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      No one is going to get what they want this time.

      No-nonsense Coast Guard agent, Dan Baker finds himself going where he doesn’t want to go (the swamp) and feeling what he never thought he’d feel (in love or in like). He really hopes the mysterious Gemma isn’t the murderer because he doesn’t want or need her in his life.

      Gemma Bailey’s “get away from it all” summer on the charter boat Reel Escape, is not turning out like she’d hoped. There is a dubious lawyer, a sinister mob figure, and some murders. Was it the Rougarou? It is a pity the way too attractive Dan Baker thinks she’s the murderer.

      Can they untwist the tangled ties, clear Gemma and the Rougarou, and ride off into the sunset on Dan’s Triumph?

      Don’t miss out on this latest installment in the Big Uneasy series!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Pirogue definition]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter one

          

        

      

    

    
      It was stinking hot.

      And it stinking stank.

      The swamp was not Special Agent Dan Baker’s favorite place to be in September—or most other months of the year. He wasn’t a fan of the critters or creatures who did like the swamp. And even when it wasn’t totally stinking hot, it always stank.

      He flashed his ID in unison with his partner, Ruth Fossette, and they clambered out of the air boat onto a dock—one that already seemed too crowded with local law enforcement.

      It didn’t look like it could hold another person, but somehow managed two more.

      He might have held his breath for his first step or two. It creaked and swayed but didn’t collapse. That was good. The water under the dock was not the kind to cool you down. It would just stink you up—not to mention putting you in biting distance of any gators hanging around.

      As they passed by the LEOs, he studied the hunting camp at the end of the dock. It looked as neglected as the dock, but it fit right into the swamp.

      Dan jumped a gap where a couple of the boards had rotted away and kept going. It didn’t seem like a good place to ponder the odds on how much weight the boards on the other side would take.

      The local LEO’s either smirked or looked confused at the sight of their IDs.

      The CGIS—the Coast Guard Investigative Service—wasn’t that well known, even within law enforcement circles.

      Dan could privately admit he hadn’t known that much about CGIS, and he’d been with the Coast Guard’s Search and Rescue for years before transferring over a year ago.

      Ruth had recruited him hard before he gave in—her persuasions helped by a broken leg during a particularly tricky rescue.

      He was getting too old for crap like that.

      He hadn’t missed SAR as much as he thought he would. There had been plenty of excitement of a different kind and—he hated to admit it—he’d liked the mental challenge of solving crimes. Wearing civvies again was also a plus.

      “Took you long enough,” was all Ruth had said when he told her.

      Somehow, without him saying it, she’d known why he’d resisted for so long.

      He’d joined the Coast Guard to get as far away from his family law enforcement legacy as he could, without fighting the family’s serve-and-protect genes.

      Ruth also seemed to know that he hadn’t told his family about the transfer. That Ruth had persuaded him to circle back into the family legacy—and that he liked it—did not make him ready to face a myriad of “told you so’s” from his siblings and his dad. Especially his dad. Zach’s favorite thing was to, “I told you so,” his kids.

      “You can’t hide it forever,” she’d pointed out just this morning, when she’d met him not far from their airboat ride. He’d parked his Triumph Bonneville, switched his leather jacket for a sport jacket, and locked his rig down.

      As they walked over to their airboat, he might have glanced around to make sure no family was around. They had a habit of popping up in unexpected places.

      “I plan to tell them next time I’m up in New Orleans.” He knew he sounded defensive for a forty-five-year old man who had a right to live his own life.

      “You said that last time,” she pointed out laconically.

      “Things were weird.”

      “Things are always weird with your family.”

      It was true. He had a sister-in-law who was related to two mob families. One of his sisters performed autopsies for Orleans parish, one was a crime scene investigator, and another was an EMT. Cops, a firefighter, a lawyer—he even had a brother who was “just” a PI, who had managed to get himself shot at and married last month.

      They pretty much had things covered if something went wrong—which it often did.

      Just the fact that there were thirteen of them was weird, his dad’s Baker’s dozen.

      “You should come up and see Gideon’s fake classic Peugeot before they sell it,” Dan said. How the “Columbo” car had been acquired was a story he had yet to hear.

      When you had six brothers and six sisters, quiet chats—and hard information—were difficult to come by. And it was dangerous to dig into others’ secrets when he was keeping a secret that kept getting harder to spill as each day went by.

      He might, he made an internal face, be a touch proud he’d managed to keep it under the radar for so long. He might have broken the sibling secrets’ record.

      Ruth’s brows had arched higher than usual “I’d like to hear that story.”

      “So would I.” He might be surprised he hadn’t run into Gideon, since he kept his boat moored in a berth close by. But he’d also just gotten married. So maybe he wasn’t that surprised.

      He’d shook the siblings thoughts off like a dog after a bath and looked at Ruth.

      “So what’s the deal?” He’d asked to change the subject and because he did want to know where they were going. As they settled in the airboat, he pulled out his phone to go over the information he’d been sent.

      “Local LEOs found a body at a remote hunting camp. Initial ID is that he was Coast Guard.”

      Which made the body their problem. Sometimes local law enforcement cared about jurisdiction and sometimes they didn’t. When it was this hot? They didn’t as much.

      Dan frowned. “I hadn’t heard of any of our guys going missing?”

      He pulled up the file and frowned. “This says he’s already dead.”

      “If you keep reading, you’ll find that he went missing when he was a passenger on a small plane thirty-five years ago. The pilot filed a flight plan from Tampa to New Orleans, but it never arrived. He was declared dead, but the body was never found.”

      He looked up with a frown. “So we have a thirty-five year old corpse? How did they ID him so fast?”

      Ruth shook her head. “Fingerprints.”

      Dan started to object. There wouldn’t be fingerprints if he died thirty-five years ago. When the swamp was involved, it didn’t take long to erase all but the bones. So their guy hadn’t died thirty-five years ago. Missing didn’t always mean dead.

      Their driver fired up the engine and it became impossible to talk, so he went back to reading the data packet their team had put together for them.

      There had been searches, but it had been a large search area. He knew what that was like. But now that the missing man had turned up, it seemed like the plane had been ditched on purpose.

      He made a note for the team to look at events around the time of the disappearance. If someone went missing and stayed missing, they usually had a compelling reason.

      He frowned as he read on. There’d been another passenger, but she’d never been identified. How did they know she—oh, witnesses in Tampa insisted they’d seen a woman board the plane, too.

      They’d never been able to link the unknown woman to any missing persons reports.

      Conspiracy theorists had gotten onboard and over the years there had been so-called sightings of the plane, prompting a flurry of searches.

      Nothing had ever been found.

      The engine shut off, yanking him back to the present and their nasty crime scene.

      “You coming?” Ruth asked.

      He didn’t want to. He could already smell the decomposition of the body and they were still several yards from the cabin.

      The concentrated heat inside would boost the stench factor by a number he’d rather not know.

      “I should never have let you talk me into this,” Dan said as he followed her in.
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      It was September in southern Louisiana, but muggy was hanging on with serious intent to cause misery as long as it could.

      It was a good thing that Gemma Bailey knew how far to lower her expectations, even though this part of Louisiana was new to her. When she’d crewed for her dad on the Reel Escape, they mostly hung around the Florida coast.

      Now that he was gone, his co-owner and partner, Little Abner Abbot, had apparently decided to expand further along the Gulf Coast. Or his charter had persuaded him?

      Gemma eased her cellphone a little further from her ear, in hopes of catching a random breeze off the bayou.

      “That sounds perfect, Sarah,” Gemma said. “I’ll keep an eye out for your guy, but I don’t think he’ll have trouble finding us.”

      She could see the highway from where she stood on the fly deck as they made their way up the bayou.

      She rang off and turned as Little Abner joined her.

      “That was Blue Bayou Catering,” she said, giving him a smile while trying not to notice how old he looked this summer. “Our charter will have his special meal for his special guest. It’s coming by special courier not long after we dock.”

      “Which Blaine is paying for?” It wasn’t really a question and Little Abner wasn’t little. He was pushing 70 and a crusty stereotype of an old sea dog, but underestimate him at your peril. It might be a cliche, but he was as shrewd as the day was long.

      When her dad passed away last year, she’d inherited his share of the Reel Escape, but it wasn’t like she could sail off with her half. Little Abner couldn’t afford to buy her out, so they pretended she was his new partner, and she worked charters with him when she could. The rest of the time, she managed the finances.

      “Blaine is paying through the nose for everything,” Gemma said, serenely and heard him chuckle. If Blaine kept anteing up, they might be in the black this year.

      Gemma hadn’t trusted the lawyer-hoping-to-turn-reality-host on sight, or even on second sight. Raymond Blaine’s credit check was a bit concerning, so she’d insisted he pay each week of the charter upfront and in cash.

      “You’ve got a better head for business than your old man,” he said, a softer edge to his usual gruff.

      “Dad loved this,” Gemma said. Fish Bailey had been as much a character as Little Abner, but in a different way.

      Fish, Gemma mentally paused to consider her father. Death was a funny thing. She’d learned more about him after he’d died than from living with him.

      It was, she decided, a matter of perspective. She’d had none, or not much, as a daughter.

      But he’d gradually become a person when she’d had to go through his things and unravel his life. He’d lived his life well below his mental abilities.

      It was only after that she realized what an eccentric genius he’d been. His occasional trips to lecture or research a topic that interested him had been a part of the fabric of their life, so she’d viewed them as entirely normal.

      It was probably the one trait that she could see that she shared with him: an insatiable curiosity for knowing things.

      His quirky sense of humor had hidden this but the most discerning, or from people who’d known him a long time.

      To the casual observer, Fish and Little Abner were like a comedy routine, with Little Abner as the straight man.

      She knew Little Abner missed Fish as much as she did, but neither was good at expressing it.

      They’d left Cocodrie early and were motoring up the bayou in the direction of Shark’s Landing, though they were going to meet the courier—and the special guest—before they got that far North.

      It was definitely odd, but odd was not that unusual in the charter business.

      “He still asleep?” Gemma asked.

      Little Abner shrugged. “As far as I can tell. She’s sunbathing.” His gaze flicked up, indicating she was above them on the fishing bridge.

      “I hope she’s dressed this time?” Apparently, Blaine’s companion, Ashley, thought that up meant private.

      “Mostly,” Little Abner said, rolling his eyes.

      He didn’t approve of modern ways. And to be fair, he didn’t have to. His boat, his rules.

      “I suppose I should get breakfast going.” Gemma sighed. It was hard to get excited about it when their guests were both clearly underwhelmed by her offerings. Not that she blamed them.

      They’d made full disclosure about the food before confirming the booking. The galley was small, and Gemma was not a chef. Neither was Little Abner. All they’d promised was to not starve them.

      Hence, the catering booking, she assumed. Blaine needed a special meal for his special guest.

      Gemma didn’t tell them she suffered along with them. She liked good food, too. She just couldn’t seem to produce it. It was like the opposite of a green thumb only with food. An un-flour thumb?

      Little Abner’s grin was sympathetic. He didn’t care one way or the other. She assumed his taste buds had died a long time ago.

      Little Abner could cook fish and they did when their charters caught some. But Blaine didn’t even pretend to be fishing.

      They’d been traversing the Gulf Coast in search of mythical creatures that Blaine didn’t believe were mythical.

      The lawyer wanted to become a reality show host.

      He might do alright. He had a plummy voice that would sound authoritative. The slimy edges around his bluff and hearty might not show up on the small screen.

      When Blaine wasn’t talking about his show, he talked about the cheaters, scam artists, and swindlers he’d defended. His clear admiration for the more brilliant of these wasn’t helped by his assertion he didn’t defend murderers.

      He had his standards, he declared.

      Eye roll.

      But now he wanted to try something new.

      It wasn’t that the path of sleazy lawyer to realty show host was such a huge leap. As near as she could tell, there were reality shows about almost everything. She knew modern courtrooms weren’t like Perry Mason, but there was probably a lot of handwavium and histrionics to make it not unlike reality TV.

      Blaine had, or so he believed, found a gap he could slide into. Hence the search for mythical creatures.

      She was pretty sure his idea wasn’t that unique, but she didn’t have to buy it, just steer the boat and prepare lame meals.

      They’d picked Blaine and Ashley up in Mobile, where he claimed to have caught footage of the Alabama’s White Thang for his first sample show. They had then proceeded to Mississippi in search of some Pascagoula River Aliens. Now they were in Louisiana for his special meeting and to find the Rougarou.

      She hadn’t asked what this was, but he’d told her anyway. It was a man with a wolf or dog’s head and a crap attitude. It sounded like a werewolf to her, but apparently the Rougarou was cursed, not bitten and it changed every night, not just on the full moon.

      This could explain the crap attitude.

      He’d already told her that the Rougarou was actually a Cajun accented version of the French Loup-garou—which was a werewolf.

      She might have given a sigh. Blaine could have gone to France for his weird critter hunt, which also begged the question, how had the Loup-Garou gotten here? It’s not like it could book passage.

      She surrendered the helm to Little Abner and made her way down to the galley. She made a slight detour to check in with Ashley, who had a surprising penchant for Froot Loops for breakfast. She didn’t eat them in front of Blaine, but that didn’t seem to be a problem.

      Raymond Blaine was not a morning person.
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      The local crime scene folks finished loading the corpse onto their air boat and handed over the evidence they’d collected.

      They didn’t show obvious relief—they were pros after all—but he had the sense of hands being washed and people moving on.

      There was a rumble of engines and soon all that was left was them and the crime scene tape.

      He eyed that, wondering how long it would last out here. And he hoped they wouldn’t have to come back and find out.

      Their driver had been patient, but he might have gunned the engine when they pulled away from the dock.

      Dan was glad he was sitting down because his feet came off the boat’s deck when their driver punched it.

      The sun was low now, giving the swamp a different kind of creepy air. Moss draped cypress trees rose out of water that was varying shades of green fading to black in spots as the sun retreated.

      He wouldn’t call the air cooler, but it was less stifling than it had been coming in.

      They were moving as fast as was safe, so the bugs were having trouble keeping up, thank goodness.

      “Any idea where we can get something to eat?” Ruth asked the driver.

      “If you don’t mind a small detour into the bayou,” he said, “my cousin has a place.”

      Ruth signaled approval for this and then settled back in her seat, her expression thoughtful. She was probably considering what they’d learned. That shouldn’t take long. Would she mention the mutters of “Rougarou” from the two men who’d found the body.

      You couldn’t live in Louisiana and not know about the Rougarou. It was also not diplomatic to disbelieve the local legends. If your eyes were inclined to roll, keep it to yourself until you were alone was the advice even his dad had offered them at various times in their maturation process.

      They’d all thought it was hilarious that Zach wouldn’t say if he believed or not.

      But in the face of the savagely scarred corpse? It was somewhat less hilarious. They shared their medical examiner with NCIS and he couldn’t help but wonder if she’d be able to figure out what had caused the damage.

      It was possible they might need some kind of expert. But what kind? There were those who specialized in shark bites, bear and tiger attacks, and even rats. If he did a search for a Rougarou expert, would he come up with anything useful? And did he really want that in his search history?

      The other problem they had was that they knew who their victim had been, but not who he had become. No ID. No cellphone on or around the body. Hopefully, the forensics would find something on his clothing that would give them a place to start.

      He thought he slipped into a slight doze because he jerked upright when the boat bumped against the dock.

      He half expected Ruth to tweak him on the nap, but she just climbed out and stretched her kinked back.

      He echoed the move. Their driver was already heading toward the seafood place, but Dan’s gaze was caught by the sight of a sleek and well kept fifty-four-foot Hatteras docked just down from them.

      He thought he heard soft music coming from its general direction.

      “Nice,” Ruth murmured. Her attention also caught by the boat. “Reel Escape. I know that name.” She was quiet for a moment, then said. “Little Abner Abbot. Harry “the Fish” Bailey was his partner, but he died last year.”

      “Natural causes?”

      Ruth flashed him a look that was mostly amused. “Yes. Heart attack, I think. Nothing suspicious, as I recall. Not that I was asked. I’m surprised to see it here. Abbot usually operates around the Florida coast.”

      Bailey must have been a civilian, Dan decided. “Eighties?” he asked, his gaze still on the boat. As Ruth had said, it was nice.

      They resumed walking and Dan realized the small van parked not far from the boat had a familiar logo on its doors.

      Blue Bayou Catering.

      Crap. If Sarah was here, he was totally busted. Ruth didn’t seem to notice.

      “Yeah, they’ve been running charters since the late eighties,” Ruth said. She half turned when she realized he’d stopped again.  “Something wrong—”

      She stopped in mid-sentence as a sleek and completely out-of-place limousine eased off the road and pulled to a stop near the Reel Escape’s ramp, their side of the catering van.

      Two bodyguards got out, covering the area while the driver came around to open the rear door for its occupant.

      “Claude St. Cyr,” Dan said, his tone both soft enough for Ruth’s ears and shocked.

      “You sure?”

      “I’m sure.” He couldn’t mix the painfully narrow, pale and very cold face, of St. Cyr up with anyone else—unless it was the guy’s mother. They were two peas out of the same corrupt pod.

      They might have stared longer, but St. Cyr’s gaze started to track their direction, so they both headed toward the seafood place.

      Dan felt tension creep up his back. Sarah and St. Cyr? Cal would kill him if anything happened to Sarah. And if nothing happened? He was still busted.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Dan saw St. Cyr board the Reel Escape and disappear from sight. Reluctantly, he held the door for Ruth, then followed her into the restaurant.
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      Blaine’s special guest was a major creeper. Gemma’s skin crawled just looking at him. And she had to shake his hand—fish-cold and limp—and smile like she wasn’t screaming inside.

      There were people like that, people you knew were wrong inside, just by looking at them. If he hadn’t arrived in a limo, she’d have cast him for a swamp zombie in Blaine’s “reality” show.

      He looked like a walking cadaver. Luckily, he didn’t smell like one, but that said, his aftershave made her wish for a shower. It clung and cloyed.

      His two bodyguards were total stereotypes, so much so they were almost boring. Almost. Because they were bodyguards of a creeper.

      But weirdly, St. Cyr gave off worse vibes than the two—presumably—killers. It might be a cliche to think that these bodyguards were killers, but based on who they were guarding? It didn’t feel like that much of a stretch.

      The way St. Cyr looked at her made her glad she wore light-weight, sun-blocking pants and a shirt that covered her to the ankles and wrists. Her big sunhat shaded her face, and her Audrey Hepburn sunglasses hid her eyes. She was a huge Audrey fan.

      She could make her gaze bland when called upon, but she was glad she didn’t have to. She needed to be able to roll her eyes behind her glasses.

      “You don’t like the sun?” St. Cyr asked, his voice thin and cold.

      “It doesn’t like me,” she replied. She’d practically grown up on the water, and no one would have guessed it from her tan—or rather her lack of one.

      Her face was thin, freckled, and topped by a mop of pure carrot hair. In school, they’d called her Ghost Girl because she was that pale. Later this was reduced to GG for better conversational flow.

      She knew that other girls—and even some guys—had body image issues. She didn’t and she didn’t know why. Some quirk in her makeup made her profoundly uninterested in what others thought about her.

      She was interested in people, she liked watching them, so it was good she could usually fade into the background and observe.

      Fading should have worked here. Ashley was gussied up like she was going to a garden show. Her hat had an even wider brim than Gemma’s and her white dress was demurely sexy.

      It was an interesting effect and it confirmed Gemma’s impressions of her as much smarter than she liked men to realize.

      She murmured a greeting and withdrew her hand from St. Cyr’s grasp. The limp hold tightened for a second, but she tugged herself free and turned to Blaine.

      “Fred has the food set out inside.”

      Ashley had only once protested about eating inside since she’d boarded. But after she accidentally ate a bug, she was fine with it.

      Thankfully, it was Fred’s job, as a representative of the catering company, to serve the special dinner.

      “If you need me….” She trailed off, wishing her sunglasses gone for just a minute so her gaze could telegraph “don’t need me.”

      “You won’t be joining us?” St. Cyr’s thin gray brows rose.

      “No,” Gemma said, unable to find a qualifier that wasn’t more rude.

      “She wouldn’t be interested in our business,” Blaine said, his tone more oily than usual.

      Could St. Cyr be one of his legal clients? He didn’t seem like the type to want a reality show about anything.

      Good thing it wasn’t her problem. She left without further comment and found Little Abner waiting with her bologna and raisin bread sandwich—Little Abner’s speciality—all wrapped and waiting.

      She might have given a slight sigh about the food she wasn’t eating. It had smelled and looked really good when she was helping Fred set it out.

      But maybe they wouldn’t eat it all? A girl could hope.

      “You could pop over to that seafood place,” Gemma said. It would give her a chance to exchange her sandwich for something more palatable.

      “I’m not leaving you alone with them,” he said in his firmest tone, then his eyes began to twinkle. “I know how much you love my sandwiches, but you could pop over there if you want. You could use the break.”

      She grinned. “You sure?”

      He picked up her sandwich. “Been eyeing it since I finished mine.”

      She grabbed her purse and left before he could change his mind.
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      The waitress was just setting down their plates when the woman walked in, letting the door swing closed behind her.

      Dan was sure it wasn’t an accident that Ruth had asked for a seat by a window, one that gave them a view of the Reel Escape outside and the entrance of this place.

      So they’d seen her stroll down the ramp, a lightness to her step that was echoed in the swing of her shoulder strap purse.

      There was almost no activity out there. It was too hot, but she would have stood out in any case.

      For one thing, her clothes were at odds with the usual “scarcity is cooler” dress code. A glimpse of her pale face and hands gave her a good reason for covering up, but it seemed weird that someone that was sun adverse would be coming off a boat.

      A random breeze tried to lift the wide brim of her hat and he’d thought he caught a glimpse of orange hair.

      Once inside, the woman paused to remove sunglasses and hat, and looked around her. She smiled as the hostess approached and then followed as the hostess led her almost directly toward them.

      It wasn’t crowded. There was no reason for Dan to rise and gesture at the free chair next to Ruth, but it was as if his
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