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      Hired

      

      Yo caught the scent of her perfume the moment she walked through the front door. Closing his eyes, he allowed himself the luxury of breathing in the light, almost citrusy aroma before looking up to see who was standing in front of the rack of shotguns.

      Immediately, his brain tagged the pertinent details.

      Brunette. Age twenty-five or six. Five feet, six inches. Nice ass.

      Walking around the partition that separated the back office from the front counter, he approached the woman.

      "Welcome to Bag It and Tag It Excursions. My name's Antonio Bleeker. How can I help you?"

      The woman presented a pair of golden brown eyes the color of malt liquor. She had a remarkable face, arresting, and definitely worth a second look.

      And a third, and a fourth.

      "Hi. My name's Thierry McNulty. Are you the owner?"

      McNulty. The name faintly rang a bell, but he quickly dismissed it.

      "I'm one of them," he admitted with a grin and pointed to the wall mounted gun rack. "Are you interested in buying, or learning to shoot? Or are you wanting to go on a hunt, or what?"

      "I'll take the or what." Although there was a twinkle in her eye when she replied, he heard a serious undercurrent. "You provide hunting expeditions into the swamps, correct?"

      He nodded once. "That's correct. What are you wanting to hunt? It's not deer season, by the way."

      "I'm not wanting to hunt for any animal, Mr. Bleeker."

      "Call me Yo."

      Her well-shaped eyebrows rose slightly. "Yo?"

      He could almost see her mind search for the reason behind the unusual moniker, and when she finally made the connection, he grinned.

      "So, if you're not interested in any live hunting⁠—"

      "That's not what I said. I need to hire you, or someone, who can help me hunt for my brother."

      Yo grimaced slightly. Pointing in the direction of the office, he suggested, "Let's take this inside."

      She proceeded him into the office, giving him a great view of the nice ass inside the high quality black pants. The short heels she wore helped to give her firm rump a nice definition. He also caught another whiff of her cologne, as well as the deep, subtle musk that was all woman. Surreptitiously, he grabbed his crotch to help rearrange himself. It wouldn't be polite to let the paying customer know she was turning him on.

      She took one of the cushioned chairs in front of the desk, and glanced around in surprise at the plush surroundings. Yo smiled to himself. The outer shop may look like a typical hunter's paradise, complete with gear, clothing, and weapons, but where he and the other men worked, luxury was the word.

      He took the plush chair behind the desk and pulled out a leather-bound notebook and a ballpoint from the desk drawer as she continued to peruse the stone walls and pink granite fireplace. In the back of his mind, he wished he'd listened to his inner voice and lit the damn thing that morning. It would have made for some very nice ambience at the moment.

      "I have to admit, Mrs. McNulty, we don't often get a call to hunt for people." He opened the notebook and went to a clean page to begin a new entry.

      She focused her attention on him. "It's Miss McNulty. But you can do it, correct? You can help look for him?"

      Straight forward, no nonsense. Not even a whisper of a plea or demand. His respect for her climbed a few more rungs.

      Leaning back in the chair, he rolled a pen between his fingers. "You said you were looking for your brother?"

      "Yes. François McNulty, but he goes by Frank."

      François McNulty. The bell rang louder.

      "Senator Frank McNulty?"

      The pretty head nodded. Her short, thick hair brushed the tops of her shoulders like dark angel wings, and he could feel his interest growing harder.

      Yo spread out his hands. "Why come to us? I thought the FBI was already on the case."

      "I was told by several people that you guys know these swamps like no other. The police and FBI don’t know what the hell they're doing, and I'm afraid that by the time they find him, he could be dead." Her voice cracked a tiny bit on the last word, but her face remained stoic. Yo could tell the woman was close to her sibling.

      Sitting up in the chair, he started taking notes, beginning with today's date. "Okay. Tell me what's going on."

      "I don't know. He's been acting strange the last couple of times I spoke with him."

      "On the phone or in person?"

      "On the phone. He has a place up in Washington when they're in session. I live in Houston, where we're originally from."

      Yo silently motioned for her to continue.

      "Anyway, Frank called me a little over a week ago to tell me he needed to take some time off to think. He'll be up for reelection next year, and he said he was seriously considering not running."

      "Did he say why?"

      "No, and that bothers me. Frank tells me everything. Always has, ever since I can remember. I'm his sole confidant."

      "I take it he's not married?"

      She shook her head. Her hair glimmered in the natural lighting coming through the floor-to-ceiling window. Yo caught a glimpse of her left hand where it rested on the chair's arm. There was no ring. In fact, he could not see any piece of jewelry on her. Not even a watch. Not only was the woman unmarried, she didn't appear to be engaged, either.

      "So when did you bring the feds into this?"

      "I didn't. Frank's secretary did. When a bill he was co-sponsoring came up for vote, Frank never showed up on the floor. Someone went to get him, but they found his inner office empty. Sometime during the day, he'd left without telling Klaire where he was going."

      "Klaire's his secretary?"

      "Yes."

      "Maybe he had an errand to run, and time got away from him," Yo suggested.

      "No. His position up in DC means everything to him. He's never missed a vote. Never. He would have been there. Something's happened to him, and I want to know what. I want him found."

      Something's happened to him? Yo lifted an eyebrow at her. "I'm waiting for the punch line."

      She bowed her head for a moment, then continued. "Frank calls me every Friday. It's a habit he'd gotten into when I was in college. He'd call me every Friday night to see how my week had been." She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. A small ear with a single diamond stud in the lobe. Half-carat, from the size of it. Yo quickly corrected his earlier assessment as he cleared his throat and squirmed slightly in his chair.

      "Let me guess. He didn't call you this past Friday."

      "No, he didn't. And he's never missed a Friday in over six years. Never. What's worse, when I tried to call him, I got that message that said it wasn't a working number." Now she look worried. Worried, concerned, and frightened. A slightly annoyed expression suddenly crossed her face. "Don't suggest I might have dialed the wrong number. I have him on speed dial, and he's had the same number ever since he got his first cell phone."

      Reaching into his front jeans pocket, Yo pulled out his own phone. "Tell me the number."

      She did, and he dialed it.

      "We're sorry. The number you have dialed is no longer a working number. Please try again."

      He hit the disconnect button and reached over the desk. "Hand me your phone."

      She withdrew it from her purse, unlocked it, and gave it to him. Their fingers brushed, and he felt a warm jolt go through him. A quick glance at her face revealed she'd felt it, too. He grinned and chuckled.

      "Sorry. Static electricity."

      He quickly checked her phonebook to compare the number she'd given him with the number he'd dialed. They matched.

      "Son of a bitch."

      He had no idea he'd spoken until the woman commented. "Exactly."

      "What do the police say?"

      "They don't seem too concerned right now. Their official stance is 'We'll keep in touch', and to the press, 'No Comment'. My sources tell me they're helping the FBI look into it, but so far, nothing. I called Frank's office and talked to Ami, his aide. No one up there has heard from him, either."

      "And you believe he's somewhere here?"

      "When Dad was alive, he used to bring us to Caddo Lake every summer. He taught us to fish and hunt here. When Frank told me he was thinking about taking some time off, I automatically knew he'd head for the cabin we have over across Veslaw Slough."

      "Veslaw Slough? That's over on the Louisiana side of the lake. Have you checked the cabin?"

      "Yes. It was the first place I went."

      "And?"

      "He'd been there."

      Yo snorted softly. "And?"

      "Everything was still there. All his gear. Even his guns."

      Yo straightened. Any hunter worth his salt never left his guns behind. He started to reply when they heard the shop door open, as evidenced by the buzzer installed to notify whoever was in the office that he had a customer. Before Yo could get up to check to see who was there, a tall muscular giant of a man in a plaid shirt and overalls ambled in. The man noticed the woman immediately, and stuck out a hand.

      "Hi, there. Art Crawford."

      "Thierry McNulty."

      "McNulty?"

      Apparently Art's appearance didn't bother her, although he was sweaty, covered in God knew what, and smelled like three-day-old fish that had been left out in the sun.

      "Art's part of Bag and Tag," Yo added, then turned to his partner. "Her brother is Senator Frank McNulty."

      "The guy the FBI are hunting for? Isn't he one of the co-sponsors of SB28?"

      Yo mentally shook his head. The man would never cease to amaze him. Art may look and sound like a backwoods hick, but the guy was an analytical genius.

      "That's him. He's gone missing, and she wants us to find him."

      Art scratched the back of his head, a habit he had when he was thinking. "When do we start?"

      The woman got to her feet. Hope sparkled in her bourbon brown eyes. "How soon can you be ready?"

      Yo glanced from one to the other. He had yet to talk to the rest of the team about the assignment. Plus there was the contract to sign and the hardware to gather.

      "Tomorrow," Art announced.

      "Great!" The woman beamed and stuck out a hand to shake the big blond giant's. "Thank you, Mr. Crawford."

      "Art. Call me Art."

      "Art. You can call me Thierry." She smiled at Yo. "Thank you, Yo. I booked a room for the night at the Piedmont House in Honnis, but I can be here first thing tomorrow morning, if that's all right."

      "Wait, wait, wait." Yo held up his hands. "There are still a few details we haven't discussed."

      Thierry paused. "Like what? Oh! You mean your fee? Don't worry. I'll cover all costs," she offered.

      Of course you will, Yo mentally agreed. Art shot him a look that basically told him not to blow the deal, and he nodded. "Okay. We'll see you at six AM. Meet us over at the main lodge."

      "I will," she nodded and hurried out of the office. Yo tried to watch her go, and to get another good stare at that delectable bottom, but the big man blocked his view.

      "Brew told me to come fetch you. Supper's ready."

      Sighing, Yo closed the journal. Before he followed the man out of the shop, he turned on the alarm and double checked the locks to make sure the door was secured. Then together they strolled over to the two-story building that served as both motel for their guests, as well as their own their private quarters.

      He heard a car drive off as they reached the wide front porch. It surprised him to realize he couldn't wait until the next morning, if only to see Ms. McNulty again.
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      "Yo got us a client," Art announced as he and Yo walked into the dining room at the lodge. The others were already gathered and seated at one end of the long table while Brew set the food on the table.

      "We're having chili, men. Crackers, cornbread, and Fritos are on their way." Setting a smaller pot down in front of Pud, he remarked, "There ya go. Vegetarian chili, you sick bastard."

      Yo snorted. "Hey, you guys remember that incident a few months ago, soon after we'd opened, when the wife of one of our customers made a derogative comment about the way the tables were set?"

      Clint chimed in. "Yeah. She wasn't happy with the fact that they were given paper plates and plastic silverware, and their meals were served in the same pots and pans their dinner had been cooked in. I loved the way Brew gave the woman the eye and replied, 'You're at a hunting lodge. We ain't fancy, but we never intended this to be a luxury hotel. You should be lucky we have indoor toilets.'"

      Everyone laughed at the memory and dove into their meal. As each man took his turn ladling chili into his bowl, Brew reminded them of Art's comment.

      "So, Yo, tell us about the job."

      "Don't tell us." Clint held out his hands to stop him before he got started. "Let me guess. Some guy wants to add an alligator to his list of accomplishments."

      "Yeah, and he wants us to go ahead and wrestle one up, and have it ready for him to shoot so he doesn't have to go out into the swamp and get all sticky and mosquito bit," Brew remarked.

      "Actually, this job came from a woman."

      "A pretty woman," Art added. Yo shot him a look, but the big guy's attention never wavered from his bowl of chili.

      "Well, it's not like we haven't had pretty women come to the camp before," Clint commented.

      "This one's different," Yo explained. "Her name's Thierry McNulty. She's not wanting to go on an expedition. She wants us to track down the whereabouts of her brother, Frank McNulty."

      "Senator Frank McNulty?" Brew asked. "The one that's gone missing?"

      Yo nodded. "She's worried his life may be in danger."

      "What makes her think that?" Brew asked. "Does she have any evidence to support her claim?"

      "I don't know. I didn't get a lot of the details from her, but she'll be back in the morning."

      "Did you at least get a contract?" Clint inquired.

      Yo knew the expression on his face would give him away before he said a word.

      Clint flushed. "Damn it, Bleeker!"

      "We can get her to sign when she arrives!"

      "If she arrives," the burly man groused.

      "She'll show," Art interrupted. For some reason they had yet to fathom, the sandy-haired man always exuded a calming influence on them, which was a godsend, considering how quickly tempers could flare.

      Clint shot the big guy a dark look. "Let's hope so. We don't have another safari booked for another two weeks, and we have bills coming due."

      "Excuse me, Mr. Abrams." Lily stood by the fireplace, near the foot of the stairs, which led up to the guest bedrooms. "I couldn't help but overhear. You want me to prepare one of the rooms for the lady?"

      Clint deferred the query to Yo, who shook his head.

      "No, thanks, Lily. She's not staying. We'll be heading out first thing in the morning.”

      The middle-aged housekeeper shrugged. "Fine with me. Well, I'll see you tomorrow." She waggled a finger at Brew. "You better not leave any dirty dishes in the sink for me to wash, Billy Boy."

      Brew laughed. "Yes, ma'am."

      Giving them all a nod, she left the lodge via the kitchen and the back door where the garage was located at the rear.

      "Back to the job," Brew noted. "Where are you headed?"

      "Thierry says the family has a camp house across from Veslaw Slough."

      "Thierry, eh?"

      Yo saw the man waggle his white eyebrows mischievously.

      "Correction, Ms. McNulty."

      "How do you know the woman's not married?" Brew asked, pushing Yo's button. The man knew he had a short fuse, and loved to tease him just to get a reaction.

      "Woman don't have no ring on her finger," Art answered, and belched. Yo reached out an arm and patted his friend on the back in a gesture of thanks.

      "To continue, we're going to take the outboard over there and check out the place."

      "Why not take the airboat?" Pud suggested. He was the quiet one of the group, letting the others keep the conversation going and making only the occasional remark.

      "It'll be a straight shot from here, and the water's deep the whole way," Yo explained.

      "Why does she want to get us involved? I thought the authorities were already looking into it," Clint observed. "Wasn't there something on CNN just recently? I didn't pay much attention to the report."

      Yo nodded as he add sugar to his second glass of iced tea. "Yeah. Thi-Ms. McNulty told me they'd already scoured the area around the camp house, but all they found was the man's hunting gear and guns."

      The other four men at the table froze at the news. It was Art who broke the silence.

      "A smart man don't leave his guns lying around." Whenever the guys were by themselves, he always slipped into his comfortable drawl. Only when there were clients around did he make the effort to appear more worldly.

      "Are you going to need some aerial reconnaissance?" Brew offered.

      Yo shook his head. "No, thanks. Not right now."

      "How about I tag along?" Clint suggested.

      "Appreciate the gesture, guys, but I think I'll be able to handle this on my own. But just in case something comes up, I'll give a shout."

      "What do you think happened to the man?" Pud questioned.

      Yo shrugged. "There's no telling. If he's as experienced as his sister says he is, I agree with Art. The man wouldn't go off into the swamp on his own without a weapon."

      "Unless he took one with him and simply left the others behind," Brew figured.

      "It's possible. On the other hand, why would one guy take more than one gun with him?"

      "Guy wouldn't, unless he needed the firepower," Art observed.

      Clint formed his hand into the shape of a gun, pointed it at Art, made a clicking noise, and pretended to pull the trigger with his index finger. "Crawford's got a point. A man doesn't take more than a gun or two, unless he's either going to share his arsenal, or need the extra for whatever he's got planned."

      "You're talking protection," Pud said.

      "Yeah," Clint nodded. "Against some dangerous varmints. Most likely the two-legged kind."

      Getting to his feet, Yo tossed his paper napkin into his empty bowl. "At this point, all we have is conjecture. For all we know, the man took a few days off to clear his head, and while he was there, he got lost. Happens all the time in the swamp."

      "Like 'gator attacks," Art murmured.

      "I say we wait until I scope out the cabin before we put our heads back together."

      The others agreed. No sense in trying to second-guess what happened until they had a few more clues to go on.

      In the meantime, Yo couldn't stop thinking about the young woman who had sat across from him in the office. There was something about her that made her unforgettable. Unfortunately, it also meant she could be a bigger danger to him than anything he would ever encounter in the swamp.
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      "Gahh! My hands are sweaty!"

      Thierry wiped her palms one at a time on her cargo pants before placing them back on the steering wheel. A quick glance at the dashboard clock told her it was a quarter to six, and outside it was barely breaking daylight.

      Her nerves were a mess. Her stomach more so. She hadn't been able to think about having anything to eat, other than the coffee she'd grabbed on the go. Thinking of the coffee, she lifted the cup from its holder and took a sip. She winced. "Yuck. Stuff tastes like sludge, but what did you expect from a fast food joint, girl?"

      Both hands back on the wheel, she admonished herself. The road leading to the lodge was narrow and winding. At the thought of the lodge, her mind went back to the tall, muscular man with the curly black hair and unusual name.

      "An-ton-ee-yo," she muttered, and grinned. She hadn't been able to get the guy out of her mind from the moment she'd left his office yesterday evening. Neither could she forget the way he filled out that polo shirt and jeans. She especially liked that tiny gold hoop piercing his left earlobe. Added to his dark looks, he had that bad boy appearance down pat.

      "Not now, Thierry. Your first duty is to find Frank. If something develops between you and An-ton-ee-yo in the meantime, that's icing. But keep your focus on your prime objective."

      She glanced at the brochure still sitting on the passenger seat. She practically knew the damn ad word for word. Frank had brought the lodge to her attention back when it first opened up for business.

      "You know, we might want to try this place some day," he suggested.

      "Why? We probably know this swamp as well, or better, than they do."

      Frank grinned. "Yeah. Maybe we can teach them a few pointers. But these guys claim to be pros. I think it would be fun to check out their MO. What do you say?"

      But they had never made good on the idea, even though it had come up a couple more times after that. It wasn't until one of her coworkers brought the pamphlet to the office lounge that she finally read through the tri-fold. Immediately, two words stuck in her head: ex-military and trackers. That's what her brother meant when he called them pros.

      It wasn't until Frank's disappearance, and the disappointing results she was receiving from the authorities, that she remembered the lodge. A quick internet search gave her a phone number and driving directions. Rather than waste time on the phone, she drove straight to east Texas to meet the owners, and to see if they would be interested in the job. Thinking more positively, she'd packed her bags and gear before she left home.

      The clock read five minutes until the hour when she pulled into the gravel parking lot beside the lodge. As she got out of the car, she paused again to admire the scenery. This part of Caddo Lake was forested with huge sycamores, pine, and Spanish oaks with long swaths of moss hanging from their limbs. To her left, the big, rustic looking lodge with its large veranda overlooked the lake that lapped the shore a hundred feet away. To her right was the combination office, visitor's center, and store. Both buildings were made of felled logs, and from a distance, blended almost seamlessly into the environment.

      She started to make her way around to the front of the lodge when Art stuck his head out of a side door and grinned at her.

      "Heard you pull up. Come on in!" He gestured at her, and she followed him inside to where the kitchen was located.

      The moment she entered the place, she smelled bacon. Her stomach recognized the scent, as well, and let out an appreciative gurgle.

      "Sounds like you're ready for breakfast," a strange voice commented. A short-statured man with snow white hair walked over from where he'd been standing in front of what looked like an antique gas range, and stuck his hand out to her. "Hi. I'm Brew. You must be Ms. McNulty. Go on in. The guys are waiting for you."

      Before she could reply, he bustled back to the stove where he was tending the meal. Art gave her a little nudge on the shoulder.

      "The rest of us are in the dining room. C'mon."

      The dining room was adjacent to the kitchen via an open doorframe featuring a pair of swinging old-fashioned saloon-type doors. Thierry pushed through them and paused, her mouth dropping open as she stared around the interior.

      The ceiling opened up to reveal a wide overhead walkway extending from one side of the building to the other. Huge logs supported the walkway, and she spied a staircase against the wall to her right. Ahead, a large rock fireplace sat in the middle of the floor. On one side of the view-through fireplace was a lounging area facing a wall of windows. The dining area sat on the other side. The walls were of knotty pine, and bare of any accessory or picture. A chandelier made of deer antlers was suspended from one central log beam, directly over the dining table where she noticed three more men already seated. All three glanced up when she and Art walked in.

      "Hey! You made it!" Yo flashed her a wide smile and got up from his chair to welcome her. He pressed a hand to her back as he proceeded to introduce her to the others.

      "Fellas, this Thierry McNulty. Thierry, that guy over there holding your paperwork is Clint Abrams."

      "Hi." She leaned over and held out a hand. They shook. He wore his dark hair militarily short, and he was built like a tank. He also had the brightest blue eyes she'd ever seen on a man.

      "The skinny dude we call Pud."

      "Which stands for Patrick Ulysses Davies," Pud explained, and held out a hand to her.

      Yo was right, she mused to herself. Pud was what her late father would have referred to as rail thin. "Too skinny for the pot," he'd say. "Throw him back and let him fatten up a bit more." The ginger-haired man also had a very quiet air about him.

      "You already know Art."

      Thierry gave the big man a warm smile. "So what does Art stand for? Arthur?"

      "Ray Thomas Crawford." At her confused look, Art arched one corner of his mouth in a grin. For the first time, she noticed the gold tooth gleaming amid his upper teeth. It gave him a devilish, almost pirate-like appeal. All he lacked was an eye patch, and he'd fit the part. "My initials are RT. Guys got to calling me Art."

      She glanced from Art to Yo, and back. She got the impression they had shared a lot of time together, both in the trenches and kicking back a longneck or two. Those two go together like peanut butter and jelly.

      "And I guess you've already met Brew," Yo continued, breaking through her reverie.

      "The cook?"

      "Best damn cook in east Texas," Yo promised.

      "Is Brew his real name, or does it stand for something, too?"

      "His real name's William Estes but most people call him Billy. We like to call him Brew because..." Yo fumbled for a moment, trying to find a suitable way to tell her, when Art spoke up.

      "He makes hootch."

      Thierry laughed. "Oh, so that's what he cooks?"

      "I'm also a damn miracle maker in the kitchen," the man announced as he came through the swinging doors, a platter of bacon and sausage in his hands. "Art, come get the other pot of coffee," he ordered, and disappeared back into the kitchen.

      Yo showed Thierry to the empty seat next to him as Brew reappeared with a platter of scrambled eggs.

      "What if I wanted mine fried?" she asked, hoping he would catch her teasing tone of voice. To her delight, he did.

      "Then you're shit out of luck, lady, pardon my French." He winked at her and left again.

      "We try to explain to people that this is a hunting lodge, not a resort hotel," Clint interceded. "The men who come here understand, but sometimes their wives or girlfriends they bring with them don't. I don't mean to sound rude, but sometimes those ladies don't quite grasp the concept of roughing it."

      "Oh, I certainly do." She laughed again. "When I went camping with my dad and Frank, they showed me no quarter. Dad used to say, 'You get what you get, and you appreciate it’." At the mention of her father, Thierry sobered and sent up a small prayer.

      "I take it your father's passed away?" Yo gently inquired.

      "Yeah." She nodded. "Two years ago." Before they could ask, she added, "Mom died five years ago. Cancer."

      "That's why you and your brother are so close," Clint observed.

      "I guess so. There's four years' difference in our ages, but we're as close as if we were twins."

      "Just you and your brother? No other siblings?" Yo asked.

      "No. No others." She glanced around again. The lodge's decor was woodsy and masculine, and the fireplace added to the coziness. She felt immediately at ease. "This place is incredible. Kudos to the designer."

      "You like it?" Art asked.

      "Very much. Yes." She started to ask about the upstairs when Brew came through the door with a stack of pancakes and a pile of toast.

      "Everybody dig in!"

      "Whoa. First things first," Clint announced. Getting up from his chair, he came around the table, moved away her plate, and set several sheets of paper in front of her. Handing her a pen, he pointed to where she should sign. "This first page is the standard contract. We get paid by the day, so I'll need a photo ID and a credit card to keep on file."

      "Not a problem."

      "It also states that we're not responsible if the hunt is unsuccessful."

      She stared up into the clear blue eyes and nodded. "I understand."

      "This second page is what we call the COB contract. Covering Our Butts. It basically says that if you decide you don't want us telling you what to do, and you go off on your own and get injured, you can't sue us. We're responsible only long as you're under our guidance. Got that?"

      "Got it."

      She signed the papers, then reached into one of the pockets of her cargo pants and produced a credit card and her driver's license to hand them over to the man. She noticed how the others stared at her in surprise, but she shrugged it off.

      Clint double-checked the paperwork and nodded. "Okay. We're good."

      "Dig in!" Brew announced, and for the next few minutes there was no talking as everyone demolished their breakfast.

      "Better fill up," Yo suggested. "It could be a while before we eat again."

      "You don't have to tell me twice," she laughed.

      It was odd, the way she already felt comfortable around the five men. It was clear the guys shared an easy comradeship, and she felt caught up in their jovial and sometimes four-letter banter. Glancing over at Yo, she smiled when he looked back.

      "More coffee?"

      "God, yes. The stuff I got on the way here was terrible." She held out her mug as Pud poured. "Mind if I asked y'all a few questions?"

      "Go fer it," Art mumbled around a mouthful of toast.

      "How'd you guys get together in the first place? I mean, you act like you've known each other for years."

      "You could say that," Brew responded. "Truthfully? We all served together. That's how we met up."

      "I saw where your brochure said you were ex-military," she told them. "What branch?"

      "Marines," Yo replied, to which Art let out a whoop. The rest of the men instantaneously echoed him.

      "Ooh-rah!"

      Thierry smiled, surprised but not. "Then you were all assigned to the same troop? Or battalion? Or whatever it’s called? Sorry, but I'm not very savvy on the phrases."

      "You can call it a unit," Pud answered.

      Clint picked up the thread. "We weren't all assigned together. We sorta...found each other."

      Thierry gave Yo a puzzled look. "Found each other?"

      "We sort of ran into each other. Our personalities clicked, and we stayed in contact until our tours of duty were over. Pud and I got our discharge around the same time. Brew joined us after he received his medical release from the VA hospital."

      Thierry raised her eyebrows at the white-haired man, who turned in his seat and raised his foot into the air. Pulling up his jeans leg, he showed her the prosthetic he wore. The artificial foot was nearly invisible inside the sneaker he wore. "Took a bullet right on top of the arch," he explained. "They couldn't save it, so they amputated it below the ankle."

      Yo waved at Clint. "Gator over there came stateside a few months later."

      "And Art?" She smiled at the man who glanced her way and grinned. The tooth reflected brightly in the overhead light.

      "I just got here."

      "Actually, he showed up just last December," Yo explained.

      Thierry looked back at Clint. "I was wondering if you had a nickname, since all the others do. Why Gator?"

      Was it her imagination, or did the man actually squirm?

      It was Yo who replied.  "Aww, we call him that because of his big mouth."

      "Yeah. If anyone's going to insult you or make you mad, that'll be Gator," Brew drawled. The others laughed, except for Clint, who scowled.

      "Are we going to sit here and lollygag all day, or are you two going to head over to Veslaw Slough?" the man inquired stiffly.

      Thierry glanced at the man beside her. "Just us two?"

      Yo nodded. "It's an hour by boat. Shouldn't take us too long to check out the cabin and see if we can't find something to follow. If we do, I'll let the others know."

      "But, I thought I was paying for all of you to help me."

      "You are," Brew quickly replied. "But we each have our own methods of tracking. Yo is a master at picking up the scent. Once he does, if there is one, we'll take it from there."

      "What if we don't find anything?" Thierry asked, as the growing cold spot in her stomach threatened to ruin her breakfast. To her surprise, Yo reached over and patted her hand lying on the table.

      "One step at a time, and think positively," he said gently but firmly. His warm hand was reassuring.

      She took a deep breath and nodded. Think positively. She would try, but these men were her last hope. If they found nothing, she didn't know what she would do next. But one thing was very clear. She wouldn't stop searching for her brother until she either found him, or found his body. And if he was dead, she wouldn't stop until she found out the cause. And if someone had caused his death...

      Well, I'll just cross that bridge if I come to it.
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      Veslaw Slough

      

      Art pulled Yo to the side while Pud finished loading the boat. "Hey, are you sure you don't want any backup?"

      "Thanks, but we should be okay. It'll take us about an hour to reach the slough. I'll do a little investigating. Sniff around, see if I can find anything. If I do, I'll call."

      "If you change your mind, I can cover a lot of ground in a short amount of time. So can Pud," the man told him.

      Yo nodded and gave the big guy a lopsided grin. "Yeah, I know."

      A movement off to the side caught his attention, and he turned to give Thierry a smile. He was over his initial shock from when she'd arrived this morning. There he was, expecting to see a typical female's idea of going tracking and hunting by finding her wearing blue jeans and a lightweight short sleeve or sleeveless blouse. Instead, Thierry wore a long-sleeve denim shirt with the sleeves rolled up, a hunting vest, olive drab cargo pants, and a pair of scuffed snakeskin boots. A Houston Texans baseball cap sat on her head. And when she'd removed the cap and placed it on the dining table before eating, he noticed she'd put her hair up into a sensible ponytail. And no makeup. The woman was stunning without a speck of cosmetics.

      Now it was time for shock number two. As they had exited the lodge to head for the boat dock, she'd excused herself to go to her car. She returned wearing a holster with a pearl-handled 9mm peeking from the leather. She also had a Remington rifle with a night scope looped over her shoulder.

      Clint gave a low appreciative whistle and rolled his eyes at Yo. "Watch your butt, old man. The lady is armed, and she knows how to use it."

      She halted in front of the two men and grinned. "I'm ready when you are."

      Raw.

      The scent blasted through him. Yo averted his face and raised his hand to his nose as if to cover a sneeze, but Art knew better. The man slapped him on his back, laughing. "Next time, chew your food before you swallow it." Leaning closer to his ear, the big guy whispered, "What's wrong?"

      "Can't you smell it?"

      "Smell what?"

      "Take a big sniff."

      Art looked back at the woman with the concerned look on her face and smiled as he breathed in deeply. He turned back to Yo.

      "I did. What am I missing?"

      "What did you smell?" Yo whispered.

      Primal.

      "Nothing, man. Just flowers. Why? What are you getting?"

      Yo shook his head. He couldn't explain it himself, and he wasn't about to say anything in front of the woman. But it had everything to do with her.

      He coughed loudly. "Her cologne," he murmured low so only his friend could hear.

      "Yeah. What about it?"

      Yo shot him an incredulous look. Art shrugged his shoulders.

      "I smell flowers. Are you picking up something different?"

      Yo shook his head and straightened up. If he breathed through his mouth, he discovered it wasn't as bad. He coughed again and turned around to give Thierry a sheepish grin.

      "Sorry. Every so often my asthma kicks up."

      She glanced at his empty hands. "Do you need to get an inhaler or something before we go?"

      "No. No, I'll be fine."

      The scent was still there, still wafting in the slight breeze. Hopefully, it would dissipate once they were out and moving across the water.

      "Go get in the boat. I'll be right there."

      She nodded and left the two men alone. Once she was out of earshot, Yo glanced at his friend. "I think I'm having a reaction to our client."

      Art's blond eyebrows nearly crawled into his hairline. "No, shit! For real?" The next moment, he narrowed his eyes. "That's not good news, my friend. Maybe one of us should take your spot this time around. Hell, ask Pud. He won't mind. Or see if he'll go along with you two."

      "No." Yo shook his head. "I'll be okay."

      "You sure?"

      "Yeah."

      "Awright. Good luck, Yo. I hope things turn out okay."

      Yo grinned. "Thanks."

      With the woman a safe distance away, he could breathe through his nose again. For once the faint smell of rot coming from the swamp's stagnant pools was welcome.

      At the bottom of the slope leading down to the lake, Pud was finished with loading the boxes into the twelve-foot motor boat. Thierry sat at the stern, on the bench running in front of the outboard motor. Her rifle sat next to her on the padded cushion.

      The wiry ex-Marine sidled up to Yo when he stepped onto the pier. "That should hold you over, in case you run across any trouble and can't make it back by tonight."

      It was a precautionary measure they always took whenever they went out on the lake. One never knew if something would happen to prevent them from returning to the lodge when they'd planned. Incidents occurred more frequently than they preferred, but it was to be expected. The swamp was a dangerous place to be detained or stranded. Subconsciously, Yo fingered his own 9mm strapped to his hip.

      "Thanks. What about my walkie?"

      "Fully charged and on the dash," Pud answered.

      The two men slapped each other on the shoulder in farewell. Yo stepped into the boat to get behind the wheel. Pud gave the boat a shove away from the dock, and Yo turned on the motor. The big horsepower engine gunned at the first turn of the key. Gradually, he took the boat out onto more open water, where he opened the throttle and gunned it.

      The first ten minutes into the trip, Thierry remained at the rear of the boat and watched the passing scenery. He kept his eye on her, glancing at her via the rearview mirror mounted on the dashboard. The wheel was enclosed beneath an open air canopy, and every so often he would stick his hand out to catch the wind racing by the boat. After a while, she joined him. At first he tensed, waiting for that unique and compelling scent to hit him. But out on the water, racing at a speed of nearly ten miles an hour, he was spared the embarrassment.

      For some reason, the woman was affecting his hormones. Although the sensation brought on a raging hard-on, it also made him too damn uncomfortable. The guys had agreed on a simple, unwritten rule to never make a play for a client, and he was damned if he would be the first man to break it. The sensation he could handle; the hard-on would not be as easy to control or explain.

      "I saw the bigger boat tied at your dock," she said, raising her voice to be heard above the sound of the outboard. "What's the most number of people you've ever led on safari at one time?"

      "Sixteen."

      "I take it that's when everyone joins in." At his questioning glance, she elaborated. "That's when all of you guys work the group."

      "Are you trying to ask why I'm the only person taking you on this trip?"

      "Without appearing to be too obvious, yeah."

      "Thierry, you know you can ask me anything. Don't worry about what I might think about the question."

      "Hey, I'm putting my life and Frank's life in your hands. It's my prerogative to worry."

      He grinned at her. "Afraid I'll leave you alone out here in the swamp?"

      "I can handle being alone," she rebuffed him.

      "I have no doubt that you can."

      They continued plowing through the water. The sound of the motor frightened several birds roosting on low-lying branches, and more than once an alligator or snake could be seen scurrying out of sight.

      "Have you ever hit an alligator with your boat?"

      "Once or twice," he admitted. "Most of the time they know we're approaching and get out of the way. But every so often there's one that thinks it's invincible."

      "Must be a male," she quipped. He shot a glance at her, and she burst out laughing.

      "Want something to drink? There's an ice chest stored below." He motioned toward the doorway leading below deck.

      "No, thanks. I'm good."

      The trip took a little over an hour, as he'd expected. As they drew near the slough, Thierry pointed out the cabin's location where it sat at the top of a small hill and overlooked the lake. Yo spotted the trail leading down to the small cove where a weathered dock floated atop several empty metal barrels. Killing the engine, he let the boat's momentum slowly bring them alongside. Thierry tossed the attached rubber bumpers over the side of the craft to keep it from getting scratched up.

      Silently, they exited the tied-off boat and hiked up the trail to the small wood building. Yo noticed the cabin was surrounded by trees on three sides. Only the side facing the water was visible.

      He followed her around to the front, where the door was located, and stopped her before she went in. "Let me go first."

      She hefted her rifle, but kept the barrel pointed down. He expected her to say something about his decision, but instead she simply nodded. Pulling a key attached to a short keychain from one of her pants pockets, she tossed it to him. Yo caught the slight hesitation in her actions. It was almost as if she didn't want to handle the keychain at all. He paused to stare at the little enamel black bear dangling from the ring, then grinned at her. "Cute."

      She made a face. "It's Dad's idea of therapy."

      "What do you mean?"

      She waved vaguely at the keys. "That bear. I have a phobia about them."

      Danger pennants rose on his mental flagpole. "A phobia? About bears? Never heard of someone who was afraid of bears."

      Thierry gave what sounded like a regretful sigh. "Mom blamed Dad. He'd bought this big black teddy bear for me when I was born. She says he used to shove it into my face and make growling sounds. He claims he was only playing with me, but I was terrified. I screamed and cried until Mom removed it altogether from my sight. To this day, I can't look at one. Not even cartoons or in pictures. I remember, in elementary school, whenever the teacher held up the cartoon bear for the letter B when she was teaching us to read, I would freeze in fear."

      This did not bode well for Yo. A thread of regret wove through him, and he hoped this omen was not a portent of things to come. "Have you sought therapy?"

      "Yep, when I was eight or nine. Didn't help at all. Doctor kept telling me I had no reason to be afraid because bears lived in the woods, and I lived in the city. Then Mom told the doctor how we'd all go to Caddo Lake every year on vacation, and there were bears there. I didn't go to any sessions after that."

      He hefted the keys. "So your father put the keys on a bear keychain to hopefully help you overcome this fear?"

      "Yep."

      "Any luck?"

      "I can touch the keychain, but that's it."

      Not good. Not good at all. Time to change the topic. He motioned toward her pants with his head. "Okay, Mary Poppins. I'm curious to know what else you're carrying in those pants."

      "Not much. My lipstick, my cell phone, some ammo. The usual."

      Smiling, he cautiously held back the screen door with his foot as he unlocked and pushed open the door. Before he stepped inside, he took a big sniff.

      Nothing.

      He went in and looked around, then motioned for her to follow. The small cabin was a simple rectangular building containing the bare basics: a cabinet and sink, a gun rack, and a free standing, wood burning fire box. Over against a wall were two folding cots. A third cot was open but bare of bedding.

      Walking over to the fire box, he lifted the grate and stuck his hand inside to touch the ashes. "Not even embers. This place hasn't been used in a while." Yo nodded toward the cot. "I'm assuming that's where Frank slept?"

      She looked over where he mentioned. "Yeah. I took the sheets and blankets home after the FBI finished their investigation."

      "What about his guns and gear?"

      "I took that, too."

      Yo mouthed the F word as he continued to study the place. Unfortunately, he could see or smell nothing that even remotely raised a red flag.

      "What's the matter?" she asked.

      "I could have probably gained a clue or two by observing how things had looked after he'd left. There may have been something left behind." He motioned to the dried muddy footprints crisscrossing the wood floor and grimly remarked, "Looks like the feds did a pretty good job of obliterating any telltale footprints."

      "How about if you looked at the pictures?"

      Yo stared at her. "What pictures?"

      "The ones I took on my phone," she replied, and reached into one of her pants pockets to extract her cell. Punching in the code, she handed it to him.

      "Damn, woman. Were you a boy scout in an earlier life?"

      Taking the phone, he quickly scanned the series of shots she'd taken the last time she was here. A quick check of her album showed there were thirty-seven in all.

      "I'd like to download these and study them more closely."

      "You're welcome to make copies."

      "BITI to Papa Bear, over." It was Art.

      Yo grabbed the walkie phone clipped to his belt to answer. "This is Papa. We're here at the cabin, but so far no luck. Over."

      "Bummer, Yo. Just checking on your progress. Talk to you later. Out." He caught Thierry's smirk as he reattached the phone. "What?"

      "Bitty?"

      "B-I-T-I. Short for Bag It and Tag It. That was Art at the lodge."

      He sniffed, and instantly his skin constricted. His groin tightened in response, forcing him to turn his back to her. There it was again. Her perfume, or whatever it was that caused his head to swim. Shut inside the little cabin, and being in close proximity to her, was giving his olfactory senses the chance to fill his sinus cavities with that rich, almost mesmerizing scent. Trying to cover the obvious bulge in his pants, he stepped outside to breathe in the sweet air. Thierry followed.

      "Now what?" she asked, closing the cabin door behind her. Yo noticed how she didn't allow the screen door to slam shut. Instead, she was careful to make sure it didn't make a noise. He couldn't tell if that was because she'd been yelled at not to let the door slam, or because she'd been taught that the noise might frighten potential game that might be in the area.

      "Yo?"

      He jerked from his temporary stasis. "Sorry. Thinking. Did the FBI do any investigating out here? Or into the woods?"

      "Yeah, but not much. They pretty much kept to this general area."

      "That's what I figured. I'd like to do a little exploring around the area. I might find some tracks that the feds overlooked." And I'd like to do it alone, he mentally added.

      Thankfully, Thierry nodded. "I think I'll traipse down to the boat and grab that ice chest you mentioned. I could use something cold to drink. How 'bout you?"

      He smiled at her. It was a perfect idea. Not only could he nose around without her being aware, but it would also put some breathing room between them. "Sounds like a plan."

      Thierry flashed him a bright smile and turned to leave, when she suddenly ducked her head and swatted at an insect hovering around her face. In that same split second, a shot rang out from beyond the trees. The bullet barely missed them both, but it hit the side of the cabin, sending wood chips flying.
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      Attack

      

      Yo threw himself on top of her, pinning her to the ground. They both froze, nerves taut as they waited for the second shot. When it didn't come, Yo tried to figure out why. Maybe the shooter couldn't see them when they were down. Maybe he was moving to a new location, or reloading, or...

      Doesn't matter. I gotta find the fucker and put him away.

      "Did you notice which direction it came from?" he whispered in her ear.

      She only gave a slight shake of her head. The movement brushed her hair across his face, and that scent, like a siren's song, raced through his blood. Yo squeezed his eyes tightly shut and tried to breathe through his mouth to help dilute the fog forming around him.

      Clear head. I gotta clear my head. I gotta―

      A twig napped off to their right.

      Grabbing her arms, he rolled away while giving her a hard shove toward the cabin. "Go! Hide inside!"

      "What about you?"

      "Go!"

      She scrambled on hands and knees to the door. The anticipated second shot rang out the same instant she jerked back. Yo could see her glance at her hand when the bullet hit the dirt a millimeter short of smashing into her face. Before he could yell, she rolled unexpectedly, then leaped for the door and quickly vanished inside.

      With her out of sight and hopefully out of danger, Yo dashed for the thick strand of pine a few feet away, every nerve in his body anticipating a bullet piercing him. Once he had the trees between himself and the shooter, and he was certain Thierry wouldn't see him, he stripped and dropped to the ground.

      The transformation took less than a dozen heartbeats.

      Another twig snapped. It was closer, but not as loud as the first, as if the shooter was trying to be more subtle. Yo lifted his snout to check the wind. There was just one man, and perspiring heavily at that.

      Yo slipped through the underbrush like a giant black phantom, moving with an agility that belied his size and bulk. He could tell the shooter was making his way around to the back of the cabin, presumably to get a better vantage point and a clearer shot at whoever exited the door. The man never expected for anyone to come up behind him.

      Less than six feet away, Yo reared up on his hind legs and let out a roar. The man may have been an expert at hunting down people with a rifle, but he was obviously a neophyte when it came to non-human prey. The guy tried to aim and got off one shot, but fear made him miss. One swipe of Yo's massive paw knocked the weapon out of the shooter's hands.

      The man sneered and pulled out a knife. Lunging at Yo, he aimed for the throat. Yo growled and swiped with his other paw. The knife sliced across his arm before Yo batted the blade out of the guy's hands.

      Weaponless, the shooter turned to run. Yo dropped to all fours and charged, snagging the guy's pants with his teeth. Holding the man down, his powerful jaws clamped around a thigh, and he bit down until he hit bone, disabling the man further.

      Shrieking, the man tucked himself into a ball, hands laced behind his head, and tried to feign death. It was a futile trick meant to discourage further attacks. Yo sniffed the man's fear.

      Nice try, ass wipe, but it won't work this time.

      He rolled the man onto his back with one paw. Suddenly, the shooter threw up an arm. Yo saw the glint of steel as the guy tried to stab him in the face with his retrieved weapon. Instinctively, Yo managed to deflect the knife, but his long claws left deep furrows in the guy's shoulder and chest. The shooter jerked and collapsed, out for the count but still alive.

      Standing over the shooter's body, Yo shifted into his human form. Certain that the guy was out for a while, he hurried back to where he'd left his things, grabbed his clothes, then returned to where the man lay. Spitting the blood from his mouth, he wiped the excess on the stranger's shirt. Once he redressed, he pulled a plastic zip tie from the several he always carried in his rear pocket to bind the man's wrists behind his back.

      When the man was secured, Yo wiped his hands on the shooter's shirt to remove the last traces of blood from his fingers. The cut on his arm was shallow and no longer bled, but it would likely need bandaging.

      Grabbing the rifle, he took a second to admire it before slinging it over his shoulder. That done, he rifled the man's pockets for a wallet or ID, but came up empty handed. The man must have left it somewhere. Taking the guy by the feet, he pulled him into the open.

      Thierry burst out of the cabin when she saw him return. She had her cell phone in her hand as she rushed over to him.

      "Yo! Are you all right?" She gasped. "You have blood on you! Where are you hurt?"

      He could hear a voice coming from her phone, and knew whom she had called. "I'm okay. Just watch this guy for a moment." Grabbing the cell, he put it to his ear. "Hey!"

      "Miss McNulty!"

      "Clint, it's me. I got the guy."

      "Thank God! What happened?"

      "Thierry and I were exiting the cabin when he fired on us. I managed to come up behind him and knock him out."

      "Want us to come help?"

      "No need. He's pretty bunged up. I can call the authorities from here to come get him."

      "Keep us posted. And, Yo?"

      "Yeah?"

      "Watch yourself around her."

      "Don't worry. I will."

      Ending the call, he handed the phone back to her and reached for the shooter. "Open the door, then call 911. Tell them to send someone to come get this guy, and give them directions on how to get here."

      Thierry held the doors open for him to drag the unconscious man into the cabin. While she remained outside to make the call, Yo hoisted the man into his arms and carried him over to the open cot, dumping the body onto it. For good measure, he took another zip tie and slipped it around the guy's ankles. Satisfied the shooter wouldn't give them too much trouble if he woke up, Yo stepped back. It was then he saw the wide smear of blood on his shirt, and noticed he'd reopened the cut on his arm. Knowing there was a First Aid kit on the boat, he went to the door to flag Thierry. She was hanging up when he appeared.

      "Well?"

      "They're sending a parish sheriff to investigate." She caught sight of his wound and blanched. "Yo!"

      "There's a First Aid kit on the boat. Underneath the wheelhouse. Can you fetch it for me? I'd go myself, but I don't want to leave you alone here in case this asshole comes to while I'm gone."

      "Sure." She nodded. "Anything else?"

      "Yeah. Don't forget the drinks." He grinned, and she relaxed a bit. He waited until she was partway down the hill before he called the lodge on his walkie.

      "Papa Bear here."

      "Yo. Gator. Been waiting on your call. Talk to me, buddy."

      "One shooter, using an AK47. Wood grip and stock, and a laser scope."

      "Holy fuck, Yo. That's not a wayward hunter you got there. Any ID?"

      "No. No wallet, nothing."

      "I'm not surprised. You all right?"

      "He nicked me a little on the arm, but I managed to get even. He's out of it right now. Thierry's called the authorities to come get him."

      "What's going to be your story?"

      "We were shot at. I heard a growl. I found the guy all messed up, and we think the shot came when he tried to defend himself, and the bullet went wide."

      "Sounds like a plan. What's your next action?"

      "I still need to check around the cabin for signs of McNulty, but I'm also going to see if I can figure out where this other guy came from. He may have a car stashed nearby. I'll keep you posted."

      "Maybe he came by boat," Clint suggested.

      "I'll check that out if I can't find a car."

      "How's the woman?"

      "She's fine. I made her take cover in the cabin during this mess. She didn't see me change."

      "That's good. Listen, anybody with that type of gun means business. You either got a poacher on your hands, or somebody doesn't want you there. Take a pic of the gun and send it to me before you hand it over."

      "Will do," Yo replied. "Anything else?"

      "How much longer do you think you'll be?"

      "It depends on how quickly the sheriff can get here and take this guy off our hands. If it's too late, we'll have to spend the night and head back tomorrow morning."

      "Yeah, you don't want to be out on the swamp after dark." There was a pause, then Clint came back. "Did you mess up the guy pretty badly?"

      Yo glanced over at the body on the bed. Fortunately, the gouges on the man's chest and shoulder weren't too deep to where he might have hit a major blood vessel. On the other hand, the leg could be a serious matter. "He'll need medical help. I had no choice."

      "I can understand that. Well, if you get the chance to interrogate him before he's carted away, let me know what you find out."

      "Will do," Yo promised. "I'll get back to you after he's picked up to let you know when to expect us back."

      "Sounds good. Good job, Yo. Talk to you later."

      The conversation was over without either one of them saying good-bye. Yo clipped the walkie onto his belt and walked over to look down upon the suspect. A sniff confirmed what he saw. The man would live, but not without lasting scars.

      "One way or another, I'm going to find out who you are and why you took a shot at us. Who do you work for, or are you alone? More importantly, who the hell was your intended target, me or Thierry?"

      Knowing there was no way he'd get any kind of answer from the guy any time soon, he slipped outside to wait for the woman to return from the boat. Once he'd dressed the cut on his arm, he was going to check out their surroundings to see if he could catch any kind of clue that might answer his questions. But, to be honest, he had little hope of finding anything substantial.
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      Yo was surprised to see Thierry climb up the hill with the ice chest, as well as a box of supplies Clint had ordered placed in the boat. Rushing over to her, he relieved her of the box and followed her the rest of the way to the cabin. Once they were inside, he started to place his burden on the cabinet, when she stopped him.

      "Hold on a sec."

      Leaving the ice chest by the door, she went over to the cabinet and opened the lower doors. The wood panels swung out, a folded top dropped down, and legs popped out from beneath.

      "That explains why I didn't see a table," Yo quipped. He was about to ask about chairs, when he spotted several folding stools inside the cabinet. He took out two and opened them, then parked himself on one to watch Thierry dig inside the box. She withdrew the familiar white pouch with the red cross on the front.

      "All right. I'm not Florence Nightingale, so don't bitch."

      Using the bottle of sanitizer from the First Aid kit to disinfect her hands, she took out a couple of gauze pads, wet them with the solution from a brown bottle, and cleaned the cut where the knife had sliced his arm. He flinched slightly at her touch.

      "Oh, don't be such a baby. It's not that deep a cut," she scolded with a smile. "I wish I had something stronger than hydrogen peroxide and ointment, but this should do until we return to the lodge, and you can have your doctor examine it."

      "I'll be fine," he reassured her. "You're doing a good job." He couldn't tell her how warmth from her hands seeped through him. It was a comforting and surprisingly non-sexual. He looked around as she used a sterile Q-tip to apply the antibiotic gel. "You don't have a kit here at the cabin?"

      "We used the one in Dad's jeep. Frank and I also keep kits in the trunk of our cars, in case he wanted us to join him here, rather than meet at the house and then all come together." She winced as she examined the wound, then glanced over her shoulder at the stranger. Finally, she ended up giving Yo a curious eye. "How did you end up with a scratch, and that guy looks like he's had a run-in with a pitchfork?" After padding the scratch with more sterile gauze, she began to wrap his arm with an elastic bandage.

      Yo shrugged his free shoulder. "He had a knife. I had a tree limb."

      "I thought he had a gun."

      "Yeah. He did."

      She gave him another good look as she closed the kit. "Ex-military," she murmured, more to herself than to make a comment. Yo nodded but didn't reply. The less he said, the better.

      She stood, pulling the rest of the gauze pads from the kit. Yo watched as she took the pouch over to the wounded man and stared at his injuries. Taking the bottle of peroxide, she poured its contents directly onto the lesions, using the pads to clean away the dirt and sweat. There was a small roll of cotton bandages, normally meant to bind a broken limb. Instead, Thierry packed the deeper scratches with the sterile strips before using the last elastic bandage to keep them in place. Once she was done, she straightened up and pressed a hand to the small of her back.

      "That should hold him until he sees a doctor." She reached for the kit at the foot of the bed, when the man suddenly rolled over, trapping her hands underneath his legs. Thierry gave a little cry of fear and jerked backwards. At the same time, Yo was on his feet and aiming his pistol at the guy.

      "Bear!" The man's eyes were wide; his face was pale and sweaty.

      Thierry stared at him. "What?"

      "Bear! Big bear!" the man gasped. His gaze was riveted on her to where Yo wondered if the guy even knew he was there.

      She looked over at Yo, her face white as chalk, her dark eyes wide with fear.

      "The man's delirious," Yo hurried to reassure her. Silently he cursed himself for not being more vigilant. Why hadn't he sensed the guy starting to waken?

      The man turned his head to stare at Yo, and struggled slightly against his bonds. "No. Bear! Attacked me! Black bear!" His words were slurred, and he was
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