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  Dedication


Danger on the Rise is dedicated to the colors red and black and to new and old friends. 






  
  Previously. . . 


STUART 
The grid has been down for several years; it’s been hard because besides electrical power, the economy, government, law enforcement, and everything we’d taken for granted collapsed except for family and friends. Angel, Red, and I came to my dad’s farm in Georgia for a quick visit to help him out, but when the murdering gangs swept Florida, we stayed; Major, who is Angel and Red’s grandfather, fled Florida with the sheriff, who was my former boss, and their families and friends who lived with them. 
I’ve known since the first day I gazed into her blue eyes that I would marry Angel; she is the smartest and the most talented girl I’ve ever known. I was happy to wait until she finally came around to my way of thinking. We had a double wedding: Angel and me; Red and Andy, our neighbors’ nephew. 
Our latest problem is that a foreign country has invaded Mexico and has crossed the Texas border; the Georgia militia is on its way to Texas to join the fight. Several of us feel drawn to go with them, but we can’t leave our families unprotected. My problem is worse because I want to go, but if I do, then Angel would too, and Red goes wherever Angel does. Andy won’t let Red go without him. I’m not sure that’s a good idea to empty our household of all our best shooters.
ROSALIE aka RED
I’m not going to talk about that except to say Stuart worries too much. 
Besides the fact that people say Angel is autistic, and those who know her think she’s brilliant, I have more to add. Angel’s original name was Aimee Louise, but we all call her Angel now, except eight-year-old Henry: he calls her Mama Angel because she and Stuart have kind of adopted him. We have eleven families in the four farmhouses that are close to each other with a total of sixteen children and assorted dogs, animals, and poultry. I’ve got a list, if you need it. 
Stuart preempted me with the wedding news, but I have so much more to tell you about Andy, who is absolutely dreamy when he’s not busy being a pain; Angel wants me to wrap it up, but first I should probably mention her clouds. 
Angel can’t see facial expressions and says it’s the autism; instead, she sees clouds that kind of hang over people’s heads, or maybe they obscure their faces. Who knows? I can’t explain it, but the clouds reveal a person’s true feelings and nature. She’s saved us more than once when she spotted what she calls a danger cloud. Did we pretty much cover the basics, Angel?
ANGEL
Yes.






  
  Chapter One


Angel and eight-year-old Henry raced down the stairs; when they reached the kitchen, Brody, Henry’s young dog, scrambled to Henry, who laughed when Brody kissed his face; Henry knelt on the floor to hug the adoring Brody then hurried to the table. 
Stuart chuckled. “You’re getting faster every day, Henry.”   
“You sneaked out early, Dad, then I heard Mama and Aunt Red in the radio room, so I got up real quiet too,” Henry said. “The rest of the boys are still sleeping.”
Red walked down the stairs and into the kitchen. “It’s not fair,” she grumbled. “Mama Sandra and my traitor husband ganged up on me, and I’m not allowed to run down the stairs.” 
Sandra pulled out a pan of biscuits from the oven. “You can blame me, Red; I told Andy my mother and Scott took away my running down the stairs privileges after I slipped on a step when I was pregnant with Stuart.” 
Scott came inside while Sandra was talking and hung up his jacket. “It was more than a few steps, and you didn’t just slip; you tumbled halfway down and scared us to death.” 
Sandra mumbled, “You two overreacted.” 
Scott side-glanced at Sandra as he poured a cup of coffee then settled into his seat at the table. “Anything interesting on the radio this morning?”
Red sighed. “Sheriff Jack wants us to get together, but he didn’t say why; he’s asked for two or three people from each of our four farms to come here this morning.” 
Blanche, who had embraced being called Farmer or Rancher Blanche depending on the day’s topic the children were studying, set a glass of milk in front of Henry and a platter of fried ham in the middle of the table then whisked a bowlful of eggs before she poured them into her large skillet. “After we take care of our weeding and chicken chores, the buckaroos, Mama Louisa, and I planned to go to the abandoned Smith farm for a field trip later this morning to see if the strawberries are ready to harvest. Any reason we should cancel?”
“I wouldn’t think so,” Stuart said. “You might want to take Cal or someone else along for security.”
“Nope; Louisa and I have it covered.”  
“We can meet in the barn,” Scott said. “Stuart, I’m thinking you, David, and me.” 
“And Angel and Andy,” Red added. 
“We just went from three to five people to represent the Newton farm,” Scott said. 
“Yes,” Angel said. 
Scott raised his eyebrows at Stuart, who shrugged.
“I shall politely decline.” Sandra’s eyes twinkled. “I have a feeling that Farmer Blanche and her farmhands will bring home a load of strawberries, and I have to have our canning equipment ready to make strawberry jam this afternoon.” 
“I hear the boys stirring upstairs; quit jawing and eat your breakfast before the second wave shows up,” Blanche said. 
After everyone ate breakfast, Farmer Blanche, Louisa, and the five children left to weed the garden. 
“There’s no reason you have to meet in the cold barn,” Sandra said. “You’ll be more comfortable in the living room, so everyone can warm up and enjoy a cup of coffee after their cold walk to get here.” 
Scott and Stuart waited in the driveway for their guests. Jack, Major, and Nate arrived from the two farms that were north of the Newton farm, Doc Grayson and his dad, Phil, came from the Webster farm that was west of the Smith farm, and David and Ethan came out of the barn. After everyone had gathered in the driveway, they went into the farmhouse. 
After everyone was settled, Jack stood in front of the fireplace; Noel quietly joined the group. 
“Where’s Andy?” Scott asked. 
“He volunteered to help Mom set up for canning,” Stuart said. 
Scott shook his head. “I’ll have to thank him for that.”
Jack cleared his throat. “Some of us have plans to join the militia that is on its way to Texas to stop the Chinese army that invaded Mexico and is moving across the border; however, we have an additional call for help. The hams passed on a message from Wally…”
“You lost me, Jack,” Phil said. “Who’s Wally?”
“Sorry; I had four deputies when I was the sheriff in Plainview: Stuart, Wally, Brad, and Jim. Wally and Brad took their families to Alabama after they heard Wally’s father-in-law died, and his mother-in-law needed help running the farm; Jim went with them.”
“Thanks,” Doc said. “Dad and I would have been stuck at trying to figure out the connection between the militia and Wally.”
Jack continued, “Wally said the Mexican cartel headed into Texas before anyone else realized an overseas country had invaded Mexico; they’ve overrun Louisiana and most of Mississippi and will soon be a major threat to Alabama. Jim is with the militia in Texas, so Wally and Brad need help with defending their families of small children and babies at the farm. Most of their neighbors have left.” 
“Do we know whether Wally and Brad would be open to coming back with us?” David asked. 
“We could present that as an option,” Major said. 
“Lots of unknowns.” Nate furrowed his brow. “Do we have enough people to split into three groups?”  
“Our discussion has been focused on the two groups that are leaving, but you’re right. We have to be certain that all our homes are adequately protected while the travelers are gone,” Scott said. 
Major nodded. “Dead Eye Red is a prime example of an excellent shot, but we have to consider all four farms.” 
“How much time do we have to think about it?” David asked.
Jack said, “The ideal answer is to take all the time we need, but the deputies’ tenuous situation doesn’t give us…” 
Stuart interrupted. “Those of us who are contemplating leaving need a little time to discuss it with our families before we try to make too many decisions; their support is critical.”
Major nodded. “Jack and I had the luxury of talking to our families before we came here. It didn’t take long, but Stuart’s right: it’s important.”
“Our team will have to leave as quickly as possible if we intend to help Wally, Brad, and their families,” Jack said.
“The militia is begging for doctors,” Doc said. “I have to leave right away.”  
“Ten minutes won’t make a difference,” Major said.
Jack narrowed his eyes. “You don’t…”
“Let’s take a break,” Scott said. 
Stuart, Angel, David, Noel, and Scott left the room while Doc and Jack argued with Major. 

      [image: ]Angel, Stuart, and the other three men returned thirty minutes later. 
“Let’s start with the militia,” Stuart said. “Doc needs at least one person to go with him.”
“Grayson and I have been talking,” Phil said. “I could take him in my truck until we reach the militia, then he’ll continue with them, and I’ll return.”
“Phil, that has you returning alone,” Major said. “You’d need someone riding shotgun. Let’s determine our assignments then move to transportation. Is anyone else planning to go to join the militia?”
“Andy had planned to, but now he doesn’t want to leave Red,” Stuart said. 
“She is fearless, isn’t she?” Nate smiled. 
“I’d like to go with Doc unless the farms would be too short-handed,” Noel said.
When Scott furrowed his brow, Noel continued, “I discussed it with Louisa, and she understands. She’ll talk to the children.”
“Noel, you’ve got the experience; you’d be a real asset to the militia,” Scott said. 
“Anyone else?” Jack asked. 
When no one spoke, he said, “Doc and Noel, then; let’s move on to the team going to help Wally.” 
“I’ll start,” Stuart said. “Angel and I will go.”
“And me,” Jack added.  
“I talked to Sandra, Ethan, and Brandon,” David said. “Ethan and I will go.” 
“Are you sure about leaving Brandon?” Scott frowned. “Not my business, except it is: I’m one of the adopted grandpas here.”
David smiled. “You have full grandpa rights. Brandon and Ethan must have known I was considering going with Stuart and Angel because they brought it up while we were talking. Brandon said it was okay for me to go help the people in Alabama, but only if Ethan went along to make sure I didn’t get hurt. I had a feeling those two were in collusion.” 
Noel smiled. “I suspected Brandon and Henry were listening as intently as Mandy was when I was talking to Louisa.” 
“Won’t you be distracted by making sure Ethan is safe?” Major asked. 
“I’ll keep him close, so I’ll know he’s safe, but distracted? No, Ethan and I are a team.” 
“Like Stuart and me,” Angel added. 
Jack cleared his throat then side-glanced Major who nodded.
“Annie wants to go; she reminded me we work in teams,” Jack said. 
“She has definitely proven herself as a valuable team member,” Stuart said. 
“Lord, help us,” Scott muttered. “What about our farms? Will all of them be adequately protected after everyone leaves?”
“What do you think about our two farms, Nate?” Major asked.
“We’ll be fine, but you’ll be missing two shooters from your farm, Major,” Nate said. 
“Mr. Young trained our youngsters: Josh, Brett, and Sara. He told me Josh is ready for me to take him on a hunt. He started last week on the basics of gun safety with Jack’s wife, Molly, and my wife, Vanessa, so either of them could safely load rifles. I’d be worried about missing our two key shooters, except our two farms are close.” 
“We’ll be missing four,” Scott said, “but we’ll still have six strong shooters left. What about you, Phil?” 
“We might be the weakest farm. We have three strong shooters, but we’d really be down to two because of the babies,” Phil said. 
“We might have to play that by ear,” Scott said. “We have the advantage of the ham radio if there’s a problem.” 
“Can we move on to transportation?” Doc asked.  
“I can see how it would be easy for the two teams to travel together for a good portion of the trip, but why don’t y’all get together on that then let the rest of us know how to help you?” Major asked. 
Scott, Major, Nate, and Phil excused themselves from the group and went into the kitchen. 
“Okay, let’s talk about transportation,” Stuart said. “We need a vehicle for Doc and Noel who will be joining the militia, but what about our team going to Wally’s?” 
“Doc and Noel could take a pickup loaded with medical supplies that can be left with the militia, then for those who are going to the Alabama farm, we could take a transport truck, and a second pickup truck,” Angel said. 
“Why do we need a transport truck and a pickup?” Jack asked. 
“We need the transport truck if it’s best for Wally’s family to come to Georgia; the pickup is our backup if we have to abandon the large transport truck because it’s drawing too much attention,” Stuart said.
“What do you think about pulling the jeep behind the transport truck?” David asked. “If we have to leave both vehicles behind, that gives us a way to transport our supplies if we have to go cross-country; another idea is the jeep would be the perfect vehicle for scouting. I did that all the time when I was working with the Fish and Wildlife Department.”   
“Won’t it draw attention?” Jack asked. 
“Never did when I was tracking poachers; it just takes a little finesse to move quickly through the brush with a minimal amount of noise.” 
Stuart shrugged. “We’re not using it here, so we won’t really miss it if we have to ditch it.” 
“How many days do you think it will take for us to get to the militia?” Doc asked. 
Stuart smiled. You have a one-track mind, Doc.
“The closest militia group we’ve heard about that is on their way to Texas is one day away by vehicle,” Angel said.
“That would be in Mississippi,” Noel said. “When would you divert to the Alabama farm?” 
David stared at Angel. “Not all of us need to follow Noel and Doc all the way to Mississippi, do we?”
“That’s an option, isn’t it? Angel, do you think there is another militia group closer than that?” Stuart said.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
“Yes.” 
Jack exhaled. “Was I the only one holding my breath? Are we settled? Doc and Noel will take a pickup truck that can be turned over to the militia, Annie and I will be in the transport truck, David and Ethan will take the jeep, and Angel and Stuart will be in the second pickup truck.”
“And we leave first thing in the morning,” Doc added. 
“Before sunrise,” Angel said.
“We’ll leave it to each pair to plan and pack their own vehicles,” Jack said. “Angel, show me which transport truck we should use, and Nate and I will take it to my farm to load. If you and Stuart go with us, we’ll send you back with a pickup truck.” 
“We’ll take Dad’s truck, Noel; he’s offered to donate it to the militia,” Doc said. 
As the large group strolled into the kitchen, Stuart raised his eyebrows.
Scott pointed to the empty plate with a few crumbs on it that was in the middle of the table. “Your mother gave us a consolation prize because we wished we could go too.” 
“I made a coffee cake, so they could plan their home strategy in the kitchen,” Sandra said. 
“We were discussing options to consolidate if an attack on any of the farms was imminent.” Phil covered his mouth as he spoke because he had taken a large bite of coffee cake.
While the larger group continued to stare at the cake crumbs in silence, Sandra removed the plate then set a platter on the table with generous pieces of coffee cake on it. “There’s plenty to go around. Sit down or grab a piece if you’re in a hurry.” 
Everyone grabbed a piece, except for David: he grabbed two. “One for Ethan.” David hurried out the door. 
“We’ll run.” Angel bounced on her toes. 
She and Doc raced away; Stuart, David, and Noel ran along behind them. 
“It’s impressive that Doc can run as fast as Angel,” Noel said. 
“You’d think so, but she’s running with him,” David said. “I announced one time that I could finally run as fast as she could and challenged her to a race. She left me in the dust.” 
Noel and Stuart chuckled.
When they reached the Smith barn, Angel had the backs of the three transport trucks open, and Doc was inside the one that held the majority of the medical supplies. 
“What’s the best way to get these supplies into the back of Dad’s truck?” Doc asked. 
“You and Noel could take your truck to Dad’s farm then drive our utility vehicle, 48-4, here to load it then unload it into your truck,” Stuart said. 
David peered into the back. “It might take two trips, but it’s faster and easier than pulling the supplies in a wagon.” 
Noel glanced around. “Didn’t the kids come to the Smith farm to pick strawberries? How close are they? I don’t hear a thing.” 
“Security Officer Blanche has a rule: no unnecessary talking when the group is away from the Newton farm,” David said.
“What?” Doc came to the edge of the truck. “The kids actually stay quiet the entire time?”
“They take security as seriously as Blanche does,” Stuart said. 
“Ready to go, Doc?” Noel asked. 
After the two of them left for Leo’s farm, Jack, Major, Nate, Phil, and Scott arrived at the Smith barn. 
“Which transport truck do I use to take some supplies home with us?” Jack asked. 
“Look inside this one,” Angel pointed to a truck. “There may be some items you’ll want moved to another truck to make room for what you and Annie want to take.” 
“Slide what you don’t want to the edge, and we’ll remove it for you,” Stuart added. 
Jack climbed into the back of the truck then slid five boxes to the edge. “I think that’s it. The rest we can use at the farm or take with us. I’ll have Molly go through it and direct us in what we need to load up.” 
After Jack, Major, and Nate left in the transport truck, Scott said, “I’ll walk with you to Leo’s farm, Phil.”
“I’ll go along too,” Angel said. “I’d like to talk to Leo before we come back here.”
Scott nodded. “Take all the time you need.”
Before they left, Phil asked, “Scott, is there a second way to get from Leo’s farm to your farm? It seems like we need an alternate exit besides what feels like the front door.” 
“That’s a good thought,” Scott said. “I’ll talk to Blanche; she knows these three farms better than any of us.” 
After they left, David furrowed his brow. “I have a few ideas; I’ll talk to Blanche before tomorrow morning.” 
Stuart nodded. “Pick a truck and let’s go through it and the other one and load up your truck with what we’d need for us and for a crowd if we end up bringing the families back with us.” 
While they worked, David asked, “Angel thinks they’ll be coming back with us, doesn’t she?”
Stuart snorted. “Every time I’m certain I know what Angel is thinking, I discover how smart she is and how wrong I am.” 
David nodded as they began sorting the boxes. After they finished, David stretched his back. “Everything here is useful, but do we really need to take all of it with us?”
“Good point; we should take what we could use but leave the rest here. Let’s go through the other truck too. Phil’s remark about this feeling like the front door got under my skin. No one will be able to defend the truck and contents if it’s here.”
“I’m with you. Let’s take both trucks back to the farm. We can put the truck we leave behind in the woods near the back field and its contents wherever Sandra wants them,” David said. 
After they closed the backs of the trucks, Stuart said, “It sounds like we’re expecting a siege, but I think we’re expecting the unknown.”
When Angel and Scott returned, Stuart said, “We’re taking both trucks to the farm.” 
“Good,” Angel said. 
As Angel drove the first transport truck to the Newton farm, David followed her. 
“What did Leo say?” Stuart asked when she reached the road. 
When Angel didn’t reply, Stuart furrowed his brow. It’s not good. 
Angel positioned her truck at the farm to be ready to leave. David drove past her and parked his truck behind the barn and close to the woods. 
“I’ll ask Sandra where she wants us to store the supplies,” David said. 
“We have to talk now,” Angel said. 
“The barn,” Stuart said. 
David and Scott exchanged glances. 
The three men followed Angel to the barn. 
“Leo said if the cartel keeps up the direction and the pace they’ve been traveling, we can expect them to be here in four days,” Angel said. 
“If we’re going to consolidate the families, we would have to move his equipment here right away because that’s the only way Leo would leave his house,” Scott said. “Red, Andy, Cal, and I can’t move the people and Leo’s equipment quickly enough by ourselves.”
Stuart frowned. “David, sounds like you’ll have to stay here because Angel and I have to leave immediately for Wally’s.” 
“What about Doc and Noel?” Scott asked.
“They’ll have to leave right away too. Leo is talking to Mr. Young on simplex to let him know about the latest complication, so Pops and Jack can prepare to move to the Cabellos’ house,” Angel said.
“Does that mean Jack and Annie won’t be going?” David asked. 
“I would think so,” Stuart said. 
“Ethan and I have to go with you. You’ll need us as your scouts if you bring the families here. You can’t drive them into an ambush,” David said. 
Stuart held his breath. David’s right. 
“You’re right; we will need scouts, especially if we’re transporting the families,” Angel said.
Stuart exhaled quietly. “We’ll take the transport truck, and David and Ethan are our scouts.”
“Yes.”
“Pull your things together,” Scott said. “Sandra and I will take care of the food.” 
“We leave in one hour,” Angel said. “We have to talk to Henry, Stuart.”
When they went inside, Henry was munching on strawberries and goat cheese as he sat at the table. 
“Hi, Mama. Hi, Dad,” Henry said. “Are we going for a walk too?”
Stuart smiled. “Sure are, Henry. Is that where everyone else went?”
Henry nodded. 
“You could stay right here and share a strawberry fried pie.” Farmer Blanche cut the pastry in half. “Tell me what you think. The recipe is my own concoction.”
Stuart bit into his half. “Mmm, this is good.”
“We’re leaving right away because we decided it would be better if we’re gone only a few days instead of a week,” Angel said.
“I like that you won’t be gone so long, but it got dangerous, didn’t it?” Henry asked. “You’ll take care of Mama for me, Dad, won’t you?” 
“You know I will; we don’t know if it’s more dangerous now, but we’re pretty sure it will be later,” Stuart said. 
“Then it’s smart to leave right away,” Henry said. “It was Mama’s idea, wasn’t it?” 
“It always is.” Stuart smiled then hugged Henry; Angel kissed their son’s serious face. 
“I’ll take care of Dad too,” she whispered. “We love you.”
“Thank you, Mama.” Henry sniffled then wiped his nose with his shirt sleeve. “Love you too. You better get busy.”
Stuart nodded. “I’ll load extra rifles and ammo into our transport truck.” 
“I’ll be upstairs for a few minutes,” Angel said. 
Stuart nodded. 










  
  Chapter Two


Angel raced up the stairs then into their bedroom that doubled as the radio room. 
“I heard about the cartel from Mexico being closer than we expected,” Red said. “You’ll have to leave right away if you want to get to Alabama and back before the cartel reaches us. Andy’s worried, but he’s getting together with Scott and Pops tonight. Will you bring Wally and his family here?” 
“That would be the smartest thing to do, but they would almost have to be ready to leave when we get there,” Angel said. 
“Mr. Young and I are working on something; maybe we can arrange it for you.” 
“Do we know what the weather’s going to be like over the next five days between here and Alabama?” Angel asked. 
“It’s unseasonably warm right now, but it may turn cold tonight in Alabama. There’s a cold front headed east, and there will be rain ahead of it. You should be prepared for thunderstorms late tonight or early in the morning. It will be cold starting tonight for the next few days.” 
“I’m not sure we packed the appropriate clothes. Could you ask Leo to remind Mr. Young about the weather?” 
“Already did when Mr. Young signed on. Doc and Noel will know to pack warm jackets and gear.” 
“Do you have a travel list for us we can use as a quick checklist?” Angel asked.
“Right here.” Red opened a side drawer of their radio desk and pulled out a sheet of paper. “It’s for a week; it should be perfect for you.” 
“Thanks, you’re the best sister I’ve ever had,” Angel said.
Red burst out laughing. After she settled down and wiped away the tears, Red said, “You rarely tell a joke, so when you do, it’s super-hilarious. Be safe, Angel. I’m sorry I won’t be going along with you.”
“So am I,” Angel said. “We’re leaving in less than an hour; I have to get busy.” 
Angel waved the paper as she left. “Thanks for the list.” 
When she went downstairs, Sandra and Blanche were in the kitchen; Blanche was stirring strawberries in a large pot while Sandra prepared the canning jars. 
“We’re interruptible. Is there anything we can do to help?” Sandra asked. 
“I have a travel list that Red gave me. I could use help pulling the items together.” Angel put the list on the table. 
“Scott has loaded the food, camp stove, and a couple of pans into the back of your transport truck and is helping Stuart load the extra ammo.” Sandra and Blanche read over the list. 
“Leave this with us,” Blanche said. “You will need just a few of these items. We’ll have them ready to be loaded in ten minutes.”
“Mom, I think I need my hair cut short,” Angel said. 
“Oh no, we couldn’t possibly…” 
Blanche interrupted her. “You’re right, Angel. I’ll grab my barber scissors.” 
“Why, Angel?” Sandra asked after Blanche left. 
“I can’t stand out. It makes it more dangerous for everyone else if I do.” 
“If it’s going to be that dangerous, I think you should stay,” Sandra said. 
“If it’s going to be that dangerous,” Red called from upstairs, “I think you should convince Andy I should go along to protect her.”
Sandra laughed. “Like you wouldn’t stand out, Red.” 
“We could shave my head,” Red shouted.
Blanche came out of her room. “Sandra, I was gone three seconds, and you let these two delinquents get out of hand?” 
“I guess I did. I’ll tackle this list; at least it won’t sass me,” Sandra said. 
After Blanche cut Angel’s hair to a little over two inches past her shoulders, she handed Angel a hair tie. “Angel, if you pull back your hair into a ponytail, you’ll get it all under a hat. That hasn’t been possible lately because your hair has grown so long.” 
“Good compromise,” Sandra muttered. 
Angel nodded then raced up the stairs and returned with sleeping bags, knit caps, gloves, and warm coats for herself and for Stuart. 
When David and Ethan came inside, Angel said, “Red said the weather’s going to turn rainy and cold. Since you’re riding in the jeep, you’ll want to have rain gear, extra warm clothing, and cold weather and cooking gear with you in case you’re separated from the truck.”
“Thanks, Angel. We’ll get busy,” David said. “I’ve got cold weather camping gear we can load into the back of the jeep too.” David and Ethan headed toward the hallway.
Stuart came inside. “What are we talking about?”
“Red said the weather is going to turn cold with possible thunderstorms tonight or early tomorrow,” Angel said. 
“Dad and I were talking about the extra transport truck. Is Noel around?” Stuart asked. 
“I think he’s at Leo’s farm with Doc; they should be here soon,” Sandra said. 
Stuart pointed to the warm coats and gear on the table. “Anything else we need, Angel? Mom?”
Sandra patted a box on the floor next to her. “I packed extra food and water and a larger camp stove in case you have more people to feed besides Angel, David, Ethan, and you.”
“Thanks, Mom.” Stuart hugged her. 
“That’s it,” Angel said. 
Before Angel reached the door, Sandra hugged her and whispered, “Be safe, sweet girl.”

      [image: ]When the four of them went outside, Noel and Doc were loading the last of Doc’s items into the second transport truck. 
“Scott told us the transport truck would be more valuable to the militia than a pickup. We moved everything over,” Doc said. 
Stuart peered into the back of the truck. “Doesn’t look like as much as it did when it was in the back of the pickup.” 
“Don’t tell your mom that.” Noel chuckled. “Leo told us about the rain and cold weather. I’ll get warmer gear, then we’ll be ready to leave.” 
Stuart gave David a handheld ham radio and a solar charger. “When it’s overcast, we won’t be able to charge the radio batteries, but hopefully we can get to Wally’s today.”  
David spread out a map on the hood of the jeep and traced a route. “Just to verify, this is our planned route.”
“Yes,” Angel said. 
Noel came out with a stuffed duffel bag. “Sandra ambushed me on my way out and added cold weather sleeping bags.” 
“We’ll take the lead,” Stuart said as Angel hurried to the driver’s seat. “Stay close. Angel drives like she runs.”
“You’re driving, Noel,” Doc said. “I’ll just rest my eyes.”
Stuart chuckled as he climbed into the truck. “Okay, honey, let’s go.”

      [image: ]Stuart stared at the sky. “Angel, we need to take a quick lunch break. We don’t want the team to run low on energy and start making mistakes.”
“Tell David.” Angel kept up her speed. 
Stuart spoke into his handheld radio. “Lunch break, Scoutmaster.”
“Got it, Wingman,” David responded.
“Scoutmaster and Wingman?” Angel slowed then turned at a lane and drove back into the trees.
“Spur of the moment executive decision that David and I made. What do you think?” 
“I think it’s genius.” 
Noel pulled his truck in behind them. After he and Doc climbed out and joined Stuart and Angel, Noel said, “I’ll pull together lunch for everyone; it’ll be easy because Sandra fixed us a batch of sandwiches. Doc, you tell them.” 
Doc nodded. “Noel and I have been talking about our reasons to join the militia. I wanted to go because I was needed; Noel was going because he has a strong sense of duty to protect those who aren’t able to protect themselves.”
Noel joined them and handed everyone a sandwich. “The Mexican cartel and their growing horde of killers have changed everything.”
David and Ethan joined them; Noel gave them their sandwiches.
Doc nodded. “I’m needed in Georgia more than I’m needed by the militia because the militia already has some doctors; Georgia will be vulnerable to the cartel.”
David took a bite of his sandwich then quickly swallowed. “I always thought the cartel was fighting the invading army. I guess I was wrong.”
“We all were,” Stuart said. “Now I wonder if the Mexican cartel leader had assumed the militia would go up against the overseas army while the cartel took over the southeastern part of the US.”  
Noel nodded. “Do we even know whether the militia is in combat against the Mexican cartel or the invaders?” 
“I don’t really think we do,” Stuart said. 
“How far away are we from Brad and Wally?” Doc asked. 
“About two hours,” Angel said. 
“Noel and I aren’t joining the militia,” Doc said. “Should we continue with you or turn back?”
Ethan’s eyes widened, and David side-glanced Stuart. Stuart stared at Doc then glanced at David and furrowed his brow.
“Continue,” Angel said. “If they’re willing to go back with us, you can turn back immediately with Heather, Kris, Kris’s sister, the babies, and Brad, if David and Ethan scout for you. We’ll stay with Wally and load what they have then catch up with you.” 
David pointed to the jeep, then he and Ethan took off with their half-eaten sandwiches in their hands. 
Noel nodded. “Angel’s right; the babies won’t be able to travel at the breakneck speed we’ve been going.” 
“I have to ride with the babies,” Doc said.
Noel chuckled. “This wasn’t your typical relaxing ride through the bucolic countryside, Doc?” 
Doc snorted. “Crazy Marine; you drive like a girl.” 
“Proud of it too.” Noel guffawed then polished off his sandwich.
Angel led the way with Noel driving his transport truck closely behind her. 
“Hold up, Wingman,” David said on the radio. 
Angel slowed then pulled onto the shoulder; Noel stopped behind her. 
A few minutes later, David and Ethan appeared at the edge of the woods. Stuart and Noel hopped out of their trucks and joined them.  
“There is a large encampment about six miles ahead. We’ll need to go around them.” David pulled out his map. 
After he opened it and spread it on the hood, he pointed. “We’ll have to backtrack three miles then go east; this is where we can head north again. We followed that road for about five miles and didn’t see anything.”
“So, we’re going to take the second country road going north; was there a problem with this first one?” Stuart asked. 
“We spotted a couple of trucks on the side of the road,” David said. “We didn’t get close enough to see whether they were broken down or an advance party.” 
“We’ll turn around,” Stuart said. 
“We’ll watch for you at the intersection,” David said, then he and Ethan jumped into the jeep and left while Stuart and Noel dashed back to their trucks. 
When Stuart climbed into the passenger’s seat, he said, “We have to turn back.”
Angel made a U-turn and drove past their second transport truck then waited until Noel turned his truck around. 
When she accelerated, Stuart watched the truck behind them. 
“I thought Noel would have trouble keeping up with you, but he’s doing fine.” He furrowed his brow. “You’re careful not to get too far ahead of him, aren’t you?” 
“How much time do you think we’ll lose going this way?” Angel asked.
“I hope no more than an hour or so, if we don’t run into anything else. I’m really glad David and Ethan are scouting ahead with the jeep.”  
Before they reached their turn to go east, Angel said, “Danger ahead. Three men ducked down into the ditch on your side of the road. Be ready to shoot.” She tapped her brake pedal twice. 
“Why did you tap your brake a couple of times?” Stuart lowered his window. 
“Noel and I made an executive decision; Doc will be ready to shoot as soon as you do.” 
Before they reached the men, one man rose and shot at the windshield; as the initial crack in the windshield instantly spiderwebbed to the edges and spattered small fragments of glass into the truck cab, Stuart shot the man. Angel immediately lowered her window and leaned out to see the road ahead. When the man fell to the ground, a second man rose, and Stuart shot again. As Angel sped past them, a shot rang out from the truck behind them. 
Stuart narrowed his eyes to peer into his side mirror. “All three are down. Are you okay driving like that?”
“We can clear out the glass from the windshield when it’s safe to stop or wait until we’re at Wally’s,” she said.
“Honey, look at me a second.”
Angel leaned back inside and looked at Stuart then went back to watching the road by sticking her head out of her window. 
“You have tiny cuts on your face and hands,” he said. 
Angel held up one of her hands. “Doesn’t look like much to me.” 
“I’m really glad you were wearing your sunglasses. Can you tell if you have any cuts around your eyes?” 
“Of course not,” she said. 
Stuart frowned. Of course not, she doesn’t have any cuts, or of course not, she won’t tell me? 
“Let’s pull over as soon as we turn east and clear away the windshield glass,” Stuart said. 
After their turn, Angel slowed then pulled into an overgrown driveway; Noel followed her. 
After Stuart climbed out of the truck, Noel and Doc jumped out of their truck and raced to join him. David and Ethan appeared out of the nearby woods. 
“Is everything okay?” David asked when he reached Angel; Ethan stayed back while he scanned the area.
“A man shot at us and broke our windshield; there were three of them alongside the road.” 
“Look at Angel for me, would you, Doc?” Stuart asked. 
As Doc hurried to the driver’s side of the truck, Noel said, “Give me a second, Stuart; I’ve got leather gloves in the truck.”
“I’ll grab mine too.” 
Before Noel returned, Stuart rushed around the front of the truck to hear what Doc had to say. 
“These are superficial cuts; there isn’t any embedded glass,” Doc said. “You’ve got a few yourself on the left side of your face and neck, Stuart. You two actually look pretty fierce. Where’s the bullet?” 
Stuart inhaled sharply as he jerked open the truck door. He scanned the seatbacks, headrests, and the interior then climbed in to examine the roof more closely near the back window. “It’s embedded in the roof.” 
“No surprise,” Noel said. “Let’s clear out this glass and throw it into the weeds.”  
“Do you need our help?” David asked. 
“No, you don’t have to stay; we won’t be long.” 
David and Ethan disappeared as quietly as they had appeared while Stuart and Noel quickly cleared the windshield; Angel and Doc stood on opposite sides of the driveway entrance with their rifles. 
“Ready,” Stuart said, and the four of them hopped into their trucks. 
After they left the driveway, Stuart scanned the roadside ahead as he watched for the first county road. 
“Did I make a mistake?” he muttered under his breath. 
“No,” Angel said. “I have to be with you. You’d worry about me if you were here because you’d know I was trying to find you.” 
Stuart shook his head. “I didn’t realize I said that out loud, but you’re right. You, Red, and Andy would be tracking me down. Red wouldn’t let you leave by yourself, and Andy wouldn’t let Red go without him.”
“Yes.” 
After they turned north, Stuart remained focused on the road ahead. I know Angel saw their danger clouds, but I still should have been doing this all along. 
After two hours, Angel asked, “How far are we from where we’ll turn west?”
“We’ve been going northwest for the past twenty or so miles, I think it will be soon,” Stuart said. 
“Call for a break.”
Stuart keyed
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