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      Sara

      

      I’m drunk.

      Maybe not falling-down, stupid drunk, but I definitely crossed over from tipsy into full-blown drunk a while ago. It’s been a fun evening, and I settle back against the soft leather seats of Aaron’s Jeep Grand Cherokee and close my eyes. I’ve had way too much champagne, and the man beside me is so freakin’ hot I’m having a hard time thinking about anything but his long legs, broad shoulders, and muscular thighs. 

      As the goalie for the local professional hockey team, the Alaska Blizzard, Aaron Ferrar has a body I fantasize about on a regular basis. 

      Too bad he’s my best friend and has made it clear he isn’t interested in anything romantic or sexual. 

      To be fair, he’s left a long line of bad relationships in his wake, so I understand his reluctance to mess up our friendship. It’s just hard sometimes. 

      Like now. 

      It’s been almost a year since I’ve had sex, and he’s so hot. 

      And so close.

      Have I already mentioned hot?

      “You okay?” he asks, his quiet baritone warming parts of me that are normally immune to him. 

      His voice. 

      His body. 

      Shit. I need to get out of the car.

      “Yup.”

      “You’re drunk,” he teases.

      And so very horny. 

      Hopefully, I didn’t say that out loud.

      “Are you going to pass out?”

      “Nope.” And miss the opportunity to fantasize about him? Fat chance.

      “Wow, what’s with the one-word answers?” He glances at me as he pulls into the driveway of the house where I live.

      “Nothing.” My grip tightens on the strap of my purse. “Well, thanks for tonight. Good night.”

      “Hang on, let me walk you to the door.” He gets out of the driver’s side and, even though this isn’t a date, goes around as I get out of the passenger side.

      I’m a little clumsy from all the alcohol, and my foot twists beneath me just as I stand, sending me right smack into Aaron, my face landing against his solid sculpted chest. 

      Oh, sweet Jesus, how am I supposed to endure this much sugarcoated torture?

      “Easy,” he chuckles. “You’re drunker than I thought.”

      “I’m fine.” I manage to disentangle myself from him, regretfully pulling away.

      “If you say so.” He slides his arm around my waist, and every ounce of self-control I possess disappears. 

      Damn him for being not just hotter than the Mojave Desert, but a gentleman to boot.

      “What if I don’t want to go in yet?” I ask softly.

      He pauses. “What do you want to do?”

      I look up into his deep-set blue eyes and don’t say a word, merely raise myself on my tiptoes and gently press my lips to his. I don’t do anything else, waiting, hoping beyond hope that he will respond. I could make the first move by pretending I’m drunker than I am, but he has to be into it too.

      “Honey, what are you doing?” he asks, his voice a raspy whisper.

      “It’s not complicated.”

      “I disagree. It could get really complicated.”

      “We’re consenting adults. I’m a little drunk but fully aware of what’s going on. I know exactly what I want. And that’s you.” I lean against him, wrapping my arms around his neck. “Don’t pretend you don’t feel something.”

      “Shit, baby, there’s only so much temptation I can take…”

      “Then give in.” I raise my lips to his once again, hesitating a fraction of an inch away from him. To my surprise and relief, he takes over from there, kissing me gently at first, his lips probing and curious. It’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever tasted.

      

      Aaron

      

      I don’t know what the hell I’m doing, but stopping isn’t an option. I’ve been dying to taste these sweet lips for months now, and there’s no way in hell I’m pushing her away after she made the first move. I didn’t think she was that into me, but this kiss shows me I’ve been in denial.

      I slide one arm around her waist to pull her tighter against me and use the hand of my other arm to cup her firm, round ass. She has a glorious body, with lots of curves over incredible muscle. She’s soft and sexy but simultaneously strong and athletic. 

      I love watching her skate when the women get together for their impromptu hockey games, and having that beautiful body up against me now is amazing.

      I take my time kissing her, savoring every taste, every delicious swipe of her tongue against mine. She tastes faintly of champagne, and the little whimpers she makes as our kiss deepens bring my cock to full staff. 

      I rub it against her, almost desperate to relieve the throbbing between my legs. It’s been years since I’ve been worked up like this, and the need to be skin-on-skin with her is overwhelming, even though this is the last thing I thought I’d be doing tonight.

      She digs her fingers into my hair, tugging lightly as she pulls me closer, and I back her against my Jeep, my mouth never leaving hers. 

      Damn, she’s delectable, like champagne-laced buttercream frosting with a shot of sensuality. 

      I’d be hard-pressed to remember ever enjoying a kiss this much, and the need to be deep inside her starts to take root before I can slow it down. I don’t want to do this right here on the front lawn of the house she lives in, but driving all the way to my apartment at this point would be torture.

      “Your truck,” she whispers against my mouth, reading my mind. “Sergei and Dani won’t be home for a while, and no one can see us here.”

      “I’m six-four,” I chuckle. “You sure about that?”

      “I’ll ride you like a rodeo queen.” She grins, sliding her hand down the front of my jeans. “And it doesn’t feel like you want to wait.”

      She’s right about that. 

      I open the door to the back seat, and she crawls in ahead of me. I shut the door behind us but lean over to put the key in the ignition and start the car, keeping the lights off but the air-conditioning running on low. It’s chilly out, but it’s bound to be sweltering in the car in a few minutes.

      I’ve barely sat back in the seat before she’s unbuttoning my jeans and sliding them down over my ass, my knees, and finally free of my ankles. She drops between my legs and grips my cock with both hands. “Commando, huh?” she asks with a grin.

      “You got a problem with that?” I rasp, my voice shaky as I watch myself disappear into her mouth. 

      “Mmm,” is all she says, licking my cock as if it’s her favorite flavor of ice cream. She doesn’t gag when I hit the back of her throat, merely humming a little and using her tongue to lick me some more.

      “Okay, not like this,” I pant, fumbling for her arms. “Come up here and let me come inside you, baby.”

      “Mm-kay.” She shimmies up my body, letting her flannel shirt fall off her shoulders and revealing a lacy white camisole with no bra underneath.

      “Jesus, talk about commando…” I breathe, cupping her breasts with my hands. “They’re fucking…beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” She looks down as I nuzzle her cleavage, and then I suck her nipple between my lips, right through the lacy fabric.

      “Harder or softer?” I ask.

      “Softer,” she whispers. “They’re sensitive.”

      “Do you like to be touched there?”

      “Yes, but keep it light.”

      I pull her tank over her head and toss it aside, anxious to have those pretty breasts in my mouth again. And they’re even better now that they’re bare. This is nirvana for me—a beautiful woman with soft and sexy breasts. I love everything about boobs and could play with them for hours, but we don’t have hours tonight, and honestly, I need to be inside her.

      “You’re wearing too many clothes,” I say, lifting my head to stare into her big brown eyes.

      “Okay.” She’s a little flushed as she wiggles out of her jeans and panties. She straddles me, and for one hot moment, our eyes lock. Hers are filled with lust and desire and maybe a touch of trepidation. 

      I don’t know what’s in my eyes, but she must like what she sees because we’re kissing again, our mouths coming together with ease. She makes the most adorable little hiccupping sound when we kiss, a cross between a whimper and a groan. 

      “I need…a…condom,” I rasp.

      “IUD,” she responds. “I’m disease-free. You?”

      “I am…but are you sure?”

      “Dude, do I look like I want a baby?” Her eyes momentarily sharpen, and I chuckle. 

      “No. Definitely not.”

      She guides the thick, ruddy head of my cock right where she wants it and sinks down with painstakingly slow thoroughness. 

      Sweet lord in heaven, this is beyond ecstasy. Her eyes fall closed and she lets out a long, soft sigh that tells me she’s loving this as much as I am.

      “I don’t have a lot of room, honey,” I say, cupping her ass with my hands. “So do your thing to get to your happy place.”

      “Mmm.”

      Fuck, I love when she makes that noise, especially this time since it coincides with her starting to gyrate on my lap. Her slick walls close around me, and as much as I want to kiss her some more, my head falls back against the seats. She’s fucking me expertly, as if she already knows everything I like, the rhythm matching my labored breathing.

      “Just like that, baby,” I whisper, squeezing her ass cheeks as my balls draw up in expectation. “Fuck, are you close?”

      “Y-yes…” Her breasts bounce in front of my face, and I want her to come when I do, so I bring one hand around, framing her clit between my thumb and forefinger. Her shriek fills the car and I thrust up hard and fast, riding the wave that crashes around me as she comes. My own release is on the heels of hers, and I pump into her again and again until she collapses against me.

      “Holy shit,” she whispers.

      We don’t move, bodies intertwined, hearts still thumping rhythmically, surrounded by a cocoon of privacy provided by the fogged-up windows. She’s nestled against me, warm and loving and intimate, as if she’s been made just for me. 

      Shit. 

      This wasn’t supposed to happen. 

      How did I let it go this far? 

      We were already close friends, and now we’re…closer. 

      Too close. 

      In fact, I’m not sure if I feel satisfied or suffocated. 

      Probably the latter. 

      I’m not used to feeling like this in the aftermath of sex, so comfortable and completely in tune with another person. 

      Nope.

      I need to get out of here, and away from her, sooner rather than later. These kinds of feelings could only lead to disaster, and that’s not what I want for her or for myself.

      “It’s late,” I finally say. “I need to get going.”

      She raises lust-filled eyes to me. “Can we just cuddle a little longer?”

      Fuck. 

      My heart starts to slam again, but this time from discomfort instead of passion. 

      “I really need to get going,” I manage to say, gently lifting her off my lap.

      “Aaron, what⁠—”

      I yank my jeans back on without looking at her. “Come on, honey, we don’t want to take a chance that Sergei and Dani get home and catch us like this.”

      “But—”

      “Jesus, Sara, come on.” I toss her shirt at her. 

      I’m being a jerk, but the thought of Sergei grilling me about what’s going on between us is more than I can take. I pretend not to notice the hurt in her eyes or the way she doesn’t look at me as she gets dressed. 

      Yup, I’m an asshole, and this has been an epic failure on my part. 

      I never should have touched her. 

      As good as it was, this was a colossal mistake and one we absolutely can’t make again.
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      Aaron

      Four months later

      

      The first practice of training camp is always a bitch. I stay in shape during the off-season, but today is full of formalities, rookies, and new routines. The team I play for, the Alaska Blizzard, went through huge changes toward the end of last season. After the head coach and both assistants were fired just before the end of the regular season, team owner Gage Caldwell brought in his then ex-wife, Laurel, to coach us through those last weeks. 

      Instead of ending on a low note, though, Laurel took us to the playoffs, all the way to the conference final, and became an integral part of the team.

      She didn’t plan to come back this season since she and Gage got remarried and she’s now five months pregnant, but the head coach the team hired over the summer changed his mind at the last minute. 

      So here she is, back as the head coach for now. Gage and the team’s general manager are currently in Toronto interviewing someone else for the job, and hopefully that person accepts soon because Laurel's having a tough pregnancy. 

      Nothing is wrong, per se, but she’s got terrible morning sickness and admitted she’s not in any condition to run a professional hockey team’s training camp. 

      Still, she’s out on the ice today, leading drills and keeping everyone on their toes, despite her pale face and the crackers she’s constantly snacking on.

      I drop down into a split, stretching my legs and warming up. I always stretch before I get my equipment on, after I put it on, and a third time when we first get out on the ice. I’m pretty flexible for a guy who’s six feet four and over two hundred pounds, but I’ve been injury-prone the last couple of years and I work hard to prevent that as much as possible these days. 

      “You ready to rock and roll?” My closest friend and team captain, Jake Carruthers, skates up next to me and drops down to his knees, stretching out one leg.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.” I grin at him. “How are things?”

      “Good. Whitney’s in Dallas for the week doing a photo shoot for the spring product line, so I’m focused and ready to play.” Whitney is his wife, who models for her family’s cosmetics line.

      “Don’t you two have your schedules synced so you’re traveling at the same time?”

      Jake nods. “Mostly. She had to go this time because the photographer they use is booked the next few months, but with training camp starting, I’ll be busy anyway. No more of the downtime we had over the summer.”

      I nod. “Yeah, I’m kind of glad summer is over. I was getting bored.”

      Jake arches a brow. “Maybe if you didn’t fuck up the best thing that ever happened to you, you wouldn’t have that problem.”

      Fuck. 

      Do women talk about everything? 

      Of course they do.

      So, Sara undoubtedly told some of the other wives and girlfriends about our tryst, and now my friends found out too.

      “I fucked up. I never should have done what I did, not with her, and it’s better this way.”

      “For whom?”

      I shake my head. “Stop it. Sara’s going away to veterinary school, and the last thing she needs is a fuck-up like me holding her back.”

      “You’re a tool,” Jake says, getting to his feet. “Hockey isn’t going to keep you warm at night.”

      “There are plenty of options for keeping me warm at night,” I grumble.

      “You’re not tired of that yet? Jesus. Anyway, it’s your loss, but you’re not going to listen to me, so I’m gonna save my breath.” He laughs and skates away to join some others who are gearing up to shoot pucks into the net. 

      Our backup goalie is in goal right now, giving me time to finish warming up, and I try not to think too hard about what Jake said.

      I didn’t mean to hurt Sara. 

      Hell, I’d been fantasizing about having sex with her for months before it actually happened, but I always put our friendship first. When she made the first move, it caught me off guard, and despite what I said to Jake, I’m getting tired of one-night stands and meaningless sex. The physical part is fine, but emotionally, I’m over it. Though I won’t admit it out loud, I wasn’t bored this summer so much as lonely. 

      After that disaster of a night with Sara, our friendship hasn’t been the same, and though she tried, I resisted her attempts to talk about anything or make up. 

      Mostly because I don’t know what to say.

      Hey, sorry I’m an emotionally void shithead, and you deserve better?

      Hey, the sex was incredible, and we have a lot of fun together, but I don’t think this is going to work?

      I think it’s better for you if we’re just friends?

      It’s all bullshit, and she would know it. 

      We’re great together, both in bed and out. 

      The problem is all me. 

      My issues with women. 

      My track record. 

      My apparent tendency to fuck up everything. I’ve got the worst luck with women, and it’s hard not to think about all my previous failed relationships. That’s absolutely not going to be the case with Sara. 

      I care about her too much. 

      Hell, I’m probably half in love with her, but she isn’t going to stay in Anchorage, and I’m not going to be the dickhead who breaks her heart. 

      Nope. Not going to happen.

      I get to my feet and have just taken my first stride when I find myself on the ice. 

      What the fuck just happened? 

      I look around, wondering how many of my teammates saw me fall on my ass, trying to understand why I’m suddenly so clumsy. 

      Except… half the team is on the ice, and Coach is flailing to keep her balance. 

      What the fuck is happening?

      Suddenly there’s a sound, almost like a loud boom, and I realize the ice is moving. Holy shit, is this an earthquake? 

      “Get off the ice!” someone yells. 

      “Laurel!” Jake scrambles to his feet and heads in her direction, grabbing her just before she falls. Though Laurel is an Olympic champion and has skated her entire life, her pregnancy has her off balance and the shaking ice seems to have her struggling to stay upright.

      The rest of the team is skating toward the bench to get out of the way of random objects falling from the rafters, and the jumbotron is moving precariously.

      Finally gathering my wits, I manage to get to my feet and skate off the ice, following the others to the tunnel where everyone is backed against the walls. Nothing can fall on us here, and we have to hope the whole damn building doesn’t come down. 

      We have earthquakes in Alaska, right? The building has to be built to some kind of code, doesn’t it? This is my first earthquake, and I don’t like it one bit. 

      What the fuck is this bullshit? 

      I make a mental note to refuse any offers to be traded to California or Las Vegas.

      Everything finally stops shaking, and we all look at each other. Since I’ve never experienced one before and it freaked me out a little, I figure I can’t be the only earthquake virgin. 

      “What the fuck was that?” Logan Pelletier demands. “Was that an earthquake?”

      “No earthquakes where you’re from?” Jake laughs, clearly trying to lighten the mood.

      “This is bullshit.” Logan mutters a string of curses.

      “I think we need to put training camp on hold until we assess—” Laurel’s voice drops off as the lights go out and we’re bathed in darkness.

      “Oh, goody,” someone mutters.

      “And this is why we should have our phones at practice,” someone else says.

      “Emergency lights will come on in a minute,” Laurel says quietly, though her voice isn’t as confident as usual.

      “I’ve got mine.” Dani, the team’s assistant trainer and the wife of Sergei Petrov, one of my teammates, speaks up. She shines the flashlight feature of her phone toward the tunnel. “Maybe we should head to the⁠—”

      An aftershock—or hell, maybe it’s another earthquake—shakes us even harder than the first. Dani falls back against her husband, who wraps his arms around her, and Jake reaches out to steady Laurel. This time there’s barely any sound, but the movement is equally strong. 

      And scary as fuck. 

      There isn’t a lot that scares me, but this is fucked up.

      Jesus. 

      How do people live in earthquake zones?

      “These were strong,” Jake says. “I’m guessing high sixes.”

      I know earthquakes are measured on a Richter scale from zero to whatever number they hit, and I think anything over a five is significant. If this was in the sixes, it could mean devastation in the city. I’m a little ashamed to admit I’d never given earthquakes a second thought when moving here.

      “Are buildings in Anchorage built to code?” I ask aloud. “I mean, not the arena necessarily, but all of our homes? Kids’ schools…”

      “Niko.” Dani’s voice is a frantic whisper. She and Sergei have a five-year-old son who just started kindergarten.

      “We’ll go get him as soon as it’s safe,” Sergei whispers to her.

      “This is some seriously scary crap,” Kane Hatcher, another teammate, says quietly. “I need to get to my phone so I can check on Amy and the twins.” He and his wife have twins that are not quite a year old and they’re home with their nanny, Amy. 

      His wife, Hailey, works upstairs in the sales department, and he’s probably thinking about her too, but the arena doesn’t seem to be faring too badly. Well, the walls are still standing, so that’s something.

      “Okay, it’s stopped,” Laurel says. “You should all check in with your families while I try to see what’s going on.”

      “My phone has no service,” Dani says as we move into the hallway leading to the dressing room.

      “Mine either,” Kane calls back from the locker room. 

      “Cell towers may have been damaged,” Jake says. “Boy, this is going to be a clusterfuck.”

      “All right, listen up!” Laurel yells. “I want everyone to get dressed and go home. If cell towers are out, there may be no way to reach you, so tomorrow we meet here at ten o’clock in the morning. I have no idea if we’ll be able to resume training camp or not, but you need to be here ready to go. If I have to cancel again, I’ll let you know then. If you can’t make it for some reason, try to get a message to someone. Those of you staying at the hotel…” She gives additional information to the rookies invited to camp but who don’t live in Anchorage. “Okay, be safe, everyone. Let’s try to stay in touch as best we can.”

      “Aaron.” Dani comes running up to me. “I think Sara was alone at the clinic. Can you go check on her? We have to get to Niko.”

      My heart skips a beat. 

      Shit. 

      I didn’t even think about how Sara is usually by herself at the veterinary clinic where she works as a vet technician. She opens by herself on Mondays because they don’t start seeing patients until noon, and she stays open until nine o’clock to accommodate people who work. 

      “Taz is with Sara,” Jake says, walking up to us. “She took him last night because he was getting groomed today.” Taz is Jake and Whitney’s black Lab.

      “All right, I’ll go to the clinic and make sure Sara’s okay,” I say. “Let’s all try to meet up somewhere this afternoon, in case there’s still no cell service.”

      “Our house.” Sergei yells from where he’s changing. “Kane lives across the street and you’re not far, so it’s pretty central.”

      “See you all later,” Kane calls, jogging out of the room and heading for the stairs, undoubtedly in search of his wife.

      “Be safe, everyone,” Laurel says, her purse over her arm. “I’m heading home.”

      “Wait for me,” Jake says. “I don’t want you on the stairs by yourself, in case there’s another aftershock.”

      “I’m a big girl,” Laurel protests, but she’s smiling. 

      There’s a group on the team that’s closer than the others, and she and Gage are part of that circle. Gage left strict instructions for me and Jake to look out for her while he’s away simply because of how hard this pregnancy has been on her so far. She really hasn’t been in any shape to take over coaching duties, but she stepped up to the plate, so the guys are doing their best to make sure they help in any way they can. 

      This earthquake has definitely upped the ante on that.
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      Aaron

      Sara’s car is parked outside, but my heart sinks when I see the condition of the clinic. The front steps are gone, and several of the windows are cracked. One wall has crumpled in on itself, and the front door hangs ajar, the frame drooping limply. I jump out of my Jeep and run inside, oblivious to the dangling wires and shards of glass everywhere.

      “Sara!”

      “Who’s a pretty girl?” a voice asks.

      I freeze. Who the fuck is that?

      “Pretty girl!”

      “Hello?” I call out.

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      I frown. The voice is nasally, raspy. 

      Jesus Christ, is this the macaw Sara told me about? What was its name? I often zone out when she talks about the animals at the clinic—she can go on for hours, and we only talk when we’re in groups these days.

      “Merlin?” I call out tentatively.

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      Yup. It’s the bird.

      “Are you a pretty girl?” Merlin asks as I round the corner.

      I cringe as something bright and red comes flying in my direction, wings flapping rapidly. I put up my arms to protect my face, unsure of what the big bird will do, but I’m surprised when it lands on the chair next to me. 

      “Pretty girl.” Merlin looks up at me curiously.

      “Hi.” I stare down at him. “Is Sara here?”

      SQUAWK!

      Well, I’ve hit a nerve. And it’s fucking loud.

      “Woof! Woof!”

      I look down in relief to see Taz, the overgrown puppy that belongs to Jake and Whitney, running toward me, pawing at my sneakers.

      “Where is she, boy?” I ask, squatting down and petting him. “Is Sara here?”

      “Woof!” Taz runs toward the back room but stops and comes back to me.

      “Pretty girl!” Merlin flies in that direction, landing on a wobbly piece of wood that broke off from the front desk.

      “You’re going to electrocute yourself, you dumb bird,” I mutter, stepping around overturned chairs and plants. I read somewhere that Macaws can bite down to the bone, and I’m not keen on testing it out personally. But if I leave the bird where it is, he’s bound to get hurt.

      “Are you going to bite the shit out of me?” I mutter softly, holding out my arm but keeping my fist closed. I figure I can withstand a few stitches in my arm, but biting off a finger would be detrimental to my hockey career. 

      To my surprise, Merlin gently steps up on my arm and lets out a little squeak that sounds… relieved? I have no idea if that’s a thing, but at least I still have my fingers.

      Taz is barking and jumping around nervously now, alternately panting and whimpering.

      “Where is she, boy?” I ask.

      Taz barks in the direction of the blocked-off back room.

      “Great.” I look around. I need to get Merlin to safety, but I don’t know where that is since the bird can fly. Mostly, I just want to find Sara, but all these animals are important to her.

      “Sara?” I call out to her again, and this time I hear something from the back room—the one I can’t get to. 

      Dammit.

      I’m going to need help, but cell towers still aren’t working, and even if the landline here is operational, I don’t know anyone else’s landline phone number. The lack of light and electricity tells me it’s moot anyway.

      “Okay, you and me, we need to come to an agreement,” I say to Merlin. “Will you stay here while I try to find Sara?” I put the bird on the back of a chair I’ve set right side up again. I point at Merlin. “Stay right there, okay?”

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” I turn to Taz. “Where’s Sara, boy? Can you take me to Sara?”

      Taz runs to the blocked door and starts to bark. I kick all the shelving and random desk items that have fallen to the floor out of the way, then use my shoulder to push through the door. It’s jammed into place by the wall because the ceiling is bowing too, and I’m not sure I can move it. 

      I have to, though.

      “Sara? Can you hear me?”

      “…here.”

      Her voice is low, which scares me more than not hearing from her at all. She sounds weak, like she might be badly hurt. I put my shoulder into the door and push with my legs, trying to get it to budge. It moves a couple of inches, but not enough, and it’s hard to get any traction with dust all over the floor and Taz dancing around my feet.

      “I’m coming, Sara!” I yell, bracing myself and shoving at the door with all my might. The door creaks from the pressure, and I push at it gingerly, hoping to protect Taz if anything splinters.

      “Come on, you bastard,” I mutter, putting my weight into it. I finally get the door open enough to fit through, and Taz shoots in like a bat out of hell. 

      It’s dark back here, and now that the door is open, I hear the distressed sounds the animals are making. “Sara?”

      “Here. Behind the sinks.” Her voice sounds shaky and very unlike her.

      “I’m coming.” I gently shift overturned cages with scared animals out of the way as I move in the direction of her voice. I feel bad for the animals, but I have to get to Sara before—the next aftershock is strong enough to force me to grab onto the cabinets built into the floor to keep my balance. A crate with a cat in it tumbles off a shelf, and I reach for it without thinking, catching it in midair before gently setting it on the floor.

      This really isn’t good. 

      We’re rocking and rolling. According to the radio report I heard on the way over, the earthquake was a 7.6 followed by a 6.6 aftershock, and this one feels about that strong. Something makes a strange hissing sound, and I look around, trying to see what it is. Is that a gas leak?

      “Sara, where are you?”

      “Aaron?” She sounds confused. “I can’t move my legs. There’s something heavy on me.”

      “Hang tight, I’m coming.” I finally see her on the floor beneath what looks like a massive storage cabinet. It’s at least eight feet tall and five feet wide. The doors face down, so if it’s full of stuff, it isn’t going to be easy to move. This keeps getting worse.

      “Is Taz okay?” she whispers as I kneel beside her.

      “He’s good.” I try to smile, but I’m terrified because she looks rough. There’s a deep gash on her forehead that’s already starting to swell, and I can’t see her lower body at all.

      “Are you in pain?” I ask, giving the cabinet a shove to see if it will budge.

      “I’m kind of numb,” she admits as she starts to cough.

      “Okay, hang on. I’m going to try to—” Yet another aftershock makes me stumble, and I throw myself over her as more things come tumbling off cabinets and shelves. “Fuck. We need to get out of here.”

      “The animals…”

      “Honey, I have to get you out of here first. Another good jolt and this whole building may come down. I’ve already got Taz and Merlin relatively safe, but you have to be my next priority.”

      “Okay.” She looks like she might protest, but then her eyes flutter closed.

      “Sara? Sara, don’t fall asleep on me, please. I’m going to need your help once I move this cabinet, okay?”

      She doesn’t respond, and I curse under my breath.

      The cabinet is solid wood and isn’t moving, which is going to be a problem. I don’t know how the hell I’m going to get her out from under it, and without the use of my cell phone, I’ll have to leave her to get help, which might be dangerous for her, especially with these aftershocks coming so close together.

      “Aaron…” Her voice makes me turn.

      “Yeah?”

      “Am I gonna die?”

      “No. Fuck no! Don’t even think that. I just have to get help. I can’t move that whole cabinet.”

      “Don’t leave me here alone,” she whispers.

      “What if I get Taz for you?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m really scared. I’ve never been in an earthquake before.” Tears squeeze out of her eyes.

      “Hey, come on, don’t.” I scoot down so I’m sitting close to her, using the edge of my T-shirt to wipe her tears. “I’m right here and not going anywhere until I figure this out.”

      “Woof!”

      “Come here, buddy.” I hold out my hand to Taz, who comes over and starts licking Sara’s face.

      “There’s my good boy.” She uses one hand to gently pet him. 

      “Let me see if I can get cell service,” I say, pulling out my phone. Still nothing. “Okay, I guess it’s up to me and Taz to get you out of here.”

      “O-okay.”

      I get to my feet and look around. “I have to get some stuff out of the Jeep. I’ll be right back.” I jog out to the front room, where Merlin immediately flies to me, landing on my arm.

      “Hey, big guy. I have stuff to do. What’s up?”

      “Are you a pretty girl?”

      I roll my eyes. “I sure am. Now you stay—” I try to put the big bird down, but it clamps down on my arm with its claws, holding on tightly.

      “Dude, if we go outside, are you going to fly away?”

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      “Fine.” 

      I don’t have time for this and walk outside, hoping Merlin will stay put. I unlock my Jeep and open the back hatch, digging out gloves and a blanket using just one hand since Merlin is on the other. 

      I have a road flare somewhere, and I’m going to put it out in the street just in front of the clinic, which might entice a passerby to stop and help. I don’t know what else to do, short of driving all the way to either Sergei’s or Kane’s house.

      I set up the flare and then go back inside, Merlin still firmly perched on my forearm. 

      “Will you sit here on the chair and wait for me?” I ask the bird, who merely fluffs his feathers and cocks his head as I gently settle him on the chair.

      “I’m talking to a fucking bird,” I say under my breath as I go back to Sara. 

      She’s dozing again, and that seems like a bad idea, so I make some noise as I pull on the work gloves and put the blanket under her head like a pillow, hoping the gloves will give me some leverage with the cabinet and the pillow will make her a tiny bit more comfortable when I wake her up.

      “Go fuck yourself! Go fuck yourself!” Merlin starts to scream, and I pause, looking around.

      “Hello? Is anyone in here?” This voice isn’t Merlin’s.

      “In here!” I yell. “Someone is trapped, and I could use another pair of hands.”
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      Aaron

      A couple of teenage boys come in looking overwhelmed and a little freaked out. Merlin is cursing a blue streak now, and it would be funny if the situation weren’t so serious. 

      “He’s calling out a warning to his flock,” Sara whispers. “Which is me and the animals, to let us know strangers, which means danger, are here.” 

      I smile down at her. “He’s a good watch-bird.”

      “He is.”

      With the help of the two teenagers, we get the cabinet up, but Sara is in bad shape. There’s a lot of blood, and when I try to move her, she shrieks from the pain.

      “I think one of your legs is broken,” I whisper. “I can’t leave you here—this building isn’t safe.”

      “Okay.” Her eyes meet mine. “Do what you have to do.”

      “I’m sorry, hon.” I lift her as gently as I can, wincing as she struggles not to cry out. “I’m going to put you in the back seat of my Jeep, okay? Then we’re going to the hospital.”

      “The animals…”

      “I’ll do what I can.” I have no idea what I’m going to do with an entire veterinary clinic full of animals. I know from hearing her talk about her job that the veterinarian she works for keeps a handful of them as pets, boards them for people when they go out of town, and of course, some are there because they are sick or having a procedure done.

      “Merlin is new,” she whispers. “His owner just died and there’s no one to take him. He’s a little aggressive…” Her voice fades as I slide her into the back seat. “I’m getting blood on your seats.”

      “Don’t worry about that. Do you want me to grab Taz and bring him with us?”

      She nods. “And Merlin.”

      “Hon, I can’t take a big-ass bird like that with us to the hospital.”

      “He needs to be looked after.”

      Our eyes lock. “Sara, I don’t know what’s going on around the city. Cell towers are down, there’s no way to reach anyone… I feel bad for the animals, but I have to worry about you first and get you to a hospital.”

      “There’s a cage for Merlin. He doesn’t like it, but you need to put him in or he might fly away and get lost.”

      Jesus. 

      She drives me crazy with this stuff, but it’s important to her, and I genuinely feel bad for all the poor animals. 

      “All right.” I jog back inside, and Merlin flies to me, landing on my arm. “Hey, big guy. You want to go to your cage?”

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I spot the monster-sized cage and walk toward it. Merlin immediately flies off in the other direction.

      Fuck.

      I don’t have time for this.

      “Hey, would you guys see if you can put the cages right-side-up and lock the place up when you’re done? The front door is busted, but maybe rig something so the animals don’t get out? And I’ll come back after I take Sara to the hospital.” I look at them, waiting, wondering if they will step up or just go on their way.

      “Sure thing, mister.” They start rooting around for materials, and I give Merlin a dirty look. “You’re getting me in trouble with Sara, you know?”

      “Tweet, tweet, motherfucker.”

      I raise my eyebrows. Merlin and I are going to need to work a little harder at communicating in the future—assuming we ever see each other again.

      “I’ll be back, big guy,” I say, whistling for Taz, who comes running. He jumps right into the front seat of the Jeep, and I get behind the wheel.

      “Did you lock up Merlin?” Sara asks, her voice shaky.

      “His exact response, and I quote, was, ‘Tweet, tweet, motherfucker.’”

      She snorts. “You have to come back after you drop me off, okay? Please?”

      “One thing at a time.”

      I drive to the hospital and am surprised to see no other cars or ambulances at the emergency room entrance. I park the Jeep and run inside, where I find a totally different situation. There are people everywhere, doctors and nurses running frantically. 

      “I need help,” I say. “My friend was trapped under a heavy cabinet, and I think her legs are broken.”

      “Coming.” A male nurse grabs a wheelchair and heads for the exit. I run behind him, opening one of the back doors of my Jeep and catching Taz as he jumps out. 

      “Sit,” I order the dog in a firm voice. Taz immediately drops to his haunches, cocking his head curiously. 

      With the nurse’s help, we get Sara in the wheelchair. I put Taz back in the Jeep, cracking the windows and ordering him to stay before I run after Sara and the nurse. No one asks about insurance cards or paperwork, merely wheeling her back and putting her on a gurney because there’s no doubt she will need X-rays. Another nurse comes in and starts checking her vital signs, asking her questions about what happened, but Sara is barely conscious, dropping off to sleep and then jerking awake.

      “She may have a concussion,” the nurse says. “We’re going to get an IV going with some fluids and something mild for the pain until one of the doctors can see her, but we’ve got a lot of serious injuries today. It could be a while.”

      “If you can make her comfortable,” I say, “I’d appreciate it.”

      “Of course.” The nurse pats Sara’s shoulder and bustles out of the room.

      “Thank you for rescuing me,” Sara whispers. “But you don’t have to stay.”

      Ah, shit. 

      We’re back to the distance between us again. 

      And it’s all my fault. 

      I still feel like an ass for the way I treated her after we slept together, but I don’t know how to fix it, and this doesn’t seem like a good time to bring it up.

      “Hey, knock it off. I know things have been weird between us since last spring, but that has nothing to do with our friendship and whether or not I care about you.”

      “You don’t have to say shit you don’t mean because I got hurt,” she responds.

      “Look, we need to talk about…everything,” I say slowly. “But this isn’t the time. Close your eyes and rest, okay? I need to take Taz home to Jake and let Sergei and Dani know you’re in the hospital.”

      “And go get Merlin,” she whispers. “Please. He’s been really neurotic since his owner died, and I was just making some headway with him. He liked you, I could tell. Or he wouldn’t have gone near you.”

      Just what I need. 

      A fucking macaw. 

      “Sara, I don’t know the first thing about birds.”

      “Just for a day or so until I’m out of here, and then I’ll take over.”

      I want to protest, tell her that’s ridiculous, that she probably has serious injuries that will keep her in the hospital for at least a few days, but I don’t want to scare her. 

      “I’ll see what I can do.” I lean over and kiss her forehead. “I’m going to go get Taz settled and let everyone know you’re okay, and then I’ll be back.”

      “Can you get my purse too? I’ll need some kind of ID for them to admit me.”

      I nod. “Do you know where it was?”

      “Under the front desk.”

      “Okay. Take it easy. I’ll be back.” 

      I walk out to the front desk and explain the situation about Sara not having any ID to the woman sitting there. 

      “Just write down her name and phone number,” the woman says, “and we’ll take care of everything. A lot of people without ID have been coming in today. Some of the older buildings crumpled like accordions with this damn earthquake.” She shakes her head. “Don’t worry about your girlfriend; we’ll take good care of her until you get back.”

      I open my mouth to protest that she isn’t my girlfriend, but I merely nod instead. “Thank you.” 

      I go to my Jeep and get in, scratching Taz’s ears for a second before pulling onto the street. 

      The house Sergei and Dani live in had once been mine. When my ex-wife accused me of having an affair with my publicist and then further lost her mind by trying to kill said publicist, I wanted to cut all ties with her. I sold the house to Sergei for almost exactly what they owed on it, leaving no profit for either of us. 

      I make plenty of money playing hockey, though, and with my ex in prison, I just wanted to move on. Of course, that led me to the next romantic disaster of my life, another situation I’m trying to move on from. I don’t want to think about any of that now. 

      I need to make sure Sara is okay, which means taking care of those damn animals at the clinic. 

      I’ve often thought she was there alone too much, but it hadn’t been my place to say so. She loves working there, and since she didn’t get into veterinary school when she applied, she hoped a job like this would make a difference the next time she tried. It’s a lot of work, though, and I worry about the hours she keeps. 

      She gets up early to get Niko off to school, and then she opens the clinic four days a week. She picks up Niko from school whenever Dani and Sergei are traveling, feeds him, and gets him ready for bed, and then does it all again. She spends almost every Sunday at the clinic by herself, feeding the animals they board and checking on those that are sick or healing from some kind of procedure. If Sergei and Dani are traveling, she brings Niko with her, and they spend most of the day there.

      I love animals as much as the next guy, but it seems like Sara doesn’t do anything else these days, and it worries me. We aren’t talking much recently, so it’s hard to say or do anything. She’s been heartbroken since her application to veterinary school wasn’t accepted last year, but after the initial disappointment, she acted like it didn’t mean anything to her. 

      Which tells me just the opposite.

      I pull up to my old house and wince. There’s obviously some damage, and I hope it’s not as bad as it looks from here. Taz jumps out of the Jeep and races up the sidewalk toward the front door, barking energetically.

      “Easy, boy. They probably can’t hear you from⁠—”

      “Taz!” Dani opens the door and squats down to greet the dog, rubbing his ears. “Hey!” she calls to me. “Did you find Sara?”

      I grimace. “Yeah, I took her to the hospital. They were getting ready to do X-rays and stuff. She was pretty banged up.”

      Dani looks up with concern. “Oh, no. I wish there was something we could do, but we’ve got a mess on our hands here. Sergei’s dealing with a broken pipe, and he thinks he smells gas. I was just packing some of our stuff to go over to Kane and Hailey’s. Their house is okay, but we have a lot of damage.”

      “Does he need help?”

      Dani nods. “Maybe a little? Just to stop the water and make sure the gas isn’t leaking… What are you doing with Taz?”

      “I’m going to take him to Jake’s after I leave here, but I wanted to check on you guys.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      I go into the house in search of Sergei and find him under the kitchen sink, trying to stop the water pouring from somewhere.

      “Jesus.” I grab the flashlight Dani brought him and shine it where Sergei is working. When that doesn’t work, I run outside to turn off the main valve, effectively cutting off water to the whole house.

      “Shit.” Sergei is soaked and pissed. “This is a fucking mess.”

      “Do you smell that?” I look around. “There’s definitely a gas leak.”

      “Fuck.” Sergei throws up his hands. “I’m not sure how to turn off the gas. I never had a house powered by natural gas before.”

      “It’s over here.” I lead the way, and we work together to turn it off. “You’ll need to call the gas company because this could be dangerous.”

      “Yeah.” Sergei wipes his brow. “I’m going to dry off and change clothes and then we’re going over to Kane and Hailey’s. We can’t stay in the house like this.”

      “You go dry off, and I’ll help Dani try to sop up the water in the kitchen.”

      We get most of the kitchen floor dry, and Dani fills a bag with some perishables from the refrigerator.

      “Hey, Sergei?” I call out quietly.

      “Yeah?” Sergei has just come back down the stairs.

      “Did you see this?” We look down to see a solid crack in the foundation of the floor.

      “Son of a bitch.”
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