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  Dedication


Danger at the Farm is dedicated to the brightness of the sun and to readers who love a good story with great people. 






  
  Previously…


STUART 
Angel, Red, and I left Major’s farm and traveled to Dad’s farm in Georgia to help after Dad was injured. We stayed when the attacks on nearby farms became more frequent, so we could help the neighbor families set up roadblocks. Angel and I believed attacks from other gangs would only escalate, and we were right. What I didn’t realize was that the attacks weren’t random; one of our own was the target of a vendetta. Angel knew, and she and I stopped the obsessed criminal.
I’ve known since the first day I saw 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. Angel and I and her best friend, Red, and Andy, the nephew of Dad’s neighbors, were married at my folks’ farm. 
We still need to decide whether we’re going to stay in Georgia or return to Major’s farm in Florida. Angel doesn’t want to leave without Red, and Andy doesn’t want to leave his aunt and uncle. I don’t see how we can make everyone happy. What do you think, Angel? Do you have anything to add?
AIMEE LOUISE aka ANGEL
I’m good.
ROSALIE aka RED
Well, I have something to add. We have a bunch of people living at the two Georgia farms that are close together. I keep a list of who is where because I like lists, but I realize not everyone else does. I don't understand why not, but that's okay. I even included Pops’ farm in Florida because we are a large, extended family, and besides, the list didn’t feel complete without them.
After Angel, my Andy, and Stuart saw I included the list, they vetoed it. I appealed to Mama Sandra, and she backed them up, except she said I could slip it in somewhere where anyone could find it, so I did.







  
  Chapter One


Major shielded his eyes from the rising sun as he peered at the two men carrying rifles who strode down the dirt road from the deputies’ house to his. When Shadow trotted toward the gate, one of the men waved and called out, “Hello, the farm. It’s Brad and Wally.” 
Major hurried to open the gate then shook hands with the two deputies. “Molly’s got coffee on the stove. Let’s go inside.” 
Wally’s face was tight as he shook his head. “We need to talk with you and the sheriff in private.”
“I’ll tell him, then we’ll meet you at the barn.”
When Major rounded the corner of the farmhouse, the sheriff, Vanessa, and Mr. Young were drinking their morning coffee on the back porch. 
“Need a little help at the barn, Sheriff,” Major said.
“What’s going on?” Sheriff asked as they strode away from the porch. 
“I’m not sure; Brad and Wally are waiting for us there. Wally said they needed to talk to us privately.”
After Major and the sheriff reached the barn, Wally said, “Kris’s uncle stopped by our place on his way to Tampa to check on his daughter and her husband and family. He was worried because he hasn’t heard from them in months. He told Kris he was sorry to bring sad news, but her dad died a month or so ago, and her mother and her sister are alone on their large farm in Alabama. We decided to leave right away and stayed up most of the night to pack; we’re ready to go.” 
“That’s a shock; our condolences to Kris,” Sheriff said.
“We’ve been worried about the gangs south of us that are attacking homes and have considered going to Alabama for a while, but this sealed the decision for us; Jim’s going too,” Brad said. “He’s looking forward to seeing Kris’s sister again. They’re friends from way back.” 
Wally nodded. “We’ll pull out as soon as we get back. We just wanted you to know we’re leaving. We packed as much as we could then slept a few hours. Russell had a lot of equipment in the attic that might interest you, and you may want to check before the scavengers realize we’re gone.”
“We left two boxes of books in the living room for you that Heather and I thought would interest you. Heather’s box has mostly medical and nursing reference books, and I loaded up a box with paperbacks that I think the boys will enjoy,” Brad said.
“What can we do? Do you need more gas? We have a little extra,” Major said.
“We’ve got plenty of gas to get there, and it’s getting old, so we might as well use it up. Jim went into town to see if he could find any radios; we’ll leave as soon as he gets back. We’ll get in touch when we can.”
“God speed,” Sheriff said as the men shook hands.
Major and Sheriff continued to watch the deputies until they were no longer in sight. 
Major exhaled. “Sure hate to see them go. Pastor John and Chuck have been talking about leaving too because their father is ill.”
“I didn’t know that; we’ll have to check on them,” Sheriff said.
When they went into the kitchen, Molly tossed her curly dark-blond hair and put her hands on her ample hips. “Where are Brad and Wally? Didn’t you invite them to stay for breakfast?”
“They had to get back; we can talk after everyone’s at the table,” Sheriff said.
While everyone ate, Major said, “The deputies and their families are on their way to Alabama. They’re going to help Kris’s family on their farm.”
“Will they be coming back soon?” Sara asked.
“No, they are moving there to stay,” Sheriff said. “Major and I will go to their house after breakfast; Wally said there is a lot of equipment in the attic that they didn’t have time or room to pack, and there might be some things we can use.”
“Let me know if you need me to drive a trailer there for you; otherwise, I need to stay. Molly and I hoped to get most of the canning done before it gets too hot.” Vanessa pushed her brown hair with its silvery streaks away from her face with the back of her hand.
Sheriff coughed, and Major nodded as he sipped his coffee.
When everyone rose to clear their dishes, Mr. Young said, “If you adults could hold up just a minute, Annie has our morning ham radio report.”
After Josh, Brett, and Sara cleared their plates and headed to the door, Josh stopped before they left. “We’re excused, right?”
Molly nodded, and the three youngsters bolted out the door.
Annie said, “The hams have been talking about the gangs. No one thinks they’re organized, but there are a lot of them swarming the countryside and looting.”
Mr. Young added, “A big part of the problem is the city water and sewer systems have finally failed from lack of electricity. Most of the people who had relatives in small towns left the cities last year, but more people are on the road now with whatever they can carry. One ham said his cousin and family were headed north on foot from Miami to come to his place outside of Orlando.”
Molly frowned. “That’s a long journey, but what about our water? Is it safe?”
“We have a really deep well, Molly; our water is fine, and our septic isn’t dependent on electricity to pump away the waste from our toilets. We’ve been careful about washing hands and staying clean because we have a reliable source of water,” Major said.
Mr. Young nodded. “We use our gray water to flush the toilets.”
“Is that a camping term?” Vanessa asked.
Mr. Young chuckled. “Sure enough: it’s water that was used to rinse or wash dishes, clothes, or hands; water that flushes waste from the toilet is black water.”
“So, that’s why we pour bathwater and water from the kitchen sink into the toilet,” Molly said. “I thought we were just being efficient by not hauling up extra water from the well.”
“It’s been a few years since we’ve heard of anything even remotely like cholera; we’ll be fine, won’t we?” Vanessa asked.
“Yes and no,” Mr. Young said. “Our water is safe, but the gangs are a real threat to travelers and to vulnerable homes.” 
“Are we a vulnerable home now that the deputies have left?” asked Molly.
Mr. Young furrowed his brow. “They were a good buffer for us, and we were a good backup for them. So far, it sounds like there have been only a few home invasions near us, but our information is skimpy.  Some of the hams are going to contact relatives in other places to see how they are faring.”
After breakfast, Sheriff asked, “Would you like to go along, Annie?”
“Can I learn to hitch the trailer to the truck?” Annie asked.
“I think that’s a good idea,” Major said. “Sheriff?”
“Go ahead; it’ll be nice to have another driver who can manage a trailer.”
Annie quickened her pace to keep up with Major’s long stride. 
Major smiled. “We’ll walk around the truck first, then you can hop into the driver’s seat, and I’ll guide you with hand signals. After you’ve hooked up the trailer, you can drive the truck to your old house.”
“Really?” Annie beamed.
“I’m going to run on ahead; see you there.” The sheriff jogged to the end of the driveway then picked up his pace when he reached the road.
“Dad wants to stay in practice in case Red and Aimee Louise come back,” Annie said.
Major smiled. Good luck, Sheriff.
Annie hopped into the driver’s seat and grumbled as she moved the seat forward, “Everybody’s taller than me except the twins, and Brett’s catching up.”
“Don’t let Dead Eye Red hear you say that,” Major chuckled. “Your dad left the gate open for us, so after we’re on the road, stop, and I’ll close it.”
After Annie backed the trailer to the truck hitch, she joined Major at the back of the truck; he taught her how to secure the hitch, then they climbed into the truck. 
“I’m nervous about going through the gate then making the turn onto the road.” Annie bit her lip. “What if I hit the gate with the trailer or drive into the ditch?”
“You’ll do great; we’ll take it slow, and I’ll talk you through it.”
Annie held her breath as she cleared the gate and completed the turn. When she parked at the deputies’ house, she exhaled.
Major chuckled. “Were you holding your breath the entire time?”
“Not quite, but close.” Annie’s cheeks reddened as she smiled.
Sheriff waited for them on the porch; after he and Major went inside, Sheriff pulled down the attic stairs and climbed up. Major listened to the footsteps as the sheriff stepped carefully around the attic. 
Sheriff returned to the stair opening. “Russell stored his solar panels up here, and I see two deep cycle solar batteries.”
“We could certainly use them. Mr. Young brought some batteries with him, but we never got around to picking up any solar panels when they were available.” 
“I’ll hand the panels down first. I’ll have to bring down the batteries one at a time; they aren’t boxed up. Knowing Russell, I suspect there are some inverters somewhere too. I’ll look.”
Sheriff handed down each panel from the attic to Major, who carried them to the living room.
After all the panels and batteries were loaded onto the trailer, Sheriff said, “I brought down the two inverters I found and raised the attic stairs back into place. There were some rolls of insulation in the attic, but I couldn’t see where we’d have any use for them.” 
“I don’t either,” Major said. “Annie loaded the two boxes of books while I loaded panels. Are you ready to go?”
Sheriff locked the door behind them. “I’m not sure I’m ready to run back. I need to run more regularly.”
“Do you want me to drive, Annie?” Major glanced at her tear-stained face. 
Annie cleared her throat. “I’m fine; it was sad to see Mom and Dad’s house so empty, and…” She brushed away a stray tear, “they weren’t there, but I need to be able to drive no matter what, right?” Annie sniffled as she climbed into the driver’s seat.
When Major glanced his way, Sheriff nodded.
She’s as strong as Aimee Louise and Rosalie. “You’re probably right,” Major said. “You want to ride up front, Sheriff? I’ll ride in back.” 
“Thanks, Major. Are you sure?”
“I’m positive; I need the time to think, and I know Annie will be happy to show you how well she’s doing.”
Sheriff nodded. “We’ll talk when we get back.”
After Annie parked the truck at Major’s farm, Sheriff said, “Very well done. Thanks for all your help.”
Annie beamed. “I’ll check in with Mom. If she doesn’t need me, I have some work to do in my greenhouse.” 
Mr. Young and Josh joined them at the barn.
“Reporting in,” Mr. Young said. “All was quiet.”
“Thanks, you’re relieved of guard duty,” Major said. 
Mr. Young smiled before he left for the house. “We were excused from canning duty while you were gone.”
Josh nodded. “Guard duty was more fun.”
While Major, Sheriff, and Josh unloaded the truck into the barn, Sheriff said, “Josh and I can run to check on Pastor John and his family after lunch. Molly’s been asking me how they’re doing, but a visit hasn’t been a priority.”
Major nodded. “I’d like to go too, but I don’t want to wear out Mr. Young; he’ll take his usual nap if I’m here.”
Sheriff nodded. “He’s slowing down, but his afternoon nap always recharges him.” 
After they unloaded the truck, Sheriff and Josh carried the two boxes of books to the house while Major parked his truck in its usual spot.

      [image: ]When Sheriff and Josh reached the back porch, Molly and Vanessa had the large portable propane stove fired up and ready to can the next batch of jars. Mr. Young rocked in his chair and sipped a glass of water. “Molly told me I’m in charge of watching the burner. Best job I’ve ever had.” 
“I need to be your trainee,” Josh said.  
Mr. Young chuckled. “We’ll have to put that on our list.”
Sheriff inhaled as he and Josh carried the boxes inside. “Chicken soup. Yum.”
Molly continued to stir the large pot on the stove. “What’s in the boxes?” 
“Heather left some medical and nursing books, and Brad packed some paperbacks for the boys.”
“Sara and I might like to look at the nursing books.” Vanessa filled canning jars then put lids and bands on them. 
After the sheriff and Josh set down the boxes near the great room window, Josh hurried out to help with the chickens and goats. 
“I hate that they’re gone.” Molly sighed. “I’m sorry they have such a long trip ahead of them. Did they say when they expect to get there?”
“I don’t think they know. They should be able to make it in a day if they don’t run into any trouble. Jim went into town early this morning to get any radios that might still be in the sheriff’s office; they’ll try to get word to us after they’re settled.”  
“While Vanessa cans the last batch of venison, I’ll get lunch started. Would you let everyone know we’ll be eating soon?”
“Sure will. After lunch, maybe Josh and I will check on Pastor John and Chuck,” Sheriff said.
“I’d appreciate it; take a couple of jars of venison with you.”
Sheriff nodded as he left to spread the word about lunch. He found Josh, Brett, and Sara weeding the garden. “Lunch will be ready soon; Josh would you run to the barn and tell Major while I look for Annie in the greenhouse?”
When the sheriff went into the greenhouse, Annie was adjusting her watering system. 
“My rain barrel has plenty of water, but the flow has slowed. I need to see if something is partially blocking the tubing somewhere.” She brushed her hands on her jeans. “Brett said he’d help me check the system this afternoon.” 
After lunch, Sheriff and Josh grabbed their backpacks and rifles before they left for Pastor John’s. Major and Shadow waited for them in front of the barn. 
“We’re ready to go, Major,” Sheriff said. “You can set the pace, Josh. If it’s too fast for me, I’ll tell you.”
Shadow trotted to Josh, and Major chuckled. “I guess Shadow’s going with you.”
Josh started off slow to warm up, just like Aimee Louise had taught him then increased his speed with Shadow at his side and his dad keeping the pace behind them. When they reached the state road, they stopped in the shade of the trees alongside the road.
Aimee Louise’s rule about no talking while running serves us well. I’m out of breath. Sheriff scanned the road in both directions then nodded, and Josh and Shadow darted across the road. Sheriff waited a moment then followed them.
When Sheriff, Josh, and Shadow neared Pastor John’s house, they stopped in the brush. Josh and Shadow stayed low while Sheriff crept to the edge of the trees for a better look. Sheriff whistled the cardinal call, and Josh and Shadow joined him.
Sheriff scanned the house while a mockingbird trilled a repertoire of songs, and a hawk swooped down then flew away with a snake in its talons. 
Sheriff whispered, “No vehicles; no goats.”
Josh nodded.
Sheriff waited a few more minutes. “If there’s shooting, or I’m in trouble, run tell Major.”
Josh bit his lip then nodded.
Sheriff motioned for Shadow to follow him as he quietly walked into the open then toward the house. When he reached the front porch, he saw a weathered slip of paper taped to the door: “Sheriff, be back soon.” 
He stuffed the note into his pocket then tried the door; it was unlocked. When he went inside, Shadow stayed on the porch. 
Furniture is intact; bookshelves are picked over. He went into the kitchen. Pantry is empty; cupboards and drawers are mostly empty. 
He checked the bedrooms downstairs and upstairs. Beds are gone; house even feels empty.
He found a note on the dining room table: “Dad is not well; we’re going to move Mom and Dad to the old farmstead where it’s safer. Take what you can use. Blessings, John & Chuck. p.s. Will avoid Atlanta. Not safe.” 
Sheriff folded the note and stuck it into his pocket before he stepped to the front door and whistled for Josh. 
When Josh joined him, Sheriff said, “They left, but I don’t know when. I don’t think there’s anything in the house that we could use, but we should check the barn.” 
Before they left the porch, Sheriff locked the house door.
“Wow,” Josh said as they walked into the barn, “There’s a lot of stuff here.”
“Here’s a utility wagon; let’s load it with things we know we can use.”
“This looks like the wire on the antenna.” Josh picked up a large coil of wire and dropped it into the wagon. He opened a drawer. “These are brand new boxes of screws and nails. Annie would love these.”
“I found two rolls of field fencing still wrapped in plastic,” Sheriff said.
After they put more items into the cart, Sheriff said, “It’s not full, but it would be too heavy if we put much of anything else in it. I’ll pull the cart; stay out of sight and cover me.”
When they neared the state road, they drank water from their canteens then gave some to Shadow.
Sheriff scanned the road then said quietly, “Go.”
Josh and Shadow raced across the road, then Josh knelt on the other side in the trees. Sheriff examined the road again before he pulled the large cart to the trees.
“Whew, sure am glad we didn’t put anything else in our cart.” Sheriff wiped his damp forehead with his shirtsleeve. “I’ll lead again; cover me.”
When they neared the farmhouse, Sheriff said, “Find Major, and I’ll meet you in the barn.”
When Major joined him in the barn, Sheriff handed the note to Major. “Pastor John and Chuck left.” 
Major read the note and shook his head. “If I remember right, Pastor John’s family is in South Carolina.” Major turned the note over. “No date.”
“This note was on the front door.” Sheriff pulled the crumpled note out of his pocket. 
Major smoothed out the paper and read the note then turned it over and raised his eyebrows. “It’s dated. This is over six weeks ago.” He exhaled. “Show me what you brought back.” 
After they went through the contents, Sheriff asked, “Do we want to ask Mr. Young what else might be there that we could use?”
“We can ask him, but it would have to be something that would make it worth the risk of another trip.”
As they strolled to the farmhouse, Sheriff said, “That’s true. We can’t afford anyone getting hurt or worse.”
“We’re down to four shooters: you, me, Annie, and Josh with no backup close to us at all. Plainview’s a ghost town since the water system failed; at least people got out early before disease could set in like the cities. Mr. Young can wave a shotgun, but he’d be the first to admit his eyesight’s become almost as bad as his hearing,” Major said.
“So, what do we do?” 
“Let’s call a porch meeting and talk about it this evening after supper.”
“Kids too?” Sheriff asked.
Major nodded. “I think so; we don’t want them to worry about what might be wrong if we try to leave them out.”
As the sheriff headed toward the door, Major added, “If Annie’s available, I’d like to empty the wagon and could use her help organizing it.”
Sheriff stopped by the greenhouse. 
“Hey, Dad. Brett helped me find some debris in the line from the cistern to my watering system, and we cleared it out.  I’m just checking a few connections, then I’ll be done.”
“That’s good news; you’ve done a great job with your greenhouse.”
“Thanks, Dad.” Annie’s cheeks reddened.
“When you’re finished, Major and Josh brought back supplies from Pastor John’s house. He’s emptying the wagon and would like for you to help him organize the items.”
“I have two more connections to check, then I’ll go help him.”
After Major and Annie finished organizing the barn, Major said, “I thought we’d just put those few things away, but the barn was really a mess, wasn’t it?”
When they strolled into the kitchen, Vanessa put her hands on her hips. “Where have you been all day?”
He shook his head. “It’s Annie’s fault. I wanted to put away a few things, but we ended up organizing the entire barn, and now I don’t have any excuse for spending an uninterrupted, peaceful morning trying to find the right bolt.”
“Two days,” Vanessa said. “I give you two days to get it back to your normal chaos.”
Mr. Young asked, “Is that a bet? I’ll take one day.” 
Annie snickered.
“No betting,” Molly said, “but if we were, I’d take a half day, and everybody needs to wash for supper.”
“I’ll take two hours.” The sheriff came into the kitchen. “What are we betting on?”
“Nothing. Find the two boys and Sara to wash for supper,” Molly said.
“I will.” Annie and Shadow dashed out the back door then returned with the three younger children.






  
  Chapter Two


While everyone ate, Major said, “After the dishes are done, and Annie and Mr. Young have given us their radio report, we’ll have a meeting on the back porch.” 
“Everybody?” Sara asked.
Sheriff nodded. “Everybody.”
Brett elbowed Josh. “Must be important.”
After everyone gathered on the back porch, Mr. Young asked, “Is it okay if we give our radio report first?”
When Major nodded, Annie said, “The hams have more reports of attacks on homes in small towns and out in the country.”
“The Miami, Tampa, and now Orlando areas have been hit hard in Florida, and the same news is coming in about Atlanta and Savannah in Georgia,” Mr. Young said. “We suspect the same is probably true nationwide.”
“Do we know how the rest of the world is faring?” Vanessa asked.
“No one has heard anything yet,” Annie said.
“Our educated guess is that it’s world-wide,” Mr. Young said.  
“Is there something we need to do?” Molly asked. 
“Our water is fine, but we don’t have anyone nearby,” Major said.
“Which brings us to our next problem,” Sheriff said. “The deputies and their families left this morning for Alabama; Josh and I went to Pastor John’s today to check on them, and they left about six weeks ago.”
Molly narrowed her eyes. “That means we don’t have anyone we can call on for help.” 
“The attacks have stopped, and we’re not too close to the interstate, so we’ll be fine, right?” Vanessa asked.
“We haven’t seen any attacks lately, but we have to be ready,” Major said. “We don’t have enough people to set up a twenty-four-hour watch or enough sharpshooters to defend the farmhouse.”
“We have plenty of people who can shoot,” Vanessa said as she counted on her fingers. “Major, Sheriff, Mr. Young, Annie, and me.”
Josh cleared his throat.
“Sorry, Josh,” Vanessa said, “and Josh makes six.”
“No offense, Vanessa, but Mr. Young is a good backup with his shotgun, but his eyesight isn’t what it used to be, and I’ve never seen you shoot a gun,” Sheriff said. 
Vanessa scowled. “I’m sure I could. All I have to do is pull the trigger.”
“You’re more like me,” Molly said. “Sheriff taught me to shoot years ago, but I don’t care to relearn in a stressful situation where the family’s survival depends on me.”
“We actually have three shooters who can protect the family; Josh is good with his bolt action rifle and would be willing to help,” Mr. Young said.
“That’s not good enough.” Vanessa raised her voice.
“You’re exactly right,” Major said, “and that’s why we’re having this hard conversation.”
“You could teach me to shoot,” Vanessa said. “You’ve taught Rosalie, Annie, Josh, Brett, and Sara.”
“You’re right, but we took our time; their training began over a year ago,” Major said. “We don’t have that kind of time.”
“Do we need to build some barriers, so we’re more of a fortress or a castle? Annie can build anything,” Sara said. 
Sheriff raised his eyebrows. “That’s definitely something we should consider, Sara. We need to look at where we should beef up our perimeter, and how we could do it.”
“We could get more people who can shoot,” Brett said. “I think Aimee Louise, Stuart, Red, and Red’s new husband, Andy, should come here.”
Major smiled at Brett. “Very good.”
“We may not be close to the interstate, but the highway from Tampa north is almost a straight shot because it isn’t that far from us. We need to go somewhere safer,” Molly said.
“Right,” Mr. Young said.
“All the good ideas are taken,” Vanessa grumbled, then her eyes twinkled. “Whatever we do, we need to remember pizza, right, Josh?”
Josh grinned, and Brett and Mr. Young cheered and fist-bumped.
Major chuckled. “You have a great point: we don’t have a source for cheese anymore since Vicki left with her milk goats.”
“If Aimee Louise were here, she’d say, ‘Everything,’” Molly said.
“Exactly,” the sheriff said. “Now we just need to put the pieces together.”
“I think we ask Aimee Louise how to put the pieces together,” Annie said.
Mr. Young nodded. “First thing in the morning, we can ask.”
“What do we need to do in the meantime?” Molly asked.
“I have tomatoes that are ready to be picked. They could be canned,” Annie said.
“If we go off Heather’s basic list she gave us a while ago, we start with clothes, food, medical supplies, hand tools, guns, and ammo,” Major said.
“Thinking about clothes, we’ve got a stack of dirty laundry. Could we spare enough gasoline to run the generator for washing clothes? We don’t have to dry them because we can hang them on the clothesline to dry,” Molly said. “I think we have four loads or five, which would take about three hours to wash.”
“We could do that,” Major said.
“Annie and I could go out early tomorrow morning to see if we can harvest a deer,” Sheriff said.
Major nodded. “I’ll fill in on the radio with Mr. Young in the morning.”
“Brett and I could go through the storage closet upstairs to find medical supplies,” Sara said.
“I’ll take care of the chickens and goats while you do that,” Josh said. 
“Let’s reconvene at lunch tomorrow for updates,” Major said. 
After everyone had gone to bed, Major and Vanessa rocked together on the back porch. She scooted her chair closer to his, and he reached for her hand. 
“Have you ever heard the whole is greater than the sum of the parts? This family proved it again tonight,” he said.
“Ooo, you’re quoting Aristotle? I didn’t know you had any philosophical thoughts in you.” Vanessa snickered. “Just kidding; it was amazing to hear all the ideas that attacked the problem in different directions. Which idea was your favorite?”
Major chuckled. “Hands-down, yours. It was the most offbeat thing I’ve ever heard you say, and it was brilliant. We can have food, clothes, safety, medical supplies, guns, and ammo, but if we don’t have fun, we’re done.”
Vanessa giggled as she rose and pulled him to his feet. “Let’s go to bed, old man, and I’ll show you my fun side.”

      [image: ]The next morning, Major quietly dressed in the dark then carried his boots to the kitchen. He stepped into his boots then poured himself a cup of coffee before he joined Molly and Mr. Young on the back porch. “Good morning, early birds.”
“Good morning, Major,” Mr. Young said.
“We were too slow to be the early birds this morning. The hunters slipped out of here at least two hours ago,” Molly said. “I offered to make coffee, but my man said he didn’t want any doe to smell his coffee breath. I didn’t know whether to be worried or jealous.”
“We were just talking about the deputies, Major,” Mr. Young said. “When Kris got that scare a while ago when someone tried to snatch the babies, her first reaction was to leave the house. Do you know what happened? Why didn’t they move to Pastor John’s after all?”
“Wally was smart,” Major said. “He took her to visit Pastor John, and Vickie was so excited to have company that she gave Kris a tour of the house.”
“Smart man.” Mr. Young nodded. “My old house was perfect for Pastor John, Chuck, and their families. I couldn’t see how two more families with babies could fit in.”
“I didn’t know Wally had arranged a visit. If they had no other choice, they’d have made it work, but both groups were settled in and comfortable in their own homes,” Molly said. “How did you adjust from living alone for years to this unruly mob in your house, Major?”
Major chuckled then downed his coffee. “I have no idea how I survived so long without the commotion and all these people to tell me what to do.” 
He peered into his cup. “I’ll be right back with the coffee pot.”
When Major came out with the hot coffee, Molly cleared her throat, and Mr. Young sighed. “Not for me.”
While Major refilled his and Molly’s cups, Molly said, “I don’t know what we’ll do when we run out of coffee. What we’ve been drinking this past year is two years out of date. I don’t think we’ll last another year, and I’m totally clueless on a substitute. We’ll have to switch to tea.”
“Make it weaker each week,” Mr. Young said. “We’ll never know.”
“I can’t do that.” Molly smirked.
“Understood,” Mr. Young said.
“Is this what y’all do every morning? Plot against the rest of us?” Major asked when he returned from putting back the coffee pot on the stove. 
“You’re one of us, now, Major,” Mr. Young chuckled. “After you finish that cup, let’s—”
Mr. Young was interrupted by a rifle shot.
“That was Annie’s rifle,” Major said. “Dang it. We need to get on the radio. Molly, keep us posted. They may be tracking the deer for a while because sometimes the animals run into the brush a few yards before they drop.”
“I’m excited for her,” Molly said. “That makes two this season. Mr. Young, I want to help process the deer; it’s something I can do for her.” 
“She’ll love it.” Mr. Young’s knees creaked as he rose from his chair then headed to the door. 
When Major and Mr. Young sat at the radio, Mr. Young said, “Annie and I leave the radio on these settings; if you prefer different settings, feel free to change them.”
“Will you take the driver’s seat? I’m rusty,” Major said.
Mr. Young nodded then signed on. When he reached the contact he’d been calling, Major grabbed Annie’s notebook and jotted down the ham’s call sign.
Mr. Young said, “I need to chat with Angel. Anybody got her ear?”
Major smiled. The old timers are sticklers for call signs, but everybody knows Angel.  
A ham said, “I’ll get back to you in five.”
Mr. Young smiled. “She’ll be on in five minutes.”
“Care for more coffee?” Major asked.
“Not for me; Molly has cut me off at one cup a day, and it doesn’t do me any good to argue with her.”
Major came back to the radio room with his full cup and took his seat as Aimee Louise came on the radio.
“Mr. Angel there too?” Mr. Young asked.
“He said Archangel is here,” Aimee Louise said.
Mr. Young snickered and offered the microphone to Major.
“We need your ideas to help us find a good resolution for a problem,” Major said. “The deputies and Pastor John’s family have left. We have only two experienced shooters and need to rebuild our community quickly.”
“We have a solid community of shooters and are not near any primary highways. Your community is here,” Aimee Louise said.
Major frowned. “We should come there?”
“How many drivers do you have who can pull a trailer in tow?” Aimee Louise asked.
“Two.” Major glanced at Mr. Young, who nodded.
“You and Sheriff; your drivers are also your shooters,” Aimee Louise said. “We will come get you. We can bring two of the large transport trucks, and you can pull one trailer with a driver and a shooter.”
“Can we talk tonight?” Major asked.
“Yes, unless the skip is bad, then we’ll talk in the morning. We’ll be prepared to leave before first light tomorrow.”
After Major signed off, Mr. Young removed his glasses and rubbed his face. “That certainly took a turn I didn’t expect.”
“I guess we’ll have a meeting after Sheriff and Annie return,” Major said.
“I’ll be in the kitchen in a minute; I need to catch up on the regular news. I may skip the meeting, so I can clean and strip the deer for canning,” Mr. Young said. “I’ll go along with whatever you and Sheriff decide, but Aimee Louise’s logic makes sense to me.” 
“I’m not sure I’m ready to leave the farm,” Major said. “There has to be another way.”
“I suggest you and the sheriff hash this out before you present any options to the rest of the family. Let me know how I can help.” 
Major stood in the doorway. “After the sheriff and I talk, I’ll help you with Annie’s deer.”
“I could use the help.” Mr. Young turned back to the radio. 
Major strode to the barn for the utility wagon then headed toward the woods where Annie and the sheriff had gone to hunt. 
When he reached the edge of the woods, he shouted, “Sheriff! Annie!”
Annie shouted excitedly, “Pops, I got a buck!”
“I’m bringing a wagon,” he called out. 
Sheriff came to meet him. “Major, she got a huge, nine-point buck. She’s sitting with him; we dragged then rested. I should have thought of the cart, but both of us were excited. We’ll have to save the antlers for her.”
Sheriff led the way; Major smiled at Annie’s beaming face. “I got a buck, Pops.”
“I see that; he’s a beauty.”
Annie nodded. “I thanked him for helping me to feed the family.” A tear slid down her cheek.
“He dropped right where she shot him,” Sheriff said. 
Sheriff and Major half-lifted and half-dragged the buck into the cart. Sheriff pulled the cart, and after Annie gave her rifle to Major, she pushed. 
When they reached the house, Major said, “Hear the hum of the generator? Molly’s already at work.”
Molly ran out to meet them, and Mr. Young waited on the porch. 
“Annie, that is an awesome animal. He’ll feed the family for months. Mr. Young said he and Major will help you strip the meat while Vanessa and I prepare for canning.” Molly hugged Annie. “Congratulations, sweetheart. I’m so proud of you.”
After Annie went inside, Molly cocked her head as she peered at the sheriff. “You didn’t even take your deer rifle.”
Sheriff smiled. “It was her hunt. I took a rifle that was more defensive.”
“You’re a good dad.” Molly’s eyes welled up; she abruptly turned to go inside, but the sheriff stopped her with a hug. 
“Thanks, sweetheart.” He kissed her lightly, and her face reddened.
“Let’s get the deer hung up,” Major said. 
Sheriff pulled and Major pushed the cart to the back of the barn, and Mr. Young followed them.
While Major and Sheriff raised the deer for cleaning, Mr. Young said, “I came along to tell you what the hams said this morning after you left, Major. I didn’t want to say anything earlier because I knew Molly would panic. There are more than just desperate people headed our way. A ham from Ft. Lauderdale said that an organized group, almost like an army, was sweeping towns for food, fuel, ammunition, and guns. He said they are murdering whoever is in their way, stripping houses bare, and in many cases, burning neighborhoods behind them. He’s south of Orlando and said he got away just ahead of them. According to him, this army seemed to be using the interstate as a base as they invade the countryside. He thought they started in Miami and are headed north. This was just one report, but I thought it was worth following because if it’s true, we need to know how fast they are traveling.”
Sheriff furrowed his brow. “Thank you for not saying anything until we have confirmation. I’d rather not scare Molly needlessly; she’s been under a lot of strain.”
Mr. Young nodded then trudged back to the house. 
Sheriff shook his head. “A man Mr. Young’s age should be enjoying his retirement. He carries more than his share of burdens.”
Major explained what Aimee Louise said and talked about his reluctance to leave.
Sheriff exhaled. “Whatever we decide, both of us need to be behind it one hundred percent, right?”
Major nodded. “Tell me what your gut says.”
“My initial reaction is that it is logical, but it would be, wouldn’t it, coming from Aimee Louise?”
“I agree it’s logical. Do you see any alternatives?” Major asked.
“Everyone who lived in the county knows we have resources, and if everyone knows, the whole world knows. Even if the deputies and Pastor John had stuck around, we’d still be a target.”
“You’re right; I’ve been around here for a long time, so everyone knows where I live; you’re the sheriff, and everyone knows you moved here with your family: more targets,” Major said.
Sheriff nodded and gazed at the deer. “I’m not the sheriff anymore; I need to leave the sheriff thing behind.”
Major raised his eyebrows. “I hadn’t thought of that: just the name alone makes you a target. We’ll have to work on calling you Jack.”
Sheriff grinned. “Or Mr. Molly.”
Major guffawed. “I dare you to tell her that.”
“Ha.” Sheriff snorted. “I’d be afraid she’d like it, and I’d be stuck.”
“So, Jack, do we tell Aimee Louise and her band to stay in Georgia or go when they roar up to our gate?” Major asked.
“What do you think?”
Major sighed. “I wish I could think of a way we could stay here, but it’s best for the family to go, and the only way to do it quickly is with the transport trucks. I guess I’m ready for a new adventure with my old friend, Jack.”
As they strode to the house, Jack said, “Do me a favor and call me Jack every time you think of it. It will help everyone else get used to it.”
“Will do, Jack. Let’s grab some breakfast, then after we tell the family what’s going on, we have the perfect excuse to escape: Mr. Young needs our help butchering the venison.” 
When they went into the house, Mr. Young sat at the table with Annie, whose eyes twinkled as she ate her breakfast. 
“Thought you got lost. Wash your hands, and your breakfast will be on the table,” Molly said.
When they returned, Major said, “Molly, we’ll need another quick family meeting after we eat, right, Jack?”
Molly’s eyes widened. “Is that part of the meeting?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Jack poured honey on his pancakes. 
“I’ll alert the troops,” Mr. Young said. “We’ll meet you on the back porch.” 
After they ate and cleared their dishes, Major and Jack strode to the back porch. 
“I’m on washer duty,” Vanessa said, “so if I need to run inside to empty the washer and reload it, you’re not allowed to say anything until I get back.”
“I’ll catch you up,” Molly said. “Would that work?”
Vanessa nodded.
Jack said, “When we talked last night about our options, do you remember that after everyone presented great ideas, Annie said Aimee Louise could put the pieces together?”
“Of course we do,” Vanessa said.
“Annie was right,” Major said. “I talked to Aimee Louise this morning; after she listened to me, she put all the pieces together.”
“She came up with something logical and obvious,” Annie said.
Major smiled. “Right again, Annie. We need barriers, more people, to be not so close to the highways, and we need pizza.”
Sara nodded. “When do we leave for Georgia?”
Everyone stared at Sara. “What?” she asked. “It’s logical. Do they have goats and chickens?” 
“They have cows and chickens,” Major said.
“Hey, if we take our goats, and they have cows, we can have pizza and ice cream in Georgia; we’re in, right, Brett?” Josh elbowed Brett, who nodded. 
“That’s not logical,” Sara said. “How are you going to make ice cream in Georgia?”
“It’s north of here, right? So, it must be colder there,” Brett said. “Mr. Young will figure it out.”
Molly rolled her eyes, and Mr. Young said, “Maybe slushy ice cream.”
“To answer Sara’s question about when, Aimee Louise, Stuart, Rosalie, and Andy will leave tomorrow morning to come help us move to Georgia,” Jack said. “They’ll drive two large transport trucks.”
“Wow, that’s awesome,” Brett said.
“I’ve really got to get busy now,” Vanessa said. “The laundry needs to be drying on the line.”
“I’ll have everything ready to can the venison as soon as you get the meat to me.” Molly rose.
“There’s one more thing before everyone runs off. The sheriff is a target for bad guys because we call him sheriff,” Major said.
“Then let’s quit. Are you okay if we call you Jack, honey?” Molly asked.
“We can still call you Dad, though, right?” Sara asked.
“Yes, please call me Jack or Dad.” Jack smiled.
“Okay, Dad. I gotta go.” Vanessa dashed into the house, and Molly followed her.
“We’ve got the chickens, goats, and garden,” Josh said.
“I’ll get you started with the deer, then if you don’t need me, I’ll help Molly,” Mr. Young said.
“I’ll help Mom too,” Annie said.
The children scattered as Jack and Major walked along with Mr. Young to the barn at Mr. Young’s pace.
After the men carved out three good-sized roasts and the smaller tenderloins, Major carried the large roasts, and Mr. Young carried the smaller pieces to the kitchen. 
On their way, Mr. Young said, “I’d like to go to my old farm. Now that I’ve been thinking about what we could use, I’m wondering if John and Chuck left my old horse trailer. It would give us a trailer that’s enclosed that we could start packing today. I’ve also been thinking about the extra propane tanks I had. That might be something else they didn’t take that we could use. I’d feel comfortable using my old truck to pull that trailer. I’ve done it for years We could take my truck; it’s already camouflaged with rust and peeling paint. I wouldn’t mind checking the house again; I’ve still got my truck and house keys on my keyring.” 
Major chuckled. “We’ll go as soon as we get all the meat stripped and to our canning experts.”
After an hour, Major and Jack had the deer stripped. Major said, “I’d like to take the innards to the west pasture where Carl can find them. He’s the coyote with a notched ear that Rosalie watched on the game camera.”
Jack chuckled. “I’ll take the bones inside for Molly to roast for our spoiled dogs.”
“You mean our spoiled oven guard dogs,” Major said as he loaded the offal into his gut bucket then put the bucket into the wagon.
“If anyone is free inside, I’ll send them out to go along. The kids will get a kick out of taking a treat to Carl,” Jack said.
As Major pulled the wagon to the west pasture, Josh and Brett caught up with him.
“Can we pull the wagon, Pops?” Josh asked. “We didn’t know Dead Eye Red had a coyote named Carl. We’d like to help leave Carl his treat.” 
Major smiled. I’ll bet they’ll brag about feeding Carl when they see Rosalie.
When they reached the west pasture fence, Major said, “This is where Red always saw Carl.”
Josh frowned. “Do we dump out the bucket or spread it around?”
Brett added, “We want to do it right.”
“Just dump it right out. It’ll be gone by morning.”
On the way back, Josh said, “We want to study coyotes. Do we have any books we can read?”
“I’m not sure, but I’ll bet Mr. Young will know.”
Brett nodded. “Mr. Young knows everything. You just have to get his attention, so he can hear you.”
Before they reached the farm, Josh said, “Me and Brett were wondering when we’d get our shooting practice this week. We’re kind of worried that we might have to skip it.”
“We’re not skipping it; it’s important to stay sharp. After we get back, find Sara and bring your rifles to the barn, then we’ll go to our shooting range.”
As soon as they were at the farm, Josh and Brett ran to the house, and Major took the bones to Molly. 
“I’m taking Josh, Brett, and Sara out for our weekly shooting practice. We’ll be back in a bit,” he said.
Molly turned on the oven and placed as many bones as she could on two cookie sheets then popped them into the oven.
“That’s fine, and you won’t have to worry about where the dogs are because I have a feeling that Shadow and Penny are going to be my best friends for the rest of the day,” she chuckled. 
Josh, Brett, and Sara joined Major as he headed to the back door. As the four of them walked to the shooting range, Major smiled. They’re carrying their rifles just like Jack and I taught them. I’ll bet Jack is as proud as I am.
After they set up their targets, Brett and Sara watched while Josh shot his new deer rifle.  
When they checked his target, Josh beamed. “I’m improving, Pops.”
“You certainly are. You want to take your target back to show your dad?”
“Heck, yeah.” Josh removed his paper target from the board then they all walked back. 
“It’s my turn to go second,” Sara said, and Major nodded.
She took her time and carefully aimed her .22 with each shot. “That felt better, and I didn’t close my eyes once,” she said.
“I think you’ll be pleased with your shots,” Major said as they all walked to her target. 
“That’s my best ever. I can take mine too, can’t it?”
“Sure can; it’s great to celebrate every success and let others celebrate with you,” Major said.
Sara beamed as she removed her target.
“You’re up, Brett,” Major said. “I like how y’all rotate positions when we shoot.”
“It was Mr. Young’s idea,” Sara said. “He’s very smart.”
Brett stepped to the line and took his shooting position then whispered, “Relax,” as he exhaled. He aimed then shot his .22. 
When he finished, he lowered his rifle, and Major said, “Let’s check.”
They all walked to check his target, and Brett beamed then glanced at Major, who nodded.
Brett removed his target. “I can’t wait to show Dad too.”
“Can you clean your guns without me after we get back?” Major asked.
Josh nodded, and Sara said, “Of course, we can; it’s your rule.”
Major raised his eyebrows. I didn’t know that, but I think Sara might be right. 
“Remember it’s important to carry your rifles when you go anywhere,” Major said on the way back to the house.
After shooting practice, Major found Jack stacking boxes of ammunition in the hallway. “I thought I had more, but this is it, Major,” Jack said. “Molly already told me she’ll organize the food we’ll take. I’ll attack the tool shed next.”
“I have ammo, and I’m certain Mr. Young does too, so we’ll add ours. Mr. Young and I are going to his old house. If his horse trailer is there, we’ll bring it back. It would be nice to have an enclosed trailer to transport our supplies. We’re hoping two old men in an old truck won’t draw all that much attention.” 
“I’ll let everyone else know and put Annie and Josh on watch duty until you get back,” Jack said.
When Major reached Mr. Young’s truck, Mr. Young was in the driver’s seat. “I figured you could be my driver trainer and let me know if I’m safe to drive any long distances. I’m comfortable with my old truck, so we’ll see how my sight does driving. If I go into a ditch, I’ll turn over the wheel to you to get us out.” Mr. Young grinned.
Major chuckled as he hopped into the passenger’s seat. “Let’s go. I kind of like the idea of two old guys out on an adventure in an old truck.”
After Mr. Young eased the truck through the gate, he asked, “Should we be considering taking my camping trailer too?”
“Maybe so; it gives us another covered trailer,” Major said. “I’ll discuss possible arrangements with Jack after I get back.”
As they rolled through town, Major shook his head at the neglected streets and buildings. “Jack said the town had been abandoned; it’s shocking how quickly it’s deteriorated to a ghost town.”
Mr. Young slowed when he came to the edge of town, and a man who held a shotgun stepped onto the road across from Pete’s Diner. 
“It’s one of the old timers,” Mr. Young said.
Major nodded and narrowed his eyes. “I’ll watch Pete’s Diner in case there’s an ambush.”
Mr. Young stopped and lowered his window when the old man approached his truck.
“I recognized your truck, Mr. Young.” The man peered at Major. “You got yourself a passenger.” The man raised his shotgun. “You okay?”
Mr. Young chuckled
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