath on her skin, steady but a little too quick for sleep. Lexi turned, careful not to jostle her.

“You’re not sleeping,” Lexi whispered.

For a beat, Anna didn’t answer. Then, she turned until she put her head on Lexi’s shoulder. “I keep thinking about Laura,” she murmured. “I’m scared for her. What if it’s cancer? What if we can’t help her?”

Taking a slow breath, Lexi ran her hand along Anna’s back. “We don’t know anything yet,” she said. “You said yourself, there are a dozen things it might be. We’ll wait for the biopsy. Until then, we hope.”

Anna’s fingers tightened on Lexi’s side. “But if it is… if it’s bad… I don’t know how I’ll tell her. Or Sam. I keep playing it over in my head. What if it was you?” she said. “Or me. What if I found a lump and couldn’t do anything about it?” Her voice cracked. “I don’t think I could bear it.”

Feeling the ache settle in her chest, Lexi swallowed. She cupped Anna’s cheek and made her look at her. “Hey. Don’t go there. We’re both fine right now,” she said. “You’re here, I’m here. Laura’s strong, and she’s got you. Sam. All of us. If the worst happens, we’ll help her through it, but I’m not letting you talk about what ifs.”

“You say that like it’s easy,” Anna whispered, her eyes shimmering in the faint light.

“It’s not,” Lexi admitted. “I know. I worried about you every minute you were away helping with the cough, but you came back to me. You always come back.”

Letting out a shaky breath, Anna’s body relaxed a little. “I was scared too,” she whispered. “Not only for me, but for you. For Joe. For everyone.”

Lexi pressed a kiss to Anna’s forehead. “We’re lucky, you know. Even with everything that’s been lost,” she said. “We have this bed. This house. Joe sleeping over there, almost too big for his crib. Our family, with so many people we’ve let in, is tangled, and loud, and messy, but I know you’d never want to change it. I don’t know what’s coming, but I do know I wouldn’t trade this for anything.”

Anna was quiet for a long moment. “I love you,” she finally said, and Lexi pulled her closer, wrapping her up.

“I love you too, and you’re not alone with your worries. We’ll carry them together.”

Anna’s breathing slowed, her head tucked under Lexi’s chin. “Thank you,” she whispered. Lexi held her until she felt Anna’s weight go heavy with sleep, her own eyes closing as the night’s worries faded to the background. For now, at least, they were safe. For now, they had each other.


Chapter Thirty-Two



Sitting on the edge of the narrow exam table, Laura’s hands were folded tightly in her lap. The hospital was quiet except for the faint shuffle of footsteps in the corridor and the soft clink of instruments as Anna prepared the tray behind her. Laura’s gaze drifted to the window, where the morning sun cast a pale square of light across the tiled floor. She tried to hold on to that brightness, letting it anchor her while her heart thudded an anxious rhythm.

She remembered the wagon ride into town, how she sat beside Sam in the back while Anna sat with Lexi as she drove. The fields had been damp with dew, the air brisk, and the children’s voices echoing behind them as they waved goodbye from the porch. Alice and Marian had promised to keep the kids busy. It had been easier to leave the farmhouse knowing Henry, Shauna, and Heather were in good hands, but Laura’s mind had circled back to them again and again as the wagon rattled into Astoria. What will their lives be like in the future? she had wondered. What if I’m not here to help them?

As she waited for Anna to finish washing her hands, Laura pressed her palms together and tried to slow her breathing. She felt exposed in the thin cotton gown, the fabric cool against her skin, but the worst of it was the waiting. Most of the night she spent rehearsing what she would say to everyone, how she would deal with the truth, whatever it turned out to be. She wanted to be brave for Sam, for the children, and for herself. Most of all, she wanted to believe that everything would turn out all right.

Anna turned from the sink, her eyes kind. “Are you ready?” she asked.

Laura nodded, her throat tight. “As I can be,” she replied, trying to smile.

“You’re doing fine,” Anna said, starting to move with careful efficiency. She explained each step in a reassuring tone as she positioned the tray, drew up the local anesthetic, and helped Laura lie back against the cool paper. “This will sting a little,” Anna warned as she put her warm hand on Laura’s arm and injected the numbing medicine. Laura focused on the ceiling, counting her breaths, letting the clinical rhythm of Anna’s voice guide her through the worst of the fear. She felt pressure, a tug, and then nothing at all except the weight of Anna’s steady hand.

“It’s all right,” Anna said quietly. “I’m almost finished.” Laura turned her head and thought about the goats and the horses waiting at home, about Shauna’s wild laughter, Heather’s wise eyes, and Henry’s quiet strength. About the way Sam’s hand had wrapped around hers in the wagon, grounding her every time she felt herself drift.

When Anna finished, she pressed a folded cloth to the small wound and taped it in place. “That’s it,” she said. “You did really well, Laura. I’ll send the sample to Dr. Ambrose as soon as the microscope is running. We’ll both look at it and compare notes. I promise, you’ll have an answer in forty-eight hours at the very most.”

Laura swallowed, letting the words settle. “What do I do until then?” she asked as Anna helped her sit up, careful not to jostle the bandage.

“You go home,” she said. “You take care of your family and your animals. Rest if you need to but try to keep things as normal as you can. I’ll send a messenger with the results as soon as we know.”

Nodding, Laura felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes, but she blinked them away. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For everything.”

Squeezing her hand, Anna’s own eyes were shining. “You’re not alone in this, Laura. I mean that.” Laura managed a smile. She dressed quickly, her fingers fumbling with the buttons, and when she pushed open the exam room door, she saw Sam and Lexi waiting at the end of the hall. Sam stood with her arms folded, her face drawn with worry, while Lexi sat on the wooden bench, her knee bouncing restlessly. The moment Laura stepped out, Sam straightened and crossed the space between them.

Laura didn’t wait. She went straight into Sam’s arms, letting herself be held, letting her head rest against Sam’s shoulder. For a moment, she let all the tension spill out, her breath shuddering, and her hands clinging tight. Sam stroked her hair, murmuring quiet words that Laura barely heard but felt all the same.

“It’s done,” Laura murmured as she pulled back a little. “Anna says we’ll have the results soon. She wants us to go home and keep things normal.”

Sam nodded, her jaw set. “That’s what we’ll do. We’ll get the kids, and we’ll go home. We’ll wait together.”

Lexi stood at the edge of the town square, hands tucked deep in her coat pockets, watching as the crowd gathered. People clustered in small groups. There were no market stalls today, only a single table belonging to the Pathfinder set up near the edge, his bottles lined in neat rows that glinted in the noon sun. He stood behind them, coat buttoned, his posture calm and self-assured, as if this gathering was simply another performance.

Taylor and Jackie stood together on the raised platform constructed last fall for occasional live music. It was another of the bits of progress Astoria had made. As Lexi watched them, she saw the weight of leadership clear in the set of their shoulders. Anna was nearby, her expression unreadable. Meg and Grace lingered at the edge of the crowd, with Cyd shifting from foot to foot, as if scanning for trouble. Lexi caught Anna’s eye, and Anna gave her the faintest nod, a silent promise of support.

“Thank you all for coming,” Jackie said, her voice cutting through the hum of the crowd. “We called this meeting to address the confusion and rumors that have been spreading since the bronchitis outbreak. There are questions about what really happened, about who helped, and about what we should trust going forward. Today, we want to set the record straight.” A ripple of tension moved through the crowd. Lexi’s heart pounded harder, but she held herself steady. She had agreed to this. She had rehearsed what she would say, but now that the moment was here, her mouth was dry.

Taylor stepped forward. “We know many of you turned to the Pathfinder’s remedies during the quarantine,” she said. “Some of you felt better. Some did not. There are stories going around that these tonics cured the illness. We want to talk about that openly, as a community.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Lexi saw the Pathfinder incline his head and smile. “I have never claimed to replace Astoria’s fine doctors,” he said with a showman’s tone. “My remedies are drawn from nature, from wisdom passed down through generations. Many have told me they found comfort, even relief, in these bottles. I only wish to help.”

Jackie looked out at the townsfolk. “We are not here to shame anyone for seeking hope, but hope built on false promises is not hope at all. Lexi Scott has agreed to speak about her own experience.”

Lexi swallowed, feeling the weight of every gaze in the square. She stepped forward, her voice quiet at first, but growing stronger as she spoke. “I went to the Pathfinder during the worst of the outbreak. I told him I was exhausted, anxious, and desperate for something to help. He gave me a tonic. I took it,” she said, gathering momentum. “A part of me wanted to believe it would work. For a little while, I thought it did, but the truth is, it was really all in my head.” There were murmurs in the crowd, and Lexi continued. “I was part of an effort with others to see if his remedies would really do what he claimed. We wanted to test it, to see if it was real or if it was a false promise in a bottle.”

Looking around, she met the eyes of people she knew and she cared about. “I won’t lie. I felt better for a day, but I know in my heart it wasn’t because of the tonic. It was because I was surrounded by friends who cared. The tonic didn’t cure me, and when it comes to anyone else being sick, it didn’t cure them either. Anna and Dr. Ambrose did. The isolation, the medicine, the care… they saved lives.”

A murmur swept the crowd. The Pathfinder’s face remained composed, but Lexi saw a flicker of something. Doubt? she wondered. Or only frustration?

Anna stepped forward. “We reviewed every case and determined the illness was acute bronchitis, not whooping cough. Supportive care, rest, fluids, and time were what brought people back,” she said. “The tonics did not make the difference. I am not against herbal medicine. I use it myself, but I cannot stand by while someone takes credit for the work of our entire community.”

Taylor gestured to the townsfolk. “If anyone else would like to speak, now is the time.”

For a moment, there was silence. Then Roslyn stepped forward, her arm around Devan. “I could have bought a bottle,” she said. “Hoping it might help instead of going to the hospital, but I did the right thing going to honest professionals, and what helped was Anna’s care. The nurses. The volunteers. The food people from town brought. The kindness of my neighbors.”

Others joined in. A woman spoke quietly about her child’s recovery, about the fear and then the relief when Anna told her it was not whooping cough. A man stood and thanked the clinic, the volunteers, and the people who sat with him through the worst nights. Slowly, the mood shifted from uncertainty to something steadier, a kind of collective clarity.

Jackie turned to the Pathfinder. “You have heard from our community. We appreciate your intention to help, but your remedies created confusion, not healing. We cannot allow anyone to profit from fear. We ask you to pack your wagon and leave Astoria. Today.”

For the first time, the Pathfinder’s composure cracked. His mouth tightened. He looked at the faces turned toward him and seemed ready to defend himself. Yet, when he clearly saw there would be no support there, no second chance, he nodded. “If that is your wish,” he said, his tone stiff but polite. “I will respect it. I meant no harm.”

Taylor’s gaze was unyielding. “We will escort you to the edge of town. You are not to return.”

The Pathfinder inclined his head, gathering his bottles with careful hands. “Very well,” he said. “I wish you luck. You will need it in this world. This bronchitis is a warning. There is more coming.”

As the man packed his wares, Lexi felt a ripple of relief. The crowd began to break apart and Anna came to her side, slipping an arm around her waist. Lexi took a deep breath and let the tension leave her body. Jackie called out one last message as people left. “Thank you for coming,” she said. “And let’s remember this. We are stronger when we work as one.”

Sitting at her desk, Taylor sorted through a stack of reports on food storage security when the radio that was still in her office crackled to life. The light above the comms panel blinked, signaling an incoming call. She set down her pencil, stood, and reached for the receiver, her mind flipping quickly through possible contacts. It was not the usual time for a report from Pendleton, but she keyed the mic anyway. “Chief Barnes, Astoria receiving. Go ahead.”

There was a burst of static, then an unfamiliar voice came through, smooth and unhurried. “Chief Barnes,” a man said. “I’m so pleased to finally speak to you directly. I’ve heard a great deal about you.”

Taylor felt every muscle in her body go rigid. She did not recognize the caller, but she did not miss the confidence. Or the undercurrent of menace. She kept her voice even. “Who is this?”

A brief pause, almost theatrical, filled the air. “My name is Ferrari. You’ve been expecting me, I think,” the man said smoothly. “I am calling as a courtesy. I wanted to introduce myself. You see, I have it on very good authority that you are the one I should be most wary of. Not the delegates, not the mayors. You, Chief Barnes. You are the one who arrested my man Crowe and sent him to Alcatraz. That was a bold move.”

Feeling sweat prickle along her spine, Taylor’s heart pounded but her voice stayed steady. “Crowe broke the law,” she said. “He threatened women and children. That’s not tolerated here.”

There was a low, appreciative chuckle. “So I have heard. I admire decisiveness, even when it is inconvenient for me, but you see, I believe in fairness. I wanted to give you a chance to hear from your own emissary that I mean no harm before we move forward.”

Taylor’s grip tightened on the receiver. “Where is Frankie O’Dell? Is he all right?”

There was a click, then the sound of shuffling, and a faint breath. Another voice broke through, strained but urgent. “Taylor, listen to me. Ferrari is a monster. Do not trust a thing he says. He’s building an army. He’s already got informants moving north. He will try to infiltrate Astoria. He will use any weakness, any division. You have to—” Frankie’s voice cut off with a sharp, violent sound. A gunshot rang out close to the microphone, hurting Taylor’s ears. The silence that followed was suffocating.

Ferrari’s voice returned, colder now. “That is unfortunate. I did hope to keep things civil, but your friend chose to be disloyal. Disloyalty is always punished.”

Already knowing the answer, but needing to confirm it, Taylor forced the words out. “Is Frankie alive?”

A pause, then a sigh. “I’m afraid he’s not,” Ferrari said. “It was quick. He did not suffer, although now I wish he had.” The man let the silence linger, letting the threat settle. “Let me be clear, Chief Barnes. I do not want war, but if you cross me again, if you interfere with my business, I will visit Astoria myself, and I will not come alone. Consider this your only warning.”

The line went dead. The radio hissed with static. Taylor sat frozen, feeling anger and a bone-deep dread all at once. Frankie’s words echoed in her mind. He will try to infiltrate. He will use any weakness. She set the receiver down with shaking hands, her pulse roaring in her ears. She needed to contact Pendleton. They needed to coordinate a response, but first, as much as she hated having to tell her wife something so horrible, Taylor needed to talk to Jackie. There was the worst kind of trouble on the horizon.


Chapter Thirty-Three



Jackie was halfway through a tense conversation with Mr. Daly, one of the older farmers from the outskirts of Astoria, when she heard the knock. Daly was red in the face, voice rising as he explained how damaging it was when his neighbor allowed his herd to enter his section of land. Jackie kept her tone patient, offering assurances that they would talk to the neighbor and determine the best course of action, but she felt her own patience thinning. She glanced at Roslyn, who sat nearby, dutifully jotting notes.

The knock came again, louder this time. Jackie looked over, about to send Roslyn to tell the person to wait, but then the door opened. The sight of Taylor in the doorway made her heart lurch. Taylor never interrupted her meetings unless it was incredibly urgent, and the serious look on her face made Jackie’s stomach tighten.

“Jackie,” Taylor said. “I need you. Now. It can’t wait.” Her tone left no room for argument.

Jackie looked at Mr. Daly. “I’m sorry, but something’s come up. Roslyn will reach out to reschedule you, and we’ll make sure your concerns are reviewed.”

Daly looked between them, clearly saw the tension in Taylor’s posture, and nodded. “Of course, Ms. Scott,” he said. “Another time.” He gathered his hat and left quickly without further protest.

Roslyn’s brow furrowed. “Do you want me to wait outside?”

Taylor didn’t hesitate. “Yes. Please, Roslyn. This is private.”

The words came out rough, not at all like Taylor’s usual tone. That alone was enough to make Jackie’s pulse start to race. Roslyn gathered her notes and slipped out, closing the door behind her. Only when they were alone did Taylor’s shoulders sag. She crossed to the visitor chair and sat heavily, not meeting Jackie’s eyes at first. Jackie waited, resisting the urge to reach across the desk. The silence pressed in until finally, Taylor looked at her. Her face was stark, with the lines of fatigue deeper than Jackie had ever seen.

“It’s Ferrari,” Taylor said quietly. “He called. Direct to the station. Just now.”

Jackie felt the blood drain from her face. “What did he say?”

Taylor’s hands were clenched on her knees. She shook her head as if willing the memory away. “He knew my name. He knew about Crowe, about what happened here. He said he’s been waiting to speak to me. He called it a courtesy, but it was a threat. All of it.”

“A threat?”

Running a hand over her face, Taylor nodded. “He said he’s heard I’m the one to be wary of. That arresting Crowe was a bold move. Then he said he wanted to give me a chance to hear from our own emissary before he ‘moves forward.’” Taylor’s voice wavered, anger and grief warring in her eyes. “He put Frankie on the line. For a moment, I thought—” She swallowed, her jaw tight. “I thought maybe Frankie was aligned with Ferrari, that we had been played, but nothing is further from the truth.” Taylor ran a hand over her face. “Frankie managed to yell out a warning. He said Ferrari is building an army, that he’s already got informants moving north, that he’ll use any weakness, any division.” Taylor paused, and Jackie waited, dreading whatever else Taylor had to say. “Then there was a gunshot, and Ferrari came back on. Calm as you please. He said Frankie was dead. That if we cross him again, he’ll come to Astoria himself, and he won’t come alone.”

The words landed like a blow. Jackie pressed her hand to her chest, trying to steady her breathing. She felt sick, her mind spinning through every implication. “He killed him. On the radio. To make a point.”

Taylor’s face was carved from stone. “Thinking about it now, I believe he wanted me to hear it. He wanted us to know what he’s capable of.”

Swallowing hard, Jackie found her voice, but it was weak. “What do we do?”

Silent for a long moment, Taylor stared at her hands. “We warn Pendleton. We warn every community in the alliance,” she answered. “We tell them exactly what happened, then double security on every intake, every checkpoint. Get extra eyes out on the roads…”

As Taylor’s words faded, Jackie nodded, her mind already racing ahead to the practicalities. “You’re right,” she said. “We need a plan, Taylor. Not only for Astoria, but for every town that is within Ferrari’s reach.”

Slowly, Taylor nodded, but her eyes were distant, already somewhere else. Jackie recognized the look. The way Taylor’s mind always leaped to the next battle, the next threat. The way she shouldered the burden of everyone’s safety, always first in line, always ready to sacrifice herself if it meant someone else would be spared. Jackie wanted to grab her wife’s hand and pull her back. She wanted to beg her not to do anything reckless, but she bit her tongue. It wasn’t the time. Not with the town, maybe the whole region, on the edge of something none of them had ever faced. Instead, she leaned forward, her tone gentle. “We’ll do all of that, but we do it together, Taylor. We don’t take any risks alone.”

Taylor looked at her, and for a moment, Jackie saw a surprising hint of fear in her eyes, but she also saw the resolve. Taylor would do whatever it took. Jackie’s heart twisted with love and dread. She would stand with her, always, but in the quiet corners of her mind, she was already bracing for the moment when Taylor would try to carry the whole world on her shoulders, and she was already terrified of what it might cost them both.

Pouring the last of the herbal tea into her mug, Grace savored the warmth in her hands. Meg slid a plate of crackers and cheese across the galley table. The Wind Dancer was quiet, the crew mostly ashore for one final evening in port, and the familiar hush of the ship at anchor settled around them. Grace let herself feel the anticipation of leaving in the morning, the excitement of being back on the water, and headed to what she had come to consider her other home. She caught Meg’s eye and saw the same feelings in them.

“I checked with Jimmy,” Meg said, breaking a cracker in half. “We’re ready to cast off at first light. We are stocked with trade goods and—”

Before she finished, there was a sharp knock at the galley door. Jimmy poked his head in, his face earnest. “Sorry to bother you, Captain, Major. Chief Barnes is on deck. She says it can’t wait.”

Grace set her mug down, already pushing back the bench. “Thank you, Jimmy. We’ll be right there.”

They found Taylor waiting at the top of the gangway. Something in her posture let Grace know the news was particularly bad. “Hello, Taylor,” she said. “Since we already said our goodbyes after the public forum, clearly this is important.”

“It is. We need to talk. Privately,” Taylor replied.

Without a word, Meg led the way aft, unlocking the door to her captain’s quarters. Inside, the small cabin was dim, and she lit a lantern before closing the door behind them. Taylor moved to the small table, bracing her hands on the edge. For a moment, Grace watched her, reading the tension in the set of her shoulders. Whatever this is, she thought. It is bad.

Taylor didn’t waste time. “Ferrari called the station today,” she said. “He knew everything. My name, Crowe, what happened here. He said he wanted to introduce himself. Then he put Frankie on the line.” She stopped, jaw clenching. “Frankie got out a warning. Said Ferrari is building an army. Then there was a gunshot.” Taylor shook her head, and Grace wasn’t sure she ever saw Taylor so upset. “Ferrari came back on, calm as ever. Said Frankie was dead. Said if we cross him again, he’ll come to Astoria himself, and he won’t come alone.”

Grace let the horrible news wash over her as she sat in a chair at the table, her hands suddenly cold. “He killed him? On the line?”

Nodding, Taylor met her eyes. “Yes.”

No one spoke for a moment. Grace pressed her hands together, trying to steady herself. She realized, with a sinking feeling, that with the few facts she had about Ferrari, she had underestimated him. “He’s more than a warlord like Roslyn described,” she said quietly. “He’s a strategist. He knows how to use fear.”

Taylor nodded. “He’s already probing for weaknesses. Frankie said he has informants moving north. Jackie and I have just finished a conversation with all the reps who came to Pendleton. They’re alerting every allied town. Everyone agrees. The time for waiting is over. We need to ask for military support. I’m telling you because we’ll need your help, Grace.”

Meg looked at Grace, worry etched deep in her face. “What can we do from San Francisco?”

Grace didn’t hesitate. “Everything,” she said. “I’ll send a message to headquarters in Washington tonight. Then, the minute we dock in San Francisco, I’ll talk to Colonel Reese, the Northern California military commander. We can start getting a few mobile units ready to deploy into Nevada if it comes to that.”

Letting out a slow breath, some of the tension eased from Taylor’s frame. “Thank you,” she said. “I’m sorry to hit you with this the night before you leave.”

Grace shook her head. “You did the right thing. I’d rather know now,” she said. “We’ll leave at dawn, and I’ll get to work as soon as we’re tied up in the city.”

Meg reached for Taylor’s shoulder and held it. “We’re with you,” she said. “Whatever you need.”

Sam checked the hallway one last time before slipping into the kitchen, careful not to let the old floorboards creak. The house was finally quiet. She had peeked in on each of the kids. Shauna sprawled sideways across her quilt, and Heather curled up with her wooden horse tucked in beside her. Henry slept with his hands folded over his chest. Even Lady had settled in her bed beside the woodstove, her tail twitching in a dream. Sam let herself breathe out, feeling the weight of the day in her shoulders.

Walking into the kitchen, she found Laura sitting at the table, her hair loose around her face, and a half-empty glass of blackberry wine in front of her. The bottle stood open, the cork set aside, the deep red liquid catching the lantern light. She looked as Sam entered, her eyes tired but intent.

“Come sit with me?” Laura asked, her voice softer than usual.

Sam wanted to say no, to put it off, to let the silence hold a little longer, but she nodded and pulled out the chair beside Laura. She watched as Laura poured a second glass, filling it higher than she ever had.

Taking it, Sam looked at the glass. “What’s all this for?” Sam asked, forcing a smile. “I thought we were saving that for something special.”

Laura’s laugh was quiet. “I don’t want to wait for special occasions anymore,” she said, meeting Sam’s eyes. “I want to savor every moment we have. I don’t want to look back and wish I’d opened the wine. Or wish I’d love the children more. Or you.” She took a sip, then another, swallowing hard. “If the cancer is real, if it’s what I think it is, we might not have as much time as we thought.”

Feeling her chest tighten, Sam stared at the wine, wishing she could pour all her fear into it and make it disappear. “We don’t know that yet, Laura,” she said. “Anna said it might be anything. We’re waiting for the results.”

Her hands trembling, Laura nodded. “I know, but I keep thinking about what happens if I’m not here. How will you run the farm? Take care of the kids? Who will help with the horses, or the garden, or the goats when I’m gone?” She drank again, faster this time, and Sam saw the panic edging in. “You’ll need help. You’ll need someone, Sam. I want you to promise me you’ll think about finding someone else. Someone who can help you, and love the kids, and—”

Sam reached across the table, her hand closing over Laura’s. “No. Stop,” she said. “Don’t do this. Don’t talk about leaving me. Not tonight. Not ever, if I have anything to say about it.” She felt Laura’s hand shake beneath hers, saw the tears starting to slip down Laura’s cheeks. Sam pushed her chair back and moved to Laura’s side, pulling her close. Laura pressed her face to Sam’s chest, her shoulders shaking as she cried.

Her own tears hot against her cheek, Sam held her, rocking gently. For a long time, they clung to each other. “It’s not fair,” Laura whispered. “We survived everything. All of it, and we found each other. Together, we built this life. How can it end like this?”

Sam pressed her lips to Laura’s temple, breathing in the scent of her hair, the warmth of her skin. “We don’t know that it will,” she said fiercely. “We don’t know anything yet. Until Anna tells us otherwise, I am not giving up hope. Not for one second. You hear me? I’m stubborn, Laura. You know that. I’m not letting go of you without a fight.”

Laura’s breath stuttered, her hands clutching at Sam’s shirt. “I’m so scared.”

“Me too,” Sam admitted. “But I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. We’re going to face this. Whatever comes.”

Pulling back, Laura nodded, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “I promise I won’t talk about it again. Not until we know for sure.”

Sam nodded, her throat tight. “I promise too. We’ll drink the wine, and we’ll be together, and we’ll wait, and when the results come, we’ll deal with it then.”

Managing a watery smile, Laura leaned into Sam’s embrace again. “Together,” she whispered.

They sat like that for a long time. Sam stroked Laura’s hair, whispering quiet reassurances, holding her until the tears were spent and the fear eased a little. They had survived so much. They would survive this, too, and until they knew for sure, Sam would not give up hope. Not for a single moment.


Chapter Thirty-Four



Washing her hands at the small sink in her exam room, Anna’s mind was only half on the simple task. The morning had been a blur of routine complaints. A sprained ankle, a child with a rash, and an older man wanting reassurance about a bruise. Thankfully, nothing to do with bronchitis. She moved through each case with calm efficiency, but her thoughts kept circling back to the covered tray in the supply room-turned-laboratory, where Laura’s biopsy sample waited. Every time she passed the door, she felt its gravity pulling at her, the weight of what she might find inside heavy on her heart.

She finished with her last patient. A teenager who needed a splinter removed from her palm. After sending the teen on his way, she stepped into the hallway, stripping off her gloves. An orderly was waiting, her face serious. “I was coming to tell you that Dr. Ambrose says the turbine’s holding steady. The microscope is up, and he’s prepping the slide now.”

Anna nodded, pressing a hand to her chest for a second, steadying herself. “Thank you,” she whispered. She knew how important this was, not only for Laura but for Sam, for the kids, and for everyone who had come to depend on their little patchwork family. She crossed the hall and slipped into the lab.

Dr. Ambrose was already at the counter, the sample jar open, his hands moving with the same deliberate care Anna had always admired. He glanced up as she entered, his eyes somber. “Ready?” he asked.

Anna managed a nod, though her heart pounded. “Let’s do it together.”

They worked in silence for a few minutes, each step a small ritual. Dr. Ambrose prepared the thin slice of tissue, setting it on the slide, and adding the stain that would make the cells’ secrets visible. Anna checked the microscope’s light, adjusted the focus, then stepped back to let Dr. Ambrose look first. He bent over the scope, his breath slow and steady, his face unreadable.

After a long moment, he straightened, rubbing the bridge of his nose. He didn’t say anything, simply looked at Anna, something shifting in his expression, something she could not quite name. Anna swallowed and took her place at the eyepiece. She closed one eye and let the world narrow to the circle of glass, the field of pale pink and violet cells beneath the lens. She adjusted the focus again, her fingers steadying as the image sharpened.

She scanned the slide, moving slowly, methodically, searching for the shadows she most feared and the patterns she dreaded to see. Her breath caught as she traced the margins, her mind racing, every detail under the lens magnified by hope and worry. She looked again to be sure, her eyes burning as she double-checked every field.

At last, Anna leaned back, her shoulders sagging with an emotion so unexpected, she had to grip the edge of the counter. She blinked rapidly, and tears welled up, slipping silently down her cheeks. She let them fall, not bothering to wipe them away.

Dr. Ambrose’s voice was gentle, almost reverent. “Are you satisfied with this sample?” Anna nodded, her voice caught in her throat. She tried to speak but only managed a trembling exhale. She did not trust herself to say more. Dr. Ambrose squeezed her shoulder. “I’ll let you write the note. They’ll want to hear it from you.”

Anna nodded, still blinking back tears. She pulled a sheet of paper toward her and steadied her hand. A message like this should be kept simple, and in a few sentences, she was done. She folded the note, slid it into an envelope, and pressed it into Dr. Ambrose’s hand. “Please ask our runner to take it to the post office for immediate delivery to the farm.”

Dr. Ambrose nodded and left the room, leaving Anna alone in the hush of the lab. Anna pressed her fingers to her lips, her eyes squeezed shut as another wave of tears slipped down her face. This time, she let herself feel the emotions. She stood for a long moment, holding close to the truth she wanted to share, but knew it wasn’t her place. Sam and Laura would have to make that decision.

Meg stood at the helm, one hand wrapped around the smooth wheel, the other shading her eyes as she watched the last dark-gray sliver of the Columbia River slip away behind them. The Wind Dancer cut through the water, sails full and snapping, with the open Pacific stretching out ahead. The water was restless, and the wind was brisk, but Meg felt steady, anchored by the familiar rhythm of the ship beneath her feet. She drew a long breath, letting the sharp salt air clear away some of the tension left from the whirlwind of Astoria.

Beside her, Grace leaned on the rail, her gaze fixed on the horizon, shoulders relaxed in a way Meg hadn’t seen in weeks. Cyd stood beside her, fidgeting with a bit of twine, her eyes darting from the shifting sky to the distant coastline, then back to Meg. The three women had barely spoken since casting off, each lost in their own thoughts as the Wind Dancer moved from river to sea. Now, as the river faded behind them, Meg felt the need to break the quiet.

“Feels different every time I leave Astoria,” she said, her voice carrying over the wind. “Sometimes, it’s like I’m simply running the route, business as usual. This time…” She trailed off, searching for the right words.

Grace nodded, her expression thoughtful. “This time, we’re leaving more behind than the docks,” she said. “That town is evolving. It’s not simply a small, safe community anymore. It’s becoming something bigger. Something people are going to fight for.” She looked at Meg, then at Cyd. “And something others are going to want to take.”

Tossing the twine aside, Cyd took a deep breath. “I keep thinking about that forum,” she said. “How close it got. If Lexi hadn’t stood up, if Anna hadn’t been there to explain… I don’t know. The town might have split right down the middle.” She glanced over her shoulder at the receding coast. “People want hope so bad, they’ll grab for anything. Even if it’s a bottle of honey and water and lies.”

“Unfortunately, it’s not only Astoria,” Meg said quietly. “The Pathfinder is still out there. People are hungry for answers. They want someone to tell them it’ll be all right.”

“It makes them vulnerable,” Grace said as she stared at the horizon. “That’s what Ferrari is counting on. That’s what men like him always count on. He’ll use fear, or hope, or whatever else he must, to get a foothold.” She looked at Meg, her jaw set. “We can’t let him.”

Meg nodded. “A man died to get us that message,” she said. “He warned us. If we don’t listen, if we don’t get ready, it’ll be on us.” Meg tightened her grip on the wheel, feeling the truth of it settle deep. “We can’t let Astoria, or anywhere else, face him alone.”

“You’re right,” Grace said. “We will make a plan.”

With a sigh, Cyd slumped against the rail. “So, you don’t think we’ll get a break?” she asked. “Just a few weeks where nobody’s dying, nobody’s starting a war, nobody’s selling false hope?”

Grace let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “I think we’ll have to make our own peace, even if it’s only for a night at sea.”

Meg nodded, feeling the weight of it all. She looked at her friends, at the ship, and at the endless blue ahead. “We’ll take it one day at a time,” she said. “That’s all we’ve ever done.”

Laura knelt in the garden, her knees pressed into the cool, dark earth, fingers curled around a stubborn weed. She worked slowly, pulling a dandelion from between the rows of carrots and beets she’d planted weeks ago, trying to keep her mind anchored to each small task. She noted where the peas were already sending their tendrils searching for the trellis, and where the squash hills showed hints of new growth. It was early yet. There would be time for more seeds, more tending, and more days like this. If I have them, she thought. She caught herself. No. I will not think about the fall, about harvest, about whether I will be here to pull onions from the ground or can green beans for the winter. She pushed the thought away, focusing instead on the feel of the earth in her hands, the rhythm of pulling, tossing, and smoothing the soil. Over her shoulder, she heard the steady scrape of Sam’s hoe in the next row, the metal biting into the ground in slow, even strokes. That sound had always calmed her, but today it felt like a clock ticking down to something she could not name.

Lady barked, sharp and sudden, from the side yard. Laura’s whole body went tense. She looked up from the ground, scanning the edge of the trees, heart pounding with the old fear. The worry that the bear might return, limping and hungry, drawn by the scent of chickens or goats. She started to stand, wiping her hands on her jeans, but before she moved, the back door banged open and Shauna’s voice carried, high and urgent. “Sam, Laura. Someone’s coming down the driveway. On a horse.”

Laura’s pulse skipped. She looked at Sam, who had already straightened, wiping sweat from her brow. They didn’t need to say it. They both knew. It had to be the messenger from Astoria. The results that were sent by Anna. Relief and dread tangled tight in Laura’s chest. She pressed her palm flat to her heart, willing herself not to shake. Sam crossed the rows to her, reaching for her hand. “Come on,” she said. “We’ll go together.” Laura squeezed her fingers, grateful for the steadiness in Sam’s grip. Together, they walked around the house, Lady trotting at their heels, still barking but with her tail wagging now.

Near the porch, a young woman swung down from a bay mare. The horse was flecked with sweat, its sides heaving from a hard ride. The messenger’s braid had come loose, and her cheeks were flushed with sun and effort. She looked barely out of her teens, but her eyes were serious as she reached into her saddlebag and pulled out a sealed envelope. “From Anna Scott,” she said, catching her breath. “I was told to ride fast and put it in your hands myself. No one else.”

Laura tried to hold out her hand, but it was trembling so badly she had to tuck it against her stomach, and Sam took the letter. Laura barely breathed. Anna wouldn’t have sent someone so quickly unless the news was urgent. Is that good or bad? she wondered. She couldn’t tell. She didn’t want to ask. Sam broke the seal, her thumb sliding under the flap. For a moment, she stared at the paper, her face unreadable. Laura’s chest ached. “Sam?” she whispered. “Please.”

Sam looked at her, eyes shining with a hint of tears. She handed the note over. Laura’s own hands shook so much she could barely unfold the page, but she managed, focusing on the words.

Sam and Laura,

The results are here. There is no cancer.

Please come in again as soon as makes sense, but there is no rush.

With love,

Anna

Laura read it twice, the words blurring, then clearing, then blurring again as tears filled her eyes. She pressed the note to her chest, a sob breaking free. Sam caught her, arms wrapping around her, holding her so tightly Laura thought she might never let go. Laura buried her face in Sam’s shoulder, laughing and crying all at once, her body shaking with relief. She felt Sam’s tears on her neck and felt the way Sam’s whole body trembled.

“Oh, thank God,” Laura managed. “Oh, Sam, we’re all right.”

Sam squeezed her tighter. “You’re all right. You’re here. We’re all here.”

Shauna and Henry had come to the porch, Heather peeking around the doorframe. “Sam,” Henry said slowly. “Laura. What is wrong?”

Laura pulled away enough to look at them, her face wet with joy. “Nothing,” she called. “Absolutely nothing. Everything’s going to be okay.”

Sam kissed her, then pressed her forehead to Laura’s. “We’re going to have every harvest, every season. All of it.”

Breathless with joy, Laura hugged Sam again, then turned to the young messenger, who was smiling, her own eyes bright. “Thank you,” Laura said. “Thank you for bringing this so fast.”

The girl grinned, wiping her nose on her sleeve. “My instructions said you’d want to know right away.”

Smiling through her tears, Laura felt overwhelmed by gratitude. “They were right. Please, wait. I want to send a thank-you note back to her from all of us. And if you want water, or food, or to rest your horse, you’re welcome here.”

The messenger nodded, relief softening the exhaustion in her face. “I could use a break and a drink for my mare,” she said, glancing back at the animal. “I’ll need to be on my way soon, but I’ll wait for that note.”

Sam was already moving, leading the horse toward the trough by the horse barn. Lady bounded after them, tail wagging harder than ever, as if she understood that something important and wonderful had happened. Laura stood for a moment in the sunlight, the letter pressed to her chest, the ache of fear finally easing out of her body. After a beat, she walked to the porch and knelt to hug Henry and Shauna.

Heather joined, quiet but smiling, slipping her hand into Laura’s. “You’re not going anywhere?” she whispered, and Laura shook her head, drawing her close.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she promised. “None of us are.”


Chapter Thirty-Five



Sam hiked the narrow trail and enjoyed the scent of the evergreens in the breeze. Each breath filled her with a quiet gratitude that had not faded in the two weeks since Anna’s message arrived. The memory of Laura’s tears, that wild laugh of relief, and the way their family had come together in the yard… all those moments still glowed inside her. Every day since, Sam had woken with something light in her chest. Even chores felt easier, the work of living a privilege rather than a burden.

Moving quietly, Sam was careful not to snap twigs or disturb the hush. The woods were alive with the calls of robins and the faint rustle of chipmunks darting through the underbrush as she made her way toward the hollow beneath the old cedar where the bear had made its den. Today, she approached with her heart at ease. There had been no sign of the bear near the farm in weeks. No fresh tracks in the garden, no startled goats, and no anxious barking from Lady at the door. Still, Sam wanted to see for herself. She crouched as she neared the den, moving slowly, her eyes searching the shadows. The entrance was empty, the earth undisturbed except for a scattering of old leaves. She waited, listening, but the only sound was the steady thump of her heartbeat.

Sam rose and let herself walk closer. At the mouth of the den, she studied the ground. The dirt was marked by footprints, but nothing fresh. The heavy pads of the bear’s forefeet, the drag of the once-injured hind paw, all pressed deep into the soil. She touched one print, her palm fitting neatly inside the curve, and felt a quiet satisfaction bloom in her chest. The tracks led away from the den, winding deeper into the woods, away from the farm and toward the larger river she knew was not far away.

Following them, she moved with purpose but without hurry. The trail wound through stands of alder and maple. She passed a fallen log, moss thick along its length, and paused to watch a squirrel dart across her path, its tail a flash of gray. She smiled, then kept on. The air grew cooler as she neared the river, the sound of rushing water growing louder. The trees parted, and Sam stepped onto the sandy bank. The river was wide here, its surface broken by flashes of silver as the current moved over rocks. This was her favorite fishing spot, a place she visited every summer, bringing home large rainbow trout for Laura to smoke and salt. She glanced down and saw the evidence she hoped for. There was a large scattering of fish bones picked clean. There were muddy depressions where the bear had sat, and paw prints pressed into the sand near the water’s edge.

Sam knelt, running her fingers over the prints. They were deeper than before, the spread of the toes more even. She studied the tracks, following them as they circled the pile of bones and then trailed off along the riverbank. The limp was gone. The bear had put weight on the injured foot. The wound had healed enough that it would hunt and fish normally again. Relief and pride mingled in her chest. She thought of the day she freed the wire and knew she had done what she could, and the bear had survived.

Rising, Sam looked across the river, the sun glinting on the water. She let herself stand in the quiet, breathing deep, feeling the steady pulse of life all around her. She wished the bear well, wherever it had gone. She hoped it would find enough fish, enough berries, and enough space to live free of pain and hunger. She sent the wish out into the world and then with a smile, turned for home.

Breathing in the scent of fresh strawberries and cured meats, Lexi strolled the length of the Saturday Farmers Market with Anna at her side. The square was crowded, but the mood was easy. The worst of the spring chill had lifted, and people moved from stall to stall with baskets swinging and voices raised in cheerful greeting. Children darted between the booths, their laughter carrying above the soft hum of conversation and the strum of a guitar from the far end of the square. Anna’s hand brushed Lexi’s arm as they paused by a table loaded with jars of honey and beeswax candles.

“Do you want the wildflower or the clover?” Anna asked, lifting two small jars and holding them up to the light.

“Both,” Lexi said with a grin. “You know they won’t last a week with Joe in the house.”

Anna’s lips curved, her eyes warm. “His sweet tooth is as bad as yours.” She handed over the honey, and Lexi tucked them into her basket. They moved on, stopping to sample a slice of soft cheese, then to admire a row of peas and radishes. For a few minutes, Lexi let herself relax into the rhythm of the morning. She felt the sun on her face, the comfort of Anna’s closeness, and the familiar sense of belonging. This was their life. Maybe not perfect, not always safe from the world’s dangers, but full of small joys and the steady comfort of community.

They were choosing apples when a familiar voice called out. “Anna. Lexi.”

Lexi turned to see Roslyn making her way through the crowd, Devan at her side. The boy looked taller than he had even a few weeks ago, his cheeks flushed with health and the energy of a child who had come through something hard and found his way back. Roslyn’s hair was pulled back with a blue ribbon, her face bright as she reached them.

“Good morning,” Anna said, her eyes lighting up as she took in Devan’s healthy color. “You look strong today, Devan.”

He grinned, ducking his head. “Thanks,” he said. “I’m back in school, and Mom’s letting me hang out with some friends again.”

Roslyn reached into her shoulder bag and pulled out a small bundle, wrapped in a square of linen. “We made something for you,” she said, holding it out to Anna. “It’s a little thank you. For everything you did for Devan.”

Anna looked surprised, her hands gentle as she took the bundle and unwrapped it. Inside was a loaf of golden-brown cornmeal bread, studded with nuts and dried fruit, and a tiny jar of strawberry jam. Tucked beside them was a card, with Devan’s careful handwriting visible. Anna’s eyes softened as she read the note, and Lexi watched her blink back a rush of emotion. “Thank you,” Anna said quietly. “You didn’t have to—”

“We wanted to,” Roslyn interrupted. “You saved my son’s life. I’ll never forget it.”

Suddenly, someone nearby called out, “That’s right, Anna. You took care of my mother when she was sick.”

Another voice piped up from the next stall, “And you sat with me all night when the fever wouldn’t break.”

The market’s hum shifted, people pausing in their buying and selling to turn toward Anna. Lexi felt Anna’s hand tighten in hers. For a moment, Anna looked as if she might protest, but then she stood a little straighter as people began to gather.

A woman from the pickled goods stall stepped forward, pressing a jar of kimchi into Anna’s hand. “You didn’t only heal us, Anna. You kept this town together. You and Lexi both.” There were nods and murmurs of agreement. Lexi watched the gratitude ripple through the crowd, and the way Anna’s cheeks flushed with the attention, but she saw the pride too. Anna met her eyes, a small smile trembling at the corners of her mouth. Lexi squeezed her hand and felt her own heart fill with pride.

Someone started clapping, and the applause spread, rising until the whole market seemed to join in. Anna stood in the center, accepting the thanks with humility. Lexi felt tears prick her eyes as she looked around at the faces of friends and neighbors. This is what we have built together, she thought. A community that remembers and that celebrates survival and kindness. Astoria was a place that held each other up when the world threatened to fall apart.

As the applause faded and people returned to their shopping, Anna leaned into Lexi’s side. “I’m not sure I deserved all that,” she whispered.

Lexi kissed her temple. “You do,” she said. “Look at what you’ve helped make here, Anna. Look at what you’ve given them.”

Anna nodded, her eyes shining. “It’s worth everything.”

Carrying an empty bag ready to be filled with produce and other necessities, Taylor walked beside Jackie as they entered the Saturday Farmers Market. The square was alive with the easy bustle she had come to appreciate. For a moment, Taylor let herself enjoy the sight of it all. She watched Jackie greet a neighbor with a nod and say good morning to another. The market was fuller than Taylor remembered, and she caught herself scanning faces, counting the number of new arrivals, and noting the way people moved with an unhurried confidence that everything was all right.

They had barely passed the cheese stall when Taylor spotted Lexi and Anna standing near a cart piled high with small potatoes, radishes, and wild greens. Anna’s cheeks were flushed, and her eyes shone with something that looked like embarrassment and happiness tangled together. Lexi stood close, her arm around Anna’s waist, and both were smiling. Jackie appeared to have noticed too, as she steered them over.

“Good morning,” she said. “You two look like you’ve been caught in the middle of something exciting.”

Anna blushed a little, but Lexi only grinned. “You missed the show,” she said. “Roslyn brought Anna a thank-you gift for saving Devan. People overheard and, well, the whole square started clapping. There was a bit of a scene.”

Jackie’s eyes softened as she looked at Anna. “You deserve every bit of it,” she said. “We can never thank you enough for what you did while we were away.”

Taylor nodded. “You kept the town together,” she said. “You kept people safe. We couldn’t have asked for more.”

“Thank you,” Anna said with a gentle smile. “But it wasn’t only me. Everyone helped. I simply did my part.”

They moved together down the row of stalls, and after a few minutes, Jackie leaned toward Taylor. “There are more people here every week,” she said, her eyes roaming the square. “Word gets out. People hear that Astoria is safe, that we take care of our own. It draws them in.”

“You’re right,” Taylor said with a nod. “We’ve built something good here.”

But even as she spoke, Taylor’s gaze swept the crowd. She saw a young man at the edge of the square, his coat too new, his eyes flicking from stall to stall. She watched a woman with a scar at her temple slip through the crowd, pausing to listen as someone spoke about the market’s setup. Taylor’s hand tightened on the strap of her bag. She didn’t want to be suspicious, didn’t want to doubt every stranger, but she remembered Ferrari’s voice on the radio. She remembered the warning. “He will use any weakness, any division.”

Jackie touched her elbow, drawing her back. “You okay?” she asked, concern flickering in her eyes.

Taylor forced a smile. “Just thinking. There’s a lot to be grateful for.”

She let her eyes linger on Lexi, on Anna, and on the families gathered around. She took in the easy laughter and the simple peace, but under it all, a thread of unease wound through her chest. At the summit, she said that Astoria was strong, that they would hold the line, and that nothing would break what they had built. But as she looked at the growing crowd, at the faces she didn’t know, Taylor felt the truth settle heavy in her bones. She wanted to believe in the safety Jackie spoke of, in the hope that shone in Lexi’s eyes, and in the gratitude that filled the market. But she also knew the world outside was changing. She knew there were men like Ferrari who sent out their spies. She knew that even here, in the heart of all they had built, she would never be able to let her guard down completely.

For now though, Taylor smiled for Jackie, for Anna, for Lexi and the others. She let herself be part of the laughter and happiness, but as she scanned the faces in the crowd and watched the edges of the square, she promised herself she would be ready. Because somewhere out in the world, there was darkness rising.

THE END
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