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  Dedication


Danger in the Field is dedicated to the dark color that others see as black, navy blue, and other puzzling colors; and to all the kind souls who accept imperfection. 






  
  Previously. . .


ROSALIE 
Aimee Louise would tell you all this herself, but she’s not much for talking except for technical stuff. We understand each other, so I help her out by talking about everything else. I’m Rosalie, but they call me Red because of my red hair, and they call Aimee Louise Angel because she’s saved the life of more than one person. I’m eighteen, and Aimee Louise is nineteen. She’s my best friend and sister; her grandfather, Pops, adopted me after Mom then Dad died. 
The power grid went down a while ago; I was visiting Aimee Louise the first time it went down, and I’m glad that Pops wanted me to stay with them. The power is down now pretty much permanently, and the world has changed.
They say Aimee Louise is autistic. I don’t know about that, but I know she doesn’t see people’s faces; instead, she sees their clouds that tell her whether the person is happy, sad, angry, or dangerous. Deputy Stuart likes her a lot, and I know she likes him too, but she’s not all that great at the social stuff like me. I have to coach her sometimes.
It’s a long story, but the short version is that we picked up the team that was ambushed on the road after they left Pops’ farm for the Newtons’, Stuart’s parents’ farm. We had rescued the team’s children earlier when we were on our way to help the Newtons and took the children along with us. We still don’t know what happened to Henry’s parents, though. Aimee Louise has taken him under her wing, and he calls her Mama Angel. He’s so sweet, and smart too.
The best part about the Newtons’ farm as far as I’m concerned is their nearest neighbors are the Websters. Their nephew, Andy Webster, is really cute, and he thinks I’m talented. Andy is a teacher and super smart. I already said he’s cute, didn’t I?
STUART
I’m breaking in with the real short version. After Aimee Louise figured out who was abducting children, we busted up the trafficking rings and permanently stopped the leaders. We stayed with my mom and dad on their farm, so we could help pull together the nearby farm families to set up roadblocks; Aimee Louise and I believe the attacks from other gangs will only escalate. What would you add, Aimee Louise?
AIMEE LOUISE
Time to get busy.






  
  Chapter One


Stuart carried his boots as he crept down the stairs in the dark at his parents’ farmhouse, so he wouldn’t wake anyone. When he reached the first floor, he wasn’t surprised to see the dim, flickering light of a candle coming from the kitchen. 
“Good morning, care for a cup?” His mother, Sandra, smiled as she pointed to the cup on the kitchen table, and the three four-month-old puppies scrambled to greet him.
Stuart chuckled as he bent to scratch the collie and lab mix puppies before he picked up his cup and inhaled the welcoming aroma of hot coffee. “How did you know I was up? I thought I was quiet when I came down the stairs.”
“You were,” Aimee Louise said, and the puppies scrambled to her. “I heard you before you came down.” 
“I didn’t see you in the shadows,” Stuart said before he turned to peer at his dark-haired, favorite companion.
“I know.” She opened the back door, and the puppies trooped outside behind her.
“We had another good night. Tracker, Brody, and Pixie were dry in their crates when I let them out this morning,” Sandra said. “I was worried about three puppies at first, but Andy was right: Holly trained her babies to be house dogs.”
“We were lucky the family who owned the puppies’ father wanted one of them, or we’d have four, wouldn’t we?” Stuart chuckled.
While Sandra fried eggs and checked on her biscuits in the oven, Aimee Louise and the puppies returned, and Scott hurried into the kitchen. “Your biscuits woke me up, Sandra.”
She snorted. “You say that every morning.”
After Stuart poured a cup of coffee for his dad, Scott sat at the table and sipped his coffee. “What’s your plan for today, Stuart?”
“Breakfast is ready.” Sandra handed plates to Aimee Louise and Stuart then carried Scott’s and her own to the table. 
After Stuart mopped up every trace of the dark orange egg yolk with his biscuit, he drained his cup. “We’ll go to the Websters’, so Aimee Louise can check the news on the ham radio then after we get back, Nate and I plan to see Mr. Mitchell to talk to him about his son’s property.”
“Rosalie and I will go too,” Aimee Louise said.
“Of course, the Mitchell twins would be disappointed if Red didn’t come to see them,” Stuart said.
“You taking the truck?” Sandra asked.
While Aimee Louise refilled coffee cups, Stuart said, “No, we’ll save gas and walk.”
“Run.” Aimee Louise cleared the plates on the table then slipped on her lightweight jacket before she threw on her backpack that held a change of clothes, a knife, a compass, and matches.
“Right.” Stuart sighed as he picked up his backpack and rifle, and Scott chuckled.
“I’ll be surprised if Andy doesn’t go to the Mitchells’ too,” Sandra said before Stuart and Aimee Louise headed out the door. 
When Stuart and Aimee Louise started their run to the Websters’, the air temperature had dropped in the predawn. After they were in the woods, the sky lightened as the sun cleared the horizon, and Aimee Louise picked up the pace until they reached the clearing at the Smith barn that was on the property between the Newtons’ and the Websters’. Aimee Louise removed her jacket and slowed the pace as they strolled past the barn. 
“Dad told me he’d like for the barn to be his first project at the Smith place,” Stuart said. “Even though Mr. Smith signed the deed over to him, Dad said if his old friend ever wanted his homestead back, he’d be more than willing to turn it over to him.”
After they passed the burned remains of the house, Stuart said, “Thanks for the break, Aimee Louise. I’m ready to head out.”
When Aimee Louise broke into a run, Stuart kept up the pace with her until they reached the Websters’ farm. Stuart was breathing hard as they jogged down the Websters’ driveway. When they turned the corner to the house, the Websters’ collie, Holly, lay on the grass in the shade near the driveway; she lifted her head and grinned, and Leo’s three farm dogs wagged their greeting before they flopped down in the barn's shade.
“According to the dogs, we can expect a hot day today.” Stuart paused to catch his breath, and Aimee Louise waited with him. 
“Sun’s getting higher.” He shaded his eyes with his arm ash he scanned at the sky. “Okay, got my breath,” he said, and they strolled toward the farmhouse with Holly trotting along behind them. “I keep thinking I can run as fast as you and Red, but I can’t quite keep up. I blame Mom’s cooking.”
Red waited for them at the side door. “You better not say that in front of Mama Sandra if you value your next meal, Deputy Stuart Newton.”
Stuart laughed. “You’re right there. What’s going on?”
“Uncle Leo is waiting for Angel in the computer room, and Andy wants to talk to you. He’s down at the barn.”
When Stuart and Holly reached the barn, Andy was stacking scraps of lumber in the corner. Andy’s tattered Atlanta Braves ball cap and T-shirt were damp with sweat from exertion and the early morning humidity. He stopped stacking and sat on an old hay bale then grinned at Stuart. “Glad you’re here; I was ready for a break. Rosalie send you?”
Stuart sat on another bale. “Yep, and I’m glad for a break too after the run here with Aimee Louise.”
Andy nodded. “I don’t even try to keep up with Red. So, one of Aunt Jennie’s old friends stopped by last night. His home has been attacked three times, and the last time, they broke in and took all his guns that weren’t locked in his gun safe. They beat him to try to force the man to open the safe until his wife shot one of them with her shotgun. She had birdshot in it, but I guess it was enough to chase them off. It’s just him and his wife, so he decided to leave. They’re going to Tennessee to live with their son and his family and offered their chickens and livestock to Aunt Jennie. They have twenty or so hens, a rooster, and two cows. One of the cows will be calving in the next couple of weeks. They’re planning on taking four or five chickens with them, but that’s all they can manage. Aunt Jennie wants some chickens but not the cows. We thought you could talk to your folks to see if they are interested in some chickens and maybe the cows. Be sure to let them know there’s no pressure. He told Aunt Jennie he was giving us the first option before he offered them to his neighbors.”
“I don’t know anything about cows, but I’ll ask Mom and Dad. How far away are they? Do the cows come with a trailer or something to haul them?”
Andy chuckled. “He lives five or six miles away and offered his horse trailer. He also offered any of his farm equipment that we could use.”
“I’ll talk to Dad. I hope he says no, but I’m afraid Mom will be interested in having milk with all the kids at our house.”
When Stuart rose to leave, Andy said, “There’s something else. Aunt Jennie and I would like for Red to stay when you and Angel leave for Florida. Aunt Jennie’s suddenly become very security conscious. She quoted Red’s rule that it isn’t safe for anyone to be solo away from the house, but she’s not comfortable leaving Uncle Leo alone. I’m selfish. I’d like for Red and me to stay together, and when I talked to Red, she told me the solution was simple because I’d go with you all to Florida. I can’t leave Aunt Jennie and Uncle Leo alone, so Red and I are at an impasse. I think she might talk to Angel; I just hope the two of them don’t gang up on me because I would lose.”
Stuart snorted. “You’re right about that. I’m worried about my folks too. Nate and his family are moving to the Mitchell house. It makes sense for everyone because they’ll be more comfortable in their own home, and it frees up two bedrooms at our house. After David is here, I don’t know what he and Peyton will do, but they may decide to leave or to move in with Nate and Charo. If I go to Florida, Mom and Dad would be alone, or Peyton might feel obligated to stay with them.”
“No easy answers, are there?” Andy exhaled.
“Not that I can see. I’ll talk to Aimee Louise and my dad.”
Andy motioned toward his stack of wood. “I’m going to get started on Aunt Jennie’s chicken coop. She hasn’t decided yet where she wants it, but she told me she’d be out here soon, and we could pick a spot together.”
When Stuart reached the barn doorway to go to the house, Jennie was hurrying to the barn. “Oh good. You’re here too, Stuart. Do you have any ideas about where a chicken coop should go?”
“The chicken coop at Major’s farm in Florida is fairly close to the house, which makes sense from a security standpoint. The coop is in the sun in the mornings but shaded in the afternoons.”
“Let’s take a walk around the house,” Jennie said.
As they approached the house, Jennie said, “I think I’d like to look out of my kitchen window and see the coop.”
Andy nodded. “You wouldn’t have to run outside to check the chickens. Makes sense. There aren’t any trees close enough for shade, but we could add something before summer.”
As he spoke, Rosalie joined them. “Angel and Leo are still on the radio. Leo sent me out to tell you we have a severe storm headed this way. It’ll probably hit around seven or eight this evening.”
“Guess I won’t start the coop today, after all,” Andy said.
“Would it help if I worked with you?” Stuart asked.
“We could finish it in time, but I’d rather it had a chance to settle before a big wind hits it. I need to move the rest of my lumber into the barn.”
“I’ll help with that,” Stuart said.
While they worked, Aimee Louise came into the barn. 
“Are we going to be much longer?” Rosalie asked.
“Might take a little longer.” Stuart wiped his damp forehead with his shirt sleeve.
Rosalie nodded. “Angel and I will run to tell Mr. Scott about the storm. We won’t be long.”
“Bye,” Angel said as they sped away.
Andy stared at them. “I thought I ran fast with Red, but this is the first time I’ve seen the two of them run together at full speed.”
Stuart nodded. “It’s really sobering, isn’t it? Anytime I think I’m hot stuff, I think about those two running and settle right back down to earth.”
Andy snorted.


      [image: ]When Aimee Louise and Rosalie reached the Smith barn, Rosalie slowed their pace. “Andy wants me to stay here with him, and I’d like to, but I’m not sure I’d want to be here without you. I told Andy he should go with us to Florida, but he told me he can’t leave his aunt and uncle alone.”
“Stuart’s worried about leaving his dad and mom too.”
“So, what do we do?”
“You stay with Andy. We will always be sisters. Stuart will talk to his dad.”
They raced to the Newtons’ homestead. When they bounded into the kitchen, Sandra said, “You two are sweaty. Did you run full speed the whole way? Where’s Stuart?”
Rosalie giggled while Aimee Louise filled two glasses with water. “We raced. It’s been a while since we’ve run together as fast as we can.”
Scott and Nate came inside for water before Aimee Louise and Rosalie sat at the table. After Rosalie took a big gulp, she continued, “There’s a big storm coming. It will be here around seven or eight.”
“A big storm?” Nate asked. “We’ll finish loading what we’ve packed so far then I’ll take it to the Mitchell house and unload it.”
“Need help at the other end?” Scott asked. 
“Where’s Stuart?” Sandra asked.
“He stayed to help Andy carry lumber to the barn,” Rosalie said. “Maybe I should go back, so Stuart can come here to help.”
“Yes, then Stuart and I can go with Nate,” Aimee Louise said.
After the two young women drained their glasses, then sped to the path back to the Websters’ farm, Stuart returned to the Newton farm with Aimee Louise. 
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“Does Dad have anything for us, or do we help Nate unload?” Stuart asked.
“Help Nate. Peyton and the judge want to stay with Brandon and Dolly.”
“Henry?” Aimee Louise asked.
“Henry plans to go with you, but I told him Brody is too little,” Sandra said. “Nate told me Henry’s waiting in the truck.”
“Are you driving, Angel?” Henry was sitting on the backseat when they reached the truck.
“Good idea, Henry,” Stuart said. “Jump up front, and you can sit next to her.”
Henry rolled over the back of the seat and landed in the middle of the front seat. “Thank you, Deputy Stuart.”
Stuart climbed into the passenger’s seat. When Aimee Louise slid into the driver’s seat, Henry leaned against her and smiled. “Are we going to Florida today?”
“No, we might not be going to Florida for a while. We need to make sure everyone here is safe before we leave.”
“We always make sure everyone is safe,” Henry said.
Stuart smiled. “Yes, we do.” Henry’s amazing.
Nate climbed into the seat behind Aimee Louise. “Everything’s secure.”
When they reached the open driveway gate near the house, Aimee Louise slowed then stopped the truck, and Henry slid into a crouch on the floorboard.
Stuart frowned as he whispered, “What’s wrong?”
“Somebody’s in the bushes,” Henry said, and Aimee Louise nodded.
Stuart nodded. “I’m getting out. Cover me, Nate.”
Nate slid over to the passenger’s side, and when Stuart opened his door, he opened his back door and put one foot on the ground. 
When Stuart stepped away from his door, a small voice whispered, “Is Red with you?”
“Sam?” Stuart asked.
The twins rushed out of the bushes. Their faces were stained with dirt and mud-streaked with tears as they wrapped their arms around Stuart’s legs.
“Deputy Stuart, bad men hurt Grandma. She told us to run away and hide until Red came to get us,” one of the sobbing girls said. “We were scared. I cried, but Sam said, ’No noise.’”
“Cami Sue’s not a crybaby, but she forgot to hush; I cried too, but I kept my hand over my mouth, so I’d be quiet,” Sam said.
Stuart bit his lip as he held onto the girls. I hate that the girls had to go through this.  
“You’re safe now.”
After Aimee Louise jumped out of the truck, Sam released her hold on Stuart’s pants leg and rushed to Aimee Louise.
“Go with Angel to the truck,” Stuart said. “Where is your grandma?”
“She’s at her house,” Cami Sue said as she hurried to join her sister.
“I know the shortcut through the brush,” Nate said. 
“Let’s take the truck instead,” Stuart said. “I want us all to stay together.”
As Aimee Louise drove back to the road to go to the Mitchells’ house, Henry covered his ears while the girls chattered from the backseat with Nate. 
Stuart leaned over and whispered to Henry, “Smart move. When the two of them talk at the same time like they are, I can’t understand what they’re saying.”
When Aimee Louise cautiously eased down the dirt driveway, Nate asked, “Where is your grandma?”
“She was on the floor in the kitchen when we left,” Sam said.
“Girls, sit on the truck floor and be very quiet. Stay very still when we get out of the truck,” Stuart said. Henry slid down to his position on the floor at Stuart’s feet.
After the girls settled, Stuart and Nate lowered their windows. When they reached the house, the front door was open, but there was no one in sight.
“Aimee Louise? Anything?” Stuart whispered.
“No. It’s quiet, and I don’t see any signs of anyone.”
“Nate, I’ll slip around back. Take cover in front. I’ll return the same way from around the house. Ready?” When Nate nodded, Stuart eased his door open, and Aimee Louise ducked.
As Stuart stepped quietly toward the back of the house, he glanced inside the bedroom windows as he passed them. Blinds and curtains are torn down. Looks ransacked.
When Stuart reached the back door, he eased it open. A man lay face down near the doorway with a single gunshot wound in his back.
“Mrs. Mitchell?” Stuart asked in a hushed voice. 
“Here.”
Stuart stooped to check the man. Dead. He stepped over him then strode to the other side of the kitchen island, and Mrs. Mitchell raised on one elbow. Her face was swollen, and one eye was shut. Her glasses were on the floor several feet from her, and a rifle lay on the floor next to her.
“Is that you, Nate?” she asked. “Do you see my glasses?”
“No, it’s Stuart Newton. We have the girls; they’re safe.” Stuart picked up her glasses and held them out. “Here are your glasses.”
After she put them on, Stuart helped her as she sat up then leaned against the cabinet. “Is anyone else in the house?”
“As far as I know, they’re all gone except for the guy that I shot. I’m quite certain he’s dead.”
“Will you be okay by yourself for a few minutes?”
After Mrs. Mitchell nodded, Stuart swept from room to room to clear the house. He returned to the kitchen then stepped over the dead man as he left. 
“Be back soon.” 
When he neared the corner, he called out, “Nate, it’s Stuart. House is clear.”
“Okay,” Nate said. “Coming your way.”
When Nate joined him, Stuart caught him up on what he found. “Tell Angel then meet me in the kitchen.”
Stuart returned to Mrs. Mitchell and knelt next to her. “Can you tell me what happened?”
She sighed. “It was a nightmare. Tom heard one of his friends who has a farm within an hour or so walking distance of us was having trouble with his cattle escaping and needed help to repair fences. He left before dawn yesterday and told me he’d be gone no more than two or three days. Four men showed up in a truck early this morning, and I thought maybe Tom had gotten a ride home. Dumb mistake on my part. When I opened the door, the man pushed past me and knocked me down, and I yelled for Cami Sue and Sam to run and hide. They have what we call a hideout that Tom put together for them after you found them. A second man came into the house and wanted to know where my husband was. When I told him I didn’t know, he ordered another man to beat it out of me. The man pushed me around and knocked me into the dining table. After he hit me in the face a second time, I dropped and feigned unconsciousness. I hoped he’d leave me, and he did.”
When she swallowed hard, Stuart asked, “Would you like a drink of water?”
She nodded, and Stuart found a glass in a cabinet and poured water from a pitcher that was on the counter.
She took a long drink. “I was dry. Thank you. While they tore up the house, I managed to crawl to the kitchen where I keep my deer rifle in a hidden drawer that Tom built for me. I stayed next to the island because I hoped to be less obvious. When one man shouted he was going after the girls, I crawled to the corner of the island and shot him before he reached the back door. I don’t know why, but the rest of the men ran to their truck and sped away.”
“They must have thought reinforcements had shown up,” Stuart said as Nate came into the kitchen from the front door and emitted a long, low whistle.
“After Mrs. Mitchell shot the intruder who was going to look for the girls, the rest of the gang took off,” Stuart said.
“From the looks of the house, they were looking for money and liquor. Maybe they left before they got to the kitchen because I would have expected them to have taken any food they could have found,” Nate said.
“Do you think you can stand if I help you up?” Stuart asked.
“I need help to get up even on my best days.” She snickered. “Can we put a bandage or something on my face before the girls see me? I don’t want to scare them. I have a first aid box on top of the refrigerator.”
Stuart grabbed the first aid box and set it on the island before he helped her to her feet. 
“I’ll talk to the girls and tell them you have a boo-boo on your face,” Nate said.
“Thanks,” Mrs. Mitchell said.
After Nate left, Stuart examined her face before he opened the kit. “If we put a bandage under your eye, we can cover most of the swelling, and you won’t look quite so beat up.”
“Let’s try it,” she said. “The girls are going to critique it no matter what we do, you know.”
Stuart snorted. “I learned that from the kids at Major’s farm in Florida. Not much gets by them, does it?”
Stuart put the bandage on then examined his handiwork. “Good enough. We’ll take you and the girls to my folks’ farm. Do you want to leave a note for Mr. Mitchell?”
“Good idea. I’ll grab a plastic bag and a permanent marker, if you’ll find me a sheet of paper.”
When Stuart returned from the office with a blank sheet of paper, she wrote, “House is a mess. We’re fine and at the Newtons.”
Stuart chuckled when he read the note. “He’ll sure know it’s from you and not some forgery, won’t he?”
Mrs. Mitchell smiled as she placed the note inside the one-gallon, clear plastic freezer bag. “There’s some packing tape in the drawer by the back door. Would you tape it to the front door?”
Stuart taped the plastic bag to the front door then closed and locked it.
When Stuart returned to the kitchen, Mrs. Mitchell said, “Nate dragged the body out. He said he’d be back in a bit.”
Stuart narrowed his eyes at the amount of blood streaked across the kitchen floor to the back door. “Is it okay if I clean the floor before we leave?”
Mrs. Mitchell raised her non-swollen eyebrow. “Must have been quite an exit wound. That’s a lot of blood. There’s a roll of paper towels on the counter and trash sacks under the sink.”
Stuart put on the rubber cleaning gloves he found under the sink before he wiped up the blood then sprayed the floor with disinfectant. When he finished, the floor gleamed.
“You can pitch those gloves. I don’t need any mementos.” Mrs. Mitchell shuddered.
After he tied the trash sack and cleaned his hands with sanitizer, he said, “We should take your rifle. Are there any other guns in the house that we should take?”
“There’s a twenty-two pistol at the back of the drawer where the packing tape was. All the other rifles are locked up in the gun safe.”
Stuart found the holstered gun and stuck it into his belt. Mrs. Mitchell winced as she limped on her way to the door, and Stuart furrowed his brow. “Did he injure your ankle?”
“No, I’m just stiff from lying still on the floor all morning. I need to walk it out. I’ll be fine after the swelling in my eye goes down.”
“By then you’ll have a shiner,” Stuart said.
Mrs. Mitchell snickered. “My ladies’ church group always said if any of us ever got a black eye, we’d all swear she got the last beer.”
Stuart burst out laughing as she held onto his arm to walk across the uneven yard. “You can sure claim it.”
When they reached the truck, the girls squealed, and Henry covered his ears. 
When Stuart opened the back door, Mrs. Mitchell said, “Jump out, Cami Sue, and I can sit between you two.”
Stuart helped her into the backseat of the truck then Cami Sue scrambled to sit next to her.
Stuart stepped to Aimee Louise’s door. “Can we go for a short walk?”
They strolled along the driveway while Stuart told her about Mrs. Mitchell and the men then explained the joke about the last beer.
Nate strode to meet them. “Mrs. Mitchell told me you went for a walk. I dragged the body as far as I could. I didn’t have the tools to bury him. If we want to come back later today, we can, but I didn’t think we’d have time with an upcoming storm. Do I need to clean the kitchen floor before we go?”
“I cleaned the kitchen floor. We should take Mrs. Mitchell and the girls to Dad’s farm then see what our time looks like. I’m hoping we’ll still have time to return and unload your things at your new house. Let’s go.”
Henry kept his ears covered during the trip back. Henry needs ear protection. Stuart smiled. I need ear protection.
After they reached the Newton farm, Stuart hopped out of the truck then while Nate helped Mrs. Mitchell and the girls out of the truck, Stuart rushed to talk to Scott who waited for them at the back door of the farmhouse. 
“You’re back quicker than I expected,” Scott said.
Stuart gave him a quick rundown of the events at the Mitchells’. “We still need to take Nate’s boxes to his new place. Is it okay if I hand off Mrs. Mitchell and the girls to you?”
“That’s fine,” Scott said. “We’ll take it from here.”
Scott hurried to help Mrs. Mitchell to the house while the girls raced inside and squealed.
As Aimee Louise drove away from the farmstead, Nate said, “The twins were excited to see Dolly.”
“I was wondering what all the commotion was about,” Stuart said. “Did I just sound old?”
“Old like Henry and me.” Nate snorted, and Henry nodded.
When they reached the Cabellos’ new home to unload the boxes, Nate said, “I’ll go inside to check the house first. I should have thought of it earlier; I won’t be long.”
While Nate was gone, Stuart checked the greenhouse and the other outbuildings.
“House is fine. Let’s unload. We can put all the boxes in the living room against the far wall.”
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“This is a nice garden,” Henry said. “Mama Sandra would like this.”
When they came to a pink swing set, Henry said, “I didn’t even know they made girl swings.”
After they returned to the truck, there were only a few boxes left to unload. Aimee Louise picked up one, and Henry peered into a sack. “Mama Sandra sneaked in snacks for them. She’s awesome.”
“Yes, she is. Can you carry the sack?” Aimee Louise asked.
After they were inside, Aimee Louise set down her box then she and Henry went to the kitchen with the sack. 
Henry put the sack on the counter near the sink before they wandered through the house and looked at the rooms. “This is a big house,” Henry said.
“Yes, it is. There’s plenty of room for Mr. Nate, Ms. Charo, Judge Cabello, Dolly, and Pixie.”
When they reached the living room, Nate and Stuart were sitting in the easy chairs near the fireplace.
“Ready?” Stuart asked. 
After Aimee Louise parked at the Newtons’, Nate jumped out and hurried to the house. 
“Go on in, Henry,” Aimee Louise said. “Mama Sandra probably has a treat waiting for you.”
“We’ll have one more trip to make today,” Stuart said as they climbed out of the truck. “Nate’s going to talk to Charo and his dad to see if they can pull enough things together so they can move today to clear their rooms for Mrs. Mitchell and the twins.”
Aimee Louise nodded. “Henry and I noticed the beds had been stripped with clean, folded sheets on top of each bed.”
Stuart pointed toward the house as the judge opened the back door then came out with a box in his arms. “Here they come.”
“I’ll move the truck closer to the house then jump into the back to slide the boxes inside,” Aimee Louise said.
Stuart nodded then whistled to get the judge’s attention. “Aimee Louise is bringing the truck closer.”
Aimee Louise expertly backed the truck to within a few feet of the back door then climbed out.
“Thanks, Angel,” the judge said. “Sandra’s loading us down with groceries.”
“You’ll like the garden, Judge.” Aimee Louise lowered the truck’s tailgate then hopped into the back. As the judge, Stuart, and Nate carried out boxes, she organized the load. 
“We’ve got four suitcases to come out, then we’re ready,” Charo said. 
Aimee Louise waited in the driver’s seat while the judge, Charo, Nate, Dolly, and Pixie climbed into the backseat, and Henry jumped up front with Aimee Louise.
“Everybody in?” Stuart asked as he climbed into the passenger’s seat. 
“Wait.” Sandra ran to the truck with a small box in her arms. “We almost forgot tonight’s bath time snack.”
“We’ll have to call this the Cabellos’ farm to keep from getting confused with the Mitchells’ farm,” Stuart said as Aimee Louise drove on the driveway to the Cabellos’ new home.
While Nate and Stuart unloaded the truck, Charo went inside to make beds.
“Mr. Judge, would you and Dolly like to see the swing and the garden that Angel and I found?” Henry asked.
“That would be great,” Judge said. 
The judge and Henry walked, and Dolly skipped to the backyard; Pixie followed Dolly and scrambled to keep up. 
While Dolly squealed and Pixie yipped, Aimee Louise stayed by the truck until she heard a sound in the woods between the Mitchells’ and the Cabellos’ farms. 






  
  Chapter Two


She crept into the woods then ducked behind a tree as a man strode through the woods toward the Cabellos’ new home. She hurried silently ahead of him then ran into the house and found Stuart. 
“Mr. Mitchell will be here in just a few minutes. He’s coming through the woods from his house.”
“I’ll go meet him, thanks,” Stuart said.
Aimee Louise went out with Stuart, but stayed near the truck while Stuart approached the woods. When Mr. Mitchell came out of the trees, he strode to Stuart, and the two men talked briefly.
As they walked toward the truck, Mr. Mitchell said, “We heard there was a big storm coming, so I left early this morning. They’ll be able to finish up before the bad weather.”
“Mrs. Mitchell will be glad to see you.” Stuart told Mr. Mitchell about the attack.
“I read the note on the front door and was headed to the state road to go to Scott’s farm until I heard a little girl squeal and thought it was Cami Sue or Sam. You know about the note my wife left? Nobody could have written it but her.” Mr. Mitchell shook his head. “I went inside, and that gang definitely ransacked the house. Anybody else would have said the hooligans had demolished everything, but Lela saw a mess that we can clean up.” 
Nate came out of the house and shook hands with Mr. Mitchell. “Thank you again, sir, for offering your son’s home to us. If this is a house that needs laughing, chaos, and noise, we’re the right family.” Nate chuckled. “We’ve almost finished emptying the truck. We packed quickly so we could move here before the big storm blows in tonight.”
He hurried to the truck then carried two large boxes into the house. Aimee Louise peeked inside the back of the truck before she hopped in and scooted the rest of the boxes within easy reach for Nate and Stuart to unload.
After Nate and Stuart emptied the back of the truck, Aimee Louise closed the tailgate, and Henry rushed to climb into the truck with her.
When he sat next to Aimee Louise, Henry said, “Dolly liked the pink swing. I only let her push me because she said it was fair for her to push me after I pushed her.” 
“It’s fun to take turns,” Aimee Louise said.
“I had fun,” Henry said. “Dolly called me stinky boy, and I called her bossy girl.”
On the way to the Newtons’, Mr. Mitchell said, “I gave Nate the keys to the old truck my son stored in his equipment barn. It’s not pretty, but Nate and the judge should be able to get it going with a little work. It ran the last time we started it, but that’s been three or four months ago. It was a project my son and I worked on together and was a great excuse to get out of the house.” 
After Aimee Louise parked, Mr. Mitchell said, “Thanks again. Lela has always been a warrior, and she scares me to death.”
Scott strode to the truck, “Glad to see you, Tom. The girls are helping Peyton and Brandon pick vegetables before the storm. Lela and Sandra are in the kitchen. They sent me out to check the grounds, but I think they wanted privacy while they gossiped and cooked.”
“What do you need us to do, Dad?” Stuart asked.
“I haven’t set up the girls' bedroom yet, and I could use some help to set up Charo’s old bedroom for the Mitchells.”
As Stuart and Mr. Mitchell headed to the house, Henry asked, “What do we do?”
“Aimee Louise may want to put the truck in the barn,” Scott said before he headed to the house.
After they reached the barn, Aimee Louise and Henry put away tools and cleared an area large enough to park the truck. Aimee Louise backed into the barn, and Henry stood at the back wall and guided her in.
“How did I do?” he asked when she turned off the engine and stepped out of the truck. 
Aimee Louise walked around the truck to see how close it was. “Perfect.”
As they headed toward the house, a strong blast of cold wind almost knocked Henry down, and large raindrops pelted them. Aimee Louise snatched up Henry, and he wrapped his arms around her neck as she held onto him and ran to the house while pea-sized hail bombarded them. Before they reached the house, the hail increased in intensity and size, and Henry cried out. Aimee Louise protected his head with her arm then pounded the back door with her fist when she was blinded by the blasts of gusting wind, driving rain, and pelting hail and couldn’t find the doorknob.
Stuart jerked open the door and grabbed her before she fell over the threshold. 
“Couldn’t see,” she said through her jagged breaths. “Hail came up fast.”
“Mama Angel ran faster,” Henry sobbed as Brody scrambled across the kitchen floor to him.
“I couldn’t find you. Where were you?” Stuart held the two of them tight in his arms.
“We put the truck in the barn.” Henry sniffled. 
Aimee Louise leaned her head on Stuart’s chest. 
“Are you okay, babe?” Stuart asked.
“Yes. I was worried Henry would be hurt, and I couldn’t find the doorknob.”
“I’m okay.” Henry wiggled, and Aimee Louise let him slide down to his feet. When he stood on his own, his puppy leaned against him, and he covered his ears and leaned against Aimee Louise while Stuart continued to hold her. 
Aimee Louise patted Stuart’s arm. “You can let go now.” 
“No, I can’t.” Stuart gave her an extra squeeze before he released her.
She cocked her head and gazed at his cloud. Strong, sweet cloud. What is that?
“What does my cloud say?” Stuart asked.
“I’m not sure, but I like it a lot.” Aimee Louise gave him a quick hug then touched Henry’s shirt. “Your shirt is soaked.” She pulled away her damp shirt that was stuck to her skin. “Mine is too. Maybe after we change, Mama Sandra will have a storm snack for us.”
“I sure will, honey,” Sandra said. “You can gather the rest of them after you change into dry clothes, Henry.”

      [image: ]After Aimee Louise and Henry left the kitchen, Sandra said, “I made a fresh pot of coffee. I poured you a cup.”
“Thanks, Mom.” Stuart inhaled the smoky, bitter aroma before he sipped the hot liquid. “I thought Aimee Louise was upstairs. She scared me when I opened the door.”
“She scared both of us,” Sandra said. “You certainly gave her fair warning that you’re never going to let her go. I think she’s just as serious as you are, in case you’re interested in a mama’s biased opinion.”
Stuart sighed. “I hope you’re right. I’m not seeing it.”
“Seeing what?” Scott strode into the kitchen. “I smelled coffee. Are we having a storm party?”
“Working on it,” Sandra said. “Aimee Louise and Henry got caught in the hailstorm. To quote Henry, ‘Mama Angel ran faster.’”
“Seeing what?” Scott sipped the coffee that Sandra had handed to him.
“I said that Aimee Louise is just as serious about him as he is about her.”
“Who is that news to?” Scott chuckled.
“Why do I feel ganged up on?” Stuart snatched a cookie as Sandra pulled out her first batch from the oven. 
He snickered and stuffed the cookie into his mouth when Sandra smacked his hand with a potholder. 
“Wait for the rest of them,” she said.
While Henry and Brandon thundered down the stairs, Brandon shouted, “Storm snack in the kitchen. All hands on deck.”
The boys raced to their seats, and Sam and Cami Sue hurried to join them. After the children were seated, Sandra served them cookies while Stuart poured cups of hot chocolate then dropped a homemade marshmallow into each cup.
When Peyton came into the kitchen, she said, “I decided I was one of the hands here. Good choice on my part, I see.” 
Scott handed her a cup of coffee then Sandra offered her the plate of cookies.
“This is great,” Peyton said. “I heard there was a storm party in the works.”
Aimee Louise slipped into the room and stood close to Stuart. As he put his arm around her shoulders, Henry rose from his chair and handed her a cookie. 
“Saved one for you.” His cheeks reddened, and he ducked his head.
“Thank you, Henry.”
Henry beamed and returned to his seat as Sandra gave each child a second cookie. 
As Aimee Louise gazed over Stuart’s head, he whispered, “Same cloud?”
“Yes. It’s so beautiful.”
Stuart smiled then felt his face warm when his dad
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