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The polished-oak ship’s wheel held steady as the Wind Dancer lived up to her name and cut through the choppy waters of the mighty Columbia River. All sails were hoisted as the seventy-foot schooner rode the strong westerly breeze, returning from Portland to the port she called home—Astoria. With a quick glance at her windup wristwatch, Meg O’Grady smiled as she noted they were making good time and would arrive earlier than planned. By now, she knew the route well, having memorized the tricky shipping channel so easily masked by the dark, gray waters.
For over a month, she and her small crew made a weekly roundtrip voyage to what was once Oregon’s largest city. They provided supplies to Red Cross volunteers to distribute to the city’s residents and refugees. After the catastrophic solar storm that knocked out power worldwide, the larger cities struggled to maintain order. Food, medicine, and other necessities ran out within weeks, and with no way to replenish them, gangs formed, and chaos reigned. Meg recognized that her friends, trapped in Seattle when the event took place, were lucky to be alive. Only by working together and making intelligent choices did they escape and return to Astoria to help the coastal city do more than survive in the months that followed. The town was thriving.
Meg had not been part of that initial beginning, arriving months later after her ship had been commandeered by the United States Army. Sailing south from Canada, the Wind Dancer took refuge in a small harbor up the coast. Once there, the military turned it into a reconnaissance vessel. Major Grace Hamilton was assigned to lead Meg and her crew on an expedition to relocate survivors in Astoria. Thinking of it, Meg’s green eyes twinkled. Things had not played out as the major intended, but she didn’t think the woman minded. Meg certainly did not.
“That’s quite a happy look you have there, Captain,” Meg heard Jimmy, her first mate, say as he came up beside her. “Excited to be almost home?”
Giving him a glance, Meg’s smile widened. “Indeed,” she said. “And we made great time this run. Always a plus.” Stepping back, she offered Jimmy the helm. “Take us into the harbor, please.” That was the usual custom. Meg, wearing a bright white shirt that set off her fiery red hair, would stand at the railing along the bow as they neared. All the better for the woman she loved, Major Grace Hamilton, to see her from the shore. The days apart were aggravating but inevitable. Still wheelchair-bound from gunshot wounds while chasing a dangerous criminal months before, navigating the decks and ladders of a ship like the Wind Dancer would be challenging for Grace. Not to mention, there were plenty more essential duties Astoria’s highest-ranking military officer needed to attend to over keeping Meg company. All those facts did not make Meg miss her less. Add in that today was Valentine’s Day, and the ship’s captain had all but willed the wind to blow harder so she could get home.
Looking hard, Meg watched the pier for any sign of activity. Grace might not know she was back yet, because the Wind Dancer was arriving earlier than predicted. Even though a twenty-four-hour lookout was in place to keep the harbor under watch for unfamiliar ships, the message of their arrival may not have been delivered to the major yet. The woman was often in council with other members of Astoria’s leadership, particularly with the city manager, Jackie Scott, and her counterpart, Chief of Police Taylor Barnes. That they were all close friends certainly helped the meetings be productive, but they did go on for hours sometimes.
As the minutes ticked by, Meg resigned herself that Grace would not be there to greet her. In the larger scheme, it wasn’t important, yet like most sailors, Meg leaned toward the superstitious. This would be the first time Grace had not waited for her on the dock, and a small ball of anxiety formed in her stomach. What if something has happened to her? she thought, knowing that although Astoria was stabler than most places, they were still in the middle of an apocalypse. Anything could happen.

TAPPING the apartment door with her knuckle, Cyd Elliott waited patiently for the sounds of someone coming to the door. Although she didn’t know the occupants, there was little to worry about. Her appearance came across as nonthreatening. “You’re petite,” her mother told her every summer when they went to buy school clothes. “So many other girls would die to be your size.” Cyd never entirely bought it. She wanted to be tall, burly, and intimidating like a proper stone-cold butch should be. There had been something a bit demoralizing to have to buy her biker boots in the youth section, boy’s department naturally.
Her time over the last three years at the California Institute for Women, which sounded more like a university than a prison in Cyd’s opinion, helped her work on her image though. Back then, she wore her jet-black hair stubble length and convinced a fellow inmate to give her a prison tattoo on her neck. Luckily, the woman had talent otherwise the snarling wolf’s head could have looked more like a neighborhood mutt. Cyd was immensely proud of the artwork, but for the moment, it was hidden by the collar of her oversized black hoodie. Her hair hung past her ears these days too, and with her large, brown eyes—what one girlfriend called ‘soulful’ years ago—anyone answering the door wouldn’t be alarmed. Not that it appeared anyone was home.
Leaning in, Cyd pressed her ear to the door and listened. No noises. That usually proved to be a good sign. With a glance down the hall to make sure she was still alone, she dropped to her hands and knees and lowered her face to the carpet. It was impossible to see under the door, but she sniffed for clues too. A telltale odor assaulted her nostrils, and she pulled back to rest her butt on her heels. It was bad, but not the worst she had smelled by far. Something, or more likely, someone, was dead and decaying in the apartment. For Cyd, that was a good thing, because it translated to the place being unoccupied. The odds another human lived with that smell day after day were slim.
Tossing another glance around, more out of habit than any real fear someone could be sneaking up on her, Cyd pulled her lockpicks from her hoodie pocket. The tools she made herself, once they let everyone out of prison back in June when there wasn’t any more food, were simple enough. More like something a dentist might use to scrape a patient’s teeth. In her deft and practiced hands, though, the thin instruments could make short work of a deadbolt in less than thirty-seconds, something she planned to prove once again as she appraised the current door. Before she set to work, Cyd did the one thing her great uncle, a crooked locksmith in his day, drilled into her to always do. Turn the door handle and see if it’s already open. She did. It was.
Shit, she thought, biting her lip as she considered the situation. This could simply be good luck. Or it could be a trap. So far, the apartment building had been straightforward, and the first two apartments she broke into were empty of occupants but still held some items she could trade. A half bottle of ibuprofen. A box of mac and cheese. From the look of things, the residents packed a few bags and left once the lights went out. Smart people, in her opinion. The once prestigious Sea Cliff District in San Francisco, California, trapped against the coast by the giant, sprawling mess of the Golden Gate City, turned savage quickly. All the exits out of the city clogged immediately. Residents became trapped in an area with few resources beyond swaying palm trees and beautiful sandy beaches. Most decided to try and wait it out, expecting help to come. If she laid odds on things, she’d guess the residents of the current apartment were in that category. Help never came. Food ran out. Water stopped flowing through taps. Sewers clogged. In the end, a die-off was inevitable, whether from the lack of resources or, more often than not Cyd quickly realized, suicide.
None of which helped her make up her mind regarding her current predicament. Well, do it or don’t, she thought. But just waiting here is a bad idea. Taking a deep breath, Cyd made up her mind and pulled up the bandana around her neck to cover her mouth and nose to help with the smell. Then, before she could talk herself out of it, she reached for the doorknob and went inside.

ANNA SCOTT REFERRED to the page clipped to the folder in her hand. “One last thing. Your blood pressure is looking great, Mrs. Vaughn,” Anna said. “Are you walking every day like we talked about?”
Mrs. Vaughn nodded her gray-haired head. “Even in the rain,” she said with a proud smile. “I’ve lost twelve pounds and I must say the headaches have gone completely.”
Anna returned the smile. “Perfect,” she said. “Well, then I think that wraps up our exam for today. I’m proud of how hard you have been working. I know this was difficult at first.”
Mrs. Vaughn reached and took Anna’s hand. “It was. I didn’t realize how much I relied on my blood pressure medication to feel well,” she said. “And when it ran out…” Her voice trailed off.
Giving the woman’s slender hand a small squeeze, Anna nodded. “You’re not alone. You know there are some support groups in town to help people who are still adjusting?”
“I do, Anna,” Mrs. Vaughn replied with a bit of a laugh. “I’d say I belonged to one, but honestly, we only rotate houses and play bunco.”
Anna laughed too. “I think that may be the best therapy of all,” she said, helping Mrs. Vaughn from her chair to walk her to the door of the classroom turned hospital exam room. “Perhaps I’ll start going to something like that myself.”
Opening the door, the older woman paused and turned back to Anna. “You’re not having trouble adjusting too, are you?” she asked. “Surely not with Lexi and little Joe and all the patients who adore you.”
“No, of course not,” Anna answered too quickly. Realizing her tone was a little clipped, she forced a smile back on her face. “I’ll be glad when spring comes, and the sun is back out. I had forgotten how gray Astoria was in the winter.” For a moment, Anna wasn’t sure if Mrs. Vaughn would accept her answer, but then she nodded.
“We have had a lot of rain this winter. I forget you were only back here visiting from California when everything happened,” she said as she walked out into the hall. “But remember, spring always comes, Anna. Even to Astoria.”
Anna considered the woman’s words as she watched her walk away. Spring could not come soon enough. The constant rain and gray skies were hard, and like Mrs. Vaughn’s blood pressure medicine, there were no antidepressants to take if the gloom ran deeper than only the weather. “Well, you certainly look thoughtful,” Anna heard a woman say and glanced over to see her sister-in-law sitting in one of the waiting room chairs. Distracted by her patient’s comments, she hadn’t even noticed. Immediately, her spirits lifted. No one was more vivacious and full of life than the beautiful Jackie Scott.
“Sorry, I didn’t see you sitting there,” Anna apologized. “I was only thinking of something my patient said.” Jackie uncrossed her long legs and stood. Gloomy weather or otherwise, she was dressed elegantly in a classic red raincoat with matching boots. How does she always look so perfect? Anna thought as her friend pulled her into a hug.
“Happy Valentine’s Day, Anna,” Jackie murmured. “Taylor went with Lexi to get a few supplies from the depot warehouse, so I decided to head over here. It’s actually not raining for a change.”
Anna gave Jackie a squeeze before they stepped apart. “Not to mention you’re not a fan of dusty old warehouses or manual labor?” she asked with a laugh. 
Jackie tapped her playfully on the shoulder. “That too,” she agreed. “Precisely.”
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Taking her flashlight out of the back pocket of her black Levi jeans, Cyd stopped a foot inside the entrance of the darkened apartment and listened while she counted off time in her head. Only when she got to thirty-alligator did she shut the door and lock it behind her. It was time to investigate. Clicking on her light, Cyd got to work. A quick scan of the hall clued her in quickly this was most likely a single person’s home. And probably a guy. No family photos. No knickknacks on the sideboard, which looked like an IKEA special if she wasn’t mistaken. Some magazines and a set of keys. A dust-covered magazine at that, she thought with a grim smile. No one had been moving around in the apartment for quite a while.
Still, she walked with a soft tread on the carpet through the rest of the space. The corpse sat in a well-worn leather recliner in the living room. Probably a man, although she couldn’t be entirely sure from the look of it. A suicide like she guessed, and it was a messy one at that. Handgun in the mouth that left a lot of nasty-looking mold-covered globs on the wall behind the chair. Cyd couldn’t care less. She’d seen way worse, and the fact he used a gun meant Cyd’s trip was a huge jackpot. Weapons of any kind traded for top value on the black market.
She had no intention of keeping it. Her complete lack of experience with firearms made her nervous about carrying one. Odds were more likely the gun would be turned against her. What she carried on her body for protection consisted of a seven-inch switchblade and a canister of pepper spray. Anything more would be too clunky to have, possibly make noise, and slow her down. Being quiet and fleet of foot were her staples of survival. One thing she would keep though was the half-full bottle of Johnny Walker Black Label on the end table beside the dead guy. Although alcohol also traded well, Cyd didn’t mind a sip or two from time to time, and it was a quality alternative over a lot of the rotgut whiskey people distilled and sold nowadays.
A thorough search of all the rooms proved fruitful too. Although the other two apartments had contained some nonperishable food that Cyd happily stuffed in her backpack, they held nothing compared to Miles Reed’s stash. She discovered his name when she picked through the dresser drawers finding his wallet. Over four hundred dollars inside. Enough to maybe buy her a pack of gum. The dollar was worthless in San Francisco. Material things worked as currency in the post-apocalyptic world. Things like an extra box of ammo for the .365 revolver he used to shoot himself. Aspirin, salt, pepper, a pair of prescription glasses… all valuable and easy to carry. Those things would allow her to buy the essentials she needed for her day-to-day. Batteries for her flashlight, propane canisters for her camp stove, and candles to read by.
Moving into the last room of the apartment, a second and clearly spare bedroom, Cyd sighed when her light shone over the thirty-six-inch computer monitor. An entire gaming system sat set up beside it. That used to be what Cyd lived for in the days leading up to her arrest for grand theft. Stealing high-value electronics had been her forte, particularly from people’s homes. Even if she hadn’t been sentenced to four years for her third offense, Cyd would clearly have been out of business. Thankfully, her skills translated well to picking locks in search of different items of value.
Finished with her search, Cyd moved a curtain a little, checking how much daylight was left and frowned. She’d spent far longer in the apartment than she planned. The short days of February meant the sky would soon be dark and being out past sundown had proved a bad idea. Although Cyd had never been attacked, she had been chased on occasion. Not a fun experience and all the more reason to pick up her pace. Luckily, her trusty mountain bike was waiting for her by the apartment building’s side entrance. Three Kryptonite Keeper locks pretty much ensured it was there, and when she rode it, Cyd was like the wind. She’d be home quick enough if the streets were quiet. Still, daylight was fading, and there was no sense taking unnecessary risks. Time to go. Slinging her backpack onto her shoulders, Cyd retraced her steps to the door and, as silently as she came in, she left the apartment to go home.

THE BOX WAS heavy with canned goods, but Taylor liked working her muscles as she lifted it. Although she went through a routine of pushups and sit-ups at her house every morning, she missed the old days of going to the gym. Which probably puts me in a small minority, she thought with a smile. Jackie, on the other hand, would give about anything for a Starbucks. Sometimes, Taylor was surprised by how different they were in some ways and yet so compatible. The perfect balance. And that’s a good thing considering what I’m about to do. With the feeling of butterflies churning in her stomach, she turned and put the box on the wagon’s tailgate so Lexi could maneuver it into place with the others.
“That’s about it,” she said to her friend and watched as Lexi added the box to the stack. Taking a deep breath, Taylor was about to start her speech when Lexi hopped down from the wagon.
Reaching the ground, she moved past Taylor to pick up one last item that had been set aside by itself. “Not quite,” she said and gingerly lifted what appeared to be a feather-light box. “We need to be extra careful with this one.”
Taylor raised her eyebrows. “Mind if I ask why?” Lexi smiled and pulled open the lid. Wrapped in a soft blanket snuggled the sweetest little pair of tabby kittens looking up at them. Taylor chuckled. “Kittens?” she said, reaching inside to give the babies a tickle under the chin. Immediately, they began to purr. “Oh, what cuties. Are they Anna’s Valentine’s Day present?”
“Good guess,” Lexi replied, lowering the lid again. “She’s been a little blue lately, so I thought another baby or two around would help cheer her up. Joe’s growing like a weed and isn’t quite so cuddly anymore.”
Taylor nodded. “I like it,” she said. “Anna is a nurturer at heart. Lots of love to give. Those are some lucky kittens.”
Lexi grinned in agreement. “I hope so,” she said, and Taylor watched her carefully tuck the box under the bench seat. “Let’s hope these little creatures keep quiet during the ride back to the farmhouse.” She glanced over her shoulder at Taylor. “You ready to go?”
Taylor suddenly found herself staring down at the toes of her boots. Shoving her hands in her front pockets, she recognized it was as good a time as she was going to get. “Not quite,” she answered.
Lexi straightened. “You okay?”
Taylor puffed out a breath before raising her eyes to Lexi’s. “I have something to ask you,” she said, swallowing hard before continuing. “It’s important.”
She saw Lexi raise an eyebrow. “Okay,” she said. “You have my full attention.”
Taylor cleared her throat before blurting out her words. “I want to marry your sister. But I’d like to have your okay about it before I ask her. So, do I?” Then, feeling a bit more settled with the question asked at last, she let her shoulders relax. She had no doubt Lexi wouldn’t be anything but happy for her. Still, asking her first felt like the right thing to do.
Lexi grinned as she moved closer and surprised Taylor with a hug. She stood stiff for a moment but then leaned in and they slapped each other on the back. “You have my blessing,” Lexi said in Taylor’s ear. “Wholeheartedly.”

THE PAIN LEVEL FELT TOLERABLE, and the effort paid dividends that were well worth it. Taking another short step, this time with her good leg, Grace Hamilton moved across the training room floor with only the aid of her crutches. “Remember, shift your weight forward as you pick up the leg to swing through,” Astoria’s ex-high school health teacher instructed. His voice was firm, yet always encouraging. Although not a professionally educated physical therapist, Brian had been the football team’s training coach, and Grace felt grateful to have him help her relearn how to walk. Of course, until there came a day when hip replacement surgery became possible again, she would always rely on crutches. Still, being able to stand and move without a wheelchair was exhilarating.
When the fugitive she and Taylor were chasing shot her, Grace resigned herself to death. They were far from medical help, and a gunshot wound would be hard to treat. Taylor disagreed and the woman carried Grace miles back to the high school turned hospital. Once there, Anna performed surgery to remove the bullet and with a blood transfusion from Meg, Grace had survived. Recovery had been difficult, both from a mental as well as a physical standpoint. Only through Meg’s patience did a day like today become possible. She could carefully walk with crutches. Only the pivots were still tricky, and she was approaching one. The goal was to turn around and walk back in one fluid motion.
“You can do this, Grace,” her trainer said from where he stood beside her, his voice full of the confidence which Grace was not sure she felt. Turning in place had proved challenging in the past and only because Brian was spotting her had she never crashed to the mat. “Remember how we practiced.” They had definitely practiced. Grace came in every day when Meg was out on the Wind Dancer. Aside from wanting to walk for herself, surprising Meg was another motivation. Maybe this weekend, she thought, putting all her weight on her good leg, and holding the handles of the crutches tightly.
As she shifted into the turn, a knock at the door made her pause. Glancing up, she saw one of her staff, Corporal Mack, breathing hard from where he stood in the doorway. The soldier saluted the moment he noticed she looked in his direction. “At ease, Corporal,” Grace said, pausing her movement. “Report.”
The corporal dropped the salute and shifted to parade rest. “Ma’am, sorry to interrupt,” he said. “The Wind Dancer has arrived in the harbor.” At the news, Grace’s heart beat a little faster. Meg is back, she thought, but then realized she had not been on the dock to greet her. And on Valentine’s Day of all days. I might still have time.
“When did she drop anchor?” Grace asked, already starting to move in the direction of her wheelchair. She was so focused on navigating the space, she didn’t notice someone come to stand beside the corporal.
“About thirty minutes ago,” she heard Meg say, a sense of awe in her voice. “Grace, what are you doing?”
Looking toward the door, Grace’s eyes widened. “Meg,” she breathed, constantly amazed at how her body responded to the woman’s presence. “You weren’t supposed to see this yet.” Reaching the wheelchair, Grace handed the crutches to Brian before sinking down into the familiar seat. “But it’s a wonderful surprise.”
A smile spread across Meg’s face, but she still looked a little confused. “But when did you start this?” she asked, then shook her head. “How?”
“I’ve been working with Brian,” Grace said, smiling at the man who had been such a help over the last few weeks. “He’s helping me walk, with crutches, of course, but it feels so good to be on my feet again.”
Brian beamed with pride at the acknowledgment. “And she’s been amazing. If half my football players had worked as hard as she does, we’d have won state every year.”
Grace laughed. “Well, I don’t know about that,” she said. “But Meg, you are my motivation for doing this, which is why I wanted it to be a surprise.”
“I don’t understand?” Meg responded as she knelt and took Grace’s hand. “Why?”
Grace gave the woman’s hand a squeeze. “Because I want to come with you,” she answered. “On the Wind Dancer the next time she sails.”
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A s Jackie waited with Anna outside the hospital, she peeked at the darkening sky. Even though there was no rain at the moment, clouds were once again rolling in from the ocean to the northwest. She held in a sigh, somehow sensing Anna was already feeling down, partially from the constant gloomy weather. Jackie understood but was used to it. Living in Seattle for over a decade made her somewhat immune. The annual rainfall in that city was historic. Well, at least I have on my raincoat and boots, she thought, pleased with her chic outfit. Thankfully, lines of trade were open with Portland, and Taylor understood her need to splurge on a new outfit now and then, as long as there was a practical side. Such as a raincoat and matching boots. She smiled, remembering how Taylor had laughed when she saw what Jackie traded for and how she gave in to Jackie’s reasoning that rainwear was a necessity. Somehow, the playfulness over the sexy raincoat turned passionate, and the lovemaking afterward made a warmth rise to Jackie’s cheeks.
“I can’t imagine what you are thinking,” she heard Anna say with a laugh. Jackie grew even warmer from the blush, caught thinking of Taylor’s body on top of hers. “Oh, wow, you really were somewhere nice,” Anna continued. Jackie responded by wrapping an arm around the smaller woman’s shoulders, and with a laugh of her own, giving her a side hug.
“Thinking about how much Taylor liked my new raincoat is all,” she said but guessed Anna saw right through her. They were too good of friends, and Anna knew her too well.
“I can only imagine,” Anna replied. “Which makes me wonder what your hero will be getting you for Valentine’s Day. Have you gotten any hints?”
“No, she’s been very tight-lipped about it. Actually, almost nervous.”
She saw Anna’s eyes widen. “Nervous?” she asked. “You don’t think…”
Jackie tilted her head, not understanding what her friend was getting at exactly. “I don’t think what?”
“Jackie, don’t you think maybe Taylor is going to propose?” Anna asked, excitement in her voice.
Jackie laughed, knowing a proposal was the last thing Taylor would do. Why would she want to upset our perfect relationship? she thought. She surely understood Jackie was not the marrying kind of woman. Commitment came in many ways, and theirs was strong even without a ceremony and rings. “Don’t be silly,” Jackie answered. “Taylor and I are completely happy as we are. Being married wouldn’t change anything.”
Anna gave her a slow nod. “I suppose that’s true. Still, if she’s acting especially secretive and nervous, you might be surprised.”
Jackie grew quiet as she considered Anna’s comments. A mixture of emotions stirred in her. As romantic as it would be to have Taylor drop to one knee and ask for her hand, Jackie was not sure how she would answer. Do I want to marry Taylor? she asked herself. Do I even need to? Taylor loved her more than anything else in the world, of that she was sure. Her strong, sensitive hero would never leave her. Married or otherwise.

PUSHING Grace along the sidewalk toward the newly constructed, one-bedroom house they shared in one of Astoria’s rebuilt neighborhoods, Meg wasn’t sure what to say. Grace being in a wheelchair never bothered her, yet it was clear it was important to Grace. Or is it? she wondered. What if she’s only doing it because of me? “You’re very quiet,” Grace said, interrupting her thoughts. “Did seeing me in physical therapy using crutches bother you?”
Meg sighed. Trying to keep anything from the perceptive Army major was nearly impossible. “Not exactly,” she replied. “I love that you’re gaining strength and using crutches. I truly am. You’re incredible, and I’m so proud of you, but…”
Grace reached to cover Meg’s hand on the chair’s handle. As always, the slightest touch from the woman was electric. It was rare for Grace to initiate contact, and Meg felt heat all through her. “But? Tell me Meg. I can take it,” she said, and Meg couldn’t read the trace of something in her voice. Disappointment?
Meg slowed her steps. “Hey,” she said softly. “I don’t mean to sound anything but amazed at your progress, I truly am, but if you wanted to come on the Wind Dancer, I would have made it work.” She stopped and came around to kneel beside the wheelchair and face her. “If I did something to make you not feel welcome—”
Grace shook her head to cut her off. “No,” she said. “You haven’t, but I’m not stupid. I’ve spent time onboard. Your ship is big enough for a crew, but the doorways and walkways are narrow. There are ladders and things to step over.” She swallowed hard as if to keep her emotions in check. “I didn’t want to be in the way.”
“Oh, Grace,” Meg said, her heart aching at the statement. She understood how proud Grace was and that she had medals for how well she led missions during her career as a military police officer. Being confined to desk duty to help run their small town over the last couple of months was clearly harder on her than she realized. Like Meg, Grace lived for action, and she should have pieced that together long before now. Reaching out, she touched Grace’s cheek. “I’m so sorry. Grace, you would never be in the way. I would have made accommodations.”
Grace turned her head away from Meg’s hand. “I don’t want accommodations,” she said, her voice filled with irritation. No, Meg thought. Not irritation. She’s outright angry over this. There had to be something more going on than wanting to come on the ship.
“Wait—” Meg started, but Grace put her hands on the wheels of the chair and pushed to move them.
“Take me home,” Grace said. “I don’t want to explain this right now, especially not out here on the sidewalk.”
Meg hurried back behind the chair and began pushing again. Furrowing her brow, she was baffled. Obviously, Grace wanted to tell her something, and she had been holding back the news for a while. It had to do with learning to walk without telling Meg, and part of it was her wanting to come onboard the Wind Dancer. But there’s more to this, she thought. Something important to Grace. But what?

TWO DOORS DOWN was the name of the movie on the giant billboard near the onramp to the Golden Gate Bridge. It had only been temporarily constructed as part of a marketing stunt for the film and looked worse for wear. San Francisco’s majestic modern miracle was the backdrop for the climactic proposal scene in the rom-com hit, hence why the movie producers paid to put the advertisement there. As Naomi Andrews stood looking at it, she decided the strategy had worked, because the movie had been a blockbuster. She knew. She was in it. The female lead and who everyone had said was ‘the next big star.’
Naomi’s agent had worked hard to get her the part, and it had been close to not happening. One producer wanted to go with a safe bet and use a known actress, but the other two on the team picked her. A tall, blonde, blue-eyed nobody from Oregon. Not that she hadn’t acted before, and she’d even worked in a couple small indie films. But never as the lead and never in a movie with a real budget. Two Doors Down was the Big Time, and she’d nailed the role. Suddenly, the name Naomi Andrews was on everyone’s tongue, and she officially became the ‘it’ girl in Hollywood. People came out of the woodwork to hitch their wagons to her rising star, and she loved it. All the acting classes, all the auditions, and long nights of self-doubt paid off. Her risky decision to leave everything and everyone she loved back home in Portland to follow her acting career had turned out to be the right one.
Life could not have been better. Naomi was wrapping up a successful talk show circuit in San Francisco, and entertaining movie offers from multiple big-name producers when the lights went out. And stayed out. At first, Naomi was in complete denial. These things could not be happening to her. Not now. It was by luck that she was with her new stuntman boyfriend that night or she would never have survived all those months. He somehow found them an empty house near the waterfront and found them food enough to lay low and survive. Or at least he had until a week ago. Naomi didn’t know if he finally decided to take off and figured she would slow him down or if something worse happened, but there was no sign of him. The little bit of food and water they had stockpiled was gone, and Naomi hadn’t eaten anything in four days. She’d been smart enough to read the writing on the wall. This was not a world she could survive in.
Which was how she ended up standing at the ramp to the bridge, staring up at herself as the daylight faded. The walk from the waterfront was grueling and took all afternoon. She was sure she would faint any second, but her last bit of willpower pulled her through. That would be her last stop, and then it was only a matter of walking to the center of the bridge… she just hoped the bay wasn’t too cold. Naomi giggled, a touch of hysteria in it. Here she was, ready to end it all, and she worried about the temperature of the water. What a strange and screwed-up world, she thought, preparing to start her final walk. Before she turned, she blew her image a kiss. “I really was the ‘it’ girl,” she murmured to no one and then started to go. She’d only taken a few steps when she saw the two men who watched her from where they stood blocking the way off the ramp. They smiled, and Naomi felt a sliver of fear worm its way up her back. She recognized that kind of smile, and there was nothing good about it.
“Hey, baby,” the tallest of the pair called out to her as they both walked closer. “You look familiar.” Naomi didn’t bother to respond and instead tried to decide if she could run past them. Suddenly, she didn’t want to jump off the bridge anymore. She wanted to go home, not back to the house on the waterfront, but home to Oregon. Still, as the men picked up speed moving toward her, Naomi had a horrible feeling it might be too late.
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Taylor chewed her food, trying her best to act normal, but it was a challenge. Even though the meal Alice made was delicious with lasagna, salad, and fresh garlic bread rolls, she hardly tasted anything. Never was she more nervous in her life, and she simply could not understand it. She had faced combat in the military and survived harrowing moments since the solar storm catastrophe months before. Yet, for some reason her heart raced as she considered what she was about to do after dinner. The time had come to ask Jackie Scott to be her wife.
At last, Alice brought dessert in from the kitchen. Apple pie from the last harvest of the year with a delightfully flaky crust topped with homemade vanilla ice cream. It was an excellent meal and a perfect way to celebrate Valentine’s Day with her closest friends. Even Will and Callie, who had built a small cabin on the property behind the farmhouse, were there. Unfortunately, as good as the pie was, it took all her willpower to swallow the food. Even holding the fork was a challenge because her hands were so sweaty. Listening, she could not tell for sure if the rain which had blown in as the evening went on had stopped again. If there was still a drizzle, Taylor could only hope it would not deter Jackie from joining her for a short walk to the barn. Especially since Jackie was acting a little strange from when they picked her up in the wagon for the ride to the farmhouse. Her suddenly aloof behavior was odd because the woman started the day off very affectionate, clearly appreciating this special holiday for lovers was their first together. Taylor surprised her that morning with a fresh pot of bold coffee and cream she picked up from the small dairy on the outskirts of town. Taylor added honey to make the offering quite a treat, and Jackie was over the moon at the loving gesture. They kissed, which turned passionate, as a way of thank you with a promise between them they would resume later that night. Somehow though, something shifted since then, but she had no idea what it was, and that frustrated her. She wanted Jackie in the best of possible moods before she proposed in the barn—the first place they had made love. 
Taking the last sip of wine from her glass to try and relieve her dry mouth, Taylor glanced across the table and saw Lexi staring at her. With a slight nod of her head, her friend indicated that now was probably the best time for Taylor to make her exit with Jackie. Swallowing hard, Taylor reached over to take Jackie’s hand before turning to look into the woman’s eyes. Surprisingly, Jackie did not turn to meet her gaze, and again Taylor felt a sense of unease. Something was wrong. Maybe tonight is not the best night to ask after all, Taylor thought, but then Valentine’s Day seemed perfect. What could be more romantic? “Jackie,” Taylor said, pushing on despite her concern. “I was wondering if you might want to go for a short walk with me this evening.” 
Jackie finally returned her look, eyebrows raised. “In the rain?” Jackie asked. “Actually, I’d rather stay here and continue to visit where it is warm and dry.” Taylor’s frustration rose but she tamped it down. It was not the time she wanted Jackie to be difficult and becoming impatient would only worsen the situation. Jackie was beautiful and brilliant, but she was also very stubborn.
“Sweetheart,” Taylor started again. “I would like to have a moment, even if it’s on the back porch.”
Jackie leaned back and regarded Taylor with narrowed eyes. “Are you up to something, Taylor?” she asked. “You’re acting strange tonight.” I’m acting strange? Taylor thought and was about to make a comment in her defense when Lexi cleared her throat. Glancing over, Taylor saw the woman pushing back from the table. 
“Actually, go ahead,” Lexi said. “Anna and I will help clean up after this delicious meal, and you two go take a moment before I get out the cards to beat you at rummy.” Taylor turned back to hear Jackie’s response. The woman opened her mouth to say something, but before she could, there was a hard rap on the front door. Lexi’s two Golden Retrievers, who were patiently waiting in the kitchen on their beds for any scraps, started to bark.
The group looked at each other. “I assume we’re not expecting anyone?” Taylor asked.
“No,” Lexi answered, standing to start toward the foyer. “But someone might be lost and have seen our light.” Lexi was using precious propane from the newly installed tank out back to turn on the dining room chandelier for their special night. The light showing through the window could easily have attracted someone. Let’s hope they’re here with good intentions, Taylor thought, standing herself. She moved to catch up with Lexi. The woman was shushing the two dogs but keeping them by her side as she moved to the front door. The knock sounded again, and Lexi opened the door a foot to block the dogs from rushing forward as well as to keep the visitor at bay. Taylor heard a murmur of voices as she waited, and then Lexi opened the door wider as she took her dogs by the collars. “Taylor, he’s here to see you,” she explained, and Taylor saw her chief deputy Mark Johnson was on the porch. She moved closer.
“What’s wrong?” she asked, looking over his shoulder to see a patrol jeep in the driveway. There was definitely something going on if the man used a rare bit of gasoline to make the trip.
“Trouble at the park, ma’am,” he replied. “A new group came in and set up camp before any of us even interviewed them.” Taylor frowned. What Deputy Johnson was reporting was irritating but didn’t warrant an emergency.
“So, I’ll go talk to them in the morning,” she said. “Unless there is more to this.”
“There is,” Deputy Johnson continued. “An altercation with the locals nearest the park when one of the newcomers pulled a knife. Tried to get Shaun Wall to fight, but he was smart enough to back out of it.”
Taylor clenched her jaw in frustration. That was not how she expected the night to go. “All right,” she said. “I’ll grab our coats, and Jackie and I will ride back with you. You can tell me more about it on the way. Do we know where this group rolled in from at least?”
“Not sure,” the deputy said. “All I know is they’re gypsies.”
Gypsies? Taylor thought. “I believe they prefer to be called Travellers, deputy,” she said, and the man nodded but kept any thoughts on it to himself. Fantastic. She did not like how this was going already.

PEDALING WITH A WELL-PRACTICED STROKE, Cyd made good time zipping around the abandoned cars as she rode north along Lincoln Boulevard. She knew the route like the back of her hand and where all the roadblocks were along the path. Luckily, nothing she couldn’t get by on her mountain bike stood in her way. Another two blocks, and she’d be to Highway 101, the main drag through the heart of the city. That was not a place to be hanging out after dark, and she kicked herself again for taking so long in the last apartment. The sun had set already, and twilight turned the sky a velvety purple. Stars were starting to make their appearance, brighter than ever with no electric lights to contend with anymore. Still, Cyd thought she had time. The boulevard did provide the most direct route for her to get home, so she decided to stick to her usual path. In five minutes, she could be off the streets and settled in the place where she lived—the storage room in the basement of the Presidio Public Library.
Even though Cyd specialized in stealing electronics, had a wolf tattoo on her neck, and carried a reputation around the city of being a scrappy street punk, reading was her secret passion. It wasn’t uncommon for her to read a book, sometimes even two, at night. Escaping into the stories of imaginary lives made her own life tolerable. People missed television and movies and online media, but Cyd didn’t. When she was in prison, she snuck in reading whenever she could. Thrillers, adventure, sci-fi. Anything and everything. And then the lights went out.
When the power didn’t come back on, and she was kicked out of the prison with hundreds of others, there had been no time for books. She fought to stay alive in a giant city slowly starving. The only answer for her was to get to the outskirts of San Francisco. Mix that with the rumors that abounded around the cushy life people were living along the beaches and Cyd headed west. The ocean cities always sounded nice to her. However, she learned quickly after arriving that wasn’t the case anymore, but she did see an opportunity. There were lots of condos and apartment complexes for her to pick through. All she had needed was a safe place to lay low at night. On the third day, she ran across the abandoned library. The smashed front doors were open, but the location could not be more perfect with nothing of value to most people. Give her a handful of batteries for her lantern and thousands of books to read… she was in heaven.
Actually, an excellent fantasy adventure story waited for her and made getting home all the more desirable. She was a third of the way in the Lexi Scott novel and wondering what would happen to the heroine next when she heard a yell for help. High pitched, loud, and laced with fear. Cyd grit her teeth and peddled faster. Screams were not unusual in San Francisco, although not as much along the beach route. Trouble stayed more midtown. When the call came again, this time almost a scream, there was no mistaking the woman was close. If Cyd had to guess, the sound came from the bridge. No, not my problem, she thought, determined to stay out of trouble. She specialized in staying out of trouble. It was how she survived, but when the “Help me, please!” came for the third time, sounding even more desperate, she slowed. The bridge’s onramp was one block away. If she kept on her usual path, she would ride past it. Don’t be an idiot. All she needed to do was turn right and find a different way home.

MOVING at a gentle canter on Lester, Sam was glad to be almost home to the bungalow she shared with Laura and the two children, Henry and Shauna. It had been a long day helping one of the distant neighbors bring a new calf into the world. Her vet skills were known far and wide. Although she never actually graduated from Oregon State University’s veterinary program before the world all changed, she was close enough for everyone’s sake. That day’s situation was a little more complicated than she would have liked, but in the end, Sam turned the calf around, and things ended well. So well, that the happy owner insisted on paying her far more than she thought was necessary. Even when she tried to say no, the man had insisted, which was how she ended up with the wiggly thing under her coat.
As she rode into the yard, Henry came out the front door to stand on the porch. As was generally the case, their loyal dog Lady was with him, and Shauna came busting out on their heels. “Sam,” Shauna yelled, warming Sam’s heart to see how excited she was to see her. “Did you see a baby cow?”
Sam grinned and dismounted as Henry stepped off the porch. “Do you want me to take Lester back to the shed for you?” he asked, and once again, Sam was struck by how mature he was for only eight. She had taught him how to care for the horses, and he took the task very seriously. When he asked for a step ladder to help comb them after a long ride, Sam had obliged, appreciating his work ethic. Henry was quite a kid. At the moment though, she had something to show them both. Lester would wait patiently to be combed and fed.
“We can take care of him in a minute,” she said as Laura joined them on the front porch.
“What’s all the ruckus out here?” she said with a smile at Sam. Seeing her pretty face always made Sam catch her breath. Her love for Laura grew day by day, and one look in the other woman’s eyes let her know the feeling was mutual. “Glad you’re back safe. Just in time for dinner.”
“Happy to be home,” Sam said with a smile of her own as she walked to the edge of the porch before squatting in front of Shauna. “And I did see a baby cow. It’s called a calf, and she’s a healthy little thing. But guess what else I saw?”
Shauna’s eyes widened. “What?” she asked and suddenly, Sam’s surprise snuffled around under her coat. Shauna’s eyes went even wider. “What’s under there?”
Starting to laugh, Sam opened her coat and out wriggled an eight-week-old piglet. “Oh, wow,” she heard Henry say, and then Laura was squatting down too. She reached out and ran a hand down the animal’s back.
“They gave you a pig?” she asked, and Sam nodded.
“I tried to talk him out of it, but he insisted,” she answered with a shrug.
“Can we name it?” Shauna asked, and Sam met Laura’s eye. There in was the question. Sam was not sure what to do with the gift. Although raising a pig would be simple enough, she wasn’t sure what they would do when it was fully grown. The thought of slaughtering it already made her shudder. Fish and chickens were one thing, but that would be completely different.
After a pause, Laura shook her head, and Sam realized what she needed to do. “No, sweetheart,” she answered the little girl. “We’re going to take this little bugger into town tomorrow and find him a good home.” She saw Laura mouth the words “thank you” over the top of Shauna’s head. Sam nodded. They had needed to go into Astoria for a while now. Laura had quilts to trade, and Sam could use a few new books from the library. Plus, seeing Lexi and Anna and the rest of their friends would feel good too.
Clearly excited by the decision, Laura stood and clapped her hands together. “Well, then we better get in there to eat and then to bed,” she said. “Tomorrow will be a busy day.”
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O ne of the men, holding Naomi from behind, slapped his hand over her mouth with enough force to rock her head back against his shoulder. The strong arm around her torso, pinning her arms to her sides, felt like an iron vice. She tried to break free, but it was too tight.
“God damnit, bitch, I told you to stop screaming,” he growled. “Nobody’s going to rescue you. This isn’t the movies.”
The second man snapped his fingers. “That’s it,” he said. “She’s the actress from that movie about the blind chick.” Then, his eyes widened, and she realized he noticed her face on the billboard behind where Naomi stood trapped by his friend. “Son of a bitch. You’re Naomi Andrews.”
For a moment, hope flared in Naomi’s chest. The man recognized her and sounded like a fan. Maybe he would let her go for an autograph or something. Then, the man holding her hocked a glob of spit onto the boardwalk. “Never heard of her,” he said, starting to pull her backward. “Now shut up and help me get her into the toll booth.”
“Well, it was a good movie,” the second man mumbled but stooped to grab her legs. Seeing a chance to do something, Naomi kicked when he was close enough and smacked him in the face. Stumbling back, she watched him grab his nose, blood seeping through his fingers. “You bitch,” he said. “I thought you were blind.”
Clearly amused by the stupidity of his friend, the man holding her laughed. “Smooth move, dumbass,” he said, relaxing his grip over her mouth. His hand slipped a little, and Naomi bit down hard on his thumb. When he reacted, she wiggled free and ran. She wasn’t fast enough.
The man she had kicked cut off her path and blocked the way. The bottom half of his face dripped blood and his eyes had narrowed, filled with fury. “And I was going to make him go easy on you,” he growled, stepping toward her. Naomi glanced left and right, desperate to escape. She thought about yelling for help again, but it seemed useless. Suddenly, she saw a flicker of movement at the end of the ramp. It was someone on a bicycle.
“Hey guys, what’s up?” the rider asked. Her voice was high, and Naomi realized it was a woman. “I heard a bunch of yelling.”
The man with the bloody nose turned to look at the woman. “Buzz off, Cyd,” he said. “This is none of your business.”
She watched Cyd nod. “You’re right,” she said. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”
“No, wait,” Naomi said, desperate to not let the woman leave. “Please help me.”
Nobody moved for a minute while the stranger appeared to be making up her mind. “How about this,” she finally said. “I have a pretty full bottle of good scotch in my bag. I’ll trade you for her. Here, I’ll prove it.” Cyd slipped the backpack from her shoulders and unzipped it before reaching inside.
Naomi saw the two men look at each other, and then the one she bit grinned, starting to walk toward Cyd. “How about this,” he mimicked. “We take that from you in trade for your life, and then you leave.”
With her hand still in the backpack, Cyd sighed. “I thought you might say something like that,” she said and pulled out a gun instead of a bottle. “But I was hoping you wouldn’t. I hate shooting people.”
The two men both stiffened at the sight of the weapon. “Don’t do anything stupid,” the bloody man said, and Naomi clung to the hope that somehow she would get out of this alive. Especially since, while they were distracted, she could try and slip past the men. “Don’t take a step,” the bloody man snarled, but Naomi decided it was time to run.
Sitting on a bench in the makeshift shower stall, Grace let the tepid water from the showerhead trickle over her, washing the organic shampoo from her hair. The lather smelled of lavender, her favorite scent, and she was glad the booth that sold it was at the previous Saturday Farmer’s Market. Unfortunately, the scent was not enough to soothe her tonight. Her conversation with Meg haunted her thoughts, and she had been sharper in her responses than she wanted. Still, having Meg catch her on crutches was both exhilarating and upsetting. The proud look on the woman’s face made all her hard work even more worthwhile, but when Grace explained she wanted to go on the Wind Dancer, Meg’s mood changed. She appeared almost unhappy Grace would want to join her on the next voyage to Portland to trade. She covered it quickly, she thought but was sure something was there, and the idea she couldn’t shake rose in her mind again. She doesn’t want me with her on the ship.
Tears snuck down Grace’s face, mixing with the water. Although she struggled to admit it to herself, that was her greatest fear—perhaps Meg was growing tired of her. It made sense. They were thrown together by happenstance a few months ago when Grace commandeered Meg’s ship. The feelings between them started off as conflict, but their chemistry quickly made working together tricky. Grace had been surprised at how attracted to Meg she was as her lovers were few and far between. Being in the Army, she moved around a lot, and long-term relationships weren’t practical. Her feelings with Meg were different. And perhaps we could have been more, she thought. But now… Ever since she was shot in the line of duty, she felt damaged. As if not good enough for Meg anymore. She’d tried to send her away, but the stubborn redhead wouldn’t listen. And here they were living together, sharing a bed, and Meg would hold her every night, but they went no further. Because she’s not attracted to me the same way I am to her.
Then, there was a light knock on the bathroom door. “Grace?” she heard Meg say. “Dinner’s ready. I made you something special for tonight.” Grace reached to pull the lever to shut off the water but didn’t answer yet. She was afraid her voice would be unsteady with emotion. The last thing she wanted was for Meg to know she had been crying. Especially when the woman was trying to make things light by joking around about Valentine’s Day. A day meant for lovers, which was something they were not and probably never would be. A sob built in her chest, but she swallowed it down.
“Okay,” she forced out but then bit her lip to hold back any sound she was crying.
“Grace?” Meg asked again. “Is everything all right?”
Taking a deep breath, Grace forced herself to be steady. “Yes, of course,” she answered. “Finishing up. I’ll be right there.”

JACKIE GOT out of the patrol car. One, because she was curious about what exactly was going on in the park. And two, because Taylor asked her to wait in the vehicle. She was never good at obeying orders, so she closed the door and started in the direction Taylor and the deputy disappeared. The soft tinkling of music caught her ear, and there was lantern light beyond the trees. Even more intrigued, she followed a narrow dirt path until she came out into the broad opening that made up the heart of the park. What she saw took her breath away.
The space was filled with half of a dozen ornately decorated wagons. All were wooden and beautifully carved with elaborate scenes of people and animals, each painted in bright colors of every hue. Jackie wished that there was more light to appreciate them. Lanterns hung from stick poles near each, giving them an almost mystical air. This is magnificent, she thought. Out of the pages of a picture book.
As she drew closer, she saw two women walking with a handful of small children in tow. The adults wore long flowing skirts, and billowy blouses, accented with modest arm bangles and hoop earrings. One had a yellow scarf over her head and looked much older than the young woman beside her. If Jackie had to guess, she would say she watched a multigenerational family as they headed into a wagon for the night. At first, they did not see her, but when they did, both women smiled and waved. At least they seem friendly, Jackie thought and wondered what the details were of the reported altercation. As much as she loved the residents of Astoria, they had a small-town mentality. A caravan of Travellers would be a bit of an overload to their senses.
Moving toward the center of the ring of wagons, she saw a small bonfire. Another dozen men and women were quietly playing instruments. It all looked quite pleasant, and Jackie considered approaching them as she felt someone come up beside her. “I thought we had an understanding that you would wait in the car,” she heard Taylor say in a low and clearly aggravated voice.
Jackie turned, not liking the way the woman seemed to think she was the boss. “You said I should wait in the car. I disagreed,” Jackie replied. “You seem to forget that I am Astoria’s city manager, and I am concerned about any disruption. I have responsibilities too.” In the lantern light, she saw Taylor clench her jaw, but the woman stayed silent. She clearly did not want to make a scene, and it was just as well as at that moment one of the men broke off from sitting at the bonfire. He had shoulder-length black hair streaked with gray and a full beard.
“Good evening, my new friends,” he greeted them. “Are you here to join us in our quiet evening?”
Taylor put out her hand and the man took it to shake. “I am Sergeant Taylor Barnes of the United States Army as well as the Astoria chief of police. My deputy reported there was an altercation in the park between one of your men and a town resident,” she said, a calm authority in her tone that Jackie always found sexy. She smiled while Taylor continued. “I thought I should come and not only welcome you to our town but find out what exactly happened.”
“Perhaps you should speak to our leader,” the man replied, apparently unfazed by the mention of any problems.
Taylor nodded. “I think that is a good idea,” Taylor answered. “Where can I find him?”
At that, the man’s smile widened. “Actually, she is in the largest wagon over there on the right.”
Jackie turned to look where he motioned and took in the magnificence of the vehicle. The others paled compared to the decorative woodwork and lavish red and gold colors of the larger wagon.
“I’ll walk you over and make introductions,” the man said and started in that direction. Taylor and Jackie followed, but before the man could knock, the door opened, and a woman stood backlit at the top of the stairs.
“Let me guess,” came a sultry voice. “You are somehow the leader of this town?”
Jackie stepped forward to stand beside Taylor. “Actually, we both are,” Jackie replied before Taylor could say anything. In response, the woman slowly descended the stairs. Jackie saw the woman wore a similar outfit as others she saw earlier, only with a little more color and jewelry. She particularly noticed the glittering pins in her raven black hair, and as the light fell on the woman’s face, Jackie blinked. Standing before her was not only a beautiful woman but there was an exoticness about her. Sensuality radiated from her, and it was so strong that even Jackie felt the pull. Instinctively Jackie glanced over to see Taylor’s reaction and was not happy to notice her partner’s eyes run down the woman’s body and then back up to her face. She couldn’t be sure if Taylor, the chief of police, was simply assessing the woman for any risks or if there was a spark of chemistry. Of course not, Jackie thought. This was Taylor, who was her rock and her hero. Still, even Taylor was human, and this woman was not like any Jackie had ever met.
As the moment lingered and no one spoke, Jackie took over and stepped closer while holding out her hand. “Let me welcome you to our town of Astoria,” Jackie said with a hint of steel in her voice. “I am Jackie Scott, the city manager, and this is my partner, Chief of Police, Taylor Barnes.” The woman paused, looking Jackie up and down before putting her hand out to gently take Jackie’s. The skin was soft and warm against her palm, and again she could not help but register the sensuality of the touch.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Jackie and Taylor. I am Rosella Cane.”
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“Well, that was certainly unfortunate,” Lexi commented as she dried the last dish from dinner and put it in the kitchen cupboard. 
“Why do you say that?” Anna asked as she pulled the plug to let the dishwater run down the drain. They had insisted on doing cleanup after Alice made the fantastic meal for them all. The woman was amazing in the kitchen. She had once owned a successful restaurant with her partner Charlie. The skills she developed over the years proved to be a blessing for Anna and her friends after the world as they knew it ended. Food had been scarce, yet Alice not only made it last but turned even the most basic ingredients into delicious meals. Not to mention, the seventy-year-old woman was loving, kind, and always a level head no matter the circumstance.
“Well,” Lexi explained as she wiped her hands with the dishtowel. “I’m not sure if this is a secret, but Taylor was planning to ask Jackie to marry her tonight.”
Anna covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh my,” she said. “That is horrible timing.”
“It is,” Lexi asked. “Do you know something I don’t know?”
Anna sighed and went to sit on the stool at the butcher block island. “Well,” she started. “I’m not sure if Jackie will say yes.”
“Really?” Lexi asked, joining her at the island.
“I’m not surprised actually,” Anna said, putting her hand over Lexi’s and hoped she wasn’t about to hurt her feelings. “Jackie doesn’t seem to be the marrying kind. Far too independent. And I mean that in a loving way.”
“That could be a problem,” Lexi said with a frown.
“Yes,” Anna agreed. “So, perhaps the interruption was a good thing. Only time will tell. I hope these new arrivals don’t cause Taylor too much trouble.
“Gypsies, the deputy said,” Lexi added. “I’m not even sure what that looks like. I mean, I know what they are, but honestly, they seem like something out of a storybook.”
“I’ve met Gypsies, and I think they have an unfairly bad reputation,” Anna said. “They are no different than you and me.”
“Well, it seems like they are off to a poor start. But everyone needs a fair chance,” Lexi said, and Anna took in the sight of her wonderful wife. She really is always so honest and fair-minded, she thought and suddenly wanted nothing more than to coax her into the bedroom.
“That was a wonderful dinner tonight,” Anna said, coming around the island and putting her arms around Lexi’s shoulders. “Thank you for arranging it for us. Far better than any restaurant.”
Lexi put her hands on Anna’s hips and leaned in to kiss her softly on the mouth. “Far better. Alice is amazing.”
The kiss lingered. “How about you take me to bed, and we can continue this lovely evening?” Anna said but was surprised when Lexi didn’t immediately take her away and instead held up a finger.
“Hold that thought,” Lexi said, stepping away from Anna’s embrace with a smile. “I got you something.”
“Lexi, we discussed this. No gifts,” Anna started, but Lexi smiled and hustled to the sunroom, coming back in a flash with a basket in her arms.  As the woman she loved neared, there was a twinkle in her beautiful gray-blue eyes. What is she up to? Anna wondered when suddenly a high-pitched little meow came from under the thin blanket draped over the basket. Anna’s eyes widened, and Lexi laughed.
“Well, I guess that’s a pretty good hint,” she said as Anna put a hand over her mouth in surprise.
“Did you?” she asked. “A kitten?”
Lexi nodded. “Take a look.”
Anna pulled back the blanket. “Oh, there are two.” She picked up one of the small, purring balls of soft fur. Tears welled up in her eyes. “Lexi, they’re perfect.”

“SHIT,” Cyd muttered when she saw the woman bolt down the ramp. Both men reacted by trying to catch her, and with no other option, Cyd fired a warning shot at their feet. The men jumped back, and the woman ducked and screamed but thankfully kept moving. She was surprisingly fast, racing down the street away from the three of them. Well, I guess that’s what I would do too, she thought, not at all irritated that the stranger didn’t toss her a thanks. There was no doubt she had other things on her mind. Like survival. Which won’t go well for her if she keeps running in that direction. Heading straight for downtown, there would be more trouble waiting for her.
“Shit,” Cyd said again, knowing she should stay out of it but also feeling like she started something by protecting the woman. She should probably continue to see it through. While she pondered her next move, she noticed the men were creeping up. Cyd raised the weapon a little higher, aiming for their faces. “Don’t even think about it. That first shot was me being nice. There won’t be another warning.” She motioned toward the ground. “Lie down on your faces. You know the drill.”
Grumbling, the men complied. “You should have stayed out of this,” the bloody one said. Cyd agreed he was right, but she also guessed they were relieved she wouldn’t shoot them outright. Doing so would cause her more trouble later if it ever got out who did it. The two men belonged to one of the three gangs who ruled different sections of the city and she didn’t need that kind of trouble. Plus, killing in cold blood was not her style in the least, and she didn’t like making enemies, although she certainly added these two tonight. When the men were prone on the asphalt, Cyd swung her backpack over her shoulders but kept the gun in her hand. “Adios, fellas,” she called back as she peddled away in the direction the woman ran.
Luckily, the stranger went in a straight line and riding hard, Cyd caught up to her quickly enough. When she pulled up beside her, the woman let out a little yelp. “Hey,” Cyd said, coasting her bike to keep pace. “Running in this direction is a bad idea.”
The woman slowed, and Cyd noticed she looked vaguely familiar. “Why?” the stranger gasped. “What’s up there?”
Cyd shrugged as she coasted the bike. “More men like the ones from the bridge. Maybe worse.”
The woman paled, and it was then that Cyd made the connection to who she was—Naomi Andrews. “Holy shit,” she said, causing the woman to look around in a panic.
“What?”
“You’re the actress from Two Doors Down,” Cyd answered. “That movie made it to the prison just before we got out. Let’s say, you were extremely popular.”
Naomi stopped running and bent over to put her hands on her knees, trying to catch her breath. “So? How does that matter now?”
Cyd gave that some thought. The woman was right. There weren’t movies anymore. Tough break, she thought and was about to tell Naomi she was sorry shit hit the fan in the start of her career when she noticed a glimpse of the two men from the bridge running their way. “Uh, we need to go,” she said. “Like, right now. Sit on the handlebars.”
“Do what?” Naomi asked confusion all over her face. “How?”
“Hop up and hold on. And hurry it up,” Cyd said. “Your friends are coming.”
Naomi glanced back toward the direction of the bridge and then moved her ass. She jumped up to find a seat on the handlebars, nearly knocking the bike over. “Jeez, how about a little warning,” Cyd said but kept them balanced and pushed off with her foot. They wobbled for a few feet, but after a few more peddle strokes, Cyd got the feel of the extra weight, and they moved faster. “Hang on, we’re going to turn this corner.”
Naomi white-knuckled the handlebars under her but thankfully kept from screaming. Calling attention to them was the last thing they needed. In ten blocks, they would be to the library and, with no idea what else to do with her, Cyd would have to let Naomi follow her inside. All she could do was hope that because it was night, no one would notice.

“REMEMBER when candlelight was only used to be romantic,” Meg joked, trying to lighten the mood as she crawled into the double bed beside where Grace lay reading a book. Things had been off ever since the confusing discussion walking home. Not to mention, dinner was a quiet affair, and when Meg offered to clean up, Grace didn’t argue.
“I’m tired tonight,” she said instead of proposing to help. “I think I’ll go to bed and read until I fall asleep.” Meg did her best to keep her disappointment from showing. After all, it was Valentine’s Day, and she had traded to get Grace a small present. Nothing too fancy, but personal. A leather-bound journal with Grace’s initials punched in the front corner. The major took notes from every meeting and Meg thought it would be useful to her. Unfortunately, before Meg could bring it up, Grace had rolled into their bedroom and closed the door.
That was over an hour ago, and Meg had finally convinced herself to go in the bedroom and ask Grace what the hell was wrong. Still, when the woman hadn’t even acknowledged her, her resolve faded. Before Meg could get settled in the bed, Grace closed the book and held it against her chest. She looked thoughtful for a moment and then looked at Meg. “Maybe it’s time we consider replacing this with twin beds for us,” she said. “To give you more space, and then you won’t have to worry about bumping into me.”
Surprised, Meg felt the words like a slap. Not sleep next to her? she thought. But I don’t want that. Still, the cool gaze Grace was giving her didn’t leave much room for discussion. “Um,” Meg said, trying to figure out what exactly had gone so wrong with tonight. “If that’s what you want.”
A faint blush crept up Grace’s neck, but she kept her eyes firmly on Meg’s. “It is,” she said. “Can you please talk to the warehouse manager about it tomorrow?”
Meg swallowed hard. Her situation was getting worse and worse. “Do you want me to go sleep in one of the chairs out in the other room?” she asked. “If this is making you feel uncomfortable.” At that, Grace finally glanced away, the blush rising to her cheeks. To cover whatever she was feeling, the woman opened her book again.
“That’s not necessary,” she replied. “We’ve managed this long.”
Managed? Meg thought, the hurt in her chest growing with every minute. Ever since Grace’s accident, they shared a bed. At night, when Grace would cry from the pain and the sadness of everything, Meg held her and kissed her forehead. That wasn’t just managing. For her, it was love. But this? Watching Grace ignore her, the hurt in her turned to anger. Her temper was something Meg worked hard to control. Being a fiery redhead did not make it easy. Still, rejection from the one person she cared most for in the world, especially tonight, was too much. “You know, I will go sleep out in the other room,” she said. “I’d hate to make you uncomfortable any longer.”
Grace’s head snapped up, clearly catching Meg’s angry tone. Something flickered in her eyes, but Meg was too pissed to try and interpret it. “Okay then,” was all Grace said before Meg was out of the bed, grabbing her pillow and storming out of the room.
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Taylor rode in the backseat of the car as they arrived in front of the house she shared with Jackie. Checking her watch, she realized the hour was late. Already after midnight, she thought with a sigh. Things certainly had not gone like she planned for the evening. Duty was duty though and deciding to talk to the Travellers’ leader was the right thing to do. The business of the knife was worked out, temporarily at least. Taylor would talk to the guy who reported the incident in the morning and see if the stories lined up. Things could easily blow out of proportion, especially when you threw in something different. Like the flamboyant and colorful nature of the caravan. She hoped the light of day would help dispel any concerns by the town’s residents. She was a good judge of character, and in her opinion, the Travellers appeared nice enough.
The car stopped, and after thanking her deputy for his help, Taylor got out to join Jackie on the sidewalk.
“Well, that made for an interesting night,” Jackie remarked after they waved to the departing vehicle. “I’ve never met Gypsies before.”
Taylor nodded, putting her arm around Jackie’s waist as they turned to go up the walkway to the house. “Actually, neither had I, but my first impression is they are no different than most people.”
Jackie slowed her steps and turned her head to look at Taylor. “Really?” she asked. “Not even Rosella Cane?”
Taylor furrowed her brow. “I suppose so. She dresses fancy and wears a lot of jewelry, but I got the sense she was simply a leader who cared about her people.”
Jackie nodded slowly, clearly taking in what Taylor said as she walked them into the house. Once inside, Taylor helped the woman take off her raincoat and assumed they would be calling it a night. Instead, Jackie went into the kitchen, and Taylor watched her take a fresh bottle of wine from the rack on the counter. She took down two glasses, holding one out to Taylor. “Wine?” she asked. Taylor shrugged. She was learning to appreciate the drink since living with Jackie. Beer was better, in her opinion, but she generally kept that to herself.
After pouring them each a glass, Jackie took a sip, regarding Taylor over the rim. It was clear something was up, but Taylor learned long ago the best way to get information was to stay quiet. “You didn’t think she was beautiful?” Jackie finally asked.
Taylor raised her eyebrows. “I’m guessing you mean Ms. Cane?” she asked. “Yes, she is a pretty woman.”
Jackie nodded, taking another sip. “Pretty,” she said. “And sexy?”
Taylor tilted her head, not sure where Jackie was going with her questioning. “Some people would probably say so. She is exotic compared to your average Astoria resident,” she said. “But not my type.”
A slow, sexy smile crossed Jackie’s face. “And what is your type, Chief Barnes?” she asked, her voice taking on a husky lilt. Feeling back on familiar ground, Taylor moved closer to Jackie, taking the wine glass from her hand to set it on the counter.
“You are,” she said, feeling a tightness build low in her body. “Do I need to show you how much so?”
Jackie slipped her arms around Taylor’s shoulders and leaned into her. With their bodies pressed together, Taylor felt heat building between them. For a fleeting moment, she thought perhaps it would be the right time to ask Jackie to marry her, but then Jackie grazed her lips over Taylor’s, and there was only one thing she wanted to do in response. In one swift move, she lifted Jackie up into her arms. The woman gasped with happy surprise.
“Yes,” Jackie murmured. “Show me.”

ONCE IN THEIR BEDROOM, Jackie turned her back to Taylor, waiting while the woman unzipped her dress. No words were necessary. Taylor understood what Jackie liked, and being undressed by her lover’s strong hands was one of her favorites. As she slid the dress off, Taylor kissed her on the bare shoulder and the caress was sweet but full of promise too. Especially when she let her lips wander up to Jackie’s ear. “I want you,” Taylor said, her voice husky with desire, and it was precisely what Jackie needed to hear. This sexy, powerful woman was hers and hers alone.
As the dress slipped to the floor, Jackie stepped out of it before facing Taylor again. She wore a red lace bra and panties and loved the reaction on Taylor’s face when she saw it. The woman licked her lips and looked ready to devour her. Jackie smiled. “I want you to want me,” she said, leaning in for a kiss. Taylor did not disappoint and took her mouth with her own, kissing her deep and passionately. The chemistry between them, something Jackie tried to deny once but, in the end, could not, still blazed red hot. Slipping her arms around Taylor’s shoulders, she pulled her in closer and kissed her back, no longer wanting to resist. Not ever again.
As she expected, the kiss drove Taylor wild, and when the woman stepped back to take off her own clothes, the look of hunger she had grown so accustomed to shined in her eyes. “Those are new,” she said with a sly smile. “But I love them. Red is so sexy.”
“I thought they were appropriate for Valentine’s Day,” Jackie responded. “A little gift for you.”
Taylor growled in response and grabbed her around the waist, lifting her easily. “Well, then thank you. Now, let me show you how much I like them.” In one swift move, Taylor had Jackie on the bed where she lay back while the woman stood over her. For a moment, Taylor paused, and her eyes roamed over Jackie’s body. Again, the hunger was there, but something more too. Love. “You are the most incredible woman I’ve ever known, Jackie Scott.”
Not ready for the night to turn tender yet, or serious, Jackie lifted her arms over her head and arched her back. “Hopefully the sexiest at the moment,” she teased. The move had the desired effect.
“Oh, definitely the sexiest,” Taylor agreed as she pushed Jackie’s legs apart to slide onto the bed between them. “You make me crazy.”
When Taylor’s hard abs brushed against Jackie’s center, she let out a gasp. Encouraged, her lover began to rock back and forth against her, adding friction against her clit through the fabric of her panties. “Oh God,” she moaned. “That feels so good.” She saw Taylor give a small smile of satisfaction.
“Does it?” she asked. “How about this?” She slid her body lower until Jackie could feel her hot breath on her stomach, slightly above the top of her panties. With a practiced hand, Taylor slipped two fingers into the waistband and pulled the fabric down out of the way. Excitement coursed through Jackie. She knew what was coming next, and the anticipation of Taylor’s mouth on her made her squirm. To drive her even crazier, Taylor blew her hot breath against Jackie’s clit, making it throb even harder.
“You’re teasing me,” Jackie gasped, lifting her hips to try and find Taylor’s mouth. “Don’t make me wait.”
Taylor chuckled. “Always impatient,” she said, and before Jackie could make another complaint, she ran her tongue over her clit. The feeling was exquisite, and Jackie shivered with desire.
“Yes,” she moaned. “More.” Taylor complied, tickling with her tongue until Jackie was nearly in a frenzy. Reaching down, she ran her hands through Taylor’s short hair. “Please more.” As if that was all she was waiting for, Taylor put her whole mouth on Jackie and sucked her clit with a long, gentle pull. The sensation was like an electric shock, and Jackie’s body shook while Taylor continued to move her mouth. Every part of her was on fire. The orgasm she had been looking forward to all day rushed at her. Taylor was the most fantastic lover she ever had and always did exactly what Jackie needed, licking and sucking her until the climax took her. Jackie cried out while she melted. They were perfect together, and nothing would ever need to change.

NAOMI WOKE with a start and found herself in total darkness. Usually, there was at least some light through the bedroom skylights of the house where she lived. Confused panic gripped her chest as she patted around for the flashlight she always left beside her bed. Instead of finding her nightstand, her hand landed on something soft and bumpy. Patting the strange object, she heard a little laugh. “Hey, that tickles,” an unfamiliar voice said in the black void around her. More alarmed, Naomi jerked her entire body away from the sound and let out a tiny shriek. At that, she felt movement and then the click of a light. “Shhhh. Keep it down. You’re okay.”
Seeing the young woman’s face in the lantern’s yellow glow, everything that had happened over the last twenty-four hours came crashing back. The memory of how she wanted to end her life interrupted by the attack of two angry men. And then, being saved by this woman staring at me, she thought as she looked in the big, curious, brown eyes that conveyed she meant her no harm. “I’m sorry,” Naomi said. “I forgot everything for a minute.”
The woman nodded. “I’m not surprised. It was all kind of a whirlwind. And you basically passed out the minute I helped you lay down.”
“My mind sometimes shuts down when I’m overwhelmed,” Naomi admitted. “I simply go to sleep to avoid life.”
The woman snorted a laugh. “You must be sleeping a lot these days then. Lots to want to avoid.” She grinned. “I’m Cyd, by the way. Sorry for the cramped quarters, but we’re hiding in a storage closet in the basement.”
Naomi looked around and, in the glow of the lantern, made out shelving around them. “Are we safe here?” she asked.
Cyd sat up and shrugged. “As safe as anywhere. Actually, safer than most, I think. No one is too interested in the basement of a library.”
“Is that where we are? A library?”
“Yep,” Cyd said. “Presidio Public Library. I’ve been here for a few months now. So far, it’s been quiet, but I have the one window blacked over, and I don’t like to make much noise.”
“Sorry about that,” Naomi said. “I couldn’t help it.”
The woman waved a hand. “No worries. It wasn’t that loud,” Cyd said. “But I didn’t want you to get revved up.” She yawned and looked at her wristwatch. “It’s still pretty early. Mind if we go back to sleep for a while?”
“Okay,” Naomi said and lay still while her new friend settled back down. It was cramped quarters on what she deduced was a twin mattress on the floor, but there was a strange feeling of reassurance to have someone so close. Especially someone who seemed very resourceful. “Cyd?”
Cyd paused with her hand reaching for the lantern to shut the thing off. “What’s up?” she asked. “Sorry, there’s not more room.”
“It’s not that,” Naomi said. “I appreciate you helping me. I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t come along. Thank you.”
A blush tinted the woman’s cheeks in the low light. “You’re welcome,” she said. “I’m glad we both got away with our skins intact. You’re safe in here though.”
Naomi gave her a small smile. “I feel safe right now,” she said. “But I want to ask you something else.”
“Okay,” Cyd said with a raised eyebrow. “Shoot.”
Naomi bit her lip for a second, not sure how to ask the question. “Will you help me get home?” she finally blurted. “And not around here. I mean, home to Oregon. To Portland.”
There was a long, silent pause as Cyd stared at her, and Naomi’s hopes slowly faded. Holding back tears, she should have known it was an impossible ask, but there was something about this stranger she trusted.
Then, Naomi watched as Cyd shook her head slowly and reached again for the lantern. “I’m gonna be sorry for this,” she said. “But sure. Why not?” And she turned off the light.
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A s Sam and her family rode down the driveway to Lexi and Anna’s farmhouse, the sound of Rosie and Clem barking a greeting made her smile. It meant that at least someone was home. Looking at her own dog, Lady, trotting alongside her, she appreciated her pet’s discipline. “Go ahead,” Sam said, and with a glance that clearly was a ‘thank you’ Lady took off at a sprint to join the others. They all began a series of sniffing and then engaged in some playful wrestling after all was deemed well.
The front door of the farmhouse opened, and Alice stepped onto the porch. “Well, what a nice surprise,” she said as Sam reined in Lester and stopped the cart he was pulling with Henry and Shauna riding comfortably inside. Laura rode up beside her on the gentle gray mare, Honey.
“Hope we aren’t imposing,” Laura said, and Alice laughed as she came down the steps.
“That would never be the case,” she said. “We love seeing you.”
Just then, Lexi walked from around the side of the house. She carried a basket that Sam supposed would be today’s harvest of eggs. A big grin broke out on her face when she saw them. “Hi there,” she said. “I had no idea what drew the dogs, but I see they were simply saying hello to old friends.” Lexi glanced at the cart. “What brings you into town? Need to trade?”
“We have a piglet,” Shauna called from the cart where she sat holding the wiggling creature. Lexi’s eyebrows went up, and Sam chuckled as she dismounted.
Walking to the cart, she unhooked the tailgate. “It’s true,” she said. “Long story, but I am hoping to find a new home for the bugger.”
Lexi stopped at the side of the cart and peered in. “Look at that. You better hang on tight, Shauna,” she said with a smile and then looked to the other child. “Hi Henry.”
Henry gave her a nod. “Good morning, Aunt Lexi,” he said, solemn as always, and Sam glanced at Laura, their eyes meeting. Over the last few weeks, they discussed ways to help Henry have a little more fun. The boy had gone through a lot since the solar storm, including caring for his baby sister. Still, Sam hoped he would soon accept they were safe and revert to being a little boy again.
Reaching for the piglet while the kids climbed down from the cart, Sam heard the dogs start barking again. “More visitors?” she asked Lexi, and the woman frowned.
“I wasn’t even expecting you four,” she said, and the two women turned to look down the driveway as a group of people appeared. Rather than be alarmed by their sudden presence, Sam felt sorry for them. They were clearly refugees from somewhere, and frankly, looked worse than most she had encountered. From a quick count, she saw there were ten, but primarily women and children.
One of the women came forward as the others stopped. “I’m sorry to bother you, but can you tell us if we are on the right road to Astoria?” she asked.
Lexi stepped forward, her concern over the group’s condition clear on her face. “Yes,” she said. “But it’s a few miles still.”
The woman’s shoulders drooped at the answer, and one of the children started to cry. “Okay,” she said. “Thank you.” Then, she paused. “Would you happen to have some water we could give the children?”
Alice was the first to respond by waving the group forward. “Come on,” she said. “All of you. There’s plenty of water.”
The woman’s face crumpled. “Thank you,” she said with a sob. “Thank you so much.” Sam saw Lexi turn to her to say something, but she already understood what needed to be done.
“I’ll ride ahead to Astoria and let them know a new group is coming in,” she said, already moving to unhook Lester from the cart.
Lexi nodded. “After they have some water and rest of a minute, I’ll take them to town in the truck,” she said quietly enough only Sam could hear. “It’s worth the gas. They don’t look like they can walk another ten feet rather than miles.”
Mounting Lester, Sam agreed. With a last look at Laura and the kids, who were already helping Alice usher the group onto the farmhouse’s front porch, she felt a moment of appreciation. Her family and friends were as good as they come. With that thought, she reined her horse to hurry to Astoria.

CYD TURNED the flame up on the small one-burner stove and listened for the water to boil. Considering she had a guest who was still asleep on the mattress on the floor, she decided to make things special. She didn’t have visitors often, or ever. Certainly not ones as hot to look at as Naomi Andrews, a real movie star. Although last night had been scary as hell, everything ended well, and she felt happy she intervened after all. Not that she wouldn’t have to watch her back a little more because of it. Those two men wouldn’t soon forget what she did. It was part of the reason she even considered the idea of going to Portland. San Francisco wasn’t safe before, but her actions last night made it worse. Still, leaving presented its own problems.
With the water rolling, she poured the hot liquid into two waiting mugs. Instant coffee rested at the bottom, and like magic, the wonderful smell of coffee filled the small space. Cyd watched as Naomi’s eyes fluttered open. “Oh my God,” she said. “This is torture. I swear I smell coffee.”
Cyd laughed. “That’s because you do,” she said and held out the mug. “Here. Drink while it’s hot.”
Naomi sat up in a hurry. “Where in the world did you find coffee?” she asked, and Cyd shrugged but couldn’t hold back a grin.
“I have my ways,” she said and took a tentative sip of her own. The flavor was delicious, and the caffeine hit her with a jolt. Today was definitely going to be a good day. She watched Naomi take the tiniest sip and then roll her eyes heavenward.
“You have no idea how good this tastes,” she said. “It’s been months since I had any coffee, and I used to have five cups a day on the movie set.”
Cyd shook her head in amazement. “So, you are Naomi Andrews after all. Incredible.”
Naomi gave her a wry grin. “In the flesh. Not that it means anything anymore.”
“Well, I thought you were great,” Cyd said. “I mean, you are great. Like, incredibly talented and beautiful.” With that, Cyd shut up as she felt heat rise to her face. The last thing she wanted to do was sound like some lunatic fan.
The compliment appeared to please Naomi though, and the woman’s smile widened. “Thank you,” she said. “But you’re the incredible one. Saving me from those assholes on the bridge.” She shivered. “I don’t want to think about what could have happened.”
“It was nothing,” Cyd shrugged, although she risked her life by stepping in. If not for the gun she found, they would probably both be dead. “I’m just glad you’re all right.”
Naomi looked into her mug and, for a moment, said nothing. Then, she looked at Cyd, and there were tears in her eyes. “But I’m not all right,” she whispered. “I can’t stay here in San Francisco. There is nothing for me, and I won’t survive. You said you’d help me get home to Portland. Is that true?”
Cyd sighed. She regretted telling the woman she would help her because what she was asking was close to impossible. Portland was far away. “About that,” Cyd started. “It might not be that easy—”
At that, Naomi full out began to cry. “Then I don’t know what to do,” she said, and Cyd set down her coffee to put her arm around the actress.
“Don’t cry.” The next thing she said was most likely going to be a mistake. Still, there was something about Naomi that made Cyd care about her. “We can try. We can get you a bike and ride north on the coast roads. See how far we get.”
Naomi hiccupped through her tears and looked into Cyd’s eyes. “Thank you,” she said. “I don’t know what I would do without you.”
Cyd shrugged. “You’re welcome,” she said. “But we should get started soon. After I drink my coffee, I’ll go find you a bike.”
“Cyd,” Naomi said in response. “There’s another thing you should know.”
“What’s that?” Cyd asked, and the woman bit her lip before answering.
“I don’t know how to ride a bike.”

KNOWING the short missive she needed to send to headquarters in Tacoma wouldn’t write itself, Grace sat at her desk and plugged along on the typewriter. The report about the Travellers in the park was waiting on her desk the minute she arrived that morning. After the third typo in four sentences, she gave up for a moment. Thoughts of Meg kept distracting her. Things had been beyond chilly between them that morning as they both got ready for their day. The house they lived in was so small it was impossible to not run into each other. Every time they did, Grace could not miss the questioning but also the hurt look in Meg’s green eyes. And I put it there, she thought. But what else am I supposed to do? With a sigh, she realized her only option was to continue to insist they split. Her heart ached at the thought. If only things were different.
Thankfully, a knock at the door pulled Grace out of her thoughts. “Come in,” she said and then looked to see one of the corporals assigned to her staff walk in. He immediately went to attention and saluted. “At ease, Corporal. Please, have a seat and tell me your report.”
The young man relaxed a little and sat in one of the chairs across from Grace’s desk. “Ma’am,” he said. “A new group arrived about fifteen minutes ago. Lexi Scott brought them in her truck.”
Grace raised her eyebrows at the news. Typically, there was a procedure to help refugees, and she wasn’t notified until later. It was part of the daily debrief she held with Taylor and Jackie. Still, this was a little more unusual that her friend Lexi was transporting them. “All right,” she said. “What else do you know?”
“They are in bad shape,” the corporal responded. “Far worse than normal.”
Grace frowned. “How many are there?” she asked, liking the sound of things less and less.
“Ten,” the corporal replied. “One man, six women, and three children.”
Grace frowned. “Where are they from?”
“Cannon Beach,” the corporal said. “They walked up the Coast Highway.”
Grace gave that some thought. Cannon Beach was a fair distance away, but good roads made the trip easy enough. It certainly wouldn’t account for their condition. So, what is wrong? she thought. Last she heard, Cannon Beach was on the way to becoming a thriving community. A hint of worry made its way into her mind. “Okay,” she said as she reached for her crutches and stood from behind her desk. “If they are in bad shape, I assume they’ve been taken to the hospital?” The corporal nodded. “Good, I will meet them there.” She walked to her wheelchair in the corner and sat. As much as she wanted to stick to her crutches, some situations dictated she move more quickly. “And someone track down Chief Barnes. She will want to know about this too.”
The corporal nodded. “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “There’s one more thing I need to report.”
Grace turned her chair to look at him. “There’s more?” she asked, pretty sure she wasn’t going to like the news. The day apparently was going to hell in a handbasket.
“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “The group is saying their town was attacked, and that’s why they fled.” He paused as if unable to absorb the news himself. “By pirates.”
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“So, let me see if I understand this correctly,” Taylor said to Shaun Wall, the sheepish-looking man standing in front of her. He was a big guy and came from a good family but was young and known to be a little hot-headed. Getting into an altercation with the Travellers was not out of character for him. Still, even though there was a report on her desk first thing that morning, she wanted to follow up and make sure she understood what happened at the park. Shaun was her first stop. “You were walking back from hanging out with Mandy Little at her parents’ house. Rather than take the long way around, you were cutting through the park and were surprised by two men you didn’t know.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Shaun said. “I didn’t know any new arrivals were camping in the park otherwise, I wouldn’t have come that way.”
Taylor nodded. She believed him. Everyone in town was respectful to newcomers. Often, they were refugees on hard times and needed welcoming, not distrust. It was the way Astoria operated. “And because you were startled and they were dressed differently than you, plus you were outnumbered, you got scared,” she said, not exactly asking a question. “And what did you say?”
Shaun shuffled his feet. “I don’t know if I was scared exactly, Chief,” he said, and Taylor held back a grin.
“Okay, then when you got angry,” she said, and the young man nodded.
“I might have told them to back off or else they’d be sorry,” he said. “Although I didn’t mean much by it.”
“That’s when one of them flashed a knife?” Taylor asked. “After you threatened him?”
Shaun puffed out a breath. “Yeah, it was more my fault, I guess,” he said. “And then I hightailed it out of there.”
Taylor nodded. “Okay. I have a good picture of what happened now.” She clasped the young man on the shoulder. “Watch that temper of yours going forward. It’s going to get you into trouble.”
“I will, ma’am,” he said, and as Taylor left the guy’s house, she decided to talk to Rosella Cane next. Even if Shaun was the instigator, people in Astoria did not threaten each other with knives. The Travellers were more than welcome to stay and even settle in more permanently at some point if that were their choosing, but only if they could live within the standards she and many others set in the community.
As she headed toward the park, Taylor’s mind wandered to thoughts of Rosella Cane and their interaction last night. Jackie reacted to the woman much more than Taylor did. If she were a betting woman, she’d say Jackie had been jealous. Taylor shook her head. Nothing could be more ridiculous. There was only one woman in the world for Taylor—Jackie Scott. I’ll have to do more to reassure her, she thought, and warmth ran through her body as she remembered their love-making in the very early morning. Yes, definitely more reassuring her like that.
As she came to the edge of the park and was about to start down the trail, she heard her name being called. Turning to look, she was surprised to see one of her deputies jogging toward her. “Chief,” he said, pulling up short and a little out of breath. “They need you at the hospital.”
Immediately, Taylor’s mind went to Jackie and if she was hurt. “What is wrong?” she asked, already starting to walk in the direction of hospital building. “Has someone been hurt?”
The deputy fell into step with her. “I’m not sure,” he said. “I was told to find you.” At that, Taylor picked up her pace into a run.

NAOMI SAT on the steps of the Presidio public library and soaked up the late morning sun. She had pulled her long blonde hair back with a rubber band Cyd, ever resourceful, provided and tilted her face at the sun. It was another perfect day in one of California’s most beautiful cities. Well, almost perfect, she thought. If not for the apocalypse I mean. Shaking her head, she had to smile at her situation or go crazy. Last night, she had been leaning much more toward the crazy. The memory of how she felt as she walked onto the ramp leading to the Golden Gate Bridge made her shiver. Despair had taken her over, and she hadn’t cared about living anymore. Not in a world where she was helpless and there was no one she could rely on. What made it even sadder was knowing in her other life, Naomi was carefree and happy. People often remarked about her upbeat disposition. It was her natural charisma that made her career in Hollywood take off. Yet, she was ready to end it all. Thinking of what happened and what more could have happened seeped into her mind, but she forced that thought away. This was a new day with a fresh outlook. She’d met Cyd, and somehow that brought her comfort. Even though the woman was small in size, she was large with confidence. She had a swagger about her, and it was contagious.
As if her thoughts made Cyd appear, the woman came zipping around the corner at the end of the block. She was riding a shiny, new-looking, red mountain bike with saddlebags and headlamp. Approaching, Cyd gave her a broad grin, looking pleased with herself. “Well, hello,” Naomi said, standing from the steps to meet Cyd as she coasted to a stop at the curb. “What do you have there? It’s very pretty.”
Cyd chuckled. “What this old thing?” she asked. “Just a little something I picked up from downtown.” She dismounted and held the bike out for Naomi to take hold of the handlebar. “I hope you like red.”
“I love red,” Naomi said, taking what Cyd offered. She tried hard to hide how nervous she was over having to learn to ride. There wasn’t another option if she wanted to get back home to Portland, but still, the idea of climbing on that thing and riding was daunting. There was a helmet strapped to the bike seat. “Is that for me too?”
“It sure is,” Cyd said, unhooking it, and leveling it at Naomi’s head. “I went with a medium, so let’s hope it fits.”
Naomi leaned forward, still holding the bike, and dipped her chin. “Try it,” she said, and Cyd obliged, fiddling with the straps. Her fingers were quick and nimble, and after only a moment, the helmet settled perfectly on Naomi’s head.
“How’s that feel?” Cyd asked as Naomi shook her head from side to side.
“Feels perfect,” she said, a playful tone in her voice. “But more importantly, how do I look?”
Cyd grinned. “Ready for your closeup, Ms. Andrews.”

ANNA WAITED at the doors to the gymnasium and watched as Lexi led the arrivals from Cannon Beach down the hallway. Sam had arrived thirty minutes before with news they were coming in. Dressed in torn and dirty clothes, they were a mixed group— a man, some women, and children. One thing common among them—they looked traumatized. What has happened to them? Anna wondered, stepping forward to help usher the group in while doing a quick visual assessment. There were minor cuts and scrapes visible, but what concerned her the most was what appeared to be severe burns on the man’s hands. From the scabbing and seeping, they looked a few days old. Those needed treatment immediately, and she waved over a nurse while moving closer to the man. He looked close to Anna’s age, stood a head taller, and right that moment was clearly hurting. “Hello, I’m Anna Scott, the nurse practitioner here in Astoria,” Anna said. “May I have your name?”
The man nodded, but his eyes looked unfocused, and after a pause, one of the women in the group stepped forward and placed a hand on his shoulder. “This is Joseph Pine,” she said. “And I’m his sister Barb Pine. He’s not doing so well. Can you help him?”
Anna smiled to give the woman reassurance, although the burns on the man’s hands were concerning. “We will,” she said and turned to the nurse who had joined them. “Nurse Ellis, please put Mr. Pine in bed number three. Start an IV, and I’ll be there shortly.”
“I’m on it,” Nurse Ellis said and led the injured man away while Anna brought her attention back to the other refugees. More nurses helped with bottles of water, blankets, and offered chairs for the group to sit. Pleased that her team had everything under control, Anna looked at Barb. She was about to lead her to her office and ask for more information about what happened when she caught sight of Grace being rolled by Taylor into the gym. Lexi walked over to join them. Everyone was responding to the report about the new group. Thinking they would want to hear any information from Barb as well, Anna smiled at the woman beside her.
“Do you mind coming with me?” she asked. “To tell us why you are here and the circumstances.”
Barb shook her head. “I don’t mind,” she said and followed Anna as she went to greet the others.
Anna gave Lexi a quick smile, curious to hear how she ended up with a truck full of refugees, and then turned her attention to her other two friends. “Major Hamilton,” Anna said. “Chief Barnes, I’m glad you’re here. Miss Pine was about to help me understand what has happened.” She waved toward the hallway. “Would you be more comfortable if we all went to my office where we can talk in private?”
“Please, call me Barb,” she said. “And we don’t need private. It won’t take long for me to tell you what happened. Our city was attacked.”
Anna watched Taylor and Grace look at each other and then back to the woman. “How exactly?” Grace asked, and at this, Barb’s eyes welled up with tears.
“A large ship sailed close to shore, and two boats from it rowed up on the beach,” she said. “They yelled they were there for trade, so no one thought a thing.” Her voice hitched into a sob. “People came to greet them, but when they came ashore, they had guns.” Tears ran down her cheeks. “And they started shooting.”
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A fter staying up until well past midnight, Jackie dipped into her coffee rations for a second cup. There were times to make sacrifices, but now was not one of them. Of course, things were not helped that she spent most of the night tossing and turning because of vague dreams about colorful strangers in the park. It had taken all she had to drag herself into her office at City Hall. Still, finally, she was settling behind her desk for the day and preparing to read over the latest reports. Taking a welcome sip of the coffee, her quiet was interrupted by Greg Orion, Astoria’s mayor. He barged into her office, waving pieces of paper. “Have you read this?” he said. “Am I being punked? Are we living in a fairytale?”
Blinking with surprise at the outburst, Jackie carefully set down her coffee. “What are you talking about?” she asked. “May I see those?”
Greg thrust the pages at her. “I’m talking about Gypsies in the park and pirates raiding our coast,” he said, running a hand through his graying hair. “Gypsies! Pirates! Seriously?” Handsome and well-liked by the city’s residents, the mayor and de facto leader was a little erratic at the best of times. This morning he was especially wound up. Jackie quickly scanned the documents, and although she was aware of the caravan in the park, the information about a raid on Cannon Beach was new. Before she could respond, there was a knock on her office doorframe. Looking up, she saw Taylor and Grace.
“May we interrupt?” Taylor asked. “I think you’re talking about the same thing we want to address with you.”
Happy to see more level heads arriving, Jackie waved them in. “Please,” she said. “I had a late start today, so I am only now hearing about this.” She looked at the mayor, who was clearly agitated over the situation. He’s even flushed and sweating, she thought. But then he does hate surprises and any kind of change. She pointed to a chair. “Greg, please sit with us, and we’ll figure out a plan.” Jackie turned to Taylor and Grace. “I’m assuming we have one in the works?”
Settling in one of the other chairs, Taylor nodded. “Grace and I have been discussing the situation on the walk from the hospital,” she said. “That’s where the arrivals from Cannon Beach are right now. Pretty banged up and, for lack of a better way to put it, shellshocked over what happened.”
“So, what happened?” Greg said, throwing up his hands in exasperation. “I mean, pirates?”
Grace looked pointedly at the mayor. “Yes, pirates,” she said. “Apparently run by a man they said called himself Captain Poissoit. They did horrible things to the town of Cannon Beach and the people who lived there.”
Greg hopped out of his chair to pace. “We have to prepare,” he said. “They are probably almost here.” He whirled on Taylor. “We can’t let them overrun my town.”
Jackie raised an eyebrow at his comment about Astoria being his town but let it slide as always and looked at Grace. “Are we in trouble?” she asked, and the major shook her head.
“The risk is improbable,” she answered. “Not only do we have a large military presence, but our harbor is monitored around the clock, so they wouldn’t be able to approach without warning. And now we would be ready for them.”
Greg flopped back into his chair. “Thank God,” he said and rubbed his sweaty face. “Gypsies and pirates…”

AS SHE REGARDED THE MAYOR, Grace wondered, not for the first time, how he was ever assigned to lead Astoria. It happened well before her arrival though, so she kept her opinions to herself and focused on the present situation. “Although the sudden arrival of both does seem unlikely, these are unprecedented times,” she said. “Our foremost focus needs to be on rendering aid to the few dozen survivors still in Cannon Beach as well as alerting other coastal towns. We interviewed one of the refugees, and she believed the pirate ship was headed south.”
Grace watched as Jackie tapped a painted fingernail on her desktop. After months of interacting with the woman, Grace recognized it meant she was processing the information. Finally, Jackie leaned forward. “What do you suggest we do to help Cannon Beach?” she asked. “We could use city fuel resources and any other supplies if you need them.”
“Agreed,” Taylor said with a nod. “But actually, we are thinking of dispatching the Wind Dancer in the morning.”
Jackie raised an eyebrow, and Grace picked up where Taylor left off. “To deliver medical aid and other resources as well as to assess the damage,” she said and paused as the additional reason made a tightness form in her chest. The decision would put Meg on a course that could be dangerous. “And to try and track down the pirate ship.”
No one spoke for a moment, clearly considering what that could mean. Jackie and Taylor were close friends with Meg as well. “If you think that’s a good idea,” Jackie finally said, and Grace nodded, although she wished it weren’t true.
“She’s our fastest vessel of any significant size,” she said. “I think it could gain on the pirates if they keep stopping.”
“We will send a military emissary for interacting with any more towns affected as well as provide Meg with armed support,” Taylor added. “But this threat needs to be addressed.”
Grace bit her lip. A crazy idea kept bouncing around in her head, but in some ways, it was the only way she would sleep at night if she sent Meg after the pirates and into danger. “And I am going as the emissary,” she said, watching Taylor’s face. If anyone were going to fight her on this, her old friend would be the one. Their eyes met and held. The question of how that was possible was straightforward. Grace lifted her chin. “I am confident I can get around on my crutches.”
After a beat, Taylor gave a slow nod. “If that’s what you want,” she said. “A high-ranking officer would lend authority to any interactions with the civilian population. Especially ones who have been isolated since the solar event.”
Grace gave Taylor a small smile, thankful there wasn’t any argument. “All that’s left is to ask Meg and hope she will go along with this,” she said, knowing the woman would always answer a call to help. But will she be okay with my coming with her? she wondered. It was time to go see.

SWEAT TRICKLED down Cyd’s back, and she bent over for a second to catch her breath. “Do you want to stop?” Naomi asked, and Cyd shook her head.
“Not yet,” she answered. “You’ve almost got this. I just need a minute.” All afternoon, she had been running alongside Naomi to help her stay steady on the bike. Finally, the woman was getting it. Cyd wasn’t lying about that, and quitting would undermine their hard work. She stood and looked at Naomi where she stood straddling the red bicycle. The woman was movie-star beautiful on a warm California afternoon, and Cyd felt her heart do a little flip. Damn, I got it bad, she thought, knowing the instant-crush thing she was feeling would probably end with her getting a broken heart. But some things can’t be helped.
Naomi smiled. “Ready?” she asked, and Cyd nodded.
“Ready,” she said and stepped close to Naomi to put a hand on the back of the bike’s seat. The proximity to the woman’s incredible ass did not help Cyd feel any less turned on. If Naomi felt anything over the rather intimate positioning, she was doing a great job hiding it. “Foot on the pedal and get ready to kick off with the other.” She waited while Naomi complied. “On three. One, two, three.” Cyd pushed as the woman pedaled. They usually wobbled for a few dozen feet, sometimes getting momentum, but then Naomi would put her feet down, afraid she would crash. That time, however, she didn’t. That time she picked up serious speed.
“It’s working,” Naomi said, excitement with a touch of uncertainty in her voice.
Cyd laughed. “You’re doing great,” she said, sprinting to keep up. “I’m letting go. Keep pedaling.”
“Wait—” Naomi started, but then she was on her way going solo, and all Cyd could do was watch as her student pedaled her way down the street. The actress was doing great, and Cyd felt proud of herself until she realized Naomi was headed straight for a parked car.
Oh crap, Cyd thought, starting to run again. “Naomi, pull on the brake,” she yelled. “On the handlebars, like we practiced.” Either the woman didn’t hear her or didn’t remember, because in another second, there was a crash. With dismay, Cyd watched her friend fall off the bike. She skidded to a stop beside her. Naomi lay there with her hands covering her face, crying. That was the worst thing that could have happened for her confidence.
Kneeling, Cyd reached for her shoulder only to realize the sound she heard wasn’t crying at all. Instead, when Naomi moved her hands, she was laughing. “Did you see me?” the woman asked. “I was riding. All by myself.”
Hearing the laughter, Cyd grinned. “I definitely saw,” she said. “You were great.”
Naomi sat up and touched her knee, probing a small tear in her jeans, and Cyd saw a touch of blood. “I really need to practice my stopping,” she said and grimaced as she fingered the wound. “I forgot until the last minute what to do.”
“We can work on that tomorrow,” Cyd said, reaching out a hand to help Naomi to her feet. “Let’s go check on that scrape.”
Naomi took Cyd’s help, but as she stood, she was shaking her head. “No, I want us to leave tomorrow,” she said. “I can ride well enough for us to get started.”
Cyd’s eyebrows went up. “Are you sure?” she asked. “We don’t have to rush it.”
“I’m sure,” she answered. “I want to go home.” Naomi looked her in the eye, and there was a hint of doubt in them. “You’re serious about helping me, right?”
Even though she still thought the idea of trying to ride bikes to Oregon was crazy, she nodded. “I’m all-in,” she said and watched as a smile spread across Naomi’s face. Then, the woman leaned in and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. Cyd felt it to her toes. She was all-in, indeed.
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A  chilly breeze blew through Meg’s red hair as she stood on the deck of her ship and watched another crate of goods, brought back from Portland, being lowered to a waiting wagon on the dock. Although the big city struggled for food, clean water, and medical supplies, it was rich in consumer products. Things like clothing, tools, books, and more were welcome in Astoria or traded further down the line. Commerce still ran strong there, even if how things were bought and sold was different.
“Easy with that one,” she heard Jimmy say from where he stood at the ship’s rail. “It’s heavy and full of textbooks for the new school. We don’t want them splashed and water damaged.”
Meg smiled as she thought of the latest successful city project. With the grade school destroyed by fire months ago and the high school converted into a hospital, Astoria had been without a place for the children in town to learn. After a vote at a town hall meeting a couple of months ago to build a new schoolhouse, Astoria pulled together to make it happen. Classes were set to start at the beginning of next month so the need for textbooks was important. She’d been pleased to help trade with Portland for some crates of live chickens.
As the wagon pulled away, another took its place. She hadn’t been watching it closely but suddenly noticed it held two extra passengers. Blinking with surprise, Meg realized Taylor was in the wagon along with Grace. Going to the rail, Meg watched as the wagon backed into place, and then Taylor helped Grace down until she stood beside her on her crutches. Together they walked closer. “Ahoy, Captain,” Taylor said from the ship. “Mind if we board?”
Meg frowned. It made more sense for her to come down. The way up to the Wind Dancer’s main deck was a four-rung ladder, and she couldn’t help wondering how Grace would climb it. I need to stop doubting her, she thought. Major Grace Hamilton was one of the toughest, most resilient people she had ever met and in about sixty seconds, Meg thought the woman intended to prove it again.
“Not at all,” Meg said with her brow furrowed. “But wouldn’t you rather I come down to make things easier?”
She watched Grace’s face flush red, and their eyes met. “That’s not necessary, Captain,” she snapped, and Meg held up a hand to slow her.
“No disrespect,” she said. “But the rungs can be slippery for anyone.”
Grace continued to hold her gaze, but after a beat, nodded. “I understand,” she said. “But I can do this.” Meg held her breath as Grace grabbed hold of the ladder while Taylor took her crutches. The major’s knuckles were white, but her face showed no fear. Only concentration. Then, as if she had done it a hundred times, Grace used her good leg to get started, grimaced when she used her other to move up, and kept going. Unable to help herself, Meg grabbed Grace by the arm for the last bit, but the woman didn’t seem to mind. Then they were standing together with Grace leaning against her for support. Meg felt heat blaze between them where their bodies touched, and when Grace gasped from what sounded more like desire than pain, Meg knew she felt it too.
The spell broke when the crutches were passed up. Grace stepped away to take them and stand on her own, but her cheeks were pink, and she wouldn’t meet Meg’s eyes. Before she could analyze what she felt, Taylor joined them. “I imagine you’re wondering why we are here,” she said, and for the first time, Meg did. She had been so caught up in Grace’s arrival, the reason for the visit hadn’t occurred to her.
“Is something wrong?” she asked, looking from Taylor to Grace. A hint of worry settled on her.
“Yes,” Grace answered. “But not with anyone in Astoria. There’s been a raid on a coastal town to the south. A group of survivors arrived this morning and claimed they were attacked by pirates.”
Meg raised her eyebrows. “Pirates?” she asked, then felt her temper starting to rise. Pirates were despicable outlaws and could not be tolerated. “When? And how can I help?”
“Can we go somewhere to sit and talk?” Taylor asked. “There are details we want to cover with you, but the bottom line is that we want you to go after them.”
With her green eyes snapping, Meg nodded. “I can leave as soon as we unload and resupply,” she said, and Taylor put a hand on her arm.
“For safety, we’d rather you go in the morning,” she said. “But thank you for being willing. We will send military support with you, among other things.” Taylor paused, and Meg looked at her to see why when Grace spoke up.
“You’ll also be taking an emissary.”
After a thought, the idea made sense to Meg, in the typical military bureaucracy sort of way. She shrugged. “That’s not a problem,” she said, and then suddenly, everything clicked. Grace here, proving she could climb on the ship, and the hint of tension in the air. Although her heart raced at the idea, she was not sure what to think. Taking Grace would put her in danger. She started to shake her head, but it was too late.
“I’m the emissary,” Grace confirmed. “I will be coming with you.”

WITH A VERY TALKATIVE Shauna on her lap, Anna managed to finish the plateful of delicious food. They enjoyed the fresh trout that Will caught earlier in the day, some of Alice’s magical tasting canned beans, and spiced fried potatoes to top it off. She was stuffed. Having extra company was a joy. Although they always ate with Alice, Will, and Callie, she hadn’t realized how much she missed having Sam and Laura living with them. “So, what do you hope to trade your piglet for?” Lexi asked as she leaned back in her chair, clearly stuffed herself.
Sam shook her head. “Honestly, I’m not entirely sure,” she said. “We can always use canned goods to round out our supply or thread and fabric for Laura’s quilting.” She grinned. “Why? Do you want to have it?”
Lexi laughed. “No,” she said. “I think we are set with the livestock we already have. Not to mention I know pretty much nothing about raising pigs.”
“I do,” Will said from the far end of the table, and everyone looked at him. “I mean, I helped raise them growing up.” Anna smiled. Will and Callie had proven a blessing from the first minute they were caught camping on the farm’s property months ago. Car camping when the solar storm hit, they were stranded. “But I’m afraid I don’t have much to trade for it. Yet.” He became more animated as he talked. “When it’s full-grown, it would be worth a lot, and I could pay you half the profits then. Especially if it’s a sow.”
Anna saw Sam meet eyes with Laura, who sat holding little Joe on her lap and paused. She was pretty sure of what they would say. In her opinion, there weren’t any nicer people in the world than those two, and if they could help Will and Callie, they would. As if hearing her thoughts, Laura smiled and covered Sam’s hand with her own. Sam nodded and turned to Will. “If Lexi doesn’t mind having a pigsty on her property,” she said. “You have a deal.”
Will looked at Lexi, and Anna was reminded how young the man was. Even with a full beard and auburn hair to his shoulders, in all reality, he and Callie were young enough to be Anna and Lexi’s kids. Lexi shrugged. “I already told you that corner of the property was yours to do with what you wanted,” she said, and Will broke out into a broad grin.
“You won’t be sorry,” he said and then looked at Callie. “By the end of summer, we will be making a good trade for it. The timing is perfect.” Then, he leaned over and gave the young woman a peck on the cheek. Callie blushed but was glowing.
“Perfect for what?” Sam asked with a furrowed brow.
In a flash, Anna connected the dots, and she couldn’t help starting to smile as she looked at Callie. The young woman’s blush grew even deeper, but her eyes were twinkling. “We were wanting to tell you but weren’t sure when,” she said, and with a glance at Will, who was beaming, Callie gave a little laugh. “I’m pregnant.”

SAM TUCKED the blankets around Henry before kissing him on the forehead as she and Laura put the kids to bed for the night. It was already past their usual bedtime, but the excitement over being at the farmhouse was enough to let them stay up a little later. Sam glanced across the bed at Laura and loved the sight of her gently tucking in Shauna as they worked. “Thank you for going along with the pig trade,” Sam said. “They are good people, and since we don’t need anything…”
Laura smiled at her. “You don’t have to explain,” she said. “I was thinking the same thing. And considering the news, I’m twice as glad we said yes.”
Sam chuckled, thinking of the look on Will and Callie’s faces when they sprung the announcement on them. “A baby,” she said. “They will be great parents. And living here, they will automatically have extra help.”
“And extra love,” Laura added. “Anna’s tears at the news proved that.”
“Laura,” Shauna said as she settled down into the blankets a little deeper. “Where do babies come from?”
Sam had to work hard not to snort a laugh at that tricky question. She was glad Shauna decided to ask Laura. Amazingly, Laura didn’t miss a beat. “Babies come from when two people truly love each other.”
“Like Will and Callie,” Shauna said. It wasn’t a question, and the little girl paused, clearly thinking things through. Sam guessed what was coming next and, in another second, Shauna proved her right. “So, are you and Sam going to have a baby then?”
At this, Laura sat on the side of the bed and ran a hand over the girl’s hair. “Now, why would we do that when we have you and Henry?” she asked. “We want to give all our love to you two.”
Sam smiled. Laura’s answers weren’t only to pacify their daughter. They were true. She couldn’t imagine loving another child like she loved the two she already had. With a yawn, Shauna seemed satisfied with what Laura said, and her eyes started to droop. Laura kissed her on the forehead and stood to join Sam beside Henry. The boy’s dark eyes were studying them, and Sam wondered if he would pick up the questioning about babies.
“Can I ask a question?” he said, and Sam prepared herself. The boy was a lot savvier than his sister.
“You can always ask a question,” Sam said and meant it. She liked teaching him things. Henry was like a sponge, constantly taking in information, quietly observing everything, and missing nothing. The boy glanced across the bed to look at Shauna, clearly checking to see if she was asleep yet. Confirming his sister wasn’t listening, his already serious face looked even more concerned than usual. Sam felt a sense of unease. She was pretty sure this wasn’t about babies. “What is it, Henry?”
“I heard some of the people in the group who came here earlier talking,” he said. “They didn’t know I could hear them, and they said pirates attacked their town.” Sam grit her teeth, wishing that hadn’t happened. The boy worried enough. She heard Laura take in a deep breath, no doubt frustrated too.
“No one is sure of the details yet,” Sam answered, deciding to be as honest as possible while not scaring him. Henry deserved that. “But something bad did happen.” She leaned in to tuck the covers around Henry again and looked the boy square in the eye. “Luckily, we don’t have to worry. Aunt Grace and Aunt Taylor are going to take care of it.”
Henry was silent for a moment. Then, he nodded. “Good,” he said and closed his eyes to go to sleep.





12
Seated on the bench along the aft side rail of the Wind Dancer, Grace watched as they sailed under the great Astoria Bridge. The mouth of the river was not far ahead, and then the ship would be in open sea waters. Unfortunately, that stretch of water was the most difficult to traverse. Only a skilled captain with good maps and a feel for the water could navigate the many channels hidden underwater. With a small smile, Grace was proud to be close to such a woman. She had the utmost faith in her skills. In fact, that was always the case.
Even from the first time she set foot on the Wind Dancer and met Meg, she was calmed by the woman’s confidence. Downright cocky, she thought, remembering their first tense encounter. It hadn’t helped that I assumed the ship’s captain would be a man and insulted her right out of the gate. When the military commandeered Meg’s ship to sail to Astoria, the fiery redhead let Grace know she wasn’t happy. It hadn’t stopped her from kissing Grace, though. She touched her lips, feeling them tingle at the memory. No one had ever kissed her like Meg did. If only there was a way to have more of them. The reality she and Meg were in the process of separating hurt, but there was no other option. She wanted Meg to find happiness and would not stand in her way.
Feeling her eyes start to well up from the thought, she swallowed hard and refocused on the beauty of the water around her. Luckily, the early morning weather was cooperating. No rain and moderate wind, so the river wasn’t especially choppy. Meg had said before they cast off that they could make good time down the Oregon Coast if things stayed that calm. She hoped so. The story out of Cannon Beach was very unsettling and sending them aid paramount. A nurse with medical supplies was on board, as well as extra food and fresh water. A small squad of well-armed soldiers also accompanied them in case they caught up to the pirates. To say things were crowded was an understatement. All which added up to a decision that weighed heavily on Grace’s mind.
Due to the capacity issues with so many people on board, her most logical place to sleep was Meg’s cabin. In Meg’s bed, she thought as her heart rate jumped and a wave of heat washed over her. And if I recall correctly, a relatively small bed. As the highest-ranking officer on the Wind Dancer, she could insist on a different arrangement, but doing so would make things more cramped for others—something she would not do. I will have to keep clear boundaries. They were dispatched on a serious mission and being distracted by her sleeping situation would not be acceptable. Grace ignored the stab of sadness she felt as she considered perhaps, with Meg’s waning interest in her, there would be no problem at all.

WALKING with one hand tucked under the elbow of Taylor’s strong arm, Jackie appreciated the morning was clear. As upbeat as she always was, the rain day after day was dreary, and spring couldn’t arrive soon enough. Approaching City Hall, Taylor drew them to a stop and faced Jackie. “Have a good day, Ms. Scott,” she said, a smile on her handsome face. “Hopefully much quieter than yesterday.”
Jackie gave a little laugh. “God let’s hope so,” she said. “I don’t know what else to expect—giants?”
“Don’t say that,” Taylor said with a chuckle of her own. “These are unusual times.”
“True,” Jackie said with a nod. “Now, kiss me so I can get to work. I hardly heard anyone’s complaints yesterday with all the craziness. I imagine the lobby already has people waiting.”
Taylor put her hands on Jackie’s hips and pulled her closer. “Happy to oblige,” she said and leaned in. As always, the woman’s lips sent a small thrill through Jackie. So soft, but so hungry too, she thought as they kissed. Even now.
“Mmm…,” she murmured when Taylor stepped back. “I’ll be wanting more of those later.”
Taylor grinned. “I can arrange that,” she said, and with a little tingle of anticipation, Jackie walked up the stairs into City Hall. She was right. Two people were already in the lobby.
“Good morning, Mrs. Anderson,” she said to the first and then looked to the other. “And to you, Mr. Sams. I’ll be right with you.” They both smiled at her as she went into her office.
Settling in behind her desk, honestly hoping what she said to Taylor was true and that they were in for a much simpler day, Jackie counted to ten when the mayor swept into her office. Greg Orion looked as disheveled as he did the morning before. For a second, she wondered if some new calamity had broken out. “What’s wrong?” she asked, and Greg waved his hands, distress clear on his face.
“What’s wrong?” he repeated back at her. “The world’s gone crazy.”
Jackie raised an eyebrow. If he was just realizing, considering all the things that had happened in the last nine months, she wasn’t sure how to help him. “Can you be more specific?” she asked. “Is there more I need to know about the Travellers in the park or the pirates down the coast? Because both are being addressed. We are fine.”
Greg whirled on her, clearly about to disagree, when his face went even paler. As she watched, the man grabbed at his chest and sank into the chair near her desk. His mouth opened and closed, but no words came out. “Greg?” Jackie said, a sense of serious concern gripping her. The man was definitely not okay. Shit, she thought. He’s having a heart attack.
Jumping from behind her desk, Jackie rushed to the lobby. “Mr. Sams,” she said, working to keep her voice even and not have anyone panic. “Please go to the police station and tell them we need a car. Right now.”
The man blinked with surprise, but she was glad to see him stand and start to move. “Is everything okay, ma’am?” he asked, and she shook her head.
“I think the mayor is having a heart attack,” she said. “And we need to get him to the hospital.” The man left the lobby at a run. Out of the corner of her eye, Jackie saw Mrs. Anderson cover her mouth with her hand.
Shocked dismay filled her eyes. “What can I do?” Mrs. Anderson asked, and Jackie appreciated how everyone in Astoria was always willing to help.
“Come in my office with me,” Jackie answered. “We need to make him as comfortable as possible.”

AFTER MAKING her usual check-ins around town, Taylor decided it was time to get the business with Rosella Cane over. Cutting into the city park, she followed a well-used and slightly muddy trail that led to the extensive clearing in the middle. It was the space always allotted to new arrivals. Large tents had been provided by the Army to help house anyone arriving without their own camping gear. The situation was temporary until more permanent housing was ready, assuming the people wanted to stay. Lately, many were only passing through as they headed for Canada. There were rumors civilization was getting back to normal up there. Taylor had heard there was consistent power and all the luxuries that came with it. So far, nothing about Canada had been passed down to Astoria through official channels. Taylor would believe in a utopia to the north when she read it in a military memo. Still, she never dashed the hopes of the new arrivals. Sometimes people simply needed a reason to hold on.
Up ahead, she saw the colorful wagons still parked in a group with a firepit in the middle. Several people gathered around it in chairs, drinking something hot out of mugs and chatting. When they saw her, the same man who helped her last time stood.
“Hello, Chief Barnes,” he said. “What brings you out this beautiful morning?”
“A quick visit with Ms. Cane if she’s available,” Taylor said. “A follow up from the incident a couple nights ago.”
The man nodded. “Of course. She’s in her wagon. Shall I go get her?”
“Not necessary,” Taylor said, holding up her hand to stay him. “If it’s okay, I’ll go knock and see if she’s able to speak to me right now.”
In response, the man held Taylor’s eyes for a moment and then gave her a small smile. “I’m sure she’d like that,” he said and sat in his chair.
“Thank you,” Taylor said, feeling a little confused. Now, why would my meeting with Rosella be a problem? she wondered. I guess I’ll go find out. Without another word, she walked to the biggest and most elaborate wagon. Based on first impressions, the reds and golds suited the caravan leader, and Taylor appreciated the delicate handiwork as she knocked on the red door.
It opened in an instant, and Rosella stood in the doorway. Taylor thought she looked a little less mysterious in the daylight, but her exotic beauty remained. “Hello, Taylor,” the woman said as if she had been expecting her. “Please come in.”
With a touch of surprise at Rosella’s familiar greeting, Taylor took the three wooden steps into the wagon. She ducked her head a little as she entered and then stopped. Inside was a perfect utilization of every inch of living space. Following the theme from outside, red with gold accents made up the lush interior. The painted scrollwork framing the bed at the back, partially hidden behind red velvet drapes, was breathtaking. On the right was a settee with a small table set in front of it, while on the left were built-in drawers and shelves. Lit with candles, the warm smell of spice and sandalwood incense made it all the more inviting. Taking it in, Taylor was impressed. “This is amazing,” she said. “Beautiful and functional. A perfect combination.”
Rosella smiled, and her dark eyes twinkled. “I’m so glad you think so,” she said as she slipped onto the couch. She motioned to the spot beside her. “Please, sit down and let’s talk about why you’re here.”
Taylor hesitated. There wasn’t any place else to sit, but the conversation would be short. “That’s not necessary,” she said. “I only wanted to let you know I spoke to the young man who made the report about the incident regarding the knife.” Rosella kept her eyes trained on Taylor’s face but otherwise didn’t react. The sense of strangeness she felt outside by the firepit earlier was back, and Taylor decided to move things along. “It seems the two young men from your caravan were provoked.” She held up a finger. “Still, we don’t tolerate the use of weapons or even the threat of them. I won’t act on it this time, but please explain to everyone this is the one and only warning I will give.”
Rosella gave a slight nod. “I will see that is done,” she said. Her eyes continued to peer into Taylor’s face. For some reason she couldn’t explain, Taylor didn’t like it. Still, before she could excuse herself and leave, the beautiful woman tilted her head and smiled. “Taylor, have you ever had your fortune read?”
Caught off guard by the question, Taylor furrowed her brow. “No offense,” she said. “But I have never put much merit in things along those lines.”
“No offense taken,” Rosella said as she fingered a pile of cards on the table in front of her. Taylor hadn’t noticed them before, but her eyes were suddenly drawn to the deck. “But I’d be happy to draw three tarot cards for you. One for the past. One for the present. One for the future?”
Taylor narrowed her eyes, not sure what to think. Suddenly feeling overwhelmed with the scent of the incense and the flickering candles, her instinct was to flee. Still, a part of her was drawn to the idea. Would she be able to tell me about Jackie and my future? she wondered and was near to saying yes when there was a sharp knock on the wagon’s door. A look of frustration flickered across Rosella’s face but then was gone, making Taylor wonder if she even saw it. “Can you see who is here?” the woman asked and Taylor, still feeling off-kilter, went to the door. When she opened it, one of her deputies stood at the base of the steps.
“Chief, we’ve been looking everywhere for you,” he said, then paused as Taylor felt Rosella come up behind her. The man blinked as if not sure of what he was seeing but then carried on. “Chief, it’s the mayor. He’s had a heart attack and is at the hospital.”
Shaking her head to clear the strangeness of the last ten minutes, Taylor went down the steps. Glancing back, she saw Rosella staring at her. Her face was unreadable, but a hint of a smile was on her lips. A sultry smile, Taylor thought with a start, realizing finally that Jackie may be right about this woman. “I have to go,” she said. “Please remember to tell your group about what I said.”
Rosella’s smile widened. “I will,” she said. “But don’t hesitate to come back, Chief. To finish what we started.”
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Enjoying the rare bout of February sun on her face, Sam rode Lester as they pulled the cart behind them. The trip to Astoria had proven to be a good one. Not only did they make a deal with Will over the piglet, but they also traded a few of Laura’s quilts for dry goods, a new shovel, and more books. Sam had a plan to cut down the handle of the shovel to better accommodate Henry’s size. He always wanted to work alongside her at any chore, and that would make it easier for him. Best of all though was having a chance to visit with some of their friends. Sam liked where they lived and would never change it. Still, they were somewhat isolated, and she wondered if part of Henry’s personality came from having no one to play with.
As they neared their house, she appreciated how cute the yellow and white bungalow looked sitting in the sunlight and how fortunate they were to find it. The place had belonged to Henry and Shauna’s grandmother, so until one of them was old enough to take over caring for it, the four of them lived there together. “Home sweet home,” she said with a grin and Laura, who rode beside her, smiled.
“Always,” she said before trotting ahead a little so they could go single file down the driveway to the back of the house. Approaching the modified carport and shed that served as their barn, Laura suddenly pulled up short. She was looking at the house. “Sam. The kitchen window is broken.”
Following her gaze, a hint of alarm clenched Sam’s stomach. The lower pane was completely knocked out as if someone used it to get inside. That was no accident. “Please take Henry and Shauna into the barn,” she said and pulled her .22 rifle from its scabbard. Experience taught her long ago that being armed with at least something while traveling the roads was wise. As unlikely as it was that Sam would use the weapon, she felt glad to have it at this moment. If the intruder were inside, there could be trouble. Likely to be, she thought while she dismounted.
Laura was already at the back of the cart and lowering the tailgate. Shauna had fallen asleep from the rhythm of the ride, but Henry was alert. His face was more serious than ever. “I’ll go check inside with you,” he said. “You shouldn’t go by yourself.”
Sam shook her head. “There’s no need for that,” she said. “I’m sure whoever broke in took what they wanted and is long gone by now.” She glanced at their dog beside her. “And I’ll have Lady with me.” Henry narrowed his eyes as they drifted to the gun in Sam’s hands. He looked ready to argue for a moment but then gave her a nod before turning to jump out of the cart. As she watched, the three of them headed for the barn.
Glancing back, Laura caught her eye. She looked afraid but was staying calm for the children’s sake. “Be careful,” she said, and Sam nodded.
“It’s fine,” she said. “But I will.” When the other three were out of sight, Sam went to the backdoor. Lady followed, and Sam was glad to see her pet didn’t appear to be agitated. If there was someone inside the house, she guessed Lady would sense it and bark. Unlocking the door, Sam crept inside the kitchen and paused. She kept the end of the rifle pointed at the floor, not wanting to have any sort of accident, and listened. There was no sound, but she did see some of the cupboards were open, and a sack of rice was spilled on the floor. Someone had definitely been there.
Taking more steps, she was soon in their small living room. Again, empty. That time though, Lady did act interested and dipped her head to snuffle the floor. Watching, Sam let the dog sniff. After a moment, Lady walked toward the hall, and she followed. There still wasn’t any noise, but her dog had a location in mind, and after a second, she was nosing open the door to Henry’s bedroom. With tail wagging, she went inside, and suddenly more curious than cautious, Sam stepped into the doorway to look. Blinking with surprise, she didn’t know what she had been expecting, but that wasn’t it. A teenage girl was fast asleep on Henry’s bed.

COMING from Greg Orion’s room, Anna went to find Jackie. She found her sitting in the waiting area, tapping her foot, while she spoke with Mrs. Anderson. The two women had come in not long after the mayor, apparently having been the ones to call for help, and Anna wanted to find out more about the circumstances. As she approached, both turned to look at her. “Is he going to be okay?” Jackie asked, looking more agitated than Anna remembered seeing in a long time. “We got him here as fast as we could.”
Not willing to give her false hope, Anna could only sigh. “It’s too early to tell,” she said. “We used the generator to run the EKG machine, and he clearly had a cardiac event. But I don’t have any way to measure the damage.”
“But he’s still alive?” Mrs. Anderson asked, wringing her hands while she waited for the answer. “I didn’t know what to do.”
Jackie put a hand on the woman’s arm. “Neither of us did.”
Anna nodded. “He is still alive and resting after the nitroglycerine we administered,” she said. “And you both did the right thing keeping him comfortable until help arrived.”
Then Taylor came into the lobby, and Anna was surprised it took her friend so long to get there. Taylor was usually first on the scene or near to it, but over an hour had passed. As she strode toward them, Jackie stood. “Oh, thank God,” she said and met Taylor halfway. For a second, Taylor paused but then pulled Jackie into a comforting hug. The strong woman was Jackie’s rock and would help calm her. The mayor’s heart attack had clearly upset her.
Yet, while she watched, Jackie suddenly pulled back from Taylor’s grasp. “Where have you been?” she asked, and Anna was surprised to hear her voice laced with suspicion. “You smell wrong. There’s perfume or something all over you.”
Anna watched as Taylor actually looked unsure of what to say for a moment. Then, she slipped into a professional demeanor. “That doesn’t matter right now,” she said to Jackie before looking directly at Anna. “What’s the situation with Orion?”
Before she could answer, Jackie interrupted. “I recognize you’re here as the chief of police,” she said in a tone so low it was almost a hiss. “And what’s happened to the mayor is of foremost importance.” She lifted her chin and glared at Taylor. “But you can take ten seconds and tell me where you’ve been.”
Anna watched Taylor clench her jaw. The conversation was becoming more uncomfortable by the second. “I was speaking to Rosella Cane about the knife incident,” Taylor answered. “As the Chief of Police.”
Furrowing her brow, Anna was confused. “Who is Rosella Cane?”
“She’s the leader of the caravan in the park,” Taylor answered. “I needed to explain to her what is not tolerated in Astoria.”
Jackie scoffed. “She’s more than that,” she said, turning to Anna. “Rosella is a gorgeous woman.”
“Oh yes,” Mrs. Anderson said from where she still sat wide-eyed in one of the lobby chairs. “I’ve heard she is exceptionally beautiful. And mysterious.”
Amazingly, Anna saw Taylor’s face grow a little red, and she was even more confused than before. In her heart, Anna believed Taylor was the last person who would ever be affected by the looks of another woman. Still, she also knew whatever was going on, it was not the time or the place to discuss it. “I’ll have to meet her,” she said and waved toward the hallway leading to the classrooms that now held patients. “Taylor, maybe this would be an okay time for you to come to check in with Mayor Orion?”
Taylor gave her a grateful look and then turned to Jackie. “We can talk about this tonight,” she said, her voice gentler than before. “But right now, I have to do my job.”
For a moment, Anna thought Jackie wouldn’t let it go, but then she appeared to gather herself. Going over to pick up her coat and purse, Jackie was clearly leaving. “Yes,” she said to Taylor as she walked by her. “We will.”

AS THEY RODE past the Welcome to Bodega Bay sign, Naomi’s ass hurt. Riding a bike was no minor deal, and although she had yet to crash, she was sore as hell. As she and Cyd made their way north, the thing she hadn’t figured in was how much it would hurt.
“How are you doing?” Cyd asked as if reading her mind, and Naomi tried to smile reassuringly. She didn’t quite pull it off. “That bad, huh?”
“I’m so sorry,” Naomi said. “I know it’s only been half a day, but this seat really hurts.” When Cyd came back from finding some gear for them that morning, she’d brought a padded bike seat with her. The gel-filled pad seemed like it would do the trick, but even with it under her butt, every pedal stroke hurt. “I’m not sure how much further I can go today.”
“That’s okay,” Cyd said with a smile. “Riding a bike takes some getting used to, and if we don’t stop, you’ll be too sore to ride tomorrow.”
Naomi let out a sigh of relief. At least Cyd wasn’t mad. This was all Naomi’s idea, and as they prepared to leave that morning, it dawned on her she was asking a woman she didn’t know to leave behind almost all her things. Cyd would be changing her life completely to help her, and Naomi still wasn’t sure why exactly. When she hinted about it, Cyd had only shrugged. “Change is like a vacation, I hear,” she said and went back to slowly filling one of their two backpacks with only the barest of essentials. After all that, Naomi was asking to stop well before it was dark.
“How about this,” Cyd said. “Let’s go a little further into Bodega Bay and see if anyone is around.”
Naomi furrowed her brow. “Why? Is that a good thing?” she asked. “I thought finding people was usually a bad thing.”
“True,” Cyd replied. “And that’s still what I’m hoping. If things are quiet, I’ll find us one of the houses along the beach to spend the night in.” She grinned at Naomi. “Watch the sunset tonight from a million-dollar view.”
The idea sounded like heaven to Naomi. Usually, she would be too afraid to go into someone else’s house, but if Cyd was confident, that’s all she needed. “I don’t suppose you could find one with a stocked wine rack too?”
Cyd laughed. “Wouldn’t that be a dream come true,” she said. “But hey, you never know. Maybe you’re my good luck charm.”
Then the woman blushed, and Naomi didn’t know what to say. She wasn’t so dense she hadn’t realized Cyd was attracted to her, but she wasn’t sure how to handle it. Always having dated men, Naomi never considered the possibility of being with a woman. Especially after only two days. Still, there was something special about Cyd. She felt it from the minute she whisked her out of trouble on her bike. The problem was Naomi wasn’t sure if what she felt was only gratitude or something more. One thing she did know… Cyd had saved her and was helping her now. If anyone was the good luck charm, Naomi believed hers was Cyd.
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Back in the barn, Sam stood with Laura a distance away from the children and entirely at a loss of what to do. Unfortunately, when Lady nuzzled the girl’s arm, she woke, clearly disoriented and afraid. She had clambered up to the head of the bed, tucking herself into a ball and shook. “Hey, it’s okay,” Sam said, wishing she weren’t standing there holding a gun. “You’re safe.” The girl shook her head and looked petrified. Only when Lady whined and nuzzled her side did the stranger react with anything but fear. As if by instinct, she ran a hand over Lady’s head but kept her wide eyes fixated on Sam. Knowing she needed help with the situation, Sam backed away. “Stay here, okay? You are safe.” The girl’s face made it clear she wasn’t buying it.
“And you said she looks like she’s been through a lot?” Laura asked, keeping her voice low as they tried to work out a strategy to help the girl in Henry’s bedroom.
Sam nodded. “Definitely. Her long hair’s a tangled mess, and it looks like dirt or something is ground into her face and clothes,” she answered. “If I had to guess, she’s been living in the woods the last few days.” She ran a hand over her face. “And she can’t be much older than maybe thirteen.”
Laura’s face filled with sympathy. “Oh, Sam,” she said. “Do you think she came from Cannon Beach?”
“Yes,” she replied, feeling anger welling up inside her. “It makes me sick to think about what happened there.” Laura met Sam’s eyes and tipped her head toward where Henry and Shauna sat on the other side of the barn. They were clearly trying to listen, especially Henry. Sam lowered her voice again. “But right now, we need to make her feel safe. Then we can get her to Astoria with the rest of the group.”
Laura nodded. “Let’s go back inside, and maybe she’ll talk to me,” she said. “At least she trusts Lady.”
Agreeing, Sam followed Laura back into the house. Once again, things were silent aside from their footsteps. When they came to Henry’s bedroom doorway, the girl was still in the same position and petting Lady. When she saw Sam and Laura, she started shaking again. “Hi, there,” Laura said in a soothing voice. “I’m Laura. What’s your name?” The girl didn’t respond. The silence hung in the air.
Desperate to try anything, Sam knelt in the doorway. “Can I get you a glass of water or anything?” she asked. Again, the girl did nothing but stare at them with wary eyes. This is a problem, Sam thought. How can we get through to her that this is a safe place? Suddenly, Sam felt something behind her and turning to look, realized Henry had come into the house. Without a word to either her or Laura, he stepped into the room.
Seeing him, the girl’s eyes grew a little less cautious, and when Lady went to him for a pet, Sam held her breath. “Hi,” he said, running a hand over the dog’s fur. “I’m Henry.” Again, the girl said nothing, but she stopped shaking and continued to watch him. Henry scratched behind the dog’s ear. “This is Lady. She likes you.” He smiled, and Sam was a little surprised. He didn’t do that enough. “You can pet her whenever you want.” At that, the girl’s eyes grew tearful, and Sam had to hold back her own emotions. A glance at Laura, told her the woman felt the same. Even more gently than before, Henry kept talking. “I have a little sister too. Her name is Shauna. She’s a pain sometimes, but you’ll like her.” He paused for a moment and then repeated Laura’s question. “What’s your name?”
The girl’s eyes darted from Henry to Sam and Laura and then back. Finally, she took a deep breath. “Heather.”

“NOW, CLOSE YOUR EYES,” Cyd said as she led Naomi up the walkway beside the house until they reached the start of the wraparound deck.
Naomi giggled. “This is crazy, Cyd,” she said, and Cyd loved it when the woman said her name. It was making the two-hour-long hunt for the perfect house for them worth the effort. While Naomi rested in the shade of an empty restaurant in town, Cyd biked to the outskirts of town to find something a little more private. They couldn’t be too careful. Finally, she found what she was looking for in a small, but likely a million-dollar home set beside the burned remains of another house. With a gap between homes on the other side, Cyd believed they would be relatively safe. In the current world, there were no guarantees.
“Just a little more,” Cyd said. “Three steps up and then turn to your left.” Naomi complied, and once she was facing the direction Cyd wanted, she reluctantly let go of the woman’s hand. “Okay. Open your eyes.”
For a moment, Naomi blinked and then did the last thing Cyd expected. She started to cry. Covering her face with her hands, the woman began to shake with sobs. Not sure what else to do, Cyd guided her to a deck chair. “I’m sorry,” she said, knowing the words were lame but having no clue what went wrong.
Naomi shook her head, pulling her face from her hands and looking at Cyd with red eyes. “Don’t be sorry,” she said. “It’s just so beautiful here. The ocean waves on the sand below us are magical.”
Cyd furrowed her brow. “Well, then why are you crying?”
“Because it’s the first time in so long that I actually feel good,” she said with a hiccup. “Like maybe life is worth living.”
With those words, Cyd understood. Her life had been crazy and chaotic since the solar storm. A couple of times she even thought she might die. Yet, there was never a time she wanted to take her own life. From the little bits that Naomi hinted at, Cyd realized the woman had been going to the bridge that night to kill herself. She could only imagine what that kind of despair might feel like. Cyd sank into the deck chair beside Naomi and took her hand. The woman squeezed it tight. “Thank you.”
Cyd shrugged, not knowing how to handle all the emotion of the moment. “I’m glad I was around to help you out,” she said and then grinned. “When you’re feeling better, I say we explore this place a little more. I checked all the rooms for, you know…”
Naomi looked puzzled. “For what?”
“Remains?” Cyd said with a wince. When Naomi’s face paled, she waved her free hand. “I didn’t find anything. I promise. Not even in the cars in the garage.”
“Okay,” Naomi said. “I appreciate you checking. But what are we looking for?”
Cyd stood and pulled Naomi up. “Anything. Looters came through here at one point, but from all the dust, it was quite a while ago,” she said. “But they might have missed something we can use. Or eat.”
Naomi smiled at that. “Okay,” she said. “Maybe they missed a bottle of wine?”
Cyd laughed. “Maybe, but don’t worry,” she said. “I brought the scotch. No matter what, tonight we are going to sit right here on this deck, have a drink, and watch the sunset.”
At that, Naomi’s face threatened to crumble into tears again, but she held them back, leaned in and gave Cyd a quick kiss on the lips. “I don’t know where you came from,” she said. “But I’m so glad you found me.” With her lips tingling from the contact, Cyd was glad too.

FOR THE FIRST time in a long time, Taylor wished she had a nice cold microbrew waiting for her at home. The last few days were long ones and kicking back to relax with a beer in her hand would feel like the ultimate luxury. Unfortunately, there was no way it was going to happen. Warm beer simply didn’t taste right to her. Some countries served the alcohol that way, but Taylor never quite acquired the taste, so she didn’t bother to trade for it. There were many other more important things they needed anyway. Like Jackie’s wine, she thought with a smile. In her mind, it was a worthy trade. Thinking of Jackie didn’t help her relax, and she turned the last corner leading to the house she shared with the woman. The place was dark in the fading daylight, and clearly Jackie wasn’t home yet. Not particularly unusual considering the circumstances, but Taylor had hoped they could talk sooner rather than later.
Going inside, she lit their two kerosine lamps and started a fire in the woodstove. Once those chores were done, Taylor went into their bedroom to strip out of her uniform and put on something more comfortable. Sweats and a baggy hoodie sounded about right. As she unbuttoned her shirt, the front door opened and closed. Then came the sound of a jacket and purse being tossed into the armchair nearest the door, followed by the thud of a wine bottle being set on the counter, letting Taylor know precisely what kind of mood Jackie was in. Tired from a long day and frustrated at Taylor.
Changing quickly, Taylor walked back to the kitchen and saw the woman she loved with a half-empty wine glass in her hand. She took another sip without even acknowledging her, but Taylor waited patiently. There was no need to rush anything, and she would give Jackie all the time in the world if she wanted it. Finally, with a sigh, Jackie looked at her. “You know what’s the craziest part of all of this?” she asked but went on before Taylor could reply. “I’ve never had a jealous moment in my life. Not once.” She gave a little laugh. It wasn’t in humor, but more like disbelief. “I think because I was always the one the others were jealous of. How vain is that?” She took another drink, finishing the glass and setting it down to fill it again.
“You’re an intelligent, charismatic woman,” Taylor said. “Who happens to be incredibly beautiful and sexy. I don’t think that makes you vain.” She stepped closer and took Jackie’s hand. “I’m sorry if something I’ve done has made you jealous. You have no reason to be.”
Jackie looked over, and Taylor felt her searching her face. “I trust you, Taylor Barnes. With my entire being,” she said. “But I need to know why you were so close to Rosella Cane that you smelled like her?”
Taylor didn’t hesitate. There was nothing to hide. “She invited me into her wagon so we could speak privately about the knife incident,” she answered. “The space was filled with the smell of spice and incense. That is what you noticed.” She paused, knowing Jackie would not like the last bit of information. “And she asked to read my fortune.”
Jackie took her hand back and narrowed her eyes. “Did she?”
“No,” Taylor said. “She did not.”
At that news, Jackie sipped her wine again and looked thoughtfully at the cupboards in front of her. “I see,” she finally said. “Well, I won’t ever tell you your business, Taylor. You’re the Chief of Police and one of the most important people in this town, if not the entire state. But…”
Taylor tilted her head. “But?”
“But I think it would be best for everyone if you found out what the Travellers’ plan is,” Jackie said. “And then help them move along.”
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Walking with a contingent from the Wind Dancer up the main street from the beach through the small town of Cannon Beach, the quiet amazed Meg. It was eerie and felt like something out of a horror movie. Storefront windows were smashed, and smoke filled the air. Although she couldn’t see the fire from where they were, she guessed things were still burning. Fire was a significant fear everywhere. Towns had virtually no way to fight a blaze. Although she hadn’t lived there at the time, Meg learned Astoria suffered from a fire early on after the solar storm event. The hospital and blocks of homes were destroyed.
As they reached a large public parking lot, Grace held up a hand to stop the group. “Let’s set up a base here,” she said. “First priority is putting up the field hospital tent.” The squad of soldiers moved into action, unpacking the gear they had carried ashore.
Standing beside Grace, Meg continued to scan the area around them. “Where do you think everyone is?” Meg asked the Army major.
“Wisely hiding,” Grace replied. “After the trauma this town has encountered, I imagine the people who have remained behind are terrified of any strangers.” She blew out a long breath, clearly frustrated at the state of things. “I am hoping by setting up our medical site, the big red cross on the side of our tent will reassure them.”
Meg nodded, impressed by her strategic thinking. Although the woman was all business in her role as the group’s leader, it was impossible for Meg not to be attracted to her. Confidence and intelligence were qualities she was always drawn to, and Grace had both in situations like this. If only it would carry over to the rest of her life, she thought, believing part of the reason there was a divide growing between them was Grace’s self-consciousness. Unfortunately, the way she dealt with it was to be as ice-cold as possible. The night before on the ship had been awkward at best. Grace had made it clear the situation was unavoidable, and they would have to make the best of it. Period. So, they slept in the bed together, but Meg hadn’t dared move. If she dozed off for more than thirty minutes, she would be surprised.
“Someone is coming out,” Grace said, looking past Meg’s shoulder. Turning, Meg saw a dark-skinned, middle-aged man walking down the street toward them. He was unarmed and didn’t look good. Soot and what was possibly blood smeared his clothing. Still, his stride was determined, and if she had to guess, Meg thought he was some sort of leader in Cannon Beach. While the rest of the town stayed behind locked doors, he bravely came to see who had arrived.
As he neared, relief washed over his face. “Oh, thank God,” he said. “You’re from our military.”
Grace stepped forward on her crutches to meet him. “Yes, United States Army. I’m Major Grace Hamilton,” she said, then motioned toward Meg. “This is the ship’s captain Meg O’Grady. We’ve come aboard the Wind Dancer from Astoria with medical assistance and other supplies.”
A hint of tears came to the man’s dark eyes. “Well, it’s good to see you, Major,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “I’m Jack Belmont. Welcome to what’s left of Cannon Beach.”

WITH A BIG YAWN, Sam carried the armload of firewood in the backdoor to stack it in a neat pile by the small cast iron stove in the kitchen. They had installed the thing a couple of months ago to give them something to cook on, plus add a second source of heat to the house. The wood stove in the living room kept that space warm and even seeped into the bedrooms a little, but the kitchen was always cold. Someday, Sam hoped she could surprise Laura with a cookstove that had an oven and everything. A man in Astoria was using parts of old gas stoves to make them, but they weren’t cheap. Maybe when Will sells the pig, she thought and yawned again.
“You need to quit doing that, Sam,” Laura said with a smile. “Pretty soon I won’t be able to stop yawning either.”
Sam grinned. “Sorry,” she said, putting the last piece of wood on the pile before moving beside Laura and giving her a kiss. “Nobody slept much last night.” With Heather unwilling to get off Henry’s bed, the boy insisted he sleep on the floor near her. Sam and Laura finally agreed on the one condition that Sam could sleep in there too. They all settled in for the night, but when Sam doused the lamp, Heather screamed. Only once the wick was relit, and after Henry and Lady comforted her did the girl calm down. Still, even with the lamp burning all night, Heather tossed and turned, often whimpering throughout the night. The noises broke Sam’s heart.
Laura returned the kiss before leaning against the counter. “What are we going to do?” she asked, and Sam sat in a kitchen chair to think. The question had been on her mind all morning. They needed to find a way to help Heather and get her back to her family.
Sam blew out a frustrated breath. “I’m not sure,” she answered. “You have to know people are looking for her and frantic with worry. I mean, if it was either one of our—”
“Don’t even say it,” Laura said, holding up a hand to ward off the rest of Sam’s statement. “Our kids are safe.”
“You’re right,” Sam agreed. “But hard not to think of her poor parents. I guess I’ll take her to Astoria and hope someone there knows her.”
Laura bit her lip. “I’m not so sure she’s ready for a trip anywhere,” she said. “She won’t even talk to anyone but Henry. Her eating something finally is enough of a win for today in my mind.”
With a sigh, Sam knew Laura was right. Trying to convince the girl to ride behind her on a horse or even sit in the cart felt like a long shot. “Maybe, if she’s not better by tomorrow morning, I’ll go into town alone and ask around,” she said. “Henry can probably get her to tell him her last name, maybe even the names of her parents. Then we can decide what to do next.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “I only wish we could do more.”
Laura smiled. “You’re a good person with a big heart, Sam,” she said. “I know this is eating you up. It is for me too, but we will figure out something. For now, she’s in a safe and loving space.”
“You’re right,” Sam said but still wished there were more she could do.

AFTER TALKING to a half dozen townspeople, Grace had a good picture of what happened when the pirates attacked. In a ship not much different than the Wind Dancer, although apparently bigger, they had come ashore under the guise of trading. When the people in Cannon Beach reacted by showing them goods, the strangers took what they wanted by force. But that wasn’t all, Grace thought with clenched teeth. They weren’t only here to steal but to bring violence to an unsuspecting small town. It wasn’t enough to loot and set fire to the stores and surrounding homes. Still, according to more than one person, whenever anyone put up resistance, they were gunned down. Over the last few days, the people who remained in town spent their time burying their dead while fires ran rampant. Even with the aid of the men and women from the Wind Dancer there to help, there was simply no way to fight the flames, and everyone prayed for a rainstorm to come through.
All which put Grace in a place where she had to make a decision. Quickly. As she stared out at what the town’s people said was Haystack Rock, a giant landmark offshore in the gray ocean, she realized what she wanted to do. She wanted to chase the pirates down and bring each and every one of them to justice. Especially the one everyone referred to as Captain Poissoit, the leader of the pirates. Yet, she hesitated. The problem was the choice was not hers alone to make. As the captain of the Wind Dancer, Meg would have to agree to put her ship and her crew at significant risk. I’m kidding myself if I think that is the only reason I’m not sure what to do, she thought. Could I live with my decision if anything happened to Meg? The night before had been hell sleeping beside her. Every second, she had wanted to turn to Meg and take her face in her hands. Grace wanted to tell her everything that was in her heart and confess how much she loved her. But not only was the time and place wrong, but Grace didn’t know if she could stand it if Meg rejected her. Her already fragile heart would crumble to nothing.
As if conjuring her with her thoughts, Meg suddenly came up beside her. Not saying anything at first, Grace watched the woman look out at the ocean. Finally, she turned to Grace. “A horrible thing has happened here,” she said. “What are we going to do about it?”
Grace studied the beautiful woman’s face—light skin with green eyes filled with fury offsetting her mane of red hair. She could see her own desire to chase the pirates there. Still, Grace couldn’t assume and the question needed asking. “I want to use the Wind Dancer to go after them,” she finally said. “And hold them accountable for the crimes they committed here.”
Meg slowly nodded. “Then let’s do that.”
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F or the second day in a row, Naomi’s ass hurt. Actually, it hurt significantly worse than the day before, and every pedal stroke was torture. Added to that, her legs were exhausted. Months of doing nothing but hiding while her boyfriend took care of things left her weaker than she realized. Thankfully, Cyd was incredibly patient and let them stop every couple of miles for an extended break off the bikes. Unfortunately, that resulted in their day’s progress being heartbreakingly slow. At the rate they were averaging, it would take a month to bike to Oregon. Although there wasn’t a deadline to get there, she had pinned so many hopes on being home that the delay was hard, especially considering it was her fault.
They passed the welcome sign for the town of Fort Bragg, and Cyd coasted to a stop. “Let’s find a place to stay here,” she said. “It will be dark soon, and my legs are tired.”
“You’re only being nice,” Naomi said, but appreciated the gesture as she put her feet on the ground and nearly sighed with relief. “I’m sorry this is taking forever.”
Cyd shrugged. “We aren’t in a rush,” she said, and when Naomi couldn’t keep the disappointment off her face, the woman frowned. “Are we?”
Naomi bit her lip. It was irrational, but there was no way she would be able to hide her frustration for over six hundred more miles. “I was hoping we would go faster,” she admitted. “I had no idea this would be so painful.”
“Yeah,” Cyd said. “I worried you might have second thoughts about now.” There wasn’t any animosity in what she said, but Naomi was suddenly overwhelmed with guilt. She had asked Cyd to leave everything behind to help her, and all she did was complain. Still, she wasn’t ready to turn back. There had to be some other way to get north.
“I am having second thoughts, but not about going to Portland,” Naomi said. “Just about biking there.”
Cyd lifted an eyebrow. “What else is there? Most cars won’t run, and those that do are either out of gas already or close to it.”
“I don’t know,” Naomi answered with a sigh and looked around. The State Route 1 highway had come back to the coastline in the last few miles, and the view of the ocean was incredible. If only we had a boat or something, she thought. We could sail all the way to Portland. Blinking, Naomi let that idea sink in before turning to Cyd. “Do you think this town has a marina?”
“Probably,” Cyd replied. “Most of the cities along the water have something.” Then, the woman narrowed her eyes. “Are you thinking we can take a boat somewhere?”
Naomi clapped her hands. “Yes,” she said. “A sailboat would work. No more pedaling.”
Cyd pursed her lips. “Okay, that sounds interesting,” she said. “Do you know how to sail?”
Her face falling, Naomi shook her head. “No, not really,” she said. “Do you?”
“Never been on a boat in my life,” Cyd answered. She swallowed hard. “To be honest, I can barely swim.”
“Damnit,” Naomi said but wasn’t ready to give up on the idea. A boat could solve all their problems. They just needed someone to sail the thing for them.

PULLING her coat tighter around her body, Jackie was glad she would be home in another block. There was less rain with the sky’s clearing, but it also meant there was no cloud cover to help ward off the colder weather. There wasn’t the ten o’clock news on TV every night to tell them the seven-day forecast anymore, but if she were going to guess, tonight would be down around freezing. Luckily, Taylor always did an excellent job of banking the coals in their woodstove when they were away, so getting it to flare up was easy. Unless she’s home already and has it burning, she thought, loving that idea. A warm house sounded like heaven. Still, she and Taylor hadn’t spoken much that morning. The tension from the night before hung between them. All over the damn caravan in the park. She shook her head. No, all of it is over that woman Rosella Cane.
As she neared the gate in the white picket fence surrounding her and Taylor’s house, Jackie slowed her steps. An idea occurred to her that maybe it was time for her to have a woman-to-woman chat with Ms. Cane. Pursing her lips, Jackie didn’t stop at her house but kept walking. The park was not far, and picking up her pace, she stood at the edge of the large green space filled with evergreens within minutes. As she retraced the trail she followed only a few nights before, Jackie was more and more confident her decision was the right one. All of this is a misunderstanding, she reasoned. No one had explained to Rosella Cane the relationship between Taylor and Jackie. She was about to make that crystal clear.
Arriving at the clearing, she saw the wagons were still set up like before, with a small bonfire at the center. There was no mistaking the figure of Rosella Cane among the group gathered around the fire. Even with a black cape wrapped around her for warmth, no one would miss the woman’s regal posture. Squaring her shoulders, Jackie approached the group, but before she was even halfway, Rosella looked, and their gazes met. The firelight reflected in the woman’s dark eyes, making her appear even more exotic than before. She’s gorgeous, Jackie thought and felt her confidence slip. No wonder Taylor finds her… She paused, not sure how to finish the sentence. There was nothing but trust in her heart when it came to Taylor. Still, the woman was human, and the caravan’s leader was incredibly alluring.
The hint of a smile played at the corners of the woman’s mouth as if she could know what Jackie was thinking and found amusement in it. After saying a quiet word to the man next to her, Rosella walked toward her. When she was close, she nodded toward the ornate wagon Jackie remembered was hers. “Please, won’t you join me for a glass of wine?” the woman asked. “I have been expecting you.”
“Have you?” Jackie said, narrowing her eyes but following the woman across the clearing and into the wagon. “And why is that?”
After she slipped out of her cape and hung it on a hook, Rosella glanced at Jackie. “You’re here to talk about Taylor,” she said, and the familiar way she spoke Taylor’s name made Jackie’s temper flare.
“Yes,” she agreed. “I thought we should get something clear. Chief Barnes and I are a couple.”
Rosella took two glasses from a shelf and poured dark red wine into each. Picking them up, she handed one to Jackie before sliding onto the small couch. “So, you are lesbians,” she finally said. “Interesting that the town’s people are so open-minded.” Never a fan of labels, Jackie was about to explain how much the town owed to the different women who helped save Astoria—even helped it thrive—when Rosella waved a hand. “I mean no disrespect. Women who love women hold a special place in my heart too.” She patted the cushion beside her. “Won’t you please sit down?”
Jackie hesitated, wondering for a moment if Taylor had sat in the same spot. There was nowhere else to sit, but the couch would mean she was awfully close to Rosella. No, Taylor would have remained standing, she thought with confidence.
Smiling, Jackie shook her head. “No,” she said. “I’m not staying long.”
“I hope that’s not the case,” Rosella said. “It’s so rare to meet new people who intrigue me so much.” She sipped her wine. “Won’t you stay a little longer and let me read your fortune?”
Jackie scoffed, although a chill ran up her spine. Rosella had offered the same thing to Taylor. “I don’t believe in any of that,” she said but could not shake how the woman did seem to have a mystical way about her.
“Then this will be for fun,” Rosella said and picked up a deck of tarot cards from the table to begin shuffling them. “Come sit and let’s draw three cards. Past, present, and future.”
Jackie took in a deep breath and considered the request. A part of her was intrigued even if she pretended she was not. Taking a healthy sip of wine, Jackie gave in and sat on the couch beside the fortune teller. “I only have a few minutes,” she said. “Taylor will wonder where I am.”
Rosella smiled. “Of course, she will,” she said and set the deck on the table. “Are you ready? This is your past.” Jackie nodded slowly, her eyes suddenly fixed on the card Rosella drew from the deck. She laid it face up on the table. “Ace of Cups.”
Jackie furrowed her brow. “That means nothing to me,” she said, and Rosella chuckled.
“All the Cups represent love, emotions, and feelings,” she said. “So, the ace is quite powerful. To put it simply, your past was all about new beginnings. New relationships.” She touched the back of Jackie’s hand. “New powerful love.”
“Really,” Jackie said, tilting her head. The card’s meaning was eerily accurate. There were many new beginnings in her recent past. That’s an understatement, she thought. There was an apocalypse, still definitely new love too. Suddenly, she felt curious about the second card. Her present. “I can agree with that being my past.”
Rosella drew a second card and laid it on the table next to the other. “Five of Wands,” she said, and Jackie saw her frown a little. “Wands are the fiery cards. Passion and intensity.”
Jackie didn’t like the look on the woman’s face. “So, what does this mean?” she asked.
“The Five of Wands can represent conflict, defensiveness, even fighting,” Rosella said and met Jackie’s eyes. “It even means competition and pettiness.”
At the explanation, Jackie felt color rise to her cheeks. The last thing she wanted was for Rosella Cane to know there was any conflict in her life. “I’m not buying into that one,” Jackie said, tossing her head. “Like I said, these parlor tricks aren’t real.”
Rosella paused, not saying anything for a minute, and then she reached for the third card. Suddenly, a panic made Jackie suck in her breath. The card could say anything. “Stop.” She put her hand on top of Rosella’s. “I don’t want to know.”
“You’re sure?” the gypsy woman asked, and Jackie bit her lip. The card was in Rosella’s hand, waiting to be turned over. Her future.
“I’m sure,” she said as she stood. Nearly spilling the wine as she set it on the table in her rush, she moved to go. “Even if I believed in this, I think some things are better not knowing.” Then, she fled into the twilight.

EVEN AS NIGHT APPROACHED, the marina was easy enough to find. Unfortunately, very few boats remained. A few yachts and fishing boats that needed fuel to run were moored, but very few sailboats. Even though there didn’t seem to be anyone around, out of habit, she locked their bikes together against a sturdy light post. Better safe than sorry was her motto when it came to her prized method of transportation. Although now we might be leaving them behind to sail on a boat, she thought and had to force herself not to shiver at the idea. She was not a big fan of water, especially deep water. Like the ocean.
Cyd heard Naomi sigh. “Well, there’s not much to choose from,” Naomi said as they walked down the sidewalk to the marina’s open gate. “And I don’t see anyone on any of them.”
Cyd looked around and agreed. Things were quiet. Too quiet. “Maybe we should do this in the morning,” she said, putting her hand on Naomi’s arm. “Let’s go find a place to sleep.”
Naomi stopped, but she was still focused on the boats. “Let’s sleep on one of these,” she said and smiled at Cyd. “I can’t imagine they would be hard for you to break into.”
Cyd paused, knowing the woman was right, and one of the larger yachts would be comfortable. “Okay,” she said, starting to walk toward the floating decking. “Let’s go look around but stay beside me. I can’t believe no one else lives here.”
“I can’t believe it either,” came a man’s voice from behind them. Whipping around, Cyd came face to face with a shotgun muzzle. She lunged, but the white-haired, bearded stranger was quick and stepped back. Caught off balance, Cyd couldn’t protect herself from being smacked on the side of the head with the gun’s barrel.
“You son of a bitch,” Naomi cried in protest. “Don’t hit her.” She saw a blur of the woman raging toward the man. Dizzy, but knowing she had to do something or one of them might get shot, Cyd threw herself in Naomi’s path.
“Stop,” she said as Naomi wrapped her arms around Cyd to help her stay upright. She focused as well as she could on the man with the gun, an old sailor from the looks of him. These days, this was his marina. “We don’t mean you any trouble. Only looking for a safe place to sleep.”
The man gave them a long look up and down before he lowered the shotgun’s barrel. “You shouldn’t be wandering around in the dark then,” he said. “Shoulda found a place to sleep way before now.”
Cyd let out the breath she was holding and nodded. Lights popped at the edge of her vision. I’m lucky I didn’t pass out, she thought and hoped she still wouldn’t. “You’re right,” she said. “We will—”
“And you shouldn’t hit a defenseless woman in the head with a gun,” Naomi said. “The least you can do is apologize.” Everyone was silent for a second, and it seemed things could go either way. They would escape or die.
Then, the grizzly old man barked out a laugh. “Damned if you aren’t Naomi Andrews from that movie,” he said. “I couldn’t tell for sure, but your sassy voice gave you away.” He shook his head as he tucked the shotgun under his arm. “Surprised you’re still alive.”
“Hey!” Naomi said, but the man kept laughing and walked past them down into the marina.
“Come on,” he said. “My name’s Howie, and I know a boat you can sleep on.”
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L etting out a long yawn, Meg stood at the bow of the Wind Dancer and wondered about the situation with Grace. The tiny bed made it nearly impossible not to touch each other at least a little. Last night, in her sleep, she had snuggled closer to Grace, only to wake up with a start when the woman stiffened. “Sorry,” was all she could think to say. Meg then scooted to the edge of the bed and hardly slept for the rest of the night. It was the reason why she was exhausted that morning. Still, there is work to be done, she thought and turned to relieve Johnny at the ship’s wheel. They had been full sails since the minute there was enough light to make out the dark shape of the shoreline. With no reliable navigation equipment other than their compass, Meg didn’t like sailing in the dark. The last thing she wanted was to run the Wind Dancer aground. The ship cut through the water nicely that morning, and Meg looked forward to checking her maps later against landmarks to see how far they had come.
As she walked in the direction of the helm, she noticed one of her crew coming toward her. “Captain,” the young man said as he stopped to report, a little breathless in his excitement. “Our lookout spotted smoke on the horizon.”
Meg frowned. “To the north or the south of us?”
“South,” he answered. “Somewhere along the shore the spotter thinks.” A sick feeling tightened Meg’s stomach. If the smoke came from one of the small towns along Oregon’s Coast, it was likely the pirates had attacked. With a bit of luck, she thought. They will still be there, and we can catch up to them.
“Tell Johnny to head straight for the spot we think the smoke is coming from,” Meg said, turning to go back in the direction of her cabin. “I’ll check my maps. I want to know where we are as precisely as possible.”
The crew member snapped off a quick, informal salute of acknowledgment, and as Meg headed for her quarters, he rushed to the helm. Giving the door to her cabin a perfunctory knock before pushing the door open, Meg pulled up short when she saw Grace only half-dressed. She was in only her uniform trousers and bra yet still held the light green blouse in her hands. For some reason, Meg hadn’t considered the possibility. Grace froze when she realized Meg was in the cabin with her, and their eyes met. A whirlwind of emotions showed on Grace’s face, but color had turned her cheeks pink. “I’d like some privacy, please,” Grace whispered while covering herself with the shirt, and Meg was conflicted.
She needed to look at the maps on the table. “I’ll turn my back,” she said. “But the spotter saw smoke onshore ahead, and I want to see what town it might be.” Meg nodded toward the table with the map laid out on it. “And for that, I need those.”
“Smoke?” Grace asked, her face changing before Meg’s eyes from vulnerable to all business. “It has to be the pirates.”
Meg nodded before turning her back to Grace and leaning over the table to run a finger along Oregon’s shoreline. “That is my thinking,” she said. “Too big of a coincidence to be otherwise.”
Still buttoning her blouse, Grace limped closer until she leaned on the edge of the table. “We need to close the distance quickly,” she said. “If the pirates are still there, we can capture them onshore.”
“Right,” Meg said with a nod. “It will be a lot easier if we can catch them off their ship.”

BROWSING the tables in the community hall where the Saturday Farmer’s Market resided in the rainy months, Anna was continually amazed at the ingenuity of her fellow townsfolk. So many household devices modified into crank-operated appliances. When she came to a table with a converted blender, she felt a sudden nostalgia for a good margarita. Apparently seeing the emotion on her face, Lacey Holmes, who sat behind the table, smiled at Anna. “There’s no reason a person should go without smoothies, even in the middle of an apocalypse,” she said, and Anna laughed.
“I’ll be honest with you, Lacey,” she said, leaning closer so she could hush her voice a little. “I was thinking of how much I could enjoy a frozen margarita.”
Lacey covered her mouth with her hand and stifled a giggle. “I so hear you,” she said. “Someone has got to get a good supply of limes growing. They’d make a killing.”
“I think you’re right,” Anna said, nodding and wandered to the next table, catching up with Lexi. She was deep in friendly negotiation with a vendor over a trade of eggs for typing paper.
“Two dozen farm fresh,” Lexi said with a grin, and the man across the table from her grinned too.
“All things are farm fresh these days, Lexi Scott, and you know it,” he said. He picked up a ream of paper from the table. “But I will trade you. I know you’re writing a book about all of this.”
Lexi held out the eggs for him to take. “I’m working on it every day. There’s a lot to say, and I’m about out of paper,” she said. “This is super appreciated.”
Suddenly, Jackie and Taylor arrived to stand with them. “And what are you trading for, sister of mine?” Jackie asked with a smile.
Lexi held up the pack of blank, white paper. “More pages for the book you star in,” she said with a chuckle. “I hope you approve.”
Jackie tossed her head. “As long as I get a chance to censor parts,” she said, and Anna watched Taylor lift an eyebrow.
“I am sure Lexi has your most flattering side in mind,” she said and looked about to say something more when angry voices from a few tables over interrupted her. Turning to look, Anna was dismayed to see Lacey Holmes’ husband had returned to their table and was berating his wife about something. Unfortunately, that was not new behavior, and Anna cringed at the sight of his red face as he loomed over Lacey. An older woman stood near them. Anna guessed from her long flowing turquoise and gold-colored skirt, colorful matching blouse, and blue shawl that she was with the caravan. In her hand was a glittering pair of simple bracelets.
“Why in the hell do you need to trade our stuff for jewelry?” he growled. “You think I break my back so you can have stuff like that?”
“Damnit,” Taylor said under her breath, and Anna watched her step in the man’s direction. She was well aware from working in the medical field that domestic dispute situations were the worst for anyone to try and navigate. Yet, before Taylor could even move closer, the crowd that had gathered parted and one of the most beautiful women Anna had ever seen stepped up to the table. Her dark hair flowed past her shoulders, barely tamed by a gold hair clip. Dressed in a black pleated skirt with flares of red with a perfectly fitted sleeveless red blouse tied at the waist, she radiated confidence. Gold bangles on her wrists jangled lightly, and hoop earrings adorned her ears, making the entire look exotic and alluring. Anna could not take her eyes off her.
“Who is that?” she heard whispered through the crowd, and Anna was curious herself.
“Of course,” she heard Jackie murmur, and Anna glanced at her. Something was snapping in Jackie’s eyes Anna hadn’t seen before.
Furrowing her brow, she touched Jackie on the forearm. “Jackie?” she asked. “Who is she?”
The woman let out a long sigh. “That woman is the leader of the new caravan in town,” she said. “Rosella Cane.”

TAYLOR WAS STILL WELL AWAY from the table when Rosella stepped from the crowd. Her demeanor was so confident it was almost regal, and Taylor paused. Everyone was full of whispers as to who the woman was, and thankfully it was enough to make Lacey Holmes’ husband look up from his wife. The man’s eyes widened as he took in the sensual and mysterious figure standing at his table. Taylor watched a slow smile cross Rosella’s red lips, and her dark eyes bored into the man’s. “Surely, you want your wife to look beautiful,” she said. Her voice was low as if she were talking only to him, and she had his full attention. “A woman needs at least a few glittery things. Even in these unusual times.” Lacey’s husband opened his mouth to respond but then closed it without a word. From the look on his face, whatever anger he once felt was gone.
“Really,” Lacey started. “It’s okay. I don’t need them.”
Rosella stepped closer and in a smooth movement, removed a pair of the bangles from her wrist to hold out to the woman. “Please,” she said, her smile turning warmer as her gaze shifted from the husband to Lacey. “Have some of mine. I have many and am happy to share.”
Lacey’s eyes widened, and she slowly reached out to take the offering. “Thank you,” she said. “But I don’t—”
Rosella waved her hand to quiet any debate. “It’s my pleasure,” she said, and Taylor watched her return her gaze to the husband. “We should all be beautiful. Right?”
The man still looked mesmerized by Rosella but gave a slight nod. “Of course,” he said and slowly sank to the chair beside his wife. That was enough to break the spell over the whole crowd as people started to talk and go back to bartering while Rosella turned away from the table. She stopped when her eyes met Taylor’s.
Raising an eyebrow, the woman stepped closer. “Well, hello, Chief Barnes,” she said in a suggestive tone that Taylor could not miss. “Here to save the day?”
“That doesn’t appear to be necessary,” she replied. “You handled that quite well.”
Rosella shrugged. “I have my ways,” she said, and then Taylor saw her eyes slip past her as she felt Jackie’s hand on her arm. “Hello, Jackie.”
Glancing at the woman beside her, Taylor noticed not only Jackie had joined them but Anna and Lexi as well. Jackie tossed her head. “Hello, Rosella,” she said. “I see you’ve found our Saturday Market.”
Taylor watched Rosella pause as the two women regarded each other. Not sure how to cut the tension, she swallowed hard. It was ridiculous, but before she could say anything, Anna came to her rescue. Stepping forward, she held out her hand. “Hello, I’m Anna Scott,” she said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
After another moment, Rosella broke eye contact with Jackie and looked at Anna. She took her hand to return the welcoming gesture. “Rosella Cane,” she said. “My pleasure as well.”
Lexi grinned. “And I’m her wife, Lexi,” she said. “How are you liking Astoria?”
When Rosella glanced at Taylor, she felt Jackie’s hand tighten on her arm. “I am enjoying it very much,” Rosella said. “Thank you.” Again, a pause before she smiled wide. “But I should get back to my group. There are a few more things I want to make sure we trade for.” Turning, she gave them all a little wave before disappearing back into the crowd.
Lexi let out a low whistle. “Whoa,” she said. “She’s something, isn’t she? Like a wild lioness or something.”
“Oh, she’s something all right,” Jackie growled as she turned on Taylor. “Wouldn’t you agree, Chief Barnes?”
Taylor frowned. Once again, there was enough insinuation in Jackie’s voice to concern her. “I think she’s a good person,” she said with as much diplomacy as she could muster. “And a good leader. How she handled the escalating situation demonstrates that.”
“Yeah,” Lexi said. “But the way she handled it. That was impressive. It was almost like she hypnotized the guy for a second.” Taylor tightened her jaw. One look at Jackie’s face let her know her friend was not helping the situation.
Jackie’s eyes roamed Taylor’s face. “Yes,” she said, agreeing to Lexi’s statement but not looking away from Taylor. “Almost like she hypnotized him.”
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With her cheek pressed against something warm and soft, Naomi sighed. The bed she slept in was comfortable, and there was the slightest rocking motion to help her stay half asleep. Still, she needed to wake herself. She had an important audition early today. One that could be the opportunity of a lifetime, so she fluttered her eyes open. Not sure what she was seeing, she squeezed her eyes shut again and then reopened them to the sight of a nondescript wall. Where am I? she wondered, realizing she wasn’t in her apartment in West Hollywood. With a sense of panic, she glanced at what she was resting against and found that she was half draped over Cyd. Shit. I was dreaming of the past.
The young woman’s sleeping face was serene, and even in Naomi’s disappointed state, she thought she was cute. Even the wolf tattoo on her neck couldn’t change her babyface. When she was awake, Cyd tried to maintain a tough exterior, but Naomi saw right through it. The woman had a heart of gold. Thank God, I found her, she thought as Cyd stirred.
When she opened her eyes, and they met Naomi’s, she saw a look of panic. “Hey,” she said. “I didn’t mean to…”
Naomi laughed. “What?” she said. “I’m the one all over you.” A flush of pink colored Cyd’s smooth cheeks, and Naomi was surprised how much she liked knowing that Cyd felt something toward her. Although it was all new, she wasn’t against trying a relationship with a woman. Up until then, there hadn’t been an opportunity. Of course, she didn’t know officially if Cyd was into women, but she had a pretty good idea. The masculine clothes, short hair, tattoo, and occasional reaction whenever Naomi was near were good clues.
“Still,” Cyd said, sliding out from under her. “I don’t want you to think—”
Naomi reached out and grabbed Cyd by the collar and pulled her into a kiss. The contact was sudden, and the woman was surprised, but regardless there was definitely reciprocation. Breaking away after a moment, Naomi looked into Cyd’s eyes. “Does that clear things up?” Naomi asked, and Cyd nodded before a grin crossed her face.
“Definitely,” she said and leaned in for another kiss. It was longer and held more heat, but Naomi wasn’t sure she was ready to go any further yet.
Pulling back, she laughed. “Good,” she said and nodded toward the doorway leading out of the small bedroom. “Maybe we should go see what’s going on outside? I’d like to talk to Howie again. Maybe he can help us.”
Cyd nodded with only a slight look of disappointment. “Right,” she said. “Maybe he will be the one willing to sail us to Portland.”
“I hope so,” Naomi said and slid from the bed. “It seems kinda like fate.”
“Fate?” Cyd asked, raising an eyebrow.
Naomi smiled. “Yes, fate,” she said. “Like meeting you. That was certainly not by accident. Now, come on. Let’s go check things out.”
Cyd slid off the bed to join her. “Okay,” she said, not sounding convinced but going with it. “I’m ready to take a look.”
As the two emerged from the small yacht, Naomi glanced around. She noticed how sparse the number of boats was at the different slips. Apparently, if the boat could go under its own power, the owner sailed away. Which doesn’t bode well for us, she thought. They needed a sailboat, and as her eyes roamed the options, they landed on the biggest sailboat remaining. “Let’s go look at that one,” she said, starting in that direction before Cyd could agree or disagree.
Walking down the dock, she arrived at the ship in time for Howie, the weathered old sailor, to step out onto the deck. “You’re up and around,” he said. “Now, we should talk about how much you owe me.”
Naomi paused. “Owe you?” she asked, and he nodded.
“Damn straight,” he said. “For letting you stay the night safely in that yacht.”
Cyd stepped in front of Naomi. “Now wait a minute,” she said. “We never agreed to that.”
Howie frowned. “There’s no such thing as charity anymore, missy,” he said. “So, what do you have to fork over?”
Naomi saw Cyd open her mouth to argue but put her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Cyd,” she said. “Let’s talk this through.” She looked at the man on the ship’s deck of the only real sailboat left in the harbor. “Sir, we would like to pay you to take us to Portland, Oregon.”
The man stared at her for a second before throwing his head back in a laugh. “Now, I’ve heard them all,” he said. “Sail to Portland.” He continued to chuckle.
Naomi lifted her chin and wasn’t deterred. “Yes,” she said. “I need to get there. How much will that cost?”
Scratching his white beard, Howie met her eye. “The price will be high, but if you can come up with enough to trade then why the hell not?”

RIDING into Astoria via the old highway, Sam saw Lexi and Anna on their bikes heading her way. Always happy to see her friends, Sam grinned and slowed Lester to a walk. “Hey there,” Lexi called as she stopped her bike, and Anna did the same. “What brings you back to town so soon?”
Sam saw Anna furrow her brow. “Is everyone all right?” she asked, and Sam nodded as she reined in her horse.
“Yes,” she said. “I’m not back for anything bad necessarily. But I do have an interesting problem.”
Lexi stopped her bike. “Interesting problem?” she asked. “What is it?”
“And can we help?” Anna asked, and Sam smiled. Once again, her friends were always ready to help.
“I need to find the group who came up from Cannon Beach. A girl showed up at our house, and I think she’s another survivor,” Sam said and then filled them in on the break-in at the house and how the girl wouldn’t talk to anyone but Henry.
When Sam was finished, Anna nodded. “They are in a couple of the trailers brought in to help temporarily house new arrivals without their own shelter,” she said. “Ask for Barb Pine. She seems to know everyone.”
“Thank you,” Sam said and lifted Lester’s reins. “Hopefully, they will know something about her family.”
“Good luck,” Lexi said, and she and Anna started on their bikes.
Sam waved. “I hope I don’t need it,” she said and then nudged Lester in the direction of the trailers. With Lester at a trot, she covered the distance quickly and found a little boy and a slightly older girl bouncing a basketball between them. They were at the edge of the field where a half dozen single-wide trailers sat in a circle. Dismounting, Sam walked closer. “Hi.”
The girl and boy stopped playing and looked at her. “Hi,” said the girl as she held the ball in her hands. “We’re not supposed to talk to strangers.”
“That’s pretty smart,” Sam said. “Maybe you can go find a grownup for me to talk to?”
“I like your horse,” the little boy said, ignoring the question. “What’s his name?”
Sam smiled. “Lester,” she said. “He’s more like my friend than just a horse.”
The girl dropped the ball on the ground and walked toward Lester. “Can we pet him?” she asked, and Sam pursed her lips. That was a quandary. Although she had no problem with anyone, including children, petting Lester, she would feel better if she could talk to an adult first.
“You can,” she answered. “But in a minute after you go find a grownup. Okay?”
“Okay,” the little boy said and took off at a run toward a trailer. Sam let out a breath, glad to see him go to get someone.”
The girl remained and studied Sam. “You’re a girl,” she stated matter-of-factly. “But you kinda look like a boy.” She was right. Especially when she was wearing her cowboy hat. It had been a Christmas present from Henry and Shauna and, according to Laura, made her look very handsome.
Slipping it off so the girl could see her better, Sam gave her a nod. “Sometimes,” she answered. “But I am definitely a woman.”
That apparently satisfied the girl because her gaze went back to Lester. “You’re sure I can’t pet him?”
Sam felt they should wait, so she tried to divert the girl’s attention. “Do you happen to know a girl named Heather Boucher?”
The girl shrugged. “I think she’s dead,” she answered as if this was something she said every day. “Like her grammie.”

“YESTERDAY,” Grace repeated and shook her head as she sat at a makeshift desk the crew set up for her outside of the burned-out structure of what used to be a souvenir shop. Frustration threatened to make her feelings show—something she rarely let happen. As a major in the US Army, when she was in uniform especially, showing emotions was not professional, thus unacceptable. Still, the knowledge the pirates they were chasing left only the day before was hard to accept. So close, she thought. We can’t let them get away with this again.
The private making the report gave her a nod. “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “The survivors we have found so far all gave us the same story. The pirates stopped at the mouth of the bay, disembarked, and attacked the unarmed civilians. All led by a man who called himself Captain Poissoit.”
Grace heard Meg curse, and although she agreed, she didn’t take her eyes off the private. “Thank you for the information. I’ll want to interview some of the survivors in a few minutes, but until then you are dismissed,” Grace said, and the soldier snapped a salute. She returned it and watched as he turned on his heel and left. Letting out a long breath to keep calm, Grace turned to Meg. “I can’t believe the pirates were cocky enough to stay here in Depot Bay for three days.”
Meg’s green eyes snapped with anger. “They don’t suspect anyone is either able or brave enough to chase them,” she said. “Which is to our advantage.” She gave Grace a tight smile. “And the Wind Dancer will catch them.”
Grace nodded. “That’s what I want to hear,” she said and stood, gathering up her crutches. “Now, I want to assess more of the damage firsthand.” From what she’d witnessed so far, the unnecessary destruction here was even worse than Cannon Beach. The death toll exceeded theirs too. If we only had more resources to help, she thought, knowing the Wind Dancer could only hold so much weight, and they left a lot of their supplies with the victims at Cannon Beach. Including our medic. Trying to brainstorm a way to be more effective, Grace suddenly heard shouting, followed by a gunshot.
“What the hell?” Meg said, moving in front of Grace to block her from any oncoming threat. She felt a pang of frustration mixed with affection toward Meg for needing to be so protective. Before Grace could tell her to let her pass and see what was happening, a pickup truck rounded the corner. In the bed were at least six men and women, all armed with what looked like hunting rifles. “Shit. Grace, get down.”
Although Meg’s command was the right thing to do, every instinct in Grace told her those people were not the enemy. Without another thought, she swung herself on her crutches into the street, right into the path of the oncoming vehicle. Meeting eyes with the driver, Grace was glad to see surprise more than anger, and not a moment too soon, the woman behind the wheel braked. The group in the back all cursed as they barely missed being tossed to the ground. “What are you doing?” one of the bigger men yelled. “You almost killed us.” Then, he turned and looked at Grace. “Who are you?” At the same time, four of Grace’s soldiers appeared from around the buildings and flanked the truck. They had their weapons raised, and Grace had to defuse the situation, or people were going to start shooting.
“Everyone stand down,” she shouted in her most commanding voice. “I am Major Grace Hamilton of the United States Army and currently the highest authority in this town. You will lower your weapons.” There was a pause and tension hung in the air, but slowly, Grace’s squad obeyed. She held her breath, hoping she had not made a crucial mistake. Her soldiers were vulnerable. And so is Meg, she thought for a fleeting moment, but then the big man in the truck lowered his rifle.
“Do what she says,” he said, and thankfully all his people did. “I’m getting out of the truck. Nobody shoots.” Grace let out a long breath of relief as she watched him jump to the ground and then come around the truck to stand in front of her. “You have real balls, Major. We saw the ship and thought you were the pirates.”
Grace gave him a small smile. “Quite the opposite,” she said. “We have come from Astoria and are trying to catch the outlaws who attacked Cannon Beach.”
The man growled. “Well, we came down from Lincoln City when word got to us,” he said. “Hoped to catch the bastards still here.”
“I wish you would have,” Grace said and then had a thought. “Are more of you coming? With the resources they need here?”
“Yes,” he said. “A van with our doc aboard is coming and other stuff we thought they’d need. Why?”
Grace glanced at Meg, who had crept closer, and their eyes met. Their connection was strong enough she knew the captain of the Wind Dancer thought precisely what she was. Meg gave her a nod, and Grace refocused on the man from Lincoln City. “In that case, I am taking my crew back to our ship immediately. I want to run down those pirates.”
“Godspeed,” the man said. “And Major, show no mercy.”
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Sitting at the butcherblock island in her sister’s farmhouse, Jackie sipped at the hot coffee she had brought with her from her dwindling supply at home. Everyone in the house enjoyed the very missed flavor. And the energy boost, she thought. Which is precisely what I need right now. Savoring the taste before swallowing, she could admit that she was tired and all because of the tension with Taylor. Something she hated feeling between them but couldn’t seem to dispel.
“Thank you again for bringing this,” Anna said from where she sat on a stool across from her. “We so rarely have coffee in the house. This is a huge treat.”
Callie, who stood beside Alice at the counter to help dry the breakfast dishes, sighed. “It does smell fantastic,” she said but patted her belly. “But caffeine is on the no-no list.”
Anna smiled. “Yes, it is,” she said. “And you’re doing a great job of respecting the few restrictions, although there are much fewer temptations these days. I wish all my patients were so cooperative.”
“Speaking of patients,” Jackie said. “How is Greg?” She had heard the mayor was back home and recovering but didn’t know if he would be able to return to work.
After taking a drink of her coffee, Anna shook her head. “Not great,” she said. “I can’t give you details out of respect for his privacy, but I can say that without modern medicine available, there is little I can do to help him.”
“That’s so sad,” Alice chimed in as she dried her hands on a dishtowel before sliding onto the stool beside Jackie. “He’s not that old, and people do look up to him.”
Jackie sighed. “Somehow, no matter what he does, they always do,” she said. “And I agree. That is sad. He always tried his hardest to be a good man and a good mayor.”
“So, will you take over if he can’t go back to work?” Callie asked as she joined them, taking the last stool at the island.
It was an excellent question, but Jackie didn’t know the answer. She liked being the city manager and felt she held more authority in that role. Still, the town needed a figurehead. “I don’t know,” she finally answered. “Maybe someone from town will step up if it comes to that.”
“Maybe Taylor should do it,” Alice offered. “She’s certainly popular enough and we all know she is an amazing leader.”
The idea hadn’t crossed Jackie’s mind, yet her thinking was so messed up around the woman who was the most important person in her life, she wasn’t surprised. “Maybe,” was all she said and went back to her coffee.
There was a pause, and then Anna set down her coffee while meeting Jackie’s eyes. “How is Taylor?” she asked, and Jackie wasn’t entirely sure what she meant. It seemed a random question.
Or is it? she thought. Surely our best friends can see things are not normal between us. “I wish I had the answer to that,” Jackie said and suddenly felt the need to unload all the pent-up emotion in her chest. “I think we might be growing apart, and I can’t seem to stop it.” The confession brought hot tears to her eyes. Crying was the last thing she ever wanted to do, but as a single tear slipped down her cheek, the fear of losing Taylor was too much.
Anna reached across the island and took Jackie’s hand. “Jackie,” she said with surprise and concern in her voice. “What is going on?”
Angrily wiping away the tear, Jackie gave Anna’s hand a squeeze before sitting up straighter. She would be damned if she would let any of this knock her down. “Honestly, Taylor has been acting strange ever since last week,” she said. “Something has been bothering her, but she won’t talk about it. And then, of course, there was the arrival of Rosella Cane.”

STILL HOLDING HER HAND, Anna felt emotions running through Jackie. She realized that through all their challenges together, her friend had never shown real fear. Even in the most extreme circumstances, Jackie faced things head on. And usually with a confident, generally pissed-off, and take no prisoners attitude. Anna was sure part of the reason her friend could stand up to any difficult situation was because of her faith in Taylor. Taylor Barnes was her hero and always came to her rescue. This time was different—Taylor was the situation.
“Jackie, who is Rosella Cane?” Alice asked with concern on her face.
Jackie sucked in a breath as if to gather her strength before talking about the woman. “The leader of the caravan that arrived last week,” she answered. “With a variety of skills it seems.”
Callie perked up. “Will told me about her,” she said. “When he went to the general store to trade for cornmeal for the pig. Everyone was talking about her and the Gypsies. Apparently, she is beautiful and mysterious.” Anna shot Callie a look, and the young girl swallowed hard. “But you know how rumors are. People always want to make something out of nothing.”
“Oh, she’s beautiful and mysterious all right,” Jackie said with a toss of her head. “And to put the icing on the cake, she tells fortunes too.”
Anna lifted an eyebrow. “She does?” she asked. “How do you know?”
“She read part of mine,” Jackie said. “When I went to see her and talk woman to woman.” She narrowed her eyes. “But I wouldn’t let her predict my future.”
“No, of course not,” Alice said. “Assuming you believe in those things.”
“I don’t,” Jackie said a little too quickly. “But I do believe one thing. Rosella Cane has her sights set on Taylor.” No one said anything for a moment. For Anna, the idea seemed almost too preposterous to even consider. She assumed the other two felt the same by the looks of surprise on their faces.
“Are you sure?” Anna asked, and Jackie barked out a laugh.
“Oh, I’m sure,” she answered. “But what I don’t know is how Taylor is reacting to the attention.”
Alice shook her head. “Certainly, that’s not a concern,” she said. “I mean, she’s no one.”
Jackie shrugged. “Depends on who you ask. She’s like some mythical creature,” she said, turning to Anna. “You saw how she was at the Saturday Market.”
Unfortunately, Anna had to agree. Rosella Cane seemed to have put a spell on Lacey’s husband. More like the whole crowd, Anna thought. And afterward, she had come up to Taylor. Furrowing her brow, Anna reflected on the moment and realized Jackie may be right. “Even if it’s true, Taylor would never reciprocate,” Anna said. “She loves you. Everyone can see that.” Alice and Callie nodded.
“She loves you like I loved Charlie,” Alice said, reaching to lay her hand on Jackie’s wrist. “There is nothing to be concerned about over this other woman.” Alice smiled. “I promise you.”
Anna heard footsteps on the back porch. It sounded like Lexi and the others were back from putting up the pigpen. Letting go of Jackie’s hand and picking up her coffee, while Alice did the same, Anna tried to look normal. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jackie compose herself too. The back door opened, and Lexi greeted her with a smile. “Hey,” she said, and Anna returned it.
“Hey, back,” she said. “How did it go?”
Will beamed as he walked toward Callie, sidestepping the kittens running through the kitchen, and put his hand on her shoulder. “Those little things are like little landmines,” he said with a laugh, and Callie covered his hand with hers.
“It’s just your big feet, babe. So, does the piglet have a new home?” Callie asked, a twinkle in her eyes. Anna did not miss noticing the tender interaction. And Lexi used our playful hello, she thought. So, what will Taylor do? For the moment, she stood near the door.
“Yep,” Will said answering Callie’s question. “Thanks to Lexi and Taylor’s help. I’m glad the rain held off.”
“Glad I could help,” Taylor said before looking at Jackie. “We should probably head home if we don’t want to deal with the rain.” There was immediate tension in the air between them. Anna had never seen them like that.
Clearly feeling it too, Lexi cleared her throat. “Do you need an extra blanket or anything to keep you warm in your buggy?” she asked, and Taylor shook her head.
“I brought extra,” she said while Anna watched Jackie set down her empty coffee mug. It sounded loud hitting the butcherblock in the silence. Everyone seemed to be holding their breath.
Jackie lifted her chin, and it was clear her temper was brewing below the surface. “I think I’ll spend the night here,” she said and looked at Anna. “If that’s all right?”
Feeling stuck in the middle but always willing to help a friend, Anna nodded. “If that’s what you want,” she said with a glance in Taylor’s direction. She could not miss the hurt and frustration in her eyes, and she hated everything about the situation, but there was only one thing she could say. “Of course.”

THE SWELLS LIFTED and lowered the Wind Dancer as she cut through the water in pursuit of the pirate ship. Meg was so used to the sensation of movement, she didn’t even register the motion as she looked out over the horizon. The sky was twilight, and it would not be long before they had to give up the hunt and drop anchor for the night. The limitations were frustrating, but she could only hope the pirates were operating under the same restrictions. So far, they had not spotted anything in the way of another vessel, and she had crew members with the best eyesight on the task. We will catch them, she thought, clenching her jaw with determination. And then there will be a reckoning.
Although none of the survivors could give a clear account of the overall number of attackers other than one clear leader, there were at least a dozen who had come ashore. They carried weapons but mostly handguns and swords. She was confident Grace’s squad of trained soldiers with automatic weapons, and wearing Kevlar armor, could subdue them. All that was necessary was catching them on land. A ship against ship battle was not what Meg was looking for. Not that she was afraid of damage to the Wind Dancer, but if they were rammed and had to abandon ship, Grace would be in the greatest danger. The woman could walk with crutches, but she definitely could not swim. Even before the accident, Grace was uncomfortable in the water. If they capsized… Meg let out a deep breath. She would have to make sure that didn’t happen.
From behind her, Meg heard a familiar step. Looking, she saw Grace approaching. She moved with slow deliberation, using her crutches for balance with each shift of the ship. There was no reason for her to be out of the cabin. It was unnecessarily dangerous considering the roughness of the sea. Meg frowned and moved closer to catch her in case she fell. “Grace, what are you doing?” she asked, more harshly than she intended. As if startled by her sudden words, Grace lost her balance and slipped. Only because she was moving her way already did Meg get her arms around her waist in time. Suddenly, they were face to face as one of the crutches clattered to the deck.
“What are you doing?” Grace asked, although the answer was obvious. She was even leaning against Meg a little.
Pulling her in tighter to ensure she didn’t let her slip, Meg looked into Grace’s flushed face and had an overwhelming desire to kiss her. All the tension between them over the last week culminated at that moment, and she wasn’t about to let it pass. “This,” Meg said and lowered her mouth to Grace’s. For a moment, Grace did not return the kiss, but then the second crutch fell, and Meg felt the woman in her arms melt against her as she wrapped her arms around Meg’s shoulders. The heat between them roared into a flame and at that moment, nothing could pull Meg away. Instinctively, she took the kiss deeper, to be rewarded with a gasp. Their tongues collided and Meg growled with passion. Finally, Grace was hers and when she held her tighter, the desire to pick her up in her arms to carry her to the cabin was strong.
As if sensing what Meg planned, Grace suddenly pulled away. “Stop,” she said, although her voice was breathless, and a hunger flickered in her eyes. “I don’t want to confuse things.”
Meg shook her head, trying to ignore the stab of disappointment in her chest. “Confuse things?” she repeated. “Nothing is confusing in how I feel about you.”
Grace turned her face away. “Please don’t do this,” she said. “I only came out here to tell you thank you for letting me use the Wind Dancer to chase the pirates.” For a moment, Meg didn’t even know what to say. She doesn’t need to thank me for something I would have done even without her, she thought. Why is this always so difficult? I simply want to tell her I love her. Before she could act, she noticed Jimmy coming in their direction. He would want to know where she planned to settle the ship for the night. This was not the time to express her unconditional love for Grace.
Instead, she bent to pick up the crutches. “You don’t need to thank me,” Meg said as she handed them to Grace. “I want to catch these murders as much as you do.”
Grace took the crutches and stepped a few feet further away from Meg. “Then at least we agree on something,” she said and limped away without a look back.
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L ooking around the breakfast table as she spooned a bite of oatmeal into her mouth, Sam was pleased to see Heather eating. She sat between Henry and Shauna, eyes down and dressed in some of Laura’s clothes. The sweatshirt and leggings were way too big for her, but it was the best they could do while Laura worked on making Heather another dress. After her run through the woods from Cannon Beach and sleeping in the dirt, Heather’s original garment was soiled and torn beyond repair. Luckily, Laura had plenty of fabric she had intended to use for quilting that she could repurpose into something new for Heather. Still, Sam thought. She would probably like to have more of her own things. I know I would. The problem was getting Heather to discuss it. So far, she had yet to say anything to anyone but Henry, and even that was limited.
Before she could figure out how to engage Heather, Shauna dropped her spoon into her bowl with a clank. “All done,” she announced. “May I be excused? I want to go feed the goats now.”
“You may, but wait a minute for Henry to finish,” Laura said and smiled at Heather. “And Heather if she wants to help.” Sam watched the girl peek up from her bowl of oatmeal to meet Laura’s gaze. After a second, she gave a slight nod. No words, but Sam liked the progress, particularly when Heather ate a little faster to finish. As if keeping pace with her on purpose, Henry and Heather finished the last bite at the same time.
Gently setting down his spoon, the boy looked to Heather. “Do you like goats?” he asked. “I promise ours are tame.”
“Except Wilbur,” Shauna chimed in. “He’ll butt you in the backside if you aren’t watching.” She giggled. “But Sam says he’s playing and not to get mad.” The slightest hint of a smile played on Heather’s lips but then winked out, and she lowered her eyes again.
Henry glanced at Laura. “May we be excused?” he asked, and Laura nodded.
“Yes,” she said. “Heather, please wear my coat. Henry will show you which one. It’s cold outside this morning.”
Shauna hopped from her chair. “Let’s go already,” she said and skipped toward the backdoor. Henry pushed back his chair, and Sam was glad to see Heather follow suit. She trailed behind Henry as the three put on coats and went outside.
Once they were gone, Laura sighed. “What are we going to do with this poor girl?” she asked as Sam stood and gathered the dirty bowls.
“I wish I knew,” she said as she set the dishes in the sink before turning to the woodstove for the hot water kettle. “But I think I may need to go to Cannon Beach.”
Laura was quiet as she joined Sam at the sink, ready to dry the bowls as her partner washed them. They worked in silence for a minute. “I know,” Laura finally said in a near whisper. “But I hate the idea of you going alone. You never know what you might find along the way.”
Sam had to agree. It wasn’t too long ago that she and Laura ran into people on the road that meant them harm while trying to deliver a letter. If not for the surprise arrival of a cougar… she thought, thankful the attack worked in their favor, but her heart beat faster at the memory.
Still, the trip needed to be made so she could learn more about Heather’s situation. “I’ll be careful,” she said. “And we need to know who or what is left for Heather. I’d also like to gather some of her things if I can.”
Laura finished drying the bowl in her hand and set it on the counter along with the dishtowel before taking Sam’s face in her hands. She looked hard into her eyes. “Go. We need to help this girl,” she said before her voice wavered. “But you come back to me, Sam Quinn. This family needs you.”
Sam put her soapy hands on Laura’s waist and kissed her. “I will,” she said and then kissed her again.

CROUCHING beside Cyd on the back porch of a cookie-cutter townhouse, Naomi watched her work on the door’s lock. They had tried two other places and so far were empty-handed. She hoped the third time was the charm. As Cyd nimbly worked the small, pick-like tools, Naomi was supposed to be on the lookout. Either everyone was hiding inside, which seemed unlikely, or the complex was deserted. Or the people were all dead, she thought with a shiver. Cyd warned her of the possibility they might find something messy, and Naomi had said she was okay with whatever, but… Let’s hope our luck in that regard continues.
She heard Cyd let out a quiet breath, and then the lock clicked open. Cyd glanced at her with a grin on her face, and Naomi smiled back. There was something about how easily the woman could break into places that excited Naomi. Almost sexy, she thought as her friend turned the door handle and paused. They waited and listened as Cyd insisted every time before pushing it open. A soft creak made Cyd freeze, and she let out a curse under her breath. Again, they waited, and Naomi had learned her friend was counting to some safe number in her head. Finally, Cyd seemed to think the coast was clear, because she motioned for Naomi to follow as she slipped inside.
The place felt deserted in Naomi’s opinion, but she followed Cyd’s example and tiptoed around the corner into a kitchen. Not a dirty plate, or a broken dish, or shred of trash dirtied up the space. “Hmmm,” Cyd said as she swept through the room and opened a cupboard. “Not sure I like the feel of this one.”
Naomi crept closer to peek. There were unopened cans of soup, corn, and peaches. “Why?” she asked. “This is what we are looking for, aren’t we?”
She watched Cyd furrow her brow. “Yeah,” she answered after a pause. “But let’s make this quick.” Pulling her backpack off her shoulders, Cyd unzipped a pocket and crammed the food into the opening. “Check the other cupboards. I’m going to see what’s upstairs.” Naomi slipped her backpack off to do what Cyd asked, but she didn’t like the idea of them splitting up.
“Cyd, are you sure?” she asked as she opened a cupboard. There was more food, and suddenly she felt suspicious too. Why would someone leave all this here? she wondered. Unless they were on vacation or something when it hit. That thought helped her relax a little. It was a perfectly logical explanation and she turned to tell Cyd, but the woman was already gone. As usual, she hadn’t made a sound. Naomi tried to ignore the uneasy feeling in her stomach as she loaded her backpack and moved to the next cupboard. It was beside the refrigerator and Naomi paused. If the family who lived here was away when the power went out, there would be spoiled things in the fridge. She reached for the door handle and braced herself for the smell that should roll out of the enclosed space. Pulling, her eyes widened when she saw the inside. There was nothing there. Not even an old bottle of mustard.
Realizing someone lived in the house, Naomi shut the fridge door and hurried to go find Cyd. The urge to call out to her friend was strong, but she was afraid of alerting someone if they were home. Instead, she tried to quiet her breathing and listen like Cyd always did. There was nothing but the sound of her own footsteps as she hurried to the stairs. Not even the sounds of Cyd moving around above her. Taking the steps two at a time, she was halfway up when something did reach her ears. It was the unmistakable creak of the back door opening. Moving even faster, she had to find Cyd as the sound of the door slamming closed echoed behind her.

RUNNING at a six-mile per hour pace along a paved trail following the gray expanse of the Columbia River, Taylor enjoyed the feel of sweat trickling down her body. The cool February wind blew into her face helping keep her from getting too warm. Headed back the way she came and toward home, it felt good to push herself after such a stressful week. The exercise was almost enough to keep thoughts of Jackie off her mind. Almost. Nearing town and pushing herself even faster to finish the run strong, the look on Jackie’s face last night haunted Taylor. When the woman she loved asked to stay at Anna and Lexi’s farmhouse, Taylor could not forget the look on her face. Stubbornness shown in Jackie’s eyes, but there was more. Something unreadable, even for Taylor. Because of it and all that had transpired between them, she had spent the last fifteen miles trying to figure out what everything meant. Even with her years of experience facing people, combat, and all kinds of emergencies... she was as confused as ever over what was happening.
One thing was true. She regretted leaving Jackie behind. If she were to admit everything to herself, her feelings had been hurt when Jackie didn’t want to come home. Her own emotions were not something Taylor was especially good at recognizing or handling. So, instead of asking Jackie to take a walk with her or at least step outside and let them talk things through, especially about Rosella Cane, Taylor had left. Not stormed out. But exited abruptly and recognized she left a wash of tension behind her. She hated making everyone else uncomfortable and resolved on the spot to somehow make it right.
Then, as she turned onto her street, an idea came to her. I’ll propose, she thought. Then Jackie will know how committed I am to her, and we can move past this. Feeling a new sense of determination, Taylor ran up the block to her house with extra energy. After a quick, cold shower, she would take the buggy to the farmhouse, lure Jackie into the barn, and get down on one knee. The ring in the nightstand drawer was something she was certain Jackie would like after paying close attention over the last few months to the woman’s style and taste. It was time to make the moment happen.
Yet, when her steps landed on the front porch, there was an envelope trapped in the screen door. For a second, her heart leaped into her throat thinking the letter was from Jackie. Somehow, a note left like that would only mean the worst. Yet, when she pulled it free and looked, it was nothing but a folded over piece of paper. The writing inside was feminine but unfamiliar. There was not much written on the paper. Still, a quick scan of the page had Taylor wondering what to do next. “Come quickly. I had a vision of you last night,” the note said. “It’s important I see you.” It was signed Rosella Cane.
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F irst, Cyd heard footsteps coming up the stairs and assumed they were from Naomi looking for her. Next, the sound of the backdoor creaking open made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. When the door slammed, she was already in motion. Getting to Naomi was the only thing she focused on. Praying it was her coming up the stairs, she ran on soft feet to the steps and nearly collided with the rushing woman as she arrived at the top landing. Thankfully, Naomi didn’t make a sound when they came face to face.
Holding a finger to her lips, Cyd stared into Naomi’s wide eyes. Without even saying a word, she nodded, and Cyd knew they were on the same page. It was time to get out of there. Fast. So far, she had only checked one bedroom and it looked out into the fenced backyard. They had come through a gate left ajar to find the backdoor, and Cyd didn’t like the idea of possibly being trapped if whoever came in had locked the thing behind him. Going out directly onto the street appeared wiser, although the drop would be higher without a porch roof to use. Neither solution was ideal. Well, I better make up my mind and do something, she thought. Because standing here at the top of the stairs isn’t going to cut it.
Then, the slam of a cupboard door came from the kitchen. After a moment, it was followed by a man’s loud curse. Whoever was down there had realized someone stole their food, and when she heard footsteps racing in their direction, she grabbed Naomi by the arm. The woman gave a little squeak of surprise, but it didn’t matter because any second the owner of the house would be right on top of them. Moving fast, Cyd pushed Naomi into the linen closet beside them and closed the door. There may have been room to squeeze in with her, but it would be the first place anyone would look, and they would both be trapped. Instead, she leaned against it and tried to appear confident as a stranger burst onto the landing. He was skinny but tall, lanky, and had greasy hair past his shoulders. Pimples covered large patches of his face, and Cyd realized the guy wasn’t much more than a teenager and probably younger than she was. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop him from shoving a knife in her face.
“Where’s my food?” he snarled, and Cyd held up her hands but kept eye contact.
From her time in prison, she recognized the last thing she wanted was to show any signs of submission. “I didn’t know anyone lived here,” she said and nodded her chin toward the strap of the backpack on her shoulder. “But the food’s all in here. Back off and I’ll give it to you.”
He narrowed his eyes. “How do I know you don’t have a gun in there?” he asked, and Cyd agreed it was a good question considering she did have a handgun in the inner zipper. She had zero intention of using it. The food wasn’t hers, and she had no qualms about returning it in exchange for their lives.
She wanted to be done with the whole scene and get out of the house. “You don’t,” she said with a shrug. “But let’s move over into the bedroom, and I’ll dump everything out onto the bed.”
The stranger narrowed his eyes but nodded. “Fine. But no funny business or I’ll cut your throat,” he said as he shook the knife at her.
“No funny business,” she agreed and sidestepped her way the few feet down the hall. Once inside the room, she made a show of slowly taking off the backpack and unzipping the front flap. As the man stood in the bedroom’s doorway and watched her, Cyd turned the thing upside down and let the cans of food tumble out.
The guy stared at the bed as if counting the items. “Wait,” he started, and Cyd knew that was going to be a problem. Wracking her brain for a possible excuse for the missing food, she suddenly heard a dull thud. Cyd didn’t know what to think when the stranger sagged in the knees and then toppled over. A dented can of peas rolled away from him as Naomi appeared in the doorway.
Cyd blinked, not sure what to say for a second. “Did you hit him with a can of peas?” she finally asked, and Naomi smiled.
“Yep,” she said. “From down the hall no less. All-Star softball pitcher my senior year of high school.”
With a shake of her head, Cyd grinned. “You never cease to amaze me,” she said as the man groaned. “But we need to get out of here.” Slipping the backpack onto her shoulders, she stepped around the man.
“Don’t you want to grab the food?” Naomi asked as Cyd passed her.
Cyd shook her head. Thief or no thief, she didn’t want to be responsible for the young man starving. “We’ve taken enough,” she said and hurried back down the stairs.

RIDING alongside Anna as they took the old highway into Astoria, Jackie’s mind was a whirlwind of emotion. She hadn’t slept the night before, tossing and turning as thoughts of Taylor kept her awake. The two of them had never been at a place like they were this morning. Even when they first got to know each other, and Jackie was confused over her attraction to Taylor, she wasn’t this off-kilter. Since then, Taylor grew more and more important in her life every day. And now, I don’t know if I can stand the idea of living without her, she thought, not realizing until that moment how vital Taylor truly was to her. Slowly, the reality dawned on her. I care about her more than I ever imagined I could care for another person.
Still, things were not helped that Taylor hadn’t shown any emotion the night before. Jackie wanted her partner to somehow show she cared about what was happening. The woman was always so chivalrous and caring, but she left last night instead of asking Jackie to reconsider. Without hardly even a goodbye. The memory stung, and every time she thought about it, she felt both angry and a little afraid. Losing Taylor would shake her to her core. As if hearing her thoughts, Anna slowed her bike a few blocks from the hospital. That was where they would split ways so her friend could go to work while Jackie went home.
Rolling to a stop, Anna looked at her. The kindness and compassion on her face almost did Jackie in. As much as she was hurt and confused over everything, her friends were worried for them too. Anna reached out a hand. “I promise, everything will be okay,” she said, and Jackie took it, feeling the comforting squeeze. “Taylor loves you. You mean the world to her.”
“Thank you,” Jackie said and meant it. Anna was possibly the wisest person she ever met, and her simple words helped. “I know you’re right. I’ll go home and talk to her.”
Anna smiled. “That is a great idea,” she said. “We all love you, Jackie.”
Returning Anna’s smile, Jackie put her foot back on the pedal. With new resolve, she was eager to get going. “I love everyone too,” she said. “I’ll talk to you soon.” Anna waved, and then Jackie was off. Her route took her through town and past the large central park. As she approached, she tried not to let her thoughts wander to the woman living there and messing up her life. Yet, when she was nearly past it, she noticed a flicker of movement near the trail leading into the trees. It took her mind a moment to register what she was seeing, but then her heart nearly stopped when she realized it was a person. And the person was Taylor.
At first, Jackie wanted to stop her bike before Taylor spotted her, but then her temper took over. Pedaling faster, she reached the path at the same time as Taylor. The woman appeared startled to see her but then recovered. At least she doesn’t look guilty, Jackie thought with a brief feeling of relief. But it doesn’t explain what she is doing here. “Taylor,” she said, working to keep her voice even. “What are you doing?” Rather than explaining, Taylor held out a piece of paper. Furrowing her brow, Jackie took it and read the words. A note from Rosella saying she was having visions of Taylor. She didn’t know what to think. Surely, it was nothing but a way to lure Taylor back to her, but the memory of having her own fortune read gave Jackie a chill. She looked at Taylor. “Okay.”
Taylor hesitated. “Okay, what?” she said after a beat, and Jackie handed the note back to her.
“Okay, you need to see what Rosella is talking about,” she said. “But I’m going with you.”

AS THEY WALKED down the path to the center of the park, Taylor followed Jackie and felt relieved she was with her. Even though the visit involved no wrongdoing, she loved Jackie, and Rosella was a sensitive subject. Having to explain it to her later would have likely been unpleasant.
Breaking through into the center of the park where all the wagons were parked, Jackie slowed while Taylor came beside her. “I’m assuming we are supposed to go to her wagon?” Jackie asked, not sounding happy. The thought of Taylor being there alone with the leader of the Travellers likely crossing her mind.
Seeing there was no one else around, she nodded. “Let’s go knock,” Taylor said. “And get to the bottom of this.” Jackie slipped her hand into the crook of Taylor’s arm as they started. Before they got to the wagon, a dark-haired young woman suddenly appeared as she rushed up to the wagon ahead of them. She knocked frantically, and as Taylor and Jackie neared the steps, Rosella opened the door.
She looked at the woman and then glanced at Taylor as she took in the scene. “What is going on?” she asked, refocusing on the upset woman.
“Rosella,” the woman said. “I can’t find Tobin.” Taylor watched Rosella frown as she took in the information before coming down the steps.
“When was the last time you saw him?” she asked, a line of worry showing between her eyebrows.
“I put him down for a nap an hour ago, but when I went to wake him,” the young woman said, pausing for a moment to gather herself. “He wasn’t in his bed.”
Rosella waved for the woman to go. “Call the others together. We will search,” she said. “He couldn’t have gone far.” As she left on the run, Rosella turned to face Taylor and Jackie. “Your timing is quite the coincidence. Will you help us look?”
“Of course,” Taylor said, glancing up, appraising the darkening sky, and realizing it would be raining and much colder within the next few hours. “Send someone to go to the station and explain what has happened. We may need more officers to help.”
“I can help search too,” Jackie said. “I know enough of Astoria to check places for him.
Rosella’s eyes slipped to Jackie. “Thank you,” she said. “He is only six, so hopefully is nearby.” Taylor watched as the two women held each other’s eyes. There was the usual chill between them. But there’s something else too, Taylor thought. Respect?
Before she could decide, the young woman was back with two others with her. “Everyone is ready to go look,” she said, clearly trying to be confident but failing.
“I have some ideas where he might be,” Taylor said. “If we spread out, we will find him.”
“Thank you,” Rosella said, and the line of worry on her forehead smoothed a little. “We must find him. He’s my grandson.”
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With their backpacks heavy with cans of food and bottles of water, Naomi was glad to finally make it back to the marina. Luckily, the last half-dozen houses they searched had a few leftover items. Not a lot but added together their haul was hopefully enough to convince Howie to take them to Portland. Especially considering one item they found was a bottle of rum. There was only a swallow or two in the bottom and flavored with pineapple, but certainly a rare item. Adding that to the stuff Cyd had already packed for them to eat and drink, and the lot was a windfall.
“You sure you want to give all this stuff up?” Cyd asked her, slowing as they reached the deck running between the boat slips. “We could always keep all of this and continue our ride to Portland.” Naomi shook her head. Her butt was still sore from the little bit of riding already.
“Sailing to Portland should be quicker and much less painful,” she answered with a smile. “And more fun.” She watched Cyd hesitate as if contemplating the statement. She did not look particularly interested in the sailing idea but started them walking again. “You don’t think so?”
Cyd shrugged. “I’m not a big fan of water,” she admitted as they neared Howie’s sailboat. “Never spent much time around it.”
“Oh,” Naomi said, frustrated with herself for not paying attention to Cyd’s reaction before. Naomi wasn’t running the show by herself, and she needed to take Cyd’s feelings into consideration. “But you can swim, right?”
“Of course,” Cyd said a little too quickly, and Naomi was only half convinced. Still, before she could draw any more information out of her friend, Howie was stepping out onto the deck of his sailboat.
He grinned as they neared the ship’s edge. “I didn’t expect to see you again,” he said. “Thought you’d either run out on your word or were dead.”
Naomi tossed her head. “Well, you guessed wrong,” she said and noticed from Cyd’s clenched jaw she wasn’t happy with his statement either, but let it go and focused on the situation at hand.
“We have the stuff to trade for a ride,” she said, and Howie shook his white-haired head as he chuckled.
“All the way to Portland,” Howie said. “Sure, why not. But we will probably have to stop a time or two in places to get fresh water. I don’t suppose you two have a gun.”
Naomi narrowed her eyes. “Why would we need a gun?” she asked. “I’m not up for using weapons to get things.”
Howie shrugged. “Never hurts to be prepared,” he answered. “You have no idea what we might run into out there on the water.” He slapped his hands together with a grin. “But it doesn’t matter, I have one, and that should be enough. Now, how about some dinner? Whatcha got in there?” He pointed at Naomi’s backpack. “I’m sick of fish, and I promise you soon will be too.”
Naomi slipped her pack off her shoulder to show him options when Cyd touched her arm. She was still looking at Howie. “Does that mean we have a deal?” she asked, and the old man grinned.
“You aren’t much on trusting folks, I see,” he said, and when Cyd didn’t answer, after a beat, he continued a little more soberly. “Yes, we have a deal. We can leave in an hour and catch a nice northern breeze.”

JACKIE RUBBED her hands together to warm them against the chilly air. The temperature was dropping, and after searching for hours, darkness was coming on fast. No one having come to find her and call off the search made it clear to Jackie that the boy was still missing. So, we keep looking, she thought with a shiver from the cold. Jackie was well out of her element and definitely not dressed for the light but chilling rain. Searches like these were Taylor’s department, but as Rosella stood there beside her wagon, staring at Jackie, she couldn’t decline to help. So, after searching all over downtown Astoria and asking residents to help, she’d worked her way to the outskirts of town. It’s time for me to go back, she thought, tromping through a field with damp grass to her knees. Before I get lost myself.  That she had somehow ended up searching alone made her nervous.
“Tobin,” she yelled for the hundredth time. Her voice was growing hoarse from calling for the child. Listening, there was nothing and with a sigh, she trudged on only to realize the grass was thinning, and suddenly she was at the edge of a wide creek. Frowning, she looked around, not at all sure where she was. Hiking was not her style. She had no idea where the stream was in relation to Astoria. Maybe I should find a log to sit on and wait, she thought. It seemed unlikely a six-year-old would have come this far. If she waited, she was confident Taylor would eventually find her. Yet, as she looked up and down the rushing creek, she saw a flicker of red in the water. When Rosella’s daughter-in-law described Tobin, she said he wore a red coat. Jackie held her breath. Oh, no. I don’t want to see this. Let it just be his jacket.
Willing herself to move closer, Jackie saw the red fabric was caught up on a tree branch on the other bank that had fallen across part of the rushing creek. “Tobin,” she called, unable to keep the waver of fear out of her voice. At the sound, the red moved, and she heard the boy cry out. Jackie’s heart raced. Running down the bank, she stopped when she was directly across from the downed tree. The boy’s predicament was bad. Somehow, he had ended up in the water where the current pushed him into the branches. Jackie needed Taylor. Someone would have to cross into the middle of the rushing creek and carry the boy to safety. He’s got to be freezing cold, she thought, and fear clutched at her chest. Even if she could run back into town and actually find help, it might not be in time. The reality of the situation settled over Jackie. There was no one to save Tobin but her.
The child began to cry again, but there was a shiver to it that Jackie didn’t like. Shucking off her heavy coat, knowing it would only weigh her down, Jackie took a deep breath. “Tobin,” she said. “It’s going to be okay. I’m coming to get you.” The boy didn’t respond, and that was the last bit of motivation Jackie needed to wade into the frigid water. As it wrapped around her legs, threatening to knock her off balance, Jackie clenched her jaw, forcing herself to keep moving, and hoped the creek wasn’t so deep she would have to swim. “Tobin. How are you doing? I’m almost there.”
A soft whimper was all the child could manage, and Jackie pushed harder to get to him. As the water level rose above her waist, she reached him. The boy’s lips were blue, and his eyes were closed. “Tobin,” she said as she took hold of the limb that trapped him. “Hey, open your eyes, okay? I need you to wrap your arms around me.” At this, the child fluttered his eyes open and stared at her. For a second, she worried he might not do it because he didn’t know her, but then his survival instinct appeared to kick in, and he reached for her. Taking him in her arms, Jackie clutched the boy to her chest with one arm while she worked to pull his snagged jacket free. When it finally let go, she teetered for a moment. Oh, hell no, she thought. I am not falling over into this water. Finding her footing as her teeth chattered, she pushed through the water while Tobin buried his face in her neck. His skin was cold, but at least he still shivered. As the water level slowly lowered down her body Jackie struggled through the current carrying the boy’s extra weight. As she reached the muddy bank, she realized she had to get him warm.
Clutching the boy tighter against her body, she reached for her coat and sank to the ground. Wrapping it around him, Jackie cuddled Tobin to try and get him warm, not sure what else to do. His eyes were closed. “Tobin,” she said. “Can you wake up for me?” The child stirred but nothing more. A band of anxiety gripped Jackie’s chest. They were in trouble, and with no other ideas, she yelled. “Taylor! Somebody!” Nothing. She tried again, and suddenly there was the sound of someone calling her name echoing across the field.
“Jackie!” she heard. “Keep shouting!”
She was sure it was Taylor. “Over here,” she yelled as tears sprang to her eyes. Taylor is coming, and everything would be okay, she thought. Everything is always okay. Taylor, followed by another deputy and Rosella, broke out onto the riverbank. “Oh, thank God” was all Jackie could think to say.
Rosella, with a blanket in her arms, raced forward to take Tobin from Jackie’s lap. The boy resisted letting go. “It’s okay, Tobin,” Jackie said and helped the boy’s grandmother take him to wrap the blanket around his body.
As she did, Rosella’s eyes met Jackie’s. “You have saved my grandson,” she said. “And I will never forget this. But there’s something worse coming. A storm. So beware, my new friend. Beware.”

UNBUTTONING THE JACKET of her uniform, Grace sat on the edge of the bed and let out a long sigh. They had dropped anchor as daylight faded even though there was still no sighting of the pirate ship. Could they have found another bay to duck into? she wondered and hoped it wasn’t true. That would mean another town pillaged, more people killed, and buildings senselessly set aflame. The path of destruction the pirates left behind made Grace sick, and only fueled her determination to find the outlaws and bring them to justice.
Suddenly, there was a light tap at the cabin’s door. “Grace, are you in there?” came Meg’s voice, and Grace felt her stomach tighten. Not a moment had passed that last night’s kiss wasn’t on her mind. Over and over again, she replayed her reaction to the embrace and the hurt in Meg’s eyes. Why did I pull away from her? she thought. It felt so good to be kissed. But then her old worries crept in. Could I be enough for her? Clearly, Meg still felt passion toward her. It radiated off her body as she held Grace tight. But surely it is a physical need and nothing more. Another tap brought the major out of her reverie. “Grace?”
“Yes,” she finally answered. “I’m here. You can come in.” A wash of guilt ran over Grace as she realized the ship’s captain had to request access to her own quarters. Still, she only had herself to blame after her overreaction to Meg’s surprise entrance the day before, and biting her lip, she realized it was time to apologize and maybe explain some things.
Meg poked her head around the door as she opened it. “I’m assuming you’re decent then,” she said, and Grace blushed.
“Yes,” she said. “And I’m sorry you have to ask to come in. That’s somehow not right.”
Meg raised an eyebrow. “Well, what else am I supposed to do?” she asked as she came closer. “This is a shared space, and you deserve your privacy.”
Grace bit her lip. If she was going to fix any of the tension between them, it was time to start. With pirates and other dangers most likely ahead, there might not be another time. “Meg, I—” she began, but Meg raised a hand to stop her midsentence.
“I should be the one apologizing,” she said, and Grace watched the woman’s cheeks color. “Kissing you out there wasn’t right. And I’m sorry. Can we put it behind us?”
Grace swallowed, not sure she wanted to put it behind them, but finally she let it go. “Okay,” was all she said.
There was a pause between them, and then Meg cleared her throat. “Well,” she said. “I came here because I have something I want to show you. If you have a moment.”
Already frustrated at herself for letting her chance to talk to Meg about her feelings pass, Grace nodded. “I do,” she said. “If it’s important.”
“I’m not sure if I would rank it as important, but I think it is something you should see,” Meg said as Grace rebuttoned her jacket and took up her crutches.
Standing and feeling more curious, she asked, “Do I get to know what it is?”
Meg held the door for her and grinned. “No,” she said while Grace stepped past. “Over on the starboard side. Go to the rail and look at the ocean.”
With a frown, feeling even more puzzled, Grace made her way across the deck and tried to see what Meg was so excited about. As she neared, a fountain of water exploded up from the sea not far from the ship. After a second, there was another plume further out. “What in the world is that?” she asked as she reached the rail, and Meg laughed.
“A pod of gray whales migrating north,” she said, and Grace heard the excitement in her voice but felt a little uneasy herself.
The vision of a whale capsizing the Wind Dancer crossed her mind. “Is it safe?” she asked. “Will they attack the ship?
Meg smiled as she came closer until they were standing shoulder to shoulder at the rail. Even in the middle of her concern over the whales nearby, a tingle of attraction ran through Grace. Yesterday’s kiss still lingered in her mind. “It is safe,” Meg replied. “Gray whales are the gentlest of their kind. Sometimes you can even pet them.”
Grace looked at her. “Pet a whale?” she asked. The idea sounded impossible, but Meg looked completely serious. Suddenly, she pointed, and Grace turned to the ocean again. Curling up from the sea was a broad V-shaped tail. It rose high before slapping down again. Believing in Meg’s reassurance they were safe, Grace let herself be fascinated. Another fountain of water shot up into the air. “That’s incredible.”
“I never get tired of seeing them,” Meg said with a sigh.
Feeling the magic of the moment, Grace leaned into her, and as if by habit, the woman put her arm around Grace’s shoulders to pull her closer. “Thank you for sharing this with me,” Grace said in a whisper, knowing her opportunity to tell Meg everything in the cabin had passed, but it did not spoil the moment. However things turned out between them, Grace would never forget seeing the magic of the whales passing in the twilight.
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O pening her eyes, Sam knew what time it was without lighting the lamp and looking at her windup watch—five-fifteen in the morning. Even before the world lost power, she woke at the same time every day. Her college roommates never appreciated how she insisted on starting the day so early to study. The habit had served her well. Without electric alarm clocks or phones to cue when to start the day, setting a time to rise was challenging. And there isn’t any snooze button either, she thought with a smile. Exactly the way I like it. Especially when I have chores to do before leaving for Cannon Beach.
At that thought, she felt a stab of apprehension. From her calculations on the map, the ride would probably be four days roundtrip and meant leaving Laura alone with the children to do everything around the place. It was an idea that did not sit well with her. Although Laura was more than capable, especially with Henry’s help, she didn’t like the idea anything could happen while she was gone. Plus, I will miss them, she thought and rolled toward Laura, who still slept beside her. Snuggling in closer, she wrapped an arm around her waist to pull their bodies together.
Laura murmured a sleepy sound. “Mmmm,” she said, not quite awake. “Is it morning already?”
Sam buried her face in Laura’s long hair. “Not quite,” she answered. “But I have to get up soon.”
At that, Laura took hold of Sam’s arm and held it tight. “Hold me for another minute,” she said, and Sam happily obliged. She could keep Laura in her arms forever, and it would never be enough. Moving her face to the woman’s shoulder, she let her lips slide over the bare skin she found uncovered by her nightgown. Laura sucked in a breath, and Sam warmed with the knowledge her touch affected the woman so much. It was the same for her. Whenever they were close, there was more than tenderness, but a low burning heat too. Encouraged, Sam pulled at the cotton fabric of the nightgown to slide it up to Laura’s hips. “Sam, what are you doing?”
“Shhh,” Sam said. “Don’t make a sound.” With practiced fingers, she let them slide across the warm skin of Laura’s thigh. She felt her lover shiver in response and pressed her body closer. Suddenly, she wanted nothing more in the world than to please Laura. Even though they rarely risked making love with the children so close by, this morning Sam needed to make sure Laura understood how much she wanted her. Moving her fingers higher, she brushed them softly over the hair between Laura’s legs. Obeying Sam’s instruction to be quiet, Laura did nothing but gasp softly, but her body was already trembling.
Unable to wait, Sam slipped her finger between Laura’s lips only to find her already growing wet. Although only moments before she was asleep, her body was ready for Sam’s touch. Moving in a small circle, she found Laura’s hard clit and, with a simple stroke, made the woman press her hips into the contact. With passion flaring between her own legs, Sam continued to slide her finger across Laura’s center. At the same time, the woman pulled the pillow to her mouth to cover the moans she was making. It would not take much to push her over and make her come, but Sam wasn’t ready. She wanted more—to possess her, to take her, and make her feel wanted.
When Laura’s moans turned to muffled cries of need, Sam moved her finger lower and slid it inside her. Laura was tight and hot, and Sam stroked her. In and out in a slow rhythm until it was too much, and Laura’s body shook with release. Nothing could have pleased Sam more.
After a moment, as she lay spent in Sam’s arms, Laura turned her face toward Sam’s. “You are incredible,” she whispered, and Sam smiled.
“I wanted to say good morning.”

“AND JACKIE IS the one who saved him?” Lexi asked as Anna slid onto the stool beside her. They sat with Alice and Callie to finish their tea before Anna went to work. Will had come and gone already as he was eager to start the day’s activities well before the sun was up. Anna appreciated the young man’s work ethic, but what was most charming of late was his love for the piglet Sam and Laura traded him. Every morning since, he reported some new development in the animal’s size or behavior. She couldn’t wait to see how the man would be as a new father. He will be the best kind of dad and with us all around, that baby’s life will be filled with nothing but love, she thought before patting Lexi on the forearm.
“You shouldn’t sound so shocked,” she said to her wife. “Your sister is a fearless person.”
Alice lowered her tea and nodded. “She’s right,” the older woman said. “Jackie has a will of iron, and when she decides to do something…”
Lexi chuckled. “You don’t have to tell me that part,” she said. “You should have seen us as kids. Jackie would tag along with my friends and me until I was ready to lock her in a closet. No one could tell her what to do.” She shook her head. “Still, to wade into the creek with it running so high.”
“And so cold,” Callie added with a shiver. “But how could she not if it meant saving the child’s life? Any of us would have done it.”
“It did save the boy’s life,” Anna added. “There was no way to know how long he was in the water, but when they caught me leaving town to ride home, he was showing early signs of hypothermia. It was lucky Taylor was there and could initiate first-aid to start warming the child.”
Lexi stood from the table to go start the day’s chores. “Well, for once Jackie was the hero instead of Taylor,” she said. “I wonder how that is helping with whatever is going on between them.”
Anna looked at her watch. She needed to get going too but paused to consider Lexi’s statement. Although they hadn’t talked about it in any detail, she was glad to hear Lexi felt the tension too. “I hope it will smooth things over,” she said. “I hate seeing them like this, especially when I know how much they truly love and need each other.”
“Did something else happen?” Callie asked. “The other night was weird.”
Anna frowned. “I don’t know if anything specific came up, but riding back to town with Jackie, I could tell she was hurting,” she said. “Even through the cool façade she had in place.”
“I don’t see how this could have all happened when it was just on Valentine’s Day that Taylor was going to propose,” Alice said as she gathered up all the empty cups and took them to the sink. “Now it seems like they are going in the other direction.”
Anna felt that too, and it worried her. She had experienced couples who fell apart over what would seem like nothing to someone looking on. Is that what is happening here? she wondered and felt her heart go heavy at the thought. Could Taylor and Jackie truly break apart? She resolved on the spot to do what she could to stop that from happening. “I think I’ll figure out a way to talk to them. Together,” she said. “This may only be a misunderstanding because they are not communicating well right now. This woman, Rosella Cane, and her possible interest in Taylor has thrown Jackie off her stride.”
“I think that’s an excellent idea,” Lexi said as she leaned in to give Anna a kiss on the cheek. “If anyone can help them, it’s you.”

AS THE WARM morning breeze came off the water to blow in her face, Cyd was happy they were underway. Even as uncomfortable as she was out of the marina and on the open water, knowing Howie proved good to his word helped. The old man was only a few feet behind her at the ship’s wheel, humming a tune that was familiar, but she couldn’t place. Looking over her shoulder at him, he wore a broad grin on his weathered face. “Thanks for doing this,” she said. “It is important to Naomi.”
His smile widened. “Actually, I’m glad to have a reason to get out of the marina. Probably should have left months ago,” he said. “Feels good to be back on the sea.” He chuckled. “This is the life I’ve lived since I retired decades ago, and I almost forgot how it felt to set sail.”
“Decades?” Cyd asked, having trouble fathoming living on a boat for so long. She was going to be lucky to not go crazy before they made it to Portland.
“Yep,” Howie replied. “I retired at fifty-four from running a telecommunications company. Never looked back.”
To Cyd, fifty-four was an impossible age. She was worried about surviving to make thirty. “So, how old are you?” she asked. “If you don’t mind my asking, I mean.”
Howie shrugged as he turned the ship’s wheel a little to the right. “Don’t mind a bit,” he said. “Seventy-four.”
Cyd forced herself not to react, although the idea of putting her life and Naomi’s in the hands of a seventy-four-year-old sailor made her stomach clench. I’m sure he’s more than capable if he’s been sailing for decades, she thought. I mean, what’s the worse than can happen? Not needing to hear anything more, Cyd nodded. “Cool,” she said. “Well, I guess I’ll go find Naomi. Make sure she’s okay.”
“Sounds good to me,” the old sailor said. “I’ll get us on a course along the shoreline and then kick back myself until dark. Then we will drop anchor because we don’t want to be sailing after dark. Best to keep land in sight for navigation.”
Puffing out a relieved breath, Cyd liked the sound of that. Being in sight of shore gave her a lot more reassurance. “Let me know if you need any help,” she said, and he looked at her.
“You sail much?” he asked, and Cyd shook her head.
“Heck no,” she replied. “I’ve never even been on a boat before.”
Howie laughed. “Well, don’t throw up on my sailboat,” he said as Cyd walked carefully along the rail to find Naomi. She found her easily enough on the sun deck, laying on a towel in her bra and panties with her eyes closed, soaking up the California sun. Even as skinny as she was from months of a limited diet, Cyd had to appreciate her body. Full breasts and long legs. She licked her lips. Things had been hard enough to keep at a friend level but seeing her like that made her body react. A wave of attraction rolled over her. The thought of running her hands over Naomi’s skin, of taking off the bra and sucking a nipple into her mouth, had things stirring in places they shouldn’t. But damn she is hot, she thought at the exact moment Naomi opened her eyes and noticed her.
“Hi, there,” the woman said with a smile. “I couldn’t resist the idea of sunbathing for a minute. Makes things feel normal, you know?”
Cyd swallowed hard, trying not to come across as lusting Naomi’s body, and nodded. Whatever reason Naomi wanted to lay half-naked on the sundeck sounded fine with her. “Totally,” she said. “Why not?”
“Exactly,” Naomi said. “Why not?” She sat up and ran a hand over her legs. “I’d give anything for a hot shower and a razor. I look like a gorilla.”
Cyd thought she was the hottest gorilla on the planet but grinned. “Maybe when we get to Portland, we will find things a little more civilized,” she said. “You never know.”
Naomi sobered a little. “I hope so,” she said. “And thank you for making all of this happen. I don’t know what I would have done without you.” Then, she smiled and patted the deck beside her. “Take off some clothes and come join me.”
Cyd balked. She wore zero underwear under her clothes, but that was not the only reason why sunbathing with Naomi was a problem. She was so turned on by the vision of being beside her was too much. I wouldn’t be able to keep my hands off her, she thought as her body tingled.
“Maybe later,” she said, hoping she wasn’t blushing. “We have a while until we arrive. I think I’ll chill out along the rail.”
“Suit yourself,” Naomi said, laying back down on the towel. “But you’re missing out.”
At that, Cyd had to agree.
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Where are they? Meg thought as she stood at the wheel of the Wind Dancer. All day they ran with full sails and made use of the strong winds at their back. It seemed impossible the pirate ship was that far ahead of them. Could they have navigational equipment that lets them go further out to sea? It was all so frustrating. Her ship was fast, and with her at the wheel, she knew from experience they were taking the most efficient course. Yet, there was still nothing. Not even a sighting.
The only good news was they had not run across any more columns of smoke indicating another town had been pillaged. Although catching the pirates on the shore rather than at full sail would make it easier to arrest them, she hated the idea others might lose their homes or die. Even with the squad of armed soldiers ready, taking over a ship at sea would be difficult. She had insisted they run through maneuvers with the team to ensure everyone understood where to go if they engaged in battle, but there was no way to replicate real life. People would get hurt, if not worse, and her mind drifted to Grace. The Army major would insist on being in the forefront of the action. The idea made Meg’s chest tighten with anxiety. An armed sea battle was the worst situation without the woman she loved in the middle of it.
Her mind drifted to the night before and the pod of whales. That was a special moment, and she had felt Grace’s resistance melting. Yet, when they returned to the cabin, the woman’s cool demeanor was back in place, and they slept as far apart as possible in the narrow bed. Even throughout the day, Grace had hardly spoken to her. Hell, she’s barely even looked at me, she thought, and a touch of temper made her frown. With Grace, she always kept herself in check, but enough was enough. The whatever was happening between them needed to be resolved once and for all. Maybe tonight. After we drop anchor. It wouldn’t be long until that happened. At best, they had two hours of good daylight to navigate by, and again the frustration of not seeing the pirates rose in her. If the other ship could navigate with equipment somehow, they could sail all night. The distance between them would only increase. Furrowing her brow, Meg pondered where the pirate ship might be going. Some place big enough to blend in. It made the most sense. But before she could think of the answer, Meg heard a man yell from the stern. Not sure what he said, she worried another column of smoke was sighted yet hoped it was instead excitement over another ship on the horizon.
Suddenly, Jimmy came running onto the deck. “A ship is south of us,” he said, a grin on his bearded face. “Not sure how big but counting the sails with a first look through the spyglass has me thinking we are similar in size.” That was good news to Meg. Taking on a too much larger vessel would only complicate things and put them at a disadvantage.
“Then let’s go say hello,” she said, making a slight adjustment to their trajectory. She was confident the Wind Dancer could run them down.
“Absolutely,” Jimmy agreed, clearly as eager as she was to take down the pirates.
Meg couldn’t help but grin. “Go tell Grace,” she said and paused before continuing. “I mean Major Hamilton. She will want to know the change in our situation.”
Jimmy nodded. “Happy to, Captain,” he said, and he took off at a jog. His enthusiasm was infectious, and Meg’s heart started beating faster. If they could catch up before dark, things would become interesting.

THE DAY WAS one petty thing after another, and Taylor was glad to be headed home. The weather was surprisingly clear yet again, and she hoped it wasn’t the calm before the storm. Thinking of it brought Rosella’s warning from the day before to mind. She was crystal clear in what she said to Jackie, and Taylor had been close enough to hear it. “…there’s something worse coming. A storm. So beware, my new friend. Beware.” Checking the twilight sky, there was no sign of it if Rosella meant the words to be literal. But what if they weren’t? she wondered. The idea had occurred to her as she pondered the statement off and on throughout the day that the caravan’s leader talked more about the tough time she and Jackie were having. That certainly has the makings of a storm if we can’t get on the same page again soon.
With a shake of her head, Taylor tried not to let the ongoing tension between them get to her. She was confident they would find their way through this, but she worried Jackie was not sure. The woman was unpredictable at best, even surprising everyone by risking her life to save Rosella’s grandson. Taylor grit her teeth. The idea the woman she loved waded out into the frigid rushing creek… I should have been there, she thought. She had assumed the woman would stick by her side. That was how things usually went. But not that time. Stubborn Jackie, in light of the events between them lately, clearly didn’t want to appear dependent on Taylor.
In the end, everything worked out for the best, and she took pride in knowing Jackie was so brave. Of course, after they got home, when Taylor had tried to praise her, Jackie shook it off. All she wanted to say was how she had ruined her favorite pair of winter boots. Taylor recognized it as her way of dealing with the left-over adrenaline. She had been there herself many times. Still, things would have been easier if Jackie had simply let Taylor take care of her. Helped her get warm again by holding her close while telling her how incredible she was for saving the boy. None of that had happened.
Instead, after they were up and around the next morning, Jackie treated things like it was any other business day. When Taylor suggested she take a day to recuperate, Jackie looked offended. “I am not a weak damsel in distress for you to rescue all the time,” she insisted. “Sometimes, I can be the hero too.”
“You’re right,” Taylor said, holding up her hands in surrender. “I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. But the temperature of the river and the shock of the ordeal could make anyone want to take a moment to recoup.”
Jackie tossed her head. “Well, I am recouped,” she said as she put on her jacket and left to go to work. Taylor had stood there and looked at the closed door for a minute. She never in all her experiences felt so unable to control the events in her life. As she turned the corner to her house, for the first time, she wondered if maybe asking Jackie to marry her would never come to pass. As much as it hurt, Taylor realized some things were not meant to be, and it was feeling more and more likely marrying Jackie was one of them.

LULLED ALMOST into a trance by the motion of the sailboat, Naomi watched the ocean waves slip past. The sun was starting its descent and would be setting soon. She looked forward to it. For the first time in longer than she cared to remember, she felt at peace. Things were finally going her way. The decision to talk Howie into sailing them to Portland was a brilliant one. Although they hadn’t interacted much yet, she had a vibe the man was an okay guy. Kind of like a grandpa, she thought, especially after Cyd shared how old the man was and how long he’d been sailing. Knowing he was so experienced gave her confidence their voyage would be a smooth one. Cyd was uncomfortable being on the water, but with a little luck, this trip would change that by the time they arrived.
As a light breeze blew across her face, the first scent of something cooking made her perk up. She guessed it was fish, which made sense considering, and when another waft of it reached her, her stomach growled. “Do you smell that?” she asked Cyd, who sat not far away leaning against the side of the boat. Naomi was excited they might soon have a freshly grilled meal. Eating cold canned food for months had lost any appeal whatsoever. Survival was survival, she understood that, but something different would be heaven.
“Mmm-hmmm,” Cyd murmured. “I think Howie’s cooking up something. The guy was fishing off the back all day. Hope he’s planning to share.”
Naomi frowned. “Why wouldn’t he share?” she asked. “We brought him food, and he can’t expect us to starve.” She stood. “I’m going to go talk to him.”
“Okay,” Cyd said, turning her face toward the sun. “I’m going to sit right here. Ring the dinner bell when you need me.”
Smiling at Cyd’s sense of humor and recognizing how much she liked the woman more and more every day, she made her way to the back of the sailboat. “Howie?” she called. “Whatever you’re cooking smells fantastic.”
There was no answer, and when she made it to the cockpit where the old man controlled the ship and spent the day fishing, he wasn’t there. She found a small grill set up on a table, and on it were three small fillets. At least there are three, she thought and stepped closer. Imprinted on the side of the black cast iron device was the word ‘Hibachi’, and Naomi had a flashback to her childhood. Her own grandfather used to make things for her when she was a little girl on just such a device. I wonder where he gets briquets? An image of huge bags of fuel stored somewhere on the ship came to mind. Clearly, Howie understood how to make the most of things. But where is he?
“Howie?” she called again, recognizing the fish probably needed to be pulled off soon. Even to her inexperienced eye, the meat looked ready to eat. Thinking of the meal ahead, her mouth watered. “Howie?” With still no answer, she pursed her lips. The boat was a decent size with a small galley and two staterooms below deck. She didn’t want to catch him off guard by suddenly going down there, but when he didn’t emerge after another couple of minutes, Naomi went to look.
Descending the few steps, she poked her head into the dimly lit open space. “Howie?” she asked. “Are you in here?” No one answered. In fact, she didn’t hear anything. Where the heck is this guy? she wondered as her eyes adjusted. Taking a step further inside, something dark on the floor came into focus. It only took a moment for her mind to register the object was Howie. Oh God. Rushing to his side, she grabbed his shoulder. “Howie! What’s wrong?”
The man didn’t even groan, and a trickle of ice-cold dread ran down Naomi’s spine. “Cyd!” she yelled at the top of her lungs. “Cyd, help!” She continued to shake Howie’s shoulder, but even by the time her friend arrived beside her, he hadn’t responded.
“Oh, shit,” Cyd said, kneeling beside the body. “What happened?”
Naomi shook her head. “Nothing,” she answered. “I found him like this.”
“Shit,” Cyd repeated. “Let’s roll him over.” Working together, they shifted the old man onto his back. He was skinny and suddenly looked strangely frail to Naomi. Cyd reached to put two fingers on Howie’s neck. Naomi held her breath. There was no way he could be dead.
Cyd let out a long breath as she pulled her hand away. “Shit,” she said for the third time. “He’s dead.”
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Still resting in bed, Grace watched the sky lighten through the porthole high on the wall in the captain’s quarters. Everyone had stayed up late the night before to stand along the bow and watch for obstacles while Meg tried to milk every bit of daylight out of the sky. The short winter day was working against them, but for hours the Wind Dancer slowly made up time on what they had confirmed was the pirate ship. Using a spyglass, Jimmy was able to see a black flag with a white skull and crossbones flying on the ship’s topmast. The Jolly Roger. Clearly, the ship wasn’t hiding their intentions anymore. “It makes me think they are headed back to their home port,” Meg had said. “No more stops at any of the smaller bays.”
Grace agreed with the logic. If their hulls were too full of plunder to take on more made her sick with frustration. They simply had to catch them and put a stop to it. Still, it became so dark even Meg felt going on was too unsafe. “They should have the same problem,” Jimmy had said, but Grace saw doubt on Meg’s face.
“Let’s hope so,” she said. “I’ll be up at daybreak, and we will know then.” True to her word, Grace had felt Meg slip out of the bed while the cabin was still dark. She imagined the ship’s captain at the helm, waiting for the first sliver of sunlight to come over the horizon. The motion of the Wind Dancer cutting through the waves let her know they were underway again, and she hoped it was a good sign the other ship was still in sight.
Preparing to rise and go see, there was a faint tap at the door before it opened, and Meg stepped in. Even in the dim light, she saw lines of frustration on her face. “We lost them,” Meg said, moving to light a lantern near the large map on the table. “Either they have some sort of navigation device or are damn lucky.”
Grace sighed, feeling her own disappointment but knowing that was a hard blow for Meg. “Could they be hiding somehow?” she asked. “Maybe snuck into a port?”
“Maybe,” Meg answered, running her finger along the shoreline on the map. “I don’t see anything obvious.” She rapped her knuckles on the table. “This is so damn frustrating. We have never sailed in this direction, so I have no idea the dangers. If only we hadn’t stopped…”
Grace swung her legs over the side of the bed. “Do not blame yourself for this,” she said. “As much as I want to catch them and stop what they are doing, I know the safety of your crew, and the Wind Dancer comes first.”
Meg grit her jaw but nodded. “Always,” she admitted, still staring at the map. “But we were so close. One more day, and we could have certainly overtaken them. If only I could guess where they are going.”
Grabbing one of her crutches, Grace moved to join Meg at the table. “Why do you think they have a specific location in mind?” she asked, looking at the map. There were dozens of tiny towns along the coastline. “Couldn’t they stop at any of them?”
“True, but I’m guessing they have a home base,” Meg said. “Somewhere they can sell off the stuff they captured and restock.”
Thinking that through, Grace recalled her memory of the coast. She grew up in northern California and went on road trips with her family when she was young, where her parents insisted on stopping at every tourist destination. Lots of quaint towns with antique shops and locally made goods. Her favorite spot was always visiting the giant trees of the redwood forest. Still, none of those towns fit what Meg was suggesting. The pirates would need a large port with enough people to make trading worthwhile. Then, the obvious occurred to her, and as she refocused on the map, she couldn’t believe they hadn’t guessed it earlier. “Meg, can you tell where we are right now?” she asked, and the ship’s captain nodded while pointing to a spot south of the Oregon/California border.
“About here,” she said before looking at Grace. “What are you thinking?” Grace smiled with satisfaction, knowing she was right.
“I know what large port they are going to,” she said. “San Francisco.”

RIDING SLOW as she entered the town, the sight of so much destruction filled Sam with a surprising amount of anger. Usually able to take everything in stride, seeing lot after lot of blackened structures, if anything remained at all, was too much. In places, the glow of orange coals still lingered, and Sam realized the fires running rampant through Cannon Beach were far from over. All anyone could do was hope for more rain. A good heavy one. Soon. To Sam, the worst part of all was what it meant for Heather. Even if Sam found some of her relatives, sending her back to this devastated town would be hard. It would take time to rebuild even if the people still living here bothered to try.
Turning Lester down the main street, Sam worried about finding anyone to ask about Heather’s family. Everything looked deserted. The few stores that were still standing were busted up badly. The doors and windows wrecked, debris scattered everywhere, and as she rode on, no one stirred. Not until she came to where the main street widened into something of a square did she see a structure that looked habitable. Someone had taken the time to board over the broken windows and cleaned up the sidewalk around it. “Well, Lester,” she said. “I think this is our best bet.” The horse seemed to understand as he veered toward the building.
As she was ready to dismount, the front door opened, and a dark-skinned man flanked by another man and a woman stepped onto the porch. Sam couldn’t miss the hunting rifles the two guards carried. They glared at Sam as if daring her to do anything but sit there. Realizing somewhere along the way the town must have set up spotters to alert everyone of unexpected arrivals, Sam raised a hand in greeting. She was harmless and wanted to make sure that was obvious. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Sam Quinn. I rode down from Astoria looking for some information.”
“With a weapon?” the woman on the porch asked, still sounding more than a little wary.
Sam glanced at the small rife tied to her saddle. “Only for a little protection on the road,” she replied. “You can’t be too careful.”
“So we are learning,” the dark-skinned man said. “Now that we are so helpless, it seems we are a target for other thieves drawn by the smoke.”
Sam shook her head, hating to believe it but knowing the danger was real. “I’m sorry to hear that,” she said. “I promise I mean you no harm. I’m truly only looking for the family of Heather Boucher.”
The three strangers looked at each other for a moment before refocusing on Sam. “Why is that?” the woman asked, sounding less antagonistic.
“She came out of the woods and showed up at my house a few days ago,” Sam answered. “I wish I could say she was all right, but she’s not and won’t talk to anyone but my eight-year-old son.”
The dark-skinned man sighed as he shook his head. “Well, at least she is alive,” he said. “But you won’t find any of her family here. She only had her grandmother, and I’m sorry to tell you she was killed during the pirate raid.”
Sam’s heart broke a little at the confirmation of her worst fear. “I see. Well, that’s that then.”
“I wish I had better news for you,” the man said. “But there is nothing for her here. Even her home is gone. Only ashes.”
Sam ran a hand over her face as she tried to think of what to do next. Heather could stay with them if she wanted. Something Laura would happily go along with, but she had hoped to return with more than only bad news. Before she could thank the strangers, a boy not much older than Henry from the looks of him, came running up behind Sam. Lester tossed his head but otherwise didn’t react to the sudden movement that would have spooked many other horses. The boy appeared oblivious as he passed by and came to a stop on the sidewalk. “Sir,” he said. “Dad sent me to tell you rain is coming. A lot of it.”
The three on the porch all let out a sigh of relief. Sam understood why—it would finally put out all the fires. “Thank you for the good news,” the one Sam realized was in charge said. “I’ll get the word out.”
The boy grinned, pleased to be the one to report it, but then his face fell, and he looked thoughtful. “There’s more,” he said. “Dad said, not only rain. But a big storm with black clouds coming in fast.”
Not liking the sound of it, the news made Sam’s stomach tighten. A part of her could sense the oncoming bad weather wouldn’t be like a regular February blow. Suddenly, she was very eager to get back home.

CYD SQUINTED, but even then, her sharp eyesight failed her. Facts were facts—she could no longer see land. “Shit,” she mumbled, realizing she had been saying that word pretty much nonstop for the last twenty-four hours. The predicament she was in grew worse by the second. The hardest part for her was the complete lack of control over the situation. Life had thrown some rough challenges at her. Some based on her own lousy choices, and others done to her. Still, none compared to what she was facing as she stood on the sailboat’s deck and watched the shoreline fade away.
“It’s gone, isn’t it?” Naomi said from where she stood on the deck beside her. The woman admitted over thirty minutes ago she couldn’t see land anymore. Her eyes weren’t as strong as Cyd’s, but she had continued to look off into the distance anyway. There was no reason to keep staring anymore, and Cyd nodded.
“Yeah,” she said. “It’s gone.”
“Shit,” Naomi said, stealing Cyd’s word. “This is bad. So, what now?”
Cyd pursed her lips and considered her options. She could sit on the deck and accept they were at the mercy of the sea, or she could stay active and hope for a miracle. If it were only her, the first idea might have been the choice she’d make after finding the booze. There was some appeal to sitting on the deck and getting totally drunk. But I have Naomi to consider, she thought and when the woman beside her asked “What now?” it didn’t sound like she was ready to give in to their circumstances. So, I need to think of something. Anything. When all else failed, she went back to the basics. “Let’s search the boat,” she finally said. “See what we are working with. Check how much food and water we have or anything else useful.” She forced a grin. “Maybe even find an instruction manual on how to sail this thing.”
Naomi gave her a weak smile. “Okay, I like that,” she said and then paused as her smile faded. “Cyd?”
“Yeah,” she replied, not sure what to expect as Naomi dropped her eyes for a second before bringing them back to Cyd’s face.
“I’m so sorry about all of this,” she said. “It was my idea to use the boat and, well…”
Cyd held her eyes. “Don’t say that. I make my own choices. And besides, you couldn’t know this was going to happen.”
At that, Naomi grabbed Cyd into a hug. Even under the dire circumstances, feeling the woman against her was amazing. She wrapped her arm around Naomi’s waist and held her tight for a minute. As they stood there together, Cyd’s resolve to get through this only grew stronger. She wanted to have more time with Naomi. Get to know her and see where things might go for them. Leaning into the hug a little more before she let go, Cyd felt the old familiar determination to survive, and it was time to take control of the situation. Somehow.
“Let’s go take a look,” Cyd said.
Naomi slowly let go. “You’re right,” she said. “There must be something we can do.”
“Exactly,” she agreed. “Let’s start with below deck.”
Naomi turned to lead the way, only to pause. “Um,” she said. “What do we do about Howie?”
Cyd hadn’t been focused on that problem, but they would have to do something before too long. “We can bury him at sea later,” she said. “Right now, we have more important things to figure out.”
Naomi nodded. “Right,” she said and started moving again. Cyd went to follow when the boat rocked a little more than before. She looked over the side and saw the water around them was growing more turbulent. Not a lot, but definitely noticeable. Is it because we are further out? she wondered before glancing off into the distance. She had been so focused on looking at the shore all day, Cyd hadn’t been paying attention to things happening out at sea. Far away on the horizon was a line of dark sky. Not being a sailor, she wasn’t exactly sure what it meant, but instinct told her it was a bad sign. For a moment, she thought about bringing it to Naomi’s attention but then changed her mind. If bad weather were coming, there was nothing they could do about it. All she could do was hope things didn’t get worse.
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When the wind rattled her office window, Jackie looked up from reading the proposal to build a new hospital in Astoria. A slash of rain pounded the glass, and she frowned. When she went home at lunch, the sky was clear. After lunch she was immersed in her work and hadn’t noticed the twilight falling. A clear representation of the end of another short winter day had arrived with time passing faster than she thought. Typically, Taylor would have come to get her when it grew late, but considering how strained things were between them, she tried not to think about it. Instead, she put on her raincoat, gathered her things, and headed for the door. She didn’t need Taylor to walk home through the rain. After saving the boy, that was clearer than ever. I can take care of myself, she thought, dousing the lamp before locking the door behind her. I can be my own hero.
Making her way to the building’s exit, the door burst open, yanked out of the deputy’s grasp by the wind. “Sorry, Ms. Scott,” he said. “It’s really blowing outside.”
“So I can see,” she said, clutching her purse and umbrella as the wind rushed through the open door. She was not looking forward to the walk home.
The deputy wrestled with the door. “That’s why I’ve come to escort you home,” he said, and his words made Jackie pause. A clench of hurt over the fact Taylor hadn’t come herself caught her off guard. Then, the news made her angry.
“I don’t need an escort home,” she snapped, harsher than she intended. “I’m sure you have more important things to do with this storm blowing through town.”
“But Chief Barnes—” the deputy started, but Jackie cut him off.
“I mean it,” she said. “I have my umbrella, so you can let Chief Barnes know I will be fine. End of discussion.”
The deputy still looked uncertain, but when Jackie fixed him with a glare, he nodded. “I will tell her,” he said and continued to hold the door as Jackie strode by him, using all her strength to open her umbrella to ward off the slicing rain. The thing threatened to be yanked away, but she forced it into submission.
“Good night, deputy,” she yelled over the rush of noise and started her trek home. She thought she heard him say a good night in return, but the sound was lost in the wind. It’s less than a dozen blocks, she thought as her raincoat wrapped around her legs. An escort home is ridiculous. Then, as if to prove her wrong, another strong gust ripped the umbrella from her hands and sent it flying down the street. The rain blew sidewise as it rattled the hood of her jacket and coated Jackie’s face. She had to turn away to even catch a breath.
The walk was a long one, and as her house came in sight, she couldn’t wait to get inside. Picking up her pace, the building looked so small as the giant oak tree in the yard loomed over the roof, with its branches creaking in the wind. For a moment, she worried the beast might blow over, but then she pushed the thought aside. The oak tree was older than she by decades. Maybe even older than this town altogether, she thought with reassurance. It’s lasted through worse storms than this.
Making the porch at last, she took the door key from her purse, ready to be done with the weather, when a huge gust whipped through the porch. The surge pushed her off balance making her drop the key. Damn it, she thought, bending to scoop it up. As her fingers touched the metal, a crack boomed through the night, and before Jackie could react, the roof of the porch exploded. As she was slammed to the floor, only one word came from her lips. “Taylor.” And then there was nothing but blackness.

THE SAILS WHIPPING in the strengthening wind, Meg let her eyes drift to the horizon. Heavy drops of rain pelted her face, and a real fear made her swallow hard. The storm about to overtake them had the look of something truly menacing. Already she was fighting the wheel to keep them on a semi-straight course south. Soon she would have to make a horrible decision—risk keeping her sails up and ride ahead of the storm or try to navigate blind into a dark harbor. What I would give for a lighthouse right about now, she thought as the image of the Wind Dancer smashing into the rocks of some undetectable hazard came to mind. She shivered. I can’t let that happen.
Then, she saw Jimmy leaning into the wind to join her. “Is everyone in life jackets?” she asked, having to yell.
Her first mate nodded. “Yes,” he said. “And the lifeboats are ready.”
Meg grit her teeth. The reality they might soon need lifeboats was hard to accept. They had survived storms before, but a feeling in her gut warned her this time might be different. Aside from that she was in entirely unfamiliar waters, the rate the storm overtook them made her nervous. “Thank you, Jimmy,” she said. “You ready for this?”
Jimmy snorted a laugh. “Born ready, Captain,” he said, and even Meg had to smile at the man’s never-ending calm under any circumstance. They had been through a lot together, and there was no one in the world she would rather have by her side for what lay ahead. “Are you going to try for the harbor or run with the storm?”
Meg took in a long, deep breath and let it out slow as she weighed the options one more time. The risk of being thrown against the rocks was too high. “We keep the sails up and steer through it,” she answered, glad to finally have made a decision. The resolution helped calm her. The die was cast, and whatever happened next, they would deal with it as it came.
“Good,” Jimmy said. “Although we might shred the mainsail, if not worse.” Meg didn’t like to think about worse. Having any of the masts break would be hard to recover from, out in the middle of nowhere especially. It wasn’t like there were any operating shipyards around. Still, putting the sails at risk was something they couldn’t avoid.
Lowering them wasn’t an option as it would leave them helplessly bobbing in the ocean and at risk of being swamped. “We will simply have everyone cross their fingers,” she said. “And hang on. It’s going to be a hell of a ride.”
“No doubt about that,” Jimmy agreed. “You want me to take the wheel for a spell?” Meg glanced at him and realized he was giving her a moment to go talk to Grace. Once the whole of the storm hit, there would be no stepping away to do anything but focus on surviving.
Meg gave him a nod of thanks. “I’ll be right back,” she said and stepped aside to let Jimmy take the helm. Knowing she didn’t have long, Meg hurried to get to her cabin. Grace would be inside, in her life jacket hopefully, waiting to see what happened. All the decisions for surviving the storm were left up to Meg as the ship’s captain. Grace was nothing but another passenger. She gave the door a quick knock. “Grace? I’m coming in.”
“Okay,” she heard Grace say in a weak voice. Frowning, Meg opened the door only to see the terrified face of the woman she loved. The lamp wasn’t lit out of fear of it toppling over, but Grace sat on the edge of the bed, holding a small flashlight that glowed brightly in the darkness. No wonder she is afraid, Meg thought. This is her worst nightmare.
Meg rushed to her side and pulled her into an embrace. Grace wrapped her arms around Meg and hung on tight. “I’m so scared,” she whispered, and Meg felt her chest tighten.
She should never have let Grace come on the trip. “I know,” Meg said. “I’m sorry.”
Grace shook her head against Meg’s shoulder. “This isn’t your fault,” she said. “There was no way to know this would happen.”
In answer, Meg kissed the top of Grace’s head and squeezed her tighter. “No matter what happens, stay in here. I’ll come to get you when it is okay to come out,” she said, not adding it would ensure Meg knew where she was if they had to abandon ship. The idea of it coming to something so horrible made Meg realize she had been stupid. All this time, she had allowed Grace to put her off and not explained how she felt. Taking a deep breath, she decided she was done holding things in. “Grace. I need you to know something.”
Suddenly, Grace held very still. “Okay,” she said in a soft voice.
Meg pushed on before she lost her nerve. “I love you,” she said. “I have since the first moment I saw you, and that has never stopped.” For a long minute, Grace didn’t respond, and Meg feared the worst was about to happen. The woman would reject her once again.
Grace pulled back, and in the low light, looked into her face. “I love you too,” she said. “Since the first moment I saw you and that has never stopped.” As tears sprang to Meg’s eyes, she did what made the most sense in the world. She kissed Grace, and the woman did not pull away.
Hating to stop, but knowing she had to get back to Jimmy, Meg broke the kiss. “When this is over, we need to talk,” she said.
Grace nodded, tears on her cheeks. “Promise?” she asked.
Meg touched Grace’s face before kissing her quickly again. “Yes,” she said, and storm or no storm, that was one promise Meg intended to keep.

AS ANOTHER WAVE of freezing cold ocean water washed over the bow of the sailboat, Naomi accepted what Cyd had been telling her for an hour—they needed to abandon ship. She was standing on the deck with water midway up her calves, yet a part of her could not believe what was happening. After surviving for months in the city, and overcoming so many hardships, the moment she would be on the verge of escaping to a better life, another obstacle showed up in her path. And this is a really bad one, she thought a moment before the entire boat shifted and began to list sideways. Naomi grabbed for something to hold onto and only snagged a piece of the tattered rigging a moment before she was almost cast into the churning sea. Even in the life jacket she was wearing, the reality of actually falling into the water made her throat tighten with fear. It was time to get off the sailboat.
On cue, Cyd called her name. Turning to look, she saw her friend was hauling a bulky package to the rail. Waves rolling over the side, threatening to rip it from her hands, vaulted Naomi into action. They couldn’t lose the raft. She went hand over hand along the rope until she was able to help Cyd. “We have to go,” Cyd yelled over the wind, and Naomi nodded.
“I know,” she said. “How do we open this thing?”
Cyd shook her hand, holding a red handle. “I think I pull this,” she said, and without waiting for confirmation, she yanked on it. For a moment, nothing happened, and Naomi felt her heart sink. The damn thing was malfunctioning, and they were going to die. Then, with a sudden rush of air, the raft unfurled, nearly knocking her off balance and into the water for the second time in less than a few minutes.
Only by holding onto the raft was she able to save herself and, in a matter of seconds, the thing was open. “Oh, God,” she whispered, looking at the raft. It was far too small for Naomi’s comfort, but as the sailboat listed further, there was no choice.
“Hold onto it for a second,” Cyd said a moment before disappearing back into the hold. She was back in a flash with a case of bottled water. “Okay, let’s do this.” Not missing how brave Cyd was considering she was experiencing what was likely the most terrifying moment of her life, Naomi drew on her own inner strength. They would get through this.
She gripped the rope threaded through hoops attached to the raft. “Okay,” she said. “What do we do?” When Cyd didn’t answer, she realized how dumb her question was in the middle of everything. Like Cyd will have any idea either, she thought and took the lead. “Put the water in the raft and climb in. Then, I’ll push you off and jump in.”
For a second, it seemed Cyd would argue but then decided against wasting time and, after tossing the water in, followed it onto the raft. Gathering all her courage, knowing if the raft got too far away before she could get in, she would likely drown, Naomi let go. “Jump!” Cyd yelled as the water quickly threatened to swirl her away.
With her heart pounding, Naomi dove for the raft, landing half in and half out. She kicked with her legs as she teetered on the edge of slipping back into the water, but then she felt Cyd’s hands grabbing the shoulders of her lifejacket. With a yank, Naomi was in the raft and in Cyd’s arms. They clung together and watched as the dark silhouette of Howie’s sailboat slipped under the waves.
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Soaked to the bone, despite her weather-repellent jacket, Taylor decided to take five minutes to run home and get her better raingear. It was going to be a long night as reports of trees down and property damage were cropping up all over town. Also stopping in to check on Jackie was a good idea before things got too crazy. The deputy had reported Jackie’s decision to walk home without an escort, frustrating Taylor a little, but she wasn’t surprised. Jackie did what Jackie wanted, and that would never change. It’s one of the reasons I love her actually, she’d admitted to herself and then put it out of her mind as another report of someone injured came in.
That had been hours ago. The weather had not improved, and if anything was growing worse. She was aware the Oregon coastline was susceptible to intense winter storms, but this one had blown in without much warning, catching them all off guard. Aside from Rosella apparently, she thought and wondered for a second how the Traveller’s caravan fared in the park. Many tall pine trees dotted the landscape, and if one fell on any of the wagons… she didn’t want to think about it but added checking on them to her growing to-do list.
As the familiar silhouette of her house came into view, Taylor frowned. Something didn’t look right, but she couldn’t figure out the problem until she was closer. As she neared, a bolt of fear shot through her. The giant oak tree beside the house, one that had stood there for the test of time, was missing one of its massive limbs. And it’s fallen on the roof, she thought, breaking into a run to close the distance to her house. Pulling her flashlight from the holster on her belt, she scanned the damage. Luckily, most of it was to the porch, and she let out a breath of relief. Jackie will be inside scared but okay and intelligent enough to stay put.
Using the light, she navigated her way over the wreckage when the beam fell on a hint of bright red. Blinking, trying to comprehend what her eyes were seeing, she leaned closer only to realize it was her worst possible fear. The red was Jackie’s new raincoat. “Jackie,” she said, and moved broken timbers out of the way. When the whole mass shifted a little, she froze. Freeing Jackie would be a delicate process, and she worked to calm her racing heart. “Jackie, can you hear me?” There was no response, but Taylor refused to let her mind go there. The woman was only unconscious from the blow.
Shining the flashlight over the mess, Taylor took a moment to map the jigsaw puzzle in her mind. I’ll have to use leverage with a few beams to lift this corner, she thought and then got to work. As she did, she continued to call Jackie’s name, needing the woman to wake up and tell her what hurt. And to assure me she is alive. Taylor swallowed hard and forced the thought away. It was no time for thinking. Her job in life was to rescue Jackie. It was as simple as that, and this time was no different.
Carefully, she worked the splintered wood, and after a few minutes, she had cleared enough to see part of Jackie’s face. Pale in the beam from Taylor’s flashlight, there was blood on her forehead, but Taylor couldn’t tell if she was breathing. “Jackie,” she said. “Wake up, okay? I’m here now.” Still, there was no response and holding her breath, Taylor reached to find the pulse in Jackie’s neck. Only when she felt the faint but unmistakable beat did she breathe again. Jackie was alive.

PICKING their way carefully along the old highway, Sam and Lester worked their way home. There had been no reason to stop as the rain was relentless, and with no actual shelter, they would have been as wet anyway. She certainly wouldn’t be able to sleep for worry about Laura and the kids. The image of the tall trees around their little house made it hard not to rush blindly down the road. Still, there was no way to tell in the dark what might have fallen in their way until they were nearly on top of it. She couldn’t risk breaking Lester’s leg or her neck because she was in a hurry. There was not much further to go by her estimate. Hopefully less than a couple hours at this pace before she came to the fork that went either on to Astoria via Lexi’s farmhouse or to her own home.
Suddenly, Lester tossed his head and came to an unexpected stop. Luckily, at their slow pace, Sam was able to hold on. “What’s going on, buddy?” she asked, knowing Lester understood a lot more of what she said than people would believe. In response, Lester shifted toward the left, restless under Sam. Frowning, Sam tried to see into the tree line edging the road, but the dark made it difficult to make anything out. For a second, she worried someone was there waiting for them but realized Lester wouldn’t have stopped if he felt any threat. Yet, something was bothering him, and she trusted his instinct, so she looked harder. As she did, a familiar form emerged, and as she realized what was there, the sound of a horse whinnying floated over the wind.
“Hold on, Lester,” she said as she climbed from the saddle. A random horse alone in the storm did not bode well, especially when she noticed the animal wore a saddle. As she carefully closed the distance, the horse took a step back. “Easy, now.” Sam didn’t want the horse to bolt and hurt itself. “I’m not going to do you any harm.” As if believing her, the animal waited until Sam was close enough to take one of the loose reins. “Hey, there.” She ran a hand over the horse’s flank. “Where’s your rider?”
Sam looked, but the night hid whatever might be around her. “Hello?” she called, hoping her voice would carry over the rush of the wind. There was nothing. As Sam was leading the horse back to Lester, there was a faint “help” from up the road ahead.
“Hold on,” Sam yelled as she tied the horse to Lester’s saddle horn. “Where are you?”
“Under a damn tree in the road,” came the voice, with more gusto this time. “I’m stuck.”
Walking slowly toward the sound, after a few yards she saw a pine tree had fallen across the road. It was precisely the kind of thing she feared she and Lester would trip over in the dark. “I can’t see you,” Sam said, scanning the debris for a sign of a person.
“Because I’m half buried,” the voice said. It was gravely and rough, laced with pain, yet for some reason, Sam was reassured by it. Whoever was speaking didn’t sound like they were dying. “I don’t suppose you brought an ax?”
“No,” Sam answered, tracking the sound of the voice. “Not something I usually carry.” Finally, she saw two legs and workman boots sticking out from the branches. “Can I lift something off of you?”
There was a pause as if the stranger were contemplating the question. “Maybe. If you pull and I push, I might be able to slide myself out,” the stranger said. “It will hurt like hell. I am pretty sure I broke my wrist.”
Sam grimaced, knowing if the stranger was right, it would hurt. “Let me know when you’re ready,” she said, taking hold of two of the limbs over the legs.
The stranger grunted. “Not sure if I’m ready, but let’s go on three.”
Sam grabbed on tighter. “Okay,” she said. “On three. One. Two. Three!” Lifting with all her might, Sam felt the heavy tree shift and hoped it was enough.
“Son of a bitch that hurts!” cut through the wind as Sam watched the person scrabble out through the narrow gap. Once everything was clear, Sam let go. The stranger’s horse whinnied in the distance. “Oh, I’m fine, you old worrywart.”
Sam couldn’t help but grin. Whoever this was, she liked the sassiness despite their obvious pain and the rain pounding on them. “Can I help you get somewhere?” she asked as the stranger sat up.
“If you can push my butt back onto my horse, I’ll be fine. I’m on my way to Astoria to be a schoolteacher in their new school. This storm was an ill-timed surprise.”
Sam held out a hand to help the stranger stand. “Probably should find someone to look at that wrist,” she said. “I know a woman who can help. She lives closer than going all the way into town.”
“I appreciate the help,” the stranger said with a grunt while being pulled upright. “My name’s Charlotte, by the way. But my friends call me Charlie.”

AS THE SHIP’S wheel fought against her, Meg’s arm and shoulders ached from the strain. Her hands throbbed and even through the thick Helmsman leather gloves she wore, there would be nasty blisters to deal with tomorrow. And there would be a tomorrow. Even if she had to wrestle the Wind Dancer through the relentless storm for every minute of the next twelve hours, she would not be beaten.
Tethered to the helm with a solid cord to keep her from being swept overboard when one of the mounting waves splashed across the deck, she didn’t worry about the water reaching her. Gusts howled through the rigging and continued to threaten to rip her canvas sails apart. If that happened, there would be no way to control the momentum necessary to steer into the oncoming waves. The Wind Dancer would turn and be broadsided, which was the worst thing that could happen. If a big enough wave came, the ship would capsize. Hold together, my friend, she thought. Together we will do this.
A soaked piece of her red hair, long since freed from the tight braid she always wore in bad weather, slapped her across the face. Growling at the nuisance, Meg shook it free not daring to let go of the wheel even for a second. With her hair flapping around her head, and her face set in a permanent snarl, Meg looked like a madwoman. At that moment, she felt a little crazy. Make that a lot crazy, she thought. A sane woman would have tried for the harbor and risked the odds of sinking near land and rescue. If we go over now, out here alone... She shook her head. No! There is no way to change the past, so I will make this work.
With renewed resolve, Meg put all her focus on the churning sea ahead of her. Her only hope was that the waves appeared to be getting smaller and the wind a little less fierce. Finally, an end to the torment could be in sight. Yet, as she prayed the worst was over, the most enormous wave of the storm rose from the depths in front of her. This will be the true test, she thought, knowing in her soul if they survived this monster, the Wind Dancer would endure the rest.
Meg gathered every bit of strength as she braced for the impact. The helm had to stay steady because if they veered even slightly to the left or the right, it would be a disaster. The lives of everyone on board depended on her at that moment. And Grace, she thought, gritting her teeth while the angry ocean rushed at her ship. In the seconds before impact, Meg prayed for strength to whoever might be listening, and then they were climbing the wave. The Wind Dancer’s bow lifted, causing the ship to tilt sharply, and she hoped everyone was hanging on. In her hands, the wheel fought to turn, and for the briefest moment, she worried the rudder might snap, and then they were at the top. The Wind Dancer slowed, hanging in the balance while Meg felt time stop.
Then, as if making up her mind, the Wind Dancer lived up to her name and sailed over the crest to go down the other side. Howling a cheer of victory against the storm, Meg was confident they would survive.
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A nna and her team waited in the hospital’s foyer for the arrival of another group of injured people. The storm wreaked havoc everywhere it hit, but luckily the worst of the damage so far was a few broken bones. She was thankful so many of the staff had made their way to the hospital to help. After fifteen years working in the medical field, she had never been on a better team.
The entrance doors opened, and everyone moved into action. Wheelchairs helped transport the wounded to the gym for a quick initial assessment. At first glance, Anna appraised the injuries as the people were helped and was happy to see nothing looked life threatening. So far, no deaths had been reported, and Anna would do everything under her power to keep things that way. The rest of the wreckage would have to be assessed once the storm raged past. Looking to see if there was anyone else, she sucked in a breath when a woman was being brought in on a stretcher. The red raincoat was unmistakable, and with Taylor at the head of the stretcher, Anne realized the woman was Jackie.
Rushing forward to help as the team of men and women carried Jackie closer, Anna quickly took in her appearance. Drenched head to toe, Jackie looked pale and clearly not moving. A neck brace stabilized her head, and Anna was thankful someone had thought of that measure. “She’s breathing,” Taylor said, her tone laced with a rare hint of fear. “But I can’t get her to wake up.”
“Follow me to room C,” Anna said turning to lead them down the corridor. Once they were inside, she had them carefully transfer Jackie to the bed in case there was damage to her neck or back before taking her pulse. Happy to feel an even beat, she pulled her penlight from her pocket to shine in one and then the other of Jackie’s eyes. The pupils responded to the light as she hoped. Relieved, she turned to the group who carried her in. “Thank you for braving the storm to help. There’s no need for you to wait, although Taylor, please stay behind and tell me what happened.”
Taylor took in a deep breath, and Anna watched her face calm as it slipped into the more professional demeanor Anna was used to seeing. “When I arrived home to grab a fresh rain jacket and check in with her, I found a branch from the giant oak tree in our yard had fallen on the porch,” she said, and her eyes drifted to Jackie. “She was caught under it. I thought I could move enough of the mess to get her out but then considered what might be wrong with her, so I rounded up help.” She swallowed. “It was rough to leave her even for a second though.”
“You did the right thing,” Anna said. “And she’s been unconscious the whole time?”
Looking at her, Taylor nodded. “Yes.”
“For now, that may be for the best,” Anna said. “We will get an IV started and check for broken bones as best we can, but until she wakes up, there’s not much we can do with the small amount of electricity we have available.” Watching Taylor’s face, she saw in her eyes the knowledge of all the possible injuries they might not know about until it was too late. Or even if they could help her at all. Anna moved closer to her friend and put a hand on Taylor’s shoulder. “We will do everything we can, you know that.”
“I know,” Taylor said. “Thank you, Anna. It’s comforting to have you here.”
Anna smiled. “Will you stay?”
Not even a moment of uncertainty crossed Taylor’s face. “Yes,” she said. “The storm was dying down when we were coming in and my deputies know where to find me if they need direction.” She paused and took in a deep breath before continuing. “Anna, I love her more than anything else in my life, and I will be here every second until she wakes up.”

AS THEY ARRIVED at the end of the driveway leading to Lexi and Anna’s farmhouse, Sam continued to be impressed by how Charlie took the pain of her injury. If her wrist was indeed broken or even severely strained, it had to hurt a lot. Yet, the woman didn’t complain even once after scrambling from under the tree. Even when Sam helped hoist her into the saddle of her horse named Eliza, the woman made no comment about her discomfort. She simply gathered the reins in her good hand and told Sam to lead on.
Nearing the house, Sam was relieved to notice the storm was blowing itself out. The wind had died down significantly, and the torrential rain was only a mild shower. The sound of Lexi’s dogs barking from the porch greeted them, followed by the front door opening to reveal Lexi herself. “Hey,” she called descending the steps. “No offense, but I was hoping you were Anna.”
Sam raised her eyebrows. “She’s not here? Is she okay?”
“I hope so,” Lexi replied. “But with this storm, I’m nervous. It’s most likely she stayed at the hospital to help the team handle people coming in. But still…”
Sam nodded. “I understand. I’m eager to get home to Laura and the kids,” she said. “But I wanted to bring someone by who I met on the road.”
Charlie lifted her injured arm. “Pretty sure I broke my wrist,” she said. “Swollen to twice its size.”
“Ouch,” Lexi said with a grimace. “Well, come inside and get warm at least. No sense standing here in the rain.” She looked at Sam. “Do you want to stop for a minute and dry off too? Have a cup of hot tea to warm up? Or soup? Alice is up and has some on the stove.”
Sam hesitated. The thought of getting out of the wind and rain for a little tempted her. Not only was she chilled to the bone, but she was also exhausted from traveling nonstop. Lester would be as well. Something hot to drink sounded like what she needed to finish the few hours it would take to get home. “I can’t stay long,” Sam finally answered, starting to dismount. “But Lester and I both could use a short break. It’s been a long ride.”
Seeing Charlie start to climb from her horse, Sam rushed over to help. “Thanks,” the older woman said before giving her horse a pat on the shoulder. “I don’t mean to ask too much, but is there anywhere Eliza could stand out of the rain?”
Lexi stepped forward and held out her hand for the reins. “I’ll put her and Lester in a couple of the stalls in the barn,” she said. “You and Sam go inside and get warm.”
“I appreciate that,” Sam said, and she led the way into the house. As soon as they were inside, she heard Alice call from the kitchen.
“Is it Anna?” she asked as Sam and Charlie stepped into the warmth of the room. Alice raised her eyebrows when she saw them. “Oh, hi Sam. I thought you were Lexi. What are you doing out in this?” Her eyes shifted to the stranger standing in the kitchen. “And I see you’ve brought a friend.”
Sam opened her mouth to explain everything, but Charlie beat her to it. “Sorry to be a nuisance,” the woman said with a smile. “But I appreciate everyone’s hospitality.”
Sam noticed Alice pause as the two women held each other’s eyes. Well, this is interesting, Sam thought, watching the interaction.
After a pause, she cleared her throat, trying not to grin but wondering how long Alice and Charlie would stand there staring at each other if she didn’t intervene. “Lexi mentioned something about hot tea on the stove?” she asked, and Alice blushed as she snapped back into action.
“Oh, my goodness,” she said. “Of course. So much for the hospitality. Please have a seat, and I’ll pour you some. Or would you rather have hot chicken soup? It’s ready.”
“Soup would be great,” Sam answered, moving to take a stool at the island. Charlie followed, but as she sat, she bumped her arm on the butcher block. All she did was suck in a quick breath and close her eyes, but it was enough for Alice to notice.
“You’re hurt?” she asked with alarm in her voice.
Charlie, looking a little pale, nodded. “Just my wrist, ma’am,” she said. “I’ll be fine until I can have someone look at it.”
Alice didn’t look convinced but went back to pouring the bowls of soup. “If you say so,” she said. “And please, call me Alice.” She turned to the table to set the hot food in front of them before going back for spoons.
“In that case, please call me Charlie,” Sam’s new friend said, and Alice dropped one of the spoons.
She quickly recovered but not before Sam caught the surprise in her eyes. “I knew a Charlie once,” she said, reaching for a new spoon from the drawer.
“I hope you liked him,” Charlie said, and Alice smiled as she set the spoons on the island.
“I loved her, actually,” Alice corrected. “I was her wife for over forty years.”

AS THE FLOOR shifted and rocked under her, Cyd opened her eyes to stare at soft gray clouds. With a blink, she remembered where she was and for a moment couldn’t believe she was alive. Not only that, but Naomi lay wrapped in her arms and peacefully nestled against her side. Holding her breath, Cyd waited to feel Naomi breathe, and when the woman let out a slow sigh, relief washed over Cyd. They were both okay. Well, she thought as she assessed the situation. Sort of okay. The last thing she remembered was rejoicing when the rain finally stopped. Between that and seawater occasionally splashing into the raft, they had bailed with their hands until their arms ached. Every second, Cyd felt terrified a big wave would come and flip them over. But one didn’t and now, here we are… somewhere.
Not wanting to wake Naomi but needing to sit and check out their surroundings, Cyd tried to wiggle her arm free from under the woman’s neck. Pins and needles shooting up it as soon as she moved didn’t help. Then, when she thought she was free, Naomi moaned and opened her eyes. “Sorry,” Cyd said. “I was trying to let you sleep.”
“It’s okay,” Naomi said. “Is the storm over?”
Cyd finished sitting up and looked around. The weather was improving. Barely any wind, no rain, and the sky less menacing. “I think so,” she answered, continuing to scan the horizon.
Naomi pushed herself upright. “Please tell me you see land,” she said, starting to turn left and right to look too.
Cyd puffed out a frustrated breath. There was nothing around them but water. “No, I don’t see anything,” she said as panic threatened to squeeze her chest. “We could be anywhere.” Neither said anything for a few minutes. Talking about how dire the situation was didn’t feel necessary. Finally, Cyd slid on her knees to the end of the raft where the case of water she threw on board at the last minute rested. Working a bottle free, she held it toward Naomi. “Let’s have some water. I want to get the taste of salt out of my mouth.”
Naomi moved closer to take the bottle. “Should we save it?” she asked before opening the top. “I mean, I’m thirsty, but…”
Cyd understood what she wasn’t saying. Once that water ran out, they would be totally screwed if they didn’t drift ashore somewhere. “We can sip some of it for now,” she said. “Make that bottle last all day.”
“Okay,” Naomi said, twisting the cap while Cyd looked around the end of the raft. Behind the water was a small waterproof pouch attached to the side of the raft.
“Hey, I found something,” she said, reaching for the zipper clasp holding the thing in place. Once it was free, she sat back with the mysterious object in her lap.
Naomi slipped closer until their sides touched, and she could see what Cyd had found. “Well, open it,” she said, and Cyd unfurled the top until she could peek in. Naomi leaned in with her. “What is that?”
As Cyd pulled the thing out, she wasn’t entirely sure it would help their situation, but she was willing to try anything. “It’s a flare gun,” she said. “With two flares.”
Naomi’s face lit up. “We should shoot one,” she said. “Let someone know where we are.”
Cyd furrowed her brow, liking Naomi’s optimism but thinking she was a little crazy too. “Like whom?” she asked. “Not to be super negative, but I don’t think search and rescue are operating nowadays.”
Naomi shook her head. “I’m not going to let myself think that way,” she said, and Cyd caught the determined look in her eye. “We’ve survived this long.”
She has a point I guess, Cyd thought. If she were to lay odds on still being alive after the sailboat sank, she would have lost money. “Okay, let’s shoot one now and save the other until it gets dark.” When Naomi nodded, Cyd worked the plastic safety ring free from the trigger guard and then pointed the gun into the air. “Ready?”
Naomi clasped her hands together. “Yes,” she said, and Cyd shot the flare into the sky while hoping against hope someone would see the distress signal and be able to help them. What they needed was a miracle.
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When the ship no longer rocked, and the sound of rain pounding against the window stopped, Grace couldn’t wait to leave the cabin. Clearly, the Wind Dancer survived the storm, but she had to know where it left them. And if Meg is all right, she thought. The woman hadn’t returned to the cabin since their confessions on the bed. Not that she worried Meg didn’t mean it, even though the reality they might not survive the night had likely played into what they both said, the magic was genuine. A part of her wished they could go back to bed and talk about everything between them, but it was not the time or place. But that day will come. For the first time, Grace truly welcomed it.
Emerging onto the deck, she let out a breath of relief she hadn’t even known she was holding. Meg stood at the helm with her first mate beside her. Watching Meg shake her head, she got the sense the two of them were not agreeing on something, but the remaining gusts of wind carried the words away. Not until she moved closer did she overhear Jimmy talking about the state of the ship’s rigging. “And the foresail is shot,” he said. “If another storm blows in before we get back to Astoria, we will be in serious trouble.”
“Another storm like that one isn’t coming anytime soon,” Meg countered. “It was a beast. The worst I have ever sailed through since I first stepped onto a ship.”
As Grace joined them, Jimmy ran a hand over his face. She noted the man looked exhausted, but a glance at Meg told her the ship’s captain was no better. If anything, she looked worse. Fighting the weather for hours took its toll on more than simply the ship. “Good morning,” Grace said, and the other two turned to her with a look of surprise. They were so tired neither noticed her approach. She took that as a bad sign. “May I ask what the point of contention is?”
In response, Meg’s face softened as their eyes met. The connection between them was still there, strong as ever, and again Grace wished they could somehow hide away to explore how they felt. A flicker of emotion in Meg’s eyes said the same thing, but then Meg was back to all business. “Jimmy wants to turn around and go back to Astoria,” she said. “Due to the damage to the Wind Dancer.
Grace frowned. Hearing the ship was damaged definitely sounded like bad news. “I see,” she said. “But the crew and others on board? Is everyone okay?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Jimmy answered. “Some serious cases of seasickness, but that will pass.” The man glanced at Meg before continuing. “And she’s right. I do want to go back to Astoria straight away.”
Meg sighed. “He has good reasons,” she admitted. “But we can still make it to San Francisco and see if it is the pirate’s hideaway.” Grace suddenly understood the problem. Meg was as driven as she was to find the outlaws and bring them to justice. Still, if the ship is damaged… she thought, not sure what side to take. Her head said one thing, but her heart said another. Pursing her lips, she noticed Meg and Jimmy were both staring at her as if her next statement would decide the course they took. Finally, after another moment, she had her answer. Military training prevailed.
She would do what was best for the safety of the crew and passengers. “You are the ship’s captain, so the final decision is yours, but I agree with Jimmy,” she said. “We can come back now that we have a good idea where the pirates stop.”
Grace watched Meg tighten her jaw, frustration on her face. “They might change locations,” she said. “We will lose our advantage.”
“It is a risk we will have to take,” Grace replied, ready to say more to explain her point when something bright flashed against the gray sky. “What is that?”
Meg and Jimmy both turned to follow her gaze. “A flare,” Meg said without hesitation. “Someone’s in distress.”
“That trumps everything,” Jimmy said. “I’ll get the spyglass and see what’s out there.”
Grace stepped back as Meg turned the ship’s wheel to bring the Wind Dancer around. “Let’s go find them,” Meg said. The other conversation was temporarily forgotten. There was someone to save.

TAYLOR HEARD THE DOOR OPENING, followed by light footsteps, and she opened her eyes. Anna stood at the bedside, checking Jackie’s pulse before giving the unconscious woman a loving rub on the shoulder. “We’re here for you, Jackie,” she said. “You are safe, so wake up when you are ready.”
The tenderness in the words made Taylor’s throat tighten, but she swallowed hard to force the emotions away. “So far she hasn’t moved,” Taylor said. “But I watch her chest rising and falling.”
Anna gave her a gentle smile. “You are doing the right thing,” she said. “But I know you’re tired. I’ll ask one of the orderlies to bring you a blanket.”
Taylor hated to admit Anna was right, but her body did feel stiff, and her eyes burned. But I’ve been much more tired than this on a mission, she thought. And Jackie is far more important. “I’ll be all right,” she said. “But thank you.”
“I’ll still send in a blanket,” Anna said. “These rooms get cold, and you’ll want to be comfortable.” Taylor knew better than to argue when Anna set her mind on something, so she kept quiet. “I’m going home,” Anna continued. “Things are stable here and I need to tell Lexi.”
Taylor hadn’t even thought about Lexi. Of course, she would want to come to be with her sister. “Right,” Taylor said. “If you want to take one of the vehicles, I will authorize it.”
“Thank you,” Anna replied. “But Mitch Anderson has offered me a ride home in his wagon. He brought his wife in earlier, but she’s okay to leave, and it’s not much out of the way for them.”
Taylor nodded. “Good. And get some rest. You look worn out too.”
“I will,” Anna said. “But I’ll be back in a few hours. Are you sure you don’t need anything before I leave?”
“No, nothing,” Taylor answered. “And I know I’ve already said it, but I can’t thank you enough, Anna. For everything.”
Before Taylor realized what was happening, Anna wrapped her arms around Taylor’s shoulders. “I should be the one thanking you for everything,” she said. “We wouldn’t all be here if not for you.” Then, Anna slipped away and walked to the door. “Lexi will be here soon to help watch over Jackie too. Then you can take turns and get some rest.”
“Okay. Take care,” Taylor said as Anna left, leaving her alone with Jackie. Leaning back in the chair, Taylor thought about Lexi coming, and the memory of when they first met came to mind. It was in the back of the limousine taking them all to Jackie’s fortieth birthday party at the top of the Space Needle. Ironically, it was the same day the world lost all power. And she hadn’t liked me much in those first few minutes, she thought with a small smile as she recalled the expression on Lexi’s face. It hadn’t helped that Jackie never dated a woman before, and she didn’t give Lexi any warning. Luckily, with Anna helping calm the situation, the tension between them was clearing when a text alert warned of a solar event.
Now Lexi and Anna are my closest friends, she thought, remembering all the four had been through since that day. Anna might thank me for all that I did, but if it weren’t for them, I wouldn’t be here either. She let her eyes wander to Jackie’s pale face. And I wouldn’t have Jackie.

LETTING the sway of the raft lull her half asleep while her thoughts drifted, Naomi felt thankful she was never prone to seasickness. Or this would be an even worse hell on earth. She let her eyes skim the gray ocean all around them. I wonder if I’ll go crazy looking at all this water. There wasn’t anything to break up the monotony of it. Even the waves had smoothed out in the last few hours. She’d be happy to see a fish or a bird. Or a shark? Naomi blinked at the idea, not liking the vision it drew up in her head. “Cyd?” she asked. “You don’t think a shark would attack us, do you?”
The woman’s eyes popped open, and she sat up to look around. “Why? Did you see one?”
Naomi put her hand on Cyd’s arm. “No,” she answered. “Nothing like that. I was sitting here thinking. That’s all.”
Cyd relaxed back against the side of the raft. “Why would you even think that?” she asked. “I mean if we stay in the boat…”
“You’re right,” Naomi said. “I didn’t mean to freak you out.” She sighed. “I honestly didn’t mean to do any of this to you.”
Shifting to get more comfortable, Cyd sighed too. “I know. And you don’t have to keep saying it,” she said. “This was nothing but horrible timing.”
In response, Naomi rested her head against Cyd’s shoulder. She loved that Cyd never blamed her for any of the mess they were in. “If I have to be stuck on a raft in the middle of the ocean, I’m glad it’s with you,” she said and didn’t resist when Cyd reached for her hand to lace their fingers together.
“Me too,” Cyd said. “You’re pretty incredible.”
Naomi lifted her head to look at Cyd’s face. “You think so?” she asked. “I can’t even ride a bike.”
With a chuckle, Cyd nodded. “Yes, I do. You were catching on pretty quick,” she said. “And I imagine, if we had more time, you could have figured out how to sail that boat.” The woman paused as if ready to say something else but hesitated.
“What?” Naomi asked and watched Cyd blush.
“Nothing,” Cyd said, turning to look back in the direction of the ocean.
Naomi sat up straighter. “That’s not fair,” she said. “You can’t leave it like that.” With a shrug, Cyd mumbled something that Naomi couldn’t quite hear. “What did you say?”
Finally, Cyd looked at her. “I said, plus you’re super sexy.”
Naomi felt a tingle all over at her words, and she suddenly had an idea for an excellent way to pass the time. “Let’s have sex,” she announced and watched Cyd’s jaw drop open.
“What?”
Naomi smiled as she took her t-shirt by the hem and pulled it over her head. “You heard me,” she said. “We might end up floating around out here forever, so I think we should make the most of it.” When Cyd continued to stare at her, Naomi reached for the buttons on Cyd’s shirt and started to undress her. “This is no time to be shy.”
“Wait,” Cyd said, grabbing her hands to stop them.
Naomi frowned, not sure how she mixed up the signals she was sure Cyd had been sending. After all, the woman said Naomi was sexy. “Okay,” she said. “Am I going too fast?”
Cyd shook her head as she sat higher in the raft. “No, that’s not it,” she said as she pointed. “I think I see a ship.”
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A s Sam hammered the large, metal staple into the newly placed fencepost, she whistled a little tune under her breath. It felt good to be back home and relieved there was minor damage from the storm. Only part of the chicken coop’s roof and one of the sides of the pen needed repairing. Of course, the chickens had run off once there was nothing to stop them, but they wouldn’t go far. Unlike the goats, that would end up who knew where and be more likely to draw a predator to the area. The last thing Sam wanted to run across was a hungry black bear, roused from its winter sleep by the storm.
Finishing her task with the fence, Sam was about to fetch the ladder and add shingles to the chicken coop when she heard Laura yell with a laugh in her voice, “I’ll coax her back your way, so be ready.” Stopping, Sam turned to look. Near the outer fence of their property, Laura and the children were dodging left and right to try and catch the loose chickens. She smiled, taking in the mayhem. Laura did as she promised, and one of the hens turned around to race the other direction when she made a move for it. Henry stood ready, his legs wide and his hands outstretched. He looks like a baseball catcher prepared to catch a fastball, she thought as the events unfolded. The Rhode Island Red picked up speed, and when she reached Henry, darted between his legs but not before Henry grabbed her by the wings. The momentum threw the boy off balance, and in a second, he was flat on his backside in the mud but still holding the chicken to his chest. No one did anything for a moment until Heather covered her mouth with her hand and giggled.
Eyebrows shooting up, Sam could hardly believe what she heard. The timid girl was actually laughing, causing Shawna to start giggling too. Only Laura stayed silent, because she didn’t know how Henry would react. Sam wondered too, until Henry started to chuckle, then break out into a full-out laugh. After a second, all three children were chuckling and even Sam, as she walked toward the group to help. “Well, at least I held on to her,” Henry said, grinning in a way Sam wasn’t sure she’d seen before.
“That you did,” Sam said as she reached his side. “Let me take her.” Henry held the chicken out to let Sam use one hand to take the hen by the feet to hang her upside down. The animal would be easier to handle that way and less likely to get hurt. “I’ll go put her in the pen now that the fence is back in place. Here take my hand, and I’ll pull you up.” After a second, Henry was on his feet, trying to wipe off some of the mud caked on the seat of his jeans.
Drawing closer, Heather shook her head, a smile still on her face. “You might as well leave it, Henry,” she said. “There are a lot more chickens out here.”
Henry shook his head, a bit of the seriousness back in his tone, but not all of it. “I don’t plan to fall down again,” he said, and Heather giggled.
“We’ll see,” she said, and Sam heard the boy actually chuckle again. Looking over to where Laura stood by the fence, their eyes met, and Sam saw a hint of tears in them. She felt it too. They were witnessing a special moment. Somehow Heather drew more playfulness out of Henry, and to Sam, it was nothing short of a miracle.

AFTER HOMING in on the second flare, the Wind Dancer drew close to the yellow raft. Standing at the rail with Grace beside her, Meg watched everything with itchy, burning eyes. Fatigue was taking over, and she relished the idea of sleeping after they finished the rescue. Jimmy was back from his short nap and took over the helm. She could have gone to her cabin then but wanted to see who was drifting on a life raft in the middle of nowhere.
One of her crew threw a rope at the people in the raft. The shorter of the two caught it and pulled hand over hand to bring the raft closer. Meg couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman, but the stranger looked worse for wear. The other castaway was easier to guess with longer hair and more curves. What was most important to Meg was that they did not look like pirates. For a moment after seeing the flare, Meg wondered if the signal was to lure them into a trap. By maritime law, which Meg still followed even though the world had changed and military law ruled the land, the Wind Dancer had to respond to a distress signal. Luckily, it wasn’t long before one of her crew used the spyglass to spot the yellow raft bobbing helplessly in the waves.
“I’m sure glad to see you,” the woman in the raft said with a big smile on her face.
The second person nodded, smiling too. “I would have bet a million bucks no one would see that first flare.”
“Where are you from?” Meg asked as the raft bumped the side of her ship.
The woman answered. “San Francisco. But we were sailing for a while before the storm sank our boat. I’m not sure where we are now.”
Meg’s tired eyes perked up at the mention of San Francisco. She would be happy to get any intel on the city before they sailed into it. “Help them aboard,” she said to her crew. “And find them something to eat and drink.” Rubbing her eyes, she turned away from the rail. “I’m going to go have a couple of hours sleep.”
Grace turned with her. “I’ll walk to the cabin with you,” she said. “You look so tired you might get lost.”
Reaching to put a hand on Grace’s shoulder, Meg felt a sense of warmth even through the fabric. She might have been tired, but that didn’t mean she had forgotten what they said the night before. There was a lot to talk about and explore, but she couldn’t at that moment. Her mind was fuzzy, and her mouth felt like sandpaper. “Thank you,” was all she said as they moved across the deck.
Once they were past the cabin door, Grace helped her to the bed, where Meg gratefully flopped down. The mattress and blankets felt like heaven under her. “Do you want to get under the covers?” Grace asked. “You still look cold from last night.”
“I don’t know if I can move,” Meg said, her eyes closing. All she wanted was to sleep. The bed settled a little, and she realized Grace was sitting on the edge beside her.
A gentle hand caressed her face, and instinctively, Meg turned to kiss the palm. “Nothing has changed from what I said,” Grace murmured. “I’ve been foolish for too long.” Meg sighed, letting the words soothe her. That was what she had wanted to hear for a long time. “Right now, you need to sleep.” The bed moved again, and Grace’s presence moved further away. “I’ll find you a blanket and take care of things while you rest.”
Meg sighed. Everything sounded perfect. “I love you,” she mumbled as sleep took her. The last words she heard were, I love you too in return.

ANNA MOVED into the living room with a quiet step, not sure if their guest, Charlie, was awake. Peeking at the couch, she saw Charlie’s eyes open with a blink, and the woman smiled. “Hi, Anna,” she said. “Don’t worry, I was only resting my eyes.”
Anna smiled in return. Charlie’s playful spirit, despite her injury, was refreshing. The long hours at the hospital helping people injured in the storm had worn her out. Not that anyone was obnoxious, but few were smiling through the pain like Charlie. And that injury must be painful, she thought. The splint she set the wrist in helped keep it immobile until the swelling went down enough to better examine if it was a break. With a bit of luck, the injury would only be a sprain. Not that a severe sprain to any body part was a good thing, but without any means to do x-rays, setting broken bones was next to impossible. “I wanted to check on you and your wrist one more time before I head to bed,” Anna said, coming closer. “What is your pain level?” Charlie pursed her lips and looked at the ceiling while Anna felt the temperature of all her patient’s fingers. All were warm, so circulation was good.
“Maybe a six?” Charlie answered as she used her good hand to pet the pair of sleeping kittens in her lap. “I think the pills you gave me helped a lot.”
“Good,” Anna said, appraising the ties of the splint to make sure nothing looked too tight. “Do you think you can sleep propped up here on the couch? There’s another bedroom upstairs, and I could situate pillows to keep the arm elevated.”
Charlie shook her head. “I’m fine right here,” she said. “I don’t want to be any more trouble.”
“You’re no trouble,” Anna replied. “I’m glad you got here safely.” Satisfied, Anna straightened. “If it gets much worse, please call out. I’m in the other room. And I’m a light sleeper.”
“Should I sleep down here?” Anna heard Alice ask, noticing the woman had crept into the room to join them. “I mean, I can sleep fine in the easy chair.” Anna was about to say that wouldn’t be necessary until she noticed Alice’s eyes on Charlie. There was a tender expression she never saw before. Not that Alice wasn’t loving and amazingly kind, but that look was something different.
Shrugging a shoulder, Anna glanced back at Charlie. “Well,” she said, still appraising the situation. “I don’t think it would be a bad idea, just in case. How do you feel about it, Charlie?”
“I think that would be really nice,” she replied as her eyes drifted past Anna to connect with Alice’s. It was Anna’s turn to look at Alice, only to see a faint blush on the older woman’s cheeks. A smile played on Anna’s lips, but she fought to hide it. The obvious attraction between the two women was adorable.
“I’ll go grab some extra pillows and blankets,” Anna said, starting out of the room.
After a pause, Alice blinked as if to refocus on the world around her. “I can do that, Anna,” she said. “You’re exhausted and with Lexi gone into town to stay with Jackie, I know you want to check on Joe.”
The woman was right. That was exactly what Anna wanted to do. “Thank you,” she said. “Have a good night and don’t hesitate to wake me if there is any concern.”
“I’m sure we will be fine,” Charlie said, a smile in her voice. “Sleep well.”
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The first thing Jackie realized was how thirsty she felt, and a drink of water sounded like heaven. Then a dull throb at her right temple brought her mind into even more focus. God, I feel like crap, she thought and wondered if she was suffering from a drastic hangover. She liked to drink wine, but never to the point she felt that bad. Frustrated she couldn’t remember more details, she turned her head away from the throb and tried to open her eyes. It took all her effort to even lift her eyelids a smidge. The dark room, with only a single burning lamp turned down low, seemed odd somehow and not like her bedroom in the house she shared with Taylor. Am I on the couch?
Where the hell am I?
Forcing her raspy throat to swallow, she worked to focus. Her eyes landed on someone sitting in a chair not far from where she was lying, and after a moment, Jackie realized it was Taylor. The lamplight cast across her face, and Jackie saw lines of fatigue and worry on the woman’s handsome features. Still, Jackie’s heart beat a little faster at the sight of her. It always had, even before she realized it was happening. Taylor Barnes. Strong, confident, and ready to handle any situation and yet could be tender and loving when they were alone. Jackie was never quite sure what to do in those moments.
Sometimes, she would open up and accept the feelings Taylor stirred inside her. Not the red-hot sexy ones that made her quiver with anticipation, but deeper and much more powerful ones. There were times she brushed them off because those feelings scared her. As if giving that part of herself completely to anyone would leave her vulnerable. But not with Taylor, she thought, feeling a strange moment of clarity even through the haze of her surroundings. For all her strength, Taylor never once tried to take away Jackie’s power. Instead, she supported her in every imaginable way. And I’ve been acting like a jealous idiot.
“Taylor?” Jackie croaked, needing to take the woman’s hand and pull her closer. At the sound, she watched Taylor react in an instant. Before Jackie could take a breath, the woman was there kneeling at her bedside so they could be face to face.
“Jackie,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. “Jackie, I’m here.”
“I know,” Jackie said as she pushed her hand from under the covers to reach for Taylor, who took it in her two larger ones. They were warm and strong, and nothing could have felt better to Jackie at that moment. “You always are.” She was about to say more, to let Taylor know her revelation, but then Lexi was with them.
“Hey there, Sis,” Lexi said. “Good to hear you awake.”
Jackie blinked, not quite understanding. “Why?” she asked, finally grasping she was not at home. “Where am I?”
“You’re in the hospital,” Taylor answered. “I found you unconscious under a tree limb on our porch.”
Lexi touched Jackie’s shoulder and gave it a loving squeeze. “I always knew you were hardheaded,” she said, trying to sound light, but Jackie heard the relief in it. “Let me go find a nurse.”
“Thank you,” Taylor said, reaching to pull the chair closer. “I’m going to stay right here.”
“Promise?” Jackie asked as her eyes grew heavier.
Taylor leaned in and brushed a kiss across her cheek. “I promise,” she said. “Always.”

EATING the last bite of the slightly stale but still tasty sourdough bread roll smothered in butter, Cyd sighed. It was a long time since she enjoyed bread and butter. There certainly wasn’t anyone in San Francisco baking or raising cows. Major Hamilton explained to Cyd and Naomi the ship was from Astoria, Oregon where a peaceful, collaborative community existed. Considering all Cyd witnessed since she was booted out of prison, Astoria sounded impossible. Still, she looked forward to seeing it for herself. Naomi was incredibly excited, and even hugged the Army major when she heard where the Wind Dancer was from. Apparently, Astoria wasn’t far from Portland, and her wish to see what remained there was becoming a reality.
“Well, that tasted amazing,” she said to Naomi, who sat across from her at a wooden table in the ship’s small galley.
Naomi nodded licking each finger one at a time. “Heaven,” she agreed. “Who has bread anymore?”
“I guess we are about to find out,” Cyd said, washing down the last crumbs with a drink of her lukewarm tea. “Although, I don’t think we are moving anymore.” Cyd had eagerly kept tabs on the ship’s location as the first mate, Jimmy, used the compass to take them directly east. Although he admitted to her there was no way to know where they were along the north and south running coast, at least they would be back near land. Land sounded damn good to Cyd. As much as she appreciated being on the Wind Dancer, putting her feet back on solid ground could not come fast enough.
“Actually, we aren’t currently,” Cyd heard someone say as she came up behind her. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw the red-haired captain of the Wind Dancer. The woman smiled. “But we will be soon enough. Once I know what direction to go.”
Cyd noticed Major Hamilton was with her. Their proximity to each other made Cyd wonder for a fleeting second if there was a connection between them. Or is the captain standing close to catch her if the major stumbles? she wondered. She felt there was more to it than that. Not that the major isn’t gorgeous in her own right. Before she could analyze the dynamic further, the captain slid onto the bench beside her. “I’m Meg,” she said. “Welcome to the Wind Dancer.”
Cyd grinned. “Really, really glad to be here,” she said. “I’m Cyd.” She nodded her head in Naomi’s direction, but Naomi spoke up before she could introduce her.
“Thank you so much for coming to our rescue,” she said. “When Cyd said she saw a ship, I thought it was a hallucination.” She waved her hands at the room. “But here we are. Alive.”
Meg nodded. “Of course,” she said. “I’m glad you had a second flare.” She narrowed her eyes at Naomi. “My first mate, Jimmy, says you look familiar, and I have to agree.” Cyd watched Naomi blush a little, but she flipped her hair off her shoulder and gave them all a million-watt smile. Every bit the movie star the woman was meant to be, charisma radiated off her. Sucking in her breath at the sudden sparkle in her friend’s face, Cyd sat mesmerized.
“I was in a popular movie right before the big solar storm,” Naomi admitted. “I’m Naomi Andrews. And the film was Two Doors Down.”
The Army major stepped closer to the bench seat and rested her crutches against the wall before sitting with them. “I’m afraid that name or movie means nothing to me,” she said. “I rarely went to the theater, but that was certainly unfortunate timing.”
Naomi laughed, and there was nothing but humor in it. If there was ever resentment over the turn of events, the woman had worked her way through them. “I would have to agree,” Naomi said. “And being stuck in San Francisco at the time wasn’t great either. It was a weekend promotional gig.” She reached out and surprised Cyd by taking her hand. “But everything happens for a reason, and if I wasn’t in San Francisco, I would never have been saved by Cyd.”
Meg and the Army major looked at Cyd as if expecting an explanation, but all she could muster was a shrug to go along with her lame explanation. “It was luck I was riding by.”
Naomi squeezed her hand. “You risked your life, and you know it,” she said. “And then being willing to go out on a boat when you can’t swim…”
“You can’t swim?” Meg asked, and Cyd sighed.
“Not really,” she said. “But it seemed like an okay idea at the time.”
At that, she watched Meg glance at the major and then smile. “That takes guts,” the captain said. “And I’m glad you made it. And not only because you seem like good kids, but because I need some information from you. Tell me what’s going on in San Francisco.”

GRACE WATCHED the two women from the raft make eye contact for a moment before the one named Cyd turned back to Meg. “Well, I will tell you it’s a place I don’t recommend going,” she said. “It’s hell there.” The statement only confirmed what Grace already feared. If the harbor was where the pirates went to unload their loot and reload for another run, it was unlikely to be a law-abiding city.
Watching Meg rub her eyes, she realized the woman was still more tired than she was letting on. A few hours’ sleep wasn’t enough, but Meg insisted she was okay. Grace didn’t argue, not only because it would do no good, but because she was curious about San Francisco too. As much as she wanted to ask the castaways for information, she had waited for Meg until she started her questioning. If Naomi was there for a movie promotion, what about Cyd? “What were you doing in San Francisco?” she asked, looking at the young, dark-haired woman with the wolf tattoo on her neck, and again, Cyd and Naomi made eye contact. There was something they didn’t want to say.
Finally, Cyd cleared her throat. “I was in prison,” she said. “And they kicked us all out about a month after the power went out.”
“But she wasn’t there for anything bad,” Naomi jumped in. “She is good at stealing things.”
Naomi sounding so proud made Grace raise an eyebrow. Although, if she gave it much thought, in the state of the world, especially in a horrible place like San Francisco, being a good thief would probably be an asset. “I see,” Grace said. “I’m sure that was a frightening time for you, and you had to do whatever you could to survive.”
Cyd’s shoulders lowered as she visibly relaxed. “Yeah,” she said. “I’m not kidding. You don’t want to go there. Nothing but gangs fighting for control of the city.”
“But what about the waterfront?” Meg asked. “Did you see any ships flying a black flag with white skull and crossbones on it?”
Grace watched Cyd’s eyes widen. “Oh yeah,” she said. “That one is the worst of all. Captain Poissoit. King of the pirates.” Grace felt her pulse quicken at the revelation. Finally, they were able to confirm the identity of the enemy.
Sitting beside her on the bench, Meg slowly nodded. “Captain Poissoit,” Meg repeated. “Yes, he is who we want.”
Cyd shook her head. “No, you don’t,” she said. “Not unless you have a lot more firepower on this ship than I have seen so far.”
“She’s right,” Grace said, hating to have to dash Meg’s hopes. As much as she wanted to apprehend the outlaws, sailing into San Francisco harbor unprepared would be suicide. “We need to sail north and regroup at Astoria.” Grace watched Meg’s jaw tighten as she turned to meet her eye.
The desire to keep going was evident in the depths of the green Grace saw there, but then the Wind Dancer’s captain blew out a long breath. “I’ll go tell Jimmy to turn us north and make haste to get home.”
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J ackie sat on the edge of the hospital bed. Wearing black leggings, a baggy sweatshirt, and no make-up, she looked softer and more vulnerable, but standing beside her, Taylor had to hide a smile, because Jackie certainly didn’t sound like it. As Anna assessed the cut at the hairline of Jackie’s forehead, Jackie flinched and let out a hiss. “I think it will heal faster if you stop poking it like that,” Jackie said, and Taylor watched the infinitely tolerant Anna smile.
“It’s looking excellent,” Anna said, taking her hands away and patting Jackie’s shoulder. “And no more dizziness or blurry vision?”
“None,” Jackie answered. “I feel fine and if you make me stay here another minute, I will go crazy.” Taylor understood her frustration. The last two days had been long while Anna continued to insist Jackie stay under medical supervision. When Jackie’s head injury appeared more serious than initially thought, causing double vision and nausea, the decision was made to stay in the hospital until things improved. Jackie tried to talk Anna out of it, but Taylor helped outvote the woman she loved. Risking Jackie going into a seizure when there was no one around to help them wasn’t something Taylor would even consider.
“Well, we don’t want that,” Anna said, still smiling. “But you need to stay home and rest at least a few more days. No going in to work or letting yourself get worked up.”
Jackie held up her hand as if taking a pledge. “I promise to behave,” she said, and Anna laughed as she looked at Taylor.
“Then I’ll pass her off to your care, Taylor,” she said, gathering up her things to move on to the next patient. “Good luck.”
Taylor put an arm around Jackie’s shoulders as she smiled at Anna. “Thanks,” she said. “I might need it.”
“Ha-ha, you two,” Jackie said. “I can follow instructions. Just take me home.”
After giving Jackie a peck on the temple, Taylor followed Anna to the door. It would feel good to have Jackie home, and some of the constant tension from the last two days dissipated. “The horse and buggy are tied up around the side of the building,” she said. “Let me bring them to the front door. I’ll be right back.”
“Thank you, please hurry,” Jackie said, and Taylor could hear the relief in her words. She understood. Leaving the hospital signified things were going to be all right.
As Taylor stepped into the hallway and closed the door, Anna paused in front of her. “I’m very serious about Jackie taking it easy,” she said. “She needs to stay in bed or on the couch for a couple more days and rest. I worry she might still have dizzy spells and be at risk of falling.”
Taylor nodded. “I’ll make sure,” she said and was about to thank Anna for all her help when movement down the hall caught her eye. Looking, she was surprised to see Rosella Cane walking toward them. “Hello, Rosella. Is something wrong?”
The beautiful woman, dressed in a colorful, flowing skirt and a white, long-sleeved blouse with wrists adorned with gold bangles, smiled in response. “Nothing is wrong, Chief,” she answered. “We are all quite well. But I wanted to find you for a moment.” Taylor, with Anna still beside her, waited while the leader of the Travellers came closer. Taylor had not found time over the last two days to personally visit the park to check on the caravan’s condition. Spending every moment she could at Jackie’s bedside, she had left the duty of keeping the town running smoothly to her deputies. They regularly checked in, and she felt up to date for the most part. Still, as much as she cared for everyone in Astoria, Jackie was her priority. Thankfully, she would have Jackie home safe again and could finally find out for herself how the town had fared during the storm.
“It’s good to see you again,” Anna said as Rosella stopped to stand with them.
Rosella smiled. “Thank you,” she said, putting a hand on Anna’s forearm. “And thank you for your help with Tobin.” Then, she turned her attention to Taylor. “And thank you for all your help and hospitality here in Astoria. But we have decided to move on in the morning.”
Taylor frowned. “I hope no one did anything to upset you or your group,” she said, and Rosella waved her off.
“Not at all,” she said. “But we’ve repaired our damaged wagon and are now ready to travel north. To see if the rumors about Canada are true.”
“I see,” Taylor said with a nod. “Well, best of luck to you all.”
“I appreciate that,” she said. “But before I go, I wanted to have a word with Jackie. Your deputy said you both were here. Is that all right?”
Anna motioned toward the classroom across the hall. “She’s waiting in there,” she said. “But I don’t want her to become upset.”
Rosella nodded. “Of course,” she said. “I won’t upset her. But I have a final gift of thanks to give her before we leave.”

JACKIE LOOKED out the window while she waited for Taylor. She was so ready to go home. If Anna said she would keep me tonight, I might have genuinely tried to make a break for it, she thought. Staying in bed for days was not her style. Jackie was a woman of action and headache or no headache, she would not be stuck in bed at home for long. Whenever a deputy would come in to confer with Taylor, Jackie listened closely. Astoria had fared well in the storm with only minor injuries, her head injury being the most frightening, and not much property damage. The only frustrating part was the new school’s roof lost half of its shingles, and some school supplies were water damaged. Still, it would open on time next month.
A faint tap on the door made her furrow her brow, which pulled on her cut, and she winced. “Come in,” she said, expecting to see Taylor or maybe Anna or even Lexi, but instead, it was Rosella Cane. “Oh. You.”
“Hello, Jackie,” the woman said. “May I come in?”
Tilting her head, Jackie looked at the Traveller with curiosity. Why would this woman want to come to see me? she wondered. Maybe over the boy? For a moment, she worried something may have happened with Tobin. “Come in,” she finally answered. “But Taylor will be back for me in a minute.”
Stepping closer to the bed, Rosella pulled something square and flat from the satchel she wore draped across her body. “This won’t take long,” she said, holding the object toward Jackie. “I thought you should have this.”
Frowning, Jackie studied the gift until it dawned on her Rosella held out a tarot card. It was face down, and Jackie couldn’t read what it said. “What is this?” she asked, meeting Rosella’s eyes. “I don’t understand.”
Rosella smiled, and it was filled with an understanding that caught Jackie a little off guard. “I think you do,” she said, giving the card a slight waver. “Regardless, it is yours. The third card in your reading. Your future.”
Feeling her throat tighten a little at what Rosella was explaining, Jackie wasn’t sure if she wanted the gift. Do I want to know my future? she asked herself. As if reading her mind, Rosella turned the card over to display the image on the front. A woman on a throne. “What is this?” she asked, unable to take her eyes off the card. “A queen?”
“The Empress,” Rosella said. “A card that represents femininity…” She paused, and Jackie lifted an eyebrow.
“And?” she asked, and Rosella shrugged. “Motherhood.”
Jackie laughed. “Well, then that’s the wrong card,” she said. “But thanks for dropping by.”

SINKING into the warm bedcovers beside Grace, Meg let out a long sigh. Even though nights had passed since she battled the great storm at the helm of her ship, she was only just feeling like herself again. Eyes closed, she relaxed into the pillow, only to feel Grace’s smooth fingertips brush across her cheek. Letting a smile play across her mouth, she relished the feeling of her touch. They were yet to have a serious talk about their feelings, but the valley of misunderstanding between them was gone. The last few nights, Meg was content to hold Grace in her arms, bodies cuddled together, and dream beautiful dreams.
They would be home sometime tomorrow by her estimates based on the map and strength of the wind since they turned north. It would feel good to be back. Even though they could not complete their mission to capture the pirate ship, they knew its location. After a night or two in port, restocking, and bringing on more soldiers with weapons, Meg would go back down the coast and finish the job. More conversations with Cyd had proved to be very informational. She was a valuable resource, and Meg hoped they could convince her to come with them on the return trip to San Francisco. That could all wait to think about later, as Grace’s fingertips traced along her jawline to her mouth. “Sleepy?” Grace asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
Something in the woman’s tone made Meg’s heartrate jump, and she opened her eyes to look into Grace’s face beside her on the pillow. “Suddenly, no,” Meg answered. “Not at all.”
In answer, Grace moved closer until Meg felt the heat of her breath on her lips. “Good,” Grace said, a slight tremble of what Meg guessed was uncertainty in her voice. “Because I think we’ve waited long enough.”
Meg swallowed hard. “Grace,” she said. “Are you sure—” Before she could finish, Grace kissed her. It was tentative and slow at first, but when Meg reached to take Grace’s face in her hands, the kiss grew hotter. Letting all hesitation go, Meg returned the kiss with all the passion pent up inside her over the last few months. Pushing past Grace’s parted lips, Meg conquered her mouth with her tongue, making the woman gasp. Clearly encouraged, Grace’s hands slipped under the hem of Meg’s t-shirt and the heat of her touch made Meg squirm. As her hands moved higher, suddenly brushing over Meg’s hard nipples, she thought she might go crazy. Breaking the kiss, Meg buried her face in Grace’s neck, letting her lips slide over the thrum of Grace’s racing pulse. “You’re making me crazy.”
“You’ve made me crazy for months,” Grace answered. “I was so afraid…” Meg silenced her with a kiss. Carefully she pushed the woman onto her back and moved on top of her. For a moment, she hesitated and was about to ask if she was hurting Grace’s hip when Grace nipped Meg’s bottom lip. “Stop thinking and make love to me.”
Feeling as if her body was bursting into flames, Meg did not waste another minute. “There is nothing I want more,” she said, and suddenly, their hands were everywhere. Clothes were pulled off, and with a pulse of excitement pounding between her legs, Meg lowered her head to take one of Grace’s tight nipples in her mouth. In response, Grace arched her back to press against her. With a growl, Meg answered by sucking harder at the same time pushing forward to rub her tight abs across the wetness between Grace’s legs.
“Oh, God,” Grace cried out as Meg continued to rock her body gently back and forth. Grace’s breath grew hoarser with every pulse until she could only moan.
Still, it wasn’t enough for Meg, and she let her mouth trace a path down Grace’s naked body. “I want to taste you,” she said and felt Grace begin to shiver with excitement. At last, after so many long, sleepless nights of holding Grace while she healed, always wanting her, Meg let her tongue slide over Grace.
In response, Grace wrapped her hands in Meg’s long hair. “Please don’t stop,” she whimpered, and Meg didn’t. Wanting to start slow but unable to hold back, Meg ran her tongue around Grace’s swollen clit. “Oh, God, I’m so close.” Nothing would stop Meg at that moment, and when she sucked Grace’s clit into her mouth, the woman she had wanted for so long lost all self-control. Meg could feel the pulse of Grace’s climax against her mouth and knew there would be no going back.
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With a thick wool blanket over her lap, Anna enjoyed the clear but chilly morning air as she rode on the wagon seat beside Lexi. Getting a lift into work was a rare treat and a welcome respite from riding her bike. Knowing Lexi timed her trip into town for that reason, Anna slid a little closer to her wife to peck her on the cheek. Lexi lifted her eyebrows. “Well, what was that for?” she asked. “Not that I mind.”
“A thank you for this,” she said. “I know you waited to go trade for more horse feed this morning so you could take me to town.”
Lexi smiled. “Of course, I did,” she said. “We had enough to get by a couple of days while you stayed home, even with feeding Charlie’s horse.”
At the mention of Charlie’s name, Anna tilted her head and thought about the woman. She was an excellent patient, and thankfully the wrist injury proved to most likely be nothing but a bad sprain. “What do you think of Charlie?” Anna asked as they neared the bridge marking the halfway point to town.
Lexi glanced at Anna. “I like her,” she answered. “And I’m glad she was willing to stay with us while you waited for the swelling around her wrist to go down.” She shrugged. “I’d let her stay about as long as she wants actually. Alice certainly seems to like her.”
“You caught that too then,” Anna said, and Lexi chuckled.
“Pretty hard to miss,” she said. “Alice is all fumble fingers around the woman. It’s kind of cute, actually.”
Anna laughed too. “And the amount of blushing,” she said. “So out of character for our confident friend. But, yes, I agree. And I like seeing Alice so happy.”
“Charlie seems to like her just as much,” Lexi said. “Since she’s going to be the chemistry teacher at the new school, she’ll be sticking around.” She adjusted the horse’s reins in her hands. “I guess we will have to see where it goes. And speaking of waiting to see where things go… what’s the status with Jackie and Taylor. At the hospital, they appeared close again.”
Watching the trees start to thin as they neared town, Anna agreed. “I hope they spent time talking through things while Jackie had to stay at the hospital,” she said. “And it doesn’t hurt that Rosella and the Travellers left.”
“But there was never anything there to worry about, don’t you think?” Lexi asked, and Anna nodded. When it came to Taylor, she knew how her friend felt about Jackie.
Seeing Taylor’s concern while Jackie was unconscious only cemented it. “Definitely never. I hate that Jackie even thought so for a minute,” she answered. “Actually, it surprised me.”
“Not me,” Lexi said. “Jackie is more vulnerable than she lets on. And she loves Taylor more than she realizes.”
“Do you think Taylor will still ask Jackie to marry her?” Anna asked as they rolled into town and made the turn to head toward the hospital.
Lexi shook her head. “Honestly, I don’t know,” she said. “The last couple of weeks have changed things with them. But I hope so. They belong together.”
Anna smiled. “I could not agree more.”

TAYLOR WALKED among the trees of the town’s central park, examining the tracks from the Traveller’s many wagons. After all the hard rain from the storm, the grooves went deep into the sod, even turning it to mud at places. Still, by spring that would be all grown over and probably not even noticeable. All in all, the damage to the landscape was minimal, making her very happy. Having the Travellers in town put some people on edge and if the group had cut down trees or dug pits, the impression would have been poor. There was none of that but for the ring where they had kept their fire. I’ll get one of the guys to fill that in with dirt today, she thought, walking past the circle of stones.
She hadn’t gone many more paces when she came to the spot where Rosella Cane’s wagon used to park. Her beautifully decorated home had been enchanting, exactly like the woman was, but Taylor was glad she was gone. The strange rift she caused between Jackie and Taylor had been disconcerting and certainly derailed her plans to ask Jackie to marry her. And now, I don’t know where I stand on that, she thought. She still loved Jackie as much, maybe even more after the scare of losing her. But is making her my wife that important? Never in her life was she inclined to ask someone to marry her. The military hadn’t left room for that. Yet, sometimes when she was with Anna and Lexi and saw the special spark they held as wives, she realized it was something she wanted to experience too. But only with Jackie.
Starting to leave the park to walk back to headquarters, the irony was not lost that Jackie’s last tarot card representing her future was The Empress. Motherhood, family, nurturing. All things Jackie swore she did not want or feel. Not long ago, Taylor might have believed her, but that was before Jackie risked her life to save Rosella’s grandson. Watching the boy cling to Jackie and her holding him in return was too instinctive to discount.
So, the question remained—ask Jackie to be her wife or not? Things were good between them again. Taylor wasn’t sure if she wanted to risk messing that up. Starting down the sidewalk, her mind swung back and forth between the two options. Thankfully, when she entered the police station, an officer was waiting for her. “Chief,” the man said. “Report came in that the Wind Dancer was sighted coming through the channel and headed our way.”
Taylor felt her chest loosen a bit. She hadn’t realized it, but concern over how the ship handled the giant storm had weighed on her. Knowing Meg and Grace and the rest of the crew were safe would help cross one more thing off her list to worry about. “I’ll go meet them,” she said before turning to the desk sergeant. “Unless there is something here needing my attention.”
“All is nice and quiet,” the desk sergeant said, giving her a quick salute. Taylor shook her head but smiled as she walked out the door to pick a bike from the rack. At least greeting the Wind Dancer and her crew would give her something else to think about instead of what to do about Jackie.

LEANING on her crutches and relishing the stability of the wooden pier beneath her feet, Grace smiled as she watched Taylor approach. Her friend from so many years ago when they were in the military police together was always a welcome sight. Yet, as she grew closer, it was impossible to miss the dark circles under the woman’s eyes. She looks tired, Grace thought and could not help but wonder if the storm they experienced at sea hit here too. And if so, what damage did it do?
“Welcome back,” Taylor said. “I won’t lie. I was worried about everyone on the Wind Dancer. A hell of a storm blew through here less than a week ago.”
Grace nodded. “We rode it out too,” she said, glancing in the direction of the water where Meg still worked to help direct the unloading of the ship. Seeing her there, in charge and confident as always, Grace warmed. A flash of their last few nights together in bed threatened to distract her, but she returned her focus to Taylor. “Only thanks to Meg’s skill at the helm.”
She watched Taylor look toward Meg. “She’s a remarkable sailor,” she said, and Grace felt herself blush a little as she again was struck with the image of all the other ways Meg was remarkable. With a quick shake of her head, she dismissed the thoughts. At least for the moment. Grace would find time for that thinking and more later.
“Yes, she is,” Grace agreed. “And the Wind Dancer is a remarkable ship.” She sighed. “Unfortunately, we could not catch the pirates that attacked the coastal towns. Although we know what harbor they are using for a home base. They come from San Francisco.”
“That’s good news, at least. But I bet San Francisco is in bad condition,” Taylor said, shifting her gaze to Grace. “It looks like you picked up a couple new passengers somewhere.”
Glancing over, Grace saw Cyd and Naomi coming toward them. “Yes, we rescued two survivors of the storm,” she said. “Their ship sank, and we were luckily close enough to see their flare. The shorter one is Cyd.”
“She looks glad to be here,” Taylor noted, and Grace had to agree. The giant grin on Cyd’s face was priceless. Grace didn’t think she had ever seen someone so happy to be back on land.
Although Naomi, who walked beside her, looked plenty relieved too. “She doesn’t like water or boats, even though she tries to hide it,” Grace said, wondering for a moment if the woman could even swim and then focused on Naomi. “And the woman with her is Naomi Andrews. Apparently, a famous movie star before the solar event.”
Grace saw Taylor furrow her brow as she watched the pair approach. “The name’s familiar, but I don’t think I recognize her, although we all look a lot different now,” she said as the two joined them. Grace made quick introductions.
“It’s wonderful to be here,” Naomi said with a smile. “You have no idea.”
Taylor nodded. “I’m sure. Major Hamilton tells me you’ve had quite the adventure,” she said. “Well, you can stay here for as long as you like. There is some housing available, and the town has a community donation center where you can find some of the essentials to help you get started.”
Grace watched Cyd blink as she took in the information. “You’re serious?” she asked, and Taylor chuckled.
“Indeed, I am,” she said. “From what I hear, we do things a little different than a lot of the world.”
Cyd nodded. “You have no idea.”
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A fter a light tap, the front door of Jackie and Taylor’s bungalow opened, and Jackie saw Lexi stick her head inside. “Anybody home?” she asked with a grin. “I come bearing gifts.”
Laid out on the couch under a blanket, Jackie stuck a bookmark in the paperback she was reading before dropping it into her lap and scooted up higher on the cushions. “Well, if that’s the case,” Jackie said. “Please come in.”
Stepping inside with a full paper sack in her hands and a bottle of wine under one arm, Lexi nudged the door closed with her foot. “I thought you and Taylor might like some fresh pasta and tomato sauce for dinner tonight,” she said, moving to the kitchen that adjoined the living room. “And some wine to go with it, naturally.”
Jackie pushed the blanket aside, ready to rise when Lexi stepped back into the room. “Whoa,” she said. “You don’t need to get up. I’m setting the wine down and them popping everything else into the cooler outside the backdoor. It will take me two seconds.”
Sinking back, Jackie let out a frustrated breath. “I’m sick of being on this couch,” she said. “I’ve read every book in this house.”
Lexi returned, holding up a paperback in her hand. “I guessed that might be the case,” she said. “So, I’m loaning you my copy of Gone with the Wind. That will keep you occupied for a while.”
“Oh, no,” Jackie said, shaking her head. “I know you love that book, but I’m getting up and going to work tomorrow.”
Sitting on the end of the couch, Lexi lifted an eyebrow. “You’re approved for that?” she asked. “Because I saw the size of that tree branch that landed on you.” Lexi frowned. The playfulness gone, she met Jackie’s eyes. “You scared us. Thank God Taylor came home.”
“Well, it’s not like I did it on purpose,” Jackie said, deciding to ignore the fact she turned away the deputy Taylor had sent to escort her. For all she knew, they could have both been hit. “And everything turned out fine.”
Picking up the closed book Jackie had been reading, Lexi nodded. “True,” she said, and Jackie watched her look at the bookmark. “Why are you using a tarot card for a bookmark?” She turned the card over. “And why The Empress?”
“Long story,” Jackie said, shifting on the cushion to get more comfortable. “But Rosella Cane gave it to me. It’s supposed to be my future.” She snorted a laugh. “Motherhood.”
Lexi looked at her. “That’s not everything. You don’t have to take it that literally,” she said. “Not like you’re having a baby.”
“And how do you know this?” Jackie asked, trying hard to keep her voice sounding nonchalant but feeling more curious. Ever since Rosella gave her the card, she couldn’t bring herself to throw it away. “I’ve never heard you reading fortunes before.”
Putting the card back into the book, Lexi closed it before setting it aside. “I used some in one of my first novels,” she said. “Before I started my space ranger series. The Empress was one of the cards. She does indicate new life, but that can be figurative. Don’t worry. It’s a particularly good card to have for the future. Creativity, feminine power, abundance, things like that.” Jackie tilted her head. That description sounded a lot better than simply motherhood, although she still couldn’t see how new life fit in. Lexi cleared her throat. Clearly, she had something else to say, so Jackie waited, and Lexi shrugged. “When it comes to relationships, The Empress represents matrimony.”
Jackie narrowed her eyes. “Is there something you’re not telling me?” she asked, as her heartbeat picked up and she tried to decide exactly what emotion she was feeling at the idea of marriage in her future. After all that happened over the last few weeks, the strange way Taylor was acting on Valentine’s Day had slipped her mind.
Patting Jackie’s leg through the blanket, Lexi stood. “No, and I need to get back to the farmhouse,” she said as she rose to her feet only to pause. “But Jackie, you need to know, Taylor never left your bedside while you were unconscious.”
Jackie lowered her gaze to the paperback and saw part of The Empress sticking out of it. “I know,” she said, trying to make sense of her thoughts. “I know.”

AS HEATHER and Henry sat on the floor of the front porch playing checkers, Sam couldn’t help but listen to their conversation. With a pair of clippers in hand, she carefully pruned the dozen rose bushes in the front yard. The home’s original owner, and Henry’s grandmother, planted them decades ago. Sam had been waiting for a few days of decent weather in a row so she wouldn’t be stomping around in the mud in the flower bed, and today had turned out nice. “King me,” she heard Heather say, pride in her voice. Henry was not easy to beat at checkers or any game, so Sam understood why Heather would be proud of her achievement. Over the last week, the change in the girl since the chicken catching incident continued to amaze Sam and Laura. Although there were still moments when she would suddenly become quiet and withdrawn, there were fewer episodes every day.
Moving to another rose bush, Sam pruned away the dead leaves when she heard the clacking sound of a checker jumping across the board. Whoever was making the move was likely to win the game, and Sam listened to hear the announcement. “That was crazy,” Henry said, and Heather giggled, making Sam grin. Apparently, the older girl had bested her new friend. “Let’s play again.”
Glancing over, Sam saw the two kids start to reset the checkerboard as Laura came to the screen door and peeked out at them. “It’s almost time for lunch,” she said. “Find a good place to stop and come wash your hands.” She looked at Sam and smiled. “Same with you.”
“I’ll be right there,” Sam said, stepping with care from among the thorny bushes. As she approached the porch, Henry was putting the cardboard lid on the checkers’ box. “So, she beat you this time, huh?”
Before Henry could answer, Heather chimed in. “It was luck, I think. Henry’s really smart.”
Sam watched Henry grin. “Thanks, but you made some totally good moves,” he said. “You’re getting better.”
Heather beamed. “I think so too,” she said. “And when I start going to school again, watch out.”
Sam paused and looked at Heather. “Did they have a school in Cannon Beach?” she asked, and the girl nodded.
“A small one,” she said. “But I went every day. Henry said there’s a new school in your town starting next week, and I should go to it.”
Furrowing her brow, Sam wasn’t sure what to think. “Is that what you want?” she asked the girl. “You know Henry can’t go yet, don’t you?”
“I explained it all to her,” Henry added. “That Shauna and I are homeschooled until we are twelve, and then we can go to the real school.”
“But I’m already thirteen,” Heather said patiently as if Sam wasn’t catching on. “And school’s important.” Taking off her leather gloves, Sam stalled for time. She and Laura had talked about the school situation when word went around about one being built. It would be too far to take Henry in every day, so when the time came, they thought maybe he could stay with someone in Astoria during the week. There felt like plenty of time to come up with a solution.
“Let’s go wash our hands and have lunch,” Sam said. “And I’ll talk to Laura later, and we will figure something out.”

CYD STOPPED SO SUDDENLY in front of Naomi, she nearly ran into her. They were coming out of the community goods warehouse with a set of clean clothes, right down to fresh underwear. The thought of soon taking a shower and putting everything on was enough to make Naomi swoon. It made no sense for Cyd to want to wait. “What’s wrong?” she asked her, and Cyd nodded to a pair of women talking at the edge of the loading dock. One was Taylor, who was waiting for them so she could help them find housing. The other was a sandy-haired woman Naomi didn’t recognize. She shook her head. “I still don’t see it.”
“I think that’s Lexi Scott,” Cyd whispered, and Naomi racked her brain to try and figure out who Cyd was talking about. Clearly, her friend was in awe, but she had no idea why. Looking again, she saw Taylor notice them and give a little wave as she started in their direction. The stranger walked with her, and by the familiar way they moved together, Naomi could tell they were good friends. Cyd still hadn’t stopped staring. Well, this will be interesting, she thought and hoped Cyd wouldn’t pass out.
“Find everything you need?” Taylor asked, and Naomi was glad to see Cyd could still manage to nod but realized that was the best they would get.
“We did,” Naomi said. “I can’t thank you and everyone enough. This is absolutely amazing.”
Taylor smiled. “The entire town makes an effort,” she said and motioned toward the woman beside her. “I was telling Lexi how much everyone pulled together to help each other after the storm.”
“I’ve read all your books,” Cyd blurted, still staring at Taylor’s friend. “Probably ten times each. Maybe twenty.”
Naomi watched Lexi blink with surprise at the outburst but then recover with a bit of a blush. “Thank you,” she said. “I’m working on a new one, although it’s not about space rangers I’m afraid.”
Cyd shook her head. “That doesn’t matter,” she said. “I’ll read it.” Suddenly, her face fell. “I only wish I still had one of them with me for you to autograph.”
“I have some at the house,” Lexi said. “I’d be happy to sign one for you if you want.”
“You would do that?” Cyd asked, reverence in her voice.
Lexi smiled. “I’d be happy too,” she said. “Once you guys get settled for a few days, I’ll have you out to the farmhouse for some tea or something. That’s where I have all my books.”
Cyd’s eyes widened. “Thank you so much.”
“You bet,” Lexi answered, and Naomi still wasn’t entirely sure who Lexi Scott was, other than she was an author Cyd loved to read, but she did know the woman was nice. It seemed everyone was nice in Astoria, and for the first time in a long time, she wasn’t in such a big hurry to get to Portland.
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Walking up the concrete steps to the little house she and Grace shared, Meg noticed a white envelope tacked to the front door. “What is that?” Grace asked, and Meg frowned. She had no idea. Taking it down, a quick glance at the front made her pause—Astoria Furniture Supply. As she opened the flap, understanding came to her. The message would be about the twin beds she ordered after Grace made the unwelcome suggestion to get them before they left on the Wind Dancer to chase the pirates. That was the last thing she wanted to talk about tonight. Finally, they were back home where they could be truly alone without worry of being overheard or interrupted.
“It’s not important,” Meg said, folding the envelope in half before putting it in her back pocket. “Something I did before we left that doesn’t matter anymore.” Fishing the keys from her pocket, she unlocked the door and stepped aside to let Grace walk into the house.
As she passed, Grace’s narrowed eyes made it clear she was not satisfied with her answer. “I’d still like to know what it was,” she said, and Meg sighed. There was no sense in trying to keep the information from Grace once she decided she needed to know.
Moving to light one of the propane lamps before closing the door, Meg shrugged, trying to act nonchalant but not sure she was pulling it off. “I ordered twin beds for us to sleep in. Instead of the one we have now,” she said, but when Grace didn’t respond, she turned to catch her eye. Seeing a touch of hurt, Meg moved closer and put her hands on Grace’s waist. “I only did it because I thought it was something you wanted. But I don’t think that anymore.” Grace bit her lip, and once again, Meg saw doubt in the eyes of the woman she loved. The confident and in charge Major Grace Hamilton suddenly looking so uncertain about how Meg felt. I’ll simply have to spend as long as it takes showing her the truth, she thought, leaning in to touch their foreheads together.
“Do you promise?” Grace whispered, and Meg kissed her in response. The touch of their lips was meant to be tender, but Meg felt a flash of heat at the contact. There had been a lot of kissing and touching, and much more over the last few days, yet Meg could not get enough. Once they were finally honest and the floodgates had opened, there was no part of Grace she didn’t want to get to know more. Not only physically, but on every level. Since Grace’s accident, the two of them grew closer every day, but being home alone with her was different. Decidedly and deliciously more different.
“I promise,” she murmured, pulling back enough to take Grace’s face in her hands to look into her eyes. “You are what I want. What I’ve always wanted.”
A hint of tears made Grace’s eyes shine, but she nodded. “I know,” she said. “I really do. I’ve always felt it, but I couldn’t believe it.” She leaned into Meg and again, heat bloomed through Meg’s body. “Thank you for being patient with me.”
“I love you,” Meg said, and Grace smiled.
“I love you too.”

RELISHING EACH BITE, Cyd picked every single last sliver of the chicken off the drumstick she held. Nothing had tasted so good in far too long. Even before the world went to hell, she didn’t have fresh homemade food like this in prison. It didn’t hurt that fried chicken was one of her all-time favorite meals. Dropping the bone onto her metal plate with a clink, she sighed and reached for her iced tea. “That was ridiculously good,” she said, and Naomi, sitting across from her at the table in the chow hall, smiled. Her lips were shiny from the greasy meal, but she looked happy.
“You’re not kidding,” she said as she popped another bite of the tender meat into her mouth. “I didn’t think I would ever have fresh food again. This place is almost too much.”
Cyd had to agree. Astoria felt like paradise, and with dinner finished, she would do her best to talk Naomi out of going on to Portland. Even though they were new arrivals in town, Cyd wanted to stay, at least for a while. She would like it if Naomi stayed with her. Even though they still had only kissed, the attraction she felt was not diminishing. That was for sure.
But the original plan was to go to Portland, and if Naomi insisted, Cyd would keep her word and go with her. “So,” she started, sipping from her drink to try and seem as casual as possible. “How are you feeling about staying here for a little longer?”
Naomi tilted her head, and Cyd was ready to start back peddling when the woman furrowed her brow. “Not go on to Portland yet, you mean?” she said, and Cyd nodded.
“Exactly,” Cyd said. “We could find some work to do around here to help cover our room and board. Then, in the spring…” She shrugged. “Meg said they take the Wind Dancer or one of the other smaller sailboats to Portland regularly for trade.” Not saying anything, Naomi went back to finishing the last of her lunch. Cyd waited, giving her time to process what she proposed. Her friend might still have family in Portland and checking to see was important to Naomi. When they first started the journey north, Portland was all Naomi focused on, even to the point of risking their lives. Still, Major Hamilton was explicit when she described the bad state Portland was in. Cyd was sure whatever happened there could not compare to San Francisco and all the atrocities she witnessed, but that didn’t mean she was ready to visit.
Finally, Naomi pushed her plate aside. “Can I think about it some more?” she asked. “I know rushing into Portland might be a mistake, and it would be nice to get my strength back, but I want to see who’s still there too.” She paused and held Cyd’s eye. “I would never expect you to go with me.”
Cyd wasn’t sure how she felt about Naomi excluding her. To be honest, she didn’t like it. They’d been through a lot. “I thought we’d do it together,” Cyd said, trying to keep any emotion out of her voice. “You know since we’ve come this far as a team and all.”
A soft look came into Naomi’s eyes, and she reached to put her hand on Cyd’s wrist. “Do you mean that?” she asked. “I mean, there’s no reason for you to keep going with me.” Naomi blushed. “I don’t know what you want.”
Cyd covered Naomi’s hand with her own. She wasn’t one hundred percent sure herself. Still, Naomi was important to her. “I want to go with you,” she said. “So, let me know what you decide.”

TAYLOR DEFINITELY SMELLED spaghetti sauce the minute she opened the front door. And it smells delicious, she thought, a little confused about who was cooking and where the food came from. “Jackie?” she asked when she noticed the couch was empty. Even the blanket sat folded up neatly.
“In here,” Jackie called from the kitchen. “I hope you’re hungry. I might have overdone it.”
Slipping off her jacket to hang it on the coat rack by the door, Taylor still wasn’t sure what was happening. “I take it you’re feeling better,” she said, walking into the kitchen only to pause at the sight. Jackie rarely cooked, which was fine with Taylor. She was always willing to help clean up afterward, and Taylor enjoyed making their meals. So, seeing Jackie with an apron over her slender, form-fitting black dress stirring a pot of sauce was a surprise. The fact she wore such a sexy dress was even more so. “Can I help with anything?”
“Yes,” Jackie said, taking the pot off the cast iron stove. “Please open the wine. It’s on the table.” Raising her eyebrows, Taylor looked past Jackie and at the table in their small dining room. There were place settings for two, including wine glasses and two burning candles.
Did I forget some special occasion? Taylor suddenly thought, but it couldn’t be. She could always keep track of dates and information. “Jackie, I am not—” she started, but the woman interrupted her with a sudden peck on the lips.
“Do you remember Danson Marlin?” she asked. “The playboy millionaire who pretended he was going to invest in my magazine simply to try and date me?”
Taylor blinked, trying to switch gears. “Yes,” she said. “He had a license plate on his car that said TAKE IT. And I couldn’t understand why you were meeting him in your office on the weekend.”
Reaching behind her, Jackie untied her apron and slipped it off. “You saved me that day,” she said. “And that was the first time I truly recognized I was attracted to you.” Sliding closer, Jackie put her arms around Taylor’s neck. “You’ve been saving me ever since.”
Unable to help herself, even amid her confusion, Taylor slid her hands around Jackie’s waist and pulled her tighter against her. “Is that true?” she said, her voice huskier than she expected. “I noticed you long before that.”
With a sexy smile, Jackie brushed her lips across Taylor’s. “You’ve always been so patient,” she whispered, and Taylor felt heat starting low in her body. She didn’t have any idea where the night was headed, but she liked it.
“You’re worth waiting for,” she said and meant it. She would always wait for Jackie.
Jackie lowered her eyes and looked far away for a moment as if she were thinking over something. “Taylor,” she said, still not looking at her. “Were you going to ask me to marry you on Valentine’s Day?”
Caught off guard yet again, Taylor hesitated. Nothing was making much sense. Still, the answer to the question was easy. “Yes, I was,” she said. “But then the Travellers arrived, and dinner was interrupted, and then everything…”
They stood there in silence for a moment as the unfinished sentence hung in the air. Finally, Jackie turned her eyes back to look into Taylor’s. “Do you still have the ring?” Jackie asked, and Taylor nodded.
“Of course,” she said. “It’s in my nightstand. I haven’t changed my mind.”
At that, Jackie smiled. “Please go get it,” she said. “Since you haven’t changed your mind.”
“Now?” Taylor asked, her heart beating faster. Everything was a little crazy tonight, but she wouldn’t think twice if Jackie were ready to be proposed to.
Pulling back from Taylor’s arms, she nodded. “Yes,” she said. “I’ll be in the dining room.”
As Jackie slipped away, Taylor didn’t hesitate. In moments, she had the ring box in her hand and returned to find Jackie. The beautiful woman sat in a dining room chair, the whole room made incredibly romantic by the candlelight, and Taylor sucked in a breath. It was the perfect moment, and she bent to one knee as their eyes met. “Jackie Scott,” she said, opening the box to show her the diamond ring. “Will you marry me?”
She watched as a slow smile played across Jackie’s lips as she looked at the ring and then into Taylor’s eyes. “Yes.”
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A  light tap on the doorframe to the classroom Anna used as her office made her look up from reviewing medical files. When she saw Jackie standing there, dressed in what was clearly business attire, she leaned back in her chair. “Jackie Scott,” she said. “I heard from Lexi last night that you insisted you would be back to work today.” Anna tilted her head. “I see what she said was true.”
With a bit of a laugh, Jackie slipped into one of the two wooden chairs in front of Anna’s desk. “I haven’t actually been to the office yet, thank you very much,” Jackie said. “So, there’s no need to scold me. I came here first.”
Anna raised an eyebrow. “You don’t exactly look like you’re expecting an examination,” Anna said. “But I appreciate you checking in.”
“You’re right. I’m feeling fine and am not here for a medical evaluation,” Jackie said. “If I were stuck on that couch for one more day, I’d have a new problem.
With a frown, Anna couldn’t imagine what could be wrong with Jackie. The rest obviously did what it was intended to do. Her friend looked much better. Great, actually, with a twinkle in her eye. “A new problem?”
“Yes,” Jackie said. “With my mental health.” She laughed more wholeheartedly this time. “Seriously, Anna, I was going crazy with nothing to do.”
Laughing with her, Anna wasn’t surprised Jackie had become restless considering she was the most dynamic woman Anna ever met. “Well, we don’t want that,” she said. “And with Greg Orion still not at one hundred percent from his heart attack, the city no doubt missed you. I am happy to sign off on your return to the office.” She held up a finger. “But, if you start to feel lightheaded, call it a day and go home.”
Jackie put her hand on her heart. “You have my word,” she said, continuing to smile. Anna noticed the woman was absolutely glowing. This can’t all be because she gets to go back to work, Anna thought. Before she could ask any questions, Jackie glanced toward the hallway as if checking to see if anyone was around. Apparently convinced they would not be overheard, she leaned closer to Anna. “Actually, my health is not the only reason I stopped by this morning.”
Anna leaned closer too. “Okay,” she said. “I’m listening.”
Jackie bit her lip, and her eyes sparkled. Suddenly, Anna had an idea of what Jackie was about to say and felt a surge of excitement. “Taylor and I are going to get married,” Jackie said. “She proposed last night.”
Anna clapped her hands together, unable to say a word for a moment. The news could not have been better. Finally, she got up from her chair to come around the desk and pull Jackie into a hug. “That is so wonderful,” she said. “I had been hoping that would happen.”
Jackie hugged her back. “I know you were,” she said. “And I finally realized it’s what I wanted too.” She squeezed Anna even tighter. “Will you be my matron-of-honor?”
Tears of happiness filled Anna’s eyes. “Of course, I will,” she said, leaning back to take in Jackie’s radiant face. “You and Taylor have got to come to dinner tonight so you can tell Lexi.”
Jackie nodded. “We will, but I wanted to tell you first.”
Anna hugged her again. “When are you thinking of holding it?”
“Soon,” Jackie said. “And simple.”
Anna raised her eyebrows. Simple was the last thing she expected Jackie Scott to ever say. “Simple?”
Seeing her reaction, Jackie laughed. “Simple ceremony. But oh honey, the reception will be epic.” Anna laughed. That sounded much more like it.

KNOCKING on the hotel room door Cyd and Naomi were temporarily sharing, Grace tried to determine which tactic to take. She had a favor to ask Cyd and didn’t know how the young woman would respond to military authority. Typically, Grace would not be asking but ordering. Yet, in this case, Cyd was a civilian with a criminal history as a thief to boot. Things might need to be handled a little more diplomatically. Before she could pick a route, the door opened. “Hi, Major Hamilton,” Naomi said with her million-dollar smile. “This is a surprise.”
Grace smiled back. She had no trouble believing Naomi was once a famous movie star. Her face lit up a room. “Hello, Naomi,” she said. “Is Cyd here?”
Naomi stepped aside. “Come on in,” she said. “She’s right here reading a book.”
Grace moved into the room on her crutches while Cyd sat up on the twin-sized bed she had been lying on. “Is everything okay?” she asked with a thread of wariness in her voice. Grace could tell her instinct was correct—the young woman with the wolf tattoo on her neck wasn’t comfortable with unexpected visits from authority figures.
“Everything is fine,” Grace said, quick to reassure her. “I wanted to talk to you for a minute about San Francisco.”
Cyd visibly relaxed. “Oh, okay,” she said, closing the paperback she had been reading. Grace caught the name Lexi Scott on the cover and held back a smile. She’d heard from Taylor the way Cyd had fangirled over meeting her favorite author. Cyd sat cross-legged on the bed and clasped her hands together in her lap while peering at Grace. “What do you want to know?”
Thinking it might help to lower herself to eye level with Cyd, Grace glanced around. The room had a small writing desk with a wooden chair. “May I sit?” she asked, and Naomi jumped to help and pulled out the chair.
“Yes, please,” she said as Grace lowered herself.
“Thank you,” she said before turning her focus back to Cyd. “Cyd, we are going to take the Wind Dancer back down the coast to San Francisco as soon as she’s repaired and ready.”
Grace paused, waiting to see if Cyd had a reaction, but all she did was shrug. “I think you’re crazy, but okay,” she said. “That place is a shithole, and I’m glad Naomi and I got out of there in one piece.”
A little disappointed but keeping a straight face to hide it, Grace slowly nodded. She was not surprised by the answer but had hoped Cyd was less adamant about her dislike for San Francisco. “I see,” she said. “We suspected as much once we learned the pirate ship harbored there.”
“Oh, yeah, Captain Poissoit is a major player in Frisco,” Cyd said as Naomi came to sit beside her on the edge of the bed. “Not someone you want to mess with.”
“Do you really think going back there is a good idea?” Naomi said, and Grace nodded.
Seeing her opportunity to make her pitch, Grace leaned in. “It is,” she said. “That pirate has been terrorizing small towns along the Oregon coastline. I must assume he’s done similar things to towns to the south as well. People have been killed and homes and businesses burned to the ground.” Her face flushed with anger. “He must be stopped and brought to justice.” Taking a deep breath to calm herself, Grace continued to look at Cyd, who suddenly wasn’t meeting her gaze. It was as if the woman already guessed what was coming next. “Cyd, we need you to come back with us to San Francisco and be our guide if we have to enter the city to find Captain Poissoit.”
“No,” Naomi said without hesitation. “She’s not going back there, especially not aboard another boat.” Cyd reached and took Naomi’s hand but didn’t say a word. Grace kept quiet too, while Cyd stared at the floor.
Finally, Grace watched Cyd give Naomi’s hand a gentle squeeze. “I’m sorry, Naomi. I know I’d said I’d go to Portland, but this feels right to me. Like I can make a difference.” The woman took a deep breath, hesitating, but Grace stayed quiet. She needed Cyd to be sure. Finally, Cyd turned to look at her, and there was determination in her eyes. “I’ll do it.”
“You’ll help us?” Grace asked, barely containing her excitement at the prospect they would have a guide in San Francisco. The chances of success rose exponentially with Cyd’s help.
Cyd swallowed hard. “Yeah,” she said. “I will.”

RIDING UP TO THE FARMHOUSE, Sam was pleased to see Taylor and Jackie’s horse and buggy tied up to the side of Lexi’s driveway. Although it might mean she was interrupting something other than maybe an early dinner, it couldn’t be helped. Things regarding Heather needed discussion, and there was no way to communicate other than to drop in for a visit. Not that she planned to stay long as she intended to make the trip back home tonight after she got some advice from Lexi and Anna. The two women would say yes if she asked them to take Heather in during the week, but that would still mean a long walk or bike ride for the young girl.
Dismounting, she walked Lester to the usual spot to tie him off before heading for the front steps. Lexi’s golden retrievers started barking as they came around the house. “You’re a little slow to respond,” she said to the two good-natured animals. “I was clear up here to the front porch.” The two circled around her with tongues wagging, and she rubbed one and then the other behind the ears.
While she did, the front door opened. “Well, you’ve come back to surprise us again,” Lexi said with a pleased laugh. “I think we’re going to get spoiled.”
Sam grinned. “I’m glad you think so and that I’m not interrupting,” she said with a nod toward the horse and buggy as she walked up the front steps. “But I wanted to talk to you and Anna about something a little urgent.”
“Actually,” Lexi said, leading Sam into the house. “You’re timing is excellent.”
Sam blinked. “It is?” she asked. “How so?”
Lexi smiled. “You’ll see in a minute,” she said as they joined the others in the kitchen. Jackie sat on a stool at the island with Taylor standing beside her. They were holding hands, and Sam couldn’t help but notice the radiant looks on their faces. Across from Jackie sat Charlie and Sam was a little surprised to see the woman still staying here. Or at least she was until she caught the way Alice was looking over at Charlie. The spark she noticed the first night had apparently not diminished. Anna took one of the other stools and smiled when she saw Sam come in while Callie sat on the fourth.
“Sam!” Jackie said. “This is perfect.”
Again, Sam wasn’t following why her arrival was perfect, although she definitely picked up on some celebratory vibe. As her eyes drifted over the island, she saw a nearly empty bottle of champagne. “Did I miss something important?” she asked and saw Jackie glance at Taylor, who nodded with an unmistakable twinkle in her eye.
“Well, Taylor was going to ride out to your place tomorrow and give you and Laura the good news,” Jackie said. “But this is even better.” Sam furrowed her brow, still not following why Taylor would be coming to see her and Laura.
She opened her mouth to ask for more clarification when Callie clapped her hands. “Oh, tell her already,” she said as if she was about to burst.
“Tell me what?” Sam finally managed to get out.
“There’s going to be a wedding here this weekend,” Taylor said. “Followed by a reception in town.”
Taylor chuckled. “And from how it’s shaping up, it will be a reception to end all receptions,” she added, and Jackie nodded.
“Yes,” she said. “Indeed, it will be.” Sam glanced around and noticed everyone waited for her reaction.
Finally, everything clicked, and she looked back at Jackie. “Are you two getting married?” she asked, and Callie let out a squeal of excitement.
“Yes,” Jackie said. “And I expect you and Laura and the kids to be here for it.”
Sam grinned. Laura would be thrilled at the news. “We will be here,” she said. “You can count on it.”
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M eg watched as the last of the new rigging was strung among the different sails. That was the final repair to be done to make the Wind Dancer seaworthy and ready to go back out. The time for Meg to sail south along the coast to San Francisco was fast approaching. Grace would go with her, even though it wasn’t exactly what Meg had wanted. The conversation didn’t even happen. Meg tried to broach the idea Grace stay behind and send someone in her place, but Grace shut it down with nothing but a look. It wasn’t often she saw the Army major side of Grace aimed at her, but in that instance, she felt every ounce of it. There would be danger, possibly extreme danger, but they would face it together.
All that remained was figuring out their timetable and who would join them. They needed firepower so Grace would bring her absolute best troops. She was relieved Cyd would be coming with them. Her knowledge of the city would be invaluable and when Grace told her, Meg was a little surprised. The young woman’s dislike for being on open water was reasonable considering how close she came to dying in a life raft. Then, there was the chemistry Meg would have sworn she sensed between Cyd and Naomi. Of course, a harrowing experience would bring two people closer together, so she thought they were a couple. Grace didn’t mention Naomi, so Meg assumed she wasn’t coming along.
The tap of crutches on the wooden pier made Meg smile. Grace was approaching, and she turned to greet her to find Taylor walking beside her. The woman’s softer tread reminded Meg the city’s chief of police was once a soldier herself. If things were different, she would have been a perfect addition to the team going to San Francisco. Unfortunately, she was too valuable in running the city of Astoria and helping keep order in that corner of the world. “Hi there,” Meg said. “Coming to see how far we’ve gotten with the Wind Dancer?”
“Partially,” Grace said, returning Meg’s smile. “But I wanted to walk over with Taylor. She has something to tell you.”
Meg looked at her and saw the woman had a twinkle in her eye. “From the look on your face, I think it’s good news.”
“The best,” Taylor said. “I proposed to Jackie, and she said yes. We are getting married.”
Meg let out a surprised but pleased laugh. At last, the two were getting married, and in her opinion, the news was long overdue. “That’s fantastic,” she said. “When is the wedding?”
“That’s what we wanted to talk about,” Grace said. “Everything is next Saturday.”
Taylor nodded, her face serious. “And I’d very much like it if you would marry us, Meg,” she said. “It will be small and private and not take long, but it would mean a lot to both Jackie and me. Meg hesitated as she looked to Grace. Being asked was a great honor but waiting almost a week might mean the pirates could slip out of San Francisco and be harder to find. Clearly sensing her hesitation, Taylor kept going. “It will be followed by a reception that will be a party to end all parties. Not something to miss, and you can leave the next day.”
Meg bit her lip. This was likely the celebration event of a lifetime, and Grace was close to Taylor. She would want to celebrate her friend. Grace could certainly insist they wait as the highest military authority in Astoria but was generously leaving the decision up to Meg. After another moment, Meg stepped closer to Taylor and slapped her on the shoulder. “Congratulation, Taylor,” she said. “You two are perfect for each other. And I wouldn’t want us to miss any of it for the world.”

ANOTHER BIG PRO to staying in Astoria a little longer was the warm water—not hot, maybe hardly considered tepid, but definitely not cold—and Naomi loved it. Or perhaps it’s that they have showers at all, she thought as she toweled her hair dry, relishing the smell of strawberries from the scented shampoo. The setup was straightforward. A half dozen stalls built under a carport, all connected by plastic pipes to a tank of water heated by propane burners. Solar-powered pumps moved the water up to the showerheads. It worked because everything was on a well monitored schedule. Naomi couldn’t shower every day. As part of the refuge intake process, she had a specific time and day of the week assigned to her as soon as she and Cyd arrived. She didn’t care. Limited access or otherwise, she was clean and smelled great.
“I could get used to that,” she heard Cyd say as the woman joined her at the exit of the facility. As part of the clothes provided at the warehouse, they both wore black sweats and matching red and black hoodies that said Portland Trailblazers on the front. Naomi had never been a big basketball fan, but warm, clean clothes after months of being dirty were heaven. While visiting with some of the others standing in line to shower, Naomi learned the supplies for refugees primarily came from Portland in trade for the food Astoria provided. Although no one said so outright, Naomi guessed the large city was not coping well if they were trading for food. All the more reason not to go there yet, she thought, glancing at Cyd. Although she held no hard feelings over Cyd’s decision, she would miss her. Her friend was leaving for San Francisco in a week, and there was no way to know how long she would be gone. Or if she will even make it back. Naomi shook her head to force those thoughts away. Cyd would be back. Not only was she going on a mission with armed military resources, but she was smart and resourceful. The woman looked at her. “Ready to go?”
Naomi nodded. “Yes,” she said, throwing the damp towel over her arm. “I’m fed, clean, and with this new batch of gray clouds coming in, ready for bed.” A faint blush colored Cyd’s cheeks, and Naomi wondered what the woman thought to react that way. In her opinion, the sexual tension was growing stronger between them every day, and the few nights spent in the same room but different beds felt almost awkward. But this time, Naomi was curious about Cyd’s thoughts. What exactly would she do to me if we were naked?
As they walked, she slipped her hand through Cyd’s arm and tried to think of a creative way to tease the information out of her. Not that she wasn’t physically feeling the effects of her thoughts. A warm tingle of arousal arose in her. Maybe tonight will be the night we find out, she thought. Before we go our own ways. For a second, she remembered Cyd’s reaction to her proposal to have sex on the raft. The kiss, the hesitation, and then the crazy turn of events of their rescue. There wouldn’t be any kind of interruption tonight.
Reaching the hotel room door, she watched as Cyd unlocked the deadbolt to let them in. “You know, it is amazing how you could do that without a key,” Naomi said as she breezed past Cyd. “Sexy, actually.”
Cyd hesitated in the doorway for a second. “I’m not sure about sexy,” she murmured before going to sit on the edge of her bed. “But thanks.”
Naomi lay back on her own twin mattress and lifted her arms over her head, trying to strike a suggestive pose, despite her attire. “Oh, it’s sexy,” she said, her voice pitched low and husky. “Definitely.”

SWALLOWING HARD, Cyd wasn’t one hundred percent sure she understood things correctly. If she didn’t know better, Naomi was seriously flirting with her. As in, come have sex with me flirting. There had been that moment on the raft, where Naomi pulled off her top and proposed having sex before they died in the life raft, so the idea wasn’t entirely out of the question. Still, she didn’t want to make a complete ass of herself. “So, uh,” Cyd said. “Thanks. I think.” She licked her lips, hoping the next question would be the opening she was looking for. “Are you, you know, ready for bed?”
In answer, Naomi reached for the hem of the zipper pull of the hoodie. “I am ready,” she said, and her words were thick with suggestion. “Cyd, do you know what I have on under this?” Cyd could only shake her head. Speaking felt impossible at that moment. Naomi gave her a slow, sultry smile. “Nothing.” And she pulled the zipper halfway down to show a v of skin and the swell of her breasts. “Is that okay with you?”
Her heart racing, and a throb starting between her legs, Cyd took a step closer. “It’s very okay with me,” she murmured. “In fact, you don’t have to wear anything at all.”
Naomi raised an eyebrow. “Oh really,” she said, continuing with the zipper. Soon, her breasts, with hard nipples, were free of the fabric. Cyd couldn’t think of a time she was more turned on. “And if I did sleep naked, what would you do about it?”
That time, Cyd didn’t hesitate and slipped onto the bed until she was on her knees and looking down at Naomi. “I would want to have sex with you,” she said. “And worship your incredible body.”
At those words, Naomi reached toward Cyd and snagged the front of her jacket. “Well, then what are you waiting for?” she asked. “Have sex with me. Before you go off being the hero in San Francisco.” For a moment, Cyd paused. Naomi had inadvertently stated the truth of their futures. They would be separated, and there was no way to know if their paths would ever cross again. The best thing she could do tonight was please the beautiful, sexy, charismatic movie star on the bed in front of her.
Without wasting another second, Cyd unzipped her hoodie and tossed it aside. She was naked too, and as she lowered her body onto Naomi’s, the touch of their skin almost burned. Unable to help herself, she moaned. “I want you so much,” Cyd said. “Since that first night.”
“Then, take me,” Naomi said with a gasp, and Cyd did. Over and over again into the night.
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“Y ou know, I don’t mind sleeping on the couch again,” Charlie said from where she sat at the dining room table. Anna smiled as she gathered the empty dinner plates to take them to the kitchen. She wasn’t surprised the woman offered, because their new friend was proving to be generous and kind. “I feel kind of bad about it otherwise.”
“Don’t be,” Anna said, taking the plate Lexi held out for her. “Taylor wants to sleep in the barn. For sentimental reasons.”
Charlie shrugged. “Okay,” she said. “But if she gets here and changes her mind…”
Alice gave a little laugh. “Oh, I don’t think she will,” she replied from where she sat beside their new friend, touching Charlie’s forearm. “If I’m not mistaken, she and Jackie have a bit of history there.” Anna noticed Alice’s movement had a familiar nature and hid a smile as she entered the kitchen to place the dirty dishes in the sink. Although Charlie hadn’t been with them even a month yet, the bond growing between the two older women was easy to see. For a second, Anna wondered if perhaps Charlie would rather sleep in Alice’s room than the couch, and a part of her hoped so. The two obviously made each other happy. Maybe she already is, Anna thought, and her smile widened.
“What kind of history?” she heard Will ask, and then Callie shushed him with a giggle.
“I don’t think it’s the kind you ask about,” the pregnant young woman said as Lexi joined Anna at the sink with the hot water kettle from the stove and leaned in. “What are you smiling about over here?” she asked in a whisper.
Anna gave a little shrug. “Let’s just say, with the wedding tomorrow, love is in the air.” Before Lexi could reply, there was a knock at the front door. “That will be Taylor.”
Lexi pecked Anna on the cheek. “Love is in the air indeed,” she agreed. “I’ll go get that.”
As she prepared the soapy hot water for dishwashing, Anna heard Taylor and Lexi return to the kitchen. “Thanks again for letting me stay,” Taylor said. “I know it’s a weird request, but with everything happening here tomorrow, this made sense.”
“No problem,” Lexi said. “I took blankets up into the hayloft already, so you’re all set whenever you’re ready.”
Letting the dishes soak, Anna picked up a dishtowel to dry her hands, and she turned to the two women. “How are you doing, Taylor?” she asked, taking in how her friend looked. As always, she was calm and collected, especially considering she would be marrying Jackie on the back lawn tomorrow. “Not at all nervous?”
Taylor smiled. “Maybe a little,” she said. “But it’s been a crazy week getting everything organized, so I’m really ready to get started.”
“Well, by this time tomorrow night, you’ll be hitched to my sister,” Lexi said. “And the party like Astoria has never seen will be well underway.”
“I absolutely can’t wait,” Callie said as she came into the kitchen with an armload of glasses. “You guys have pulled out all the stops.” Anna had to agree. Taylor had arranged with Meg to sail her to Portland for a quick turnaround trip to bring back special supplies. The wedding may be simple, but the reception would be impressive. And actually, Jackie and Taylor deserve no less, Anna thought. Astoria should celebrate them. They’ve done so much for everyone else.

SAM QUIETLY BACKED out of the bedroom and pulled the door half-closed. Shauna was already asleep, and Heather and Henry were halfway there too. Returning to the front room where Jackie and Laura sat together on the couch, she overheard Jackie asking Laura if she wanted wine. “I think I might need a glass after all, or I’ll never be able to sleep.”
“I wouldn’t mind that,” Laura answered, and before Jackie could get all the way up, Sam held up a hand to stay her.
“Point me in the right direction, and I’ll bring it to you two,” she said, and Jackie settled back into the cushions.
“Thank you, Sam,” she said. “Bottle is open and on the kitchen counter. Glasses above it in the cupboard.”
Sam followed the directions and easily found the items while still listening to the others continue to visit in the other room. “I’m so excited for you,” Laura said. “I always believed this would happen. You and Taylor are made for each other.”
Sam heard Jackie give a little laugh and she poured the wine. “Well, we better be,” she said. “I’m not going through this again. The planning has been killer. I should never have said I wanted to do it in a week.”
“Why did you?” Laura asked as Sam returned with the two glasses.
Jackie shrugged as she took the wine Sam offered her and Laura. “Thank you, Sam,” she said before turning back to Laura. “I guess I wanted to make sure I didn’t have time to change my mind.” Then, she laughed a little. “Honestly, I never thought I would marry anyone.”
“Really?” Laura said as Sam started to settle into the recliner across from them. “Oh, I would love to be married.” Sam paused for a beat before leaning back in the chair. That was new information. Glancing at Laura, she noticed her partner’s cheeks were suddenly bright red. “I mean… I guess… I love weddings. They are always so beautiful.”
“Well, this one should be,” Jackie went on, not noticing her friend’s reaction or Sam’s surprised look. “Thank God we are holding it in spring. I think every flower that’s bloomed in the county has been plucked for tomorrow.” The woman took a long sip of the wine. “And I think Taylor and I have cashed in every favor we had and then some to pull off the reception we want.”
Laura laughed, although Sam wasn’t sure Jackie was kidding. “It will be worth it,” Laura said. “Everyone is excited. Since Sam came back with the news, it’s all Heather has been able to talk about.”
Jackie nodded. “It’s been quite the talk of the town,” she agreed. “I think everyone’s ready to let their hair down and have a big party.”
“Well, I know I am,” Laura said, sipping at her wine as she turned her eyes to Sam. “I plan on dancing all night.” That was new information to Sam too. She wasn’t much of a dancer. In fact, she had never danced much at all, but the look in Laura’s eye told her she would soon be giving it a try. Luckily, there would be alcohol to help. Sam had heard rumors the small distillery that had popped up outside of Astoria a couple months ago was providing their best flavored vodkas. The lemon ginger was apparently a must to try. Although Sam seldom drank, tomorrow night would be the exception. Jackie and Taylor had been gracious enough to let her and Laura and the kids stay over tonight and tomorrow night rather than go all the way home. Of course, Jackie and Taylor wouldn’t be home tomorrow night. They would be spending their wedding night on a prepped luxury yacht. Although the ship was forever moored in the harbor, Sam guessed it would be the romantic escape the couple deserved.
And they do deserve it, she thought, wishing for them nothing but a long and happy marriage.

STEPPING INTO THE BARN, Taylor paused to take in the scents of hay, horses, and new lumber. The original barn was demolished when a wind funnel swept through the farmhouse’s backyard. From the story they heard, Sam Quinn and her horse Lester barely escaped with their lives, but all ended well enough when a dozen people from town pitched in to come soon after and help build a new barn. The smell of the fresh cut boards still lingered. Still, even though it was a different building, the spot was the same, and the sentimental impact wasn’t lost on Taylor. As calm and confident as she looked, the woman had a deep romantic streak. That was where she finally made love to Jackie. And lost my heart forever, she thought with a smile as she climbed the ladder to the hayloft.
As Lexi promised, there were quilts and a pillow for her among the clean bales. Putting down her bag, her mind wandered to Jackie and how she was tonight. The big day had arrived, and she was smart enough to realize there was a possibility the woman was having second thoughts. It wouldn’t be until she slipped the ring on her finger and heard Jackie say “I do” would she finally let herself believe all of this was true. Of course, there’s always the reception to consider, she thought with a chuckle. Even if Jackie was having doubts about committing to Taylor for life, she wouldn’t miss being the center of attention at the reception for the world.
Settling onto the quilts, Taylor looked up at the barn’s ceiling and sighed. Thankfully, it wasn’t raining. Without any way to forecast the weather, they simply had to go with what some of the old farmers who wandered into town to trade predicted for them. Taylor put a lot of stock in what they said too. The farmers were surprisingly accurate, and all agreed tomorrow would be dry and sunny. For March in Astoria, such clear weather was unusual, and Taylor hoped they were right. Not that rain would stop the proceedings. The group attending was small and could all fit on the back porch of the farmhouse if they crowded together. Still, the beauty of watching Jackie come toward her across the lawn was what she wanted. She would have Lexi’s arm as they walked together until her sister delivered her to stand across from Taylor. Jackie had forsaken the white dress tradition, but Taylor didn’t know what Jackie decided on instead.
Taylor had considered wearing her Class-A Army uniform, but in the end, went with a simple pair of gray slacks and a white, long-sleeved, dress shirt. Jackie had never been a part of her life in the military, so it felt right to keep it separate. The Army was the past, while Jackie and Astoria and all that entailed was the future. Closing her eyes, hoping to drift off to catch at least a few hours of sleep before the excitement of the next day kept her awake, Taylor smiled. The future was bright.
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A lthough the point was to focus on the brides, Grace couldn’t take her eyes off Meg as she stood beside Taylor while they waited for Jackie to appear. The woman’s freshly washed red hair was braided down her back, and the copper highlights shimmered in the late afternoon sunlight. The forest green jacket Jackie had somehow procured for her matched her eyes and was the perfect contrast to both Meg’s hair as well as the smooth, fair skin of her face. Grace reveled in her beauty. And she loves me, she thought with a slight shake of her head. The reality of it still left her in disbelief. Every day she was grateful the passionate captain of the Wind Dancer wanted her and only her.
Tomorrow they would sail out on the Columbia River and back onto the Pacific Ocean. The trip to San Francisco would take a few days, and then anything could happen. Grace was glad the young woman Cyd would accompany them. It was a hard decision because everyone understood the trip would be dangerous in many ways. Aside from the voyage itself and never knowing what the weather would do, apprehending the pirates, whether in the harbor or at sea, would be challenging. The best troops would be on the Wind Dancer and armed with every weapon Grace thought would be effective. Still, she didn’t dare underestimate what she’d heard about the notorious Captain Poissoit. All she could hope was the element of surprise was in their favor.
Pulling her back to the moment, the sound of a guitar being strummed drifted across Lexi and Anna’s backyard. Turning to follow the gaze of Meg and Taylor and the others with them, Grace saw Jackie, with Lexi, exit the backdoor of the farmhouse. Jackie looked fantastic in the cream lace dress. Fitted to accent the bride’s every curve, sleeveless, and with a bit of flare at the hem, Grace couldn’t help but wonder where Jackie found such a beautiful dress so quickly. Wait, she thought. This is Jackie Scott we are talking about. If anyone can find the perfect wedding dress in the middle of an apocalypse, it’s her.
Grace glanced at Taylor and smiled when she saw her longtime friend was mesmerized by the sight of Jackie. If anyone deserved happiness, it was Taylor Barnes. No one gave as much of herself without expecting anything in return than that woman. Although their intimate relationship in the Army from decades ago didn’t go anywhere, Taylor was good to the core. Not for the first time, Grace thought Jackie was lucky to have her. Yet, if anyone were going to be a successful match to the serious and strong Taylor, it would be the confident and passionate Jackie.
As Jackie reached the edge of the colorful square of rug Taylor and Meg stood on, she paused and turned to her sister. “You ready, little sis?” she heard Lexi say, and for a second, Jackie hesitated. The moment lasted long enough for Grace to lift an eyebrow to wonder if she was about to watch a runaway bride situation.
Then, the bride smiled and threw her arms around Lexi. “I’ve never been more ready,” Jackie said, and Grace felt her throat tighten with emotion as Lexi hugged her back. Sister to sister, having been through so much, both here alive and happy, touched her heart. In many ways, what she was witnessing was a miracle, and Grace felt blessed to be a part of it all.

ENJOYING THE MOMENT OF BLISS, Anna watched Jackie take her place across from Taylor. They were a gorgeous couple, with Jackie’s sensual beauty and Taylor’s confidence, yet an unlikely pair under other circumstances. She contemplated how fate had brought them together. I wonder if Jackie would have ever fully embraced her attraction to Taylor if not for the solar storm. Anna wasn’t sure but somehow thought not. Their worlds were too different. Yet, here they were together, in love with each other, standing before their friends, and nothing else mattered. Today, the two were getting married, and as Meg read from the script Lexi had written for her sister’s wedding, tears edged Anna’s eyes. More than anything, she wanted them to be happy—as happy as she was with Lexi.
“Welcome everyone and thank you for being here to witness this magical event,” Meg started, and everyone hushed to watch and listen.
All except for Heather. “She looks so beautiful,” Anna heard Heather say from where she stood with Sam, Laura, Henry, and Shauna. She imagined the girl thought her words were a whisper, but they carried on the light breeze. Even Jackie appeared to hear them, and although her eyes did not stray from Taylor’s, she lifted her chin and smiled.
In response, Taylor nodded slightly. “She’s right,” she said. “You have never looked more beautiful.”
“Thank you,” Jackie said. “I wanted to look beautiful for you. After all, this is our wedding.”
Taylor smiled. “Yes, that’s true,” she said. “And you’ve accomplished it. As always.”
As the two women held each other’s gaze, Anna could almost see the chemistry rippling between them. Meg cleared her throat. “Maybe I’ll start over,” she said and, when no one objected, began the script again. When she came to the part where they were to exchange rings, Lexi made a show of checking all her pockets. After a quiet ripple of humor from the rest, she produced the shiny symbol of love. As she handed it over to Taylor, Anna saw the glitter of tears in her wife’s eyes too.
“Repeat after me,” Meg said as Taylor took Jackie’s hand. “With this ring…”
Anna heard Taylor say the words to bind her to Jackie, and unable to help herself, a tear slipped down Anna’s cheek. Wiping it away, she caught Lexi looking at her, and the love and tenderness she saw on her wife’s face only made the tears come faster. As Jackie and Taylor took their vows, for reasons she couldn’t quite understand, Anna felt them all grow closer—she, Lexi, Jackie, and Taylor. They were the original four who were in the Space Needle the night of the aurora borealis. The ones who joined together to fight the odds and make it back home. With this marriage, the circle felt complete, and as she watched Taylor slip the ring on Jackie’s finger, she felt a bond that would not be broken.

EVERYONE CHEERED and threw flower petals at them as Jackie walked hand in hand with her new wife. Taylor gave her beloved a gentle squeeze as they moved among their friends and family toward the pathway leading to the front of the farmhouse. Everyone was beaming and fell into step behind them as Jackie and Taylor passed. All would go to the wagons and carts to ride into town for the reception. Over two hundred people would be waiting for them in the community hall, filling the space to the brim, overflowing into the yard around the building. Jackie could barely contain her excitement. The wedding was magical, and saying, “I do,” when Meg asked if she wanted to be Taylor’s wife was easier than she expected. Her heart truly did belong to Taylor. Still, a party was a party, and she was ready to have fun. After all, it wasn’t long ago she was trapped under a tree in a storm. So, there was every reason to celebrate.
As they entered the front lawn, Jackie saw an elaborate carriage decorated with streamers and a rainbow of tulips, with two white horses at the helm, waiting for them. Taking it in, she had to admit she was very impressed. Taylor had spent the last week working miracles, but this was admittedly a genuine surprise. Grabbing her new wife’s arm to lean into the woman, she laughed. “You’re amazing, Taylor Barnes,” she said. “Where in the world—”
Taylor kissed her on the cheek. “Don’t ask questions, just enjoy,” she said. “This is our special day.” Willing to take that as an answer for the moment, Jackie moved with Taylor toward the carriage.
“Can I ride in that too?” she heard Heather ask from behind her. A glance back, and Jackie saw the girl was tugging at Laura’s sleeve. “It’s like a fairytale. Please?”
Laura ran a hand over Heather’s hair and shook her head. She was about to say something when Jackie had the strongest instinct to interrupt. “It’s okay,” she said, surprising not only Laura and everyone in the circle around her but herself too.
Taylor raised an eyebrow. “Jackie, are you sure?” she asked, and Jackie hesitated. Am I? she thought, and then her eyes met the girl’s who waited in the hush of the others. The girl who lost everything to the pirates. Giving her a magical ride in a carriage wouldn’t hurt anything.
Jackie nodded. “Yes,” she said. “I’d love to have Heather ride with us. After all, she did say I was beautiful.”
Without pause, the girl ran to Jackie and threw her arms around her waist. “Thank you,” she said. “I can’t wait to grow up and be like you.”
Without thinking about it, Jackie hugged the child back. “We will have to see about that,” she said, and as she held the child, a part of her wondered what that might be like—to have someone grow up to be like her. Of course, she didn’t know much about Heather. Still, after Sam learned of Jackie and Taylor’s engagement and joined in on another round of toasts, the woman had pulled Lexi aside. Jackie half heard them talking about the poor girl from Cannon Beach and needing a place for her to stay during the week. Not much of it registered at the time, but as she felt the child against her, Jackie had the strongest sense things were happening as they should. Not sure what to think over the sudden rush of emotions, she stepped back but still looked at the child. “Are you ready to go?”
Heather nodded her head so vehemently, Jackie laughed, and Taylor opened the door of the carriage. “Your ride awaits, ladies,” she said and beamed as Jackie helped Heather up. Before she could join the girl, she felt Taylor touch her arm. “You never cease to amaze me. This is an incredibly nice thing to do for her.”
Jackie felt a warmth spread through her at the praise. “Well,” she said with a toss of her long hair. “I am The Empress, after all.”
At that, Taylor sobered a little and after a beat, gave her a nod. “So it seems,” she said. “And I love you.”
Jackie held out her hand to be helped up into the carriage. “Don’t go getting all serious on me,” she said. “We have too many wonderful times ahead. Starting with our party. So, let’s go.”
Taylor stepped closer to assist her, a smile back on her face. “Yes,” she said. “Starting with our party. Let’s celebrate it all.”





EPILOGUE
Standing with her feet planted on the deck, Cyd watched the shadow of Astoria’s impressive bridge pass over the bow of the Wind Dancer. If she turned to look, she would see Astoria’s marina shrinking behind them. She supposed that it wouldn’t take much of a fit to get Meg to take her back, but she had given her word. So, here I am, she thought with a sigh. Back on a ship. Headed to where I started. With a shake of her head, Cyd couldn’t decide which part of that thought was the craziest. Astoria was a great town, and if she stayed, maybe her and Naomi’s relationship would have grown. Still, Major Hamilton’s appeal for help spoke to her. After a life of stealing and breaking the law, Cyd felt this would be a way to redeem herself somehow.
Asking Naomi to wait for her was never much of a viable option. The woman wanted to find her family in Portland, so they parted ways with one hot kiss and a tearful hug. Cyd could always go on to Portland after the trip south, assuming she survived, but a part of her recognized she wouldn’t. As beautiful and fun as Naomi was, her attraction was more physical than anything, and Cyd somehow believed there was someone else out there for her. But, of course, losing my skin in Frisco might make that difficult.
The click of crutches made her turn her head. Major Hamilton crossed the deck to stand beside her. “How are you?” the major asked, sincere concern on her face. “This is a lot.”
Cyd had to agree but put on her bravest face. “I’ll be fine, Major,” she said. “Who doesn’t want a little adventure now and then?”
The woman frowned a little. “I think life has been one long adventure since the solar storm, but okay,” she said. “And please, when it’s only us, call me Grace. I like to think we are becoming friends.”
Cyd thought they were too, so felt glad to oblige. “Thank you, Grace,” she said. “And I suppose you’re right, although most of that was a pure survival instinct. This trip…”
Grace tilted her head and peered harder at Cyd. “This trip?” she asked, and Cyd shrugged, not one hundred percent sure she could explain.
“This trip is the start of an adventure by choice,” she said. “My old life was scrambling and scraping to get by. I don’t feel that way today.”
“I see,” Grace said after a beat. “And I think I can relate. There was a tipping point like that for me with… Astoria.” Cyd watched a hint of a blush touch the major’s cheeks and wondered for a moment if there was more to Astoria than a town. Her eyes wandered across the deck to the helm. The ship’s captain stood there, her long red hair loose in the wind. Meg. Some people might miss that there was something special between the two women, but for those who had figured it out, Cyd found they didn’t care. The poise and confidence of the pair only added reassurance to the success of the voyage ahead. And all of us need reassurances, she thought. San Francisco was a hellhole, and the man they were trying to capture made the devil look kind. The feat wouldn’t be easy, if even possible.
Cyd let out a long breath. “I guess what I’m trying to say is, I’m glad to be here,” she said. “As much as being on the water freaks me out, this feels right.”
Grace nodded. “Good,” she said. “Because we truly need you. No one but you knows anything about what is going on in that city.” With a shiver, Cyd wished she didn’t know. Some things once seen were impossible to forget, but she kept her thoughts to herself as Grace continued. “With a little luck, by removing Captain Poissoit we can bring some relief to that once beautiful city.”
Cyd looked back across the water, realizing they were well past the bridge. Maybe Grace was right, and the city of San Francisco could be saved from itself. Still, since day one, after she was let out of prison to fend for herself, all she saw was the city falling into ruin. The exact opposite of Astoria. Law and order didn’t exist, and the rules were simple—kill or be killed. She hoped that returning wouldn’t turn out to be her biggest mistake. For the moment, though, she would try and relax and enjoy the feel of the world rushing past them. The sails snapped in the ocean breeze, and she was thankful to be aboard a majestic ship that moved so gracefully across the water—the Wind Dancer.
THE END
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