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CHAPTER 1
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The young man stood between the lush rows of tomatoes, every few seconds glancing surreptitiously over his shoulder. He picked the best, using both hands and rushing them into the thin plastic bag on the ground. The August sun beat on his shoulders, and sweat beaded on his forehead, plastering locks of brown hair to his skin. He grinned at the half-full bag when he heard a sound behind him, whirled around and froze. He was looking down the shaft of an arrow pointed at his face, nocked into a crossbow. His heart thundered in his chest, and he threw up his hands, palms forward in protest. All he saw was death bearing down on him.

“Don’t shoot, please! I’m sorry! I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean... I mean, I just...” he stuttered, fear making his voice shake.

“Oh, yeah, you did mean, buddy. You meant to steal every tomato in that bag. Tell me why I shouldn’t put an arrow through your chest and bury you in the fields.”

Only then did it register who wielded that intimidating weapon. Holding the crossbow was a teenage girl with dark brown, gently waved hair grazing her shoulders. The rage in her striking cornflower-blue eyes was palpable, and her shoulder-wide stance was solid and practiced. She had a smattering of faint freckles across her nose and honey-bronze skin. Her defined arm muscles flexed with the weight of the weapon, but she had no trouble holding it aloft. She wore a threadbare gray t-shirt, khaki cargo shorts with cotton socks and black lug boots. A girl, hmm. He defaulted to bravado.

“You’re not gonna shoot me with that old thing! Does your daddy know you took his bow and went out to play?” He scoffed and took a step forward. She lifted the bow until it pointed directly at his forehead.

“You sure? It isn’t my dad’s crossbow—it’s mine. Who the hell are you anyway? I know every person in the high school here, everyone in the town even, and you aren’t one of them. Never saw you before. Speak, cretin!”

“Aw, I just wanted a few tomatoes. It’s not a crime.”

“It’s exactly a crime. We sell those tomatoes and you didn’t pay. We eat those tomatoes so you are taking food off our table. That’s theft. You walk away from this farm —go out whichever way you came in or I’ll sic the dog on you! Trust me, you don’t want to be on Finn’s bad side. Leave the tomatoes and never come back or we will press charges.  Finn, come! We have an intruder! GET OUT!”

The last shouted word made him jump. He held out his hands, palms up, backed away from the girl, then turned and ran toward the creek in back. She saw him vault over the fence and disappear into the woods. Loser, she mumbled. She picked up the bag of tomatoes he left behind and walked toward the cottage on the far side of her Aunt Meg’s farm where she lived with her mother, father and younger brother, Logan. On the way, their livestock guardian dog, Finn, an Anatolian Shepherd cross, came barreling from behind the old barn.

“Well, where were you, slacker? I had to fend off a goblin all by my lonesome.” Finn’s coat was a brindle color with a black mask over his muzzle and ears. He trotted alongside her with tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth as she jogged up the front steps of the cottage. She left her crossbow on the deck boards and realized the dog was still standing there.

“You seem to have forgotten that you’re on duty! Now, go patrol this place and make up for your shortcomings!”  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the dog take off toward the creek in back.

“Mom!  Are you here?”

“In here, Leah.”

She hurried to the kitchen where Shawney Tanner was browsing through a soap maker’s catalog at the table and plopped the bag of tomatoes in front of her mother.

“You picked tomatoes?  I thought you were milking the goat.”

Leah plopped down in a chair across from her mom with a rush of air and raked her hair off her face.

“I was, but I had to eliminate an unexpected pest. Finn fell down on the job, so I gave him a warning for slacking. Some guy was in our market garden helping himself to our produce.”

That got Shawney’s attention.

“Someone was stealing from us?”

“Trying to. The tomatoes in this bag are what he almost absconded with until I snuck up behind him. I held him at bow-point, told him to leave and never come back. It was some teenage boy I’d never seen before. He ran toward the creek and jumped the fence. Who could it have been? I thought I knew everybody in this town, but not him.”

“Did you tell Meg? She should know if we’re about to have a problem. I don’t remember ever having any issues with theft here, but I’ve noticed a lot of new folks in town lately. The denser the population, the more unsavory stuff happens. Clancy has grown a lot since you were born, Leah. Do you think Logan may know him?”

“I haven’t visited Aunt Meg today yet to tell her, but I will. I wouldn’t know if Logan is acquainted with this guy. The kid seemed to be our age and Logan has fewer interests in the farm than I do, spends more time off-property. I’ll ask him.”

Shawney sat back in the chair, pulled her hair back and twisted it into a bun to get it out of the way.

“Hey, take some of these tomatoes back up to Meg’s house, will you? It will save her a walk to the garden. You and I have to get busy on a new batch of soap tonight. Your dad went to town to get a part at the hardware store and talk to Matt about something, so it’s just you and me for a while. I have no idea where your brother is at the moment.”

“Mom, the security cameras should have picked up the trespasser, so he must have avoided them. I saw him jump over the fence at the bottom of the hill near the creek so maybe he hit the blind spot just right. Should we tweak the system to cover that area better?”

“Sure, honey, we can talk to Meg and Elias about it. Go milk that goat and don’t forget to re-load the mineral hopper. It was low a couple of days ago.”

“Yeah, will do. Back later!”

“Leah!” Leah turned back to her mother.

“Yes, ma’am?’

“Please don’t point that crossbow at anyone unless it’s a dire situation.”

“Okay, but it was a stranger, a thieving stranger, so I didn’t know if it was dire or not.”

Shawney chuckled. When she laughed, she and her daughter looked like twins with their mesmerizing blue eyes.

“Okay, kiddo, I get it, but make wise choices!”

“Yes, mom. He’ll probably not be back again. I think I made him wet his pants.” Leah winked, grabbed the bag of tomatoes off the table and headed over to her Aunt Meg’s place, hearing her mother snicker behind her.

Isaac poked his head into the kitchen. Shawney smiled at the sight of her husband.

“You’re back! I didn’t hear the truck. How is Matt?”

“He’s good. Where was Leah off to with that cat-that-ate-the-canary look on her face? I know that look!”

“Your daughter is going to Meg’s to take her a bag of tomatoes. Then, I guess she’ll milk Mabel.”

“So, why is she my daughter today? What did she do?”

Shawney flipped a page in her catalog with an amused look on her face.

“She caught a teenage boy stealing our produce in the garden. Isaac, she pointed her crossbow at him. I had something to say about that.”

“First, we have a thief? That’s new. Second, that girl of ours has been a handful since Day One —that is not new.”

In Isaac’s mind, an instant memory overlayed present day. He sat at a table in the front room with pencil in hand, the farm ledger open in front of him. From out of the kitchen walked four-year-old Leah, a stainless-steel bowl on her head and hands hidden. Long braids hung over her shoulders, with her cornflower blue eyes wide. She wore pink socks with ruffled cuffs and sneakers with some cartoon figure imprint, pink shorts and a shirt with puppies on it.  

“Leah, why do you have a mixing bowl on your head?”

She shook her head in an exaggerated motion.

“No, Daddy, that’s my helmet!” She rolled her eyes as if it should be obvious to him.

Amused, he asked the logical question.

“Your helmet, huh? Where are you going?”

“I’m going to hunt mice. I saw a giant one in the barn and Misty couldn’t catch it. She needs backup!”

Isaac bit his lip as he suppressed a laugh. His daughter was so serious about her mission.
“That must be a giant mouse for you to need a helmet. How are you going to kill the mouse when you catch it?”
Leah’s eyes shifted from side to side and she bit her lip. Then, Isaac noticed her hands were still hidden from view. He squinted, suspicious. 

“Leah, honey, what are you hiding behind your back? Let me see your hands.”

She was reluctant to comply, then a look came over her, that look she always had when she felt in charge of the situation. She whipped out one chubby arm from behind her and held her weapon in the air like a warrior princess on a fantasy book cover. 

“Sweetie, that’s a dough cutter. Won’t that be, well, messy?”

“No, Daddy, that’s my sword! Can’t you tell?”

It was everything he could do to hold it together. 

“Honey, why don’t we just get traps and bait them with peanut butter? That seems a lot easier to me. What do you think?”

She looked up at the ceiling, her mouth set, in her thinking mode. Then, her face lit up.

“Mice love peanut butter! They lick it and blam! Crushed mouse!”

“Exactly! Now, go get the peanut butter, but scoop some out and put it in a bowl. We can’t take the whole jar to the barn. Sound like a plan?”

“Okay, Daddy. Then, I can have some too, right?”

“Right. These books can wait. We have a mission to complete. Skye and Misty need our help!”

“Yeah, Mommy would be mad if we got mouse blood on her dough cutter.”

When Isaac’s mind snapped back to the present, Shawney was watching him, confused. 

“Where did you go? You had the silliest grin on your face.”

“Just reminiscing, love. The young woman that just left the house is your daughter. My daughter is the chubby-cheeked four-year-old wearing a helmet and going to the barn to kill mice with your dough cutter. Our daughter is the same as she always has been — fearless!”

*  *  *
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MEG NICHOLS’ FRONT door was ajar and the screen door allowed cooling breezes to waft through the house. Leah knocked, then opened the screen and went inside. The smell of hot tomato sauce hit her in the face.
“Aunt Meg! It’s me, Leah!” she called out as she walked toward the kitchen.

“Follow the smell, hon. We’re canning tomatoes.”

Meg had removed the lid from the water bath canner, her collar-length, blondish hair damp from the heat of the room. Logan sat at the kitchen table. Leah held out the bag to Meg.

“I have some more tomatoes for you. Some thief was picking them and I encouraged him to stop. Have we had any thefts on the farm? I have never heard anyone talk about it.”

Meg reached for the jar lifter and began pulling the steaming jars out of the water one at a time and setting them on a folded towel. She continued her chore as she spoke.

“Not that I recall. We do have security cameras at strategic locations and I didn’t get an alert. You say he was inside the garden? Where was Finn?”

“Finn was on the backside of the barn, I guess. He didn’t show until I called him. I didn’t know this kid. Hey, Logan, do you know anyone our age who is new to Clancy?”

Logan was playing with a deck of cards, shuffling and dealing them onto the table. He was the spitting image of his father with coppery skin, dark brown eyes and a serious attention to detail, if he was interested enough.

“That’s a little vague, Leah. Can you describe him?”

“Well, he was cocky and self-entitled and wanted to take what wasn’t his.”

Logan looked up at her and rolled his eyes.

“Not helpful. What about a physical description?”

“Didn’t notice much. Light brown hair, slender and a snarky attitude is all I remember. I think I saw a wet spot on the front of his shorts when he turned tail and ran, though.”

“Why? What did you do to him?”  Meg entered the conversation and sat across from Logan, pushing her wet hair out of her face and looked up at Leah.

Leah pursed her lips, and her eyes darted to the side. “I asked him to tell me why I shouldn’t put an arrow through his chest and bury his body on the mountain, that’s it. It’s not like I was going to do it or anything, but he seemed unsure because of the crossbow in his face and all.”

Logan put his head in his hands, and Meg burst out laughing.

“You didn’t! Leah! I should have known. Why do we have a livestock guardian dog when we have you? What will you do if he runs to his parents about you? I’ll back you up if the sheriff rolls in, but honey, there are a lot of folks who have moved here over the last decade that are not used to our way of doing things, the way we protect our own around here.”

“Aunt Meg, the dweeb was stealing food from us and trust me, he was not needy. His shoes were designer and so were his shorts. He had designer everything. I’ll just tell the sheriff what I told mom, that I found a trespasser stealing and since I didn’t know this person, I was being extra cautious. He climbed over the fence near the creek to get in and he left the same way. Logan, if you hear anything about this among your crew, you need to tell me!”

Logan stood, gave her a thumbs-up, kissed his Aunt Meg on the cheek, and walked out of the house. Leah sat at the table with her aunt.

“So, what can I help you with before I need to go make soap with mom today?”

“Nothing, sweetie. The jars have to cool and the lids vacuum-seal. The hard stuff is done for the day, unless you just want to finish picking produce and gather eggs to restock the store. I’ll talk to your dad about an extra security camera for that blind spot back there now that something has come up to warrant it. I’d ask your Uncle Elias to install it, but he has an enormous project to do for someone and will be stuck inside for days. He’s in the office now with his head buried in a computer screen. Could you hold down the fort at the farm stand tomorrow for me? It won’t be long before we shut down for the season, but I need to can some beef stew tomorrow for our winter meals and that takes longer than water bath canning.”

“Sure, I can do that. Is it okay if Tristan keeps me company at the store?”

“Yes, it’s fine. I like Tristan and his sister. It’s good to have loyal friends. Your dad was my best friend when I was younger and he never let me down. Tell me if you see that thieving kid again and please, be careful with that crossbow. I know you are a talented archer, but Leah, accidents happen.”

“Yes ma’am, I will. I’d better see when Mom wants to do the soap. We’re getting low in the store, I noticed, so we’ll get on that. Before I leave, I’ll gather the eggs and pick more tomatoes and peppers for you, then I have to milk Mabel or she’ll burst.”

Meg stood to hug Leah as she left to do the chores. The screen door slammed behind her as Elias came down the hallway. He was using his cane today. Over the past two decades, his hair had turned almost completely gray, but his eyes were the same as they’d always been: deep chocolate brown and showing a wicked sense of humor.

“Was that Leah I heard?”

“Yep, it was. That girl, she is really something. She held a thief at bay in the garden with her bow, a human thief, ran him off. I suspect this will be the start of other issues, though. There are so many new folks and strangers here since we got married, it makes me a little nervous.”

“Was this an adult or a kid? I don’t like this at all, Meg. It could be an isolated incident, but again, it could be a symptom of the change happening in town.”

“Leah said the boy seemed about her age, wearing designer clothes and giving attitude. She had never seen him before and he left by catapulting over the back fence at the creek. We should probably get another camera to add back there—it’s always been a blind spot and the game camera is less useful to prevent things like this. I will order one and see if Isaac can install it for us. Or maybe even Logan could do that. He needs a job to keep him occupied until school is back in session. You want something to eat before you get back to work? I have some egg salad in the fridge.”

“Sure, baby, that would be great. Got any oyster crackers to go with it?”

“No, but we have some pork rinds; will those do?”

“Even better, thank you.”  Elias sat in a chair at the table, and when Meg set the bowl and bag of pork rinds in front of him, he pulled her in for a kiss.

“Love you baby.”

“Love you, too, big guy.”

From the front porch, Leah had stayed to watch them and smiled. I hope I find someone like that one day, she thought. Then, she jumped off the porch and jogged toward the chicken coop.
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CHAPTER 2
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In season, the farm stand opened at 10 a.m. every Saturday and two days during the week when in full harvest mode. Usually, her mother or Aunt Meg manned the little store, but today Meg was canning food for the family’s winter. Leah approached the postage stamp- sized, fenced lot from the rear and entered by the back gate. She unlocked and propped open the entry door, then turned toward the main front gate, unchained and secured it in the full-open position. Under her arm, she carried a box of cured goat's milk with oatmeal soaps and a bag of colorful, plump tomatoes and peppers for restocking the shelves. Three cartons of colorful eggs filled her canvas tote bag.  The sun was high, birds were singing all around her and she was ready for business.

The egg fridge inside was full, so she sat the cartons on the counter, checked the entire store and tidied the stack of books by talented local author Nelda Clay. A few of Nelda’s watercolor paintings graced the walls. The art display included Aunt Meg’s pride and joy, a stunning watercolor painting on canvas featuring her two beautiful Australian Shepherds sitting together in front of the farmhouse porch. They each wore a different colored bandana around their necks. The attached plaque at the bottom of the frame read Brewster’s Farm Guardians. Her father and Uncle Elias had gone in together to commission it for Meg.

Leah ran her fingers over the plaque with reverence and blew them a kiss. Her mind wandered to an earlier time, remembering herself as a child romping from one side of the farm to the other with Skye and Misty. They had both passed away before she was a teenager, and it took two years before Aunt Meg could open her heart to another dog. Finn was different from the Aussies. As a puppy, he was more prone to rat-hunting and squirrel-chasing than true guarding, but soon grew into a formidable force on the farm. Everyone was safer when he was on duty. Few intruders would take on a dog of his size, but Leah believed he might have trouble covering the entire farm if predator pressure increased.

She unlocked the cash box and, with one more scan around the store, sat behind the counter and pulled out her cellphone. No messages. A knock on the front door frame got her attention. Tristan Shepherd, her sort-of, kind-of boyfriend, was grinning in the doorway. 

“Leah, is the coast clear?” he asked, looking around the space. 

“You sound like you’re going to rob the place. Come in! Aunt Meg said it was fine for you to be here.”

“You asked her permission?”

“Of course, I did. It’s her family business, our family business, but she has final say on everything to do with this store, along with Uncle Elias...and my dad...and my mom. I’m just the hired help.”

Tristan laughed. His sandy blonde hair was longer on top than on the sides and back and his green eyes made her throat clench. He was pretty. Not handsome, but pretty. 

“Well, good. I don’t think I’ve ever been inside the store. Can I look around?”

“Sure, just don’t move anything. I’ve already aligned all the shelf baskets and the merchandise on the counter.”

Tristan walked the perimeter of the building, gazing at the paintings, the framed photos of chickens and Leah’s family and the dogs. He stopped at the watercolor of Skye and Misty and talked back over his shoulder while still assessing it. 

“Hey, do you remember these dogs? I never saw them in person, but I know they’re not here anymore. They’re really cool-looking, very similar but also, very different from each other. They’re some kind of shepherd breed, but what do you call that coloring? I like it!”

“The blue one is called blue merle and the red one is a red merle, the rarer color of the two. They’re Australian Shepherds and were the best dogs. They’ve been gone for years. I loved those dogs, so funny and smart and uber-protective of my Aunt Meg. They once held her nasty sister at bay in front of the porch. Meg called it a satisfying moment.” Leah put air quotes around the word satisfying and smiled. She fell into a nostalgic reverie, remembering the playtime with the dogs from one side of the farm to the other.

“I didn’t know your aunt had a sister. I wondered if your dad was her brother, but they look so different. You’ve never mentioned her sister.”

“First, we’ve never talked much about this, but my dad is not her biological brother and we never talk about her sister, like ever! His mother and Meg’s grandmother were close when he was a little boy so she and Dad were friends.  When Meg moved to the city for a new career, they lost touch. Then, years later, she moved back to Clancy to care for her sick grandmother, and they reconnected. I’ve heard the story a hundred times and I thought I’d told you some of it. There’s more, but it would take too long to tell now. Dad was a huge part of the development of the farm and business, which is one reason we live in a guest cottage on the property—he’s an official partner. Meg introduced my parents or I might not be here.”

“Wow, that’s quite a story. So, she isn’t really your aunt. How did I miss that?”

“Because she is, in every way that counts, but mostly, more like a grandmother. She and my dad have always been thick as thieves, then came Elias. The crazy sister is not in the picture. I think she latched onto some poor sucker and moved to Europe.”

Just then, a customer walked in the door, nodded a greeting, and looked around. He picked up Nelda’s book, put it back, then walked to the produce shelves. He grabbed a bag, picked out three huge slicing tomatoes and brought them to the counter. 

Leah stood to ring up the purchase, thanked him and he left. She had never seen him before, which reminded her of the trespasser-thief yesterday. She put the cash in the box, then came out from behind the counter to watch for other customers while she told Tristan the latest story. 

“Something happened yesterday that I need your help with. I found a guy in our garden loading tomatoes in a bag. Like that customer, I didn’t know him. He was about our age, smart-mouthed and acted like they were his for the taking. I see as many people in town these days I don’t know as I do know. It’s a little weird and makes me nervous. If you hear anything about that kid, tell me; that type usually loves to brag about stupid stuff they do.  All I remember is he was slender and average height, with light brown hair, but I was so enraged, the only thing I can distinctly recall were his clothes, a giant red flag. Nobody wears labels to show off around here. He left the way he came in, by jumping over the back fence at the creek.”

“How did you get him to leave? Did he take the stuff with him? Sounds like a self-entitled prick.”

“He left the bag behind. He really didn’t have much choice.”

“And why was that? What did you do, Leah? Did Finn get him?” Tristan squinted and looked into her face, anticipating a typical Leah answer.

“No, the dog was otherwise engaged yesterday. The kid didn’t relish being buried in the lower forty. He peed his pants and ran.”

“Buried? Explain.”

“Because he was looking down the barrel, or rather, arrow, of my crossbow. Yeah, I get it, don’t scold me about that. Mom and Meg already did, sort of.”

Tristan laughed and clapped his hands. “Why would I scold you? That is so bad-ass, Leah! You have what my mother would call gumption. Just be careful. This society is so litigious now, you might find yourself in legal hot water, but if I hear anything about it, I’ll let you know right away. Oops, customer incoming...”

Leah whispered over her shoulder as she headed to intercept the customer. 

“Where’d you learn a big word like litigious?” She winked at Tristan, who rolled his eyes then stepped aside for Leah to do business. Other customers filtered into the store. Some were friends; others were newcomers. One of the new folks complimented the photos and paintings on the walls. Another asked about Nelda Clay’s book. It appeared Leah would be busy for a while, so Tristan signaled to her that he was going to get out of the way so she could concentrate on business. She smiled and waved as he left.

*  *  *
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“HEY, LEAH, DO YOU THINK your mom would teach me how to make soap?”

Leah looked at Quinn Shepherd as if she had two heads, squinted her eyes and cocked her mouth to one side. 

“You do realize that I know how to make soap, too, right? I help my mom almost every time she does it so we can get the soap cured and into the store.”

Quinn shrugged. 

“Yeah, I know, but you have stuff to do. I like spending time with your mom. She’s so beautiful and sweet.”

“Of course, she’s awesome! And thank you because I look just like her.” Leah winked and grinned. 

“Yes, you do, and I love you both, so if you can ask her, I’d appreciate it.”

“Sure, but you could ask her yourself, Quinn. Mom taught Maddie, so I bet she’ll teach you, too. I still can’t get over Maddie Clay, of all people, wanting to make soap.”

“Thanks, I’ll ask her next time I see her. Yeah, Maddie surprised me, too, but she can be full of surprises.”

Reserved and soft-spoken, Quinn was smarter than most people gave her credit for, her burgundy-colored, rectangular glasses causing her to appear even more studious. She was crafty and artistic, crocheting items for friends and doing pencil sketches in a notebook she carried with her everywhere. She always underestimates herself, Leah thought.

“Leah, do you remember when Maddie first moved here? We thought she’d be one of those mean girls everybody talks about because she is so pretty, a cheerleader type, but we were so wrong. I’m glad her family bought the hardware store. She’s finally chilled about how boring she thought this town was after she started assimilating to it. This farm is good for people, you know.” 

“Maddie didn’t grow up here, so she was a little late to the party, but she’s getting into her groove as my Aunt Meg would say. She’ll have dirt under her fingernails in no time, you watch. It took her a while to understand my focus on the farm business, but I told her I like to eat and I don’t want someone coming between me and my food, or taking it from my family who labored in the scorching sun to grow it. Even for a city girl, she was naïve, but she finally understood.”

Quinn laughed and agreed. 

“One day, when I started spouting off about potential grid-down scenarios, her eyes glazed over. She eventually caught on, even about your weapons training.”

“Better to prepare for something that never happens than be caught with your pants down, I always say. When I tell her about what happened the other day, she may better understand. I caught a thief on the farm red-handed for the first time ever, in broad daylight no less, stealing produce in the garden. Not a very smart criminal if you ask me. My crossbow made an impression on him. It was some guy our age, wasn’t from around here.”

“Yikes, Leah! I had no idea.”

“I told Tristan last Saturday. Guess he didn’t tell you.”

“He never does. You know how brothers are, considering Logan and all.”

“You know it! Let’s go see the chickens and gather whatever eggs are in there.”

“Sure! I like chickens, but my mother would never let me have them.”

“You can live vicariously through ours, then. Come on!” 

They walked to the coop. The laying hens were in their pen, some digging for bugs and dust-bathing or sun-bathing. After Meg’s original laying flock died off, she’d settled on just two breeds instead of five: Delawares for a large peachy-tan egg, with blue or green egg layers, whether Easter Eggers or true Ameraucanas. They provided variety in the cartons that charmed her customers. Quinn grabbed one of the folding lawn chairs Meg always propped against the building, took it into the pen and sat down. Within a minute, two cheeky Delaware hens were vying for her lap space. She looked completely smitten, and it made Leah smile. 

“You really love these girls, don’t you?”

“I do! These are so friendly, almost like lap dogs. Thanks for letting me do this.”

“Of course. They love attention, as you can see. There is one Easter Egger hen in here that has this all-knowing, wise look. She’s the one over there with the brown and bluish feathers. If you look into her eyes, she’s like an old soul. They’re really fun pets and make you breakfast as a bonus. When you’re ready to go, I’ll show you where that guy jumped the fence on his hurry out of here. I told my mom that we needed extra security back there, now that all these new people around town. Sort of creeps me out, to be honest.”

With reluctance, Quinn extracted herself from the adoring hordes, folded her chair and locked up the pen door as she walked out and followed Leah toward the back of the coop. They stood at the end of the building, looking down the hill toward the creek and the back perimeter fence. 

“So how did this jerk get out of here? I am racking my brain to think of anyone new I’ve seen around town lately who is near our age. Drawing a blank so far, but if I come across anyone, I’ll do some detective work, maybe snap a picture for you and see if you recognize him.”

“Thanks! That’d be great. So, he was in the middle of the tall tomato plants, being sneaky and looking over his shoulder like the thief he is. The tops of the plants were moving like a large animal was in the middle of them, the only reason I noticed. I snuck up on the garden already armed because I had been practicing, and there he was. Because I was so angry, I didn’t notice much about him other than messy brown hair with clothes he couldn’t buy at the farm store. We had words and I called Finn ― the dog was somewhere behind the barn and hadn’t seen him. Somehow, he got the impression his life was in danger so he left by jumping the fence near the creek. Haven’t seen him since.”

“Wow, maybe you need two dogs to cover all the acreage, Leah. No way he’d have been stealing with Finn hot on his trail.”

“I agree, but it isn’t my call. Aunt Meg would have the final say. Uncle Elias will do whatever she wants regarding the farm, so if Meg’s on board, Elias is, too. She bought an extra security camera, but no one has installed it yet. I’ll remind her about it. She’s been so busy with canning winter meals, I guess she pushed it aside. Logan needs to get off his duff and do it himself. If he won’t, and dad can’t manage it, I’ll do it. We just need to know where exactly she wants it. Let’s go back to the house and I’ll talk to her about it right now. You game?”

“Sure, I love your Aunt Meg. Let’s go.”

As they turned uphill, Leah reached out to stop Quinn. She pointed at the back door to the coop, the one that was always locked and never open unless they were doing a complete clean-out of the bedding. The hasp was bent and both the hasp and lock itself had pry marks on it, as if someone had tried to force open the door in back, out of sight of the house. 

“What? What’s wrong?”

“Look at this lock. Someone has tried to break in, probably to steal eggs, maybe even chickens. I can’t believe this on top of what just happened! Let’s get to the house. Meg needs to hear this and so does my dad. He’ll be on the warpath, no Indian joke intended. I have to go inside to be sure someone hasn’t actually done any damage. Hang on a minute.”

Leah slipped into the coop through the front door, and the hens scattered with her quick movements. A few seconds later, she emerged carrying eight eggs in her shirt turned up in front like a sling.

“Will you take a few of these? I don’t want to drop them.”

“Sure. Give me a few.” Quinn pulled three eggs from the impromptu sling and they hurried up the hill. 

Leah’s heart pounded, and she felt out of breath. She ground her teeth as disbelief turned to fury, and she jogged with Quinn behind her, trying to keep up. 
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On the way back to the house, Leah saw her father’s big black Silverado truck parked in front —good, two birds with one stone. Meg was sitting on the porch swing with Elias, and Isaac Tanner had taken the rocking chair a couple of feet away. Conversation among the three seemed serious when Leah and Quinn reached them.

“Daddy, Aunt Meg! We found something you should know about. Hey, Elias, glad you’re here too.”

Isaac stood and put his hand on Leah’s arm to slow her down. Leah was plainly distressed, but she was not prone to drama like others her age so the three adults listened with rapt attention. Elias leaned forward, both hands resting on top of his cane, his dark eyes moving from one girl to the other. 

“Leah, take a breath and tell us what happened. Quinn, nice to see you again.”

“You too, Mr. Tanner. Leah and I discovered a problem behind the coop and had to tell all of you right away. Oh, Mrs. Nichols, here are eggs we gathered before that.”

“Here are mine too, Meg,” Leah said as she handed over hers to Meg who gathered them between her husband and herself on the seat.

“Thank you, girls. Leah what has you so out of breath?” Meg asked. 

Isaac’s brow furrowed with concern as he searched his daughter’s face while she explained.

“I was showing Quinn where that thief vaulted over the back fence, then when we turned back to the coop, we noticed someone had tried to break into it. The hasp on the back door is bent and there are pry marks on the lock. What the heck is going on in this town?”

“Girls, sit please and give us more details. Did this person get inside or just make an attempt?”  Elias gestured for them to sit as he spoke.  Quinn piped up with the answer.

“We don’t believe they made it inside. We checked to be sure everything was okay, and that’s when we gathered the eggs for you on the way back. All the hens seem okay too.”

“Well, at least they didn’t get inside. Keen eye, Leah, as always. We were just discussing some of the recent incidents, including the young man you interrupted in the garden. It’s concerning. Your dad was just saying he was going to install that new camera back there for us tomorrow.” Meg looked from Isaac to Elias.

“I was telling Quinn that we need extra security there.” Leah’s breathing was becoming more even by the minute and she sat back in the antique metal chair. 

“We do, honey. I should have made time to do it before now. Girls, listen to me, okay?”  Quinn and Leah focused their eyes on Isaac as he elaborated on the evolving situation, his ominous tone causing them to listen without interruption.

“There are some unsavory elements that have moved into our area; the situation bears watching. Last week, I heard someone in the hardware store talking about a break-in at their farm. I’ll speak to Deputy Mike about it to see if he’s heard of trouble around the county, any credible threats. He may be retired, but he always has his ear to the ground. I don’t want you girls to go anywhere alone for a while. I am going to instruct Logan to watch out for Leah, and Quinn, your brother should do the same for you when he’s not in tech school.  All four of you should be especially vigilant now. Please warn Maddie and I’ll speak to Matt, Laura and Nelda about it. I am not going to cloister you and Logan in the house, and it could have been a kid’s prank, but we shouldn’t take anything for granted. I’ve taught you how to defend yourself, but in the shock of the moment, anyone can freeze. Your mother and I have already discussed it and she is taking precautions as well.  I want us all on the same page, okay? Quinn?”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Tanner. Thanks. Now that we’ve told you, I feel better.”

“Good, just be extra cautious until we figure out what’s going on. Everyone agreed?” Isaac looked from his daughter to her friend.

“Yes, sir, copy that! Quinn, if you want to help me feed the animals tonight, one of us can drive you home afterward,” Leah offered.

“Sure, let’s go.” The girls both jumped up and headed for the barn to feed the cats before dusk. 

*  *  *
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WEEKS PASSED WITH NO further incident. Work settled into the fall routine. Every morning, Leah grabbed two stainless-steel pails, added warm soapy water and a rag to one of them and walked to the barn. Mabel, their Nigerian Dwarf milk goat, lived in Dusty the Donkey’s pen in the old barn. Dusty passed on at the ripe old age of thirty-five when Leah was a child, and until they bought Mabel, the barn had fallen into disuse other than for the stray, semi-feral cats who kept mice running in fear. One looked a lot like Aunt Meg’s old cat who had also come to the farm as a stray, an orange tabby named Marmalade. The other was a gray tabby with a white spot on its chest. 

Today, the ominous skies were full of moisture so Leah dressed in a plaid flannel shirt, jeans and work boots. The nights had turned cool as October settled into the landscape. Leaves turned red, gold and orange and maple trees shed theirs before other varieties on the farm.  The sunsets were ramping up their color as they tended to do in the colder season, a consolation prize for the approach of frigid nights. Autumn was Leah’s favorite season. She had already pulled out her lightweight sweaters, flannels and heavy sweatshirts, and pushed her colorful t-shirt collection to the back of her closet. 

Leah set down the bucket of water, then put a scoop of feed into the stanchion, opening the pen door to bring Mabel into the front. The goat trotted up the short ramp into the stanchion, thrust her head through the sliding arms into the trough of grain and Leah fastened her down. She pulled the milking stool close, grabbed the warm soapy rag and washed Mabel’s udder while the goat munched on her feed. Then she began the rhythmic motion of milking into the clean pail. Her hands were strong and sure, and the practiced movements lulled her into a calm that she looked forward to every morning. Milking the goat by hand had strengthened her forearms as a bonus, aiding in more ease in hefting her crossbow.   Leah milked from both sides of Mabel’s udder, and when the pail was almost full, she covered it with its steel lid and set it aside. She thought about getting a second goat for Mabel to have company, but she knew she didn’t have time to milk two of them. Maybe a wether would suffice as a friend for her, though it would have no purpose other than that, not being an intact breeder or a milker, and would eat as much feed as Mabel. She’d think about it. Until then, Mabel had the cats and Finn for company. 

From behind her came a plaintive meow. The two stray cats had trotted into the
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