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Chapter One
F eeling the cool wind off the mighty Columbia River as she walked along the waterfront, Sergeant Geri Fischer let out a long sigh of relief. Her route along the northeast edge of the town of Astoria had been almost too hot in the late August sun. Even dressed in lightweight camo fatigues, the uniform was warm. But nothing like the desert, she thought, remembering having to march with a full rucksack and weapons through sand so hot it threatened to melt the soles of her combat boots. She forced the memory away as she paused to appreciate the view around her. Those were different times and in different places.
In fact, the simple, quiet town of Astoria could not be more different than any place where she ever lived. Although currently on duty, she wasn’t even carrying a weapon and was only out checking on things to pass some time. Being tagged to be part of the small contingent left behind by Major Grace Hamilton in case of any unforeseen emergency, Geri had not complained. Over a year ago and on the verge of an honorable discharge from the United States Army after recovering at the Naval Hospital in Bremerton, Washington, the night the lights went out could not have come at a worse time. She was ready to put everything, especially the memories about the Army behind her. Yet, in the aftermath of the solar storm, her enlistment was extended indefinitely.
Early retirement wasn’t in the cards for me, she thought while her eyes scanned the horizon of the choppy blue-gray water. But a duty assignment here is close enough. Even when a small squad was formed to chase the pirates on the ship the Wind Dancer, Geri’s name amazingly had not been called to go. At the time, Geri remembered being almost insulted at the oversight. After all, she was one of the most combat-experienced soldiers in the group. Even if she preferred to avoid engaging in fighting again, she would have willingly gone and given it her best effort. Duty was duty. Still, Major Hamilton skipped her. Not for the first time, Geri wondered if she somehow sensed that Geri had done enough fighting in the streets of hostile cities.
Starting to walk again, Geri neared the military headquarters set up in large, dark green tents in the empty parking lot of Astoria’s police station. The location made the most sense considering Army First Sergeant and Chief of Police Taylor Barnes currently ran both. Now that is a woman to look up to, she thought, continually in awe at her boss’s ability to handle all the duties laid at her feet. Geri had many different leaders in the past. Some good, some bad, but none could hold a candle to Taylor Barnes. Maybe if she had been the one running the show that night back in the desert… She cursed under her breath, already knowing trying to sleep once the sun went down would be rough tonight. Why do I seem intent on thinking about the past today?
With a shake of her head, she crossed the parking lot to the HQ tent and stepped through the flap to enter. The private on duty listening to the radio they monitored twenty-four-seven jumped to his feet. While her eyes adjusted to the dim light from only a single lantern, she waved for him to sit. “Relax,” she said. “Any news?”
“No, Sergeant,” the young man said. “Not a peep other than our standing check-in by the spotters.”
Geri nodded. “Good.” They had a team of two positioned in the highest landmark in Astoria to watch the harbor, bridge, and main roads into town—Astoria Tower. Surveillance was around the clock. According to First Sergeant Barnes, even when things were quiet, you could never be too careful. After her years of experience, Geri did not like surprises, so she could not agree more.
As she rode Lester with Taylor and Lexi on their own horses beside her, Sam was pleased with how well the day’s riding lesson went. With no significant sources of electricity anymore and gasoline a very rare commodity, it was more practical for people in town to take up horses as a main means of transportation. When Taylor came to her and asked Sam to find her a good horse, she was happy to oblige.
“And then teach me how to ride it,” she had said with a grin. “I’ve done a lot in my life, but horseback riding is not on the list.” Word spread to Lexi, who somewhat reluctantly asked Sam for lessons too. Even though there were two horses and a wagon at the farmhouse, sometimes it was more practical to ride solo into town.
Watching the two from the corner of her eye, Sam couldn’t miss how well Taylor sat in the saddle of the stallion she rode. The woman is a natural at everything, she thought. So, of course, she’s taken to it easily. Lexi, however, was a little more tentative, and Sam knew her horse sensed it. Although the older mare was gentle by nature, an overly anxious rider could be a recipe for disaster. We'll have to find a way to work past that
with more practice. Unfortunately, Sam couldn't remember a time when she hadn't been riding horses, so she wasn't sure what exactly would help Lexi relax. I'll have to talk to Laura about it.
Thinking about the woman, when they came around the side of the barn, Sam looked across the backyard and picked out Laura on the crowded back porch. She held little Joe on her lap and was playing a game of pattycake. As if knowing Sam watched her, Laura looked up from the toddler, and their eyes met. A warmth filled Sam as she saw the love she felt in her heart reflecting back. Giving the woman a smile, Sam reigned in Lester. “I think that's enough for today,” Sam said. “What about you two?”
“I agree. My ass is plenty sore already,” Lexi admitted. “And I could use some of that lemonade I see Alice pouring for everyone up on the porch.” Considering it was an especially warm August afternoon, Sam agreed a cool drink of lemonade would be perfect. Lexi looked at Taylor. “How about you?”
Taylor nodded. “Good enough for today. I think I'm getting the hang of it,” she said. “Although, I will kind of miss my bicycle.”
“Why is that?” Sam asked.
“It's a great cardio workout,” Taylor said with a chuckle. “I barely get time to get in a good, long run anymore, unfortunately.” What the woman said made sense to Sam. As Astoria’s chief of police and currently the highest-ranking military person in town, Taylor was a very busy woman. The only person who might be busier was Taylor's wife, Jackie, who was currently walking in their direction across the backyard.
“Well now,” Jackie said with a smile that made her already beautiful face radiate sensuality. She made a show of looking up and down at Taylor. “Don't you look fine up there.”
“Thank you very much, ma'am,” Taylor said with a mock tip of a cowboy hat. “One of these days we'll have to get you to ride.”
“Oh no,” Jackie said with a wave of her hand. “I am just fine living right in the center of town and taking the buggy whenever we both need to go somewhere further.”
Swinging down from her horse, Taylor laughed. “Fair enough.”
Jackie looked at Lexi. “How are you doing, older sister?” she asked. “You don't look quite so gallant.”
“Thanks, sis,” Lexi said, moving less gracefully from the saddle. “Not all of us are superheroes like Taylor.” Smiling, she dusted off her backside. “I'm a writer, not a horsewoman, remember? My job is to sit behind a typewriter and write all this down.”
Sam loved the playfulness among everyone. These were her closest friends, something she hadn’t found until riding into Astoria over a year ago. The town had been nothing but a dot on her map and a means to keep going north. Yet when she arrived on Lester one night and rescued Jackie, Laura, and Lexi’s wife Anna from a terrible fate, she finally found a place to call home.
Watching Lexi walk across the back lawn with Taylor and the others, Anna felt a warmth in her heart. Part of the reason Lexi asked to take riding lessons was for her. Sometimes, Anna worried about needing to get to Astoria quickly, especially when there was an emergency at the high-school-turned hospital. Ever since the first hospital burned down not long after the solar storm, Anna worked at the school as a nurse practitioner. Although her friend Dr. Ambrose was there too, at times they were both urgently needed. Living five miles out of town made a rapid response more difficult. But there is nowhere else in the world I would rather be every night than with Lexi and Little Joe, she thought. There was a time that Anna considered living in Astoria during the week, but thankfully Lexi had come up with a solution. Although it required Anna to ride a bike the long distance back and forth every day, she had become used to it. But no matter how fast I can peddle, nothing can compare to how fast Lexi and I can ride there on a galloping horse.
“Hey,” Lexi said to Anna as she reached the porch steps.
Anna smiled. “Hey back,” she said, giving her an appraising look. If she had to guess, Lexi was already sore in the saddle. “How do you feel?”
Sliding onto the bench beside Anna, Lexi winced. “I will definitely be feeling this in the morning.”
Rubbing her leg, Anna pecked Lexi on the cheek. “How about a massage later?” she whispered, and Lexi raised an eyebrow.
“I’d never say no to that.”
Feeling a tingle of anticipation, Anna had to focus on hearing what their friend Alice asked her. She stepped close, holding a pitcher of lemonade and a glass. “Lexi, would you like some?”
“Yes, please,” Lexi answered, reaching out a hand. “I know we used some propane to keep a few ice cubes frozen for today, but I think it might be worth it for such a treat.”
“It is indeed,” Charlie said from where she sat near Laura. “Nothing beats ice-cold lemonade on a hot afternoon.” Anna smiled. Charlie had become a very welcome addition to the group. After Sam found her with a sprained wrist and trapped under a log one rainy night, Charlie ended up staying at the farmhouse. From the first second, Alice and Charlie had chemistry, and nothing had made Anna happier over the course of the spring and summer but to watch their courtship. Suddenly, Callie, who sat on the other side of her, let out a little yelp.
Considering Callie was pregnant and almost to the due date Anna had predicted, she paid close attention. “Callie, how are you feeling?”
Callie rubbed her bulging stomach through the tight T-shirt spread across it. “I’m okay,” she said. “Just some kicking. I think the warm weather makes the baby restless.”
Standing from where he sat on the steps, Callie’s husband, Will, took the young woman’s hand. “Do you want to go lay down?” he asked with concern in his voice.
Anna loved seeing how much Will doted on his wife. He was a good man, and she had no doubt he would be an amazing father.
After squeezing Will’s hand, Callie shook her head. “No,” she said. “I want to stay. I want—” Suddenly, the young woman burst into tears. “I want my momma. I want to at least let her know I’m having her grandbaby.”
Blinking with surprise but understanding in an instant what was bothering Callie, Anna wrapped an arm around her shoulders to pull her closer. “Of course you do,” she murmured while knowing what Callie wanted was likely impossible. The young couple were from Sacramento, California. Still, she looked to Taylor, who stood leaning against the porch railing.
Their eyes met, and Taylor gave Anna a little nod. “Callie, I can’t promise anything, but I will have the radio operators keep trying to raise someone from Sacramento on the radio.”
After hiccupping back her tears, Callie wiped her eyes. “Thank you,” she said. “I know it’s not very likely but...”
“Let’s just see what Taylor can find out,” Anna said, but knew all past attempts to reach Sacramento by radio had gone unanswered. All she could do was hope that would change.





Chapter Two
S itting on the porch with little Joe on her lap, Laura’s heart went out to Callie. With Callie’s baby so close to being born, Laura knew that, of course, the young woman would be missing her family. Not that everyone at the farmhouse wasn’t family in a way, but to share her beautiful circumstances with her mother would be normal under any other conditions. Glancing at the yard where Henry was playing a game of tag with his little sister Shauna and Heather, Laura was again reminded of how blessed she was, even in these unusual times. After a quiet, single life as an accountant at a small firm in Astoria, Laura had never expected to find the love of her life and have a family. But here we are, she thought as her eyes drifted back to Sam coming out of the barn after putting up the horses for the night. Her sweet, caring lover Sam. In her world, she truly needed no one else.
Even though Callie had her husband Will, who Laura knew was a good man from all he had done for everyone, she was far from home. The question always was, though, how much home would really be left if anyone went to look? Laura’s own house burned to the ground in the fire that consumed the town’s hospital. So many of her possessions were destroyed but for a few irreplaceable keepsakes, and yet Laura again would not trade any of the things from her past life for what she had at present. As if to emphasize the point, the three children came running to the porch rail.
“Laura,” Henry said, always the unofficial spokesman for the group. “We were wondering when the barbeque is starting. We are seriously hungry.”
“Yeah,” Shauna chimed in, always unable to keep from having her say, clearly much to Henry’s frustration from the roll of his eyes. “I’m starving.” Her dramatic emphasis on the word starving made Laura hide a smile. Heather, as continued to be the case ever since Sam and Laura found her hiding in their house after her own town was destroyed by pirates, stayed quiet, but her eyes held the same question.
Before Laura could explain it would happen all in due time, Lexi gingerly lifted herself from the wicker couch she was sharing with Anna and Callie. “I think I will go get those coals flaring up right now,” she said with a wince. There was no mistaking the horseback riding was already taking its toll. “Hamburgers will be going on the grill in ten minutes at the most.”
Shauna cheered. “Hooray,” she said. “Can we have cheese on them too?”
“Shauna,” Laura gently reprimanded. “Hamburgers are special enough.”
Lexi chuckled as she used the railing to move down the stairs. “It’s okay, Laura,” she said. “Cheese is an exciting commodity for all of us.” She looked at Shauna. “And yes, I do believe some of that newly imported cheddar cheese from Tillamook will be on the menu.”
Shauna cheered again and Heather clapped her hands. “Thank you, Aunt Lexi,” Henry said, his face more serious than the others. Clearly, he appreciated the value of the cheese much more than the others. “That will make them taste extra good.”
Passing him, Lexi patted Henry on the shoulder. “I agree,” she said with a smile. “Now, how about you three come help with the grilling?” Laura smiled as the trio of children nodded vigorously and Shauna let out her third cheer in under a minute. We might need to work on that, Laura thought, but for the moment, life was good indeed.
Working on her latest colorful knitting project, Julia Sharpe sat at a window in her one-bedroom apartment above Astoria’s old post office and tried to catch some of the early evening breeze. She was fortunate to have large windows that let in a lot of sunlight, but they also generated a lot of heat. Without air conditioning or even an electric fan anymore, her place became quite warm by the end of any sunny day. Just a couple of more things we have all learned to live without, she thought as she worked her knitting needles. Not that she would trade the sunshine. Even though August had been a hot month, Julia loved the long, sunny days of summer and cherished each one, knowing Astoria’s rain would be back far too soon.
After another few rows, she stopped and appraised her progress. The yarn was taking the form of an orange, black, and green sock. Even though she hadn’t been knitting long, at thirty-years-old she had almost become famous for her socks in Astoria, and they were well sought after every Saturday at the Farmers Market. Many a mother thanked her for making so many sizes. “My kids just keep growing right out of them,” one woman had told her with a smile. Julia always appreciated the praise as otherwise she would feel useless in Astoria. Once having been the town’s postmistress, all of that ended on one crazy night when the solar storm knocked out power everywhere. Up until then, she was likely the busiest and one of the most important people in town.
With a sigh, Julia checked her yarn basket before starting another row. Many new balls of different colors filled it. She had been fortunate at the market that morning and had been able to trade not only for more high-quality yarn but also bushels of fresh produce. Everything was in season and ready to eat. Julia made the most of it, knowing how lucky she and all of them were to have so much. Astoria, unlike so many other towns and cities around the world, was thriving. Not for the first time, Julia appreciated where she lived.
It was only a fluke that she saw the posting they were seeking someone to run the Astoria, Oregon post office. Julia had been delivering mail in Newark, New Jersey. A quick Google search on the internet and all the pictures of the beautiful city were more than enough to convince her it would be a good move. With no partner or family to hold her back, she had applied. No one was more surprised than she when the notice came that she was accepted and needed to start immediately. After a whirlwind move across the country, Julia’s first day on the new job was almost exactly a year before the lights went out forever. And now we don’t have mail anymore, she thought, sitting in the quiet, trying not to miss the sound of music playing in the background. So instead, I knit socks or go crazy with boredom.
Before the solar storm event, Julia had not only her job to keep her busy but also had the internet to entertain her with access to her favorite websites and games. So many of her ‘friends’ were online acquaintances, and she had many long-distance relationships with interesting women all over the world. But that's no longer a possibility, she thought as she started knitting again. Still, at least I have good friends surrounding me here. It was true. She often went to potlucks, weekly Bunco, and quilting bees to visit with her neighbors, but somehow that wasn’t the same for her. If she had to explain how she felt, it was no longer being able to exchange thoughts with family and friends far away that she missed.
A crazy thought struck her. What if there was a way for people to start exchanging letters again? she wondered. What if there was a new postal route put in place between some of the more settled cities? Couldn't that be possible?
Knitting even faster, Julia let the idea take shape. They would not charge for it, and there would have to be some way to transport the mail on a regular basis. Not every day like before, but maybe even once every few weeks would be special. Reaching the end of her row, Julia set her knitting in her lap and gazed out the window. Her eyes fell on City Hall.
“That's what I'm going to do,” she said out loud to no one. “Monday, I'm going to march over there and tell the city manager what I’m thinking.” Although she never directly met the woman, Julia heard Jackie Scott was a force to be reckoned with. She hoped so, because that was exactly the kind of person Julia would need to help make things happen.
As Lexi lay propped up on one elbow on a colorful hand-sewn quilt in her small circle of friends and family, she felt beyond content. Sore rear end aside, her stomach was full of good food, and the day had been a fruitful one. Letting her eyes take in the acres of plants they had cultivated since the solar storm hit, she was amazed at the bounty they had produced. We have helped feed so many people, she thought, and it was true. Although Lexi and Anna often used their food to trade for goods at the Saturday Farmers Market, they were always more than generous. Lexi was well aware not everyone was as lucky as she was, so hundreds of pounds of potatoes, onions, and any other surplus items were donated to the central food warehouse. Everyone who had property on the outskirts of Astoria also donated. Those who lived in town though were not so fortunate. But somehow, we have made it work, she thought. And it has been a very good growing season.
“A penny for your thoughts,” Anna said from where she sat near her.
Lexi smiled at the woman she loved. “I'm just thinking about how lucky we all are to be here together like this.” She nodded toward the fields beyond them. “And to have all of this.”
“You're right,” Anna said, nodding. “We are very blessed, and I am grateful.”
“That's what I mean,” Lexi said. “We should find a way to celebrate this.”
Anna’s face lit up at the idea. “I like that,” she said. “Maybe we should set up some sort of event.”
Lexi sat up. “Yes, she said. “A festival, maybe.” She glanced at the blanket beside theirs where Jackie sat with Taylor. “Jackie. Anna and I have come up with an idea we want to run past you.”
“All right,” Jackie said. “You have my full attention.”
“We're thinking there needs to be some way for all of Astoria to show its gratitude for the bounty that has been laid before us. You know, to celebrate all our hard work and rewards we reaped from it.”
Staring at Lexi, Jackie was clearly thinking through the suggestion. “So, maybe like a festival?”
Lexi nodded. “Or even bigger, like a country fair,” she replied.
“Well, that would be interesting,” Taylor interjected. “I went to a few state fairs when I was a kid, and they were always a lot of fun.”
“But this would have to be on a much smaller scale,” Jackie said.
Feeling more excited as the idea took shape, Lexi grinned. “We could have competitions for the best pie or maybe even the best pig.”
Jackie wrinkled her nose. “I'm on board with the pie but not sure about the pigs.”
Taylor chuckled. “I don't think it would be much of a competition anyway,” she said. “Will’s pig would win any ribbon.”
Lexi had to agree. The piglet Sam had given to Will to raise had grown into an impressive sow. They now had four more piglets, who were on the verge of being old enough to trade, and that made Lexi happy for Will. With a baby coming any day now, she knew the young man worked hard to make sure everything was ready. Even having to give Sam two of the piglets as her share, Will would have plenty to barter with left over.
Having a fair where the young man could show off his pig would help. “So, what do you two really think?” Lexi asked.
With a shrug, Taylor looked at Jackie. “I think it's a good idea,” she said. “But with Greg Orion still out of commission, I think the decision comes down to Jackie.” Lexi watched her sister deliberate a little longer before she smiled. “I say we do it. I'll talk to Mrs. Weeks about putting together a committee.” She smiled, and Lexi saw the idea taking shape in her sister’s mind. “If they can move quickly enough, we could have something on the long Labor Day weekend.”
Anna clapped her hands. “That would be perfect.”





Chapter Three
J ackie sat at her desk in City Hall, surrounded by paperwork, missing the days of electronic correspondence. What I would give for an actual email system again, she thought as she sifted through countless memos and reports. With the mayor still out of office following his heart attack months before, she couldn't help but feel the weight of responsibility on her shoulders. The townspeople of Astoria relied on her to make decisions that would shape their future, and it wasn't a task she took lightly.
Despite the chaos around her, she had always remained focused and determined, her attention unwavering as she tackled each item on her long to-do list. But even as she worked to improve the lives of those around her, she couldn't shake the feeling there was always more to be done. More than I can handle? she wondered, not doubting her skills but concerned about letting something fall through the cracks. At least I have Taylor. Her mind went to her strong, confident wife, who was always there for Jackie. But she is incredibly busy too.
For a moment, Jackie paused to glance out the open window, taking in the bustling streets. People were busy with activities she would never have imagined months ago—there was a blacksmith shop in a converted appliance store, a lumber yard had taken over the corner car dealership, and even a brand-new beauty parlor. Jackie was especially happy with the ingenuity of those two women who proposed it. Although things like blow dryers and electric flat irons were out of commission, there was plenty that could be done, including highlights for Jackie’s own hair. She felt a sense of pride knowing she played a role in making the vibrant and thriving city possible, and it was a feeling that made the long days and endless work worthwhile.
But as the morning grew later and her inbox continued to overflow, she got back to business. People were in the hall wanting to speak with her, and she didn’t like to make them wait long. With a determined sigh, Jackie took a deep breath and stood to go check the hallway, ready to tackle whatever challenges lay ahead. Thankfully, only two people waited, and she smiled at them. “Mrs. Weeks,” she said. “Thank you for coming in. I have a project for you.”
Mrs. Weeks' eyes lit up. “Oh, I’m excited already,” she said. “But Julia was here before me.”
Looking at the woman sitting on the wooden bench, Jackie had to think for a beat to remember who she was—Astoria’s postmistress. Well, I suppose that is ex-postmistress, Jackie thought, recalling Taylor mentioning something awhile back about the woman currently making socks for everyone in town.
Jackie waved the woman forward. “Hello, Julia,” she said. “Come into my office and tell me what brought you here today.”
The woman nodded as she stood. “Thank you for taking the time to see me,” she said. “I know you’re busy.”
As they entered the office, Jackie closed the door. “Please, have a seat,” she said as she moved to sit behind her desk. “I won’t lie. There is a lot to do, but listening to the needs of people like you is also why I’m here.”
“Right,” Julia said, suddenly looking nervous. “Well, this a crazy idea, and you might get a good laugh, but…” Her voice trailed off.
Jackie leaned her elbows on the desk and met Julia’s eyes. “But?” she asked. “Let me be the judge of what’s crazy.”
Julia sat up taller in her chair. “You’re right,” she said. “I came here for a reason, and it is to tell you what I want to try and do.” Growing more curious, Jackie lifted an eyebrow but didn’t comment. As if taking the gesture as a cue, Julia plowed ahead. “I know it won’t be easy, but I want to set up a mail route and open the post office again.”
Working with Henry beside her, Sam gave Lester and Honey their morning hay. While the two horses started to nibble, Sam ran a loving hand along Lester’s strong neck. Horses were so much more than animals to her, but Sam truly felt a special bond with Lester. As if feeling the connection, the horse stopped eating, turned his head to look at her, and their eyes met. Sam saw more than intelligence in the animal’s deep brown ones. She also saw kinship.
“Maybe I was a horse in a past life,” she whispered to the majestic animal, and in response, he nuzzled her hand. With a smile, Sam turned to Henry, who was finishing up his chore of sweeping the shed floor. “Can you bring me a couple of those apples from the bucket?”
Quick to respond, the boy brought two to Sam. “Can I feed him?” he asked, and Sam nodded, knowing her horse’s gentle mouth was no risk to Henry’s fingers.
“And slip one to Honey too, please,” Sam said and watched as Henry held out the apple for Lester to take. The boy had no fear of the large animals, and it made Sam happy. She wasn’t much younger than Henry when she first learned to love horses, and it made her heart warm to see him following in her footsteps.
After he was done feeding them the apples, Henry dusted off his hands and turned to Sam. “Can I ask you a question?” he said in his usual matter-of-fact tone.
“Of course,” Sam said as she moved to hang the pitchfork on its hook of the carport wall and shed they converted to two small horse stalls. “What’s on your mind?” Henry didn’t answer while they walked into the yard, but Sam gave him time. The boy might be young, but his mind functioned at a higher level than quite a few adults Sam had met.
Not until they reached the fence around the goat’s pen did he ask his question. “Sam,” he said, lifting his eyes to meet hers. “What can I do to earn enough to trade for a horse of my own?”
Surprised for a beat and then wondering how she could have missed the clues that Henry would want his own horse, she hesitated before answering. There were two problems with his question. First, although Sam would happily trade for a horse for him, she knew Henry wouldn’t want that kind of help. He asked how he could earn enough, and Sam respected his desire to own the horse outright. The second problem, though, was the lack of horses for sale in Astoria. Taylor had paid a high price for the one Sam helped her buy. Far too much for Henry to collect enough goods to barter for anytime soon. We simply need more horses, she thought, not for the first time, but today, a different idea popped into her head. So what if I raised some? Right here on this land?
Her heart rate picked up with excitement at the idea. The task would take a significant amount of time and effort to get started, including increasing the size of their makeshift horse barn and putting a sturdy fence around part of their property, but Sam didn’t shy away from hard work. It would be like a dream come true for me, she thought. And Laura, Henry, and everyone would be a part of it. We could do it as a family. With a grin spreading across her face, Sam put a hand on Henry’s shoulder. “I think we can figure out something,” she told him. “I need to talk to Laura about it, and it might take a while, but I have an idea.”
Checking her watch, Taylor walked with long strides toward City Hall to escort Jackie home for lunch. It was a daily tradition they worked hard to maintain, and often, some of Astoria’s biggest issues were discussed during their meal. Not only did they have a wonderful marriage, but their working relationship functioned perfectly too. As two of the most influential people in town, something of a power couple, as Jackie liked to say jokingly, they often came up with joint solutions to help Astoria continue to not only survive in the new reality but to thrive.
As she passed by the busy people on the street, she couldn't help but smile. Everyone gave her a nod or a “Good morning, Chief Barnes” and she always returned their greeting in kind, not simply being polite, but because she cared for the people of Astoria. She loved being a part of making their home a safe and happy community, and it felt good to see the town bustling with energy. And Jackie is a big part of the reason why, she thought as she turned the corner toward the building’s front steps. Which is all the more reason why I am so proud of her.
As she arrived, she saw Mrs. Weeks coming out the door. “Good morning,” Taylor said and noticed the woman was absolutely beaming. “You look particularly happy today.”
“Oh, I am,” Mrs. Weeks said. “Jackie told me about the idea of holding a small fair here in Astoria. I think it is a perfect way to celebrate how lucky we all are to live here.”
Taylor nodded and said, “I do too. But do you think it can all come together in time for Labor Day?”
For a moment, Mrs. Weeks almost looked offended, but then she laughed. “Of course, we can pull it all together. My little committee can move mountains when called on. Don’t you worry.”
Seeing the conviction in the woman’s eyes, Taylor chuckled. “You’re right.” I don’t know what I was thinking.”
Clearly satisfied with Taylor's change in attitude, Mrs. Weeks smiled. “Well, I’ll be on my way. No time to waste,” she said. “Enjoy lunch with Jackie.”
Impressed by Mrs. Weeks’s enthusiasm, Taylor watched the woman bustle down the sidewalk before heading into City Hall. She was glad to see no one was in the waiting area and that Jackie’s office door was open. Tapping on the doorframe, Taylor watched her beautiful wife look in her direction. “Hello there, Chief Barnes,” she said with a wave at the small mountains of paperwork on her desk. “Come to whisk me away from all of this?”
Taylor nodded. “Always,” she said, stepping closer while Jackie stood to come around the desk. Instinctively, Taylor put her hands on Jackie’s hip while the woman lifted her face for a kiss. Taylor was happy to oblige and noticed the touch that she meant to be tender was returned with much more heat. Encouraged, Taylor moved to pull Jackie closer, but after a beat, Jackie stepped back.
“Oh no,” she said. “We can’t be making out like teenagers in my office.” Her eyes turned sultry. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t make the most of our lunch break.”
“I like how you’re thinking,” Taylor said, her voice husky as her body responded. “I saw the waiting room was empty, so maybe we can stretch things out a little.”
With a knowing smile, Jackie gathered her purse and headed out of her office. “A little,” she said. “But we can hurry to get home and talk about any new business on the way.”
Following her, Taylor paused while Jackie locked the door. “Is there something specific we need to discuss?” she said. “I ran into Mrs. Weeks on the front steps, so I know that plan went well.”
After dropping her keys in her purse, Jackie looked at Taylor. “Yes, those wheels are definitely in motion. But that’s not all. Julia Sharpe came to see me this morning. She used to run Astoria’s post office.”
“Okay,” Taylor said as they walked out into the afternoon sunshine. “I remember her.”
“Well, she has a rather creative idea,” Jackie said as they fell into step on the sidewalk. “But I will need your help.”
Taylor smiled. “And you already know you have it.”
Smiling back, Jackie nodded. “I do,” she said. “But this will take a few more resources, I think.” Taylor furrowed her brow, wondering what it was Julia wanted, but let Jackie continue at her own pace. “Are you ready for this? She wants to start up new mail routes between a few of the more recovered towns and reopen the post office.”





Chapter Four
S tanding outside First Sergeant Taylor Barnes's office, Geri stood in the position of parade rest and waited. She had no idea why she had been called to see the sergeant in the middle of the afternoon, but a private had tracked her down in the mess tent having lunch to relay the message to report immediately. Knowing better than to ask questions, Geri inhaled her food and then made double time to the police station. I don't think I'm in any kind of trouble, she thought while she stood there. As always, everything in Astoria was quiet, almost boring. So why the urgent request?
Finally, the door opened, and a deputy walked out of Taylor's office with the First Sergeant immediately behind him. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention,” Taylor said. “But I don't think it'll be a problem.”
“Thanks, Chief,” the deputy said. “I'll get back out on patrol.”
“Good,” Taylor said and then turned to Geri. “Sergeant Fischer, it's good to see you. Please come into my office.”
Snapping to attention, Geri turned on her heel to walk behind Taylor and stop in front of the woman's desk. As Taylor moved to take her chair, she motioned for Geri to relax. “At ease, soldier. This is nothing quite that formal. Take a seat.” Letting her body relax a little, Geri did as she was told but sat stiffly in one of the wooden chairs in front of Taylor's desk. For a moment, Taylor said nothing as she looked at Geri as if sizing her up. “How do you like Astoria, Sergeant?”
Geri blinked because, although she didn’t know what she expected, the question was not it. Does she think I don’t like it here for some reason? Geri wondered. Nothing could be further from the truth. “I like it very well, First Sergeant,” she replied.
Taylor nodded and held Geri's eye. “Better than some places you've been in, am I right?”
Truly not sure where the line of conversation was going, Geri held the First Sergeant’s look. “Better than many.”
For a moment, the First Sergeant seemed to appraise Geri again before leaning back in her chair. “I agree,” Taylor said. “I'm proud of our town. People have come together and worked hard to make this place safe and welcoming.”
Geri nodded. “It is impressive,” she said. “I have no doubt at all that towns like Astoria are rare to find nowadays.”
Taylor steepled her fingers. “That's part of why I asked you here today. I need to know a little more about the few other towns between here and San Francisco that may be as organized as Astoria.”
Her mind racing, Geri could not guess what the First Sergeant wanted from her. “I’m not sure how I fit into that,” she said after a moment.
“Actually, it's pretty simple,” Taylor said, leaning forward again. “We have an idea of putting in place a new mail route. Astoria wants to connect with a few towns that are along the north/south railroad. We will be sending someone to talk to town leaders about opening their post offices.” The First Sergeant smiled. “And then mail can start being delivered again. Slow at first, of course, but something.”
Geri raised her eyebrows. That's a great idea, she thought. She knew the value of being able to correspond with people she cared for. It had been letters from her family that helped her stay strong during her combat missions in the Middle East. They had been even more special while she recuperated in the hospital. “How can I be of assistance, First Sergeant?” she asked, and the woman smiled.
“I'm glad you asked. I want you to go as military support for the person who is going to be making these contacts.”
Feeling a sudden anxiety in her stomach, Geri forced her face to stay neutral. “A bodyguard assignment?”
“Of sorts,” Taylor said. “You'll be on the train for most of the journey, so I'm anticipating the risk will be low, but I don’t want her to go alone.”
Geri focused on the words ‘low risk’ and nodded. “I understand.”
The First Sergeant looked her in the eye, again seeming to study Geri’s face. “I’m picking you because you have the most combat experience of any of my soldiers. I need someone who can think on her feet.” The First Sergeant hesitated, and Geri began to wonder how much she knew about her past. “But you have a choice in this. I know you're in the military, and I am the highest in command, but I won't force you to do something you don't want to do.”
Unable to stop herself, Geri swallowed hard and felt a trickle of sweat run down her back. I can do this, she thought. It’s one person on a train checking in with some towns along the route. Finally, she nodded. “I’ll do it,” she said. “And I won’t let you down.”
Anna tickled the two-month-old baby boy under his chubby chin and watched him smile. “Edward is as good as can be,” she said to the boy’s mother, who sat anxiously watching them.
The woman clasped her hands and looked at her son lying on his blanket on the exam table. “Oh, I am so glad to hear that,” she said, her eyes filled with so much love Anna felt a small pang of jealousy. But I shouldn’t be that way, she thought, scolding herself. I should be nothing but grateful to have Joe and Lexi. They are all that I need.
She smiled warmly at the mother. “Bring him back at six months unless he stops gaining weight,” she said. “Do you have a way to weigh him at home?”
The mother nodded. “Darla Clever next door has a scale that doesn’t need batteries,” she said. “Her little girl is only six weeks older than Edward, but he’s already almost as big.” She laughed, and Anna heard the pride in it. “He’s going to be a big guy, just like his dad.”
Anna laughed with her. “Well, it’s wonderful you and Darla live so close,” she said. “New moms need support.”
“Oh, I know it,” the baby’s mother said. “We have a group of six of us with little ones, and we all share tips and help babysit for each other.” Smiling, she shook her head. “Without them, I think I’d be going a little crazy already.”
Thinking about what the woman said, Anna paused. Although they kept meticulous birth records, and she had sensed there was an uptick in pregnancies and newborns, she hadn’t really calculated how many. As she ran the scenario through her head, she realized there were quite a few for such a small community. Likely because last fall the days became shorter, and people needed to stay warm, she thought with a little smile. It only makes sense we would be in the middle of a baby boom. “Well, I’m glad to hear you’re all helping each other,” Anna finally said as she scooped up the baby to give him a quick cuddle before handing him over to his mother. The boy turned his mouth to try and suckle at Anna’s cheek. “And it seems Edward is quite hungry.” She handed the baby to his mother. “Thank you for bringing him in.”
“No, thank you, Anna,” Edward’s mother said. “I don’t know what we all would do without you. And Dr. Ambrose, of course, but you are always so good with the moms and the babies. Are you sure I can’t give you something? I’m happy to bake you an apple pie.”
Anna rubbed the woman’s shoulder as they walked to the door of the classroom-turned-exam room. “That’s not necessary,” she said. “We have more than enough food to eat at the farmhouse. Save the pie for your own family.”
They all stepped into the corridor. “Well, if you ever need anything at all, please ask,” the mother said.
“I will,” Anna said and then watched the mother and child go. Dr. Ambrose came out of his office at the same time.
“Was that your last appointment of the day?” the doctor asked, and Anna nodded.
“I’ll head home in a few minutes,” she said, thinking about all the new babies in Astoria. “Were you aware of how many recent births and pregnancies we have?”
The man pursed his lips and paused for a beat. “I’m not sure,” he finally said. “But now that you point it out, I think there is a lot. I saw two women close to term even today.”
Anna nodded slowly. “Yes, and I saw one plus a wellness visit just now.”
Tilting his head, Dr. Ambrose regarded her. “Are you concerned about this?”
Thinking about the question for a moment, Anna wasn’t sure. They lived in unusual times, and lots of babies were good for populating their post-apocalyptic world, but something did worry her a little. Something she didn’t want to bring up right then, especially since the vitamins and antioxidants in breast milk would protect the babies from most things. “I guess not,” she said, but in the back of her mind, she couldn’t help but think of something Astoria and all the world now lacked—vaccines.
Setting her hairbrush on the dressing table, Laura started to braid her long, blonde hair. It was a nightly ritual from well before the solar storm event but was even more useful since. With less access to showering and no real hairstyling products, keeping one’s appearance neat challenged everyone.
Sam came into the bedroom and paused when she saw Laura. “I love it when you do that,” she said with tenderness in her voice. “It’s how I want to end all my days.”
Laura blushed at the compliment. “Thank you,” she said, still not entirely used to being so attractive to someone else. “I’m glad you like it.”
Moving closer, Sam put her hand under Laura’s chin to tip her face toward hers. “I more than like it,” she said a moment before kissing her. The caress was tender but sensual too. Like all of Sam’s kisses, Laura always wanted more and wondered if maybe she should change her nightgown. The one she wore was pretty but practical. There was a blue satin one in her drawer that she knew Sam liked better, but before she could finish her thought, Sam stepped away and sat on the end of the bed.
The woman put her hands on her knees and looked at the floor. “Laura,” she said, suddenly serious. “I love you.”
Furrowing her brow at the way Sam was acting, Laura felt confused at the quick transition from sensual to serious. “I love you too,” she said. “Is everything all right?” Running a hand over her face, Sam didn’t answer right away, making Laura’s confusion turn to worry. Standing, she moved to sit beside Sam on the end of the bed and laid a hand on her shoulder. “Look at me and tell me what’s going on.” When Sam turned, their eyes met, and what Laura saw confused her even more. The woman’s face was serious, but her eyes were twinkling with excitement.
Sam took Laura’s hands and held them. “Everything is all right. I promise,” she said. “I have just had an idea rattling around inside my head all day. It’s making me a little crazy.”
Thinking of how dinner and the evening had gone, Laura realized Sam had seemed distracted and a little off. “Then tell me the idea,” she said and watched Sam’s face brighten. Whatever this idea is, Laura thought. She’s certainly passionate about it.
After taking a deep breath, Sam grinned. “Okay. I know it’s a lot to consider, but there’s something I really want to do.”
Trying to be patient, Laura nodded slowly. “Okay, Sam,” she said. “But what is it?”
“I want to raise horses here,” she said in a rush. “Buy a young mare and breed her with the stallion Taylor bought.”
Not sure what to think, Laura hesitated. She wasn’t against the idea, especially seeing Sam’s enthusiasm, but she was confused. How can we raise horses here? she wondered. We barely have a place for Lester and Honey.
As if reading her mind, Sam continued. “It will mean a lot of work, but I want to add on to the carport and shed to make a larger stable.” She suddenly stood and started to pace the small bedroom. “And we will need to fence in that field behind the house. There are a few trees I want to clear to make a good pasture—” She stopped midsentence and dropped to her knees in front of Laura. “I know I can make it all work. But I need you to do it with me.”
Laura took Sam’s face in her hands and looked her in the eyes. “Sam Quinn,” she said. “You mean everything to me. If you want to raise horses here, then we will. I believe in you.”





Chapter Five
E njoying a quiet moment in Jackie’s office before they both had to get to work, Taylor went over the logistics of the new mail route idea. “I’ve picked Sergeant Geri Fischer to go,” she said as she relaxed in the chair in front of Jackie’s desk. “She’s one of my best soldiers—dependable, smart, and combat experienced.”
Looking up from the official memo Taylor had brought her on the subject, Jackie raised her eyebrows. “Combat experienced? Do you really think that’s going to be necessary?”
Taylor shrugged. “I hope not,” she said. “Which is why I’m only sending along one person and not a squad. I don’t want any of these towns to think the wrong thing when a bunch of soldiers show up.”
“Good point,” Jackie said, always appreciating how strategic of a thinker her wife was about everything. “And I guess they are only stopping at towns we are already in contact with. I would hope it will be an easy conversation.”
“My thinking too,” Taylor said. “But I still want to send Ms. Sharpe with a guard. Just in case.”
After putting the memo in the tall to-be-filed pile, Jackie picked up her morning coffee and sipped. “I will always defer to you on these types of things,” she said, taking a swallow. It was weaker and not as sweet as she had once liked, but under the circumstances, she was grateful to have it. A monthly coffee ration was one of the ways Jackie was ‘paid’ by the townspeople for all her long hours running Astoria. She wouldn’t lie. Regular morning coffee on a tiny propane stove was a great incentive, especially since she would do the work for nothing but the satisfaction of a job well done. Still, a group led by Mrs. Weeks had insisted she take something special in payment so Jackie couldn’t say no. “But I do believe Julia Sharpe is resourceful as well. She will be a good emissary, and I really hope her idea works.”
Taylor nodded. “Me too,” she said. “And with the train arriving this afternoon, the timing is perfect.” The woman was quiet for a moment. “But before she arrives to hear the good news, I have something else we need to discuss.”
“Oh?” Jackie asked. “Is this something new?”
Strangely hesitant, Taylor studied her coffee for a moment before looking at Jackie. “We need to talk about Greg Orion and him still being the mayor. He’s not able to help you, so it all falls in your lap. You are doing everything and that can’t go on.”
Knowing she was right but not in the mood to discuss it, Jackie waved a hand. “You’re implying he was helpful when he was here, which was sometimes questionable,” she said. “It’s a problem for a different day. I have too many other things to worry about.”
“That’s just it,” Taylor said gently. “You’ve had too many things to worry about. Even though Greg didn’t do a lot, he did help you.” She paused for a beat. “You can’t keep doing both jobs.”
Jackie narrowed her eyes. “Are you implying something, Taylor Barnes?”
Holding up a hand, Taylor shook her head. “Not at all,” she said. “You’re running Astoria like a well-oiled machine. Everyone can see that.”
“Then what are you saying?”
With a sigh, Taylor leaned forward in her chair. “In the military, I have seen great commanders burn themselves out by trying to do everything,” she said. “We can’t let that happen to you.”
Jackie rolled her eyes, dismissing the idea. “That won’t happen. And besides, a new mayor won’t necessarily fix that. I’d rather have an executive assistant.”
Taylor raised an eyebrow. “Really?” she asked. “Well, why can’t we get you one of those?”
Tapping her fingernail on the desktop, Jackie considered her comment. Yes, why can’t I find one of those? she wondered. But from where?
Running a hand through her short ash-blonde hair, Lexi was pleased with the new cut. Not that Alice hadn’t done a decent job keeping everyone’s hair manageable at the farmhouse, but the women running the salon were clearly professionals. Best of all, they were willing to take as much or as little as a customer could spare for their services. Lexi had traded one jar of Alice’s famous apple butter, and it had gotten her a hair wash, a cut, and towel dry. Which is a heck of a bargain, she thought, with a smile. The experience of being pampered alone made the investment worthwhile.
With a glance at her watch, Lexi saw she still had some time to kill before the library opened. She would wander there to do a little research for the book she was writing. Once a week, Lexi brought Anna to work in the wagon and then used the time to do errands around town. A trip to the library was always on the list. Ever since she was a kid, she loved books—reading, analyzing, and eventually writing them. Growing up, whenever she felt down or confused about her feelings, she would take solace in the rows of bookshelves and hundreds of titles that could whisk her away in her imagination.
“I guess I’ll go see if Jackie’s free for a few minutes,” she said to herself as she started to walk down the block toward City Hall. She was aware her sister was a busy person and likely was already knee-deep in proposals and occasional complaints from some of Astoria’s residents, but she would still give it a try. Amazingly, when she reached the foyer of the building, no one waited yet. Not bad for a Tuesday morning, she thought and knew part of the reason was because of how well Jackie ran the town. Between her and Taylor, there was nothing they didn’t have under control. Growing up, Lexi would never have guessed her very beautiful, very feminine little sister would marry a woman. She sometimes wondered what would have happened between Jackie and Taylor if there had never been an apocalypse. Their personalities were very different, and yet they worked amazingly well together.
Thinking of Taylor, when Lexi poked her head in the open office door, she wasn’t at all surprised to see the woman sitting in a chair across from Jackie. “Am I interrupting?” she asked, and Jackie smiled.
“Not at all,” she said. “It’s good to see you, and I love the haircut.”
Lexi ran her hand through the shorter hair, again amazed at how soft it felt from the conditioner the salon used. “Yeah,” she agreed. “I think it turned out great. They really know what they are doing.”
Jackie looked at Taylor. “See?” she said. “You really need to go by there and try it.”
With a snort, Taylor shook her head. “My hair looks just fine. The desk sergeant at the station does it for all of us for free.”
Rolling her eyes, Jackie turned back to Lexi. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your company?” she asked, waving toward the empty chair near Taylor’s. “Sit down and catch me up.”
Sitting, Lexi shrugged. “Not much is new. Still no baby,” she said. “Although Callie looks ready to pop. Anything new going on here?”
“Actually,” Jackie started. “There is something. We’ve decided to set up a mail service along the railroad route.”
Surprised but already liking the idea, Lexi raised her eyebrows. “Well, I like the sound of that,” she said. “When?”
“As soon as the train leaves tomorrow,” Taylor added. “Julia Sharpe was the one who had the idea.”
For a moment, Lexi couldn’t place the name but then remembered the nice woman who used to run the post office before the power went out. The woman who instead knitted great socks. “Oh, okay,” she said. “That makes sense.” Suddenly, she had an idea. “Have you decided what towns to include?”
Taylor nodded. “For the most part. We’ve been in regular radio contact with Eugene, Grants Pass, and Redding. And, of course, San Francisco.”
“What about Sacramento?” Lexi asked, and Taylor frowned.
“Not much,” she said. “I tried to see for Callie if there was any central authority there over the radio, but it seems things are sporadic at best.”
Lexi sighed. “I figured it was a long shot, but I thought if Callie could get a letter through to her family…”
Jackie leaned forward in her chair. “Taylor, what do you think? Is that possible?”
For a moment, Taylor didn’t answer, clearly weighing the options. “Maybe,” she finally said. “I know getting a letter to her mother about the baby would mean a lot to Callie, but I would have to leave it up to Sergeant Fischer and Julia.”
There was a sudden noise in the doorway to Jackie’s office, and Lexi looked to see Julia Sharpe standing there. “I don’t know who the heck Sergeant Fischer is,” the woman said. “But that’s exactly the sort of letters I aim to deliver. I will absolutely do it.”
Walking through the empty foyer to the open door, Julia only heard the tail end of the conversation between Taylor, Jackie, and Lexi, but it was enough. When she had her idea to restart the postal service, it was important letters to family members far away that she most wanted to deliver. “I don’t think I know who Callie is, but if I can, I will deliver a letter for her,” she said from the doorway.
“Please come in, Julia,” Jackie said, and the woman Julia was pretty sure was Lexi Scott stood.
“I was just headed out,” she said, motioning for Julia to take her chair before looking at the others. “Should I have Callie write a letter?”
Opening her mouth to say yes, Julia paused when Chief Barnes held up her hand. “Hold on,” she said. “You don’t even know what is being asked of you. The letter would be going to Sacramento, and I can’t ensure that area is safe for stopping, let alone delivering mail.”
Still not phased, Julia lifted her chin. “I’m not afraid,” she said. “If the train goes near Sacramento, I want to try.”
Chief Barnes frowned. “I understand your enthusiasm,” she said. “But it really won’t be up to you if I say yes to the idea.”
Julia was confused. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, I will be sending military support with you,” she answered. “Sergeant Geri Fischer will accompany you on the mission.”
Mission? Julia thought, not having considered her project as something so tactical. Military support? “You mean like a bodyguard?”
“Yes, sort of like that. Consider it an armed escort with strategic military training. Someone along to weigh the risks,” Chief Barnes answered. “It’s for your own safety.”
Crossing her arms, Julia did not like the sound of the chief’s explanation. “And if this person determines something like delivering Callie’s letter is too risky?” she asked. “Then what?”
“Then you abort.”
“Oh, no,” Julia said, shaking her head. “I am not going to let someone start telling me what to do or not do. I’m not in the Army.”
Jackie stood from her chair and walked around the desk to lean against the front of it. “Julia,” she said. “Please take a seat, and let’s talk this through. I want you to be successful, but I also want you to be safe about it.”
Not ready to give up, but seeing from the look in Chief Barnes’s eye that there wasn’t much room for argument, Julia took the chair. “So, if I say yes to having an escort, then can I try to deliver that letter?”
She watched Jackie and the chief look at each other for a beat. Then, Chief Barnes slowly nodded. “I will agree to let you try,” she said. “But again, Sergeant Fischer has the final word on determining if it is too dangerous.”
We will see about that, Julia thought but put on an innocent smile. “Fair enough.”
“Good,” Jackie said and looked at Lexi, who still waited in the doorway. “Go ahead and ask Callie to write the letter.”





Chapter Six
R eporting to City Hall, Geri wasn’t sure what to expect. When a private had chased her down while she patrolled along the town’s southwest boundary and explained First Sergeant Barnes wanted her, she assumed it was for more details about the mission. Being told the meeting was at City Hall threw her a curve. Although she was aware, as were most people in Astoria, that the First Sergeant was married to a woman who happened to be the city manager, she couldn’t quite decide the connection to her assignment. I guess I’ll find out soon enough, she thought and remained patient in the foyer along with a couple of other townsfolk. She assumed they were there to talk to the city manager, and although they all gave her a respectful nod when Geri walked in, no one said a word.
Finally, First Sergeant Barnes came out of the office at the head of the hallway. “Sergeant Fischer,” she said. “Thanks for coming so quickly.” She turned to the others. “Jackie will be with you all in a few minutes.”
“No problem, Chief,” one of the men waiting said, and Geri saw the First Sergeant grin.
“Thank you, Clyde,” she said. “Asking to start up a new venture, are you?”
The man nodded. “Kind of a secret until I get the green light,” he said. “But it’s a good one.”
The First Sergeant chuckled. “I believe you,” she said before turning to Geri. “Right this way.”
Following, Geri walked into a large office where two other women waited. The one behind the desk was clearly Jackie Scott, whom Geri had seen from afar but never up close. If Geri were to describe her, she would have to say the woman was particularly beautiful, with perfect makeup, painted nails, and stunningly dressed, even in the middle of an apocalypse. But she is running Astoria and running it well, she thought. A person would be wise not to underestimate her. The other woman was also pretty but in a simpler, girl-next-door way. She had shoulder-length brown hair, and when she turned to look at Geri, she saw soft brown eyes. In a lot of ways, Geri found her even more attractive than Jackie. If she had to choose, she would always pick a woman who was down to earth. A quality she instinctively felt from the stranger looking at her. Steady and confident.
“Sergeant, I’d like you to meet Jackie Scott, the city manager,” First Sergeant Barnes said, and Jackie stood to come around her desk.
She held out a hand. “Thank you for your willingness to help with this,” Jackie said, and Geri had to remind herself that the First Sergeant had given her the opportunity to say no. Like I would ever do that, she thought. Duty is duty.
Geri shook the woman’s hand. “My pleasure, ma’am,” she said. “I think it’s a very good idea.”
“Good,” Jackie said, turning to the other woman in the room. “It was actually hers.” Geri looked at the stranger and was again taken in by her steady, confident gaze. “She will be the person you will be protecting on the trip south to establish a mail route.”
Taken by surprise, Geri blinked. I’m assigned to protect a woman? she wondered, somehow having missed that aspect when discussing it with the First Sergeant. Not that it mattered in the least, and Geri mentally kicked herself for making assumptions in the first place. Again, duty is duty.
Julia’s eyes narrowed. “I wasn’t expecting a woman,” she said, and Geri instantly tensed. Even though she had jumped to the wrong conclusion also, she wasn’t about to be judged by some townie who didn’t know her in the least. Luckily, the First Sergeant jumped in.
“Sergeant Fischer is a battle-proven soldier,” she said. “I assure you she is the one you will want looking over your shoulder in this.”
Julia shrugged and looked away. “I’d rather not have anyone looking over my shoulder, and you know it,” she said, making Geri even more frustrated. The last thing she needed was to be saddled with someone who didn’t want her along on the trip. As if reading her mind, Julia looked at Geri again, and their eyes met. “But I suppose if I have to take someone, Sergeant Fischer will do.”
With the day’s chores done, Sam walked the clearing behind the little, yellow house Mary March had left them and imagined what her horse farm would look like. There were two big projects she would have to complete before they could move forward with buying more horses. Still, she was confident she could make everything work. Especially with Laura’s faith in me, she thought. The night before had been wonderful. First, hearing the conviction in Laura’s voice that she believed in Sam, and then the lovemaking that ensued afterward. I am a very lucky woman. Now, I just need to make it all happen.
“Where will you get the wood to build the fence?” Henry asked, breaking into her thoughts from where he paced along beside her. When he heard Sam’s plan for a horse farm while they were milking the goats, the boy’s usually stoic expression turned into a genuine smile.
“So, you agree that raising your own horse would be the best idea?” Sam had asked him. “Because I can still help you trade for one in town.”
Henry nodded. “Yes, I want one that I can raise,” he had said. “But I also want one that will help with the farm, so if it means I wait, I understand. I can help with other horses, right? You’ll need them to get started, won’t you?”
At the time, Sam had pulled the boy into a hug. “I will,” she had said while she felt Henry’s tense young body slowly relax into the hug. “Thank you.” Henry had been quiet and thoughtful ever since.
Turning to answer the boy’s question about where she would get the wood she needed, Sam pointed at a few towering pines in the center of the field she would turn into a horse paddock. “Well, first, I’ll start with the lumber from those trees,” she said. “If I chop them all down, it should be enough to make most of the split rail fence we need.”
Henry’s eyes grew wide as he appraised the trees she pointed at. “You’re going to cut those down? All by yourself?”
“I am,” Sam said. “Starting first thing in the morning. It will take a while with my ax, but I think I can have it down by midday.”
Continuing to stare at the trees, Henry nodded. “Okay, I can see how,” he said. “Can I help?”
For a moment, Sam wasn’t sure how to answer. Dropping such tall trees would be dangerous. Not to mention if I get the angle wrong, one of them could easily hit the house, she thought, not letting the anxiety around what that would mean to her family stop her. Cutting down the trees would make a lot of difference in her project, and she would need Henry’s help more after the trees were on the ground. There would be limbs to cut off and haul away. Still, Henry could help her in some ways during the chopping. Even simply bringing her cool water to drink would make a difference.
Finally, she smiled at the boy. “Yes, you can help,” she said. “Until the parts where I am ready to let each tree fall. Then I want you, Laura, Shauna, and Heather to be well clear of here.”
Narrowing his eyes, Henry looked the trees up and down again and then looked at her. “Because they could kill you if they hit you,” he said, and it wasn’t a question. “And that one closest could even hit the house.”
“Unfortunately, if something goes wrong, it could, but I intend to have that one fall in the opposite direction,” Sam explained. “Still, I want to take all precautions.”
Henry slowly nodded. “I understand,” he said. “And it has to be done if we want a horse farm.”
Looking at the tall trees in the middle of the field where Sam intended to build her paddock, she nodded. She wanted them gone to make space for training her future horses. The task would be big, but she was confident chopping them down was the right decision. “Yes,” she said. “It has to be done.”
After parking her bike in the shed, Anna walked to the farmhouse, happy to be home. Although she loved her job and helping the patients, it was sometimes tiring, and when followed by the five-mile bike ride home on such a warm evening, she was always ready to take a seat at the kitchen island. Which is exactly what I'm going to do, she thought as she opened the front door and walked in.
“Anna, welcome home,” Alice called from the kitchen. “I have a glass of cool tea waiting for you.”
Anna smiled. “Thank you,” she said as she went into the most welcoming room in the house she loved. When Lexi bought the farmhouse years before, it needed major renovations, especially the outdated kitchen. Using her clever eye for design, the woman had updated it with modern conveniences while maintaining the house’s original charm. For a moment, Anna remembered the first time she saw it and how it had taken her breath away.
Charlie was already sitting on a stool at the island, clearly keeping Alice company. The setting was sweet, and Anna loved how much their new friend doted on Alice. They really do care about each other, she thought. Falling in love can happen at any age. She knew she and Lexi would be exactly the same no matter how old they were. “Hello, Charlie.” She sat with a sigh of relief. “How was today?”
“A good one,” Charlie said with a nod. “Lexi came back this afternoon with a big sack of beet seed we could plant. Those should do perfectly over the winter.”
“Well good,” Anna said, looking at Alice. “Especially since I know Alice will whip up something amazing from them.”
Turning from the fridge-turned-icebox, Alice set the glass of tea on the island. “I'll do my best,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. “I always love a challenge.”
Lexi came in the back door. “Hey,” she said to Anna.
“Hey back,” Anna replied and lifted her face to accept a kiss from Lexi.
“Was the ride back okay?”
“It was fine, although now that there is a stable up and running in town, maybe I’ll learn to ride too,” she said with a laugh. “As long as it’s the gentlest horse to be found.”
Lexi took one of the remaining stools at the island. “We can do that,” she said. “I’m sure Sam will give more lessons, and we have room for one more horse in the barn.”
Anna heard footsteps on the back porch, and after a moment, Will and a very uncomfortable looking Callie walked in. “Mind if we visit?” Will asked. “It’s getting a little too warm in our log cabin. I need to figure out better airflow.”
“Of course not,” Anna said, sliding off her stool and motioning for Callie to sit. “Please join us for some tea.” She smiled as her pregnant friend sat. “Or lemonade, in your case.”
“Thank you,” Callie said. “That sounds so nice.”
“I’m glad you’re here,” Lexi said as Anna went to get Callie a glass. “I have some big news.”
Curious, Anna heard the excitement in her wife’s voice and imagined something was happening in town. “Did Jackie authorize something new?” she asked. “It’s amazing what people are coming up with.”
“Yes,” Lexi said. “I went to visit Jackie this morning and ran into Taylor there as well. They told me they are going to start a new mail route using the train to send letters to some of the more established towns to the south.”
“Oh, that will be lovely,” Alice said. “Although I don't have anyone really to write to.” She took Charlie's hand. “Everyone I care about lives right here.”
“But Callie does,” Anna said, understanding Lexi’s excitement.
Glancing at Callie, she saw a hopeful look on her face. “Did they say if it would go to Sacramento?”
Lexi nodded. “When I mentioned the possibility of getting one in Sacramento, Taylor said they would try.”
“Wonderful,” Alice said one second before Callie burst into tears.
The woman waved her hand. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t seem to stop crying all the time.”
Setting the lemonade in front of Callie, Anna wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “That’s normal,” she said. “There are lots of hormones fluctuating in your body right now.”
Callie sucked in a breath. “Thank you,” she said. “I know, but it’s hard. I usually never cry.” She looked at Lexi. “Can I borrow some paper and a pen?”
“Of course,” Lexi said. “I’ll go get you a pad, pen, and an envelope right now. I don’t want to rush you, but the train is scheduled to arrive tomorrow morning.”





Chapter Seven
J ulia took a deep breath as she packed her old gym bag to go on what she knew had the potential to be a dangerous journey. Taylor had made that crystal clear when she explained why a soldier was accompanying her. Well, then I will be ready, she thought, carefully preparing her bag. Looking in her closet at the options, she picked only a few things that would be the most practical. Anything that might weigh her down was immediately cast aside. Clothes would not make or break her plan. The trip was scheduled to be for ten days round trip. Essentials. That’s all I need for this. Still, she looked around her room and could not help but feel a sense of anxiety creep up within her. If things went particularly bad, she might not be back. But Sergeant Fischer won’t let that happen.
Her mind went to the calm, steady woman she met the day before. Something about the way she held herself instilled a sense of strength and safety. Still, Julia didn’t like the idea she had a babysitter. She could already envision conversations in the future where Julia would want to take a risk, and the battle-worn woman would say no. Well, we will just see about who has the final say then¸ she thought, ready to stand up for herself at the first opportunity.
Refocusing on the task at hand, Julia packed her sturdy hiking boots, some practical outdoor clothing, and a small first-aid kit. Taylor made it clear there were scenarios where they might have to leave the train and go cross country if things went badly. Julia was determined to be self-sufficient and not rely on anyone else. Still, as she continued packing, the reality of what might be ahead hit her. Deep down, Julia was nothing but a mail carrier at heart. At the most, she would have to pepper spray an unsavory dog that seemed hell bent on biting her. Again, her mind returned to the confident soldier assigned to protect her.
As she stuffed in the last items she considered essential, Julia considered the woman. Although Julia desired the company of women and would even consider herself bisexual, something that seemed entirely accepted in Astoria, she hadn’t had anyone particularly special in her life when the lights went out. I wonder if Sergeant Fischer leans that way, she thought, having felt a tingle on her gaydar but not sure. Military women were hard to gauge. Still, she was pretty confident the sergeant was also somewhere on the rainbow. And why the hell does that matter in the least? It wasn’t like Julia was at all attracted to such a dominant personality. Yet there was something in her eyes that she found attractive. A sensitivity behind the icy stare.
Shaking her head to clear it of all the unwelcome musings, Julia zipped the gym bag closed. The train should be arriving in the next few hours, and she had resolved to be ready to go and be aboard when it rolled out of town again. Taylor had walked Julia through the map of re-established towns along the train’s route to San Francisco. These were cities that Astoria kept in radio contact with and set up at least some level of trade. Sacramento was the wildcard. But apparently, the most important thing for this particular trip, she thought. Although she didn’t know Callie except in passing, the woman seemed nice, and with her being pregnant, the specialness of delivering a letter to her mother was not lost on Julia. Filled with conviction, Julia zipped her bag shut. And I will do everything in my power to see we deliver it if we can find the woman she is sending it to.
Ready to go to the train station to wait, Julia knew the journey ahead would be a test of her strength and resolve, but she was ready for it. With determination in her heart and a bag full of essentials on her back, she left her apartment to start her journey.
After three hours of watching Sam cutting down the trees in the field behind the house, Laura knew she needed to help. Although Henry had already run out two full canteens of water, there seemed more Laura could be doing. She simply didn’t know what it was. “Wait here in the house,” she said to Henry and the girls. “I’m going to go check on Sam.” Henry nodded, and the two girls standing beside him looked anxious. Laura went to her children and knelt to pull them into a hug. “It will be fine. I only want to see if I can help. Just stay here with Lady and Henry.”
Grabbing a fresh canteen of water, Laura walked through their dozens of rows of fruits and vegetables, past the goat’s pen where the animals were hunkered down in the shade, and finally past the large chicken coop. For a second, as she took in all they had built, she wondered why Sam wanted anything more than the simple but pleasant life they already had. Then, with a shake of her head, she pushed the thought away. Raising horses is important to Sam, Laura thought. And I love her more than anything in life. She would do everything in her power to make Sam’s dream come true.
As she drew closer, Laura heard the axe striking the wood. When she was near enough, she saw sweat had drenched Sam’s shirt. Considering the summer heat that day, Laura worried for a moment that her partner would overdo it. “Sam,” she said as she drew near. “Stop for a moment and have a drink of water.”
Acting as if she came out of a trance, Sam looked at her. “Laura, why are you out here?”
“I wanted to check on you and see if I could help,” Laura replied, glancing at the sizable gap cut into the trunk of one of the tall trees. “You’ve been working so hard.”
Blowing out a breath of exhaustion, Sam dropped the axe head. “It’s taking longer than I expected,” she said. “But I am trying to be careful with how I cut the wedge.” She pointed to a narrow alley between some trees at the edge of the clearing. “I need to land them right there. I can’t have any getting caught in another tree.”
Understanding, Laura nodded. “I can see what you mean,” she said but moved closer with the canteen. “Take a drink. Can you finish this tomorrow?”
“I will after this last tree,” Sam said. “I don’t feel comfortable stopping until the thing is down. It’s already windy, and if a big gust comes through, it might topple it. There’s no way to be sure where it will land.”
Realizing the last tree was the one closest to their house, Laura felt a clench of anxiety at that possibility. Laura held out the canteen for Sam. “All right, take a drink,” she said. “How much longer do you think it will take?”
After a long swig from the canteen, Sam shrugged. “I can’t be sure,” she said. “But not too long, I don’t think. Actually, it might be time for you to take the kids, Lady, Lester, and Honey down the driveway.”
Laura covered her hand with her mouth. “Will that be necessary?” she asked, finally understanding the potential risk.
“Yes,” Sam said, stepping closer. “Just to be safe. With this wind, it could go at any second. I need you all to be safe.”
Reaching for Sam’s hand, Laura worked hard to swallow her fear. “We need you to be safe too,” she said. “Please be careful.”
Sam took her hand and squeezed it. “I promise I will be,” she said. “I just need to get this tree on the ground.”
Sitting in her office at police headquarters, Taylor heard the long blast of a train whistle announcing it was coming into Astoria. With a smile, she stood. There was something reassuring about the sound of the train arriving. It meant that although things were far from how they used to be before the solar storm, progress was being made to make things normal again. Leaving her office and heading toward the depot, Taylor knew a crowd would form to greet the train. Valuable trade goods, primarily from San Francisco, were brought with every load.
Arriving at the station a few moments after the train and two railcars came to a stop, Taylor was surprised to see a young woman with a large suitcase in hand and a child beside her, standing on the platform. Although people occasionally arrived by rail, it wasn’t like there was a passenger car among the others attached to the train. Did she stow away on a boxcar, or was she simply told to settle in one as they headed north, she wondered, walking in the passenger’s direction. After a moment, the woman noticed Taylor approaching, and although Taylor saw nervousness in her eyes, there was determination as well. She might look young, but I bet she has been through a lot. A quick look at her attire, and that of the child who looked around Henry’s age, helped confirm Taylor’s assessment. Worn, but clean as could be considering the circumstances.
“Hello, I’m Police Chief Taylor Barnes,” she said when she reached the woman. “Welcome to Astoria. Are you looking for someone in particular?”
The stranger swallowed hard but did not drop her eyes. “No, ma’am,” she said. “But I was told there were opportunities in Astoria. For me and my son.”
Taylor nodded slowly. “I see,” she said. “Yes, there are for those willing to work.”
Visibly relaxing at the news the rumor was true, the woman set the suitcase at her feet. “I’m a hard worker, Chief Barnes,” she said. “Whatever job you have, I can do it. Washing, sewing, cleaning houses—"
Taylor held up a hand to stop her. “Okay, I understand,” she said with a smile. “We can find you something, and we have temporary housing for refugees too.”
“Temporary?” the woman said softly. “I was hoping that maybe I could stay awhile. We’ve traveled a long way.”
Giving the stranger a longer look, she took in the gaunt lines of her face. “I didn’t catch your name, ma’am.”
“I’m Roslyn St. Vincent,” she said and put her hand on her child’s head. “And this is my son Devan.” At hearing his name, the boy peeked at Taylor before lowering his eyes again. “I’m sorry. He’s shy around strangers.”
Considering what he’s likely been through, I can believe it, Taylor thought, finding herself liking the mother and child. “Well, maybe he’ll feel better with a little lunch,” she said. “We have a chow hall set up near the library. It’s a little late in the day, but I imagine they will still have warm stew and fresh bread. If you want, I can walk you over there after I talk to the engineer for a minute.”
Her eyes giving her away, Roslyn looked almost desperate at the idea of food but cautious too. “I would like that, but I’m afraid we don’t have any way to pay for it.”
“That’s all right,” Taylor said. “We provide free meals for those in need. There’s not much, but enough to fill your stomach, I imagine.”
For a second, Taylor thought Roslyn was going to hug her, but then she gathered herself. “We will be grateful for whatever you can spare,” she said. “Devan and I will wait right here.”
Seeing the engineer out of the corner of her eyes as he climbed down from the engine, Taylor gave the mother and child a reassuring smile. “I will be right back,” she said and started in the direction to cut off the man she needed to speak to when she suddenly had an idea. Turning back toward Roslyn, she held up a finger. “Ms. St. Vincent, I don’t suppose you know how to type or run an office, would you?”
Pride lit up the woman’s eyes. “Oh, I most certainly do,” she said. “Before the lights went out, I worked as a lead paralegal for a prestigious firm in Las Vegas. Unfortunately, there is no need for such places anymore.”
Surprised, Taylor raised her eyebrows. “You and Devan traveled all the way here from Las Vegas, Nevada?”
Roslyn nodded. “Yes, ma’am,” she said. “There were a number of stops along the way, but here we are.”
This could be perfect, Taylor thought, excited at the possibility of helping two people at the same time. “I’ll take you to lunch, but then I have someone for you to meet,” she said. “I think you’re exactly what she needs.”





Chapter Eight
S am’s arms felt numb, and her shoulder and back muscles burned with every swing of the axe. Most of the day had passed since she started the task of chopping down the trees, and although she would have liked nothing more than to stop, she had cut deep enough to worry the last tree might topple on its own if a big gust came along. Already, the wind was picking up, and from a direction Sam didn’t like. If she wasn’t careful with the last cuts, the whole thing could be pushed toward the house. Thankfully, Laura had promised to take the kids, horses, and their dog, Lady, down the driveway to wait. From her angle, Sam had no way of knowing if Laura had done it already, and she didn’t dare stop to go check. It was her alone against the final tall tree.
I just need to remember how much lumber I can make from this thing, she thought, swinging again with all the might she could still muster. Chopping and splitting all the trees into manageable pieces would be a heck of a chore too, but in the end, she would have most of, if not all, the wood she needed to fence in the clearing. And when all the work is done, we will have what we need to start raising horses.
Suddenly, a harder gust blew past Sam, cooling the dripping sweat on her face, but she also clearly heard wood creaking. Stepping back, she looked into the branches above her. They waved in the breeze, making Sam’s stomach clench. Please let this thing fall where I want it to, she thought and checked the angle of her cuts again. Her widest notch was directly away from the house, toward an opening between more trees. The cut she worked on now was narrow and deep, with the same logic she used on all the other trees. If everything worked again, the tree would fall away from her when she reached the tipping point. Gauging how far into the trunk she had cut, she guessed she was close. Stepping back into position and starting to chop again, she lifted the heavy axe, her arms protesting. I can do this. I must do this.
With another hard swing, the axe head dug deep into the wood, sending chips flying. Still, the tree stood. Growling with frustration, Sam swung again, putting all her weight behind it. At the same time, a gust of wind whipped past her, and she heard the tree groan. “Come on,”
she yelled at the bark, lifting the axe to try again. “Tip over.”
As if hearing her words, the tree swayed, and the wood cracked. Her heart racing, Sam stepped back and looked at the branches. They swayed, and not from the wind. The big tree was going to fall, but Sam couldn’t tell for sure what direction. Dropping the axe, Sam rushed at the tree and threw all her weight against the trunk above the cut, hoping the force of the blow would help push it in the direction she needed the tree to fall. Pain rippled through her shoulder as she bounced back and fell on her ass. Still, the tree swayed as if trying to make up its mind. Another gust of wind blew across the chills on Sam’s face, and she realized what she feared the worst was likely about to happen.
Jumping to her feet, she raced toward the house. “Laura!” she screamed at the top of her lungs. “Laura, get out.” Please let them be out of the house like she promised, Sam thought, a million horrifying scenarios running through her mind. The house in splinters. Her family trapped in the wreckage. She ran faster, and behind her, a loud crack like a shotgun blast sounded. Unable to keep from turning to look, Sam watched with wide eyes as the beast started to fall. Frozen by the spectacle, Sam could only stare as the tree landed with a crash of limbs—exactly where she intended.
Letting out a loud whoop of satisfaction mixed with relief, she heard Laura calling her name. “Sam!” the woman yelled. “Are you okay?” Suddenly, Lady was there, yapping in circles around her as Sam lifted her weary arms in triumph.
Then, Laura came around the side of the house, and Sam felt tears burn her eyes. “Yes, I’m okay,” she choked out and watched Laura’s eyes widen as she took in the sight of all the downed trees.
“You did it,” she said, pride in her voice. “Just like you said you would.”
All Sam could do was nod. Indeed, she had.
Looking at her watch, Lexi realized it was later than she thought. Three o’clock already, and she had yet to sit down at her typewriter and start on her daily word count. The morning chores took longer than expected, and preparing the ground for the beet seed planting ran long too. But now I can relax for a minute, she thought as she stopped at the hand washing station near the back porch. It looked like someone had recently dumped the bucket and filled it with fresh water, making Lexi sigh with gratitude. Not that it was particularly hard work to wash out the metal bucket and fill it from the pump they had installed over the well, but it took time. I bet it was Charlie. The older woman had worked as hard as any of the others and been the last to leave the field before Lexi. That’s just like her to have the water ready for me.
Grabbing the goat’s milk soap, she dipped her hands and scrubbed until all the dirt, even under her fingernails, was gone. As she reached for the towel on the hook, she heard Will shout. There was alarm in his voice, making Lexi’s heart leap. Whirling at the sound, she scanned the fields for trouble. They were clear as all the workers from town had left. Will shouted again, and her first thought was something attacked his pig, but then she realized what might be happening. The baby is coming, she thought as her heart started to pound. As if needing to confirm Lexi’s line of thinking, Will burst out of his log cabin, and raced toward her. Panic filled his eyes. “Is Anna home yet?” he asked, and Lexi shook her head.
“I don’t think so,” she said. “Will, take a deep breath. Is Callie in labor?”
“Yes,” he gasped. “All day. But she didn’t come to tell me or send anyone. I had no idea until I went home just now to check on her.” Fear started to show in his eyes. “You have to help her.”
“I will,” she said. “I’m going to run into the house and tell the others so they can help too. Go back and stay with Callie.”
His Adam’s apple bobbing, Will nodded. “Okay,” he said. “But please hurry. There’s a lot of blood.”
Lexi froze for a beat, but she forced her face to stay neutral. “Go stay with her,” she repeated knowing it was time to be a calming influence. “I will be there in a flash.”
Still nodding, Will backed away. “I’ll go,” he said. “But please hurry.”
Not bothering to reply in her haste to get through the back door, Lexi appeared so suddenly that Alice jumped. “Lexi,” she said, holding her hand over her heart. “You… wait, it’s the baby, isn’t it. Callie’s in labor.” A smile lit up her face at the news but was quickly replaced with a thread of worry. “How far along is she? Anna’s not home yet.”
“I’m not sure,” Lexi said. “But something might be wrong. Will said there was blood.” Remembering being with Anna at the top of Seattle’s Space Needle, she had watched Anna calmly deliver a baby while chaos started everywhere else. There was some fluid, but I don’t remember blood, she thought, and her throat tightened. We need to get Anna.
On cue, Lexi heard boots on the stairs. “Charlie,” Alice said. “Hurry. You need to ride to town and get Anna. It’s the baby.”
In a beat, the woman was there. “At a full gallop, Eliza and I can be in town in fifteen minutes,” she said. “I’m on my way.” Before Lexi could thank her, Charlie was out the back door. Even though Charlie would be quick to saddle her horse, it still took time. At the quickest possible turnaround, they might be almost an hour without help. Lexi hoped that would be soon enough.
Sorting through a towering stack of paperwork, Jackie grew more and more frustrated. She had misplaced an important request for a new establishment that she wanted to have Taylor discuss with her. The eager citizen wanted to open a “saloon,” as he called it, as if they were living in some old western movie and not a real apocalypse. Many good selling points were included in his carefully hand-written business plan, but she had her concerns. Saloons sold alcohol, and although there were many events in town, her own wedding reception included, where some form of spirits, beer, and wine were served, they were for a limited span of time. A bar would make it available all the time if a person had something to trade for it.
With a sigh, Jackie dropped the manilla folder back on the desk. Like with the others, she had no luck finding the proposal. If I have to go ask that poor man to resubmit something where there is no backup copy… she hated to think about it. I need a damn filing system. The thought made her laugh. She hadn’t filed a page in her entire career, and she was sure not ready to start. Maybe I do need to find an assistant. Unfortunately, no one she knew in town seemed up to the task. Jackie was well aware she was tough to work for—demanding perfection and total dedication. But I always made it worth it.
Jackie leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes and tried to ignore the start of a headache. It didn’t help that it was hot outside, which meant her office was too warm. Air conditioning was simply another thing everyone lived without. As she tried to relax, she heard a tap on her office door. Not in the mood to talk to anyone else that day, she considered yelling at the person to go away. But the city manager of Astoria can’t do that, she thought, hoping whoever wanted in had a simple problem to address. She didn’t think she could handle an angry neighbor with a complaint.
“Come in,” she said, opening her eyes as the door swung open. To her surprise, Taylor stood in the doorway, and she wasn’t alone. A young woman with a child glued to her side was with her. Based on the way she stood and the look on her face, Jackie felt that Taylor was there in a more official capacity, so she sat up straighter before addressing her wife. “Hello, Chief Barnes. What can I do for you?”
Taylor gave her a slight nod, confirming what Jackie had surmised, that it was an official visit. “Ms. Scott,” she said. “I’d like to introduce you to Roslyn St. Vincent and her son Devan. They just came in on the train.”
“Oh,” Jackie said. It was rare for passengers to arrive by that means. The government owned the train and intended it to be used for trading routes. Still, it wasn’t unheard of, and after a quick appraisal, she could tell Roslyn and her child had traveled a long, hard road. “Well, welcome to Astoria.” She glanced at Taylor, but her face gave away nothing. “I imagine Chief Barnes has shown you our system to help refugees.”
“Yes, ma’am,” the young woman said. “We have had lunch and been shown to a nice room at the hotel.” Her voice caught, but then Roslyn lifted her chin. Jackie watched her, impressed to see she was able to keep her emotions over her good fortune in check. “I am grateful for your hospitality. There aren’t any places quite like here that I’ve seen since the electricity disappeared.”
“You’re very welcome to stay as long as you need,” Jackie said, still not sure what the woman and child were doing in her office. “Was there something I could help you with?”
Roslyn glanced at Taylor, who seemed content to stay silent. “Yes, actually, I think so,” the woman said as she refocused on Jackie. “I’m looking for work, and Chief Barnes said you may have an opening. For an assistant.”
Jackie raised her eyebrows. Surely Taylor wouldn’t bring me just anyone off a train, she thought. “I see,” she said. “Might I ask your qualifications?”
Again the woman made another glance at Taylor before she answered, and the woman gave Roslyn a nod. “Ma’am,” she said. “I used to run a large law firm in Las Vegas and managed the caseload for a half dozen attorneys.” Jackie watched the woman’s confidence grow. “There is nothing in an office I cannot do.”





Chapter Nine
E xhausted, Anna slipped quietly out of the log cabin. Seeing the first hints of daylight coming over the horizon surprised her. Is it morning already? she wondered. Since Charlie came racing into the hospital looking for her, Anna had been running on adrenaline. The horseback ride from town had been a blur, and time seemed to stand still once she made it back to the farm. Lexi watched for her from Will and Callie’s front door, and when Anna saw her wife’s pale face and wide eyes, she knew something was wrong. “Oh, thank God,” Lexi said in a whisper when Anna reached her. “I wasn’t sure if you would get here in time…”
“Lexi, I’m here now,” Anna said, her body turning cold at the idea things could be so bad. “Let me look.” Slipping past her wife, Anna stepped into the small but lovingly crafted main room of the log cabin. The only light was the late-day sunlight flooding through the two large windows, and it took Anna a moment for her eyes to adjust. What she saw after a few seconds made her take a deep breath. Callie was prone on the couple’s bed with Will holding her head in his lap. He looked at Anna, and she saw tears running silently down his face and into his beard. Anna forced a small smile of reassurance she didn’t entirely feel. “Hello, Will.”
Will swallowed hard. “Hello, Anna,” he said. “Can you help?” His voice caught. “I can’t lose her.”
Moving closer, Anna assessed everything. Callie’s eyes were closed, and her hair was plastered to her head from sweat. The strong smell of blood filled the room. Towels splotched with red covered the mattress.
She sank down beside the bed, taking Callie’s hand. “Callie, honey, can you hear me?” she asked and was relieved to see the young woman’s eyes flutter open.
“Anna?” she murmured through a scratchy throat. “I think something is wrong.”
Anna gave Callie’s hand a gentle squeeze. “Let me take a look,” she said. “How long have you been having contractions?”
Even through her pain, Callie looked sheepish. “Since early this morning,” she said. “I thought it would pass like the last false alarm.” Her face fell as a sob slipped out. “I didn’t want to be a bother. I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay. I understand,” Anna said, running a hand over the younger woman’s clammy forehead. Not sensing a fever reassured her a little. “You don’t need to be sorry.” She moved to the end of the bed and slid between the woman’s open legs. “But you will have to work a little harder now. We need this baby to come out.”
Standing in the daylight, Anna realized a whole night had passed since that moment. With Lexi holding a large flashlight, and Alice there to wipe away the blood, they miraculously brought a baby boy into the world. After an initial assessment, he seemed healthy. His mother, however, frightened Anna. Low blood pressure and bleeding that didn’t slow after her son was born put Callie in serious danger. Anna had done all she could under the limited circumstances, but although the bleeding appeared to have stopped and Callie was asleep, only time would tell if she would live.
“Hey,” Anna heard Lexi say and turned to see her wife coming across the field from the house toward her.
“Hey back,” Anna said, never happier to see her wife. Although she stayed strong in front of Will and Callie, her heart broke at the possible outcomes. Clearly seeing the anguish on her wife’s face, Lexi held her arms open, and Anna stepped in. She buried her face in Lexi’s shirtfront. Unable to hold them back any longer, tears burned Anna’s cheeks. They had all been through so much since the solar storm and overcome everything. It would be unfair to have Callie die. Unfortunately, Anna knew there was nothing more anyone could do but wait and see.
A low groan of pain woke Laura. Alarmed, she sat upright in bed and looked around the room. It was bright, and she realized, somehow, she had slept later than usual. Another groan from beside her connected all the dots. Sam hadn’t gotten up at her usual five a.m. for the morning chores, something the woman loved to do. “The best way to start a day,” she always said, a little more chipper than Laura generally felt, but clearly it was not the case that morning.
“Sam?” Laura said, running a hand along her partner’s arm. “What’s wrong?”
Sam rolled onto her back with another moan. “I can barely move my arms,” she said softly. “I overdid it with chopping all of the trees yesterday.” Laura was relieved when she saw Sam grin. “But I beat them. All the ones we need are down.”
Shaking her head, Laura pushed back the covers. “That you did,” she said with her own smile. “Stay there. Let me check on the kids, and then I’ll be back.” Sam only nodded as her eyes closed. Laura slipped out of bed and, after donning her robe, went to the kitchen. She was surprised to see Henry, Heather, and Shauna all sitting quietly at the kitchen table. They each had a bowl of cold cereal and fresh goat milk.
“Good morning,” Henry said, his eyes especially serious. “We found our own breakfast since you and Sam were still sleeping.”
Laura didn’t miss the unspoken question on his face—is everything all right? “Good morning,” she said. “Thank you for taking care of yourselves. Everything is fine. Sam is just tired after cutting down the trees.”
“Well, yeah,” Shauna said around a mouthful of cereal. “There was like a lot of trees.”
Heather nodded beside her. “There were.”
“Yes, there were,” Laura agreed too. “And so Sam decided to sleep in. Do you three think you can do the morning chores by yourselves?”
Puffing out his skinny chest, Henry nodded. “We can,” he said. “I’ll do the goat milking myself.”
Hiding a smile, Laura went to the boy and kissed him on the top of his head. “I know you will do well,” she said, making Henry squirm under the affection. “Sam and I will be out soon.” She went to the cupboard and found the witch hazel. The stuff worked on pretty much any ailment Laura had encountered, and she guessed rubbing it into Sam’s shore muscles would help. The massage itself will do wonders too, she thought and felt a tingle at the idea of rubbing her hands over Sam. And maybe I can even distract her a little. She turned to Henry. “And have fun but stay outside until I come and get you.”
Reporting to the train depot at exactly nine a.m. as instructed, Geri ran her eyes over the impressive steam engine train. Painted jet black, the smokestack stood tall in the morning light. White smoke wafted out, letting her know the thing was getting ready to depart. Geri would be on it when it left to head south. Assuming the woman who is the reason behind this makes an appearance, she thought with a look around. The postmistress had yet to appear. But she will be here. She wouldn’t hatch this plan and then miss the train. Geri agreed it was a good idea and that opening more lines of communication with other parts of the region was smart. Formal radio contact between locations was one thing, but personal correspondence by the average person was another. Even though Geri didn’t know anyone in any of the cities to the south, she still appreciated the concept.
Suddenly, the woman Geri waited for came running onto the platform. “Sorry I’m late,” she said. “Once word got out about what we were doing, a dozen people showed up at the post office at the last minute with letters. I had to get clear instructions from them about who they were looking for. I was also waiting on the letter Lexi mentioned. Nothing came, unfortunately.”
Geri gave her a slow nod, taking in the frown on the woman’s pretty face. “I’m sure there is a logical reason,” she said. “Like maybe they changed their mind.”
“Maybe,” the woman replied, and Geri watched her run her eyes over Geri’s appearance. They stopped on the M16 assault rifle slung over her shoulder. “Is that really necessary?”
Not in the mood to explain why she carried a weapon, Geri bristled. “Hopefully not,” she said. “But if we do need it, you’ll be glad we have it, ma’am.”
The postmistress narrowed her eyes. “Fair enough,” she said. “And don’t call me ma’am. My name is Julia.”
“All right, Julia,” Geri said. “If that’s what you prefer.”
“I do,” Julia said. “And what is your name? Or am I supposed to call you Sergeant Fischer the entire trip?”
Not sure what she would prefer, Geri hesitated. It’s not like this is a true military mission, and she is a civilian, she thought. But how close do I want to get? She especially didn’t know because since learning of her role in the enterprise, Geri had trouble not thinking about Julia Sharpe. Something about the woman strongly appealed to her. Not sure if it was the brown eyes, the confident bearing, or the fiery attitude, Geri did know one thing—being attracted would only cause them both trouble. “Sergeant Fischer is fine,” she finally answered, and Julia shook her head.
“I can see this might be a long ride,” she said, but before Geri could reply, she heard a shout.
“Hold the train,” a woman’s voice called. “Hold the train.” Turning, Geri saw Lexi Scott riding a horse. Sort of. The horse seemed to be more in control of the situation, but either way, they raced onto the platform. “I have a letter to send.”
For a second, it seemed the horse might not stop and would instead bowl right into them, but then Lexi managed to rein it in. Barely. “Whoa there,” Geri said as she instinctively took hold of the horse’s bridle, else it cause more havoc. “You’re in time.”
Lexi puffed out a breath and held a letter toward Julia. “It’s the one for Sacramento,” she said. “From Callie to her mother. The baby came last night.”
Smiling, Julia took the letter. “I’m so glad,” she said. “I look forward to delivering the good news.” Geri noticed Lexi’s face didn’t reflect the same enthusiasm, and she wondered if everything was all right with the baby. Not my place to ask, she thought. But I will do my best to see that the letter is delivered. Just then, the train whistle blew, and Lexi’s horse tried to rear back.
Only Geri’s strong grip kept it from tossing Lexi to the ground. “Easy now,” she murmured to the upset horse, and slowly, the animal calmed.
“Thank you,” Lexi said. “I’m still not used to this. But I need to get back.”
With a nod, Geri let go and stepped away as Lexi turned the horse. “Safe travels,” she said, and Lexi glanced back.
“Same to you,” she said before the horse and its tentative rider galloped away.





Chapter Ten
A fter spending the morning in bed and receiving a rather spicy back rub from Laura, Sam was finally able to move around without too much discomfort. I’m lucky all I have are sore muscles, she thought as the fear of having the last tree fall in the wrong direction came back to her. Losing her home, or even worse, hurting anyone in her family, wasn’t worth fulfilling a dream. But as Laura had already reassured her that morning, nothing bad had happened. Aside from my inability to move my arms. Sam chuckled as she walked across their backyard toward the downed trees.
Laura looked at her. “Well, that’s nice to hear,” the woman said. “I was worried you might be a little, well… grumpy with the pain in your back.”
Sam raised her eyebrows. “Grumpy?” she asked. “Am I often grumpy?”
It was Laura’s turn to laugh as she moved closer. “You never are, Sam,” she said, taking her partner’s hand. “You’re the least grumpy person I know. But everyone is entitled to being a little disagreeable when they don’t feel good.”
With a smile, Sam pecked Laura’s cheek. “You never are either,” she said. “You’re always acting happy since the day I met you.”
“That’s because I am,” Laura said, and Sam noticed a faint blush rise to Laura’s cheeks. “You. Our kids. Our life. It all makes me happy. I feel so blessed by everything.”
Her words mirrored how Sam felt. “I do too,” she said. “So much sometimes it all scares me a little.” She grinned to lighten the seriousness of her words. “We will just have to remember to keep paying it forward.”
“I like that,” Laura said as they reached the meadow where the trees had stood. They were sprawled like fallen giants in exactly the places Sam wanted, and once again, she was amazed at how smoothly the plan had worked. Still, with the trees on the ground, Sam had a better grasp of how big they really were and the work that lay ahead. Days of hard work to cut away the branches, section them, split them into rails… it all seemed a little daunting. The good news was once the work was done, Sam would have all she needed to build the fence around the paddock and maybe even enough to start expanding the carport into a legitimate stable.
“That’s a lot of trees,” Sam heard Henry say from behind them. Stopping, she and Laura turned to look at him. “I’m glad they all missed the house.”
“Did you have doubts?” Sam asked in a teasing tone.
Henry shrugged a shoulder. “Not really. You wouldn’t let anything bad happen.”
Sam felt her heart warm at his answer. “You’re right, I won’t.”
Suddenly, Sam saw movement out of the corner of her eye as Shauna and Heather came skipping from the direction of the trees. “Won’t what?” the younger girl said as they stopped beside Laura.
“Let anything bad happen to us,” Henry answered before Sam could. “Like a tree falling on the house or something.”
Shauna’s eyes widened. “That would have been bad. We were just looking at them, and some are really big.”
Tilting her head, Sam looked at Shauna. “Looking at the trees?” she asked. “Why?”
“We were checking to see if there were any bird nests,” Heather explained. “Just in case.”
Thinking of how easily any of the trees could shift if a branch supporting it suddenly collapsed, Sam’s chest tightened. “That was very nice of you,” she said. “But I’m afraid playing around the trees anymore is off-limits. It’s too dangerous.”
“Why?” Shauna asked, sounding more curious than anything.
“Because one might move and flatten you,” Henry said in his usual serious tone, and Shauna’s concern turned to giggles.
“Like a pancake,” the girl said. “It sure would. Even some trunks are as fat as me.”
Thinking about the amount of chopping coming in the days, if not weeks ahead, Sam’s arms hurt even more. “Henry’s right,” she said. “You could get hurt. So, until I chop them all up, please stay away.”
“That’s a lot of chopping,” Shauna said. “I think you need a saw.”
“I agree,” Laura added.
What I really need is a chainsaw, Sam thought. But those all ran out of gas ages ago. She agreed, a saw was a good idea, but considering the price, she had already discarded the idea of trading for one. Sam shook her head. “With so much building and needing wood for cooking fires now, saws are rare, so getting one would be too expensive. I’ll sharpen my axe, and it will work well enough.”
Pushing through the screen door in the back of their house, Taylor carried a platter with four small grilled chicken breasts on it and some tinfoil-wrapped roasted red potatoes with butter. They would go perfectly with the large tossed green salad Jackie was making in the kitchen. The bounty of the summer months made for good eating with lots of fresh foods and a nice variety. Things were a lot leaner in the colder months, making Taylor appreciate their dinner ahead all the more. Plus, they had the opportunity to share their good fortune with others tonight. Roslyn and Devan would be there soon, and Taylor looked forward to learning more about them. Jackie had already claimed Roslyn was a godsend and that she had spent the day organizing the paperwork stacked on Jackie’s desk—including finding the missing business proposal for the questionable idea of a saloon.
“I don’t know what you put on those, but everything smells fantastic,” Jackie called from the kitchen.
Taylor chuckled. “This barbeque sauce is a secret family recipe,” she said, hoping Jackie hadn’t noticed the dash of red wine she used to add extra flavor.
Jackie poked her head out of the kitchen. “I’m not sure if I believe you,” she said. “But I hope they get here soon.”
With her own mouth watering, Taylor hoped so too. As if on cue, there was a tentative knock on the front door as Taylor set the platter on the dining room table. “I’ll get that,” she said, the large salad catching her eye. “And that looks delicious.”
Jackie smiled. “Even I can’t screw up making a salad,” she said, and Taylor leaned in for a quick kiss.
“No comment,” she said before hurrying to the front door. When she opened it, she saw Roslyn and her son. The boy still hid half behind her, but at least he looked at Taylor with curiosity in his eyes rather than fear. “Hello and welcome.” Taylor stepped back to let them in, but Roslyn didn’t move.
The woman looked confused. “I must have made some mistake,” she said. “I thought this was the address Jackie gave me.”
Explaining their relationship was one of the items of discussion Taylor and Jackie hoped to cover over dinner. I guess we won’t be waiting that long, she thought. I hope that the look on her face is nothing more than uncertainty, or this will be awkward. “You have the right address,” Taylor said. “Jackie and I live here together.”
“Oh,” was all Roslyn said but didn’t make a move to come in.
Before Taylor could say anything else, Jackie was beside her. “Hello, Roslyn. Hello Devan,” she said, motioning for them to follow her. “I’m glad you made it. Please come in.”
Relief lit Roslyn’s face as if the sight of Jackie brought clarity to Taylor’s explanation. “Hi,” she said and, to Taylor’s relief, walked into the house. Closing the door, she followed everyone into the dining room, where the food was laid on the table Taylor had set earlier. Again, Roslyn paused and gave her head a small shake. “This is incredible.” The words were said so softly Taylor almost missed them, but as she looked at the food from a different perspective, it probably looked like a feast to Roslyn.
Jackie pulled out her usual chair at one end of the table. “Please, take a seat,” she said as she sat. “I’m sorry I didn’t think to ask, but we made a chicken for you and Devan, so I hope you’re okay eating meat. But if not, there’s plenty of potatoes and salad.”
As if entranced by the options, Roslyn helped Devan sit before lowering herself into the chair beside him. “I was once vegan,” she said softly. “But now I eat anything I can find.”
Taylor sat at the head of the table and believed what the woman said. When food was scarce, no one could afford to be picky.
Suddenly, a single tear ran down Roslyn’s cheek, and she quickly wiped it away before putting on a smile. “Thank you. For all of this. I promise to repay you.”
“You already have by finding that business proposal,” Jackie said as she picked up the bowl of buttery potatoes and held it out to Roslyn. “But there will be plenty more work, so let’s dig in.”
Sitting on the well-worn couch in the box car filled with sacks, barrels, and crates of trade goods, including Astoria’s surplus of potatoes, onions, and apples, Julia felt herself starting to doze off. It didn’t help that Sergeant Fischer wasn’t much of a talker, and conversation had been at a minimum. The woman did not sit on the sofa with her and instead watched the world slowly go by out the half-open door. “What are you looking for?” Julia asked with a yawn. “We won’t be to Eugene until sometime tomorrow.”
“Threats,” Sergeant Fischer said without even turning to look at Julia.
Julia sighed at the one-word answer. “What kind of threats exactly?” she asked. “It’s nearly dark, so you won’t be able to see anything anyway.” She patted the cushion beside her. “Come sit down.”
Glancing back, the Army sergeant looked skeptical at the offer. “I plan to hit my sleeping roll once it’s fully dark.”
“Oh, for crying out loud,” Julia said, throwing up her hands. “We are going to be stuck together for days. This lack of open dialogue is going to be a problem.”
Sergeant Fischer frowned. “What do you want to talk about?”
“Well, we can start with your first name,” Julia said, taking advantage of the opening. “I’d rather not call you sergeant for the rest of this trip.”
The woman’s face did not grow any friendlier, but she nodded. “Fair enough,” she said. “It’s Geri.”
“As in short for Geraldine?”
Geri’s dark look continued. “Yes,” she said. “But I’m not a fan of that name.”
Smiling with satisfaction over finally making conversation, Julia pointed at the end of the sofa. “Then I promise not to call you that if you come sit down,” she said. “It’s too dark to see outside, and you’ve been standing all day. I know you must be tired.”
“I’m used to standing,” Geri said, but much to Julia’s delight, she came closer and sat on the couch.
Watching her, Julia did not miss the look of appreciation on the woman’s face as she sank into the cushions. “See, this is nice,” Julia said, reaching for the propane lamp on the floor near her. “I’ll light this, and we can talk for a few minutes before turning in.”
Geri held up a hand. “I don’t need the light. We should save the propane.”
Pausing, Julia tilted her head as she looked at the fading outline of the soldier beside her. “All right,” she said. “We can forgo the light if you promise to at least stay here with me for a little while. It’s not healthy to be so quiet.”
“Not healthy?” Geri asked with skepticism in her voice. “According to who?”
Lifting her chin, Julia held her ground. “I’m not sure, but I know I read it somewhere. Humans are social creatures and should interact.”
“Sounds like the crap you’d find on the internet,” Geri said. “Fake news.”
After opening her mouth to shoot back a retort in her defense, Julia hesitated. “Well,” she said. “You may be right there. But it’s not like I can google it for proof now anyway.”
With almost no light to see by, Julia could only hear Geri snort in response. “I personally don’t feel the loss of the internet was such a bad thing,” she said. “Seemed to cause more grief and misunderstandings than be useful.”
Thrilled to be starting a real conversation, no matter the topic, Julia let out a wistful sigh. “Unless you needed ideas on how to decorate a bedroom,” she said. “I do miss Pinterest.” When Geri didn’t comment, Julia kept going. “Surely you miss something?”
“Not really,” the woman replied, already back to the short answers. When Geri didn’t elaborate, Julia laid her head on the back of the couch. It was going to be a long trip.





Chapter Eleven
O pening her eyes, Jackie was surprised to see Taylor on her side watching her. “What are you doing?” she asked softly as she took in the tenderness in the woman’s eyes.
“Reminding myself how lucky I am,” Taylor replied, making Jackie smile as she reached to touch her wife’s face.
“Are you now?” she asked. “And why are you doing that today?”
Taking Jackie’s hand in her own, Taylor kissed the palm. “I was thinking about Roslyn and how hard her life has been since the solar storm,” she said. “Things could have gone so much worse.”
Pausing, Jackie thought about the young woman and her son too. “Yes,” she said. “We were lucky, especially in comparison.” Even though they had kept the conversation light over dinner, Jackie could tell Roslyn had experienced horrors behind her imagination. The woman had a resilience about her that Jackie had never encountered before. “I’m happy she made it to Astoria, and not simply because I needed an assistant.”
“Me too,” Taylor said, sliding a little closer until her lips nearly met Jackie’s. “She really admires you.”
Jackie furrowed her brow. “Does she?”
Taylor brushed her lips across Jackie’s, sending a tingle of arousal through her. “She does,” her wife said. “And so do I.”
Humming with pleasure, Jackie ran her hand into Taylor’s short hair. “Maybe you should show me how much.”
“Yes, maybe I should,” Taylor said a moment before kissing Jackie hard on the mouth. The hunger in her kiss thrilled Jackie. Taylor’s unquenchable thirst for her was one of the reasons Jackie loved being married to her so much. They had chemistry from the very beginning, but only through extreme patience was Taylor able to win Jackie over. And I have no regrets, she thought as a fire started to build in her when Taylor took the kiss deeper. When Jackie gasped, Taylor pulled back enough to look into her eyes. “I want you, Jackie.”
Rolling onto her back, Jackie stretched her arms over her head and gave her a sexy smile. “Then take me,” she said, not missing the breathlessness of her tone. “I want to feel you inside me.”
With a growl, Taylor dipped her head and grazed her lips over Jackie’s neck as she ran her hand under Jackie’s nightgown, skimming the skin of her thigh with her fingertips. Shivering with excitement, as her lover ran a finger under the waistband of her panties, Jackie instinctively spread her legs. Even through her underwear, Jackie felt the wetness building. It always amazed her how quickly Taylor could get her ready. It’s because she always makes me feel so very good, she thought while Taylor slowly pushed the nightgown higher until it was above Jackie’s hips.
Suddenly, all Jackie wanted was to feel Taylor’s strength, her power. She wanted the woman’s fingers plunging inside her, spreading her open. “Take me,” she murmured, arching her back. “Don’t go slow.”
Needing no more encouragement, Taylor did not hesitate and pushed Jackie’s panties aside, giving her the access she needed. Even though Jackie lifted her hips, ready to be filled, Taylor teased her for a beat. Circling her clit with her thumb, Jackie shivered at the exquisite sensation but needed so much more. “Don’t make me wait. I want you.”
Without hesitating for another second, Taylor slipped two fingers inside, fast and hard, making Jackie cry out with pleasure. “Like this?” Taylor said, but there was no doubt in her voice. The woman knew exactly what she was doing as she started to pump deeper and deeper. Each stroke made Jackie shudder with ecstasy, and she already felt an orgasm building.
Grabbing her lover by the shoulders, she started to lift her hips in rhythm with Taylor’s fingers. “You’re going to make me come,” she cried. “Yes. Oh yes.” Then the wave of the climax engulfed her, as her body throbbed around Taylor’s fingers. The pleasure was exquisite, and Jackie knew it was going to be a very good day.
The train’s whistle snapped Geri to consciousness. A quick glance around helped her figure out where the hell she was—on the floor of a railcar headed south. Then she was on her feet. I can’t believe I slept so deeply, she thought, picking up her rifle before stepping across the wooden floor to the half-open door. It was still early, with the sun slowly peeking over the horizon to the east.
“Is everything okay?” she heard Julia ask from where she had slept on the couch. There had been some heated discussion the night before about who was sleeping where. Julia insisted they find a way to each sleep on the couch. “Or at least take turns.”
Geri had wanted no part of it. “I’m used to sleeping on the ground in the sandy dirt,” she said. “This clean wood floor will be a step up.”
After a huff and mumbled statement that Geri was stubborn, Julia had relented and they bedded down. And although I hadn’t been lying about sleeping in the dirt, I wasn’t so comfortable that I should have slept so well, she thought. I need to do better and not leave us so vulnerable. “Everything is fine,” she answered Julia. “I think we are coming into the Eugene depot.”
Throwing off her blanket, Julia quickly joined Geri at the door. “Oh wow,” she said, and Geri nodded. She had no doubt the woman was feeling a mixture of emotions, taking in the rundown look of the town as the train rolled through it. Julia sighed. “I’ve only been here a couple of times for football games, but this used to be a vibrant university town.”
Seeing a large yellow U painted on a forest green billboard, Geri imagined what it might have been like when the world as they knew it ended. A culture of higher education and school spirit clashing with the stark reality that the lights were never coming back on. Certainly, they would have been quickly aware medical supplies, food, and even the most basic comforts would soon become scarce. So how did they react? she wondered. From what she saw while the depot came into sight, they struggled but survived. Not as well as Astoria, but enough to maintain order and set up trade with other towns on the train line.
A small crowd had gathered on the depot’s platform, and Geri surveyed them for any possible threats. Two of the men wore handguns in holsters on their hips, but the others appeared unarmed. She would keep an eye on the armed men, but by the way they watched the train pull into the station, they were likely only there to see what goods had arrived. Not until they stopped, and Geri pushed the railcar door all the way open, did any of the crowd seem concerned that an armed soldier was on the train. One of the men rested his hand on his gun, skepticism on his heavily bearded face. As if reading the crowd as well as Geri did, Julia stepped forward and waved. “Good morning,” she called. “I’m Julia Sharpe from Astoria. I’m looking for whoever is in charge.”
No one answered for a beat, and then the man with his hand on the butt of his handgun stepped forward. “I am, for the most part,” he said. “Jackson Highland at your service.”
“Good,” Julia said, suddenly climbing down from the railcar before Geri had a chance to stop her. “Mr. Highland, I need to talk to your postmaster.”
Jackson glanced around at the others near him and then chuckled. “Well, I’m not sure that guy is still in town,” he said. “Why do you need him? Planning to pick up and deliver the mail?”
Some around Jackson laughed with him, and Julia kept smiling. “Yes, actually. I am.”
Sitting with Joe in his highchair as he played with his cinnamon and applesauce breakfast more than he ate it, Lexi looked when she heard the back door screen open. Anna walked into the kitchen, worry marring her pretty face. Feeling a sinking in her stomach, Lexi feared the worst. “How are they?” she asked, and Anna sighed as she went to the counter and poured room-temperature water over a tea infuser into a glass.
Lexi watched as the woman she loved studied the morning tea seeping. “About the same,” Anna finally said, turning to face Lexi. “I’m so worried both about Callie and her new son. Zack is doing his best to nurse, but not enough for my comfort. Callie is so weak still, I worry her milk will dry up.”
The reality of what to feed the baby never occurred to Lexi. “Oh,” she said, having made assumptions the baby would nurse until he was old enough to move to more solid foods. “What can we do?”
Anna studied the top of the butcher block island. “If it comes to it, we will have to take him into town and ask one of the other new mothers to take him in and feed him,” she said. “But Will and Callie will be crushed.”
Lexi imagined how hard it would be to give up your baby to a stranger. “Hopefully it won’t come to that,” she said. “Can we feed him boiled goat’s milk or something? We have plenty of that.”
Shaking her head, Anna took the tea infuser out of her glass to set it on a saucer. “No, that’s not safe for newborns,” she said. “Not cow’s milk either. He really needs breast milk at this stage. It’s full of the nutrients he needs to be healthy.”
“I see,” Lexi said, knowing pretty much zero about babies. Even when they found Joe, he was old enough for Lexi to feel comfortable holding him. She would feel helpless with a two-day-old. “When will you decide?”
Anna shook her head, sadness in her eyes. “I hate to do it, but I’ll make some inquiries this morning,” she said. “I know of three or four women still nursing their babies.”
Standing from her stool, Lexi moved closer to Anna, putting an arm around her shoulders and pulling her in tighter. “I know this makes you upset,” she said. “But everyone knows you are only thinking about the baby’s health.”
Resting her head against Lexi’s shoulder, Lexi sensed Anna was blinking back tears. “I hope so,” she said. “But if anyone had tried to take Joe from me like I am proposing to do to Callie…”
Lexi kissed the top of Anna’s dark-haired head. “This is entirely different,” she said. “We all have to do what’s best for little Zack.”
Slipping her arms around Lexi’s waist, Anna held on tighter. “Thank you,” she said. “This is so hard, and I needed to hear that.”
Feeling tenderness well up in her heart, Lexi would let Anna stay in her arms for as long as she needed. “I love you,” she said. “I know everything will work out.”
“I love you too,” Anna said. “And I certainly hope so.”





Chapter Twelve
W atching Sam grimace in pain with each swing of her axe, Laura had to do something, but she wasn’t sure what. Even though she and the kids were helping where they could by dragging boughs away for a future bonfire, Sam did the hardest work. She had yet to tackle cutting the tree into sections, but even trimming the limbs off was a lengthy task and clearly made worse by Sam’s already sore muscles. When Laura returned after moving another load, she found Sam drinking deeply from her canteen while the axe rested beside the tree trunk. “Do you want me to try chopping for a while?” Laura asked, not confident she would be any good at it but willing to try to help Sam. “Give you a rest?”
Sam rubbed her sweaty face with the sleeve of her T-shirt. “I’m okay,” she said. “Another hour, and then we can call it quits to do evening chores.” Before Laura could comment, the woman reached for the axe handle. As much as Sam tried to hide the truth, it was impossible to miss how much pain even the smallest movement caused her.
Laura had seen all she needed to see, and stopping for the day alone would not be enough. “Sam,” she said in a tone more serious than her usual one. “Listen to me, please. I want to talk about why you won’t trade for a saw. One that is big enough for both of us to use at the same time.” Although Laura had an idea in her head of what a two-handled saw would look like, she didn’t know where they could find one that someone was willing to trade away. There couldn’t be many. “I want to help you more than I am.”
An appreciative smile crossed Sam’s face. “I hear you, I promise. And you and everyone are helping me plenty,” she said. “But saws like that are pretty rare in town. It would have a high price.”
With a frown, Laura considered Sam’s statement. “But we have plenty of inventory stored up we can use to barter with,” she said. “What are we saving it for if not to buy something that will help us so much?” When Sam didn’t immediately say no, Laura felt encouraged. “Let’s go to the Saturday Farmers Market tomorrow and at least see if there is even one for sale and decide then.”
Sam rested the axe against the tree again. “I’m willing to go look,” she said. “But we will also need some other supplies to build the stable.” Laura watched a flicker of doubt show in Sam’s eyes. “I don’t want to deplete our reserves over this.”
Hating to see even a hint of uncertainly in her partner’s eyes, Laura went to Sam and took her face in her hands. “I understand what you are saying,” she said softly. “But I want us to invest in your idea of a horse farm.”
“But—”
“No buts,” Laura said. “We might have to go without for a little while, but in the end, we will have more.”
Putting her hands on Laura’s hips, Sam moved closer. “Thank you,” she said. “For believing in this. For believing in me.” She kissed Laura lightly on the lips. “I can’t make any of our projects work if I don’t have you.”
“Well, you certainly have me,” Laura said, meaning it with all her heart. She would move mountains for Sam if need be, and nothing would stop her from doing everything in her power to make the horse farm a reality. “So, let’s stop for lunch. I have fresh bread, cheese, and smoked ham for sandwiches.”
Sam smiled. “That sounds perfect on every level.”
“Good,” Laura replied, loving to see Sam happy. “Let’s round up the gang and go eat.”
Sitting in the man’s dining room, it took a while to convince the leader of Eugene that Julia was entirely serious about her statement. They were there to set up a functional mail route. Even though the man led them to his house near the train station and went so far as to offer them lunch, he remained skeptical. “We want to start exchanging mail,” Julia explained for the third time. “It will be small in the beginning, with correspondence only between a few towns along the railroad.”
As the man scratched his beard, his eyes drifted back to where Geri stood in the room’s doorway. “And this is supported by the government then?” he asked. “So, they sent along a soldier to protect you?”
Thankfully, Julia had been able to convince the woman to leave her rifle behind with the two men running the train. Still, she refused to sit and was apparently unwilling to be helpful. She has a handsome face so a smile wouldn’t hurt her, Juia thought. To at least show she’s here on friendly terms.
When Geri met the man’s eyes, her face was impassive, and it was all Julia could do not to roll her own eyes. “Yes, the leadership in Astoria felt it was wise to offer Ms. Sharpe protection,” Geri said after a moment of awkward silence. “I see you’re armed, so you must understand there are risks.”
The man snorted a laugh. “Risks?” he said. “Yeah, I guess you could call the gangs and marauders that run through here as risks. Pretty serious ones.” He shook his head. “Honestly, other than radio contact with you up in Astoria, we don’t get much news. We’re pretty isolated and have to fend for ourselves.”
“That’s exactly what we want to fix,” Julia said, putting on her most confident smile. “Just think of the morale boost the delivery of hand-written letters from loved ones far away can give.”
“Uh-huh,” Jackson said, his face not entirely convinced, but at least he seemed to grasp how serious Julia was about setting up the post office again. “I guess I can spread the word and see if anyone has people to write to. Where are you going again?”
Unable to hide her excitement, Julia took the folded paper map from her backpack and stretched it out on the table. “The train stops briefly in Grants Pass before crossing into California and stopping at Redding.”
Jackson nodded as he followed her finger slide along the black railroad line. “And you’ve been in contact by radio with those?” he said, a look of hopefulness in his eyes. “It’s good to hear there are more civilized towns out there. Not only us and Astoria.” He leaned back in his chair. “I’ll get my radio guy on it. See if we can get call signs for them and set up some regular comms.”
“And exchange mail,” Julia said. “The more we keep in contact, the better for all of us.” She looked at Geri, determined to get the woman to relax and appreciate the significance of the meeting. “Don’t you agree?”
A surprised look showed on Geri’s face, showing she clearly didn’t expect to be brought into the conversation. “I agree it’s better to have more allies than enemies,” she said.
Julia stifled a sigh. I swear, I’m going to get through this woman’s tough exterior if it kills me, she thought. It’s one thing to be my babysitter, but she doesn’t have to act like a robot.
As if sensing Julia’s frustration, Geri frowned. “It’s basic strategic thinking.”
“Fair enough,” Julia said. “But there’s also something to be said about spreading goodwill. Exchanging mail will do that.”
Surprising Julia, Geri showed a hint of a smile. “Also true,” she said. “Everybody wins.”
Anna walked along the motel’s hallway, looking for a specific room number. The building had been repurposed as a temporary shelter for people who had migrated to the safe and thriving town. Until the new residents found work on a nearby farm and an alternate living arrangement, they could stay there. Considering the rooms were often shared with multiple families, things were crowded. Thankfully, Taylor kept a close eye on the population living in the motel. If anyone made trouble, which was very rare, they were quickly removed from the situation and given an ultimatum–clean up their act or move along. It was simply another example of how much of a well-oiled machine Astoria was compared to the rest of the world.
Coming to the room number Dr. Ambrose gave her earlier, Anna knocked on the door softly. For a moment there was no answer, and Anna worried the young woman she was looking for was out. Maybe at the chow hall, Anna thought, although it was between mealtimes. Still, even if she was there, Anna didn’t know if she would be able to pick her out. All she had to go on was Dr. Ambrose’s description.
Earlier in the day, Dr. Ambrose had approached Anna in the hallway. She was wrapping up checking in with all the patients in the individual classrooms turned hospital rooms. “Anna,” he said. “Maybe it’s not my business, but you seem down today. Is something wrong?”
Appreciating her friend’s concern, Anna gave him a small smile. “I do have a lot on my mind,” she said. “I hope it’s not impacting my care for the patients.”
The doctor waved his hand. “Not at all,” he said. “I thought about not saying anything, but then I wanted to make sure you knew I would be happy to help if I can.”
Feeling tears of appreciation burn her eyes, Anna blinked them back. “Thank you,” she said. “I’m afraid there’s no easy solution to what I am facing.”
“Talk to me, Anna,” Dr. Ambrose said. “And maybe we can think of something together.” Anna had taken the doctor up on his offer and explained the struggles she was facing over Callie and her newborn. When she was done, the man held up a finger. “I actually do have an idea. You need a wet nurse to come stay at the farm.”
“Well, yes,” Anna said. “That would be the best solution, but…”
Dr. Ambrose smiled. “There’s someone you should talk to,” he said. “Yesterday, while you were out, I saw a batch of new refugees. One of them was a woman with a newborn. A little boy who was quite hearty, considering he was born on the road a week ago. It’s likely she will be looking for work and a place to stay.”
With that information in mind, Anna set out to find the new mother, but it appeared she wasn’t home. To be sure, Anna knocked softly again. After waiting a moment, she turned to go when the lock on the door turned, and it opened a crack. Looking, Anna saw the face of a woman so young, Anna wasn’t convinced she was the mother she was looking for.
“I’m sorry,” Anna said. “I’m looking for Tamara. Is she here?”
“Maybe,” the woman said. “Who’s looking for her?”
Anna smiled warmly at the cautious stranger. “I am,” she said. “I’m Anna Scott, the nurse practitioner at the hospital. Dr. Ambrose sent me. Are you Tamara?”
After a beat, the young woman nodded. “Yes,” she said as she opened the door wider. “Sorry to be rude, but you can’t be too careful. Come on in.”
Stepping into the motel room, Anna nodded. “I understand,” she said, taking in the small space, which included a crib and signs that others lived there too. It was clearly as crowded as Anna suspected. “These are dangerous times.”
“Yes,” Tamara said. “Although this town seems to have its act together. I’m glad I made the trip, even if I was pregnant.” As she sat on the edge of one of the beds, she gestured at one of the two wooden chairs beside a small table. “Please have a seat. Sorry, I don’t have anything to offer you to drink. No food or drink outside of the chow hall while I live here.”
Sitting, Anna gave the young mother an appraising look. “Do you have a plan for what you intend to do now that you’re here?”
Tamara’s face fell. “No, I don’t,” she said. “All I have is what I carried here on my back. It’s me and Jason against the world.”
“Jason is your son?”
A small coo came from the crib, and Tamara quickly moved to stand beside it. “Yes, he is,” she said, lifting the tiny bundle to her shoulder. “And don’t ask where his father is. That guy was a mistake, but we do what we must to survive, you know?”
Anna nodded. “I do,” she said. “Do you mind if I look at Jason?”
“Not at all,” Tamara said, bringing the baby closer.
Taking a look, Anna felt her heart melt a little at the scrunched-up face. “He’s adorable,” she said before refocusing on Tamara. “And you have no trouble feeding him?”
Tamara laughed. “Definitely not,” she said. “He eats like a horse.”
Relaxing a little for the first time in two days, Anna smiled. “I am glad to hear that,” she said, ready to explain how she needed a wet nurse for Callie’s baby. “Tamara, I have an idea that might help us both.”





Chapter Thirteen
S tanding at the edge of the parking lot for the city park, Taylor nodded at the familiar faces of townsfolk as they passed. It was Saturday, and the Farmer’s Market was in full swing. As she watched, Lexi arrived in her wagon with Alice and Charlie. With a frown, she moved in their direction, not liking the fact Anna wasn’t with them. “Hello there,” Taylor said when Lexi caught sight of her. “Everything okay this morning?”
Climbing down from the bench, Lexi nodded. “Things are pretty good,” she said. “Anna stayed behind to help Tamara and Callie make sure Zack is nursing.”
Taylor lifted her eyebrows. “You lost me, I’m afraid,” she said. “I heard through the rumor mill that Callie was having her baby, but who is Tamara?”
“Oh, she seems lovely,” Alice explained after Charlie helped her down from the wagon. “Moved into the farmhouse last night with her sweet little baby, Jason.”
Slowly, the pieces came together, and she looked at Lexi. “Is she acting as a wet nurse?”
“Yes,” she said. “Unfortunately, Callie’s delivery was rough, and Anna worried her baby wasn’t getting enough milk.”
“Sorry to hear that about Callie,” Taylor said. “She and Will are good people. And they named their baby Zack?”
Charlie stepped up to the curb. “Zachary Scott William Cooper,” she said with a smile. “I thought the nod to Lexi and Jackie’s surname was a nice touch.”
Smiling, Taylor agreed. “Indeed,” she said. “Please send them my congratulations.”
“Happy to,” Lexi said after tying the horses to one of the hitching posts installed in the large parking lot. “Are you going to do a little shopping?”
“In a minute,” Taylor said. “I’m waiting for Jackie and her new assistant.”
It was Lexi’s turn to look surprised. “My sister had agreed to have an assistant?”
Taylor chuckled. “It wasn’t easy, but yes. Roslyn St. Vincent,” she said, catching sight of her wife and the others coming her way. “Wait a moment, and I’ll introduce you.”
Lexi and the others followed Taylor’s nod. Jackie, dressed in a colorful, sleeveless summer dress Taylor did not remember but instantly liked, walked beside Roslyn and Devan. They were also wearing new clothing, likely from the store warehouse that provided at least one change of clothes to all new arrivals. Taylor was happy to see Devan wasn’t cowering behind his mother and was instead apparently enamored by his new bright white high-top shoes.
“Well, hello there,” Jackie said as the trio neared. “It’s nice to see everyone this morning.” Taylor watched the woman’s eyes skim the small group. “Is Anna not with you?”
“Not this morning,” Lexi said. “Callie had her baby but needed a wet nurse, and Anna is helping her get settled in.”
“Oh, that’s exciting news,” Jackie said. “A little boy or girl?”
Alice stepped forward and embraced Jackie in a quick hug hello. “A little boy,” she said. “He’s adorable. Zachary Scott William Cooper.”
Jackie laughed. “Well, that’s a proper-sounding name.”
“Isn’t it though?” Taylor said with a grin. “I thought you’d like it.” She turned to Roslyn and Devan, who stood back a bit from the group. “Roslyn, let me introduce you and Devan.” She pointed at each of her friends in turn. “Lexi. She is Jackie’s sister.”
“Much older sister,” Jackie added, getting an eye roll from Lexi.
“Then this is Alice. She came down from Seattle with us the day after the solar storm. And our new friend Charlie, who teaches at the school.”
A hesitant smile crossed Roslyn’s face. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“Roslyn is Jackie’s new assistant,” Taylor added.
“Welcome to Astoria,” Lexi said with a grin. “You’re very brave.”
Roslyn’s smile vanished, and a hint of color rose to her cheeks. “Why do you say that?” Taylor couldn’t miss the sudden wariness in the young woman’s eyes.
Clearly seeing the shift too, Lexi held up her hands in apology. “I was only making fun of my sister,” she said. “I didn’t mean anything else.”
“You’ll have to excuse her,” Jackie said, slipping an arm around Roslyn’s shoulders. “I think she was implying anyone would have to be brave to work for me.” She gave Lexi a mock glare while Roslyn’s small smile returned.
“Oh, I see,” she said. “Well then, there’s nothing to worry about. I assure you, I am more than brave enough for that.”
The entire ride to town, Sam could not stop worrying over the decisions she had to make. With a little luck, she would find the large handsaw she was looking for and that Laura wanted, but if it was too expensive, she would be in a quandary. All her life, Sam was frugal. Even before the apocalypse, she was careful with how she spent her money. Willing to work hard outside of classes, she was proud not to take loans to pay for college and always kept savings, no matter how small. That line of thinking had not changed even when paper money became useless. She stored away extra from every harvest. Luckily, Laura felt the same. They would preserve extra vegetables, dry fruit, and smoked fish to save for a rainy day. Not only had it made their winter comfortable compared to many, but it ensured they would have something if times turned harder. And now I am contemplating using some of our savings on a saw and other building supplies, she thought. To follow my dream, but is the risk worth it?
Glancing at Laura riding beside her on Honey, their eyes met. “I can see the wheels in your mind spinning, Sam Quinn,” she said with a smile. “I would never tell you what to do, but I want you to know I am behind your decisions one hundred percent.”
Sam returned her smile, her heart full of love. “Thank you,” she said. “I just want to make sure we always have enough.”
“We will,” Laura said. “As long as we all have each other.”
Knowing Laura was right, Sam turned her horse and the small wagon she was pulling into the parking lot for Astoria’s park. After a quick scan of the other wagons and horses, she saw Lexi and Anna’s team were already tied to one of the hitching posts. Sam and her family didn’t see their friends as often as she would like, so the prospect of catching up made her smile widen. Maybe I can run the horse farm idea by Lexi, she thought, knowing the woman always had a level head. Then she checked herself. Either I’m one hundred percent confident in this, or I shouldn’t do it. Besides, Lexi would leave it up to me anyway because only I know what I want to do. She took a deep breath. And I want to build this horse farm.
Feeling a calming sense of resolve, Sam stopped at an empty hitching post and dismounted. Heather was already unhooking the back of the wagon. “Whoa,” Sam said. “Hold on a second.”
The girl paused, looking a little sheepish. “Sorry, Sam,” she said. “I just saw Lucy and Eva. I haven’t seen them in forever.”
“I understand,” Sam replied, happy to see Heather so eager to engage with her friends from school. There was a time not too long ago when Heather wouldn’t even speak to them. Only Henry was able to help her come out of her shell enough to tell them her name. A survivor of the horrible pirate attacks, Heather lost everything, including her family. When she wandered through the woods to Sam and Laura’s house, they had done their best to help her feel safe and loved. But it wasn’t until she stayed with Jackie and Taylor that she really started to come out of her shell, she thought. Although Heather only stayed with the other couple Sunday night through Friday night to go to the town’s school, she had taken a couple of mannerisms from Jackie Scott. A small boost of self-confidence was the biggest.
Laura came to stand beside Sam. “You can go say hello to them, but don’t leave the park, please,” she said. “And stick together.”
“We will,” Henry said, the seriousness of his promise showing in his eyes.
Heather grabbed his hand. “Come on, let me introduce you,” she said, starting to pull him away.
Shauna immediately started to follow, making Heather pause and look at Sam and Laura. “Come with us, Shauna,” Laura said. “We will go see if there are any sticky buns ready.”
“Okay,” Shauna said, taking Laura’s hand. With a smile of appreciation, Heather started away with Henry again.
Walking with Taylor and Jackie, Lexi had a chance to sneak more of a look at Roslyn and her son. They were both rail thin and, even in new clothes, had a look of wear to them. She made a mental note to ask Taylor later in private for a little more of their backstory. For the moment, she appreciated the absolute awe on the woman and her son’s face. “I could never have even imagined a place like this still existed,” Roslyn said softly, and Jackie beamed.
“I agree. It really is remarkable,” she said. “The community has truly come together over the last year and a half.”
“Thanks to your leadership,” Taylor added, making Jackie raise an eyebrow at her.
“And yours,” she said. “Actually, it has taken all of us in a way, and you know it.”
Lexi agreed. Her mind wandered back to those early days when they worked to help the town come together and change its thinking. The road hadn’t been easy, and they faced struggles—some human and others nature itself. Yet, by sticking together and staying true to themselves, they made it through. Looking at the tables and booths spread across a large expanse of the park, Lexi tried to imagine them through the eyes of a new arrival—especially one who might have faced even more frightening struggles. “I’m proud of all of us. We are very lucky,” Lexi said. “Sometimes it’s easy to forget how things used to be.”
Taylor nodded and was about to say something when Shauna came rushing up to the group. “Aunt Taylor,” she said. “Can I have a ride?”
Glancing around, Lexi saw Sam and Laura approaching while Taylor swung the little girl onto her broad shoulders. “Good morning,” Lexi called to the others. “This is a nice surprise.”
After exchanging hugs, Laura put her hand on Sam’s arm. “We’re here to buy a few things,” she said, glancing at her partner. “And hoped someone would be trading them today.”
Lexi watched the interaction between Laura and Sam and could tell something was a little more serious about today. “Maybe we can all look,” she said. “What is it you want?”
Sam looked at the toes of her boots for a beat and then met Lexi’s eyes. “We need a saw and some building supplies,” she said. “I’ve decided to try and start a horse farm on the property.”
“That’s a wonderful idea,” Alice said. “You’re so good with horses.”
“And the town certainly needs such a thing,” Charlie added. “Good horses are hard to come by.”
When Sam held up a hand as if to stave off more compliments, Lexi realized the woman doubted herself. “Let’s not get ahead of things,” Sam said. “It will be a while before I have any horses old enough to trade. Assuming it ever comes together.”
“I think it will,” Lexi said and saw Taylor nod.
“If there’s anything we can do to help you,” Taylor said while Shauna patted her on the head. “Just say the word.”
Grinning, Sam nodded. “I appreciate that,” she said, taking Laura’s hand. “We both do.”
“What about sticky buns?” Shauna asked, her tone letting them all know her patience was waning.
Out of the corner of her eye, Lexi noticed Roslyn’s son pulling at his mother’s dress. “Can I have a sticky bun?” he asked softly.
Roslyn ran a hand lovingly over his hair. “We don’t have anything to trade for them today,” she said. “I’m sorry. I promise we will next time.” Then she looked at Jackie. “Although I don’t quite understand how the trading works here.”
Jackie smiled. “Don’t worry,” she said. “The hunters, fishermen, and farmers in Astoria help provide for those who provide services for the town. It’s how the deputies and soldiers are compensated, for example. Next week, I’ll take you back to the stores’ warehouse where you can pick up some more things.”
“Since when do you go to the warehouse?” Lexi asked with a grin.
Tossing her head, Jackie narrowed her eyes at Lexi. “Well, fine,” she said. “Maybe Taylor can.”
Taylor laughed as she turned to carry Shauna into the park. “You know I will,” she said. “Now, how about we all go have a sticky bun?” The woman winked at Devan. “Including you and your mom.”





Chapter Fourteen
H aving become used to the gentle rocking of the railcar as it moved along the train tracks, Geri stood steadily beside the single-burner propane stove. It sat on a barrel of grapes picked up in Eugene, and the small flame slowly brought the saucepan of water to a boil. Although a lunch of instant chicken noodle soup might not seem like much, to Geri it was a real treat. Not only because non-perishables were a rare commodity, but it reminded her of her childhood. Sitting at the kitchen table with her mom and having a mug of warm, salty liquid with a mix of straw noodles in it. The memory of a simpler time made her smile.
“You like soup that much?” Julia said playfully from where she lay on their couch.
Geri glanced at her. “Actually, I do,” she said. “The meal reminds me of a time before wars and all of this.”
Sitting, Julia smiled. “I like the sound of that,” she said. “Were you in the military long before all of this happened?”
“Yes,” Geri replied, her smile fading as she refocused on her soup. Stirring, she hoped Julia would drop the line of questioning. It seemed all the woman wanted to do was talk, especially about Geri.
Julia flopped back onto the cushions with a huff. “And we are back to one-word answers,” she mumbled. The sound made Geri’s smile return a little. “What? You like being frustrating?”
Thinking the soup was hot enough and wanting to conserve their propane, Geri turned off the little stove. “No,” she said. “I just don’t like to talk about personal stuff around people I don’t know.”
Julia threw up her hands. “So, how does that work for you?” she asked. “You can’t get to know someone without talking to them first.”
Pouring the steaming soup into two mugs, Geri shrugged. “It works well enough,” she said, pointing to the food. “Your soup is ready.” Standing, Julia retrieved her lunch and a spoon to go with it at the same time Geri did, and their hands brushed. They both jerked back as if burned.
Geri narrowed her eyes. What was that? she wondered. Do I repulse her physically? The line of thinking didn’t seem right. If anything, she occasionally felt a vibe that the woman liked her, at least enough to want to get to know her better. Or has she picked up that I’m a lesbian? It wouldn’t be the first time, in faraway countries especially, that other people didn’t like her strictly because of her sexual orientation.
Moving again, Julia snatched a spoon before retreating to the couch again. “I’m sorry about that,” she murmured. “Thank you for lunch.” For a few minutes, they ate in an awkward silence.
Feeling an unexpected disappointment over Julia’s reaction to her but knowing one of them needed to say something or the rest of the trip would be unbearable, Geri cleared her throat. “So, in answer to your question, I was in the Army for eight years before, well, before everything happened.”
Julia continued to look at her soup long enough to make Geri worry she wasn’t going to respond at all. “When you say everything, are you talking only about the solar storm?” the woman finally asked.
Geri swallowed hard, not sure how much she wanted to say. “Not exactly,” she said softly. “Why are you asking me that?”
Finally, Julia looked at her. “Because you call out in your sleep,” she said. “For someone named Barrett.”
The name hit Geri like a punch, and suddenly she wasn’t hungry for her soup. “I didn’t know I did that,” she said, setting the half-full mug on the floor at her feet.
Reaching, Julia laid a hand on Geri’s arm. “He was special to you?” she asked, making Geri clench her jaw.
A mixture of emotions ran through her—Julia’s touch and the memory of her squad mate were a sharp contrast of pleasure and pain. “He was,” she said. “And then I lost him.”
Jacke hugged Lexi tight. “Tell Anna we all miss her,” she said, stepping back to look at the group headed back to the farmhouse. They were some of the people who mattered most to her in the world, and even though she saw them most weekends, it sometimes did not feel enough. And to think, she thought. Lexi and I were living in entirely different states before the lights went out. Although they had talked on the phone regularly, it took the end of the world to truly bring them close together. Not simply geographically but emotionally. “And when things are calmer, the two of you need to come to dinner. Taylor has perfected her marinated venison steak recipe.”
“We will,” Lexi said with a smile. “And I’m glad you’ve found an assistant. You work hard enough without having to do it all yourself.”
Letting her eyes drift to where Rosyln and Devan stood with Taylor at the edge of the park, Jackie nodded. “I think I’ve won the lottery with this one,” she agreed. “Even after only a day, she’s helped me tremendously.”
“I’d say Roslyn thinks she’s won the lottery too,” Lexi said. “I don’t know her story, but from what I have overheard, Astoria is everything she could have wished for.” Jackie paused, taking a moment to appreciate how lucky she was to be with her sister, Anna, and Taylor when the world went dark. Would I have been able to survive without them? she thought with a sudden chill. Could I have done what Roslyn did? Work my way out of a big city and live off my wits until I found a better place to live? Especially with a child relying on me? It had been one thing to take care of Heather for a few months, and Jackie had enjoyed every moment, but helping her survive for a thousand miles was entirely different.
She turned to her sister. “I suppose that is true too,” she said. “And now that she is here, I want her life to be easier. I’ll talk to Taylor about getting her into one of the tiny houses they are building near the new school.” Jackie laughed. “As you pointed out, she’ll earn it by working for me. But I will make it worth it for her, I can promise you that.”
Starting to climb onto the wagon’s bench seat, Lexi laughed too. “I don’t think anyone in town would doubt that,” she said. “I can’t wait to see what the two of you come up with.”
“The two of who come up with?” Taylor said almost in her ear, making Jackie turn to see the woman who had come up silently behind her.
“Well, aren’t you sneaky,” Jackie said, continually amazed at how talented her Army sergeant was about everything. “It’s good I wasn’t telling any deep, dark secrets to my sister.”
Taylor winked as she put a hand on Jackie’s lower back. “Why do you think I did it?” she said. “Maybe you’re telling her about the big business proposal you’ve kept mentioning to me but not giving any details.”
“It’s not a big secret,” Jackie said. “I just want to have time to lay the whole proposal out to you when we discuss it.”
Lexi picked up the reins but paused. “Well, now I’m curious,” she said. “I thought reopening the post office was the big idea.”
Jackie nodded. “It is,” she said. “But I am receiving more proposals now that people are seeing the success of some of their forward-thinking neighbors.”
“And this one is for…?” Taylor asked.
Taking a deep breath, Jackie braced herself for her wife’s reaction. “A saloon on the edge of town.”
For a beat, Taylor didn’t react until she gave a slow shake of her head. “I can’t see any scenario where that is a good idea, Jackie,” she said in a neutral tone. “I recommend you deny that request.”
Jackie narrowed her eyes, not fooled by Taylor’s diplomatic-sounding answer and calm demeanor. “You haven’t heard all the business proposal yet. There is a long list of merits.”
Slowly, Taylor’s face grew hard. “I don’t plan to change my mind,” she said. “A saloon will only bring trouble to Astoria, and I won’t support it.”
As Sam carried a sleeping Shauna from the wagon to her room, Laura supervised as Henry and Heather went into the bathroom to wash their hands and faces before bed. “Did you have fun at the Farmers Market today?” she asked them as they diligently worked the goat’s milk soap into a lather, and both nodded.
“I wish we could go every Saturday,” Heather said before she soaped her face and rinsed. “I miss my friends.”
Henry followed suit, acting carefully not to let the water splash onto the floor. When he was done, he took his towel from Laura. “But then it wouldn’t be such a treat,” he said before Laura could. “And school will start soon.”
With a sigh, Heather dried her face on her own towel. “Do you always have to be so logical, Henry?”
Laura held back a smile as the boy tilted his head. “Yes,” he said. “I think I do.”
Heather rolled her eyes. “Of course you do,” she said and handed the towel to Laura. “Am I clean?”
“Yes, you are,” Laura answered with a smile as she pushed a strand of the girl’s long hair off her forehead. “Head for bed, but don’t wake up Shauna.”
“Okay,” Heather said over her shoulder as she slipped out of the bathroom.
Laura looked at Henry. “There’s nothing wrong with being logical,” she said, and the boy shrugged.
“I know,” he said and lifted his face for inspection. “Am I clean?”
“Yes, you are,” Laura said. “Off you go.”
Once the kids were gone, Laura picked up the basin she had filled with warm water for them. She would pour it on the roses in front of the house before filling it again from the stove for her and Sam. Laura didn’t mind the nightly ritual. In fact, she loved it. Although she was almost forty when she met Sam, and they found Henry and Shauna, Laura had never believed she would be a mom. If anyone had told her that there would come a time when she would have a partner and three kids to take care of, she would have laughed at them. But here we all are, she thought after tossing the water out and returning to the kitchen. And I have never been happier.
“I like that smile you have there,” Sam said as she stepped into the kitchen and gave Laura a peck on the cheek. “The kids are all in bed, tucked in, and ready for their goodnight kiss.”
Sam suddenly appearing near her side sent a tingle through Laura. It had been a good day all around, and even though they had spent a substantial portion of their stockpile on supplies for the horse farm, she wasn’t worried. She had plenty of fabric, yarn, and thread and could make more quilts and blankets to trade. Sam would hunt and fish, plus they had plenty of goats and chickens. The feeling of satisfaction over it all made Laura warm and, with Sam so close, more than a little excited. “I’ll go say goodnight to them,” she said. “But afterward, I plan to have some kisses for you too.”
“Oh really?” Sam said, a playfulness in her tone but also a hint of desire too. “Well then, I better get washed up.”
Laura slipped her arms around Sam’s neck before she left the kitchen. “Yes, you better,” she said, tilting her head to invite a more serious kiss. Sam did not hesitate, and Laura was thrilled to feel the heat behind the woman’s kiss. She sensed Sam was exhilarated about their future plans and their life ahead, and it thrilled her. After another quick but no less passionate kiss, Laura pulled away. “And let’s hurry.”





Chapter Fifteen
W ith a sigh, Julia snuggled closer. She had slept deeply through the night. Although the couch on the train wasn’t the softest by far, at least the pillow under her head was comfortable and warm. And firm, she thought with a frown. She hesitated for a moment before slowly opening her eyes. The first hints of daylight peeked into the railcar’s partially open door. Letting her eyes drift across the space, she found Geri’s bedroll. Empty. It meant one of two things—the woman had leaped out during the night, or she was the pillow Julia was sleeping on. What do I do now?
The last thing she remembered was sitting on the couch with the ever-quiet soldier. After a lot of coaxing, she convinced Geri to take off her boots and jacket and relax beside her. When she finally agreed, Julia wasn’t entirely sure if the move was simply to stop her from asking again or because she wanted to be more comfortable. Regardless, Julia had kept the evening conversation going by asking Geri questions like what her favorite book or movie was. Not until the woman looked at Julia in the fading daylight did she pause. “You ask a lot of questions,” Geri had said. She spoke nothing more, and Julia decided maybe silence would be best for a while. She had looked into the darkness that had settled around them and, from that point, remembered nothing else.
I must have dozed off and tipped over, she thought, not sure what to do next. She assumed Geri was asleep and didn’t want to startle her by suddenly sitting up. But why did she let me sleep with my head in her lap all night? It’s pretty clear she can barely tolerate me. Nothing added up. Before she could make up her mind, she felt Geri shift ever so slightly. “Are you awake?” the woman whispered.
“Yes,” Julia breathed. “I’m so sorry.”
Nothing was said for a moment. “Why?” Geri finally asked, and slowly, Julia sat upright.
“Because I fell asleep on you,” she answered, feeling heat rise to her cheeks as she said it. “I’m not quite sure how it all happened, but if you sat there all night, you couldn’t have been comfortable.”
Geri shrugged. “Beats sleeping in a foxhole in the dirt,” she said. “Actually, it was…”
When she didn’t finish, Julia thought the worst. “Horrible?”
“No. I was going to say it was nice.”
“Nice?” Julia asked, unable to hide the surprise in her voice.
It was Geri’s turn to blush. “Don’t take that the wrong way. I didn’t mean to overstep any boundaries.”
“How could you? I’m the one who woke up on you.”
Their eyes met, and for a moment, it seemed Geri wanted to say more, but then she looked away and reached for her boots. In a rush, she put them on and double tied the laces.
Standing, she picked up her camo uniform jacket. “We will be at the next town later this morning,” she said, her tone completely changed to businesslike. “I think we should take the same approach as last time.”
Julia frowned, not liking the sudden change and not sure she understood what the soldier was telling her. “We had an approach? I thought we were just playing it by ear.”
Frowning, Geri buttoned her uniform. “I never play it by ear.”
With a raised eyebrow, Julia fixed her with a look. “Really?” she asked. “So, my sleeping in your lap last night was part of some master plan of yours?”
“That’s different,” Geri growled. “It was an accident.”
For a second, Julia thought about simply letting it all go, but then she lifted her chin, knowing she might not have another chance to say what she felt. “Well, accident or not, I liked it.”
Again, their eyes met, and Julia was not sure how to read the woman’s expression until she surprised her with a slight smile. “So did I.” Then she walked to where her rifle rested against the wall to pick it up and take her guard position at the door.
Sitting alongside Callie’s bed, Anna sat in the rocking chair in the small log cabin and held Zack. As she looked into his face, she was relieved to see a more visible fullness to his cheeks and good coloring. Even after only two days of regular feeding, the baby’s body responded. Finding Tamara was nothing short of a miracle, she thought. Not only was she helping Callie make sure Zack had enough to eat, but she was pleasant to be around. Although it was likely she missed some of the people in the group she came into Astoria with, the woman never mentioned it. Instead, she went about her business with a smile. And everyone seems to like her as much as I do. Even Callie.
It would have made sense to Anna if the young mother resented having another woman feed her baby, but Callie appeared to be nothing but grateful. If Anna had to guess, she would think it helped that Tamara was younger. There was nothing threatening about her, and she seemed genuinely interested in Callie. Under the circumstances, that was a good thing. Being bedridden for at least another week before Anna would let her get back to helping on the farm, Callie was likely a little bored. Or at least I would have expected her to be, she thought,
but Tamara spent a lot of time with her. There was no doubt she helped with much more than supplementing Zack’s diet. She gave Callie a friend.
As if conjuring her, Tamara appeared in the cabin’s doorway. She held her baby Jason in the crook of one arm and smiled when she saw Anna. “Good morning,” she said. “I thought Zack might be up for breakfast.”
Hearing a voice, Zack’s eyes fluttered, and he opened his mouth a little. “I would say so,” Anna said at the clear signal he was indeed hungry. Standing, she laid the boy on the bed beside his mother. “Can I get you anything before I go, Callie?”
Callie shook her head. “Nothing,” she said. “I can’t thank you enough for everything you did.”
Anna took the woman’s hand. “You know you don’t have to keep thanking me,” she said. “You are very special to me, and I will always do everything I can for you.”
A glimmer of tears showed in Callie’s eyes. “You are special to me too,” she said. “I really thought I wasn’t going to make it.”
Giving the young mother’s hand a squeeze before letting go to leave, Anna smiled. “But you did, and with more rest, you will be back to your normal self soon enough. So stay in bed. Will and Zack need you.”
“I’ll help make sure she follows orders,” Tamara said, her tone playful as she sat in the rocking chair. Suddenly, Jason sneezed, and Anna forced her face to stay neutral, but her heart leaped at the sound.
Although not necessarily a sign anything was wrong, she didn’t like hearing a baby sneeze. “Well, bless you,” she said, stepping closer to Tamara to peek at her son. His color looked fine, and when she ran a hand over his head, his temperature felt normal. “Has he been sneezing this morning?”
Tamara shook her head. “Not at all,” she said. “Why? Is it bad?”
“No, no,” Anna said. “An occasional sneeze is entirely normal but let me know if it happens more today.” For a beat, she considered asking Tamara if she would let her take Jason with her for the day. Being Sunday, she would be home, and if something were wrong, keeping the babies apart would be wise. But am I overreacting? she wondered. Jason looks fine, and I don’t want to scare them unnecessarily. Moving to leave, she gave a last look between Tamara and Callie. “Send someone for me if anything changes, but otherwise, you two have a nice morning. I’ll check in at lunchtime.”
Walking along the fence line of her property with her two dogs, Rosie and Clem, racing around her, Lexi took in row after row of potato plants. The next harvest was set to start early next month. A few dozen people from town would come to help in exchange for part of the bounty. Lexi didn’t mind sharing. They had more than enough, and only by working together did everyone thrive.
As she turned back in the direction of the house, she noticed Anna coming out of Will and Callie’s cabin. Smiling, Lexi liked having the two kids live there. And now it is three, she thought. Which I guess means they aren’t really kids, but I’m old enough to be their parent, so I can’t help thinking that way. Lexi was glad she had given Will and Callie an acre of land at the far corner of her property. Will, a Future Farmers of America member once, had made the most of it. Aside from the cabin, he had a large pig pen and a substantial vegetable garden with a “test area” as Will referred to it. He had been experimenting with getting corn to grow in a wet climate. From the stunted look of his plants, Lexi surmised there was still work to do. “Hey,” Lexi said as she drew nearer.
Anna looked over her shoulder before turning. “Hey back,” she said with a smile. “I didn’t know you were out this morning.”
Holding out her hand for Anna to take, Lexi shrugged. “Too beautiful of a morning to waste.”
“I agree with that,” Anna said as they started to walk. “August in Astoria is the best of months I think.”
“Mmm-hmm,” Lexi said before nodding back toward the cabin. “How are things in there this morning?” When Anna didn’t answer immediately, Lexi slowed her steps to look at her wife. “What is it?”
“Probably nothing,” Anna finally said. “But Jason sneezed, and it makes me anxious.”
Lexi furrowed her brow. “Is sneezing bad for a baby?”
Starting them walking again, Anna shook her head. “Not necessarily,” she said. “I guess I’m simply paranoid.”
She sighed, and Lexi’s heart went out to her sensitive wife. “What has you so worried?”
Anna shook her head as if to ward off bad thoughts. “There are a lot of new little ones in town, and none of them have been inoculated. I’m not so worried about the newborns because they are protected so much by their mother’s milk. But as time passes…”
Her voice faded, and Lexi paused their steps. “What can happen?”
Anna shook her head. “I know I’m overthinking it, but if any of the childhood illnesses, so common decades ago, started infecting the children, it could be horrible.”
Not liking the sound of that scenario, Lexi frowned. “Isn’t there anything we can do?” she asked. “I mean, a natural remedy to help ward stuff off.”
Again, Anna was quiet as they started walking again, and Lexi was patient while the woman she loved worked the problem. “Maybe,” Anna said, starting to nod. “Did we plant garlic anywhere?”
Not following her thinking but being smart enough to trust Anna had a plan, Lexi waved in the direction of the barn. “A bunch, actually,” she said. “Alice asked me to so she could use it to flavor some of our food. You remember, her garlic mashed potatoes are the best.”
As Lexi watched, Anna’s face lit up. “Yes, I remember,” she said. “But we might have a better use for them.”
“For garlic?”
“Yes, garlic,” Anna said. “I think we should ask everyone to grow it. It contains allicin, which is a strong natural antibiotic and someday might be exactly what we need.”





Chapter Sixteen
T he morning had been a busy one as Sam and the others hurried through their chores before starting on the big project—cutting up the trees. Even though it would be a lot of hard work, everyone seemed excited about what lay ahead. Laura even made a picnic lunch for them to eat in the field that would hopefully someday soon be a fenced horse paddock.
After putting on the extra thick leather work gloves Laura had so wisely insisted they trade for at the market yesterday, she and Sam took positions at either end of the long crosscut saw. Before attacking the bigger trees, Sam decided they should practice on the trunk of the smallest tree. “Ready?” she asked the woman across from her. Laura nodded, and the look of determination on her wife’s face was so enduring that Sam had to bite her lip to keep from smiling.
Apparently, her attempt to hide her reaction didn’t work. “What?” Laura asked, raising an eyebrow at Sam. “Am I doing something wrong?”
Sam shook her head. “Nothing wrong at all,” she said but with a smile. “I’m just grateful you’re willing to help with this.”
Laura’s look became intent. “Sam Quinn, I hoped by now you’d know I will always help you. In anything you want to do.”
A warmth filled Sam because she knew Laura’s words were true. “I feel the same,” she said, grabbing the handle of the saw. “Always.” She lowered her center of gravity and prepared to pull the saw toward her first. “On three, and then we will cut in my direction.”
Laura nodded. “On three. You pull first. Got it.”
“One. Two. Three,” Sam counted before pulling hard on the saw. The teeth chewed hungrily through the pine’s wood, and she was thrilled to see how deep of a cut even that one small effort made. “Now you pull.” Doing what she was told, Laura dragged the saw across the wood in her direction. Again, the cut went deeper, and sawdust started to shake free. Realizing how much effort and actual pain they would avoid by trading for the saw, for the first time, Sam felt okay about all they gave up for the tools and building supplies they needed.
Finding a rhythm, Sam pulled the saw back toward her, letting the saw’s teeth do all the work. “It’s happening,” Laura said with a laugh. “We are doing it.” Indeed they were, and in only minutes, together they cut through the trunk.
Swinging an axe, Taylor chopped the piece of firewood into two pieces with such force the two halves ricocheted off the grass and went spinning. Without hesitation, she picked up another hunk of wood from the pile near her and set it on the chopping block before repeating the motion. The results were the same, and she reached mechanically for another piece. “I figured I’d find you out here,” she heard Jackie say from a safe distance away. “Nothing gets a cord of wood split faster than when you’re mad.”
“I’m not mad,” Taylor said without breaking her rhythm. “But I am frustrated.”
“I see,” Jackie said. “And this is all over the business proposal still?”
“Yes,” she said, knowing that Jackie was well aware of what she was frustrated about. They had briefly and very tersely discussed it yesterday after they returned home from the Saturday Farmers Market. Only because of their standing promise to not let work impact their weekends did they table the conversation for the moment. Taylor was so ready to talk about it that she actually looked forward to Monday when they could meet in Jackie’s office. In her opinion, there was a lot to discuss regarding the many reasons why a bar anywhere near Astoria was a mistake. Or a saloon, she thought a moment before splitting the next hunk of wood. Like this is some sort of spaghetti western movie. “But I can wait. I won’t break our promise.”
“And you’re going to chop wood like a beast until the time we can talk about it?” Jackie asked, a hint of irritation in her tone. “Because if you are, then I’ll have to send word to Roslyn that dinner is off for tonight.”
Taylor paused, taking a deep breath from the exertion but liking the feel of her muscles working. “They are coming back again?” she asked, knowing Jackie had spent the morning with her new assistant. She had treated the woman to a trip to the hair salon. Taylor had risen early to go for a long run only to come back to an empty house and find a note on the kitchen counter letting her know what Jackie was up to. “Not that I mind, of course, but I’m just surprised a little.”
“Even before our trip to get her hair cut, Roslyn wanted to thank us for everything by fixing us dinner,” Jackie said. “Apparently, after the Farmers Market, she took it upon herself to go to the stores’ warehouse. She somehow traded for some fresh marinara sauce as well as mushrooms, garlic, basil, and fresh pasta.”
Although the fact their new friend had gone to so much trouble for them was a surprise, the answer she wanted to repay them made sense, and Taylor plunked the head of the axe into the chopping block. “I guess I better take a shower then,” she said, turning to see Jackie standing on the back porch. The woman looked beautiful. Her hair was pulled back and off her neck to fight the heat, and the airy white sleeveless blouse she wore with a pair of tan capris fit her perfectly. Even in something so simple, everything about Jackie radiated sexiness, and although Taylor thought the woman was being stubborn over the saloon idea, the same old hunger for her wife was there.
No doubt recognizing the look, Jackie gave her a sultry half smile. “Like what you see?” she said, and Taylor slowly nodded.
“I do.”
“Even when I frustrated you?”
Taylor shook her head with a little laugh. “Even then,” she said. “You’re the sexiest and smartest woman I’ve ever met. But—”
Jackie lifted a finger. “Don’t start that saloon conversation up again,” she said, wrinkling her nose as Taylor approached. “It can wait until tomorrow. Now, I agree a shower is a good idea.”
“On my way,” Taylor said, pecking Jackie on the cheek as she passed. “And I won’t bring anything more up tonight, I promise.”
Once again, Geri was impressed at how Julia had worked her magic in the town of Grants Pass. Although it was obvious the city was once a thriving area, only a small population remained behind. Regardless, they were excited over the prospect of sending letters. People were eager to learn the fate of some of their loved ones or simply friends who lived in towns north or south along the tracks. “Do you think other parts of the country will start doing this?” a woman had asked, and Julia surprised Geri by nodding.
“I’m sure it will catch on,” she said. “There’s no reason mail can’t be taken by train to all corners of the country.”
“Like New York City?” The request sounded hopeful, and although Geri kept a poker face, she mentally frowned. I’d imagine New York City has a lot of other problems to work out before opening a post office again, she thought. If the city of Portland, which is minuscule by comparison, is an example of how a highly populated area can turn to complete chaos, then the Big Apple will likely be hell on earth.
Julia smiled. “Maybe,” she said. “We simply need to keep learning to work together.”
After giving the few people in town who wanted to try sending a letter time to write them, much to Geri’s relief, they were back on the train again. She didn’t care for the feel of the decimated towns, which often reported problems with raiders. It frustrated her to know gangs of outlaws roamed the country, creating havoc for no reason other than there was no one to stop them. A part of her wanted to chase after them, but going solo with no backup was likely a suicide mission. And I’m not in the business of hunting down terrorists anymore, she thought. I am just a single soldier assigned to guard a woman trying to do some good.
“I think that went well,” Julia said as she plopped onto the couch. “Another few letters to take with us. Another one for San Francisco and two for our route back north.”
Geri nodded, happy that Julia was pleased but otherwise focused on watching out the railcar’s open door. “That’s good,” she said.
“Oh, come sit down,” Julia said. “There’s nothing to see out there now that it’s getting dark.”
Contemplating what the woman said, Geri was about to relent when the train’s whistle sounded. It was long and loud and reverberated through the railcar, making Geri wince. When it came again, and the train started to slow, Geri picked up her rifle. She pushed the door open wider.
Suddenly, Julia was at her side. “Maybe it’s just a cow on the tracks.”
“Maybe,” Geri murmured, but her gut told her otherwise. The trip had gone too smoothly so far, and she simply wasn’t that lucky. “No matter what happens, stay here in the railcar.”
“What are you going to do?”
The train shuttered to a stop, and Geri jumped out of the railcar onto the gravel beside the tracks. “I’m going to go see what’s happening.”
“Geri, wait—” she heard Julia say, but then Geri was crouched low and moving forward. Using all her instincts and training, she scanned under the train as she slipped along, listening for any sound. For a moment, all she could hear was the train’s engine blowing steam and then a man’s voice.
“How about you two come down from there before I shoot you?” he said, and Geri had no doubt he was talking to the engineer and his helper who ran the train. From the little bit she and Julia had interacted with the two men, they seemed nice enough. Quiet and liked to keep to themselves. She got the sense the two men had a special bond. With each other for company, they had everything they needed in life, driving the train along the route over and over. She had no issue with that. Sometimes, she longed for a life so simple and straightforward, not to mention someone to share it with.
“What do you want?” Geri heard the train’s engineer call back, and the stranger laughed.
“Well, how can I know that?” he asked. “Until I see what all you’ve got. Now, both of you get down from there, hands raised, and show what you brought.”





Chapter Seventeen
J ulia hated waiting, especially when unknown, possibly dangerous, things were happening around her. As much as she might have wanted to listen to Geri’s orders, she couldn’t. Perhaps her military-minded friend was blowing things out of proportion, and the train stopping was nothing more than a cow on the tracks. There would be no harm in her walking to the front of the train and seeing what was up. Yet, as soon as she dropped from the railcar onto the gravel, she saw Geri rushing back toward her.
“What are you doing?” the soldier hissed. “I asked you to wait in the railcar.”
Not liking Geri’s tone, Julia put her hand on her hip. “Well, you’re not the boss of me, so—”
“Never mind,” Geri said in a hush. “I want you to run to those bushes over there and hide. Right now.”
Julia’s mouth dropped open. “Hide in the—”
Geri grabbed her arm and pulled. “Don’t argue. Just go.”
“Stop,” Julia cried. “That hurts.”
Suddenly, she heard other voices coming from the front of the train and headed their way. “Did you hear something, Roy?” one man asked.
“I think so,” Roy answered. “Someone isn’t very happy.”
“Definitely.”
Oh no, Julia thought as the pieces all fell into place. This could be a problem. Some of the raiders that the people in Grants Pass spoke of were hijacking the train. Suddenly sensing they might be in real danger, she looked at Geri. The woman’s face was hard, and her eyes were calculating.
Still having a hold of Julia’s arm, she pushed rather than pulled. “Under the train,” she whispered. “Now.”
That time, Julia didn’t hesitate to follow orders, and in a second, the pair were crawling on hands and knees under the boxcar. Geri immediately dropped to lay flat on the ground with her rifle at the ready. “What should I do?” Julia whispered, and Geri gave a slight shake of her head.
“Nothing,” she said. “Just wait and see what happens.”
That was the last thing Julia wanted. To her, confronting the thugs causing the trouble made more sense than hiding and waiting for things to escalate. She was all about being proactive and opened her mouth to state her case when four sets of legs appeared beside their railcar. Two pairs were clad in the gray overalls Julia knew the engineer team wore every day. The other two were in dirty denim jeans and worn leather boots. Julia felt Geri tense beside her. Great, Julia thought. Any second, she’s liable to start shooting at them. As if sensing Julia’s disapproval, Geri held up a hand, no doubt trying to silence her before she made a comment.
“Well, what have we here?” one of the strangers said as they stopped in front of the door to their railcar. “I expected to see trade goods, not an old couch and cookstove.”
“Huh,” another voice said. “What do you think that means, boss?”
“People, you idiot,” the boss said. “Passengers.”
“Oh,” said the second person. “So, where are they?”
“That is the question, now, isn’t it?” the first man said. “Get up there and check.”
“Me?” voice two said.
There was the sound of skin slapping against skin. “Yes, you,” the boss said angrily. “Climb inside and look around.”
“Hey, you don’t have to hit me.”
The second set of denim-clad legs climbed into the railcar, and Julia heard boots on the wooden floor above them. There was scraping and a crash as if the man was searching the space. After a minute, the footsteps returned to the edge of the car. “Nothing much here but vegetables and some fruit. There is a sleeping mat, though, and this bag.”
“What’s in the bag?” the boss asked.
There was an unzipping sound. “That’s weird,” the second man said. “Looks like letters to me.”
Julia felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. It was one thing to play wait and see, but it was another to let anything happen to the US Mail. She started to crawl forward, and Geri grabbed her shoulder. Their eyes met, and the woman’s question was clear—what in the hell are you doing? Before Julia could whisper a word, a handful of letters fluttered to the ground.
“A bunch of them. Who sends letters anymore?”
Seeing enough, Julia shrugged Geri off and kept crawling. She had a duty to uphold.
“That was a delicious dinner,” Jackie said as she set her cloth napkin beside her plate and she meant every word. Although spaghetti wasn’t the most challenging meal to prepare, especially with all the wonderful fresh ingredients, the gesture by Roslyn was greatly appreciated. “I hope you know it truly wasn’t necessary.”
Roslyn gave her a warm smile, something Jackie was happy to see happening more and more often already. “I wanted to,” she said. “To thank you and Taylor for everything that you have done for me and for Devan.”
“Helping you is our pleasure,” Taylor added from her end of the table. “But it is always nice to be cooked for, so thank you.”
Jackie watched Roslyn blush under the praise. Interesting, she thought as she picked up her nearly empty wine glass. Does my new assistant have a tiny crush on our commanding chief of police? Jackie was well aware Roslyn wouldn’t be the first person who went a little silly when Taylor was around. Even though she was a woman who liked women, it didn’t stop people like Mrs. Weeks from getting a little flustered when Taylor focused on them. It’s something about her personality. So confident and reassuring. Jackie couldn’t help but have a small smile on her lips. Taylor was popular, but it never went to her head, and she was Jackie’s through and through. Which makes me very lucky, but right now, I wish she would be more open-minded about the saloon. She planned to address the topic again tonight, but not with their company present. Refocusing on the conversation over the dinner table, Jackie was pleased to see a hint of a smile on Devan’s face. Taylor apparently had been asking him if he had met any of the other kids.
“Yes, ma’am,” Devan mumbled. “A couple.”
Taylor nodded. “Anyone in particular?”
The boy glanced at his mother before answering. “It’s all right to tell Taylor,” Roslyn said, using a gentle hand to brush back a lock of hair on her son’s head.
Devan glanced at Taylor before studying the tablecloth in front of him. “I made a friend,” he said.
When he didn’t continue, Roslyn prodded him. “And what did you do with your new friend?”
After a moment of hesitation, Devan looked at the rest of them. “We went fishing in the creek.”
The look of happiness on Devan’s face warmed Jackie’s heart. “Did you catch any?” she asked, and the boy shook his head.
“I didn’t, but Troy did.”
“Well, you’re still learning the ropes,” Taylor said. “It takes some practice.”
“That’s what Troy said,” Devan replied, starting to warm up to the conversation. “Maybe when I get my own fishing pole, but I know I can’t.”
Hearing the longing in the boy’s words, Jackie glanced at Roslyn, who looked surprised as well as embarrassed. “Devan—” she started, but Jackie leaned forward to lay a hand on Roslyn’s arm.
“I think we could arrange that from the warehouse,” she said to them. “If it’s all right with you, of course. In exchange for all your hard work.”
Roslyn covered Jackie’s hand with her own. “It is better than all right with me, but I’ve only just started. You and Taylor have both done so much already.”
Glancing at Taylor, Jackie watched the woman nod. “The deal is, anything that Devan catches that is beyond what you and he need must be donated to the town’s warehouse,” Taylor explained. “It’s how we ensure there is enough for everyone.”
Devan’s eyes widened. “But what if I can’t learn to catch fish?”
Jackie smiled at him. “I have confidence in you,” she said, becoming more attached to Devan every day. “You’ll learn.”
Shyly nodding his head in agreement, Devan picked at the edge of his plate. “I will,” he said softly. “I promise.”
Watching with disbelief as Julia crawled from under the train, Geri was sure their bad situation was about to get even more complicated.
“What the hell?” the one who appeared to be the leader said when Julia appeared. “Where did you come from?”
Shit, Geri thought, already starting to move backward. His next response will be to look under here. With what could only be seconds to spare, she threw herself across the gravel of the railroad bed and scrabbled out the far side. As she broke into a run along the train, heading toward the front, she heard Julia’s voice. “You are interfering with the United States Postal Service,” she said, followed by the second man’s grunt.
“Nothing else under there, boss.”
“I could have told you that,” Julia said. “Now, hand over the mailbag.” The self-righteous irritation in her tone would have amazed Geri under other circumstances. Either the woman was fearless or crazy to put her life on the line over a few letters.
Suddenly, there was the sound of laughter and more talking, but then Geri was too far away to hear clearly as she neared the front of the train. Her mind raced to come up with a strategy. Although she hadn’t confirmed it, she had to assume the bandits carried weapons of some kind. Even though ammunition was hard to come by, she had to calculate they likely had guns. And guns are a problem, she thought. The last thing she wanted was a shootout with both Julia, the engineer, and his partner possibly in the crossfire. Or to be taken hostage. Something like that would be the worst possible scenario. She had to avoid it at all costs. Which means I need a way to draw those two men away from the others.
She slowed her steps and tried to think. Gunfire would draw them, but likely with Julia and the others in tow. She needed to make them panic. When she reached the front of the train, she was amazed at what she saw blocking the train’s path—nothing but two muddy offroad motorcycles. I need to talk to the engineer about stopping for something he could so easily plow through, she thought with a frown. She was sure the two riders would have moved at the last second, and then none of them would be in the bind they were in. I’ll take care of that misunderstanding later. Right now, I need to think.
Suddenly, she heard a scream of outrage, and there was no mistaking it came from Julia. Although she had no idea what was happening at the railcar, Geri needed to do something quickly before she lost all control of the situation. Her eyes scanned the terrain for ideas but returned to the two motorcycles. In some ways, the bikes and the gas in them were likely more precious to the bandits than anything in the railcars of the train. They would go for a high price if someone wanted to trade for them. But I doubt that’s how they got their hands on them, she thought. They would have stolen them. As she let the words sink in, an idea slowly came to her. There might be one way to bring the bandits on the run, and she went to check the closest motorbike. Just as she had hoped, the keys were still in the ignition.





Chapter Eighteen
C aught up in her indignation over the abuse of the precious US Mail, it took Julia a second too long to realize her mistake. Even in the fading daylight, she saw the two men who stopped the train were skinny, filthy, and armed to the teeth—large knives on their belts and handguns in shoulder holsters. The one still in the railcar had an evil-looking club slung over his shoulder, while the other had a sawed-off shotgun currently pointed at the engineer. When she made her sudden appearance, the man with the shotgun jumped. “What the hell?” he said before recovering. “Where did you come from?”
Julia swallowed hard, feeling a trickle of fear, but would never dare let them know it. The man in the railcar jumped down beside her, and she spun on him. “You are interfering with the United States Postal Service,” she said as he ignored her and bent to look under the train. Her heart jumping into her throat, Julia held her breath and prayed Geri was quick enough to move out of sight.
“Nothing else under there, boss.”
“I could have told you that,” Julia said, holding back a sigh of relief. “Now hand over the mailbag.”
For a beat, no one moved, and then the two bandits broke out laughing. “Well, aren’t you a piece of work,” the man with the shotgun said. “What are you? Some kind of postman?”
The second man cleared his throat. “Uh, wouldn’t that be ‘postwoman,’ boss?”
Glaring at his partner, the man called boss shook his head. “Shut up,” he said. “She knew what I meant.” He looked at Julia. “Didn’t you?”
Julia lifted her chin. “I did, and I am,” she said. “I work for the United States government, and tampering with mail is a federal offense.”
The two men looked at each other and then back at her. “You’re serious?” the second man said. “The federal government? What federal government?”
“There is no federal government,” the boss said with a snarl. “She’s full of crap. I don’t know what you’re trying to hide, but both you and these two guys…” he waved the shotgun at the engineer and his partner. “...better start talking. What’s so special on this train?”
Still playing her bluff of no fear, Julia rolled her eyes. “I already explained that to you,” she said. “This train is special because it carries US Mail. Why is that—"
Before Julia could finish, there was the sudden loud roar of a motorcycle engine revving to life. The boss’s eyes widened. “Son of a bitch, someone is stealing our bikes,” he roared, and without another look at Julia, the two men sprinted toward the front of the train. Before they reached it, Geri came blasting out of the near dark toward them, riding on the dirt bike. Gravel kicked up behind her as she lay on the speed. One of the men dove out of the way, but the other raised his shotgun.
Julia froze, panic filling her as she realized what was about to happen. “Geri, look out,” she screamed, but it was too late. The gun fired at the same time Geri goosed the bike into a wheelie. The spray of lead pinged off the motorcycle’s metal engine, and only at the very last second did the man dive out of the way while Geri blew by him. Julia watched as she kept going down the slope toward the surrounding forest.
In a flash, the two men were up and running again. They disappeared around the front of the engine, and a moment later, a second motorcycle roared to life. Julia watched with amazement as the second bike, with both men on it, raced past in the direction Geri went through the forest.
Where is she going? Julia wondered as her heart pounded. And what if they catch her? Before she could imagine all the possible outcomes, the two men standing with her moved past in a hurry. Julia followed them. “What are you doing?”
“Starting this train moving again,” the engineer said. “Before they come back.”
“But what about Sergeant Fischer?” Neither man broke stride, leaving Julia behind.
The engineer’s partner glanced back. “I figure that soldier can take care of herself.”
After peeking in on all three children, Laura returned to the living room to find Sam lying on the couch. Her eyes were closed, and her breathing was rhythmic, making Laura smile. She was tired, too, as the day’s activities had been strenuous. Her shoulders already ached from working her end of the saw for hours, and even with the heavy leather gloves, a blister had started on her left palm. But all of it is worth it, she thought, tiptoeing through the room to the kitchen. They had made great progress with the trees. The few branches left to help hold up the logs for easier cutting were trimmed off and pulled into their growing huge pile to be sorted later. “We can cut up some of the biggest branches for firewood,” Sam had said. “And then have a fun bonfire with the rest once the weather cools off.”
Standing nearby, Shauna had clapped at that news. “With marshmallows?” she asked, and Laura and Sam looked at each other. There wasn’t anything like marshmallows on store shelves anymore. I wonder how hard it would be to make them? Laura had thought. If we traded for extra sugar, maybe?
Heather and Henry joined them from where they had pulled more of the boughs to the heap. Henry’s serious face furrowed. “Did you ask for marshmallows?” he asked, wiping his hands together. “I think those would be hard to find.”
Laura had smiled at them. “Maybe,” she said. “You never know.”
With the kids in bed and Sam asleep, her thoughts returned to Shauna’s question. I’ll have to ask Alice. Maybe she will know, she wondered as she went to a kitchen cupboard and took down a glass. She’s very resourceful. For a moment, Laura felt a longing to be somehow closer to her friends again. Not that they hadn’t just seen them, but to be able to call Alice on the phone and ask for advice would be priceless. She sighed. Maybe someday we will be able to again.
As she poured herself the warm sun tea, there was stirring from the front room. “Laura?” Sam asked, and Laura poked her head around the door jamb to see her partner stretching before sitting upright on the couch. Sam rubbed her face. “What time is it?”
“Almost time for bed, I would think,” she said with a smile. “You were sound asleep.”
Sam yawned. “Sorry about that,” she said. “I’ll go close up the chicken coop and check the horses for the night, and then I really might go to bed.”
After reaching for a second glass, Laura poured Sam some tea and went to join her. “It will wait a minute,” she said, putting the glass in Sam’s outstretched hand. “Drink this and relax. It’s sage and lavender, and Anna says it helps with aches and pains.”
“I’m all for that,” Sam said, taking a long swallow. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “How are the kids? Especially Henry? He worked way too hard in the sun today.”
Laura drank and grimaced. “This doesn’t taste particularly good,” she said, and Sam nodded.
“Medicine rarely does,” she said with a quiet laugh. “But at least it’s wet, and we need fluids.” With a sigh, Laura leaned into the cushions and was about to agree when a scream pierced the air. Startled, she nearly dropped her glass but quickly recovered to set it on the coffee table. Sam was already in motion toward the bedrooms, and with Laura on her heels, they followed the sound of sobbing into the room Heather shared with Shauna. Laura’s heart nearly broke when she saw the young girl shaking in a ball in the corner of her bed.
On her own bed, Shauna sat straight upright, eyes huge. “What happened?” she said in a quivering voice that hinted she would soon be crying too. Sam went to her while Laura slowly approached Heather.
She reached a hand toward her, wanting to pull the girl into a hug, but Heather flinched. “You’re okay now, Heather,” Laura murmured. “You’re safe. It’s me. You know me.” Their dog Lady appeared beside her and started to snuffle Heather’s blankets. “See, it’s us and Lady, and no one will hurt you. Did you have a bad dream?”
With a tear-stained face, Heather nodded and started to pet Lady’s head. “Yes.”
“Do you want to talk about it?” Laura asked softly, and Heather sniffed back more tears.
“There was a fire,” she said, and Laura understood. When pirates attacked the town Heather grew up in, they set it to flame. Heather lost everything, including her only family, in the blaze.
Laura reached for Heather again, and this time the girl scooted into the embrace. “There’s no more fire,” Laura said into the girl’s hair. “Not anymore.”
Racing through the forest in the dark on the back of a motorcycle, Geri was only afraid of one thing. It was not the two men hopefully chasing her or the risk of bullets flying past. She was afraid of the very real possibility she would ride straight off a cliff. I really can’t see more than ten feet ahead of me at this speed, she thought with a grimace. If I don’t take care of this situation, I’m liable to break my neck. As if in answer to her musings, the sound of a second dirt bike roared not too far behind her. Her pursuers were catching up. Let there be both guys on that motorcycle. If that were the case, it was exactly what she wanted. Julia and the two men running the train would be left behind and safe. That train better be moving by now.
Knowing the bandits were following, it was time to make a stand before she crashed. Geri turned in the direction she was pretty sure the train tracks ran. What she needed was high ground, and as she gunned the engine to make sure the others could hear where she was going, a ridge appeared silhouetted by the darkened sky. It would be perfect if the others didn’t catch her before she could get there and set up. Leaning over the handlebars to see as best she could, she kept going uphill. Tree branches slapped her as she wound through them, and then she was in an opening. The small meadow was exactly what she needed, and after crossing it, she slid to a stop, kicking up a hail of grass and dirt.
In the distance was the unmistakable rumble of another engine, but to make sure they could find her, Geri hit the gas and made the bike roar. It seemed to do the trick as the others sounded like they were starting to close in. With a small smile, Geri unslung the assault rifle worn on a strap across her back and flipped off the safety. One quick burst should do the trick, she thought. Settling the butt of the weapon against her shoulder, she waited and listened as the noise came closer. It sounded like the men were following her exact route, and after a beat, they shot out from the trees. Feeling no fear in the face of combat, having long ago accepted she could die at anytime, anywhere, she pulled the trigger.
Registering there were two men, Geri smiled as she watched them dive off the bike while bullets shredded the front tire. Before either of her pursuers could recover enough to bring around a weapon of their own, Geri slung her rifle, climbed on the bike, and raced away into the woods. Long after she was out of range, she heard a shotgun firing. It was a futile shot, but Geri could imagine their frustration. Losing one bike and the other out of commission was a serious blow. They deserve it, she thought and hoped they realized they were lucky to escape with their lives. I know a lot of soldiers who would have simply shot them in cold blood. Geri didn’t operate like that and would only use deadly force if under direct fire herself. There had been enough killing in her life.
Finding the railroad tracks, Geri was pleased to see the train wasn’t in sight. It appeared everyone had made their escape from something that could have been much worse. Riding alongside the tracks to catch up with the train on the motorcycle would be easy enough. As she started to pursue, Geri realized she couldn’t wait to see Julia again.





Chapter Nineteen
W earing only a thin slip of a nightgown and with no covers touching her, Anna still woke up hot. Unlike most nights where the temperatures dropped significantly, the heat had not relented. As the bright morning light flooded the bedroom, it was clear the day ahead would be blazing. Anna did not look forward to it, especially considering she had to get up and ride her bike into town for work. It was all Anna could do to not be in at least a little of a grumpy mood. But we are all hot and miserable right now, she thought, turning her head to see her wife’s sleeping form. The woman’s short hair stuck up at weird angles from sweat. Something about how young and sweet it made Lexi look brought a smile to Anna’s face. No, I won’t be in a bad mood over this. I have too much to be grateful for, and this heat will pass eventually.
As if feeling Anna’s eyes on her, Lexi opened her blue-gray ones and smiled. “Hey,” she said sleepily.
“Hey back,” Anna said. “How did you sleep?”
Lexi kicked back the sheet around her bare legs. “Hot,” she said. “This is crazy, right?”
“It is. I don’t remember it this hot growing up,” Anna said. “Do you?”
A yawn escaped Lexi. “Definitely not,” she said. “It’s got to be global warming. You’d think that would be lessening with the lack of cars and stuff.” Before Anna could answer, Joe started to fuss in his crib. He’s hot and miserable like everyone else, she thought, slipping off the bed to go to the crib where he slept.
She pushed his dark hair back from his sweaty forehead. “Good morning,” she said sweetly to help soothe him. “How about we get you up and see what Alice has in store for us for breakfast?”
Always motivated by both the idea of seeing Alice and food, Joe’s face brightened. “See Alice,” he said, lifting his arms to be picked up. As she scooped him up from his crib, a crash came from the kitchen. It was followed by a shout of alarm from Charlie, and Anna’s heart started to race. In a flash, Lexi was up and moving with her as they hurried the short distance from the bedroom to the kitchen.
With a quick scan of the room, Anna let out the breath she had been holding. Her first thought was that something horrible had happened to Alice, but the elderly woman was sitting in a wooden chair brought from the dining room. Her face was pale under a glean of sweat, though, and she held her hand to her chest. A concerned-looking Charlie knelt at her feet.
“What happened?” Lexi asked, and Alice tried to wave off the question.
“Nothing really,” she said. “I was a little dizzy is all, and dropped the bowl of cherries I was holding. It’s all this heat.”
“She’d have done a complete head-first dive if I hadn’t been standing next to her,” Charlie added, not looking away from Alice. Her concern over Alice was sincere, and normally Anna would have found it especially sweet, but the thought that Alice, who they all loved so much, had come close to fainting was alarming.
Slipping Joe into his highchair, Anna glanced at Lexi. “Would you grab my medical bag for me?” she asked, and Lexi nodded before dashing off to the bedroom again.
“That’s not necessary,” Alice said, trying to stand.
Charlie would have none of it and pressed her back gently. “Let’s just take this slow,” she said. “Anna should do her thing first.”
Anna smiled. “Yes, let me,” she said. Moving closer to Alice, she held her wrist to take her pulse. It was light but steady, reassuring Anna some. “Do you feel any pain in your chest, neck, or arm?”
“None,” Alice answered. “I promise I’m fine. Just a little clumsy this morning.”
Lexi returned with Anna’s medical bag, and Anna took out the blood pressure cuff and stethoscope. “I believe you,” she said. “But it never hurts to check.”
Even though the day was already warm and growing hotter by the second, Taylor finished her run. Dropping to the grass in her backyard, she knocked out a set of pushups. Without pause, she flipped onto her back and began a round of sit-ups. Although she still missed going to a gym and hitting the weights as she did before the solar storm, Taylor wouldn’t let her physical fitness slide. Maybe I need to talk to someone about setting up a gym, she thought as she went through the motions automatically. Decades of doing the same calisthenics let her mind wander. It wouldn’t take electricity to put together a garage full of weights, benches, and even some heavy bags to do some cardio on. The concept was simple enough, and she thought there might be enough people in town willing to use it to make the effort worthwhile. Although it’s not like people sit around like couch potatoes anymore. Everyone is busy doing something useful. Finishing her exercises for the day, she stood and grabbed a towel off the back porch to wipe her face before going back into the already too-warm house. Yes. We need a gym. Something useful and very unlike what would happen in a saloon.
She and Jackie had yet to discuss the business proposal. Even though it was Monday, and the weekend truce was no longer in effect, her wife was still in bed when Taylor went outside to run. In fact, it might be another hour before Jackie joined her in the kitchen for a cup of coffee. Taylor didn’t mind. Not everyone liked to rise at five a.m. to seize the day. Even before she joined the Army, Taylor enjoyed the mornings and often got up to watch the sunrise. The military had only reinforced the habit.
As she entered the kitchen, she was surprised to find Jackie already up and sitting at the small corner kitchen table. “Well, good morning,” Taylor said, reaching for the small one-burner propane stove. It was exactly the right size to heat two cups of water quickly. Using anything else was out of the question because of the heat. “Can I make you a cup of coffee?”
Jackie pulled her long hair off her neck and held it in a ponytail. “I’m not sure I can drink something hot right now,” she said. “This is ridiculous.”
Taylor raised an eyebrow. “Is there another route to a caffeine hit for you?”
With a growl of frustration, Jackie dropped her hands. “What I would give for an iced latte right now.”
Unable to help but chuckle, Taylor left the coffee alone and joined Jackie at the table. “Figure out how to make iced anything, and you’ll be worth a fortune,” she said. “I think it might be the once-overlooked convenience people are missing the most right now.”
Sighing, Jackie nodded. “We have a lot of smart people in this town,” she said. “Surely one of them can figure out a way to freeze water.”
“Maybe,” Taylor conceded before taking Jackie’s hand. “There are smart people in this town and many creative ideas lately, but not every idea is a good one.”
Jackie looked her in the eye. “So, this is the tactic you’re taking,” she said. “Gentle persuasion?” She gave Taylor’s hand a squeeze before pulling it back. “Well, that won’t work. You’ll have to find a way to convince me why we should deny this request, but it will have to be on merits.” She leaned closer with a hint of playfulness but determination also. “Not your charming personality.”
Even though Anna normally rode her bike without complaint, Lexi insisted it was too hot. With Alice scaring them badly from her near fainting, Anna had reiterated to all her family the need to stay hydrated and out of the sun. “Heat exhaustion is a very real and very easy thing to succumb to,” Anna had said as she unwound the blood pressure cuff and looked at Alice. “Please rest today. There is nothing urgent until this heatwave passes.”
“You worry too much, dear,” Alice had replied, but Lexi could not miss the hint of relief in the older woman’s eyes. She’s always doing so much, Lexi thought as she took a long look at Alice. And we don’t even notice the toll it might be taking because she seems invincible.
Charlie had patted Alice’s shoulder from where she hovered protectively. “I’ll make sure she stays off her feet today,” she said. “Too hot to do a dang thing anyway.”
After a short discussion about riding the horse into town rather than taking the bike, Lexi got her way. While Anna readied to go to work, Lexi walked across the yard to the barn to saddle the horse she had been learning to ride. Even the grass, normally robust and green, looked wilted and brown. A glance at the rows of freshly planted beets determined that the soil was dry from baking in the heat. Nothing is going to grow if I don’t get some water out here, she thought, not looking forward to a long day of carrying buckets of well water to sprinkle on the rows, but it had to be done if they wanted to save the tender shoots. There was no telling when they would have rain again. She sighed. Even with Will’s help, it would take all morning after she returned from town to drop off Anna.
Trying hard to remember everything Sam and Charlie taught her about saddling a horse, Lexi went through the steps. When the saddle was finally in place and the halter buckled, Lexi led the animal around to the front of the house. Anna was waiting and smiled when she came into sight. “I think you’re supposed to be riding him,” she said. “Not walking him.”
“All in due time,” Lexi explained, leaving out the part that she wasn’t entirely comfortable on horseback yet. Everyone kept telling her that all it would take was practice, but Lexi wasn’t so sure. I think it’s more about bonding with the animal, she thought. Like Sam has with Lester. She stopped in front of the porch steps to make it easier for the much smaller Anna to climb on after Lexi was seated. Nothing to it. Once they were settled, Lexi guided them down the driveway toward the road to town.
“Thank you for doing this,” Anna whispered into her ear. The simple action was enough to send a tingle down Lexi’s body.
“You’re very welcome,” Lexi said. “I want to make sure you are safe from getting heat exhaustion, just like everyone else. We all need you too much.”





Chapter Twenty
S am ran down the slope of dry grass at a breakneck speed, and when she reached the river’s edge, she jumped and grabbed the knotted rope swing. There was no way to know for sure who rigged the thick piece of rope on the big oak tree’s branch, but it was proving to be legendary. Sam and her family were not the only ones at the river. There was a line to use the swing. But it was worth the wait, in Sam’s opinion, as she soared over the swimming hole beneath her a moment before she leaped off.
With a yell of “Kawabunga,” Sam fell into the cold water like a cannonball with every intention of spraying Laura and whoever was with her. Although Laura wouldn’t swim, she did sit with her feet in the water at the edge and in perfect proximity to Sam’s well-placed splash. When Sam came up for air, she was happy to see Laura laughing.
Shauna was with her, shaking out her hair. “Good job, Sam,” Shauna said. “You splashed water all the way over here.”
“That was my intention,” Sam said as she swam closer before wading out of the water to sit beside Laura. She surveyed the gathering at the swimming hole. “A lot of people today.”
“It’s the heat,” Laura said. “People will come for miles to a good swimming spot on a day like today.”
Sam knew she was right. Some of the swimmers really had come miles by walking, bicycle, or horseback. In Sam’s estimation, not a lot was getting done that afternoon by any of the farms in the area. Which makes sense, Sam thought. It’s too hot to work. That fact was something she resisted at first. Her goal that morning had been to finish cutting the trees into six-foot sections and then start splitting them for rails. Laura had squashed that idea not more than half a day in. Sam smiled at the memory.
“Sam Quinn. I know you want this, but dying of heat stroke will not make it happen.”
Sam scoffed. “It’s not that bad out here,” she said a moment before her head swam with dark spots. Good grief, she thought. I’m about to faint if I don’t get a grip.
Laura wasn’t fooled and, in the blink of an eye, was beside Sam, taking her arm. “Come sit on this log,” she said with a tone that left no room for argument. “We are done for today.”
There was no mistaking how serious the usually soft-spoken Laura was, and as her head stopped spinning, Sam relented with a sigh. “Fair enough,” she said. “But I can’t sit around the house all day…”
“Then let’s go swimming,” Laura offered with a twinkle of excitement in her eyes. “It’s not that far from here, and we can walk it in the shade of all the pine trees along the way.”
The idea grew on Sam quickly. “That’s a great idea,” she said. The image of plunging her body into the cold water of the river gave her goosebumps it was so appealing. “Let’s round up Henry and the girls and go.”
Beaming at the turn of events, Laura touched Sam’s face and gave her a quick kiss on the lips. “I’ll go make a basket of food to take,” she said. “And we can have lunch there too.”
“Let’s call it a day,” Jackie said as she leaned back in her chair. Roslyn worked at the desk they set up in the corner for her. She was still in the process of organizing Jackie’s heaps of paperwork yet had seemed distracted all day. When the young woman didn’t look up right away, Jackie wasn’t sure what to think. “Roslyn, are you all right?”
Hearing her name seemed to bring Roslyn out of her trance. “Oh, I’m sorry, Jackie,” she said. “What do you need?”
“I need to go home,” she said, although a part of her resisted the idea. Taylor would be home soon if not already there, and she would have to tell her wife that she was officially greenlighting the saloon project. All she had to do was tell the proprietor. No matter what Jackie’s strong, protective, and intelligent partner said to try and dissuade her, Taylor hadn’t taken into account the importance of the city’s morale. It was true that things were running smoothly, but it didn’t mean people shouldn’t have a place to go and have fun. To let their hair down and live it up, she thought, remembering a small dance floor was in the schematic of the business proposal. I would love to dance with Taylor again. Having a cold drink at a bar sounds like heaven right now. Of course, there wouldn’t be cold drinks necessarily, and Jackie knew it, but the fantasy remained. She simply needed to find a way to make Taylor see it her way. Unfortunately, that was never an easy task.
Roslyn got to her feet and looked around as if unsure of what to do next, and Jackie frowned. “Okay, seriously, what is wrong?”
With a sigh, Roslyn looked at her. “It’s Devan,” she said. “He was up coughing most of the night. I don’t know what’s wrong, so I made him promise to stay in our apartment all day and not play with his new friends.”
Jackie pursed her lips. “Did you take him to see someone? They have a hospital set up in the old high school.”
With a shake of her head, Roslyn gathered her things. “No,” she said. “I didn’t want to take time off from work—”
Jackie held up a hand. “Don’t ever let that stop you from taking care of Devan or yourself,” she said and meant it. “Family comes first. I know I’m a workaholic at times, but never so much I don’t know when to take time for Taylor, my sister Lexi, or any of the people so close to me I think of them as family.” She leveled her gaze at Roslyn. “I expect the same from you. Take the morning off tomorrow if he is still not feeling well and take him to the hospital.”
“Thank you,” Roslyn said. “You are always so incredible.”
After gathering her things, Jackie headed for the door to go home. “I’m not so sure about that but thank you.”
As they reached the lobby, Mrs. Weeks came rushing in. “Jackie,” she said and then pulled up short when she saw Roslyn. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
“It’s fine, Mrs. Weeks,” Jackie said. “This is my new assistant, Roslyn St. Vincent.”
Mrs. Weeks clapped her hands. “That’s wonderful,” she said. “You needed someone to help. You work so hard.”
Jackie laughed. “Thank you,” she said. “Everyone is full of compliments suddenly. Now, tell me why you’re here, Mrs. Weeks. We are headed out the door.”
“I had some specifics to run past you about the fair at the end of the month,” Mrs. Weeks said, and Jackie motioned for the building’s exit.
“Let’s talk and walk,” she said before turning to Roslyn. “I want you to leave and go home to take care of Devan. And I don’t want to see you tomorrow unless everything is fine.”
Roslyn nodded. “I promise,” she said. “I will come by as soon as I can.”
“That’s fine,” Jackie said before following Mrs. Weeks outside and into the smothering heat. “This is horrible. I’ve never felt it so hot.”
Mrs. Weeks nodded. “Mr. Weeks said it’s not a good sign. Everything is getting too dry.”
Not liking the sound of that thinking, Jackie frowned. “I’m sure it will all be fine,” she said. “Another rainstorm will blow through any day now, and before long, we will all be sick of the rain. Just wait and see.”
Julia had given Geri the cold shoulder the entire day. She didn’t care that it was juvenile, or silly, or anything because the woman had scared her—a lot. When the engineer started the train moving again after Geri had raced off on a motorcycle into the night, Julia had been torn. Two men on another dirt bike chased Geri, and if they caught her… Julia didn’t even like to think about it. But when the train started to move, she knew there was no other logical choice. Even if she could think of a way to catch up to the soldier, which she couldn’t, there was nothing she could really do without any sort of weapon. The other option was to wait in the same spot for Geri to return, but that didn’t seem smart either. If she stayed behind, she would be stranded if Geri didn’t survive or come get her. Julia had no clear idea how she would manage on her own until the train returned days later.
The thing that infuriated Julia the most, though, was how Geri didn’t seem to mind the fact Julia wasn’t talking. Because damned if she will ever start a conversation on her own, she thought while blowing out a frustrated breath. We could ride all the way to Sacramento like this, and she wouldn’t think twice about it. Julia stood from the couch. Well, I won’t put up with it.
“Geri,” she started as she marched across the boxcar to where the soldier stood in her usual spot, looking out the partially open sliding door. “We need to talk.”
Geri turned to her and raised an eyebrow. “We do?”
“Yes,” Julia said, starting to pace across the wooden floor. “What you did last night was reckless and put yourself in horrible danger.” She looked at Geri, who did nothing but stare back with an unreadable expression on her face. Julia rolled her eyes. “Really? No comment to that?”
Finally, Geri shrugged a shoulder and went back to looking out the doorway. “I knew what I was doing,” she said. “I was never in real danger.”
Julia’s mouth dropped open. “Never in real danger?” she said. “How can you say that? There were armed thugs chasing you into the forest.”
Glancing back, Geri nodded. “You’re right,” she said. “That part was a little more dangerous.” She smiled. “I was worried I might drive off a cliff in the dark.”
Throwing up her hands in disbelief and frustration, Julia started to pace again. “The fact you could be shot or worse by the men chasing you didn’t cross your mind?”
“Oh, it crossed my mind,” Geri replied. “But I wasn’t particularly worried about them. I had a better weapon and likely more bullets if nothing else. I’m very effective with my rifle.” She narrowed her eyes. “Can I ask you a question?”
Julia stopped and lifted her chin at Geri. “What is it?”
Geri hesitated, and for a moment, Julia feared the woman would let it go, something that would drive Julia crazy, but then she took a step closer. “Why do you care so much?”
The question made Julia pause. “I don’t know,” she said before turning away to stare at the crates of trade goods in the car with them. Why do I care? she thought. I hardly know Geri, and yet, I feel like… what? Julia took a moment to reflect on how she felt. Even after a few days, she felt a special connection to the woman. I care for her and want her to be safe. But does it go deeper than that? I think it does…
Turning back, Julia jumped when she found Geri standing right behind her. “What are you doing?” she asked, shocked the woman could move so silently.
The look on Geri’s face was serious. “Something I didn’t want to admit to myself but something I wanted to do since I first saw you in Jackie Scott’s office,” she said softly, lowering her face to Julia’s. “Kiss you.” Before Julia could say a word, Geri did.





Chapter Twenty-One
R iding on her black stallion, Taylor left from the stables toward where the new saloon was supposed to be located. Last night, when Jackie told her about the decision she made over the business proposal, Taylor hadn’t been happy but was smart enough to keep her feelings in check. A fight with Jackie would only make matters worse, and if she wanted any chance to make a last-ditch effort to change her wife’s mind, it would take reasoning over aggression. “I respect your decision,” Taylor said as they settled on the back steps to try and cool off after dinner. “But I have one final request on the matter. I promise I will let it go after this.”
Jackie narrowed her eyes. “What are you up to, Chief Barnes?”
Smiling her most reassuring smile, Taylor took Jackie’s hand. “I want to go check out the location. See what exactly they are setting up out there and meet the man who wants to open a bar in our town.”
For a long moment, Jackie didn’t respond, but then she smiled. “That actually makes sense,” she said. “I had expected to see it once the place was up and running, but maybe you should go take the lay of the land.”
Relieved, Taylor thanked Jackie and then moved them onto another subject to avoid changing her mind. When the morning came around, Taylor made a point of staying away from the topic, including on the walk to work. Jackie wasn’t fooled.
“I know what you’re doing, Taylor,” she had said. “And I don’t like being handled with kid gloves. Go do your reconnaissance, but then get back to me. I want to get this settled.”
Taylor agreed, and so after the morning meeting at headquarters with her deputies and their military counterparts, she decided to ride rather than walk. It was still too hot to make the trip any longer than it needed to be.
As she approached the venue, she was surprised to see the saloon’s sign up already. Northern Light’s Saloon. Taylor shook her head, not sure what to make of the name. It was true the northern lights had changed all their lives drastically, and not all for the worst, but it seemed a little like tempting fate. But I’m not here to tell them what to call the place, she thought, dismounting and tying her horse to one of the hitching posts installed outside. Swinging double doors greeted her as she went to the front, as if straight from a wild west movie. Again, she wasn’t sure what to think. Is this guy serious?
When she stepped inside, she had her answer. Stools lined up along a polished wooden bar, a half dozen round tables with chairs filled the floor space, and a piano sat ready for action in the corner. There was even sawdust on the floor. You have got to be kidding me, she thought. And why is this already all set up if the saloon hasn’t been approved yet? “Hello?” she called as she walked to the bar. A large mirror lined with shelves hung on the wall behind it. All it needed was bottles of liquor. When no one appeared, Taylor frowned. Considering the place looked all but open for business, she expected the owner to be nearby. “Is anybody here? I’m Chief Barnes, and I want to talk to you.”
Suddenly, a young, blond-haired man, about six inches shorter than Taylor, with thick eyeglasses covering half his face came busting through the front doors. “Sorry,” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow. “We aren’t open yet.”
“You could hardly tell by looking around,” Taylor said with a tilt of her head. The man was not what she had expected. So, what was I expecting? Taylor thought. She wasn’t sure. “Do you own the place?”
The young man’s eyes seemed to suddenly register the star on Taylor’s chest. “Oh, hello,” he said. “I’m Jeramy Jones, and you must be the chief of police people have been telling me about.” With a beaming smile, he held out his hand. “It’s a real pleasure to finally meet you.”
Reining her horse in, Lexi was glad to have caught up to Taylor. When she finished dropping off Anna at the hospital, Lexi had intended to go check in with Jackie and her wife, but as she made her way into the center of town, she noticed Taylor leaving the stables. Normally, Lexi would have called hello to her, but a part of her also feared alarming the horse she rode. She had yet to find a comfortable manner with her mount, and at best, they held a truce. Planning to let her go and find Jackie instead, Lexi’s horse had other ideas. She wanted to follow Taylor’s stallion. Even when Lexi sawed at the reins to make her stop, there was no deterring the animal. After a moment, they were trotting in the same direction as Taylor. All of which was how she ended up sitting outside a bar with what she thought was a clever name. Northern Lights Saloon.
This is new, she thought and decided to give riding her uncooperative horse a break to investigate further. After slipping to the ground and tying her horse to the hitching post, Lexi wandered toward the front only to hear a man introducing himself as Jeramy Jones. She wasn’t familiar with the name, but there were hundreds of refugees who had moved in and thankfully pulled their weight. Someone new to town with a creative streak.
“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” she heard the same voice say and hesitated at the swinging double doors. Taylor was likely there for official business, as having a drink at nine a.m. seemed unlikely. Assuming they actually have alcohol in there, she thought. Spirits were a rare commodity, and the stills operating in the woods around Astoria made popular trade goods. “What brings you to the Northern Lights?”
“I wanted to see what was behind the newest idea around,” she heard Taylor answer, her tone cool, giving Lexi a sense she wasn’t thrilled with the prospect. “It’s certain to make a bit of a stir in what is a peaceful, thriving town.”
“Won’t it, though?” Jeramy said with excitement in his voice. It was clear he was oblivious to Taylor’s attitude. “I’ve come to love Astoria in the last few months, and I only want to bring some entertainment to folks.”
Deciding she couldn’t simply stand at the doors and eavesdrop, Lexi knocked on the doorjamb. “Hello?” she said. “Can I come in?”
Both Taylor and Jeramy looked in her direction with surprise on their faces. “Hello, Lexi,” Taylor said, recovering smoothly. “Thanks for stopping by.”
Not sure what to make of the statement, Lexi decided to roll with it and stepped inside. “Of course,” she said. “I wanted to see what this was all about.” She looked at Jeramy, who grinned from ear to ear. Everything about him radiated eagerness to show off his saloon.
Taylor nodded at the long counter. “A place for townsfolk to come and unwind, apparently,” she said, looking at the saloon’s owner. “Jeramy, let me introduce Lexi Scott, my sister-in-law and a highly respected influencer in town.”
Jeramy’s eyes widened. “Scott as in Jackie Scott, the city manager?”
“One and the same,” Lexi said. “She’s my sister.”
“Well then, let me show you around,” Jeramy said, rubbing his hands together. “I’m waiting for the green light from her any minute now.” His smile widened. “Maybe you can put in a good word for me.”
After a glance at Taylor’s unreadable face, Lexi nodded. “All right,” she said, instinctively liking the small, blond man. There was something awkward yet endearing about him. “I’ll be happy to see what you’re doing, but I’ll warn you—–Jackie is a tough one to persuade. She makes up her own mind.”
“Of course, of course,” Jeramy said as Taylor watched him give Lexi a wink. She wasn’t surprised when Lexi glanced her way with a raised eyebrow. Although Taylor was still withholding judgment over the saloon, she found herself liking the peculiar little man. Deciding she wanted a tour as well, she gave Lexi a nod, and the woman refocused on the saloon’s proprietor. Lexi smiled and motioned toward Taylor. “I’m sure Chief Barnes would appreciate a tour as well,” she said. “If that’s all right.”
“It’s absolutely all right. I would love it,” Jeramy said before walking deeper into the large main room. He held his arms out wide and spun in a circle as if unable to contain himself. “Here is where most of the action will be.”
“Action?” Taylor asked, and the man dropped his arms and suddenly looked serious.
“Not what you’re thinking, Chief Barnes,” he said. “More like checkers and maybe a friendly card game or two.” Taylor narrowed her eyes but kept silent.
Jeramy bounced over to the counter. “And naturally, we need a long bar stocked with all of the locally made spirits as well as what I can trade for from Portland.” Laughing, he pointed at Taylor. “I bet you’re a scotch drinker. Straight up, no fuss.”
Unable to deny his guess was correct, Taylor nodded. “I am,” she said. “On rare occasions.”
“See? Do I know my trade or what?” the man said with a twinkle in his eyes behind his coke bottle thick glasses. “But it’s hard to come by a quality scotch now.” He rubbed the peach fuzz on his jaw. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll keep an eye out for some for you.” As Taylor continued to stare without comment, Jeramy’s face reddened a little. “Not as a bribe or anything. Just a friendly gesture.”
“Fair enough,” Taylor said, and Lexi cleared her throat.
“I see you also have a piano.”
Jeramy hurried to the piano and lifted the wooden cover off the keys before playing a quick tune for them. Taylor had to admit, the idea of music again was appealing.
Finishing his bit, Jeramy looked from Taylor to Lexi. “Do either of you play?”
“I don’t,” Taylor replied, and Lexi shook her head.
“Too bad,” Jeramy said. “But I imagine there will be plenty of others. I’ll hire someone to keep it lively in here.” His eyes widened with delight. “Can’t you imagine it? A full room of people listening to a tune, maybe singing along, and having a drink.” Taylor could imagine it, and the picture he painted did sound good as long as things stayed within reason.
She looked toward the ceiling. “This is a two-story building. What’s upstairs?”
At this, Jeramy shrugged a shoulder. “Oh, nothing fancy,” he said. “A few rooms I’ve converted.”
“Converted?” Lexi asked before Taylor could.
“Sure,” the man said. “Added a bed, a washbasin, and a bucket. A place for travelers to sleep for a night or two before passing through.” Taylor shook her head. The guy’s attempt to make the saloon something out of the past was not lost on her. No matter how innocent Jeramy Jones seemed, rooms upstairs could be used for things she didn’t even want to consider.
She crossed her arms. “We have plenty of temporary accommodations for people who come to Astoria. Free of charge,” she said. “Would you make people trade goods for a room?”
“Absolutely not,” he said. “I’d make enough if they decided to enjoy a drink. Like I said, just a place for a wayward stranger to bunk for a night.” Glancing at Lexi, Taylor saw indecision on what to think of it all on her face.
Taylor felt the same. “It’s those wayward strangers that concern me,” she said. “Back when I was in the military police, bars had a way of attracting trouble. I don’t want trouble in Astoria.”
Putting the cover back over the piano keys, Jeramy met her eye. “Ma’am,” he said. “I intend to abide by the law, and if any trouble does start, I’ll quash it in a minute as well as notify you.” Taylor had serious doubts the little man could quash anything, but she kept quiet. For the first time, a hint of uncertainty showed in Jeramy’s eyes. “I understand what you’re saying, but Astoria needs a place like this. So, I’m asking you sincerely. Please give Ms. Scott a recommendation to open the Northern Lights.”





Chapter Twenty-Two
S itting close to Julia, Geri sat on the couch in the rail car and watched the world go by. Julia had insisted they drag the thing to the side and open the door wide. Then they could both easily enjoy a view of the countryside as it passed. It wasn’t quite the same as standing at the ready with a partially closed door to protect her, but ever since the kiss the night before, she felt different. Although she couldn’t quite figure out why, a part of her felt more relaxed than she had in a very long time. It wasn’t like she was suddenly in love or anything ridiculous, but Julia cared, and that made Geri feel special. Like I’m actually seen for the first time in years, she thought as another open field of tall blond grass passed by them. Maybe the last time was before the Army. She had a special girl then, but the girl was not interested in being attached to a soldier.
“A penny for your thoughts,” Julia said, giving Geri’s shoulder a gentle nudge, and Geri looked at her.
After a beat, she smiled at the pretty woman with a kind face. “Are you thinking because we’ve been doing some kissing I’ll be better at making conversation?” she asked. “Because I’m not so sure it works that way.”
Julia rolled her eyes. “No, I’m not expecting that,” she said. “I know the kissing is good, but I’m not expecting any miracles.” She laughed and took Geri’s hand. “But I do hope you know you can trust me.”
Surprised at how much she enjoyed the physical contact, Geri forgot all about where they were for a second and simply took in the moment. “I wouldn’t have kissed you if I didn’t think that.” She looked down at their joined hands. “Not to sound corny, especially considering our circumstances, but I really like you, Julia. I’m grateful First Sergeant Barnes gave me this assignment.”
“Even though you were chased through the forest by a couple of bad guys?”
Geri chuckled. “Even then.”
“Me too,” Julia said and kissed Geri’s cheek. “More than I could have ever imagined.” The warm glow building inside Geri was something she wasn’t used to, but she liked it and was about to take Julia’s face in her hands to kiss her again when a gunshot echoed. The noise sounded far away, but with the sound of the train’s wheels on the tracks, it was a little hard to hear clearly. “Was that a gun?”
Moving quickly, Geri grabbed her rifle resting against the wall beside the open door. She hated how open and exposed she suddenly felt standing there and considered telling Julia to get behind the couch for cover. She’ll never go for it, she thought, and as if in answer, Julia was suddenly standing beside her. “What do you see?”
Holding back her fear and frustration at Julia risking her own safety, Geri shook her head. “Nothing obvious,” she said. “But we are coming up on some houses now.” Scanning the horizon, they were definitely moving into a more populated area. “I’d say we are getting close to Sacramento.”
“Do you think so?” Julia sounded excited. “At last, I can actually deliver some mail instead of only picking it up.”
There were no more sounds of gunfire, and Geri hoped it was nothing more than a hunter in the woods that edged the fields trying to get dinner. “I know you’re excited to hand over Callie’s letter, but we need to be smart about this,” she said. “We don’t know much about Sacramento other than they haven’t established contact with Astoria.”
With a wave of her hand, Julia continued to look out the door. “Maybe they just don’t have the right kind of radio,” she said. “There could be lots of reasons and they don’t all have to be bad.”
Geri hoped Julia was right.
Laura ran her forearm across her brow, wiping away the sweat that lingered there. It had been another hot afternoon. It was sweltering, in fact, but in the last few minutes or so, the temperatures had dropped. Dark clouds had gathered overhead, and the wind picked up considerably. As a gust ruffled her hair and helped cool her skin, she shook her head. “This is crazy weather,” she called to Sam, who stood on the log beside her, heavy maul in hand. “I can’t believe how it’s changed so fast.”
Sam looked skyward. “You’re right,” she said. “I wasn’t really paying attention, but it has to be ten degrees cooler all of a sudden.” The fact the woman hadn’t noticed made perfect sense to Laura. Her partner had been working hard ever since lunch, driving wedges deep into the sections they had cut as a team. Although Laura would never admit it, she was amazed to see how well Sam’s plan worked.
When Sam originally explained it, Laura had been silently skeptical. “I’m going to cut it up like a pizza pie. Half, then quarter, then eighth. The pieces will be workable then. I will be able to use them for fence posts or split them further for the slats. Laura was wise enough to simply go along with whatever Sam intended, and through sheer determination, the woman did as she promised. The only concern Laura had was how hard Sam worked. Like with the initial cutting of the tree, there was so much swinging of an axe that she imagined Sam’s arms would be useless if she didn’t stop and rest them. Thankfully, the change in weather gave her the opening she needed to propose being done for the day.
After watching Sam swing and strike the wedge with a grunt, Laura held up her hand. “This wind is making me nervous,” she said. “Something doesn’t feel right about it. Can we finish soon and go relax in the house for the evening?” She rubbed her arms. “I don’t like being out here in the open.”
Sam hesitated, and Laura knew she deliberated on what to do next. It was well known Laura didn’t like storms. Ever since the time a tornado ripped through Lexi Scott’s property and demolished the barn, Laura was anxious about any sudden changes in weather. It didn’t help that she thought she watched Sam being swept away or crushed in the debris. Laura still considered the fact Sam and Lester survived a miracle. And I’d rather not tempt fate again, she thought as another gust of wind whipped by her. Our life here is too good to risk.
Thankfully, Sam finally nodded. “All right,” she said, jumping down from the log. “This can certainly wait until tomorrow.”
“Yes, it can,” Laura agreed, having already gently hinted to Sam numerous times that there was no rush to finish building the fence. They didn’t have any new horses for a paddock yet, and Lester and Honey were too well-trained and well-mannered to need one. Still, she knew her partner was not one to shy away from a task, no matter how hard the work. The one they were committed to at the moment was no different. But that’s enough for now, she thought while she watched Sam rest her tools against the log and reach for the canteen.
The woman drank deeply, finishing with a sigh. “I think you are right,” she said. “I’m tired, and this sky is starting to look menacing.” Laura glanced up and saw the clouds swirling and growing darker by the second. The sight made her heart beat faster, and goosebumps of fear broke out on her arms. Clearly noticing Laura’s reaction, Sam stepped closer and kissed her on the temple. “I’ll go shut the chicken coop and make sure the horses are okay. Where are the kids?”
“In front of the house on the rope swing the last time I checked on them,” Laura answered. “I’ll go tell them to come in. We can play a game or something.” Anything to help distract not only the others but mostly to distract herself.
At the sound of hurried footsteps on the hallway’s linoleum tile floor, Anna looked up from the patient notes she was capturing. Writing them was the last thing she did at the end of each workday, and although it was a necessary task, she would be glad to finish. To her surprise, Lexi appeared in her office doorway. Normally when she came to pick Anna up, she waited outside with the horse or bicycle. “Hey,” Lexi said when their eyes met.
“Hey back,” Anna said automatically. “Is something wrong?”
Lexi stopped beside Anna’s desk. “Not exactly wrong,” she said. “But it’s getting very stormy outside, and I thought we should go the second you are ready.” Anna turned toward her window and was shocked to see how dark the day had become. Even though it was the end of her workday, the summer sun stayed up well into the evening. That wasn’t the case at present.
Putting down her pen, Anna closed the manilla file. “I can be ready now if you want to go,” she said. “I was just finishing, and I can add any extra details in the morning.”
“Thank you,” Lexi said as Anna stood and grabbed her shoulder bag. “I will feel a lot better once we are back at the farmhouse to let this strange weather blow through.”
Without a word, the pair started to leave the building, pausing only long enough for Anna to poke her head into Dr. Ambrose’s office. “Have a nice evening,” Anna said to her colleague. “I hope you’re able to finish soon. It looks like a nasty storm is brewing.”
Exactly as Anna had done, the doctor turned and looked out the window only to have his eyes widen. “That does look bad. I guess I’ll wrap things up and get going here in a minute,” he said before looking at Anna. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Have a safe trip home.”
“Thank you,” Anna said as she started along the hallway with Lexi again. “Are you sure you don’t want to go to Jackie and Taylor’s for a while and let this blow over?”
Lexi shook her head. “I think we can make it home before it gets worse,” she said. “I’m getting better at galloping.” With a smile, Anna followed Lexi out the door. She was proud of how hard Lexi worked to learn to be a good rider. Not being at all comfortable around horses, Anna had no desire to learn herself. Once the weather cooled, she would be more than happy to return to her bicycle. As they neared Lexi’s horse, Anna’s confidence in the situation started to dim. As dark clouds whipped across the sky, the animal was pulling at the reins that attached her to the hitching post and looked ready to bolt. Lexi held out a comforting hand. “Easy, girl. We will be heading home right now.”
Clearly not appeased, the horse danced with anxiety as the wind continued to gust around them. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to get on,” Anna said with complete honesty. It was hard enough for her to climb on when the horse stood still.
Quickly, Lexi untied the reins from the post and moved to the horse’s side. “I’ll get on first and then pull you up behind me,” she said. Again, the horse threatened to wrench free, but Lexi managed to contain her. “Then we can all get out of here.” All Anna could do was nod because it was clearly going to be a wild ride.





Chapter Twenty-Three
A  harsh wind whipped around Jackie’s legs, threatening to blow her lightweight skirt up and already doing havoc with her pinned-back hairstyle. Slapping the fabric down, Jackie growled. “This is ridiculous,” she said to no one as she walked along the sidewalk toward home. In what felt like only a few minutes, a heck of a windstorm had rolled in from the north, and the only thing Jackie was thankful for was the lack of rain falling on her head. Although with the heat, Taylor had mentioned more than once that rain would be a good thing. Apparently, things were drier than most people in town liked, but to Jackie, rain was never welcome. The amount of rain that fell in the Pacific Northwest was the one thing she could live without.
As she neared her house, she paused and watched the giant oak tree in the yard swaying. Immediately a cold sweat broke out on the back of her neck, and she swallowed hard. It wasn’t long ago that another storm blew through Astoria. Last winter, the tempest brought buckets of cold rain and wind almost as strong as what she currently experienced. And a damn tree branch broke off that thing and nearly killed me, she thought, trying to decide how to proceed. I was lucky that time, but what about now? She suddenly wished Taylor was with her. Unlike during the short days of winter, when it grew dark before she left the office, her wife only occasionally came by to walk her home during the long summer days. Today, it would have been appreciated.
Lifting her chin, Jackie was determined not to let what had happened before control her decision making. There’s no way it will happen again, she thought. I am not that unlucky. Taking another step and then another, she reached the gate in the white picket fence, pushing it open at the exact moment a huge flash of lightning blazed across the sky directly above her. The burst of light made Jackie jump back from the gate. Her heart in her throat, she looked skyward and, for a beat, saw nothing other than dark clouds rushing across the sky until a second flash of lightning sliced through the gray. The forked electricity illuminated everything like a flashbulb and then was gone.
That was close, she thought, thinking that getting into the house instead of standing out in the open was a wise idea. Time to move. She pushed open the gate and rushed onto the porch while already grabbing the keys from her purse. Please just let me get inside. In a second, she had the front door open and dashed through. Suddenly thunder rolled overhead. Again, she jumped, but not enough to keep her from slamming the door shut behind her. Leaning her back against it, Jackie waited a moment for her galloping heart rate to slow. Suddenly, her living room windows flashed with light as another bolt lit everything once again.
Yes, truly crazy, she thought, wondering not for the first time why extreme weather phenomena seemed to hit Astoria a little too often. It’s like Mother Nature wants to challenge us every so often to make sure our little utopia is here to stay. Finally able to breathe normally again, Jackie decided a glass of wine was in order. If nothing else, the drink would help her relax a little until Taylor was home. Although her reasoning mind knew having her wife home wouldn't make the storm any less dangerous, she always felt a strong sense of comfort having her hero around. She was halfway to the kitchen when thunder boomed again, shaking the house and making her miss a step. Stumbling forward she caught herself on the edge of the counter and waited for another lightning flash. It quickly followed in a blaze of dazzling light, and as Jackie pulled the wine bottle from the rack, she tried not to think about what would happen if one of the strikes hit something. Even she knew the outcome would not be a good one.
As the train continued to roll through what was clearly the outskirts of a city large enough that it had to be Sacramento, Julia was appalled by all the destruction. Apparently, like a part of Astoria early on, a fire had broken out, and there had been nothing to stop it. When the train came over a rise, the view was of blackened remains cutting a swath through the landscape. Unlike Astoria, though, there appeared to be no rebuilding. Where did the people go? she wondered, and the very real possibility most of them had died struck her. Not necessarily from the fire but from the bare necessities of life. I was so lucky to be in Astoria when everything in the world went wrong, she thought. Everything could have turned out so differently. She glanced to see how Geri was reacting to the view. The woman’s face was stoic, no doubt having thoughts like her own.
“This is horrible,” Julia murmured. “What do you think happened?”
Geri didn’t answer, only stared at the landscape. “From the way it spread, I think a plane crashed here,” she said after a moment. “Likely more than one, and the fires from it caught the other houses on fire.”
Julia covered her mouth with her hand and looked at the V patterns of the destruction. “That seems to make it even worse.”
With a sigh, Geri nodded. “Yes, it is, and I worry much of the world looks like this.”
Although Julia didn’t want to agree, in her heart, she knew her friend was right. Suddenly, Julia saw a group of houses that looked relatively normal, even if a little run down. At least they weren’t burned to the ground, she thought, and was surprised when she saw someone come onto a front porch and actually wave. It was a friendly gesture, and instinctively, Julia waved back. Then another person stepped out of different house, only this time with two children. From the short distance, Julia guessed they were teenagers, and when they saw the train, they started to run toward it.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Geri pick up her rifle. “Don’t,” Julia said, worried the soldier beside her would overreact. “Put that away. They see the train come by every month and are just having fun. I don’t think it’s an attack.” Geri hesitated, and for a moment, Julia thought she wouldn’t do what she asked, but then she left the weapon alone. Julia relaxed. “Thank you.”
“I hope you’re right,” Geri said, still looking ready to leap for her weapon if the teenagers did something stupid. But they didn’t and instead sprinted along with the moving train with grins on their faces. One let out a whoop, and Julia had an idea. Moving quickly to one of the open boxes, she grabbed handfuls of apples. They were meant for trading in San Francisco, which was always in need of fresh fruits and vegetables in exchange for manufactured goods that remained in the city. Julia didn’t think giving away a few pieces of fruit would matter.
Back at the doorway, she saw the kids were falling back, and with a lob that would have made her softball coach proud, she started tossing the apples to the two boys. With surprising dexterity, they caught some of them and stopped to gather the others. In another minute, they were gone from sight.
“That was generous,” Geri said softly, taking Julia’s hand. “I’m sorry I reacted differently than you. I wish I had thought of offering food instead of wanting to grab my weapon.”
Julia leaned closer and looked into Geri’s eyes. “But now you might think of it first,” she said. “And I can live with that.”
Nothing was going to make Lexi happier than getting her and Anna off the frantic horse and being safe at home. Luckily, they didn’t have much further to go, because the alarming weather only grew worse by the minute. The wind was relentless as it whirled past them, snatching at their clothes and threatening to push them off the horse. Evergreen trees along the side of the road swayed back and forth with each new gust. I hope none of those come crashing across the road, she thought. That’s the last thing I need. The idea one might hit them crossed her mind, but she forced it away, or else the tight band of fear wrapped around her chest would only get worse. The other thing growing tighter was Anna’s hold on her. With her arms around Lexi’s waist, Anna leaned her entire body into Lexi, burying her face to avoid as much of the wind as possible. Lexi couldn’t see her, but she imagined the woman’s long, dark hair whipping in the wind as she held on.
Although wanting to be home, Lexi worked to make the horse walk rather than run headlong at a dangerous gallop. The stubborn animal wasn’t cooperating and kept threatening to run at full speed, which was something Lexi feared. Aside from being worried she would lose all control of the animal, it felt too easy to fall. Sam had taught her to grip tighter with her legs to stay well seated in the saddle, but Lexi had yet to get the hang of it. Anna had less practice, and along with feeling the woman’s death grip, she felt her being jostled. It was a recipe for disaster. Just let me get around this next bend, and we are home free, she thought and called to Anna over the wind. “Almost there,” she said and felt Anna nod against her back.
The driveway came into sight at last, and Lexi let out the long breath she held. Everything was going to turn out all right, and she felt the horse calm a little as well. Suddenly, a flash of light blazed across the sky, making Lexi jump. Startled, the horse danced to the side, pulling at the reins. With Lexi unable to regain any control, the horse started to charge toward the driveway. She tried to fight the reins, but it was useless. There was no stopping the headlong sprint.
Suddenly, over the wind, she heard a scream and felt Anna slipping. The woman’s grip faltered, and with no choice, Lexi let go of the reins completely and grabbed for her wife’s arms around her waist. “Hold on,” Lexi yelled, praying the horse would stop when it reached the house. As Anna continued to slip, Lexi feared it would not be soon enough. Panic gripped her heart, and she tried to adjust her grasp on Anna’s arms, but the movement only made Lexi less secure in the saddle.
Desperate to keep them on the horse, Lexi reached one hand to grab the saddle horn and tried to stay mounted, but the move was a mistake. One hand was not enough to keep ahold of Anna, and to Lexi’s horror, with the sound of tearing cloth, the woman she loved slipped from her hand. Feeling Anna gone, without a second thought, Lexi jumped off the horse after her. The impact rattled her body and made her roll end over end for what felt like forever until she came to a crashing stop. Lights popped in her eyes when she opened them, and a massive pain shot through her shoulder, but none of that mattered. “Anna!” she yelled over the wind, and rolling to her side, she saw the woman in a mound ten feet away. “Anna.” When the woman didn’t move, Lexi forced herself to her feet and limped with an aching shoulder and numb arm toward her. “Anna.” Crying her name did no good, and a panic so intense Lexi had to force herself to breathe gripped her.
Closing the distance, she dropped to her bruised knees beside Anna. The woman was on her side with her eyes closed, and blood trickled from the corner of her mouth. Not knowing what else to do, Lexi shook her wife by the shoulder. “Anna, please,” Lexi said in a desperate tone. “Please wake up.”





Chapter Twenty-Four
A s another round of thunder boomed so loud it shook their little house, Sam tried to comfort Laura and Heather. They each sat on a side of her, and she had arms wrapped around both. When the lightning that closely followed flashed, brightening the room like a strobe light, the two people she was trying to protect jumped. “I’m so sorry,” Laura said. “I shouldn’t be acting like this. It’s just because of the last time the weather was weird…”
Her voice trailed off, and Sam knew without her saying it was all tied up in the tornado that nearly took Sam’s life. “It’s all right,” Sam said, squeezing them both closer. “I think holding the two of you is about as special as an evening could get.”
Luckily, Shauna and Henry had no fear of the storm, and they stood shoulder to shoulder at the biggest window in the living room. “Wow, that one was close,” Henry murmured before he glanced back at Sam and the others. “Sorry. Inside thought. I didn’t mean to scare you.”
“How do you know it’s close?” Heather whispered, and Henry shrugged as if trying to play off his ill-advised comment.
“You count.”
“Count?” Heather asked, and Sam was pleased to hear the curiosity in her voice. Maybe Henry can distract her a little bit, Sam thought. With his incredible knowledge about everything.
Henry nodded. “Yes. You know—one Mississippi, two Mississippi–to mark off the seconds,” he said. “And then gauge how long it takes between the lightning and the thunder.”
Shauna’s eyes were wide. “Then how long was the last one?”
“It was five Mississippi,” Henry answered.
“How far away is that, Henry?” Heather said in a whisper.
Clearly concerned about his answer, the boy's eyes shifted to Sam’s. “Well…” he started, no doubt looking for a clue from Sam as to how specific he should be. Unfortunately, Sam was aware of Henry’s logic, too, and five seconds between the flash of light and the thunder meant the storm was approximately a mile away. Not necessarily anything to worry about, but Sam was pretty sure the bulk of the storm was still headed their way. Still, she hated to lie and would never ask Henry to do the same, particularly because Henry liked to share his knowledge. She anticipated telling the truth to Heather and Laura would only worry them more. She gave the boy a nod, and after a beat, Henry focused on Heather again. “Pretty far. At least a mile.”
Sam felt Heather relax a little. “A mile? Okay, that’s far,” she said, and Sam was glad when no one contradicted her. A mile is far to her, she thought. And maybe we will get lucky, and it will blow right past. Sam glanced at Laura to see what she thought and saw concern in her eyes. Laura was no fool and likely guessed they had not seen the worst of the storm. Before Sam could say a word to comfort her, lightning lit up the room catching Sam off guard and making her flinch.
Immediately, Heather and Shauna began to count out loud. “One Mississippi, two Mississippi.” Thunder shook the room, and Sam heard Laura suck in a breath. “It’s closer,” Heather whimpered as Henry returned to the window beside his sister.
“Don’t stand so close to the window,” Laura said, more force in her tone than Sam had ever heard the always gentle woman use. “Come sit on the couch.”
Shauna glanced over her shoulder. “But—”
“No buts,” Laura snapped and then seemed to catch herself. Shauna looked at her wide-eyed but obeyed. Laura reached for her and drew her onto her lap. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound like that, but I want you and Henry to be safe.”
As Henry joined them too, another bolt of lightning flashed, and Heather let out a little squeak. Before anyone could count, a peal of thunder rolled over them. That is too close, Sam thought, and before anyone could react, something outside their front door exploded.
Whether it was from the sound of booming thunder or the splitting headache, a jolt of pain woke Anna. Adding to the discomfort was an ache in her neck. Was I in a car accident? she wondered. Everything in her mind was fuzzy and confusing. Somehow, she felt a car accident could not be the answer, but she wasn’t sure why. Slowly, she forced open her eyes and was grateful the room was dimly lit. “Anna,” she heard someone sob softly from what sounded like far away. “Can you hear me? Are you awake?”
Wanting to turn her head to see who spoke, Anna tried to move, but a bolt of pain rippled through her head. “Yes,” she moaned, realizing she was horribly thirsty too. How long have I been unconscious? she wondered. What happened to me? Feeling some alarm at not being able to recall what happened, Anna shifted her eyes to see who was there. A blurry face moved closer. It took a moment for her to focus, but then she realized it was her wife. “Lexi…”
“Hey,” Lexi whispered in a shaking voice that seemed on the verge of tears.
Anna swallowed even though her throat was so dry it scratched, knowing she needed to answer correctly. “Hey back,” she said and heard Lexi’s breathing hitch with emotion. Anna wanted to tell the woman she loved that everything was all right, but her burning thirst needed attention first. “May I have some water?”
“I’ll get some,” a different voice answered, and after a bit of hesitation, Anna guessed it was Alice. I really am disoriented, she thought, for the first time grasping how serious her injuries might be.
Controlling her panic, Anna licked her dry lips. “Lexi, what happened to me?”
“You fell off my horse in the storm,” Lexi said softly. “I tried to hold on to you, but…” There was the sound of hurt in her voice. “I tried, but I couldn’t, and you fell.”
In a flash, Anna remembered the out-of-control horse running in the storm. She remembered slipping and Lexi grabbing for her, yet knowing it was hopeless. Then her memory went blank. Her medical training made an instant diagnosis. She hit her head, giving her whiplash, not unlike a car accident. I have a severe concussion, she thought. Trying to remain calm, she carefully moved her fingers one digit at a time. There was no problem there, and she held her breath as she tried to wiggle her toes. When she felt them move under the bed sheet covering her, she closed her eyes with gratitude.
Letting out a deep breath, Anna sighed. “I’m okay,” she said. “I seem to have hit my head, but I think it’s only a concussion.”
Lexi took Anna’s hand. “I’m so sorry,” she said, and even through her pain, Anna knew Lexi blamed herself for what happened.
“There was nothing you could do,” she said and then realized Lexi was likely thrown off too. She opened her eyes. Putting her own pain aside, she forced herself to turn her head, thankfully that even though it hurt, she still could move and focused on her wife. “Are you injured?”
She watched Lexi shake her head. “Not really,” she said. “Just a sprained left shoulder and banged up knees, I think.” Anna felt relief. Having something that required urgent medical attention would be a problem to treat in her current condition. I really want to do nothing but lay here, she thought. Rest is the best thing for me right now.
Gently squeezing Lexi’s hand, Anna forced a smile. “I’m going to try and sleep for a while, all right?” she asked. “I have a concussion, but I can move my fingers and toes, so I think that’s all it is, but stay with me. I should be under supervision.”
“I can do that,” Lexi said softly and looked ready to say more when another thunderclap sounded overhead, making Anna flinch painfully. She would be glad when the storm blew over. As she closed her eyes, another boom sounded, but it was different than thunder. And it sounded incredibly close. “What was that?” she heard Lexi say, only to hear Charlie shouting suddenly.
“Lexi!” she yelled. “Come quick. Lightning hit the porch.”
Frustrated that she had been held up so long at headquarters as reports came in of damage from the lightning and high wind, Taylor hurried toward City Hall. Only the fact the fast-moving storm seemed to have blown through Astoria and headed further south made it possible for her to leave at all. Although she had responsibilities to take care of at the station, they would have to wait a minute while she checked on her wife. She had far too many memories of the last big storm, and back then, she hadn't had the chance to check on Jackie soon enough. I almost lost her, she thought. And I promised myself I would never do that again. In fact, Taylor wasn't sure if she could survive going through that again. For someone who was so strong in so many other aspects of her life, Jackie was Taylor’s weakness. I don’t want to think about a life without her.
As she neared the front steps of City Hall, she was surprised to see Jeramy Jones coming out of the building. The saloon owner, who Taylor guessed was still waiting on an answer, looked flustered and concerned.
“Oh, thank goodness,” he said when his eyes landed on Taylor. “Are you looking for Ms. Scott? I can’t find her, and the doors are all locked.”
“All right,” Taylor said, keeping a calming tone. “She must have wisely headed home early. Is there something I can help you with?”
The man blushed. “I hated to bother her, but I was wondering about permission to open the Northern Lights,” he said before meeting Taylor’s eyes. “Do you know anything?”
Taylor tilted her head to study the man's face. He came out in the middle of a storm to ask this? she thought. He must really be anxious to get some business. “Actually, I don’t know the final decision yet,” she answered. “But don’t you think your question could have waited until tomorrow?”
Jeramy shook his head. “I suppose I could have,” he replied. “It is a little windy out here.” He dropped his eyes again. “I only want to know her answer and hopefully start things going. All I want to do is help people have some fun.”
Fun? Taylor thought for a moment. Is this what he’s all about?
When she didn’t answer, Jeramy looked at her again, his eyes more animated. “You know, where people listen to music, dance, drink a little, and have a good time? Surely, before all the lights went out, you did something like that.”
Taylor lifted her chin. “I know what fun is,” she said, keeping her voice even while she considered his words. If she was being honest, Astoria did not have much of a social life beyond quilting bees and potlucks. Maybe he has a point, she thought. Maybe that is something we are lacking. Still, she wasn't convinced a saloon was the answer. “And I understand what you're saying. But truly, it is up to Jackie.”
“Then can you explain to her what I just explained to you?” Jeramy said. “It will only make Astoria a better place. I promise.”
Raising her eyebrows, Taylor wasn't sure he was making a promise he could keep. “How can you be so sure?” she asked. “No one has ever complained.”
Jeramy clasped his hands together, and as peculiar as Taylor thought the man was, she recognized he had passion. “People need more than just a Saturday Farmers Market to keep them entertained,” he said. “They have simply forgotten what they were missing.” He started to walk backward away from her. “Please let me open my saloon, Chief. Just wait. Even you will like it.”
Then he turned and strode away. As Taylor watched him leave, she couldn't help but worry she might end up feeling exactly the opposite.





Chapter Twenty-Five
F or a second, Lexi wasn't sure she understood what Will was yelling and then she heard Anna gasp. “Lexi you have to go,” she said, and the words sunk in. Lightning had struck the porch. Giving Anna a quick peck on the lips, she raced out their bedroom door and toward the kitchen. She immediately heard crying, but even worse, she smelled smoke. As she reached the room, she saw Tamara and Callie were alone in there with their babies.
“I think something caught fire,” Callie said with a thread of fear in her voice. “They went to see.”
“Okay,” was all Lexi said, in shock over all that was happening. First the storm, then Anna’s accident, followed by the possibility her house was on fire was all too much. She dashed through the back screen door and saw even more smoke rising into the air. Already, Will and Charlie were racing back and forth from the water pump with buckets of water. The corner of the back porch roof was demolished into splinters, and there was a black scorch mark along the wall, but not much more had been damaged directly. The real problem was the fire that the lightening had started.
Will raced by. “We need more buckets,” he shouted, and Lexi nodded.
“I'll get some out of the barn,” she said, racing down the stairs. Every second counted, and with the heat they had been having, everything was dry. The fire could get away from them easily. After grabbing all the water buckets, Lexi rejoined the others at the well’s pump where Alice worked the handle. The minute a bucket was filled, Lexi grabbed it and ran in the direction Will and Charlie had gone. Coming around the corner of the house, she saw the dry grass nearest the porch was on fire. With a sick feeling, she realized a few flames were starting to lick along the cement foundation of her farmhouse. There are people inside, Lexi’s overloaded mind thought while she followed Will’s example and tossed the water along the edge of the burning circle nearest the house. Her mind raced as they ran back for more water. They needed a bucket brigade but there simply weren't enough of them to go from the pump to where the fire burned.
As she reached the well, Charlie left with more water. Out of the corner of her eye, Lexi saw Tamara come out of the house. “I can help,” she said, hustling to pick up another of the buckets that Alice was already filling. The older woman worked hard, and water gushed out, but it still took time, and Lexi knew they didn't have much of it. We need to put this thing out, she thought as she lifted another bucket and raced toward the fire. And get everyone out of the house.
Even with her head pounding, Anna knew there was an emergency. Hearing that lightning had struck the house was frightening enough without her being able to hear babies crying and people yelling. I've got to get up, she thought. I've got to go help. With all the strength she could muster, she pushed herself off the bed and let the sheet slip away. Grabbing hold of the bedpost, she pulled herself upright and then held on while her head swam. The room spun, and she closed her eyes, willing it to stop. Not until she smelled the faintest trickle of smoke did she realize she could not delay any longer. Please don’t let that be the house, she thought. A picture of what could possibly happen threatened to distract her, but she would not let her mind go to the places where their beautiful farmhouse burned to the ground. Lexi had confessed she remodeled the building with Anna in mind before they found each other again. We can’t lose it.
Moving as quickly as she dared, she followed Lexi's path into the kitchen. Callie stood with a baby in each arm and Joe holding onto her leg. When her eyes landed on Anna in the doorway, they widened.
“I couldn't stay in the log cabin,” Callie said. “The thunder was too loud and made the babies cry. I thought coming to the house would make it better.” Tears ran down her cheeks. “I don't know what to do.”
“We need to get out of the house,” Anna said, using the butcherblock island to help hold her upright as she moved across the kitchen to where they had a linen closet. It seemed to take all her concentration simply to open the door. Gritting her teeth, she was able to grab one of the embroidered quilts Laura had so lovingly made for them as a Christmas present. It was like so many precious things that would be lost if the house burned. Anna felt her throat tighten with fear.
Getting back to Callie, Anna could tell the smell of smoke was stronger, and she heard more yelling over the sound of the babies wailing. They had to get out. “Follow me,” she said to Callie, taking Joe by the hand because she was afraid in her dizzy state she might drop him.
Stepping onto the porch, she saw smoke filled the air. She couldn’t see the fire itself, but she knew the grass all around the house was yellowed and dry. Anna imagined it would easily spread to the dry lumber that made up their home.
Suddenly, Will was there taking Zack from Callie. “Let me help you to the barn,” he said. “The house isn’t safe.”
Anna nodded. “Please take Joe,” she said and draped the quilt over Callie’s shoulder. “Put the babies down in the hay and stay with them. I have to go help with the fire.”
“Anna, wait,” Callie said. “Let me do it.”
“You can’t,” Anna said with a shake of her head. “You should not be lifting anything heavy like buckets of water.”
“But—”
Anna held up a hand as she started to move away. “No argument,” she said. “Just keep the babies safe.”
“I’ll be right back,” Will said, scooping up Joe and starting for the barn while Anna moved toward the water pump. Alice continued to work on filling the buckets as fast as she could.
Reaching for a full one, Anna struggled to stay upright. “Are you sure you can do this?” Alice gasped. “Those buckets are heavy.”
Before Anna could tell her yes, Lexi came sprinting around the edge of the house with an empty bucket. “Anna,” Lexi yelled as she drew closer. “What are you doing?”
“I need to help,” Anna said, grabbing the handle of a bucket full of water.
Lexi shook her head. “No, you’re not well enough,” she said even while she reached for another full bucket of her own. “I need you out of danger.”
“No,” Anna said, struggling but already moving in the direction Lexi had come from. “I helped Callie and the babies get out of the house. Will is taking them to the barn, and I'm going to help put out this fire.”
Filled with mixed emotions, Lexi could not afford to take the time to argue. She knew every second counted. “Please be careful,” she said, and as she turned to go, she saw Will running back toward them. He carried a pair of shovels.
“I think we can use dirt to contain it,” he said, grabbing a bucket of water before dashing toward the fire.
Lexi ran after him. As she rounded the corner, she saw Charlie and Tamara were doing a good job of keeping the fire away from the house and slowing the spread. She followed suit by dumping the water on the flames next to theirs.
Suddenly, Anna came around the house, and her steps faltered. “Oh no,” Lexi heard her wife say at the same time Charlie reached for Anna’s bucket of water. She tossed it on the base of the flames, dousing more.
“I think we will be okay,” Charlie said, grabbing the empty buckets. “Just need to keep throwing water on it.”
Will started to shovel dirt at the edge of the flames. “And dirt,” he said. “I think the circle is still small enough this will work.”
As Charlie and Tamara ran past them to go back to the well, Lexi took Anna by the arm and helped steady her. Believing Will’s strategy would work, relief filled her body. Lexi guided Anna to the grass near the pump. “Please rest here,” she said as Charlie and Tamara raced away with more water. “I don’t want you to fall.”
“But I want to help,” Anna insisted, but Lexi shook her head.
“If it flares up again, I will tell you, but for now, we are winning.”
“I think we might've got it,” she heard Will yell.
Finally able to take a deep breath, Lexi smiled at Anna. “See?” she said. “With a little more hard work, we are going to be okay.”
“Oh, thank goodness,” Alice said, and Lexi appreciated the woman had to be exhausted.
Once again, Alice amazed her, and clearly, Anna felt the same as she moved toward the pump. “Let me do it for a while,” she said. “We can take turns.”
Knowing when to compromise, Lexi reached for two full buckets. “I can live with that,” she said, ready to make another trip to put the fire out completely. “I don’t know what I would have done without all of you.”
“We are a team,” Alice said with a tired smile. “We can do anything if we pull together.”





Chapter Twenty-Six
S moke and dust were everywhere as Geri waved her hand in front of her face, trying to see what was happening around her. The sound of gunfire rattled in the distance, but not far enough for her comfort. “Barrett where are you?” she called into the cloud of debris. “Talk to me, buddy.
“Shit,” she heard Barrett growl, and although it was laced with pain, Geri was relieved to hear it. “Over here. But watch your step. There’s broken bricks all over the place.”
Gingerly sliding her feet rather than take steps and risk tripping, Geri followed the sound of her teammate and friend’s voice. Having close friends in the military was never wise, especially in the middle of a combat zone, but Geri couldn’t help how she felt. Barrett was the little brother she never had, and the fact he was hurt because of a misplaced airstrike made her furious. What idiot was at the controls for that one? she wondered. Because he sure as hell missed whatever he had been aiming for. “Keep talking to me,” she said into the swirling cloud that seemed to be taking its time to settle. “I can barely see anything.”
“Over here,” Barrett repeated, and Geri reoriented on his voice. She continued to move, yet it felt like it was taking forever to navigate what should have been a small hovel. “Hurry. My leg is trapped.” Something in Barrett’s tone did not sound right. He’s just hurt, she thought, continuing to wave away the dust in the air. Everything will be fine once I call in an evac.
Geri continued to search. “I’m almost there,” she said, wanting to keep reassuring him and to keep him talking. “What’s it stuck under?”
“A big pile of rock and one of those wooden beams from the roof.”
That’s not good, Geri thought as she blinked to keep trying to clear her line of vision. If it’s too heavy for the two of us to move easily, I might have to get creative. Considering they were a single team of two tasked with searching from building to building, she had no idea where others who could help might be. Maybe I can find a villager? Even as the idea surfaced, she was certain there wouldn’t be anyone around. The series of houses they were checking had all been surprisingly empty, even some with food left cooking. As the reality of the situation came to her, Geri stopped walking for a moment. They knew what was coming. For the first time, Geri wondered where exactly the missiles had come from. It had felt like an airstrike, but she might be wrong. Without having a chance to survey the extent of the damage, she couldn’t know. If it was centralized on a small target, artillery nearby might do the same amount of damage in a concentrated area.
“Fischer?” Barrett’s voice came from what sounded like even further away. Or his voice is weaker, Geri thought. “Are you coming? I need your help.”
Geri started to move again. “I’ll be right there,” she answered. “But keep sounding off so I can track you by your voice. I can’t see a damn thing.”
“Right here,” Barrett said, and finally, she saw the outline of a figure on the floor. “Let’s get this stuff off you.” Barrett didn’t reply. “Hey there, talk to me. I’m here.”
She moved closer, and as if by magic, the smoke and dust cleared, leaving her able to gaze at her friend on the floor. His leg did, in fact, appear to be trapped, but she immediately saw it was the least of his injuries. Blood covered Barrett’s face, and even though his eyes were open, they saw nothing. “Barrett!” Geri said, racing the last few steps before dropping into the rubble beside him. “Buddy, talk to me.” But in her heart, Geri already knew the man would never talk again. Bricks from the wall had fallen all over him, with one bashing him in the head. As she stared at the gruesome injury, Geri felt a cry of anguish bubble up in her throat. Barrett was gone, and nothing would bring him back.
As that reality hit her, Geri woke with a scream stuck in her throat. It threatened to choke her, but she remained still, not wanting to wake Julia, who slept right beside her on the couch. Instead, she lay there and waited for the daylight as she had done so many nights before. There would be no more sleep.
Amazingly, the big oak tree in their front yard had split almost perfectly down the middle. Both sides of the new gap were charred black and smoking with a few tiny red embers remaining. Laura was still shocked at the power behind the lightning strike. The tree had survived decades of storms, likely longer than Laura had been alive. Maybe even as long as Mary March herself, she thought, remembering the elderly woman who had once lived in the house Laura’s family currently occupied. She was the great-grandmother of Henry and Shauna, and the cute yellow bungalow actually belonged to them.
“Wowza,” Shauna said as they stood together on the front porch. The girl had used the word for what seemed like the hundredth time, making Laura wonder where the child had learned the word. Probably from Heather, who learned it in school, she thought, knowing it was far better than a lot of words she could have picked up.
Laura ran a gentle hand over Shauna’s head. “Wowza, indeed,” she said, hearing Heather sniffle.
“Poor old oak tree,” she said, having taken the storm hard. Even though Laura was very frightened too, she was grateful there wasn’t more damage. It didn’t take much thought to realize the lightning that struck the tree could easily have hit their house. There was no telling the damage it could have done if that were the case.
Henry stood with them, and he shook his head. “Could have been worse,” he said in his usual no-nonsense manner. “At least it didn’t completely catch fire.” He glanced at Laura. “May I get closer and take a look in the gap in the tree?”
“Let’s wait for Sam,” Laura answered, not liking the idea of any of them standing too close even though she wasn’t sure why. It just felt dangerous. “She’ll be here in a second after she’s done with Lester and Honey.”
One of the horses had apparently panicked during the lightning storm and kicked at the gate that held them in the carport Sam used as a stable. Laura felt certain the horse that did the damage was Honey. Lester was usually so calm in the midst of anything. Still, he was in the barn seconds before the tornado hit it last time.
Maybe memories of that near escape give him bad memories also, she thought. Lester was a very smart horse and could easily have put two and two together that they were in real danger. Thankfully, the horses had not broken free, and Sam was replacing the two broken boards.
Although he looked disappointed, Henry nodded. “All right,” he said the same moment Sam came out the front door of the house to meet them on the porch.
She carried a large pail of water. “How are they?” Laura asked, and Sam sighed.
“As good as they can be,” she answered. “I fixed the gate, but both were really shaken. Even Lester was restless until I soothed him with some petting and an apple.” She sobered. “At least they didn’t get out.”
Laura smiled and ran her hand up Sam’s arm. “It’s all okay now,” she said. “We were very lucky.”
Sam nodded slowly, staring at the tree. “We sure were,” she said, and Henry cleared his throat.
“May I look closer at the tree now?” he asked politely but with some eagerness. He hadn’t been allowed to help Sam with the horses in case they were still too restless. Sam had carefully explained that one of the horses might still kick from anxiety, and Henry appeared content with the logical answer. He didn’t seem as willing to be put off about the tree, though.
Laura looked at Sam. “Is it safe?”
Sam lifted the water pail a little. “Let me get the last few embers out, but I think so,” she said. “Go grab a flashlight, and let’s look at what the power of Mother Nature can do.”
“So, the weathervane on top of the library was the only thing damaged in the storm then?” Jackie clarified with Taylor, who sat in one of the wooden chairs in front of Jackie’s desk. “That’s pretty remarkable, don’t you think?”
Taylor nodded. “Very,” she said. “Luckily, everyone was wise enough to take cover.”
“This town is lucky,” Roslyn murmured from where she sat in the other chair. She had a notepad on her lap to capture the details of Taylor’s report. Later, she would type the notes with an old typewriter Jackie had located for her. It only came with one ink cartridge, though, so Jackie wasn’t sure how far her assistant would get. Still, Roslyn was determined to type any reports or accepted proposals that were in what she deemed nearly illegible handwriting. When Taylor and Jackie both looked at her, Roslyn blushed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that to sound like it’s a bad thing.” She squared her shoulders. “I only meant that Astoria is fortunate to have such strong leadership and overall good fortune. In my journey here, I saw towns that were…” Her voice trailed off.
“I’m sure you saw some of the worst of humankind,” Taylor said softly, and Jackie wondered not for the first time what horrors Roslyn and Devan had witnessed.
The thought reminded her about Devan. “How is your son feeling?” she asked. “With you a few hours late this morning, I assumed he was still ill.”
Concern filled Roslyn’s face. “I’m sorry about that, but I wanted to take care of him before I came to work. He’s a little better,” she said. “Such a horrible cough, but at least his fever is gone.”
“Did you take him to the hospital?” Jackie asked, hoping the boy was getting something to make him feel better.
“I did this morning,” Roslyn said. “We saw Dr. Ambrose, and he said it sounded like a bad summer cold. He gave us honey and said to mix it with hot water for Devan to drink.”
Jackie glanced at Taylor for a beat before saying anything. There was a knowing look in her eye that made Jackie believe they were thinking the same thing. Although they were no doubt very biased, Jackie thought seeing Anna might have been better. The woman was magical with children.
She looked at Roslyn. “Well, if that doesn’t help, maybe go back and ask for the nurse practitioner. Anna Scott.”
Roslyn nodded. “I wanted to see her,” she said. “A couple of the other women in the apartment complex with children recommended her. But she wasn’t there.”
Jackie raised her eyebrows. “As in not at the hospital at all?”
“Yes. They said she hadn’t come in yet today.”
A slight feeling of concern twisted in Jackie’s stomach, and she looked at Taylor. “I’ll ride out and look into it,” Taylor said, already standing. “I’ll take my horse, so I won’t be gone very long.”
“Thank you,” Jackie said, but couldn’t help but worry. Anna never missed work and would have been especially concerned about being on hand to help after the big storm. If her friend was missing at the hospital, there had to be something very wrong. Considering all the lightning, Jackie tried not to think the worst.





Chapter Twenty-Seven
A s the train left the station, Julia stood on the empty platform and wondered what the next twenty-four hours would be like before it returned after a quick turnaround in San Francisco. Sacramento had already proven to be different than the other places they stopped. Nobody greeted the train, but the engineer explained he didn’t usually stop there. Normally, Chief Barnes was very clear in her directions to roll through, especially because the city had not yet responded to a radio call. It was very clear they had only stopped today because of the special circumstances.
Although having communications in place was not a mandatory requirement to stop in a town, it did make trying to set up any kind of trade impossible. It also meant there was probably no organized leadership in the city, and that heightened the risk. Let’s hope that the chief of police in Astoria is unnecessarily cautious, Julia thought. Because aside from delivering this letter, we will have to find a safe place to sleep tonight.
For the first time, Julia truly appreciated why Chief Barnes insisted she take along someone experienced at survival. Although my chaperone is certainly not herself today, she thought. Geri had been even quieter than usual and surprisingly distant. Julia had felt they made great strides toward a connection, but that suddenly didn’t seem to be the case. Not sure what to do about the situation, but knowing pressing Geri accomplished nothing, she turned to the woman beside her and kept her voice friendly. “Let’s go deliver a letter, shall we?” she said, and Geri only curtly nodded. Julia hesitated, suddenly feeling hurt by being shut out. As much as she tried, she was unable to keep from asking what was going on. “Why aren’t you talking to me? Did I do something to upset you?”
“No,” Geri answered quickly. “You have never upset me. I’m just not feeling… well.”
Without a second thought, Julia put her hand on the other woman’s forehead. “Are you hot?”
Geri ducked away. “I don’t have a fever,” she said firmly. “It’s nothing I want to explain right now.”
With a sigh of frustration, Julia picked up the satchel that carried the one piece of mail she intended to deliver—the letter from Callie to her mother. Luckily, the address was near downtown and not far from the train depot. Geri had made it crystal clear the area would likely be the most dangerous part of Sacramento. At one point, she insisted she go alone. “Absolutely not,” Julia had replied. “I’m in charge of the mail, and I will make the delivery. If you don’t want to come, then so be it.” All Geri had done was fix her with her usual stoic stare until Julia stepped closer and pecked a kiss on her lips. “But I’d rather you join me. It will be fun.”
“We’ll see,” was all Geri had replied, and as they stood on the depot’s platform, she looked even more unconvinced. “Let’s get this over with,” Geri said, holding her rifle. “At least we don’t have too far to walk.”
“That’s the spirit,” Julia said, leading them off the platform and through the station. She had to admit, it did look worse for wear. Although she had never seen it prior to the apocalypse, she doubted the smashed windows, graffiti, and debris strew about were normal. The wretched smell was definitely not a good sign, and she held her breath as they hurried through the small station. Stepping onto the sidewalk, she saw abandoned cars filling both lanes. A few buildings had been destroyed by fire, and the rest had busted windows. More graffiti tagged every available surface. Julia swallowed hard. If things were so bad in Sacramento, there was a strong likelihood that Callie’s mother might not be at the old address, and they were possibly risking their lives for nothing. I guess all we can do is go see, she thought, determined to stay positive.
“Which way?” Geri asked, and Julia remembered the city map she had memorized before they left Astoria.
Julia looked for a street sign, and she pointed to the left. “That way is H street. We just follow it to 17th.” Without another word, they started to walk.
Lexi sat with her face in her hands. She and Taylor were on the front porch because no one felt the back was safe at the moment. The lightning strike had taken out one corner and, after close inspection, would need substantial repairs. Lexi would worry about that later. Beside her, Taylor was wisely quiet.
“I couldn’t control the horse,” Lexi finally said, rubbing her tear-stained face. Although she wasn’t one to cry in front of others, she trusted Taylor deeply. The woman was not only married to her sister but a sincere friend. They had been through so much together. In some ways, Lexi felt she owed Taylor her life. And Anna’s, she thought, feeling her chest clench with sadness. For that, I will forever be in her debt.
As she thought of her wife, Lexi wanted to rush back to Anna’s side. After the fire was finally out the day before and Anna looked so tired from helping, Lexi feared the absolute worst. She had been about to ask Will to get the wagon so Lexi could take her to the hospital, but Anna refused. “No hospital,” Anna insisted. “I should have known better than try to run around.” She smiled. “I make a lousy patient.”
“Are you sure?” Lexi asked.
“Yes,” Anna said. “Now that the fire is out, I just want to go back to bed.”
Only after Anna was in bed again had Lexi agreed not to go to the hospital but insisted she would stay with her.
“Then get in the bed too, Anna said. You look exhausted. I’m worried about you.”
Lexi wasn’t surprised if she looked like hell. The last twenty-four hours were possibly the worst of her life. Not able to resist, she joined Anna, and although she was exhausted from fighting the grassfire, she hadn’t been able to sleep. All night, she listened to Anna’s breathing. It remained steady and strong. Only as the sun was rising had she been able to nod off. Her dogs barking woke her and Anna. With a look at her watch, Lexi realized it was already late morning, Not sure what to think, Lexi had rushed to the front door to see Taylor arriving.
Once Anna learned Taylor was there, she insisted Lexi take a break and talk to her friend. It had been hard to do what she asked. Even though Lexi knew Alice was more than capable of keeping watch over Anna, it was hard to leave her wife’s side.
“It’s just a concussion,” Anna reassured Lexi more than once. “I’ll be back to normal in a day or so, but right now, I need to rest right here. That’s the best thing.”
Trusting her wife, Lexi did not argue, but she could not wait for the time to come when Anna was back to normal. Even then, she would never forgive herself for what happened.
“We are both new at horseback riding,” Taylor said softly once they were on the front porch. “It could have happened to either of us.”
Lexi shook her head. “It’s not the same for us,” she said. “You’re a natural at it. But I was never comfortable riding.” She held in a sob as the truth bubbled up. “I never should have been riding that animal. And especially not risking anyone else’s life on it. If I just—” She rubbed back the tears again. “But I’m being selfish. Why are you here? Is Jackie all right?”
Taylor nodded. “She’s fine,” she answered. “We heard that Anna wasn’t at the hospital, and so we were worried. I came out immediately.”
“Right,” she said. “I’m sorry to worry you and Jackie.”
“It’s understandable,” Taylor said. “And I am truly sorry about everything that happened here.” She hesitated before continuing. “Anna is strong, and I know she will be back to her loving and caring ways soon.”
Knowing any kind of sentimental words were not her friend’s strength, Lexi appreciated the encouragement. “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll send word when Anna is feeling better.” Suddenly, concern for the entire town of Astoria came to mind. “How is everything else? Was there a lot of damage anywhere?”
Standing, Taylor smiled. “It seems we were lucky,” she said. “But I do need to get back now and check on things.”
Lexi stood also. “Thank you for coming,” she said. “Again, I’m sorry to worry you and my sister, but I’m glad you came.” She swallowed hard. “I needed to hear what you said, that Anna will be all right.”
“She will be,” Taylor said, patting Lexi on the arm. “Your love will help with that.”
Letting her instincts guide her, Geri expected trouble at every corner. Yet, as they walked, they not only didn’t run into problems, but they didn’t run into anyone at all. “This is almost weird,” Julia whispered at one point, and Geri had to agree. It felt as if the entire downtown area of Sacramento was deserted. But that’s not possible, Geri thought, scanning the windows of the taller building. No faces peered out at her. Is it? “Why would they all leave?”
As they kept walking slowly along the sidewalk, Geri thought about Julia’s question. “I’m still not convinced that they did,” she answered. “I think they are simply hiding from us.”
“Because you’re carrying a gun?” Julia asked, giving Geri a look up and down. “You’re kind of intimidating.”
“Good,” Geri said with a small smile. “I want to make sure no one tries to stop us. We have a mission to complete, and then we can find safe cover.”
Julia shook her head. “Mission? Safe cover?” she mimicked. “Although you’ve never seemed to grasp it, this is not a military exercise. I’m here to deliver an important piece of mail. That is all.” Her smile turning to a frown, Geri was about to explain why she had been assigned to assist Julia when Julia suddenly stopped and pointed. “This is the address.”
What were once glass double doors leading into a lobby were busted, and glass littered the sidewalk. “Here?” Geri asked, not sure what she was expecting at the end of their quest. A once high-end building full of condominiums wasn’t it, though. “Are you sure?”
“Of course I’m sure,” Julia said, starting for the entrance. “Unit 641.”
Geri grabbed Julia’s arm. “Wait a minute,” she said, suddenly filled with concern. Although Julia was still nearly a stranger to her, Geri had grown very attached. As they stood there, she realized their nightly cuddling and occasional kisses were starting to have an effect on her. In her opinion, a very good one. Julia and her cheerful, talkative nature made Geri forget about things. Unfortunately, there was no place for it in the middle of a possible warzone. “We can’t simply walk into the building. Anyone could be in there.”
Turning toward her so they were face to face, Julia’s eyes met Geri’s. “I know,” she said softly. “But hopefully, Marian Talbot is one of them.”
For a beat, Geri didn’t respond. They had come far to find a specific address and the woman who lived there. It still didn’t mean they had to be reckless in the final stretch. “I understand,” she murmured. “But I will go first. I’m going to assume with the number in the six hundred range that the place is on the sixth floor.”
Julia nodded. “I agree. We need to find a stairwell.” Gritting her teeth, Geri knew Julia was correct, but the idea of climbing a dark stairwell in the middle of what she still considered a hostile environment did not sit well with her.
Unfortunately, there seemed no way around it. “Let’s go,” she said. “I want to make this a quick trip.”
“I’m right behind you,” Julia said, and together they walked through the broken front doors.





Chapter Twenty-Eight
L istening to the sound of their footfalls as they crossed the apartment building’s lobby, Julia couldn’t shake the eerie feeling of it all. From the smashed front door and windows to the overturned furniture, even a large screen television in pieces made it clear looters or simply vandals had been there. And gangs, she thought, noticing the large gang symbols written across the walls. People who are marking things as their own. She shivered at the idea of running into any of the groups who likely terrorized the city.
When they found it, the stairwell door was actually open, having been knocked off its hinges for reasons Julia could not fathom. As she stared into the black emptiness beyond it, she swallowed hard. “It looks really dark in there,” she whispered, and Geri nodded before taking a headlamp and a small flashlight from her pants cargo pocket.
She clicked on the headlamp and handed Julia the flashlight. “I’ll go first,” Geri murmured, and for once, Julia saw no reason to argue. Even with a little flashlight, climbing a staircase in the dark was not something she looked forward to doing. Still, she followed right behind Geri as the woman stepped through the doorway. Julia shined her light into the inky blackness above them, unable to see past even the first landing. “Ready?”
“As I’ll ever be,” Julia replied, and together they started to climb. There were no sounds other than the echo of their muffled steps on the carpet covering each stair. When Geri’s headlamp showed the sign for the second floor, Julia had a sudden thought and stopped moving. “Do you think there might be dead bodies in here?”
A few steps above her, only the faintest outline of Geri turned toward Julia. “Maybe in the individual apartments,” she answered softly. “But I don’t know why one would be in the stairwell.”
Feeling a tiny bit more relieved, Julia started climbing again. “Okay.” When they didn’t encounter anything or anyone as they passed signs for floors three, four, and five, she let herself relax a little. Almost there, she thought, but had already come to the conclusion no one would be at apartment 641. The building had been abandoned long ago. Still, she was determined to finish what they started. Suddenly, Geri stopped, making Julia bump into her. “What are you doing?”
“Shhh,” Geri breathed, and in the dim light Julia could see the woman staring down the stairs. After a moment, Julia heard something too. Someone was climbing the stairs below them. Panic made Julia’s heart skip, but it was worse when Geri covered Julia’s flashlight with her hand and snapped off her headlamp, plunging them into total darkness. Without a word, the soldier slipped past Julia until she blocked her from the path of whoever came after them. She had no doubt Geri’s weapon was raised, and a mixture of feelings ran through Julia. What if the person is harmless? she thought. And has no idea we are even here.
Wanting to say something but afraid of being overheard, Julia bit her lip and listened. The person climbing toward them was only one landing away. She held her breath while the footsteps neared, and she worried for a second if Geri would let whoever it was walk right into them. Then, Geri moved her hand from the flashlight, and it shined right into the face of the stranger. As the person raised his arm to ward off the light, Julia realized they were looking at a teenage boy with a backpack and wearing a grimy Cincinnati Reds baseball cap. In a flash, he pulled a knife from his belt and looked ready to charge.
“Stop,” Geri commanded. “I am armed with a rifle, and I will shoot you.”
The boy hesitated, and Julia knew she had nothing but seconds before things might get out of hand. “We mean you no harm,” she said. “We are only here to deliver a letter. That is all.”
Cocking his head to the side, the boy's eyes blinked in the light. “A letter? To who?”
“Marian Talbot,” Julia answered. “She lives in 641.”
With a hint of irritation, the boy put his knife away. “Why didn’t you say so?” he said. “Come on. She lives up here.” Hearing Marian Talbot was not only alive but lived in the building, Julia was thrilled. She couldn’t wait to deliver the letter and was about to say so as the boy started their way again.
Geri shined the light in his eyes again. “Drop the knife first,” she said, and the boy hesitated. “Nonnegotiable.” With a sigh, he did what Geri asked. “Now, the backpack.”
“Hold on a second,” the boy snapped. “I need this backpack. Nonnegotiable.” Julia held her breath while nobody moved.
They were at a standstill until Geri lowered the light. “Fine,” she said. “But I have my weapon pointed at you, so don’t be stupid.”
“Fine,” the boy said, his tone making it clear he wasn’t happy as he started up the stairs toward them. “Follow me. It’s one floor up.”
With a sigh, Sam finished up her dinner plate of chef’s salad, hard-boiled eggs, and pieces of smoked ham plus all the different kinds of vegetables from the garden. It had been a good and productive day working on the logs, starting to split them to make rails. All the work had given her a ravenous appetite, and by the looks of all the clean plates on the table, all her helpers had been so as well. Wiping her hands with a cloth napkin, she leaned back from the table. “That was amazing,” she said, looking at Laura with a smile. “Your salad dressing was delicious. I don't know how you do it.”
Laura smiled back. “There's nothing much there but a little bit of oil and vinegar to make a vinaigrette plus a little extra special seasoning.”
“Extra special seasoning?” Heather asked, and Laura nodded.
“An old family recipe. One of these days, I'll teach you how to make it,” she said. “But the recipe is top secret.”
Heather's eyes widened. “Top secret?”
“It is,” Laura said with a wink.
“Wait a minute,” Shauna chimed in. “I want to know about top secrets.”
Laura laughed. “You will when you're a little older,” she said, and Sam loved to watch the family banter. Yes, a very good day, she thought. Especially after the scary evening the day before.
Suddenly, Shauna looked at Sam. “Sam,” she started. “What would happen if the lightning that hit the oak tree had hit our house?”
Completely caught off guard by the sudden change in topic, Sam blinked. “Well,” she said, glancing at Laura before refocusing on the little girl. “Maybe nothing.” She noticed Heather was listening intently. “Sometimes the lightning goes straight to the ground through a structure like a house. So, you don't need to worry.”
“But what if—” Henry started, and Sam glanced from Henry to Heather and back. Clearly picking up on the silent message, Henry paused. “I see how that could work.”
“I think it's time for you three to go read until it's time to get ready for bed,” Sam said gently but ready to have the topic over. Shauna never ceased to amaze her with the random questions, but that one had not crossed her mind. What would've happened if the lightning had struck anywhere else other than the oak tree? It could've hit their house or the shed where Lester and Honey lived or even the chicken coop. What if it struck other trees in the forest around us? A trickle of worry ran down her back. And what if, unlike the oak tree, they did catch fire? She swallowed hard at the image of flames running through the forest without them having any warning.
As the three children clambered away from the kitchen table, laughing and teasing each other in their usual way of love and affection, Sam was deep in thought. She had not considered the risk they might be in if a forest fire had begun without their knowing. Laura stood and started to gather the plates, but Sam reached and put her hand on Laura’s to stop her. “Wait,” she said quietly. “We need to talk.”
Laura slipped back into her chair with a look of concern in her eyes. “Sam, what's wrong?”
“I am thinking about what Shauna said and what happened to the oak tree.”
“But nothing bad did happen,” Laura said, taking Sam’s hand. “We are fine.”
Sam nodded. “Yes, but we don't know for sure what else might've happened,” she said.
Laura brow creased. “I don't understand what you mean.”
“I mean, what if lightning hit more trees? I've never seen a storm like that one. There was so much lightning that it seems impossible no other objects were struck.”
“And?” Laura asked, her brow furrowed with worry.
“I’m afraid that, unlike our oak tree, one of them may have caught fire,” Sam said. “Laura, I'm worried that we will not have any warning if there is a forest fire.”
Laura's eyes widened. “Forest fire,” she whispered with a glance toward the front room where the kids were reading quietly.
The more they talked about it, the more Sam was certain she knew what they had to do. “Maybe I'm being paranoid,” Sam said. “But I'd like to go to Astoria and check in with Taylor. To see if her spotters have seen any smoke.”
Slowly nodding, Laura squeezed Sam’s hand. “I understand,” she said. “What are we going to do?”
Sam hated what she had to say next, but it was the only way to ensure her family was safe. “I want to evacuate, and I want to do it tonight.”
As the boy made his way up the stairs by the light of Geri’s headlamp, she had mixed feelings. During her time overseas on battlefields in faraway places, she saw her share of children caught in the middle of their worst nightmare. She could not help but remember the faces of the boys and girls she encountered. She saw the same look in the eyes of the one walking past her. Wary, alert, and far too old for their years. She also remembered children could be very dangerous. She knew there were even toddlers carrying weapons meant to inflict damage. They were ruthless even though they could hardly talk. All of which was why she kept her rifle pointed at the kid.
“Is that really necessary?” Julia whispered in her ear. “What do you think he is going to do?”
Gritting her teeth, Geri lowered the barrel of her weapon toward the floor. Still, when the boy approached the door, she put a hand on his shoulder. “No funny business.”
The boy glanced at her. “Do you think I'm stupid?” he asked. “You're the one with the gun.” Geri didn't bother to answer, and after a shrug, the boy knocked on the door. Once, twice, and then a third time. Not sure what to make of the special knock, Geri was about to comment when she heard deadbolts being unlocked shot in the heavy door in front of her. Without waiting for another second, the boy turned the handle and thrust the door open. “Come on in.”
“Stay here,” Geri said to Julia and then stepped through the door. What she found surprised her. There were five more teenagers, two more boys, and three girls, standing in a half circle looking at her and holding a mixture of weapons. None of them had an obvious gun, but there were machetes, clubs, and even what looked like a slingshot. All focused on her.
Going on instinct, she started to raise the rifle when she felt Julia push by her. “No,” she said, putting her hand on her hips as if ready to scold all of them. “Everybody, put your weapons down. We are not here to fight.” No one moved, and Julia turned to Geri. “Please.”
Hoping she wasn't making the mistake of her life, she pointed her gun toward the floor. “She's right,” Geri said. “I didn't come here to fight you.” None of the faces of the kids seemed ready to believe her, so after letting out a slow breath, Geri made a big gamble and lowered her rifle to the ground. Then, she raised her hands in a position of surrender.
The boy they met on the stairs started to move toward the weapon as if to pick it up when the tallest of the group held up a hand. “Wait, Stew,” the teenager said. “Leave it there.”
Still, nobody seemed ready to relax, and Geri worried they were at a stalemate.
Before she could decide what to do next, Julia faced the teenager who seemed to be in charge. “What’s your name?” Julia asked, and the teenager, who she realized wanted to be a man, but the peach fuzz gave him away, looked hard at her.
“I’m Eric,” he said. “And I'm very curious about why you’re risking your life to be here.”
Julia lifted her chin. “I am here for official reasons,” Julia answered, surprising Geri with the lack of fear in her voice. She really does act invincible simply because she’s delivering mail, Geri thought. And it impresses the hell out of me. It was hard to resist the woman's bravery.
“What does that mean?” one of the girls asked.
Turning to her, Julia smiled. “It means I'm here to deliver a letter. To Marian Talbot.”





Chapter Twenty-Nine
T aylor rubbed her eyes and leaned back in her office chair. After returning from Lexi and Anna's farmhouse, she took the upsetting news to Jackie. They resolved to make a trip out to see them that weekend. After that, the day was a bit of a blur. It had been a long one dealing with all the reports of aftereffects from the big storm. Although they were lucky and lightning had not done much damage, the wind had been strong and blew down a lot of fences. Livestock had been everywhere, and she dispatched some of her deputies and military support to go help round them up.
Unfortunately, in a few cases, there was some squabbling over who owned which rooster or rabbit. In situations like that, Taylor was asked to step in, and although she personally could not tell one rooster from another, somehow, everything got worked out. Luckily, it was finally time for her to go home and have a quiet dinner with Jackie. If only I could have a cold beer, she thought with a sigh. Tonight would be the night for it. As she started to stand, there was a knock on the door frame of her office. Looking, she saw one of her deputies in the door. “What can I help you with?” Taylor asked.
“Sorry to bother you, Chief,” the man said. “I know you probably want to get out of here.”
“You are correct,” Taylor said. “So why don't you go right to the point.”
The deputy nodded. “Yes, ma'am,” he said. “There's someone here who insists on speaking with you.”
“Someone?” Taylor asked. “As in someone you don't know?”
“Yes, ma'am,” the deputy said. “He just arrived in town.”
Taylor frowned. “Okay, why are we not following protocol and having him check in with our welcoming committee like any other stranger?” she asked. As Astoria became more established and refugees kept pouring in, Jackie and Taylor formed a welcome committee of sorts. They helped find the newcomers a temporary place to stay and made sure they were fed. People were offered a shower and sometimes even allowed to take items from the supplies warehouse. It also allowed Taylor to keep track of new people arriving.
The deputy swallowed hard, seeming unusually uneasy. “He's not a refugee, according to him, and doesn't have any plans to stay more than a night.”
Curious, Taylor settled back in her chair. “Please send him in.”
Gone for only a second, the deputy returned with a slender, dark-haired man dressed in a black long-sleeved shirt, dark jeans, cowboy boots, and a black leather jacket that looked too warm for the August they were having. Taylor assumed he wore the outfit for effect. Like right out of a movie, she thought. For some reason, he wants to let us know that he's the bad guy.
After the deputy left, Taylor waved at a chair in front of her desk. “Please, have a seat.”
“Not necessary, and sorry to bother you, Chief Barnes,” the man said in a tone that didn’t make him sound especially apologetic. “I won't take much of your time.”
Shifting so she had easy access to the handgun on her hip, Taylor nodded. “All right,” she said. “You seem to have the upper hand knowing who I am, but I don't know who you are.”
The man gave her a half smile. “People call me Crowe. I'm not from these parts,” he answered. “And I'm just passing through.”
Taylor narrowed her eyes a little. “Then what can I help you with?” Taylor asked. “The deputy said you wanted to speak to me specifically.”
Crowe nodded slowly. “Yes,” he said. “I’ve learned in my travels to go to the head authority figure to get my answers quickly.” He smiled, but there was no humor in it. “You see, I'm looking for someone, and if anyone knows if she's here, I imagine it would be you.”
For some reason, although there had been others arriving since, Taylor thought of Roslyn. “I might,” she said. “What’s this person’s name?”
“Rose Hatcher,” he said. “But I doubt she’d use her real name. She’s young, pretty, and has a boy with her. In fact, I think she might have arrived by train. The last person who saw her said she boarded one headed north.” He studied Taylor’s face. “I’ve been to every town where the train stops asking about her, and no one saw her, but I imagine she’d hide.”
Taylor kept a poker face. “Sounds like a lot of work just to track a woman and a child,” she said. “What did she do?”
The man smirked. “Ran off before paying her debt, and Mr. Ferrari wants her back.”
“Never heard of him.”
“Yeah, but you will,” Crowe said. “He runs Nevada and has big plans.”
Not really knowing Callie, Julia hadn’t been sure what to expect. When the youngest-looking boy went to get her, Julia looked at the other five teenagers and tried to understand the dynamics of the group. Clearly, Eric was the oldest and in charge. But who are the other kids? she wondered. They didn’t necessarily look alike, so she doubted they were one big family. Somehow, they all ended up here. Hopefully Marian Talbot would be willing to explain the mystery.
After a minute passed, Julia heard footsteps. “She says she’s here to deliver a letter,” the boy who went to fetch Marian said.
“Yes, I heard you,” a woman said. “You don’t need to repeat it.”
. Julia guessed it was the person they waited for, and she felt excited to be able to finish her duty at last. It had become almost a quest and not been easy.
“Yes, ma’am,” the boy said, and then Marian was in the room walking toward Julia. There was a gun in a holster on her hip, and Julia felt Geri stiffen. Clubs and knives were one thing, and Geri had been willing to lay down her rifle, but the sight of a handgun brought a new dynamic. Especially when the person, who Julia guessed was Marian Talbot, rested her hand on the gun. “You failed to mention she had an armed soldier with her, however.”
“We mean you no harm,” Julia said quickly. “I came here on official government business, and Sergeant Fischer was sent to assist me.”
The woman narrowed her eyes. “Government?” she asked. “What government?”
Raising her eyebrows, Julia glanced at Geri to see her reaction and watched her frown at the question. “I assure you, there is a United States government in place since the end of last year,” Geri said. “With the full support of the military, we are slowly gaining control of the country again.”
“Apparently, I didn’t get that memo,” the woman said, and Julia heard Eric chuckle.
“That’s for sure,” he added, and a few of the other kids laughed.
Not liking the direction the conversation was going, Julia cleared her throat. “Let’s start over. I’m Julia Sharpe, and I am the postmaster at the US Post Office in Astoria, Oregon,” she said. “I’m assuming you are Marian Talbot.”
The woman didn’t respond for a minute. “Let’s say I am,” Marian finally said. “How does that matter to you? Are you really delivering a letter all the way from there?”
Happy they were making progress, Julia opened her satchel. “Yes, I am,” she said a moment before all the kids’ weapons were pointed in her direction. Geri was clearly ready to spring for her rifle. Julia held up the letter. “No reason to worry. I’m never armed.”
Eyeing the letter Julia held, Marian held up her hand. “No wonder they sent you with a bodyguard then,” she said before glancing at the rest of the group. “Lower your weapons. In fact, everyone set them down.” They obeyed immediately as Marian refocused on Julia. “I’m sensing this is not a trap thought up by one of my enemies.”
“Definitely not,” Julia said. “I’m simply here to give you this. It’s from Callie Cooper, who I believe is your daughter.”
If Julia was right, Marian’s face didn’t show anything other than a slight widening of her eyes. “Callie?” she asked. “She’s alive?”
Nodding, Julia was happy to be able to deliver the good news. “Yes,” she said. “Very much so. In fact, I think you will really like the contents of this letter.”
“I see,” Marian said, still not showing emotion but holding out her hand. “In that case, I will take the letter.” She hesitated. “Have you eaten or need water?”
“Water sounds nice,” Julia said, closing the distance to hand over the letter. “If you don’t mind if we stay, in case you want to answer with a letter of your own.”
Marian nodded. “That will be fine,” she said before looking at Eric. “Please make them comfortable. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Without another word, the woman walked away.
Laura was facing her worst nightmare. It wasn't long ago that her house in Astoria had burned to the ground. Caught in the fire caused by the hospital explosion, almost all her beloved belongings had been lost. Suddenly, she had to face the same reality again. Silent tears ran down her cheeks as she hurried to pick things from what they had accumulated as a family. There wasn’t much room in the small wagon, and she had very little time to think things through.
Thankfully, Shauna and Heather were already in the wagon. The two girls started to cry when Sam explained they had to leave immediately, not entirely understanding what was happening but knowing that something was very wrong. Only Henry seemed to grasp the situation completely and stayed calm. Without being asked, he had helped the girls settle into the quilts in the wagon, staying with them to try and ease their fear.
With one last look around the living room, Laura felt her heart breaking. There were so many memories of happiness, laughter, and growth inside the walls. But those things will never go away, Laura thought. We will just make more memories. Turning toward the front door, Laura wiped her face and squared her shoulders. It was a time to keep a reassuring face. No matter what happened, Sam and their family would be okay. Together, they could handle anything.
Walking toward the small wagon, Laura went to her horse. Unlike Lester who calmly stood attached to the wagon and ready to pull it, Honey acted nervous. “Easy now,” Laura murmured, trying to calm her with gentle strokes on her neck. “Everything will be all right.” In her heart, Laura tried to believe it. There might not be a fire after all, and they were worried for nothing. Still, Sam’s argument made sense, and Laura would never have her family in harm’s way if she could stop it. They would ride to Lexi and Anna’s place tonight and stay there somewhere. Sam believed Lexi and her neighbors would have been warned already if there was smoke on the horizon. Laura hoped that was the case because not knowing was the worst.
With their dog Lady on her heels, Sam came jogging around the side of the house after closing everything up tight. “Are you ready?” she asked, and all Laura could do was nod because her throat was so tight. If she spoke, she might break down in front of the children, and that she couldn’t do. Not over something that might only be a false alarm especially. Mounting her horse, Laura again patted Honey’s neck to comfort her. The last thing Laura wanted was to be bucked off.
After letting Lady jump into the wagon, Sam closed the tailgate securely. She climbed onto Lester, and her and Laura’s eyes met. “Everything will be okay,” Sam said softly.
“You’re right,” Laura said, sounding as confident as she could. “Let’s go.” In a moment, the wagon started to move, and Laura looked back at the house for what could be the last time. She could not imagine what their future would be like without it. But if we must, she thought. We will find another place to be a family. Our love is strong, and our ties are unbreakable.





Chapter Thirty
K nocking quietly on Roslyn's hotel room door, Jackie hoped the woman would hear her. It was very late, and she didn't want to wake the woman's neighbors. Considering the stakes, Jackie knew the fewer people who knew about any of what was going on, the better. Taylor waited beside her, and she felt the tension in the woman's body. Because she's on high alert, Jackie thought. And I completely understand why.
When Taylor had come home for the evening, she explained to Jackie about the visit from the man named Crowe. “I didn't get a good feeling from the man,” Taylor had said. “Everything about him signaled predator.”
“And you think he is looking for Roslyn?” Jackie asked.
“Yes, from his description and how he thought she would arrive by train, it all adds up,” Taylor said. “Even though she's using another name, I am confident it is the same woman.”
Jackie bit her lip as she thought about what to do next. Over the last week, she had learned to care for Roslyn as more than only an employee. The woman was efficient but also appeared honest and kind. But what if she's not what she seems? Jackie thought. What if she's fooling us all?
She had to make a decision. “I want to go help her,” Jackie said. “Until we get to the bottom of this. Can we get her and Devan and bring them here tonight?”
Taylor hesitated. “I'm not sure this is something we should get involved in,” she said after a moment. Raising her eyebrows, Jackie didn’t believe Taylor for even a second. Their eyes met, and she knew her hero would do anything to keep a woman safe. Taylor sighed before Jackie had to say a word. “You're right. I believe she is in danger if this man catches her. I don't know from what, and I don't know why, but I agree we need to at least talk to Roslyn.”
They waited until it was completely dark and then moved through the back streets from their house to the hotel where many refugees started when arriving in Astoria. Lightly knocking again, Jackie hoped the woman would open the door. Finally, it cracked open.
Roslyn peeked out at them. “Jackie,” she whispered. “What's wrong?”
“Can we come in?” Jackie asked. “We shouldn't discuss this in the hallway.”
She saw a look of concern in the woman's eyes, but she stepped back and let them in. Taking a glance at the sparse furnishings of the small hotel room, Jackie saw Devan still asleep on one side of the full-size bed. “I'm sorry to wake you,” Jackie whispered once the door was closed. “But I need you to gather a few things and come with us.”
Roslyn did not say a word and only stared at Jackie. Finally, she nodded. “I will be ready in a minute,” she said, and Jackie was a little surprised the woman did not ask for more information.
Because she knows someone might have come after her, Jackie thought. She glanced at Taylor and saw from the look on her face she noticed the same. While Rosalyn packed her bag, Jackie wondered what it would feel like to have someone chasing her. Someone as dangerous as Crowe sounds. The scenario was one she didn’t even want to consider, and she hoped they could get Roslyn and Devan out safely without running into anyone on the way back to the house. Especially not the man looking for them.
An unusual sound woke Anna from a deep sleep. With a small moan, she opened her eyes, her head still throbbing a little from the accident. Turning, she looked for Lexi, but the woman was not in bed. Confused, Anna pulled herself into a sitting position. Someone was knocking on the front door. A glance at the window let her know it was still dark outside. With a little apprehension, Anna slipped from the bed and went to check on Joe in his crib. The boy was sprawled out and fast asleep. The knocking stopped, and feeling a strange sense of relief, Anna was about to go back to bed when she heard the knocking again. Why is no one answering that? she wondered. Where is Lexi or maybe even Alice?
When the knocking came a third time, Anna made her way out of the bedroom to the front door. Although the sound was not particularly loud, there seemed an urgency to it. Maybe someone has been injured and needs my help, she thought, unlocking the bolts. She opened the door only enough to peek outside. What she saw surprised her. A teenage boy of about thirteen stood on the front porch. He simply stared at her, and after a moment, Anna opened the door wider. “Is someone injured?” she asked, but the teenager shook his head. “Then why are you here?” Anna blinked, trying to gather her thoughts. Where is Lexi?
Where is everyone?
“Are you thirsty?” she asked, and again, the teenage boy did not speak but instead gave her a nod. “Okay. Please come with me.” She waved him forward only to see more movement on the porch steps. At first, she was alarmed until she realized it was only more children. All different ages, but all looked older than the boy who knocked. Where did they come from? she wondered. Things did not make sense, but she welcomed all of them in. “I will get you glasses of water.”
The teenagers followed her quietly. As she reached the cupboard and opened it to get glasses, she finally heard Lexi. “Anna,” she heard the woman say quietly from behind her. “What are you doing?”
Turning, she looked into her wife’s concerned face. “I'm getting them a drink of water,” she said and glanced toward where the children stood so Lexi would see what she was talking about. She blinked because everyone was gone.
Lexi took her by the shoulders. “There is no one here but us in the kitchen,” Lexi said slowly. “I think you were sleepwalking.”
Coming fully awake, Anna rubbed her eyes. “It seemed so real,” she said. “There were a half dozen teenagers here, and they needed my help.”
Lexi pulled her into a hug and held her tight. “I believe you, but it was only a dream,” Lexi said. “Come back to bed.” Reluctantly, Anna did as she asked, taking Lexi’s hand. She followed the woman back to the bedroom, but not without feeling a touch of sadness in her heart that it hadn’t been real.
As they finally drew closer to Lexi and Anna's farmhouse, Sam thought she smelled the faintest scent of smoke. Her chest tightened with concern. There was always a possibility lightning struck near here, and fire had broken out at Lexi's house. Please don't let that be the case, Sam thought as they came to the driveway. Let the smell of smoke only be all in my head. It was certainly a possibility, because all she could think about for the long ride from their house was the danger of a forest fire. She was glad she and Laura had decided to leave just in case, but the idea something might have happened to Lexi and Anna’s place hadn’t crossed her mind.
Finally, when the moon peeked out from around a cloud, she caught a glimpse of the farmhouse. Relieved to see it, Sam urged Lester onward. The horse clearly knew where they were and picked up his pace without much coaxing. Pulling to the front of the house, all the windows were dark, and it was very quiet. A quick glance at her watch, and she could barely make out in the moonlight that it was after midnight. Laura and Honey reined up beside her. “What do you want to do?” Laura asked. “I hate to wake them.”
“Let's go to the barn,” Sam whispered. “We can put the horses in a stall, and the five of us can sleep in the loft.”
Laura nodded. “All right,” she said. “All three of the kids are fast asleep, so I don't think it will take much to get them settled and sleeping again.”
“Then let's go,” Sam said and nudged Lester to keep going. As they rounded the corner of the house, Sam stopped. In the moonlight, she could make out that a large patch of dry grass had recently burned. With a quick glance, she saw part of the porch was damaged and blackened from what certainly had been a lightning strike.
She heard Laura gasp. “Is that…” Laura started and then paused.
“I think so,” Sam said. “I think things were a little scary around here not too long ago.”
Laura reached and touched Sam's arm. “That's what you're worried about, isn't it?” she asked quietly.
Sam put her hand over Laura's and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Yes,” she said. “Exactly that sort of thing.” As they finished coming around the house and headed for the barn, Sam heard one of Lexi's dogs bark. It sounded friendly, and in response, Lady barked in return. “Shh,” Laura hushed, and Lady quieted but stood in the wagon wagging her tail.
A moment later, the back porch door opened, and Lexi poked her head out. “Who's there?” she asked, and Sam dismounted her tired horse to step closer so Lexi could see who she was.
“I'm sorry to wake you, Lexi,” Sam said.
“Oh, it's you, Sam,” Lexi said. “Is everyone with you? Is something wrong?”
“Nothing necessarily,” Sam answered. “But we decided to come to Astoria and see if there's any news about a possible forest fire somewhere.”
Lexi opened the door wider and came out onto the damaged porch. “That's wise,” she said with a nod. “There were a lot of lightning strikes.”
“And no one's come to warn you of anything?” Laura asked from where she still sat on Honey’s back.
“No,” Lexi said. “Taylor was out here yesterday but did not mention any signs of smoke.”
Sam felt a sense of relief wash over her. Taylor would have said something if they were in any danger. “Well, if you don't mind,” Sam started. “We would like to sleep in your barn for the night.”
“You are always welcome,” Lexi said. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather sleep on the sun porch?”
Sam thought about it for a moment but then shook her head. They would be comfortable enough in the barn. The hayloft was always a good place to sleep. “We will be fine,” she said. “I don't want to go inside and wake up the whole house.”
“I appreciate that,” Lexi said. “I actually only now got Anna back to bed.”
With a frown, Sam didn’t like the sound of what Lexi said. “Is she all right?”
Lexi sighed. “She will be fine,” she said. “I'll explain in the morning.”
For a second, Sam wanted to ask more but then considered how late it was and gave her friend a smile. “Anna is special,” she said. “I'm glad to hear she will be fine.” She held Lester’s reins and turned them toward the barn. “Now I think I'm going to get everyone settled. Goodnight, Lexi.”
“Goodnight,” Lexi said. “I’m glad you decided to come here. I think it was the right decision, even if it turns out to be for nothing.”
Sam nodded because if they made the trip for nothing, it sounded all right to her.





Chapter Thirty-One
W aking before dawn, Taylor quietly slipped on her workout shorts and made her way down the hallway. As she stepped into the living room, she felt something odd. Her senses were suddenly on alert. Going into a crouch out of instinct, Taylor scanned the dark room. Her eyes fell on the outline of the person sitting on the couch. There was no way to tell if it was a man or a woman, and Taylor had to decide if she would retreat and get a weapon or wait to see if the person would reveal themselves. The previous day’s interaction with Crowe had her nerves on edge.
“Taylor is that you?” she heard Roslyn ask.
Taylor relaxed and stood straighter. “Yes,” she answered. “What are you doing sitting in the dark?” She moved across the room and lit a lamp, casting light around the room.
Roslyn blinked at the sudden change. “I was waiting for you to wake up,” Roslyn answered. Taylor looked at her and took in the fact she was fully dressed and had her bag next to her. “Devan and I can't stay.”
Although Taylor guessed the answer, she asked the question anyway. “Why can't you stay with us?”
“Because I don't want to put you and Jackie in danger,” Roslyn replied. “Especially after all you've done for us.”
“Is this because of what we said to you last night? That a man was asking about you.”
“Yes,” Roslyn said. “It's all about that. I should've known…”
Her words faded, and Taylor could not miss the look of resignation on her face. “You will be safe here,” Taylor said. “And we will work this out.” Before Roslyn could reply, Jackie walked into the room. Her eyes were full of sleep, and she rubbed them.
It was hours before Jackie normally woke, and Taylor could tell by the look on her face she wasn't thrilled to be up so early. “I heard talking,” Jackie said with a yawn.
“I didn't mean to wake you so early,” Roslyn said. “I tried to be quiet.”
“It's okay,” Jackie said, moving to sit on the couch beside her. She clearly noticed the bag and gave Roslyn a look. “Are you going somewhere? I thought you would be with us for a little while.”
“She is going to be,” Taylor said. “Until we work this out.”
Roslyn shook her head. “This is not something that can be worked out,” she said. “You don't understand the situation.”
“Then explain it to us,” Jackie said, putting her hand on Roslyn's shoulder. “We won't judge you.”
Taylor nodded. “She's right.”
For a second, it seemed that Roslyn wouldn’t tell them, and then she covered her face with her hands. A small sob escaped. No one spoke until the woman gathered herself and sat a little straighter.
“I told you I was from Las Vegas,” she said. “That part is true. And I was a paralegal before the world came crashing down.” She glanced between Taylor and Jackie. “Although things are settled here in Astoria, I’m sure you know that once there was no electricity, things grew bad quickly in the cities. But especially so in Las Vegas.”
Having heard details about Portland and San Francisco, Taylor was aware and sat in the armchair. “I can imagine that would be the case,” she said. “Las Vegas had a reputation even before the solar storm.”
Roslyn nodded. “There were gangs, and it was dangerous for anyone if you weren't affiliated with one.”
She hesitated, and Jackie touched her arm. “Go on,” Jackie said. “You had to do what you had to do to survive. We understand that.”
Looking at the floor, Roslyn seemed to be looking into her past as she spoke. “I was smart enough to pay attention to see which of the gangs was winning,” she said. “And then I inserted myself in the most powerful group. I did things I'm not proud of but otherwise Devan and I would have starved.” Taylor could surmise the sort of things Roslyn might have had to do, and again, she didn't judge her. People did what they must in the name of survival. “At some point, I caught the eye of the biggest gang’s leader, and he took a special liking to me and Devan. I became his private dancer.”
“This is Mr. Ferrari?” Taylor asked.
Roslyn nodded. “Yes,” she said. “He has grown strong over the last year. Everyone answers to him now.” She looked into Taylor’s eyes. “But he is an evil man, and before I knew it, I was trapped. If it were only me, I wouldn’t have cared as much that I was treated so badly, but I have Devan. I couldn’t let him grow up in that environment, so one night we ran.”
Geri was awakened by the sense of someone near. She knew it wasn't Julia because the woman was snuggled up against her. There was someone else standing close to them and keeping her breathing steady, Geri peeked her eyes open to see who it was without giving away that she was awake. What she saw surprised her. A girl, the smallest of the group, stood beside the bed staring at them. Geri opened her eyes a little wider and did a quick scan of the girl's body to make sure she wasn't armed with a weapon. She hated having to react that way, but it had become second nature. Even with Julia’s gentler influence, Geri was a warrior at heart. Relieved, she saw nothing dangerous and relaxed.
“Hi,” the girl finally said.
When she didn’t say anything else, Geri was not exactly sure what to do. “Hi,” she whispered. “Do you want something?”
The girl shook her head. “No,” she said, and again, she didn't say anything more.
Geri furrowed her brow. All the kids she and Julia interacted with the night before were a little peculiar. Geri chalked it up to how they had to deal with surviving the apocalypse. All of us have changed, she had thought. I'm sure being trapped here, they've been through a lot. Overall, the evening had been interesting. When Marian came out of her room, her eyes were red, but otherwise, her hard expression was still in place. Under the circumstances, Geri was impressed. Certainly, finding out that her daughter was not only still alive but that Marian had a grandson had to rock her world. The question was what she would do next. Last night, they hadn't discussed it and instead settled in for a small dinner of canned goods and the dried fish and bread Geri and Julia carried. As they ate, Marian told a story of living in Sacramento before the solar storm. She made it playful and funny, telling how she used to volunteer at the local animal shelter and took care of kittens and puppies.
“Tell us another one,” Stew begged when she finished.
Marian gave him a small smile, the first that Geri had seen from her. “Only one story a night,” she said. “And it's time for all of us to go to bed.” Marian had insisted Julia and Geri take her bed. At first, they had refused and said they would go find a place to sleep elsewhere, but Marian explained that wasn't safe. “It's a war zone out there. The gangs in Sacramento are constantly battling for control over downtown. I can't let you leave in the dark.” For a second, Geri wanted to explain she was combat trained but then recognized she was being offered a gift. It was a relatively safe place to sleep until the train came back the next day, and keeping Julia safe was her priority.
Geri felt Julia stir in her arms and watched the woman's eyes open. “Well, hello,” Julia said to the girl. She smiled. “Are you bringing us room service?”
The girl snorted a laugh. “You wish.”
Before Julia could reply, Marian walked into the room. “Kimberly, what are you doing in here?”
Kimberly shrugged. “I wanted to look at them,” she said. “They are so clean.”
At her answer, Geri felt a tug in her heart. It was true. By comparison to the others, Geri and Julia were in much better condition. They wore clean clothes, were more groomed, and clearly ate better. Marian's group was ragged and thin.
“Well, now that you're awake, come have some breakfast,” Marian said. “It's not much, but we do have canned peaches this morning.”
“We don't need to take any more of your food,” Geri said, and Marian shook her head.
“You brought me a letter I have prayed for ever since the day the electricity went out. I can’t give you enough.”
“I like peaches,” Julia said. “Thank you for offering it to us.”
Geri sat and swung her legs off the bed. “Do you mind if I ask where you keep getting your food? Where do you scavenge for it and are still able to find enough to survive?”
“We started with nearby mom-and-pop grocery stories that had been abandoned. When that ran out, we started going apartment to apartment. That's all we can do,” Marian said with steel in her eyes. “And it gets harder and harder every day as supplies run out. We have to venture for miles now to find anything. Eric and three of the others are out right now doing exactly that. They left before dawn when the gangs are still asleep.”
Sitting in the kitchen at the island with Sam and Laura, Lexi sipped their tea. She only had a few more minutes before she needed to get outside and help weed around the potato plants. With the August heat back, later in the day, it would be too hot. Charlie and Will and other people who walked from town and worked on the farm were already out there.
Before she went out to help, though, she wanted a few more minutes to talk to Sam and Laura about their concerns. From the night before, Lexi knew why Sam decided to leave their home and come to Astoria, but she had wondered if there was something specific. That must have been a hard decision, Lexi thought as she envisioned what it would have been like to have to evacuate the farmhouse. But like Sam, my first priority is to keep the people I love safe.
“You can stay as long as you need to,” Lexi said. “You don't have to stay in the barn unless that's what you want.”
“Thank you,” Sam said. “The barn is fine for us if we decide to stay another night. The kids thought it was fun to wake up in the loft.”
“At least it helped distract them,” Laura added. “Only Henry really seems to comprehend the possible danger. We shield the girls, especially Heather, from what we are worried about as much as possible. She’s horribly afraid of fire.”
Lexi nodded, knowing the girl’s past. “That makes sense,” she said and drank the last of her tea. “Well—”
Before she could finish, Anna walked into the kitchen. “Anna,” Laura exclaimed, slipping off her stool and going to pull the woman into a gentle hug. “It’s good to see you.”
“How are you feeling?” Alice asked from where she stood by the counter. “Would you like a cup of tea?”
Anna nodded. “I would. And I overheard just the end of your conversation about fire,” she said. “Please tell me nothing happened at your house.”
“Nothing that we know of,” Sam said. “But with all the lightning, we thought we should evacuate and wait and see.”
Laura moved to stand behind Sam, putting her hands on her partner’s shoulders. “I believe everything will be fine,” she said. “Sam will ride into town this morning and check with the lookouts to be one hundred percent sure, though.”
Lexi appreciated how positive Laura always was and sincerely hoped she was right. Going to Anna, Lexi kissed her gently. “Are you sure you should be up?” she whispered.
Anna smiled. “I'll be all right for a few minutes to talk to our friends.”
“Okay,” Lexi said. “Please don't overdo it.”
Love and appreciation shined in Anna’s eyes. “I promise I won't,” she said. “And you don't stay out in the heat too long this afternoon.”
“Lexi, I can help with weeding,” Laura said. “To pay you back for your hospitality.”
“I appreciate that,” Lexi said, but Alice lifted her hand to get their attention.
“Actually, if you can spare her, I have something I need help with,” she said. There's mending to be done, and my eyesight is not good enough anymore.”
“I can certainly help with that,” Laura said, and Lexi nodded.
“Good,” Lexi said, giving Anna another quick kiss and starting for the back door. “Sam, have a good ride. I look forward to hearing your news when you get back.”
“Thank you. I hope I’m worried for nothing,” Sam said. “And then I can help with the weeding.”
Lexi nodded. “I hope that too,” she said and headed out the door into the morning sun.





Chapter Thirty-Two
H eading toward the edge of town, Jackie had second thoughts about her decision to walk. She intended to visit the Northern Lights saloon and tell Jeramy Jones the good news. After more discussion with Taylor, who was still on the fence about the idea, Jackie decided it was time to let the man open for business. There would be some conditions, including the requirement to close at midnight, that he might not like, but she didn’t care. If he wanted to run a business in Astoria, Jeramy had to cooperate. No one else she worked with gave her any trouble, and he needed to know not to start.
Maybe I should learn to ride a horse like everyone else, Jackie thought and then laughed at herself as she imagined hitching up her dress and riding off in heels. It's never going to happen. At least the saloon’s address wasn’t much further, and despite the rising heat, she would arrive soon. Part of her decision to go in person was to lay eyes on the saloon Taylor was so uncertain about. She simply could not imagine the place was so bad, and when she rounded the corner and saw the colorful wooden Northern Lights sign, the place actually looked kind of cute. Rustic and inviting.
There was a tall, brown horse with a saddle tied to one of the hitching posts, making Jackie raise an eyebrow. She had been crystal clear Jeramy could not do business without approval, yet it looked like he might be. Time to find out what’s really going on here, she thought, nearing the swinging double doors. She heard a man talking, and something about his voice set her nerves on edge. Maybe I should have brought Taylor with me. She paused. No, I am being silly. Putting on a smile, Jackie pushed through the doors. The place was lit by a few oil lamps, giving enough light for Jackie to get a look at the room. Everything was as Taylor described. A long bar, plus several tables and chairs. Even a piano. Sawdust on the floor. Definitely rustic. A man she recognized as Jeramy Jones stood behind the counter, but a stranger sat on a stool across from him.
“Oh, my goodness,” Jeramy said, his eyes wide. “Never in a million years did I expect you to walk through those doors.”
Jackie walked closer. “I wanted to bring you my decision in person,” she said. “But now I’m a little concerned. You look open for business when you shouldn’t be.”
With a laugh, Jeramy shook his head. “No, I promise I’m not selling anything. I wouldn’t think of it,” he said. “A few curious people have wandered in here, but I shoo them away.”
Tilting her head, Jackie looked at the stranger. “Except for this one,” she said, taking in the man’s appearance. He was overdressed in a black leather coat, but Jackie had to admit it did tie his all-black outfit together.
The stranger turned to her but didn’t smile and let his eyes look up and down her body. “Crowe,” he said after a moment. “And I was asking directions.”
“I see,” Jackie said, every nerve in her body bristling at the man’s actions. She should have guessed he was the bounty hunter looking for Roslyn. Even Jackie sensed how dangerous he could be, but she still wouldn’t let herself be intimidated. “I’m Jackie Scott, City Manager and I’m here to tell Jeramy he can open his saloon.”
Crowe sucked his teeth for a beat. “Jackie Scott,” he said, and Jackie hated the sound of her name on his lips.
“Yeah,” Jeramy said, eagerly jumping in. “Married to that chief of police you mentioned.”
The man’s statement got more of a reaction from Crowe, and he glanced at Jeramy and then back at Jackie. “You don’t say,” he said with a hint of a smirk. “You sure don’t look like a lesbian.”
Growing more disgusted by the second, Jackie held his eye, and although she still wasn’t entirely sure where she fell on the queer spectrum, he didn’t need to know it. “We come in all guises,” she said. “You’d be surprised.”
Jeramy laughed, clearly not sensing the tension building in the room. “That’s about right,” he said. “Lots of lesbians in this town. Running the whole show.” Crowe didn’t comment but continued to hold Jackie’s stare.
Jackie had to force herself not to shiver, but after a moment, she let her eyes slide to Jeramy. “That is correct,” she said. “You can open your saloon, Mr. Jones, but don’t make me regret it.” Without another word, Jackie turned on her heel and walked out of the Northern Lights.
A couple of hours before they had to return to the train station, Julia sat talking with Marian and Geri. The four teenagers out scavenging were not back yet, and the other two who had stayed behind, including Kimberly, sat reading books. Although they looked deep into the stories, Julia and Marian kept their voices low. “None of these kids are from Sacramento,” Marian said. “They are from Ohio.”
Julia shook her head. “How in the world did they end up here with you?”
“In my other life, I was a high school teacher and ran the debate team,” Marian said. “I was driving this group and their coach to the airport after a long day of competition.” She gave a little laugh. “The six of them mopped the floor with my team. They were very good, and I bought them all dinner before we left for their late flight home.” Engrossed in the story, Julia simply nodded so the woman would continue. “The van got a flat tire before we even made it out of downtown.”
“You were probably lucky then,” Geri said suddenly, making Julia look at her. What can be lucky about getting a flat tire? she wondered, but Geri explained. “Because the airport was likely destroyed the night of the solar storm. We saw spots where planes had crashed, so it’s an easy assumption more crashed at the airport.”
Marian nodded. “You’re right,” she said. “It was lucky for more than only that reason. We were less than five miles from this apartment and when the van wouldn’t start after the tire was changed, we could walk.” She got a faraway look in her eyes. “It was a scary one. Dark and looters were out within thirty minutes of the power outage.”
Julia frowned. “You said their coach was with you.”
“He was,” Marian said softly. “A good man, but one day, about six months after the power went out, he didn’t come back.” She held up her hand. “Don’t think for a second he abandoned us. In my heart, I know that’s not the case. It’s just dangerous everywhere now.”
Sitting quietly, Julia thought about what Marian had said. How scary must it be living here? she thought. To worry every day that one of the kids won’t come back like their coach. She suddenly had an idea, and unable to contain her excitement about it, she grabbed Marian’s arm. The woman looked at Julia’s hand, and for a moment, Julia thought she might have done something wrong, but then Marian relaxed. No one touches her. It must be so lonely to be the only adult. “Sorry,” Julia said, removing her hand, but Marian shrugged. “I’m just excited about an idea I have.”
“It’s nothing,” she said. “You surprised me is all. What is your idea?”
Glancing at Geri first, Julia saw a hint of curiosity in her eyes. I hope she’s okay with this, Julia thought but plowed ahead, knowing there wasn’t much time to discuss it. She looked at Marian. “I want you and the kids to take the train with us back to Astoria.”
Marian stared at her. “Is that a possibility?”
Julia looked at Geri. “Wouldn’t it be possible?” she asked. “It will be crowded, but it’s only a few days.”
Slowly, Geri started to nod. “Yes,” she said. “We could make it work.”
Holding Callie’s tiny son Zack, Laura was filled with wonder. As she looked at the baby in her arms, he seemed to be looking back at her. “Hi, there,” she whispered to him. “You are a very handsome boy.” In response, Zack yawned, making Laura laugh. He’s so little, she thought, loving the feeling of the fragile bundle of joy nestled against her. I think I could hold him forever. Her response to the newborn surprised her. Growing up, she was never a big fan of dolls, and at no point did she expect to have a baby of her own. Part of it was her inability to really bond with any of the men who came into her life. She had never found anyone she wanted to start a family with. Laura had no regrets. I guess I was simply waiting for Sam.
“He looks very happy with you,” Anna said from where she sat next to Laura on the front porch. “Babies are instinctive and know who to trust.”
Feeling warmed by her friend’s words, Laura smiled. “Thank you,” she said. “He truly is a sweetheart.”
“Yes, he is,” Anna said. “And he’s growing sweeter every day.”
She paused, making Laura look at her. “What is it?” Laura asked, and Anna gave a little shake of her head.
“Nothing really,” she said. “Sometimes babies simply make me wish I had lived my life a little differently.”
“With Lexi, you mean?”
Anna sighed. “Yes,” she replied. “I wanted children so bad growing up, and I never thought I could have a family with Lexi.” She shook her head. “Life can be so unpredictable. Look at us all now.”
Wanting to cheer her friend, Laura smiled. “And you have Joe, plus now Zack to help raise.”
Returning the smile, Anna nodded. “You’re right,” she said. “I do, and I am so grateful for all of it.”
Laura understood about feeling grateful. “Me too,” she said. “Even though things are a little uncertain right this second, I wouldn’t change anything.”
Anna put her hand on Laura’s shoulder. “Sam will be back soon, and then you’ll know more,” she said. “We all will.” About to agree, Laura suddenly heard a horse trotting. Looking toward the driveway, she felt her hopes rising. If it were Sam, she would finally know one way or the other if things were okay. “And there she is.”
The woman Laura loved came into view on her trusty horse, Lester. “Oh good,” Laura said at the same time Zack let out a gurgle and grabbed a handful of Laura’s long hair. Refocusing on the baby for a moment, Laura laughed. “Not getting enough of my attention, are you?” She tickled him under the chin before extracting her hair from his grasp while Sam rode closer. Not until she was on the porch did Laura look at her. The expression on Sam’s face made her almost weak with relief.
Sam smiled broadly. “Well, I like this picture,” she said as she dismounted. “It’s almost like you were waiting for me.”
“Don’t be coy, Sam Quinn,” Laura said but with a laugh. “You know we were. What did you find out?”
Closing the distance between them in a few long strides, Sam gently took Laura’s face in her hands. “There’s nothing,” she said. “The lookouts said they saw nothing.”
Sam kissed her lightly, and Laura felt it to her toes. “Does that mean…?” she asked, and Sam nodded.
“Yes,” she said. “We can go home whenever we want.”





Chapter Thirty-Three
I t took all Geri could do not to pace the room. She continued to look at her watch as they waited for the last of the teenagers to come back from their trip searching for food. The one missing was Eric, and Marian explained he was reliable and should return any minute. They normally tried to be back before too late in the day. As dangerous as it was to be out at night, being caught moving around in broad daylight wasn’t any better.
Marian sat with Julia on the couch, and only her eyes gave away her nervousness. It is hard not to think the worst, Geri thought and imagined the woman suffered every time her group went out. Even though they weren’t her children, it was clear she had come to care for them deeply. Through her, they had been able to survive.
Finally, there was a knock on the door. One, two, three. Stew leaped off the floor and raced toward it. “Stop,” Marian said. “You know the protocol. Everyone in their places.” The teenagers gathered in their half circle exactly how Geri had seen them when she walked in the first time. All had grabbed weapons of some sort, and they waited for a nod from Marian to open the deadbolts and step back. The door pushed open in a hurry, and Eric darted in before slamming the door behind him. His face looked grim, and Geri knew there had been trouble. “Why are you so late?”
The boy shook his head. “The gangs are out,” he said. “Did everybody else get back okay?”
“Yes,” Marian said, and Eric let out a deep breath of relief.
“Good,” he said. “It’s crazy dangerous out there today. I don't know what has them so riled up, but I saw at least two gangs going at it.”
Not good, Geri thought. His news was the last thing she wanted to hear after hoping for an easy walk back to the train station. Eric’s description sounded like it wasn't going to be the case. Unfortunately, they had little choice if they wanted to catch the train. She was already worried it might've arrived, and she knew the engineer would not wait long. It was too dangerous.
Geri looked at Marian. “We have to go regardless.”
“Go where?” Eric asked.
“To the train,” Marian said, picking up her backpack to sling over her shoulder. “We are going with them. Grab a few things of yours and get ready to go.”
Eric shook his head. “Wait. We are?” he asked. “Is that the right thing to do?”
“You’d rather live here?” Julia asked, and there wasn't any accusation in her voice, simply curiosity.
The young man was quiet for a moment. “But this is what we know,” he finally said.
Julia stood from the couch. “I promise you Astoria is better,” she said. “Please trust us.”
Geri blew out a frustrated breath. “You need to decide and decide now,” she said. Time was wasting, and she knew they had to go.
After a long look at Marian, Eric nodded. “All right,” Eric said. “What do we need to do?”
“Take any weapon you have,” Geri answered. “How many guns are there?”
“Only mine has bullets,” Marian said. “And only four at that.”
“It will have to do,” Geri said. “I have my rifle, and we can walk in a line with me at the back. Eric, you can be in the lead if you're comfortable with that.”
He nodded. “I know the best route,” he said. “It should help us avoid the gangs as much as possible. Hopefully, they won't even know we are there.”
Geri liked the sound of that. “Then grab your stuff and let's go.”
Eric moved quickly, gathering a few things into his backpack while the others stood ready. In only a few minutes, they were starting down the stairs. Exiting the building, Geri heard potshots in the distance. Let's just hope they don't come any closer, she thought. And we can get by undetected. The last thing she wanted was a gunfight with all the kids around. Eric broke into a jog, and everyone followed suit to keep up with him. Even though the boy took a winding path, within a few minutes, Geri estimated they were halfway to the train station. She was thankful it was close by and started to relax a little as any gunfire faded in the distance.
Julia jogged in front of her and glanced back with a smile. “We are going to make it,” she said, and Geri gritted her teeth. The last thing they should do was underestimate the danger, and in response, she scanned behind them for any sign of people following. Maybe she's right, Geri thought as they rounded the last corner, and she saw the station was only a few blocks away. Just a little further, and then I will tell our guys to get this train the hell out of here. As she finished the thought, a long train whistle blew, and Geri's heart sank. Even if the train wasn't leaving and was only signaling them to come back it no doubt would draw every gang who could hear the sound.
“Go,” she yelled, and everyone started to sprint.
That couldn't have come at a worse time, Julia thought as she ran faster. The sound reverberated through the city as the engineer blew the horn a second time. “I really wish he'd stop doing that,” she heard Geri mutter behind her.
“I just hope it's not leaving,” Julia said between breaths.
“If that happens, we’re screwed,” Geri answered, and Julia did not like to think about the consequences if they were stranded in Sacramento. For the first time, Julia was actually happy Geri was armed with a rifle. She only hoped they wouldn’t need it. As she ran, Julia realized she didn't hear random gunshots in the distance anymore. Should I take that as a good or a bad sign? she wondered. Has every gang member within hearing distance stopped and taken notice? Thankfully, they were almost there. Smoke from the train stack billowed into the air, and it was a welcome sight. Unfortunately, it also meant the engineer’s partner was stoking the engine in preparation to leave.
Running near Marian, Julia noticed she was starting to slow down, no doubt having trouble keeping up with the teenagers. When Eric looked back, Marian waved him forward. “Just get there,” she yelled breathlessly. “Put everyone on the train. I’ll make it.” For a moment, Julia thought Eric would not obey, but then he ran on with the others leaving Marian, Julia, and Geri behind. Julia watched them duck into the station a moment before she heard shouting. It wasn't particularly close, but she imagined the group had been spotted.
Glancing over her shoulder, Julia saw men on bicycles riding in their direction, and as they reached the front door of the train station, Geri turned and shot off a quick burst of bullets in their direction. The pursuers scattered, buying them time to get into the building and run for the tracks. The train was starting to move. “Wait,” Julia yelled.
“No,” Geri yelled. “Go! We need to catch it and get away before that gang regroups.” Realizing Geri was right, Julia ran toward the open rail car a second before she noticed Marian was no longer beside her. The woman had slowed down, no doubt spent by the long sprint from the apartment. “I can't make it,” Marian gasped, but then Geri was there, grabbing her by the arm.
“Yes, you can,” Geri said. “Our rail car is right there.”
Julia looked and saw Eric and Stew in the car’s doorway waving them on. “Come on,” Eric yelled. “They are right behind you.” Suddenly bullets flew by them, and Julia heard them pinging off the metal train cars.
At the last possible second, they reached the railcar’s door. “Jump,” Geri yelled and seemed to throw Marian onto the moving train. “Go, Julia.”
Without further prompting, Julia jumped and felt hands grabbing her to pull her aboard. She looked back for Geri and watched as the woman picked up speed. At any second, she would be aboard, and they would be safe. Suddenly, Geri flinched and almost stumbled, but then she righted herself and, with a final burst, dove through the door onto the train.
“Is everyone here?” Geri asked as she rolled to her knees.
“Yes,” Marian said. “But I don't think the train is moving fast enough.”
Geri agreed. It would be too easy for their pursuers to reach them with bicycles. She picked up her rifle and moved to the open door to scan for attackers. As she stood, she felt a pinch in her side that made her grimace. That's not good, she thought. But I'll deal with it later. Looking behind the train, she was happy to see no one pursuing them, but when she scanned in the direction the train was going, she saw what she was afraid of—a group of four people were riding bicycles down a street that would intersect with the train. I just hope the engineer remembers our little discussion about not stopping the train, even if it means a collision. Thankfully, she didn't feel the train slow, and if anything, it was continuing to speed up. Still, it would be too easy for the people on the bicycles to catch them and possibly climb aboard. Knowing she had no choice, she lifted her rifle and aimed.
“Please don't kill them,” Julia whispered from beside her.
Geri hesitated. “They would kill us,” Geri heard Marian say from behind her. “They wouldn't think twice about it.”
“But we are not like them,” Julia replied. “We can't sink to their level.” Out of the corner of her eye, Geri saw Julia point at the teenagers. “This is not the lesson to teach them.”
Geri heard Eric snort a laugh. “I think we already know the lessons,” he said, and as Geri watched the bicyclists get closer, the opportunity to take the shot was closing fast.
“I have to do something,” Geri said without turning to look at Julia. “I'll aim for the bicycles.” Before waiting for a response, she fired. One of the bicyclists immediately crashed while the other three swerved around him. Dammit, Geri thought. Her shot wasn't enough to stop them all. She flipped the switch to put the rifle to automatic and sent a short burst of bullets in their direction. It was enough. Another rider crashed to the ground, and the two with him turned, starting to ride away.
Seeing them leave, Geri scanned in the other directions and was grateful there was no one else. Not only because she didn’t want to have to keep shooting, but as the adrenaline in her system started to slow, Geri fully registered the ache in her side.
“Watch the door, Eric,” she said as she shuffled to a large cardboard box and sank to the ground. She randomly thought for a moment that the trading in San Francisco must've gone well as the crates of fresh food were gone and replaced with what she guessed were manufactured goods that Astoria could use.
Julia dropped to her knees beside her. “What's wrong?” she asked.
“Nothing,” Geri said but was unable to hide a wince.
“Don't lie to me,” Julia said, and the woman looked closer. “Wait, you’re bleeding!”
Geri clenched her jaw as she probed her ribs. “I think a bullet grazed me,” she admitted and lifted her arm to look, seeing a blood stain slowly growing larger. This could be a problem, she thought. “There's a first-aid kit in my pack. Bring it to me, and we can take a closer look.” Julia started to stand to get the kit when Geri took her hand. “But Julia, I promise you it’s nothing.”





Chapter Thirty-Four
F luttering her eyes open, Anna looked at the ceiling of the bedroom she shared with Lexi, and for the first time in days, her head did not pound. Holding her breath as she waited for the sensation to return, after a few seconds she realized the headache was completely gone. Oh, thank you, she thought and let her eyes wander to the bedroom window. Daylight filtered through lace curtains, and she wondered what time it was. Certainly, time to get up. Turning in the bed, she saw Lexi was already gone. As was her usual style, her wife had quietly neatened her side of the bed, and the covers were pulled up with the pillow in place. Always so thoughtful. Anna’s heart was full of love for the woman she met so many years ago in high school. She meant everything to her.
“I think I'll get up and tell her so,” she murmured to no one.
Before she could get out of bed, there was a tap at the bedroom door and Lexi walked in. “Hey,” she said. “Did I hear you say something?”
Anna smiled. “Hey back, and yes, I was thinking about how much I love you,” she said, and a slow smile crossed Lexi's face.
“I like the sound of that,” Lexi said. “You must be feeling a little better.”
“I am,” Anna replied. “My headache is gone, and I think I feel like myself again. In fact, I feel wonderful.” An idea came to her, one that sent a tingle through her body. Glancing at the crib, she noticed the baby was gone. “Where is Joe?”
“He's out with Alice in the shade on the blanket, trying to stay cool. I believe he is playing with his trucks.”
Liking the news, Anna sank back on the bed. “So, is everyone out of the house then?”
Lexi tilted her head. “Yes,” she replied. “Tamara and Jason are with Callie in the log cabin. Sam and Laura have already left. Everyone else is weeding.”
“So, it's just us?” Anna said, her voice huskier than she expected.
“Yes.”
“Good,” Anna said and pulled back the covers. “Then I think you need to come back and get in bed with me.”
Her wife raised an eyebrow. “Do you now?” she asked but wasn't hesitating to follow the request. Quickly, Lexi slipped out of her shoes and shorts and climbed onto the bed. “Do you have something specific in mind?” She moved closer and nuzzled Anna's cheek.
“Make love to me,” Anna said. “It’s been too long. I need to feel you touching me. I want you to take me.” When Lexi kissed her, Anna knew that she would.
As Taylor arrived at the stables, she looked forward to a nice morning ride. Not only would she be able to do some rounds and visit some of the outlying areas of Astoria, but she could exercise her horse. Although she hadn’t expected to, she found it so much more enjoyable than using a bike. Over time she hoped she could have enough horses for all her deputies. Maybe I’ll work something out with Sam eventually, she thought. A horse farm is something we really need.
Approaching the stalls, she noticed someone already there. From the back, she saw the man wore all black, and her body tensed. There was no doubt in her mind that it was Crowe. After the way Jackie described his interaction with her at the saloon, Taylor liked him even less.
Roslyn and Devan still stayed with her and Jackie in the hopes Crowe would move on when he wasn't able to find them. Not happy with the situation, Roslyn insisted she was putting them at risk, but after hearing the woman’s story, Taylor knew helping her and Devan was the right thing to do.
Taylor cleared her throat, not wanting to surprise a man she considered dangerous. Crowe turned, and when he saw Taylor, his eyes narrowed. “Oh, you. Are you here to arrest me for something?” he said in a mocking tone.
“That depends on what you've done,” Taylor answered. “Is there something I should know about?”
“I'm only saddling my horse,” Crowe replied. “It's time for me to take off.”
Keeping a straight face, Taylor hid her reaction to what she considered great news. Nothing would make her happier than having the man out of Astoria entirely. Their eyes met, and a small smirk crossed the man’s face. “Nice poker face, Chief. But your eyes give you away. I can tell my news makes you happy.”
Taylor lifted her chin. “I'm not gonna lie to you,” she said. “I'll rest easier with you gone.”
“And why is that?” Crowe asked. “I haven't done anything other than look for a woman and her son.”
“To take them away against their will,” Taylor added.
Crowe shrugged. “A job is a job.”
“Some jobs are more respectable than others.”
“Is that so?” Crowe asked. “Don't you go after fugitives?”
Pausing, Taylor could see where he was going but wasn’t interested in discussing anything with him any longer. “There's a little bit of a difference between pursuing people who have broken the law,” she said, moving to where the saddles were stored. “Instead of people who left for their own best interest.”
The man narrowed his eyes. “You seem to have a lot of opinions about a woman you've never met,” he said. “Are you sure you haven't seen Rose Hatcher? As an officer of the law, I would expect you not to lie.”
Taylor smiled. “As an officer of the law, I can tell you I have not met anyone named Rose Hatcher.”
They stood staring at each other for a minute before Crowe shrugged. “Well then,” he said. “I guess I'll be on my way.” After leading his horse past Taylor, his jacket opened as he swung himself on his horse. Taylor saw his handgun in a shoulder holster. That explains why he's wearing his jacket in such hot weather, Taylor thought, not at all surprised. It's best that he's gone with that too. Crowe gathered his reins. “I'm going to try Portland. Maybe the woman I'm looking for headed to a large city where she could hide. So, I will track her there.”
“Don’t expect me to wish you luck,” Taylor said, and Crowe smirked at her.
There was a glint of dark humor in his eyes. “Maybe after I find Rose and make my delivery, I will wander back this way. This is a cute little town you got here, Chief Barnes. Maybe I could take a liking to it.” He chuckled. “And liven things up.”
Before Taylor could comment, he dug his heels into the horse’s flanks and galloped away.
Even though Sam knew everything would be all right once they got home, she couldn't shake her feeling of anxiety. After seeing what happened at Lexi's farmhouse, she was still a little rattled. The fire so easily could have gotten out of control and done much more damage. Luckily, Lexi had lots of people to help, Sam thought. But what would I do if that happened here? Being so far away from everyone was a blessing but also a curse. She liked the privacy they had at the bungalow, but she did miss their friends, and in an emergency, there wasn't anyone nearby to help. Even their closest neighbors were almost a mile away. A long way to run to get help if I needed it. She tried to put her worries out of her mind, knowing in less than a mile, they would be rounding the bend, and she would be able to see her home. She craved the site of the yellow house. So many good memories there already.
As if reading her thoughts, Laura rode closer. “Are you as excited to be home as I am?”
Sam smiled at her. “Always,” she said. “I love our home. And I love you.”
Laura glowed at the comment. “I love you too.”
They could've stayed for another night at Lexi and Anna's to go to the Saturday Farmer’s Market the next morning, but Sam and Laura talked about it and decided to go home. If only because they hadn't brought anything to trade when they packed to leave so quickly, but both were eager to be back. Even though the children did not complain, Sam knew they were eager to get home also.
Suddenly, Sam felt Lester tremble under her and start to stop. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Honey also getting skittish, and she frowned. “Easy boy,” Sam said, patting him on the shoulder. “What's wrong?” Something definitely did not feel right.
Off the side of the road, Sam saw movement, and Lady started to bark. Hoping it was a deer, but knowing from the dog and horses’ response it couldn’t be, Sam reached for her .22 rifle. It was too small to do much damage but hopefully would be enough to warn something or someone off.
A black bear lumbered on all fours onto the road in front of them. Sam heard Laura gasp, and Honey continued to shy away while Lester trembled under her. Lady barked like mad and threatened to jump out of the wagon. “Henry, hold her,” Sam said softly and watched as the boy grabbed Lady by the collar. “Now, nobody moves. Let this guy wander right by.”
As if hearing her, the bear paused and looked at them with soft brown eyes. Sam's heart raced as she wondered what the majestic beast would do next. They would be powerless against it. After less than a minute, the animal seemed to lose interest in them and continued to wander past. In another moment, it was gone into the forest on the other side of the road. Sam let out the breath she was holding. “Let's go. Slowly.”
Guiding Lester forward, Sam was happy to see Laura and Honey following. Carefully, they walked around the final bend and saw their home not much further away. Sunlight lit their front door, and Sam felt welcomed. “We’re almost there,” she said to everyone. “Home sweet home.”
“Yes, home sweet home,” Laura said. Yet even though Sam was thankful to be back, there was a small sliver of worry in her mind that a black bear was likely living nearby.





Chapter Thirty-Five
W alking among the stalls in Astoria’s city park, Jackie was enjoying the break in the hot weather. It was turning out to be a beautiful morning, even with a cool breeze against her face as she strode arm-in-arm with Taylor. “This is about as perfect as it can get,” she said to her wife. “I don’t think anything could spoil my day.”
“I like the sound of that,” Taylor said. “But let's not jinx it.”
Jackie laughed. “I don't believe in jinx,” she said. “I think the fact that our biggest problem left yesterday morning on his horse is a reason to celebrate.”
“Fair enough,” Taylor said. “I'm relieved at that too.”
Even though Crowe looked to be leaving town, they had discussed the risk of his surprise return. To be safe, although it was disappointing, Roslyn and Devan stayed behind and did not go to the market with them. It’s best not to take a risk, Jackie thought, knowing Crowe could try to catch them off guard and show up in the crowd. Let's hope that doesn't happen. I never want to see that man's face again. She remembered the way he leered at her in the saloon. There was something truly evil about the man that she couldn't quite put her finger on. He seemed more than only a bounty hunter, and she again was glad he was gone.
“Jackie,” she heard Mrs. Weeks calling from behind her.
Slowing her steps, Jackie turned to look. The woman she had grown so fond of over the last year was bustling toward them with a man in tow. With a ring of gray hair and none on the top of his head, she guessed that he was the rarely seen Mr. Weeks.
Smiling, Jackie waited until the pair reached them. “Good morning,” she said. “It's great to see you on this beautiful morning.”
“Isn't it, though?” Mrs. Weeks said. “I think this next week is supposed to continue to be perfect and just in time for our fair.”
“That’s true,” Jackie said. “The Astoria fair. I’m looking forward to it. You’ve been working so hard.”
Mrs. Weeks beamed. “Not just me,” she said. “There's been dozens of people helping. It's going to be an event no one should miss.”
Loving the enthusiasm, Jackie laughed. “I can’t wait to see it then.”
“What more do you need help with?” Taylor asked. “I'm happy to lend a hand.”
“Thank you, Chief Barnes,” Mrs. Weeks said. “Nothing yet, but I think we may need a little crowd control once things get going.”
“And there will be a crowd,” Mr. Weeks chimed in.
Jackie was puzzled by the idea there would be a crowd big enough to warrant crowd control. “Do you really think that will be the case?”
Clasping her hands, Mrs. Weeks nodded. “Yes. People are coming from towns as far away as Portland.”
Looking around, Jackie realized there were a number of new faces in the crowd today. “I see,” she said. “I had no idea.”
Mrs. Weeks laughed. “This will be a record-setting event.”
Before Jackie could answer, she heard someone else calling her name and turned to see Jeramy Jones hustling toward them. “Hello, hello,” he said, adjusting his large glasses on his face. He grinned as he reached them. “Great to run into you.”
“Good morning,” Jackie said with a smile. “You certainly look happy.”
Jeramy clapped his hands and let out a belly laugh. “Never happier. I can't thank you enough for letting me open the saloon. Business is thriving from all the new people in town.”
Taylor raised an eyebrow. “But in a good way, right?”
Holding up a hand, Jeramy suddenly sobered. “Absolutely, Chief,” he said. “I promised you things would never get out of hand, and I meant it. We're only having a makeshift version of karaoke and drinking a poor substitution for beer.” His broad grin returned. “You should come and have one.”
Looking at Taylor, Jackie was curious about her answer after being against the idea of a saloon all along. “You know,” she started with a slow smile. “I think I will.”
“And will you sing karaoke?” Jackie asked playfully.
Snorting a laugh, Taylor’s eyes twinkled. “Only if you make it a duet,” she said, and before Jackie could say no, Jeramy was all but dancing with excitement.
“That would be priceless,” he said, and Jackie saw Mr. and Mrs. Weeks nodding. Oh no, she thought. What have I gotten us into?
“Honestly, you're lucky to be alive,” the nurse said to Geri as Julia looked on. “That bullet hit you but slid across your ribs and didn't penetrate your chest cavity. I think it may have cracked a rib, though.”
“But what does that mean?” Julia asked.
The nurse applied a final piece of surgical tape. “Mostly, that she's in a lot of pain.”
“I'm not that bad,” Geri murmured.
Julia looked hard at her. She knew Geri was a warrior and would never let on how bad she was feeling, so she wasn’t buying it. It was especially the case because, over the last two nights, she had heard Geri moan in her sleep. Their stop in Redding didn’t offer any real help. There was no one with enough medical training to probe the bullet wound, and they had nothing to give Geri for pain. At least in Grants Pass we found a nurse and a little bit of ibuprofen, Julia thought. But we need to get her to the real hospital in Astoria.
“Let's get back to the train,” Geri said, pulling down her shirt. “I’m fine until we get home.”
“I think that's the best route,” the nurse said, packing her limited supplies. “Getting somewhere that someone more skilled than me can remove the bullet is what I advise. Soon.”
Julia bit her lip. “What happens if we don't get the bullet out soon?”
The nurse looked grim. “She is at high risk for infection, and the longer it’s in there, the possible risk of lead poisoning increases. There could be lasting organ damage.”
Julia felt her stomach clench at the news. “Then we will get to Astoria fast,” she said. “We have only one more stop in Eugene, and we can make it quick.” She would speak to the engineer. It was time to stoke the engines and push the locomotive to its limits.
Getting off the table, Geri moved gingerly toward the door, and Julia was immediately at her side. “How can I help you?”
“Just get the door,” Geri said. “Like I’ve been telling you, I'm fine.” Gritting her teeth, Julia did as she was asked. Geri was so frustrating.
Once they were outside, she turned on the woman. “You don't have to pretend with me that you're not feeling pain,” Julia said. “I care about you, and it's important to me that you are all right.”
Geri's face softened. “I know,” she said. “But I can tell you I have been hurt much worse than this and survived.”
Julia blinked. “You have?”
Continuing to walk, Geri nodded. “Unfortunately, yes,” she said. “I was seriously injured during my last tour. It was the reason I was sent stateside, and I spent the last part of my time in service at a military hospital.”
“I didn’t know that,” Julia said, keeping up. “You never told me.”
“It's not something I like to talk about,” Geri said and then suddenly stopped, looking into Julia’s eyes. “But I will admit to you that the physical injuries are never the worst.”
Julia stayed silent, letting the woman finish. Geri rarely revealed anything, and she didn’t want her to stop. “It was the psychological damage of battle that put me in the hospital for much longer.” She shook her head with a derisive grin. “I was supposed to be getting out of the Army, you know? Days before the solar storm.”
Julia didn't know what to say. She was having trouble imagining what it would've been like in Geri's situation. How disappointing it would have been, she thought. I was frustrated over the post office, but this is no comparison. She reached for Geri's hand, and the woman didn’t pull away. “I know this doesn't make it all better,” Julia finally said. “But I am thankful you are here with me right now.”
When Geri didn’t answer for a moment, Julia thought maybe she had gone too far, but then Geri nodded slowly. “Me too,” she said. “Me too.”
Standing with Anna as she admired a skirt, Lexi felt herself relax for the first time in what felt like forever. Everything seemed to have gone back to normal, and she could not be happier. Anna acted like her old self again, and Lexi’s own bruises from the jump from the horse were fading. Soon it will all be only a memory, Lexi thought. One I would rather not remember.
“That color would look perfect on you,” the woman behind the table said to Anna. “I know it has been hot this summer, but the wool in the skirt will be exactly what you need come fall.”
Anna smiled. “That's a good sales pitch,” she said. “It's hard to think about cold weather, although this morning has been almost bliss.”
Lexi smiled with her. “I agree,” she said. “Both with the fact this morning is perfect but also that the skirt would look perfect on you. It will help keep your legs warm this winter. Let me get it for you.”
“No,” Anna said, but not completely convincing. “I don't need a new skirt.”
“I don't want to get it for you because you need it,” Lexi said, leaning closer. “I will get it for you because you want it.”
Clearly sensing the sale, the vendor held up the skirt. “I'll make you a bargain,” she said. “Especially because of all you do for our town. Maybe toward credit when I come into the hospital the next time I have a migraine?”
Anna shook her head, still smiling. “You know we don't charge to help anyone,” she said. “Everything is by donation. But thank you.” She started to move along. “I'll think about it.”
Following, Lexi was happy to see her favorite vendor had set up a table. The friendly metalsmith who once upon a time used his skills to make fantastic pieces of art with steel and other metals. Since the solar storm, he turned his skills toward making knives and other sharp-edged equipment people in town needed. Still, Lexi could feel her wedding ring on her finger and remembered how the man made her and Anna their rings. In trade for a few signed copies of my books, Lexi thought with a smile.
Stepping inside his booth, Lexi was excited to see there were a couple of works of art on display. “This is very pretty,” Anna said, pointing to one of the small pieces that looked like a sunset with ocean waves crashing across it. It was polished to a magnificent hue, reflecting the light to glow like a true sunset.
Lexi turned to the man. “You're making pieces of art again? These new ones are beautiful.”
“Yes,” the vendor said as he came to stand beside them. “I made a couple for the fair.” His eyes twinkled. “There are some art competitions, and I decided to enter some of mine.”
“The fair?” Anna asked, and the man nodded.
“Yes, coming up later this week. Haven’t you heard about it?”
Anna looked quizzically at Lexi. “Did Jackie decide to have one?”
With everything else going on, Lexi had forgotten that Astoria was trying to have a fair. “I remember Jackie saying something about assigning a committee to work on it now that you mention it,” she said. “When is it?”
“Starts Thursday and runs through the weekend,” he said. “I hope you'll come.”





Chapter Thirty-Six
W alking into the hospital for the first time in a week, Anna felt a sense of relief. Knowing she was well enough to be back to work comforted her. As she went down the hall, Dr. Ambrose poked his head out of his office. “I thought I heard the side door open,” he said. “And I'm very happy to see that it's you, Anna. How are you feeling?”
“Much better, thank you,” Anna replied. “I felt it was time to get back to work.”
Dr. Ambrose nodded. “I can understand that,” he said. “But feel free to take all the time you need.” He smiled. “In fact, the last few days have been especially quiet. Only a couple of bad summer colds, some heat exhaustion from that awful heat we had, and Mr. Belfry fell off his ladder. I’m pretty sure he broke his thumb.”
Anna shook her head. Mr. Belfry was notorious for his clumsiness, and she wasn't surprised he had been in. Anna smiled. “Aside from that,” she said. “I'm glad to hear things went smoothly. I hate it when I'm away, and everything falls on you.”
Stepping into the hall, Dr. Ambrose smiled. “I always feel the same,” he said. “We are quite a team.”
Before Anna could respond, one of the nurses came hurrying down the hall toward them. “Anna, you’re back,” she said. “It's wonderful to see you. We heard about your accident.”
“Thank you,” Anna said. “It's good to be back.”
“Well, your timing is perfect,” the nurse said. “We just had a group of people come in, and they are quite a batch. One of them is clearly injured, and they are saying it is a gunshot wound, although the soldier who has it claims there is nothing but a scratch.”
“Oh really?” Anna said, walking with Dr. Ambrose toward the nurse. “Where are they?”
“They’re still in the waiting area of the foyer. Honestly, the gunshot wound is not the worst of the situation. There are children. Teenagers,” she said. “And they look like they haven't eaten much in a long time.”
Anna blinked. Suddenly, her dream came back to her—teenagers on her front step who were looking to her for help. You're just being silly, Anna thought as she rounded the corner and walked into the foyer. I don't believe in premonitions. Yet when she saw the group, she almost missed a step. The youngest-looking boy did seem like the one from her dream, although perhaps in worse shape than what she had imagined. All the teenagers looked malnourished, and one of the women with them did not look any better. “Hello,” Anna said. “I'm Anna, and this is Dr. Ambrose. How can we help you?”
The woman Anna thought she recognized perked up. “I am Julia Sharpe, Astoria’s postmistress. This is Sergeant Geri Fischer. We went to Sacramento on the train to deliver mail.”
“That's right,” Anna said, recalling the story and Callie’s letter. “It's good to see you again, but it looks like you ran into some trouble.”
Sergeant Fischer frowned. “Yes, we did,” she said. “But we made it out okay.”
“We didn't make it out okay,” Julia said. “You were shot.”
The sergeant gave Julia an impatient look. “It's only a flesh wound,” she said. “Once the bullet is out and a couple of stitches, I will be good as new.”
“The bullet still in you?” Dr. Ambroise asked.
Sergeant Fischer nodded. “Feels like it,” she said. “Just under the skin on my side along the ribs.”
“Then we better get you into one of the rooms and take a look,” he said. “Come with me. Anna, are you okay with the rest of them?”
Anna looked at the remaining group and again was taken aback by how familiar they seemed. “Yes,” she said. “We can check vitals and maybe start some IVs.”
“Good,” Dr. Ambrose said. “I'll come back in a bit.” Anna nodded as the man walked away with the sergeant and Julia.
She focused on the others. “Would you come with me,” she asked. “I’d like to take a closer look at you.”
The woman with the group nodded. “We will come with you, but can you tell me if you know Callie Cooper?”
Anna paused. “Yes, I do,” she answered. “Quite well, actually.” Then her eyes widened, and she took a closer look at the woman. Someone who came from Sacramento. “Wait, are you—?”
“Her mother,” the woman said. “And I desperately want to see her.”
The two pills she had taken were finally going into effect, and she felt much better than she was willing to admit. In particular to Julia, who had hovered over her like a mother hen. Not that I actually mind, she thought. It's just different to have someone really care. The procedure went smoothly enough. Although she declined any localized painkiller, knowing that it should be saved for someone who needed it more, the cut had hurt. Luckily, the bullet was in one piece and removed in a quick turn of Dr. Ambrose's hand. “Thank you, Dr. Ambrose,” she had said.
The man had nodded. “Unfortunately, I don't have any antibiotics to give you, so all I recommend is you keep the area clean and get plenty of rest. If you see any symptoms of infection or start to have a fever, come back right away.”
Geri nodded. “I will,” she had said and walked out with Julia beside her.
“Should we wait for Marian and the others?” Julia asked.
“You can,” Geri answered. “But I’d like to go check in at headquarters.” She watched Julia bite her lip with a look of indecision in her eyes. In a beat, Geri realized what the woman was probably feeling, and she also realized that she was feeling it as well. They had spent the last week and a half together and been through some harrowing experiences that brought them close to each other. Separating made her sad, and Geri swallowed hard. “Well, I guess I will see you later.” Even to her own ears, it sounded lame.
Julia moved closer. “Do you promise?”
“I promise,” Geri said. “In fact, let's meet up at the fair the doctor was telling us about.”
“All right,” Julia said. “That will be fun.” Geri nodded in agreement, but before she could reply, Julia put her arms around Geri's neck and pulled her close. “Until then, think of me.” Geri was about to promise when Julia kissed her on the mouth. It was warm and filled with tenderness. After a moment, pulling away, Julia touched Geri's face. “Thank you for everything. For keeping me safe and for helping the others.” Geri wanted to say she was only doing her job, but she knew it was more than that. She had started to care.
When Lexi arrived to pick up Anna at the hospital, she was surprised to find her with seven other people. “Lexi, I'd like to introduce you to Marian Talbot,” Anna said. “She is Callie’s mother, and she needs to see her daughter.”
Lexi’s eyebrows went up. “That’s fantastic news,” she said, but still not understanding all the kids.
As if reading her mind, Anna waved at the others. “Marian has been taking care of everyone, so they need to come with her to the farmhouse.”
Not missing a beat, because she believed in Anna and was more than willing to go along with whatever she had planned, Lexi nodded. “Good thing I brought the big wagon,” she said with a smile. “It’s very nice to meet you, Marian. Hello, everyone.”
Anna made quick introductions with all the other teens, and Lexi smiled at each one, but her heart went out to them. From how gaunt they were and the state of their dirty clothes, she could only guess what they had been through over the last year.
Everyone climbed into the wagon, and they were on their way. It was a quiet ride, but as they crossed the bridge halfway home, Anna leaned in to whisper in Lexi’s ear. “Thank you for being willing to do this,” she said softly.
Lexi gave a slight nod. “I understand,” she said under her breath. “I can’t believe they found Callie’s mom.”
“Yes,” Anna said. “She had to come back with us but wouldn’t leave the teenagers with anyone else.”
“They are welcome as long as they need to stay,” Lexi said. “We can make up beds in the barn loft.”
“That's what I was thinking,” Anna said as they continued down the familiar route. Staying quiet for the next couple of miles, Lexi thought about the fact Marian had been found. The letter Callie wrote had apparently been delivered. One in a million, she thought as they came to the driveway. Making the turn, Lexi's two golden retrievers came bounding off the front porch to greet them. Familiar with the horses, they didn't bark until they saw there were strangers in the back of the wagon. With wagging tails, the dogs followed as Lexi drove them all around the house toward the barn.
Clearly hearing the sound, Charlie opened the back porch screen door and stepped out. “Hello, there,” she called. “Just in time for dinner.” Then Lexi watched Charlie's eyes fill with curiosity. “Looks like I need to set out a few more plates.”
“That you do,” Lexi said as she pulled the wagon to a halt.
“Charlie, where is Callie?” Anna asked, and the older woman nodded toward back in the house.
“Inside getting ready for supper,” she said. “So are Will, Tamara, and the little ones.” Lexi heard Marian suck in a breath. As she climbed down from the wagon, she glanced at the woman. There was very little emotion on the woman's hardened face. Only a glisten of tears in Marian's eyes gave away whatever she felt. Holding out her hand, Lexi helped Anna and then Marian down from the bench seat.
Anna turned to Marian. “Are you ready?” she asked, and the woman nodded but did not say a word. As the group followed Charlie up the porch stairs, Lexi felt a lump in her throat. She knew she was about to witness something magical. When they walked into the kitchen, Callie was playing with Zack in Will’s arms. She didn't look at them immediately.
“Oh my goodness,” Alice said, no doubt surprised by the large number of sudden arrivals. “Who do we have here?”
Lexi watched as Callie glanced over and then froze when she saw Marian.
Her eyes widened, and she covered her mouth with both hands. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Mom, is that really you?”
Marian nodded, and Callie rose slowly as if afraid if she moved too quickly, her mother would vanish. Both women moved toward each other across the kitchen until they were clasped in each other's arms. “I can't believe it,” Marian murmured through tears. “You're safe.”
Callie wept loud sobs. “I never thought I'd see you again.”
“But I got your letter,” Marian said through tears. “And they brought us back on the train.”
Callie continued to cry, but she wiped at her tears and took her mother's hand. “Mom, I have someone you need to meet,” she said in a shaky voice.
Slowly, Marian drew closer, reaching out a shaking hand to run it over the little baby's head. “He's so beautiful,” Marian whispered. “It’s a miracle.” Lexi agreed, and as she watched Callie’s mother look at her grandson for the first time, tears ran down her face.





Chapter Thirty-Seven
“A nd I'll be at the fairgrounds,” Taylor said to the desk sergeant. “If anyone needs me, send over a deputy. I'll have my bicycle.”
“Sounds good, Chief,” the desk sergeant said. “I'm looking forward to going over there tomorrow.”
Taylor smiled. “I looked over the schedule, and I made sure that everyone will have ample time to enjoy the fair.”
“Thank you,” the desk sergeant said with a grin. “This is a big deal.”
“It is indeed,” Taylor said with a nod. “Hopefully, it becomes an annual event.” She turned to go, but before she reached the front door, it opened. Pausing, Taylor saw Sergeant Geri Fischer step inside. “Sergeant. It’s good to see you. I was hoping to catch up with you today. Do you have time to give me a full report of your trip to Sacramento?
“Yes, First Sergeant,” Geri said. “I came over to see you specifically.”
“Good,” Taylor said, heading back toward her office. Setting up at the fairgrounds will have to wait, she thought, eager to hear how the mission went.
Walking in, Taylor sat behind her desk while waving Geri to sit in the chair across from her. As Geri sat, Taylor noticed a slight wince as she settled into the chair. If I didn’t know better, I'd say she was wounded, Taylor thought. But I'll let her tell her story. “Okay, tell me your report,” Taylor said, leaning back in her chair and leveling her gaze at the sergeant.
“It was a successful mission,” Geri said with a hint of a smile. “We set up some connections in a few towns along the way to Sacramento, and then we reached Marian Talbot and delivered the letter.”
Taylor's eyebrows went up. “You actually found her at the address?”
Geri nodded. “Amazingly, we did,” she said. “She had holed up there with six children. She was with them when the solar storm hit.”
Taylor paused. The odds of Geri and Julia finding Marian were so long that she was having trouble comprehending it. When she agreed to the mission, she had believed establishing mail stops was possible but had serious doubt about finding Callie’s mother. The fact they did it seemed crazy. But then it's also crazy I ended up here as this town’s chief of police, she thought. A million different things could have happened yet here I am. “Did you run into any trouble along the way?” Taylor asked, and Geri let out a long breath.
“Two instances,” she answered, and when she didn’t continue, Taylor tilted her head and regarded the woman closer. It's almost as if she's hesitant to talk about combat, Taylor thought, wondering not for the first time what the woman had experienced during her last tour overseas.
“Can I have more details?” Taylor asked softly.
“Yes,” Geri started. “There was an attempted hijacking on the way down. Two adult males on motorbikes blocked the train tracks, and the engineer actually stopped for them.”
“You're kidding?” Taylor asked, amazed that the engineer would do something so foolish. “He stopped the train?”
“He did,” Geri answered. “And I can assure you I had a conversation with him about not doing so in the future.”
“Good,” Taylor said. “How did that turn out?”
“I was able to distract the hijackers by taking one of their motorcycles. They gave chase on the other one. Using my rifle, I was able to disable their bike and make it back to the train.”
Taylor nodded. “Good. Was anyone injured?” she asked, wondering if that was the source of Geri's discomfort.
“No one was injured.”
“And in the second instance? Where did that happen?”
“In Sacramento as we were on the train leaving town with Marian and the children,” Geri answered. Before Taylor could ask for more information, she watched Geri drop her eyes. “I had to engage with civilians. Assumed gang members who were trying to intercept the train, so I opened fire.” Then she lifted her eyes and met Taylor's. “Although I can’t be certain, I may have killed one or more of them. There was no choice without putting all of us at risk.”
Taylor held the stare and could see a hint of anguish in the woman's eyes. “You did what you had to do,” Taylor said. “I trust your judgment.” Then she leaned forward in her chair and looked hard at Geri. “Was that when you were injured?”
A hint of color rose to Geri's cheeks. “It's only a scratch, First Sergeant,” she answered.
“From what?” Taylor asked.
Geri blew out a breath. “A potshot with a small caliber weapon,” she said. “When Dr. Ambrose removed it at the hospital, it was no bigger than .38 at the most. I was lucky.”
Taylor considered her words as an idea formed in her head. “Bravery is not luck,” she said. “I’m ordering you to go rest and come to the fair tomorrow.
Walking carefully through the close-cropped dry grass, Jackie was amazed at how the field had been transformed. She knew Mrs. Weeks and a committee of other townsfolk had thrown their whole heart into putting together a fair in Astoria, but what she saw was beyond her wildest imagination. What she had thought little of when it was first brought up had grown. Jackie had envisioned a small affair over one day with maybe some booths, a few animals, and a potluck. What she saw far surpassed that image. The fair was going to run for multiple days and took up over two acres of farmland. Looking around, she saw a dozen large, circus-style tents. There were also booths for vendors, some quickly erected corrals for animals, and even a small stage. By this time tomorrow, this place will be quite the party, Jackie thought, pausing to take it all in. No wonder I saw so many new faces at the Saturday market.
This is truly something worth a trip.
Amazed yet again by how word-of-mouth was so effective in the world without electricity, Jackie felt someone come up beside her. Glancing, she saw her wife had joined her in the appraisal of what would soon be a full-blown fair. “What do you think?” Taylor asked, and Jackie shook her head.
“I can't even think of words to describe it. Did you have any idea it would be this big?”
“Not exactly,” Taylor said. “When Mrs. Weeks mentioned deputies helping with crowd control, I kind of dismissed it.” Taylor laughed. “It seemed a little over the top, but I appeased her, thinking one or two people from my roster would suffice.”
“And now?” Jackie asked with a raised eyebrow.
Taylor shook her head. “Now I have had a mixture of deputies and military personnel helping all day today and on duty through the rest of the event. They set up these huge tents and moved a lot of tables and chairs,” she said. “Apparently, people are lending the fair committee pretty much any table or chair they can spare.”
Jackie looked around and noticed there was a mismatched collection of furniture. Somehow, it made the event even more festive. “You know when they're bringing in the animals?” Jackie asked, and Taylor nodded.
“Some are already here,” she said. “From people who traveled from out of town.” She gave Jackie a wink. “Do you want to go look at some goats?”
Jackie laughed. “Are you asking me out on a date?”
Taylor smiled. “That would truly be a sign of the times,” she said. “But I do hope you at least let me treat you to a deep-fried Twinkie. I had a chance to wander by the cooking tents, and they have quite a setup.”
Continuing to be astounded, Jackie blinked. “Do they?”
“Yes. And best of all, everything they are going to cook has been donated, so the food will be free. For the most part, nothing at the fair will cost anyone anything.”
“An event like no other,” Jackie murmured, remembering Mrs. Weeks’ words.
“Let me show you the stage,” Taylor said, taking her arm. “There's going to be a show every night. Apparently, a group of traveling actors has arrived from Portland.” Thinking she would like to watch such a thing, Jackie willingly went with Taylor as she walked them across the field. Suddenly, Taylor pointed. “Actually, there's one of their lead actors right now.”
Jackie followed where she motioned and was surprised to see Naomi Andrews, a young movie star, on her way to the top of the A-list right before the power went out. “No way,” Jackie said as the woman moved in their direction.
When Naomi reached them, she opened her arms, and Jackie stepped into a hug. “It's wonderful to see you both,” Naomi said. “I was excited when I found out that we were going to come back to Astoria and perform at your fair.”
Jackie took Naomi by the hands and gave them a squeeze. “Welcome back,” Jackie said. “I look forward to seeing you perform. You look great.”
The woman gave them her million-dollar movie star smile. “Thank you. I’ve been very lucky,” Naomi said. “But I can’t find Cyd. Does she still live here?”
“Actually, no,” Jackie said. “She moved back to San Francisco.”
“What?” Naomi asked with a complete look of surprise. “Why?”
Jackie smiled. “That’s a whole different story,” she said. “Why don't you come to the house later tonight, and I'll tell you of Cyd’s adventure over a glass of wine.”
Standing with Sam between Heather and Shauna’s beds, Laura pulled the sheet up under Shauna's chin. “Now, try to get some sleep,” she said. “I know you're excited about tomorrow, but we are going to get up early, so you need to get plenty of rest.”
Shauna wiggled in her bed. “This is almost as exciting as Christmas,” she said. “I can't wait.”
“Well then, close your eyes, and it will be morning before you know it,” Laura said, bending to kiss the child on the forehead. She was pleased to see Shaun's eyes were already drooping.
Switching sides with Sam, she bent to kiss Heather on the forehead. “You get some sleep too,” she whispered.
Heather nodded. “I agree it's like Christmas,” she whispered. “Do you think they will have cotton candy and balloons?”
“What is cotton candy?” Shauna asked, perking up again.
“It's like candy but in a cloud,” Heather explained. “It's the greatest thing ever.”
Shauna looked at Laura with wide eyes. “Will they have some?” she asked, and Laura shrugged.
“We will have to wait and see,” she answered. “This is the first fair Astoria's ever had. I don't know what to expect.”
“That makes two of us,” Sam said. “But we won't know until we get there, and we can't get there until everybody goes to sleep.” It was hard for Laura not to laugh when she saw Shauna squeeze her eyes tight as if she could will herself to sleep. Backing out of the bedroom, Laura closed the door partway and then followed Sam down the hall.
Reaching Henry’s room, they stepped inside and found the boy reading a book while he waited for them. “What are you reading?” Laura asked, and Henry closed the book to hold up for her to see the front. The Ultimate Guide to Raising Farm Animals. Laura held back a frown. She would rather Henry be reading something make-believe or at least something a little more for his age level. Some of the subject matter seemed a little too adult for Henry. But then again, this is Henry we're talking about, she thought. And if anyone his age could absorb the content, it would be him.
“Time for lights out,” Sam said, reaching the bed. Henry set the book aside and slid deeper under the sheet.
“Are you excited about tomorrow?” Laura asked him, and the boy nodded.
“Of course.”
Hiding a smile at his matter-of-fact response to everything, Laura sat on the edge of his bed. “What are you most looking forward to?”
Henry shrugged one small shoulder. “I'm not sure what to even expect,” he answered. “I've never been to a fair, and certainly not one nowadays.”
“I’m with you,” Sam said with a nod. “We are in the same boat.” Sam leaned and kissed Henry on the forehead. When Sam was done, Laura pulled the sheet up under Henry’s chin. She ran a hand over his hair and felt love well up in her. “Good night, Henry,” she said and kissed him on the forehead. “Sleep well.”
“Goodnight,” Henry said, and he seemed to hesitate.
“What is it?” Laura asked, and the boy glanced from her to Sam and back.
“I don't suppose you think they'll have horses on display?”
Laura stood and made ready to follow Sam out of the room. “There may be.”
“Good,” Henry said, closing his eyes. “We need to see what kind of stock is out there.”





Chapter Thirty-Eight
W alking into the fairgrounds with the group from the farmhouse, Anna was whisked back in time. She remembered going to country fairs with her family in the past, and the sounds and smells were so familiar. Popcorn, sweets, and fried food filled the air. The sound of upbeat music playing in the distance gave everything a festive feel. Everywhere she looked, there were people laughing and enjoying themselves around the many booths, tables, and tents. “This is incredible,” Lexi said from beside her.
Anna nodded. “It is,” she said. “I didn't have any idea what this would be like, but it's beyond my imagination. I can't believe how much the community has come together over the last year and been able to pull off something as fantastic as this.”
Lexi squeezed her hand. “What do you want to do first?” she asked, and Anna wasn't sure.
Alice held up the box of Dutch oven pies she had baked. “I need to go drop these off,” she said. “Most of them are donations to help feed this impressive crowd, but one is for the pie competition.”
“Oh, you're a shoo-in,” Lexi said with a laugh. “What kind did you make for the competition?”
“Your favorite,” Alice said, blushing a little with excitement. “Strawberry rhubarb.”
Anna laughed as Lexi rubbed her belly. “I hope there will be some left over after the taste testing that maybe you can bring home with you.”
Alice winked. “I made sure there is an extra one left in the pantry at the farmhouse with your name on it.”
As the group enjoyed the playful banter, Anna felt nothing but happiness. Even before the solar storm, she could not think of a time when her life was better. She was surrounded by friends and holding the hand of the love of her life. Together, they were about to experience festivities and bask in the magic that only a small town could build.
Before the group dispersed, Anna turned to everyone. “Where do we want to meet up later?” she asked.
Charlie pointed at a paper sign attached to a post. “How about at the dog circus act at eleven? Then we can all have lunch together.”
Raising her eyebrows, Anna read the poster. There was indeed going to be a show on the stage later that morning. She shook her head. They thought of everything, she thought, but the idea sounded good. “I think that’s perfect,” Anna said, looking to see the others all nod. “See you then.”
“Let's see what else there is,” Lexi said, pulling Anna forward.
She laughed. “You're acting like a kid again,” she said, and Lexi gave her a grin.
“I feel like one. This is unbelievable.” As they ventured deeper into the activities, they came across a row of games that challenged fairgoers to simple competitions. There was dart throwing at balloons, a ring toss over bottles, and even one where people pitched baseballs and tried to knock down milk bottles.
At that one, Anna pulled Lexi to a stop. “I think you can win this one,” she said to her wife, who used to be Astoria’s high school's softball star.
“Step right up,” the makeshift carnie said. “Which two of you would like to go head-to-head and give this a try?”
Anna saw a man she didn't recognize, grinning at her and Lexi. “I'll take on anybody,” he said, full of confidence, and Lexi glanced at Anna. Their eyes met, and Anna gave her wife a nod, knowing the man had no idea what he was getting himself into.
In the first round, both she and the stranger were able to knock down the pyramid of three milk bottles with one throw. Then, the stakes were raised, and there were five milk bottles. The man threw first but was only able to knock down three. It was a good throw but not centered quite enough. He glanced at Lexi. “Think you can do better than that?” Lexi didn't bother to answer and instead stepped up and threw a pitch that scattered the milk bottles. None were left standing.
Anna nearly laughed at the astonished face of Lexi’s competitor. “And now we have a winner,” the carnie said. “What prize would you like?”
There were some homemade items–stuffed bears, children’s dresses, stenciled t-shirts, and baseball caps. “No prize for me,” Lexi said, taking Anna’s hand again. “Winning in front of my wife is all the reward I need.”
Making her way through the fair’s crowd, Julia wondered how she would ever find Geri. There were more people there than she had imagined would be, with a lot of new faces. They must've gotten the word out somehow, she thought. And people from out of town have come for this event. Considering the size and obvious effort that went into putting the fair together, it would certainly be worth the trip. With all the people, the sound of applause mixed in with music playing, and the sweet smell of what she thought might be cotton candy were almost enough to overwhelm her. Clearly, there's some sort of show going on.
Making her way past some booths toward what looked like a stage, Julia arrived at the fringe of where people had gathered on blankets in a grassy field. Happily, she noticed Marian and the teenagers were on a few blankets together. There were others with them who Julia did not completely recognize, but when she saw there were babies with them, she smiled. One of them must be her daughter, Callie, she thought. A warm feeling settled in her chest, and she took in the sight of such a normal setting. Although the teenagers appeared a little uncertain and were wide-eyed at everything, they also had smiles. This is a lot for them to take in.
What a change from their life even a few days ago.
Trying to decide if she should make her way to the group, she glanced around one more time and noticed Geri on the other side of the field watching her. When their eyes met, Geri blushed and looked away. The woman wore civilian clothes. Blue jeans, a short-sleeved lightweight shirt, and boots. Julia had never seen her out of uniform, and she thought it made Geri look a little gentler. Not so official, she said thought. And I like it. When Geri looked at her again, Julia gave a little wave and pointed to a location about halfway between them on the edge of the crowd. Nodding, Geri started to walk in that direction.
While Julia did the same, she truly thought about how she felt about Geri Fischer. Since they separated, she had spent a lot of time thinking about the woman. It was amazing how much she missed her company even though they were only together for a short while under extreme circumstances on a train. Still, there was something soothing about Geri, although Julia couldn’t put her finger on what. She simply knew it appealed to her.
Although she had no idea where things would go between them, she did truly want to get to know Geri better and in a more regular setting. Maybe the fair is not it, she thought when she was steps away. But I think this will be fun. “Hi,” Geri said at the same moment applause broke out in the crowd.
“Hi to you too,” Julia said over the noise. “It looks like we've wandered into a show.”
Geri nodded. “Something to do with dogs, apparently,” she said. “Do you want to stay and watch?”
Julia shook her head. “I'd rather go for a walk with you,” Julia said. “If you don't mind.”
Geri smiled. “I don't mind,” she said. “I've been missing you.”
“Have you? Julia asked, but not without a glow of excitement hearing the woman’s words.
“Yes,” Geri said. “I realize we barely know each other, but I'd like to learn more.”
Julia paused as she considered Geri’s words. For Geri, what she said felt like quite an admission. “Then let's talk,” Julia said, reaching for Geri's hand. “Is this okay?”
Geri hesitated for a moment but then relaxed into the touch. “I think I could get used to this,” she said with her eyes twinkling. “A lot.”
Henry and Sam walked along the edge of the fence where the horses were held. Laura and the girls had gone in search of cotton candy while Sam went with Henry to scope out the livestock. A dozen temporary stalls were set up, and Sam found it all really quite impressive. She had been to many country fairs growing up. Her love of animals always drew her, but she especially went to see the horses. When she heard Astoria was going to have a fair, she did not expect much. Something maybe a little bigger than the Saturday Farmers Market, but certainly nothing to the level of what the community had pulled off. Once again, Astoria had surprised her.
When they reached the end of the row, Sam looked at Henry. “What do you think?” she asked him. The boy looked very thoughtful.
It was something Sam had grown used to, and she gave him time to gather his thoughts. “I think there is one I'm particularly interested in,” he said.
Sam tilted her head. She had also identified one animal that could provide an opportunity to help them start their horse farm. She was curious to know if it was the same one. “All right,” she said. “Which one are you thinking?”
Henry looked her in the eye. “The brown mare three stalls back. I’d be curious to know if the owner is looking to breed her.”
Sam smiled. The boy mentioned the same exact horse she had been eyeing. By her estimate, the fine-looking horse was still young, so she was likely starting the span of years where she would produce healthy offspring. But Sam worried there might be others who had already asked for any foal she might have in the spring. It never hurts to ask, Sam thought. “Let's go see if anyone wants to talk about her.”
Together, they strode back to the stall with the attractive mare. There they found a man combing her mane. When they approached, he looked up from his work and gave them a smile. “Isn't she a beauty?”
Sam nodded. “She is.”
“I agree,” Henry said. “How old is she?”
Stopping what he was doing, the man gave his full attention to Henry. “She's three this fall.”
Sam watched as Henry nodded and could almost see he was calculating the possibilities around scoring the chance to trade for the horse's offspring. “Are you planning to breed her?” Henry asked, and Sam decided to wait and see how the boy handled any negotiation. Once again, she was impressed by how incredibly smart Henry was in everything he approached.
The man walked to the edge of the stall. “Well, here’s the thing,” he said as he leaned against the rail. “I am trying to get out of the horse breeding business.”
“Why is that?” Henry asked.
“I recently got married, and we have a baby on the way,” he answered. “Horses take too much time. I'd rather spend it working on our little farm.”
Sam felt a hint of excitement. Maybe this man will want to trade us for more than just the foal, she thought. Maybe he will trade us for the mare.
As if reading her thoughts, Henry glanced in Sam’s direction before focusing on the man again. “Are you saying you want to trade her?”
“I might if the price is right,” the man said with a smile. “Are you looking to buy a horse, young man?”
Henry lifted his chin. “I might be if the price is right.”
The man laughed. “I see. What do you have to offer?”
Henry looked at Sam. Their eyes met, and Sam gave the boy a nod. They did have something to bargain with, and Henry knew it. Sam had talked to Will already that morning, and he let her know the piglets from the sow that Sam gave him to raise were weaned and ready to be split up. Their deal would be complete when Sam took ownership of two of the piglets. A male and a female. The thing was, Sam had no interest in raising pigs and wasn't quite sure what to do with them. Suddenly, an opportunity seemed to present itself.
She looked at the man. “Would you be at all interested in trading for a piglet?”
The man scratched his beard. “Male or female?”
“Take your pick,” Sam said.
“Hmm,” the man hummed. “You’ve made this an interesting conversation. I have been considering adding pigs to my small farm. They take much less to feed than a horse.” He smiled. “I don't suppose you would trade a male and a female?”
Sam hesitated. She knew horses were worth a lot in trade at the moment, but so were pigs, because they could be used as a food source plus more rapidly produced offspring that could be traded. Still, the young mare was exactly what she was looking for. She looked at Henry. “What do you think about a trade between our two piglets for the horse?” Henry was quiet, and he even tapped his chin with his forefinger in such a serious manner that Sam had to hide a smile.
Finally, he gave a curt nod. “I think that would be a fair trade,” he said. “If both sides are willing to accept it.”
The man laughed again, clearly quite impressed with Henry, and held out his hand for Henry to shake. “Then I say we have ourselves a deal.”





Chapter Thirty-Nine
A fter eating some incredibly delicious fried chicken, corn on the cob, and pie with vanilla ice cream, Geri was pleasantly full. She was having a wonderful day taking in all the sights, but the best part was spending it laughing and having fun with Julia. It felt good being with her, especially when there was no concern about danger in the back of her mind. They could relax and enjoy each other’s company. “I'm stuffed,” Julia said with a laugh. “I don't think I've had such good food since everything changed.”
“Agreed,” Geri said. “I think it’s a combination of good cooking and the fun atmosphere.” She took Julia's hand and led her toward the stage. There was going to be a play soon by an acting troupe from Portland, and she wanted to see it. From the looks of things, as the field around the stage was filling up, everyone else felt the same.
Scanning for a spot for them, Geri noticed Marian and the teenagers on some blankets near the edge. “Look, there's Marian and the others,” Julia said, clearly seeing them too. “Do you think we should join them?” Before Geri could say yes, Marian noticed them and gave a hesitant wave. The woman looked a little uncomfortable. No doubt because she still isn’t quite able to relax in this new setting, Geri thought. Being somewhere safe will be difficult for her to trust for a while. In fact, as she scanned the teenagers who were with Marian, they all looked the same. Yet there was a glow about them also. As if they might have had some real fun for the first time in who knows how long.
Weaving their way through the crowd, Geri and Julia reached Marian and the others. “Are you having a good time?” Julia asked as she sank onto the blanket beside the woman. Geri followed suit.
Marian hesitated. “Yes and no,” she said quietly. “I am a little overwhelmed, yet being here with my daughter and my grandson is beyond words.” Her eyes glistened with tears. “I will never be able to thank you enough for coming to find me. I have so much joy that I never thought I could possibly feel again.”
Julia gave Marian a side hug. “You’re welcome and you deserve it,” she said. “You kept everyone safe, and now it’s your opportunity to let down your guard and try to relax.”
“I'll try,” Marian said with a small smile. “But it will take some time.”
Suddenly, there was enthusiastic applause, and Geri looked toward the front to see First Sergeant Taylor Barnes and Jackie Scott walking onto the stage. Jackie raised a hand to quiet the crowd as she stepped to the old battery-operated karaoke machine microphone. Geri looked forward to hearing what Jackie had to say. She had a lot of respect for the two women who ran the town so efficiently.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Jackie said. “Thank you for coming today. I know we're in for a real treat. I won't take much time because everyone wants to get to the entertainment, but first, I wanted to welcome everyone to Astoria's first country fair.” There were whoops from the crowd and more applause. Smiling, Jackie waited a beat for it to die down. “From what I've seen so far, the next few days will continue to be magical. A huge thank you to Mrs. Weeks and her committee for all their hard work bringing everything together.” Cheers and clapping broke out, and Jackie smiled at the fun reaction. “Now, before we start the show, I’d like to hand this over to our chief of police, Taylor Barnes.” Again, there was loud applause, including Geri clapping with enthusiasm. The woman truly was an amazing leader who had seen them through the hardest times.
First Sergeant Barnes smiled at the crowd and gave them a nod. “Thank you,” she started. “Like Jackie, I won’t take much of your time because I know the show must go on.” People in the crowd chuckled. “But I want to take a moment to recognize the bravery of some of our own. Recently, there was a mission to reach out to other communities and start a new postal service. This was a success.” There was more applause. Smiling, the woman continued. “I want to pay special recognition to the two women who made it possible. Julia Sharpe and Sergeant Geri Fischer. Would you come forward?”
Surprised, Geri looked at Julia, who shrugged. She was clearly as unsuspecting as Geri. Still, they stood together and made their way to the stage. As they climbed the stairs, First Sergeant Barnes smiled at them.
“I want to personally thank you for taking the risks you did to move forward our recovery from the apocalypse.” As Geri came to stand with Julia near the First Sergeant and Jackie Scott, she saw leather-bound documents in the First Sergeant’s hands. “Here are certificates of gratitude from Astoria leadership.” As she and Julia took the documents, Geri felt proud of what they accomplished. Although what she did had nothing to do with wanting accolades, it felt good to be recognized. “And one further thing.” First Sergeant Barnes held up a small box. “Sergeant Geri Fischer, I would like to award you this for your bravery. You were injured during the mission and put your life at risk to save others who are now safe in our community. Please accept the Distinguished Service medal and our sincere appreciation.”
Listening to Taylor, Jackie watched the reactions of the crowd. Everyone in attendance seemed to be glowing with the excitement of the atmosphere around them. Everything she had witnessed so far had proven to be splendid. Great food, fun games, interesting shows, and all to end with a play. Something I would not even have thought to imagine, Jackie thought. All that we've accomplished continues to impress me. Noticing Lexi and Anna sitting with Roslyn and Devan, she saw nothing but smiles on their faces. If there were any concerns, it was that Devan would have a stomachache from all the rich food. With a sigh, Jackie let herself relax and looked toward the edge of the crowd. Suddenly, her heart nearly stopped. A man stood off to the left, not quite joining the rest. A man dressed all in black. Crowe. As she looked at him, she saw him staring back, and even though she couldn’t be certain from the distance, she thought there was a smirk on his face.
Not sure what to do next, Jackie focused on Taylor finishing her speech. They needed to get to Roslyn and Devan somehow without making a scene. Looking again at where Crowe stood, she was alarmed when she realized he was gone. Jackie scanned the crowd, but he did not appear to have joined in. He could be anywhere, she thought. Thankfully, Taylor wrapped up her award ceremony and looked at Jackie to introduce the play. This will be the shortest speech of my life. Stepping to the microphone, she waved her hands to quiet the crowd still applauding for Geri. “I know all of you are anxious to begin, so without further ado, I present the Portland Globe Players.”
The applause started again, and Jackie moved quickly, grabbing Taylor's arm to usher her off the stage. There was a surprised look on Taylor's face, but she did not resist. They knew each other well enough for her wife to read when something was wrong. As they descended the steps and moved into the shadows from the set, Taylor slowed their steps. “What's wrong?”
“It's Crowe,” Jackie replied. “I saw him at the edge of the crowd.”
“Where?”
“He was to the left, but now I can’t see him.”
“And where are Roslyn and Devan?” Taylor asked, her eyes already calculating.
“In the crowd with Lexi and Anna. You don't think he will do something in the middle of all of this, do you?”
Taylor was already switching into action mode. “We can’t be sure. He might wait and watch them until he has an opportunity to snatch them from the crowd once everyone leaves.”
Jackie nodded. “Then we need to get ahead of him,” she said. “Get them out before he realizes. I'll go and tell them now.”
“That's a good idea,” Taylor said. “I don't think he'll expect them to move while the play is going on.” The woman gave Jackie a quick kiss before turning to go. “I’ll meet you at the house.”
“Where are you going?”
Taylor was moving. “I'm going to find him,” she said with a look of determination on her face.
“And do what?” Jackie asked, feeling a trickle of concern. She hated it when Taylor needed to go be the hero. “You can't arrest him for doing nothing.”
“I'll figure out something,” she said and then jogged away. Taking a deep breath, Jackie worked her way along the edge of the crowd. When she was near the row where Roslyn and Devan sat on a blanket, she politely made her way to join them. The play had begun, and people were enthralled. Exactly the kind of cover we need, Jackie thought.
“Nice speech, sis,” Lexi said with a grin before clearly noticing something on Jackie's face to let her know there was a problem. “What's going on?”
“I need to get Roslyn and Devan out of here as inconspicuously as possible.”
Jackie watched Roslyn’s face pale. “Is he here?” Roslyn asked.
“Yes,” Jackie said. “We need to go. Right now.”
“We will come with you,” Lexi said, and Jackie hesitated.
She hated the idea of putting anyone else in danger, but she also knew there was power in numbers. “Gather your things,” she said. “And let's go.”
Not sure exactly what the problem was, but trusting Jackie needed them, Lexi quickly helped Anna gather up the blanket and move as inconspicuously as possible out of the crowd. Apologizing as they went, the group made it to the edge and paused. “What is happening?” Anna asked.
“I'll explain more later tonight,” Jackie replied. “But there's someone here who is dangerous. We need to avoid him.”
Lexi nodded. “All right, how do we recognize him?”
“He'll be dressed all in black,” Roslyn answered. “His name is Crowe, and he is looking for me and Devan.”
That was all the information Lexi needed. She didn’t know Roslyn well, but if she were in danger, then they would do whatever possible to protect her. “What is the plan?” she asked, and Jackie pointed in the direction of the fairgrounds exit.
“I want to go back to my house. We can wait there for Taylor.”
“I'll follow your lead,” Lexi said.
Roslyn shook her head. “You don't have to help with this,” she said before they could take a step. “I could be putting you in danger. I don't want anything to happen to anyone.”
Jackie put an arm around Roslyn's shoulders, and Devan was attached at the woman's hip. “We're in this together,” she said. “And we will be fine, but we need to get moving before anyone notices us.”
“Then let’s go,” Lexi said, starting off in a hurry and leading the way with Anna beside her. She scanned from the left and right, looking for anyone who met the description. Luckily, most of the people were at the show, so the field was almost vacant of people. Only as they neared the last tent holding the many cages of chickens did she hear someone call out to them. “Jackie,” Lexi heard a man yell, and not knowing who it was, Lexi quickly turned, ready for anything. What she saw instead was a very short, very blond man with big glasses covering half his face.
“Oh, not now,” Lexi heard Jackie say under her breath.
“Who is this?” she asked her sister, and Jackie shook her head.
“Jeramy Jones,” she said. “He's the one who just opened the saloon. Incredibly friendly but a bit of a talker, and we don't have time.”
Huffing and puffing, Jeramy joined them. “What's the rush?” he asked with a big grin. “Is there a fire?”
He laughed at his own joke but then sobered when no one else did. “It's good to see you, Jeramy, but we really have to go right now,” Jackie explained, guiding Roslyn and Devan toward the exit. “I'll catch up with you later.
“Is something wrong?” the short man asked, suddenly much more serious.
“It's fine,” Jackie replied. “We just need to leave and get back—” Suddenly, she stopped, and Lexi saw she was looking past Jeramy. Her face tightened. “If you’ll excuse us.”
“Oh, okay,” Jeramy said. “Are you sure I can’t help?”
“Go find Taylor. Now,” Jackie said with a look over the little man’s shoulder.
Jeramy nodded, already starting to leave. “I will. I’ll be right back.”
Jackie nodded as Jeramy jogged off but didn’t stop focusing on something in the distance. Following her gaze, Lexi saw a man in black. That must be Crowe, she thought, taking in his appearance. Something about him looked dangerous. Not only the black clothes but the way he carried himself. The way his eyes gleamed with dark satisfaction, knowing he had caught them. No wonder Roslyn and Devan are trying to stay away from him, she thought. “Hide,” Jackie said, pointing Roslyn and Devan toward the open doorway of the chicken tent. “I’ll try to distract him until Taylor gets here.”





Chapter Forty
G athering that they were protecting Roslyn and her son Devan from some sort of trouble, Anna went with the tight-knit group as they moved toward the exit, only to suddenly see Jackie alarmed. In a rush, she sent them into the closest tent, where she quickly learned there were dozens of crates and cages holding chickens. Their surprise entry sent the flock squawking, and immediately, things bordered on chaos. Anna did not see what set Jackie off, but when she glanced at Lexi, the woman was staring behind them. Following her gaze, Anna saw a man dressed in black. For a second, she had a strange vision of the specter of death. But that's ridiculous, she thought. It's just a person dressed in dark clothing. And yet the smirk on his face reminded her of some of the evil men they had already encountered in Astoria. It gave her a shiver.
Once inside the tent, the group split up and ducked low into the rows to stay out of sight. Anna heard Jackie asking the stranger what he wanted, but not his response. Suddenly, there was the sound of a scuffle. Unable to help herself, Anna peeked around the corner of a crate only to see the man in black dragging Jackie inside by the wrist. Her friend looked ready to claw his eyes out, but then he thrust her aside. “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” he said with a grin that made Anna’s skin crawl. Where is Taylor? Anna wondered. It was unusual for Jackie and Taylor to be separated in a crisis. Maybe she's gathering reinforcements?
Does this man require that? As he drew closer, Anna faded back amongst the cages. “Don't make this harder than it needs to be.”
Jackie was not to be dismissed so easily. “Get out of here,” she said, with a hand on her hip. “You're not welcome.”
The man barked an evil laugh. “Coming from the city manager of Astoria, that is quite a statement,” Crowe said. “I got a sense that pretty much everyone was welcome in this cute little town. Now, where is Rose and the boy?”
“I don't know what you're talking about,” Jackie replied.
The man snarled. “Don't be dumb,” he said. “I saw you all together as they rushed in here like little sheep. Don't make me search every corner of this place.”
“No,” Jackie said, and the man blew out a frustrated breath.
“Fine. Let’s up the ante,” he said, and Anna heard Jackie suck in a breath. Peeking again, she felt her heart almost stop when she saw he had pulled a gun. “You don't seem to understand I'm making the rules here. If she isn't here in front of me with her son by the count of three, I'm going to start shooting at people.” Anna’s eyes widened. His statement did not sound like a bluff. She had to do something.
Suddenly, out of the corner of her eye, she saw Roslyn step into the aisle. “I'm here,” she said. “There's no need for violence. These people have done nothing to you.”
“Fair enough,” Crowe said. “But unfortunately, you are not the only one I'm looking to take with me. Mr. Ferrari is especially interested in recovering the boy.”
Anna sucked in a breath as she listened, her heart going out to Roslyn. “I will never let you have him,” Roslyn said. “You will have to kill me.”
Understanding at last the consequences of the situation, Anna stepped into the aisle beside Roslyn. She felt Lexi grab her arm to pull her back, but she gave the woman a gentle look and shook her head before refocusing on the stranger. “We don't know each other,” she said to the man in black. “But I beg you not to do this. Why don't you leave your past behind and join us in Astoria? Like you said, everyone is welcome here.”
For a moment, no one spoke, and the man actually seemed to contemplate Anna’s words before he burst out laughing. “Who the hell are you?” he asked.
“I am Anna Scott,” Anna answered. “I work at the hospital, and I care about people in this town.”
Crowe shook his head with what looked like disbelief and raised his gun. “Well, Anna Scott, unless you want me to shoot you in your pretty face, you will go back to where you are hiding.”
After asking to see it again, Julia stood behind the stage with Geri and admired the medal that First Sergeant Barnes had given her. “I'm so proud of you,” she said. “This is so warranted.”
She watched Geri blush. “I'm not so sure about that,” she said. “I was only doing my duty.”
“It was more than that, and you know it.”
Geri hesitated before a serious yet tender look came to her eyes. “You’re right,” she said. “You are very special to me, Julia, and I wanted to keep you safe, but I also wanted you to succeed.”
A lump formed in Julia's throat. “You're special to me too,” Julia said. “When the fair is over, and our lives get back to some sort of normal, I want to see you and to know you better.”
“Are you sure?” Geri asked.
Julia touched her face. “I could not be more sure,” she said. “I want to give us a chance.” For a moment, they looked into each other's eyes, and then Geri leaned forward and kissed Julia gently but with more passion than before. Returning it, Julia slipped her arms around the woman’s shoulders and pulled her in closer. Excitement filled her, and she could not wait to explore their future.
Suddenly, there was applause in the field. Alarmed at first, Julia looked around before realizing the clapping had nothing to do with them. She had forgotten there was a play on the other side of the stage. “Shall we go watch?” she asked.
Geri looked thoughtful. “Do you mind if we go find First Sergeant Barnes?” she asked. “I would like to give her a proper thank you for this honor.”
“Of course,” Julia said. “Do you think she's watching the play?”
“No,” Geri said. “But I noticed after she and Jackie Scott left the stage, they seemed to be concerned about something, and both raced off.”
Julia frowned. “That’s interesting. Where do you want to look?”
Geri started to lead the way from the stage and around the field. “I'm not sure,” she said. “Maybe check more toward the fair’s entrance? I’m not sure the problem is because of the fair or something in town.”
“Let's go and look,” Julia said, and when Geri took her hand while they walked together, she could not help but think of the kiss. So much to explore, she thought as they moved quickly across the trampled grass. But we have plenty of time.
They had not gone far when Julia heard a shout coming from the direction of one of the tents near the exit. “What was that?” she asked Geri, who started leading them that way.
“I don’t know,” she said as they hurried to the tent’s entrance. When Julia saw a man inside holding a gun, she froze. She felt Geri drop her hand.
Filled with fear for Geri and everyone, Julia knew she had to do something. “What is going on here?” she demanded. “Put down your gun.”
The man flicked his eyes toward her but kept his gun leveled on the rest of the group. “Where the hell did you come from?” he growled. “This is your unlucky day. Get with the others.” Julia hesitated. She could turn and run to get help, but as if sensing her indecision, the man in black turned his gun toward her. “I'm not going to ask you twice.” Reluctantly, Julia started to move to join the others only to notice out of the corner of her eye that Geri was no longer with her.
Clenching her jaw, Taylor knew she had to do something, and soon. After Jeramy Jones found her and led her to the tent, she circled behind to the back. Using the knife from her belt, she was able to cut the canvas and make an opening large enough for her to slide through. Her view of Crowe and the others was blocked by crates of chickens, but she heard every word. Somehow, Taylor needed to get the drop on the man. The last thing she wanted was to rush him with her weapon drawn and make him shoot. Although she preferred not to get hit, her real concern was everyone else. Anything could happen with bullets flying. “All right, enough bullshit,” she heard Crowe say. “Bring out the boy, or someone is about to be shot.”
“Devan is not a part of this,” Roslyn said.
“If that's how you want it,” Crowe said, and with no choice, Taylor started to move. She had to stop what was going to happen.
With her weapon drawn, she ran to flank Crowe, hoping at the last second she could get the drop on him. “You can't do that,” she heard Jackie say and could already envision the woman stepping into the line of fire between Crowe and Roslyn. “You can't just go around shooting people. This is not how things operate in Astoria.”
“You have some guts, lady,” Taylor heard Crowe say as she rounded the last corner and was able to see him focused on Jackie. “I think I'll shoot you first.”
Taylor raised her weapon and stepped forward. “Drop your weapon,” she barked. “You're under arrest.”
Crowe barely moved, only turning his head to look at her. “I was wondering when you would show up,” he said. “Kind of late to the party.”
“I’m not going to ask you again,” Taylor said. “No one has to get hurt.”
“If you're implying I’m the one that's going to get hurt, you are mistaken,” Crowe said. “You drop your weapon now, or I will shoot this woman, who is supposedly your wife, in the head.”
Taylor hesitated. She could easily shoot Crowe, and she knew her aim was good, but if anything went wrong, Jackie would be injured, if not worse. Before she could make up her mind, she saw movement at the entrance of the tent. Suddenly, Sergeant Fischer was there holding a sledgehammer. She recognized it from one of the competitions. The one where people were showing off their strength by how hard they could hit a post to ring a bell. Clearly seeing Taylor's eyes shift, Crowe started to turn but not soon enough to stop the blow that came down on him. It struck him high on the shoulder of the arm that held the gun. With a bellow of pain, Crowe dropped the weapon.
In a flash, Taylor took three steps and dove to tackle him. “Jackie, pick up the weapon,” she said as she pinned the man's arms.
He flailed, trying to get up, but Geri landed a hard punch to his face, busting his nose. “Sorry,” she said to Taylor after a beat. “But this man deserves to have his ass kicked. Or worse.”
“I agree with you, Sergeant,” Taylor said. “But we will not sink to his level. We're going to arrest him and let justice be served.”
“Arrest me for what?” Crowe gurgled through blood.
Taylor reached for her handcuffs. “Attempted kidnapping, for starters,” Taylor said. “Let’s roll him over.”
“This is crap,” Crowe growled as Geri roughly rolled him on the stomach.
Putting the cuffs on the man, Taylor felt a strong sense of satisfaction. “I have a confident feeling that if we inquire in other places, you've done more than only what happened here today.
Crowe barked a laugh. “Whatever,” he said. “What are you going to do, put me in your little jail?”
Standing, Taylor grinned. “Maybe you haven't heard yet,” she said. “But Astoria has set up a strong alliance with a city called San Francisco. They have a place for people like you.” She watched the man furrow his brow as if trying to determine what she was talking about, so she helped him. “Surely you’ve heard of it.” Her smile widened as she saw realization and then a hint of panic on Crowe’s face. “That’s right. A prison called Alcatraz.”





Epilogue
A t the edge of Lexi’s large vegetable garden, Laura held Joe’s hand while he walked with determination over the dirt path. “He’s getting so confident,” Alice said with a little laugh. “All these strong role models are rubbing off on him.”
Laura smiled. “Yes,” she said. “He has quite a tribe who all love him. And it only seems to be growing.” Thinking of everyone she had met today, she looked toward the farmhouse not only to see Sam but all her old friends, plus some new ones, helping with the day’s project–repairing Lexi’s back porch. It was only one of many things being worked on over the weekend. With the addition of so many new people living at the farm, at least for the time being, two yurts were in the process of being added. Plus, the building of bunkbeds to go in them. The sound of hammering filled the air.
Continuing their trip around the garden, Alice beamed. “That is true,” she said. “But I love having them all here, especially all the children. Babies and teenagers.” She shook her head. “I never could have imagined it.” Laura agreed. Watching everyone interact, even though it had only been a few weeks, they seemed to be at ease with each other. After hearing the story about Marian and the kids she helped, Laura was even happier everyone had found a safe and loving home.
As if feeling her watching, Sam turned and grinned. Laura heard her say something to Taylor, who had just finished sawing the two-by-four Sam held. Taylor glanced over with a smile and waved the board at them. Then, Sam jogged their way. “Hi,” she said when she was closer. “How’s the tour going?”
“Slow but steady,” Laura replied. “The porch is looking great.”
Wiping her sweaty face with a rag from her pocket, Sam nodded. “Almost ready for some paint,” she said. “Amazing how fast things get done with so many hands helping.” She laughed. “Wish I had thought of it for the addition to our stable and the fence.”
Thinking of how hard she and Sam had worked over the last few weeks on preparing the horse farm, Laura wished a little they had also. Still, there was something very special about doing the job themselves. Making it their very own with no obligation to anyone. Although the horse paddock was only half the size Sam said she initially envisioned, it would suit for the moment. The carport and shed worked out perfectly as stables and they were able to add not one but two more horse stalls. Room to grow, Laura thought with pride at what they accomplished.
Hearing a playful shout, Laura turned to see Shauna, Heather, and the youngest of the teenagers who recently joined them come skipping out of the barn. Her name is Kimberly, Laura thought and was happy to see her smiling along with the others. When they noticed Laura with everyone, the three ran their way.
“What have you been up to?” Sam asked as they skidded to a stop.
Shauna reached to tickle Joe, who plopped on his butt in a burst of giggles. “Feeding the carrots Aunt Lexi gave us to the horses,” Heather answered. “They are all so beautiful.”
“Cinnamon is the prettiest,” Shauna said matter-of-factly. “I’m glad we are taking her home today.” Laura was glad as well. Lexi was extremely generous to keep her while she and Sam finished building what they needed for her. They were more than ready, and today, after lunch with all their friends, they would lead their new mare home.
While Joe climbed to his feet, Laura ran a loving hand over Shauna’s head. “I’m glad too,” she said, thinking for a moment that there was a time she didn’t even know if she liked horses. Their future looked to be full of them, but then she laughed a little. She knew better than to try and predict the future.
Sam put an arm around Laura’s waist. “What is funny?” she asked with a twinkle in her eye, and Laura shook her head.
“Nothing really,” she answered. “I was only being silly and looking ahead when I need to be enjoying everything good happening now.”
Sam gave Laura’s waist a little squeeze. “Especially because right now we are about to have a fantastic barbeque lunch,” she said. “Followed by none other than Alice’s blue ribbon strawberry rhubarb pie.”
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