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  Dedication


DANGER ON THE ROAD is dedicated to the color red and to the angels who protect children. 






  
  Chapter One


Major and Stuart strode along the farm’s fence line while Major’s German shepherd, Shadow, dashed ahead. Major pulled up his collar to ward off the chill of the early dawn air as the dew in the tall grass dampened their boots and jeans. When Shadow growled, Major lifted the hunting rifle sling off his shoulder and tucked the rifle under his arm, and the men quickened their pace. 
“Here’s the break.” Stuart scanned the area then examined the downed barbed wire and pulled away a clump of hair. “Our visitor might be a bull.”
Major rubbed the back of his neck. “That explains why Shadow raised a ruckus a few hours ago. We patrolled around the house; I decided there wasn’t anything close because the chickens and goats were quiet. He alerted in this direction, but I didn’t want to surprise a predator in the dark.”
Stuart examined the ground then squinted at the house. “Aimee Louise and Rosalie are running this way. Something’s up.”
Stuart raced to meet them, and Shadow matched his pace. Major jogged along behind Stuart and Shadow. When Stuart reached Major’s nineteen-year-old granddaughter, Aimee Louise, he hugged her then they ran to the house together. 
Major’s eighteen-year-old adopted granddaughter, Rosalie, waited for him. “Pops, we just heard on the ham radio that a small FBI team was ambushed thirty miles north of the Georgia state line. It sounds like it might have been Peyton, her partner Nate, and Nate’s wife, Charo.”
“No more details?” Major trotted to the house with Rosalie at his side.
“Aimee Louise asked for more information. One of the hams knows somebody near the state line. I don’t know when we’ll hear anything.”
Major and Rosalie reached the former living room that now served as the computer and radio room and a bedroom for Sheriff and Molly. The breaking dawn provided its first light to the east-facing room, and the candle on the top of Molly’s dresser added to the room’s glow. Aimee Louise wore her headset as she listened to the ham operators on the solar and battery powered radio. When Rosalie sat in her chair next to Aimee Louise, Major headed to the kitchen with Stuart following him. 
“Guess it doesn’t do any good to hover,” Major said.  
Mr. Young brought a carton of eggs out of the pantry. “Good morning. You two were up early.”
“Checking the fence. We’ve got repairs ahead of us this morning,” Major said.
“Coffee?” Molly asked as she poured two cups. “The girls raced out of here to find you. What’s up?”
“According to this morning’s ham report, a small FBI team was ambushed north of the Georgia state line. We don’t have any details yet. The girls were afraid it was the Cabellos and Peyton,” Major said.
Mr. Young shook his head in disbelief as he dropped onto his chair’s seat; Molly stared then stomped out the back door and slammed it behind her.
Stuart widened his eyes. “Is she mad?”
“She’s scared. She’ll find the sheriff,” Major said.
Mr. Young pulled out his handkerchief and wiped his face. “Do we have any details?”
Rosalie hurried into the kitchen. “Two women and a man. Survived the attack but badly injured.” She ran back to the computer room.
“Doesn’t sound good.” Mr. Young drank the last of his coffee, and Stuart refilled his cup.
Sheriff threw open the back door. “What’s going on?”
Stuart caught him up on what they knew as Molly, red-faced and out of breath, hurried into the kitchen.
Molly put her hands on her knees until her breathing slowed. “Sara asked me to run with her. Guess I should.” At the thundering sound of footsteps on the stairway, Molly grabbed her cast iron skillet to cook breakfast. 
The four younger children trooped down the stairs and into the kitchen. Eleven-year-old Josh and nine-year-old Brett jostled each other on the way to their seats while Brett’s twin, Sara, sat at her place. 
Sara had curly, blond hair and blue eyes and wore pink and silver sparkled glasses. Molly called Sara her mini-me. Brett was taller than Sara, and his sandy-brown hair had the same cowlick that the sheriff’s had. Annie’s skin was a shade paler than Josh’s dark-brown skin, but Josh was taller than she was.
Sara glared at the boys. “You know Mommy’s rule. No breakfast until you settle down.” 
Thirteen-year-old Annie poured water into four glasses, and Mr. Young set them on the table. When Mr. Young picked up the coffee pot and waved it as he headed out the back door, Major, Sheriff, and Stuart followed him with their cups.
Mr. Young filled the cups as each man stepped onto the porch then he and Major sat in their rockers while the sheriff paced, and Stuart leaned against the porch railing. Aimee Louise sat on the porch near Stuart, and Rosalie sat next to her. Major’s wife, Vanessa, opened the door for Molly, who carried a fresh pot of coffee. Molly set it on the table between Major and the sheriff, and Vanessa filled the two cups she had brought out. Molly and Vanessa relaxed in their rockers.
“It’s quiet inside.” Sheriff refilled his cup. “Bacon, eggs, and biscuits quiet the savages, don’t they?”
Mr. Young chuckled. “Who would have thought that our vet was a smokehouse expert? Jody’s bacon is excellent. Your strawberry jam is worth its weight in gold on the bartering market, Molly.”
“Thank you,” Molly said. “Annie told me you two might build a smokehouse for us.”
“We’re talking about it,” Mr. Young said. “Annie has a design in mind. We may take a trip to spend a little time with Jody. Aimee Louise has been giving Annie driving lessons and said Annie is ready for a solo any time.”
“What’s the news on the radio?” Vanessa asked.
“A ham operator called for help on behalf of the farmer who is caring for the injured team, and a doctor named Scooter showed up from Atlanta. The doctor gave the farmer and his wife instructions on their care before he left this morning. He was there for two days,” Rosalie said. “Pops, don’t we know of a doctor named Scooter?”
“That’s Phil’s son in Atlanta. Phil organized the road block south of the state line,” Major said. “I’m surprised Scooter hasn’t left Atlanta yet to take his family to his dad’s farm.”
“It’s light enough to leave.” Stuart strode to the back door. “Rosalie, would you give me a list of what I’ll need for three days’ travel?”
“I’ll help gather supplies.” Mr. Young rose from his chair.
“Nobody travels alone,” Aimee Louise said. “I’ll go too.”
“Hold up,” Major said. “We’ve got some logistics to work out. Aimee Louise is right. Nobody travels alone. We need to decide who is going, and who will pick up their chores. Second question is which vehicle? We’ve got cars that are all in pretty good shape and three trucks.”
“As far as a vehicle is concerned, my truck is fine for around the farm, but I wouldn’t trust driving it anywhere farther than my old farm.” Mr. Young resumed his seat.
“Isn’t a truck less conspicuous than a car on the road?” Molly asked.
“Yes, it is,” Sheriff said. “What about Pete’s truck? Last time I went by his store, it was still parked in the back shed. It looks junky, which is probably why it hasn’t been stolen, but Pete always took care of it.”
“Aimee Louise and I will go into town after breakfast and check it out,” Major said.
“I could go,” Vanessa said. “Never mind. Sara and I have plans for this morning.”
Major nodded. Dodged that one. Someone else can tell my wife she’s a hazard behind the wheel.
“We could still gather supplies while you two are gone,” Vanessa said. “Can we continue the conversation over breakfast? Sounds like the kids have finished theirs.”
Sheriff grabbed the coffee pot, and everyone else followed him inside. 
As Major waited for the crush at the door to clear, Stuart asked, “Go for a short walk?”
“Good idea.”
“I can’t go today,” Stuart said as they sauntered to the barn. “We need to fix the fence before I leave.”
“You’re right.” Major stopped and faced Stuart. “I’m impressed. I was worried you were going to dash out of here on some foolhardy, half-baked quest.”
Stuart furrowed his brow. “And Aimee Louise would go with me to protect me.”
Major resumed his stroll to the barn. “She would go along to protect you, but there is a strong bond between you two. I don’t like it any more than any other father would, but I accept it.”
“Thanks, but I heard your tone. In your heart, you are rocking on the front porch while you clean your shotgun.” Stuart glanced at Major.
Major snorted. “Right about that. Let’s eat breakfast. We don’t want to get left out of any decisions.”
When they stepped into the kitchen, Molly said, “About time. I was about to offer your eggs and bacon to my two bottomless pit sons.”
“I called dibs on your biscuits, but I would have shared,” Sara said.
“Would not,” Brett said.
“You all clear out.” Molly waved her apron, and the boys and Sara raced out the back door. Annie shook her head as she heated water to wash the dishes.
Mr. Young drizzled honey on his biscuit. “You said you needed to fix the fence, Major. We think you should do that right after breakfast, and the sheriff, Aimee Louise, and Rosalie should go to Pete’s diner as soon as they finish eating. If Pete’s truck is there and runs then Sheriff can drive it back, and the girls can come back in his truck. Don’t forget to take a can of fuel. If I remember correctly, Pete’s truck is diesel.”
Major smirked, and Stuart chuckled. 
“Too bad you came back so quickly,” Vanessa said. “Molly and I almost had everyone convinced that she and I should go to Georgia.”
Molly giggled. “Wouldn’t that have been something?”
Major refilled his cup then passed the pot to Stuart. “Stuart and I will fix the fences after breakfast. Stuart and Aimee Louise can take our most reliable truck to find the injured team.”
Vanessa cleared Aimee Louise and Rosalie’s dishes while they collected their backpacks. Rosalie slipped in her waistband holster and picked up her rifle, and the two young women hurried to the sheriff’s truck.
Sheriff finished his breakfast and carried his dishes to the sink. “We’re leaving for Pete’s diner. Here’s another decision for you. Does Rosalie go along with Stuart and Aimee Louise?”
After the sheriff left, Stuart said, “Rosalie goes. I need the backup, and Aimee Louise and Rosalie work in tandem.”
Major nodded. “They do. Good description.” He turned to Mr. Young. “How would you cover the radio?”
“Annie will help me. She’ll be my second set of ears and take notes.”
“I think the sheriff and I can absorb Stuart’s tasks, at least for a while,” Major said.
“If Mr. Young and Annie take care of the radio, Molly, the kids, and I can handle everything else except the level of security that Aimee Louise provides,” Vanessa said. 
“Shadow’s a good close second. We’ll have to pay closer attention to him,” Annie said.
Vanessa raised her eyebrows. “Good insight, Annie. I’ll get started on a packing list. I have one that Rosalie created earlier to use as a template.”
Major scooted away from the table. “Let’s go fix a fence, Stuart.”
“Can I come?” Josh asked from the back door. “I want to learn how to fix a fence.”
“Grab some gloves,” Stuart said. “You can ride on the trailer.”
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As the sheriff turned onto the highway that led to Plainview, he said, “I’ll drive past Pete’s first. If we think it is clear, we’ll go back.”
“I’ve been working on my list in my head,” Rosalie said. “Can you think of anything we didn’t take to the Newton farm in Georgia that we should have taken?”
“Now, I have to think,” Sheriff said. “What about you, Aimee Louise? What would have been handy if you’d had it?”
“We could have used Georgia maps with more detail to find detours, but if the ambushed team isn’t Peyton, Charo, and Nate, we’ll need South Carolina maps if we plan to catch up with them.”
“Hadn’t thought about the possibility of continuing on and the extra travel time. Our packing list needs to have more than three days’ worth of supplies,” Rosalie said. “I’ll sort through the maps that Dr. Jody gave us for South Carolina maps and secondary roads for Georgia and South Carolina.”
“We’ll need more than the supplies for us if we find the camp,” Aimee Louise said.
“Good point. I’ll talk to Aunt Molly and add extra water to our list,” Rosalie said. “Annie and I can check Grandma Trish’s storage closet for disposable or party cups.”
As Sheriff approached Pete’s diner, Aimee Louise asked, “Did you see him?”
“Yes,” Rosalie said. 
“See who?” Sheriff maintained his constant rate of speed until the diner was no longer in sight. As he turned right at a dirt driveway, Rosalie said, “A man crouched behind the swap table before we reached the property.”
“Worried cloud,” Aimee Louise said, “and sick.”
Sheriff frowned. “Would a worried cloud cover up a danger cloud?”
“No, because if he was worried and dangerous, his cloud would show it. Clouds show lots of things.”
“I’m not sure I knew that,” Rosalie said, “but I never asked, right?”
Sheriff pulled into the overgrown parking lot and parked then dropped the truck keys on the floor board. “Stay out of sight, but cover me.”
When he opened his door and stepped out, Rosalie eased out of the truck then she and Aimee Louise moved to positions behind the truck. 
The sheriff shouted, “Hey, Pete? You around? It’s the sheriff.” He strode to the door and knocked. 
“Pete? You here?” He tried the door, and it was unlocked. He frowned and unholstered his pistol. As he stepped inside, he said, “Anybody here?”
He scanned the room then shifted for a closer look into the kitchen. Looks like the scavengers haven’t left anything except a mess.
He turned to the doorway at the sound of a cardinal whistle and narrowed his eyes as a man pulled himself to his feet by using a thick walking stick and the swap table for leverage.
“Sheriff?” the man called out.
Sheriff maintained his cover in the diner. “That you, Pete?”
“No, sir. It’s Troy.” The man leaned against the table. “I’m looking for Peyton.” He shifted his weight and winced. “I left home early Saturday morning. Thought you might have seen her.”
The sheriff stepped outside with his pistol drawn, and Troy leaned on his elbows as he raised his hands. He wasn’t as tall and lean as the sheriff, but he was tanned and muscular. His jeans and jacket were grimy, and his dirty hands and face and scruffy beard added to the overall appearance of a homeless wanderer. He wore a Florida State University ballcap over unruly, curly, black hair.
“Show me your hands,” Sheriff said.
Troy turned his hands to show the sheriff both sides. 
Good. No rash. Calloused hands. Not an office worker.
“What’s your daughter’s name?” Sheriff asked.
Troy tilted his head. “What? I don’t have a daughter—only a son, Brandon.” 
Sheriff chuckled and slid his sidearm back into its holster. “Aimee Louise?”
“Brandon’s dad,” she said.
“You can put your arms down, we believe you. You need any water?”
“I filled my canteen from the well out back and drank it. The well’s okay, right?” Troy furrowed his brow as he gazed at the sheriff.
“It’s fine. I didn’t realize the well had water again. It ran dry, but that might have been from the entire community drawing its water over the first few months after the grid collapsed. I forgot it’s an artesian well. Doesn’t need a pump.” Sheriff waved to Aimee Louise and Rosalie. “Come meet Brandon’s dad while I look for Pete’s truck.”
“There’s a truck out back,” Troy said. “It started, but it’s about out of fuel.”
“Good news! I’ll check it out.”
Rosalie lowered the tailgate, and Aimee Louise lifted out the can of fuel then the two young women walked to the front of the truck. 
“I’m Rosalie, and this is Aimee Louise. We know Brandon and Ms. Peyton. Our best stories are about Brandon.”
Troy’s smile was weak. “I can imagine. You know Brandon? Is he with you?”
‘No, he’s safe at a farm in Georgia.”
Sheriff took the fuel can and hurried to the back. When Aimee Louise joined him, she reached into her jeans pocket. “I have the truck keys.”
Sheriff’s eyes widened. Why did she bring my truck keys? Did Troy’s cloud change after I left? “I thought Troy was Brandon’s dad.”
“He is. I have the keys.”
“Better safe than sorry.” Sheriff nodded. “Let’s check out Pete’s truck; if it starts, I’ll put in more fuel.”
Sheriff jumped into the driver’s seat. “No key in the ignition.” He reached under the seat then stepped out to lift the floor mat.
“I have the truck keys.”
You have my keys. What am I missing? Sheriff furrowed his brow then smacked his forehead. “Pete’s keys! I completely misunderstood.”
He accepted the keys then climbed into the truck, and it started. “Fuel is less than a quarter tank. I’ll put in enough to get us to the farm. I’ll keep the can in case I misjudged, and Troy can ride with me.”
After he poured fuel into the tank, Aimee Louise jumped in and rode with him to the front. 
When he stopped, Aimee Louise said, “Engine sounds rough. I’ll check the oil.” 
Rosalie joined her when she lifted the hood. 
“It’s low,” Rosalie said.
“Let’s look in the diner. Pete might have had a stash of oil or other things we can use at the farm that have been overlooked,” Sheriff said.
“I saw automotive oil under the sink in the kitchen,” Troy said. “It struck me as odd. I worked construction in college and doubled as the onsite mechanic. I haven’t slept more than twenty minutes in two days. Still no excuse to be so slow-witted. Can I ask what the plan is?”
“You’ll ride to the farm with me in Pete’s truck. Aimee Louise and Rosalie will bring my truck.”
Troy frowned. “Is that safe? Two young women alone?”
Sheriff chuckled. “Yes. They’ll be safer than you and I will.”
“More stories?” Troy asked. 
Sheriff chuckled. “Some of our farm family are master storytellers. Yes, more stories.”
Sheriff carried out the case of oil while Aimee Louise scoured the diner. When he returned, she pointed to a door marked Broom Closet. “It’s locked.”
“Guess none of the scavengers needed a broom.” Sheriff jimmied the door and peered inside. “Pete had such an offbeat sense of humor. Look at all the canned goods.” 
While Aimee Louise stacked cases on the counter, Sheriff carried them outside. When Sheriff and Aimee Louise lifted the last of the canned goods into the back of the pickup, Troy asked, “Rosalie’s our lookout, isn’t she?”
“More like a guard,” Sheriff mumbled. “Here’s a case of olive oil and another one of canned chicken. Molly will love this.”
Sheriff and Aimee Louise returned to the diner to search the kitchen.
“Place has been stripped except for these pots and pans. These are good quality. If Molly doesn’t need them, someone else might,” Sheriff said.
Aimee Louise opened the oven. “One more thing.” She pulled out bags of chocolate and hard candies and dropped them into a large canning pot.
“What a bonus!” Sheriff said. “Is that it?”
Aimee Louise scanned the kitchen. “We can go now.” She carried out the canning pot, and Sheriff brought the rest of the cookware.
Aimee Louise set the pot with the candy on the backseat of the sheriff’s truck then climbed into the driver’s seat. After Rosalie jumped into the passenger’s seat, she leaned out the window. “Do we lead or follow you?”
Troy leaned on his walking stick as he limped to Pete’s truck. He climbed into the passenger’s seat with the sheriff’s help.
“Follow us,” Sheriff said. “We’ll let the old truck set the pace.”
On the way back, Sheriff told Troy about Brandon and the farm in Georgia, the ambushed team, and the plan to check on the team.
“You think the ambushed team was Peyton, her partner, Nate, and his wife, don’t you? I’m going too. I need to be sure Brandon is okay,” Troy said.
“It’s not yours to decide. The farm family discusses options and makes the decisions, but you need food and rest, or you’d be a liability,” Sheriff said. “You can’t go if you’ll be a burden. While we don’t make the decisions, Major and I have the right to veto.”
“Have you ever used it?” Troy asked.
“Would you use your right to veto against Peyton and Brandon?”
Troy glanced out his side window. “Maybe.”
“I hear ya.” Sheriff chuckled. “You won’t go if you can’t contribute to the team. I know the family.”
Troy leaned back. “Tell me more about the family.” 
As the sheriff talked about the farm family and how they came together, Troy nodded off. 
Guess he finally feels safe. That’s a good sign.
When Sheriff stopped at the gate to the farm driveway, Troy jerked awake. 
“Farm already?” Troy yawned.
“Sure is. Almost forgot to warn you. You’re going to be mobbed by a family of thugs. You ready?”
Troy smiled. “Looking forward to it.”
“Watch what happens when we reach the house,” Sheriff said.
Molly, Mr. Young, and the three younger children waited on the porch while the trucks parked. Molly rested her hand on her holstered pistol, and Mr. Young cradled his shotgun. Molly spoke to the children, and everyone remained on the porch. 
“He’s okay,” Rosalie said as she stepped out of the truck.
“Thanks, Rosalie.” Molly nodded, and the children raced to Pete’s truck.
Troy’s eyes widened. “Impressive.”
“Yep. That’s Molly, my wife. All the younger kids are ours.” 
Brett crowded Troy’s door, and Sara jumped up and down to see inside. Molly and Mr. Young headed to the driver’s side.
Sheriff stepped out of Pete’s truck. “Give the man some space. Molly, we have a hungry guest. Do you mind taking care of that?”
“Breakfast will be ready in five minutes. Kids, back to your chores.” Molly whirled back to the house, and the children scattered. 
“Aimee Louise will drive your truck around back, so we can unload it,” Rosalie said.
Sheriff nodded, and Rosalie joined Aimee Louise in the sheriff’s truck. 
“Mr. Young, this is Troy, Peyton’s husband.” Sheriff helped Troy out of the truck.
“And the famous Brandon’s father.” Mr. Young smiled, and his eyes twinkled.
Troy returned Mr. Young’s smile. “Nice to meet you. Do you know Brandon?”
“I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting the young man. Stuart is the one with all the first-hand Brandon stories.” Mr. Young raised his eyebrows as he examined Troy. “No offense, Troy, but you look awful. If Molly offers you a shower, take it. I have room in the camper for you to stay. I’ll ask Vanessa to help me set up a bed.”
“A meal, a shower, and a bed. You folks run a nice place.” Troy’s eyes twinkled.
“Best accommodations around,” Sheriff said. “Ready to go inside?”
Sheriff helped Troy to the porch and up the steps. “I’d like to take off these boots. My feet might be swollen, and the boots are too muddy to wear into the house.” After the sheriff helped him sit in one of the rockers, Troy struggled with his boots.
“Let me help.” Mr. Young pulled off Troy’s right boot then struggled to remove the left one. “Probably about time to get these off. We’ll leave them out here.” 
On the way to the kitchen, Sheriff pointed down the hallway to the main bathroom. “Annie must have started the generators. You can wash in there. I’ll be in the kitchen.” Sheriff helped him to the bathroom then frowned. “Will you be okay?”
“I’ll be fine; I’ve got my stick and the wall to lean on. This pain in my leg is slowing me down.”
Molly handed the sheriff a cup of hot coffee when he stepped into the kitchen. As Aimee Louise and Rosalie unloaded the supplies from Pete’s diner, Vanessa held open the back door and pointed to the kitchen or the wagon for each item. Rosalie loaded items into the wagon, and Aimee Louise carried the kitchen items inside and placed them in the pantry where Molly indicated. When the wagon was full, Vanessa said, “Take the wagon to the barn and stack the items out of the way.” Rosalie pulled, and Brett pushed the wagon then they returned for the next load.
“Troy is Peyton’s husband,” Sheriff said. “He’s been walking since Saturday to get here. We found him at Pete’s. Glad we went to get Pete’s pickup when we did. He’s exhausted.”
“After he eats, do you think he’d like a shower?” Molly asked. “We can find something clean for him to wear while we wash his clothes. He didn’t have a backpack?”
“I’m sure he’d appreciate the shower. We’ll ask him about the backpack.”
When Troy hobbled into the kitchen, Molly said, “I’m Molly. Pick a seat, and I’ll pour you a cup of coffee and serve up your breakfast.”
Troy sipped his coffee then gazed at his plate and inhaled. “Eggs, biscuits and gravy, and bacon. I haven’t eaten since Sunday morning, and that was a quick bite while I kept moving.” He dug in.
“Did you have a backpack?” Molly asked.
Troy finished chewing and swallowed. “It’s in the back of Pete’s truck. I tossed it in when I thought the truck would run.”
“Be right back,” Annie said.
Annie returned empty-handed. “I left your backpack on the back porch, Mr. Troy. It was soaked. I’m Annie.”
“Thanks, Annie. I dropped it more than once in the swamp and again when I crossed a stream early yesterday morning. I’ll dump it out to see what I can salvage after breakfast.”
“Annie, you’re in charge of the kitchen. I’ll find a change of clothes for Troy that he can wear until his are clean.” Molly hurried to her bedroom.
“You care for another egg, Mr. Troy?”
“I couldn’t eat another bite, thank you.”
Annie cleared his dishes and slipped them into the warm, soapy dishwater. As Annie washed and rinsed the dishes, Molly returned to the kitchen with an extra-large T-shirt and an old pair of the sheriff’s sweatpants. 
“I’ll put these in the bathroom for you. Check the clothes you packed, but if it’s wet inside your backpack, your clothes may have mildewed. Our weather is famous for that.”
Sheriff helped Troy to a chair on the back porch. Sheriff sat in his rocker as Troy dumped his backpack contents onto the porch. 
Troy wrinkled his nose. “Whew. Your wife was right about these clothes. I’ll bet I smell as ripe as they do.”
“I don’t have the best sense of smell, but I won’t take that bet.” Sheriff chuckled.
When the back of the sheriff’s pickup was empty, Aimee Louise moved it to its usual parking spot while Rosalie waited on the porch. 
“Unless there’s something else, Sheriff, we’d like to go through the maps we have,” she said. “If we can’t find what we want, we’ll take Number 48 to see if Dr. Jody has more maps.”
“Go ahead. That’s one of our top priorities.”
“I’ll tell Mr. Young that we’ll need to plan for more than three days in case he and Aunt Vanessa are working on a list,” Rosalie said before she and Aimee Louise hurried into the house.
When Troy’s jackknife clunked on the porch, Sheriff said, “I’ll get a towel from the kitchen that you can use to dry things off.”
Sheriff returned with a small towel and wrinkled his nose at the pile of damp clothing. “I shouldn’t have gone inside; now I can smell the mildew from here.”
Troy caught the towel that the sheriff tossed to him. “Everything was wet.”
“Do you wear a pistol? Did it get wet?” Sheriff asked.
Troy removed his inside waistband, brown leather holster and shook his head. “Not wet. My ammunition that was in my backpack was in a plastic storage baggie. A last-minute decision that was dumb luck.”
“If you want to take your shower now, we can finish drying your knives. Anything else that needs special attention? I’ll hang onto your pistol while you shower and change.”
“Thanks. Shower sounds good.” 
Sheriff helped Troy out of his chair and to the bathroom. When he returned to the porch, Brett peeked around the corner. “Can I come on the back porch?”
“Sure can. I need your help.”
Brett hopped up the steps and onto the porch. “Sara went to the camper to help Aunt Vanessa and Mr. Young. I waited to see if I could help you.”
“Would you dry these knives?” Sheriff handed him the dry cloth then turned the backpack inside out. “I’ll hang this to dry and air out.”
As the sheriff headed back to the porch after putting the backpack in the sun, Major, Stuart, and Josh returned. Major drove the tractor to the barn with Josh and Stuart riding on the trailer. 
Sheriff strode to meet them at the barn, and Josh grinned. “We fixed all the fences, Dad. Pops said I did good. Right, Pops?”
Major nodded. “You caught on right away. You were a big help.”
Major parked the tractor and trailer in the barn then climbed down. “We found another section of fence down. By the time we got to the third section, Josh did most of the work on his own.”
“It’s not hard to fix fences, but it has to be done right.” Josh puffed up his chest.
Sheriff smiled. He’s going to strut when he climbs off the trailer.
Stuart hopped off the trailer, and Josh jumped off next to him. 
As Stuart reached for tools, Major asked, “Anything new with you?”
Sheriff snorted. “Put your tools away then meet me in the kitchen.”
Major narrowed his eyes, and the sheriff turned away.
“Is Aimee Louise okay?” Stuart asked.
“Yes,” Sheriff answered as he went into the house.

      [image: ]The three of them hurried to the shed. Stuart and Josh passed tools to Major who hung them in their designated spots as quickly as his helpers handed the equipment to him.
“Let’s go,” Major said.
Stuart and Josh raced ahead as Major strode to the house. Next time I’ll ask for a head start.
Before Major reached the house, Josh and Brett passed him as they headed the other way.
“Dad told us to check the chickens and the goats. We’ll hurry,” Josh said.
Sheriff rocked while Stuart paced as Major scooted his rocker out of the sun. 
“What happened? Is everyone okay?” Major asked.
“Everyone’s fine. Aimee Louise, Rosalie, and I went to Pete’s diner to see if his truck was there. That’s the red truck behind the barn; it needed fuel and oil. We also found Peyton’s husband, Troy. He was trying to find Peyton.  Long story, but the short version is that he walked here in only two days from their home on the Atlantic coast south of Jacksonville. He’s exhausted.”
Molly helped Troy out to the back porch. “Major, Stuart, this is Troy. Troy, sit in the rocker. I’ll check the camper to see if your bed’s ready.”
After Troy sat in Molly’s rocker, he said, “Nice to finally meet you, Major. I’ve heard a lot about you. Peyton told a friend she needed to find her lucky star and the hunter’s big dog. Her friend didn’t understand what she meant, but I did.”
Major smiled. “Sounds like you and Peyton had your family codes just like Aimee Louise, Rosalie, and I did. After the rest of the crowd joined us, we added a few more. Lucky star—was that her reference to Sheriff Starr?”
“Sure was. As far as the hunter’s big dog, Peyton and I loved to stargaze in our early college days before she was pregnant with Brandon, so I knew she meant Orion’s Canis Major. Took me a while to get here.”
Major snorted. “I don’t mind at all being the big dog. Not sure if I’m going to tell my wife, though.”
Troy chuckled. “Smart man.”
Aimee Louise stood behind Rosalie while Rosalie opened the back door. “Excuse the interruption. Aimee Louise and I are taking Number 48 to Pastor John’s farm to see Dr. Jody. We have only Florida and a few Georgia maps.”
“I’ll go too,” Stuart said.
“No, we’ll be fine,” Rosalie said. 
Stuart scowled then sighed. “Okay.”
Major asked, “Troy, when did you leave the coast?”
“I was actually closer to Orlando. I left Saturday after breakfast. I somehow thought I could get here in twenty-four hours and planned to walk straight here. Seemed like a good idea at the time. It took longer than I expected because I realized after I started walking that I needed to stay away from the major highways, but I didn’t think about all the rivers and streams.”
Major examined Troy’s hands. “No rash. Did you see anyone who was sick?”
“No. Is that why the sheriff asked to see my hands?”
Sheriff nodded. “There’s a deadly virus going around. The most common symptoms are a cough and a rash on the hands. It has a high mortality rate. It’s swept through the urban areas and seems to be following the interstates to rural areas as people evacuate to the country. Instead of running away from the disease, they’re taking it with them to the older generation who are more vulnerable.”
Troy frowned. “Sometime Saturday night I approached a rest area and considered going in to get out of the wind. I heard several people coughing. It was a wet cough, almost like they were drowning. It reminded me of a TB cough, so I kept going. After that, I steered clear of the highways.”
Molly returned to the porch. “Bed’s ready. I’ll walk you to the camper.”
“I’ll help Troy, Molly.” Stuart rose and offered Troy a hand. 
Troy shook his head as he rose to his feet. “That shower and some food gave me new energy.” 
After he limped to the steps he said, “Guess I’ll take you up on that offer for help, after all. My mind obviously is more energetic than my body right now.”
“It’s an honor to meet Brandon’s dad. After you’re rested, I’ll tell you about what a hero Brandon is.” Stuart took Troy’s arm and helped him to the camper.






  
  Chapter Two


Mr. Young opened the camper door with a full garbage sack in his hand. “Right on time. Your bed is made. We’ll wake you for supper.” 
Vanessa and Sara stepped out of the camper. “Hello, Mr. Troy. We made you a nice bed, and Aunt Vanessa cleaned the entire camper. Mr. Young will take the trash to the burn pile. Mr. Young is messy, but I don’t think I’m supposed to say that. If you’re messy, Aunt Vanessa—”
“Nice to meet you, Troy.” Vanessa smiled. “Sara and I have work to do in the garden. Let’s go, Sara.” She took Sara’s hand, and Sara skipped along while she chattered.
Mr. Young said, “Come in. I’ll show you where you’ll sleep. If you wake up this afternoon, come to the house, and Molly will give you lunch or a snack. I have a pitcher of sweet tea in my refrigerator, and your cup is on the counter. Sleep well.”
Stuart lingered at the doorway after Troy stepped into the camper. Troy eased off the slippers but left on his socks as he lay down on the sofa that was his bed. “This is heaven. I’m clean. I have a full stomach, and a safe place to sleep. I’m so glad Brandon is safe.” He closed his eyes and dozed off.
Mr. Young closed the camper door. As the two men headed to the house, Stuart asked, “Can we talk a minute?”
“I wouldn’t mind a short walk to the barn.” 
“After Major and I left the house to fix the fence, was there any discussion about the trip tomorrow?”
Mr. Young shrugged. “You may know all of this, but it makes sense for the three of you to go. Vanessa and I decided to change the list for supplies from three days to a month. Molly updated the food list after she and Rosalie talked about South Carolina; I suspect the supplies from Pete’s will be a big help. Nobody’s mentioned this, but I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if Troy wants to go too. What would you think about that?”
Stuart scowled. “I don’t know. We know Peyton and Brandon. We don’t know Troy. I’m not sure I’m convinced he is Peyton’s husband, but even if he is, we haven’t had a chance to assess his strengths to determine where he’d fit into the team. On the other hand, if we don’t let him go, wouldn’t he just follow us? I need to ask Aimee Louise something first.” Stuart headed toward the house then paused as he turned to wave. “Thanks.”
Mr. Young stared while Stuart hurried to the house. He furrowed his brow. “You’re welcome. What did I do?”
Stuart rushed into the kitchen then stopped. “Sorry, Annie. I had something to ask Aimee Louise, but forgot she and Rosalie left to see Dr. Jody.” 
“Can I help?” Annie asked.
Stuart frowned. “I don’t know. Maybe. You and Peyton rode together. Can you think of anything that Peyton told you that wouldn’t be part of some data on the internet?”
“Let me show you the greenhouse.”
Why the greenhouse? More privacy? Stuart tilted his head. “I’d like that.”
When they stepped inside the greenhouse, Annie asked, “What do you think?”
Stuart scanned the greenhouse; he checked the seedlings in the pots on the shelf along the west wall and the jalapeno and serrano plants in large pots on the ground along the east wall. 
“You’ve got water here too. Is it on a timer?”
“Not yet,” Annie said. “Shortage of timers. Aunt Vanessa and I decided the garden had priority because I can water in here by hand.”
“This is really amazing. And you built it by yourself. Did you draw up your own plans?”
“I did design it, but I had help with the construction.”
“Peyton. I remember Peyton helped you.”
Annie smiled as she pointed up at the roofline in the corner. “Look at the construction. What do you see?”
Stuart narrowed his eyes as he stared. “How are they joined? I need a closer look.”
Annie followed Stuart as he walked to the corner of the building and stared. “That didn’t help. I still don’t know how they are staying together.” He pointed. “This board is butted up against the other board at a ninety-degree angle. I give up. Is it Annie magic?”
Annie giggled. “Have you ever heard of mortise and tenon?”
“Easy question. No, I haven’t.” Stuart smiled.
“Peyton taught me. One board is the tenon. It has a peg or pin cut so the peg fits perfectly like a puzzle piece into the slot cut into the other piece of wood called the mortise. When they’re put together, the joint has unbelievable strength and durability. Peyton said she learned it from Brandon’s father. He always put at least one mortise and tenon joint in every new construction he worked on when he was in college.”
Stuart’s eyes widened. “Brandon’s father would recognize the mortise and tenon and would know Peyton helped you.”
“That’s right.”
“You could have told me that Peyton helped you, and Troy would recognize his signature style, but instead, you taught me about mortise and tenon. You are a brilliant instructor, Annie.”
Annie picked up the hose and sprayer to water her plants. “I know. Pops taught me.”
Stuart smiled as he hurried to the house.
“Good. You’re here,” Vanessa said as he entered the kitchen. “I’ve marked the boxes with the contents, but I need you to go through the boxes to see if there is anything that isn’t needed. I’ve got the master list here.” She handed him a notebook. “Check off everything. Do we know which truck you’re taking?”
“I haven’t heard,” Stuart said as he read the first page.
Vanessa frowned. “You check the items in the box, and I’ll find Sheriff and Major. I know where to find them. We need these boxes cleared out of the kitchen.”

      [image: ]Major and Sheriff examined the engine and battery in Pete’s truck. “Need to clean these cables,” Sheriff said before he glanced up. “Watch out. One of us is in trouble. Hope it’s you.”
Major chuckled as he straightened his back and watched Vanessa stomp to Pete’s truck.
“Knew I’d find you two here,” she said when she reached the red truck. “Which truck are Stuart, Aimee Louise, and Rosalie taking on their trip? We have boxes of supplies that need to be loaded.”
“We had talked about mine. What do you think?” Major asked the sheriff.
“Let’s check the oil and tire pressure then fill ‘er up. Both trucks are reliable, but we thought your truck would be more inconspicuous.”
“Right. They’ll take my truck, Vanessa,” Major said.
“That’s what I thought too.” Vanessa hurried back to the house.
“Woman on a mission.” Major chuckled. “I’ll check the tire pressure and the flashlights. I dare you to ask Vanessa if flashlight batteries are on the list.”
Sheriff snorted. “After you.”
Major glanced up at the roar of Number 48. Aimee Louise pulled the side-by-side next to Major’s truck; after Rosalie hopped out with a medium-sized box, Aimee Louise headed to the equipment shed to park Number 48.
“Dr. Jody was a big help,” Rosalie said. “She found South Carolina, Alabama, and Tennessee state maps, and county maps for Florida, Georgia, and South Carolina.” She cocked her head. “We’re taking your truck, Pops? That’s perfect. I’ll put the maps in the truck close to where I sit then we need to talk.”
After Rosalie loaded her maps into the document holder in the back seat, Major said, “Sheriff, I won’t be long.”
Rosalie ran ahead of Major to the equipment shed. The two young women were waiting for him.
“What’s going on?” Major asked.
“Troy is sick,” Rosalie said. “I thought he seemed fine at Pete’s, but Aimee Louise said he is sick. At first I thought it could be exhaustion or exposure, but Aimee Louise doesn’t agree.”
“Troy told the sheriff he wanted to go with you to find the ambushed team. What do you think?”
Aimee Louise stared at Number 48. “No.”
“What if he wakes up after his nap and is fine?” 
“No,” Aimee Louise said, and Rosalie raised her eyebrows.
“He won’t be fine, Pops,” Rosalie said.
Major furrowed his brow. “Okay. We’ll quarantine Troy until we know he’s well. Mr. Young can stay in the house. Stuart’s bed will be available while you all are gone. I’ll explain the situation to the sheriff.”
Major reached his truck as Stuart loaded the last box from the wagon into the back of the pickup. Brett climbed into the wagon, and Josh pulled the wagon toward the house.
“Need to talk to you, Stuart. You too, Sheriff.” Major told them about Aimee Louise’s assessment of Troy. “We’ll quarantine him until we’re sure he’s well.”
“Mr. Young can sleep in my bed,” Stuart said. “After Troy is well, Annie has a foolproof way to make sure he is Brandon’s father, not an imposter. She can show you.”
“Were you worried he isn’t Troy?” Major asked.
“Yes,” Stuart said. “Still am.”
Josh and Brett ran to join the men. “Mommy said don’t start anything else. Lunch is ready.”
“Good timing, boys. We can finish up after lunch,” Sheriff said.
“Can we move Pops’ truck closer?” Josh asked. “Brett’s getting tired, and I am too, a little bit.”
“Should have thought of it earlier,” Major said. “I’ll move it right after lunch.”
“I’ll tell Aimee Louise and Rosalie,” Stuart said. “We’ll be right there.”

      [image: ]When Stuart reached the equipment shed, Aimee Louise and Rosalie were arguing. He raised his eyebrows. I’ll bet this is a doozy.
Rosalie glared at him. “About time you showed up. Maybe you can talk some sense into her.”
I doubt it. “What’s going on?”
“Aimee Louise said we should load up and leave after lunch. That’s not our plan. We get more daylight for travel if we leave in the morning.”
“Why?” Stuart asked.
“Why should we leave right
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