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DELI’S TAKE OUT




CPO Eugene “Deli” Rubenovich has hit his limit. After
his friend is gravely injured on a mission, Deli takes leave to
clear his head. He wants the great outdoors, fresh air, hiking, and
maybe a beer or two. What he gets is a 5-on-1 bar fight and cartel
thugs trying to forcibly take a woman’s home. And then there’s the
bear.

 


Caroline Atherton has a quiet life she loves as the
owner of Last Chance Dog Sanctuary, where she rehabilitates dogs
like Sergeant Trace to return to civilian life. When a simple
shopping trip goes awry, a handsome Navy Chief winds up nursing a
concussion after defending her from a pack of idiot males.

 


Deli’s not used to being rescued, but the beautiful
woman who heals dogs makes it an experience worth repeating. She’s
says she’s got no room in her life for pushy men, but the cartel
gets nasty, and Caroline needs help defending her home and her
dogs.

 


Enlisting assistance from the Ultimate Recon crew to
take out the enemy is just another day for Deli, but to win
Caroline’s heart? He’ll need every skill in his arsenal for that
mission.

 


So much for taking a vacation.
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Chapter One

 


 


“MEDIC!” Deli roared into his radio as he
dragged Master Chief Petty Officer “Bones” Skelling out of the line
of fire.

The man had taken several rounds to his legs
before the branches from a tree behind him fell on his head. Bones
lay out cold and bleeding while Deli hauled his huge ass to cover.
As the smallest man on SEAL Team 9, Bravo Squad, CPO Eugene “Deli”
Rubenovich had taken his share of shit from the bigger guys. Good
thing he could drag his larger comrades through hell and high
water.

They’d almost reached the tertiary LZ when a
tango with a purloined M-16 opened fire on their retreat. Furious
impacts peppered the ground behind them as Deli ran for the helo,
and he swore a blue streak. Mom would be appalled. Thank
glory his mother never came anywhere close to a warzone.

The two gunners in the helo opened fire on
their backtrail and Deli pushed harder to get to the bird’s deck. A
black shadow came out of nowhere and latched onto Bones’ other arm
as he started to slide off Deli’s shoulder. Deli damn near tucked
and rolled, dumping Bones to the ground, before he recognized Petty
Officer 2nd Class Eric “Padfoot” Farkas. The man earned his
nickname by being so damn silent he gave Ghost a run for her money.
That, and he liked to read Harry Potter.

They nodded to each other and dragged Bones
the last steps to the helo as the rest of the team came streaming
in.

“All boots on board, captain! Let’s haul
ass.” Retro’s voice came across the coms.

Deli and Padfoot helped move Bones to a
clear spot on the deck where Chief Warrant Officer Todd “Magic”
Hunter could work on him. The helo lifted off while CPO Leo
“Strafe” Metzger laid down cover fire. Deli wished he could watch
the little bastard who’d shot at his retreat get mowed to the
ground, but he helped get Bones strapped in.

“Everyone get in, sit down, strap in, and
hold on. Things are about to get squirrely.”

The pilot’s voice came over the coms and
Deli shared a look with Padfoot. “Aw fuck.”

“You got that right.” Strafe threw himself
into a harness beside Deli. “I saw what’s comin’. High canyon walls
and anti-aircraft weapons. It’s our only way out of this fuckin’
mess, but it’s gonna be hell.”

“The only easy day was yesterday.” Padfoot
clipped in and tightened his lips.

“Fuck yeah it was.” No one laughed as the
helo lurched upwards then tilted left.

Deli gritted his teeth. Damn, he hated when
they had to do aerobatic maneuvers. The idea that they could tip
over and lose the cushion of air holding the bird up gave him the
heebie jeebies. He kept his jaw locked and his gaze on Magic
working on Bones.

Come on, man. Don’t bug out on us so
soon. Bones was new to the squad, but Deli liked him a lot. He
had an easy way with anyone in the SEALs. Including the arrogant
cocksuckers and humorless tightwads. He seemed comfortable in his
own skin and the quality was rare to find, even in the SpecOps
community.

Deli hadn’t prayed in years, leaving his
parents’ religion at the door of the enlistment office, but he sent
up a few words in hopes someone was listening. Please watch over
Bones. The man’s too good to be lost yet. Please.

The helo twisted and turned in the air,
dodging missiles and flak as they made their escape. He bet the
pilot white-knuckled it through most of it, but eventually they
leveled out and headed for their cover ship. Their escort helo
covered their tail rotor as they shot out to sea. Thank
glory. While most things didn’t scare him, getting tossed
around in a flying brick put his usual calm to the test. Now all he
had to worry about was Bones making it.

Deli shot a look at Magic and his teammate
nodded, but he wore the mask his wife Chris called the “Intense
Tight Look.” It meant he had someone wounded and he didn’t know how
it would turn out. Hell, they never knew, but usually “Magic” would
pull a miracle out of nothing, so Deli chose to hope.

“Five mikes out.” The pilot’s voice sounded
calm and Deli checked his gear so he could get out as soon as they
set down.

“Thank the Goddess.” Padfoot dropped his
head back and closed his eyes.

Deli found his prayer odd, always invoking
the Goddess instead of god, but Farkas was solid as a fighter and a
teammate. Must be a Wiccan or Pagan. It didn’t matter as
long as he had their backs.

They touched down on deck and quickly
disembarked. Magic turned Bones over to the medics on the ship and
joined Bravo squad for debrief. Despite their wounded and narrow
escape, the op had been an overall success. The debriefing went as
expected. They analyzed what went right and what needed
improvement. Yeah, it would’ve been better if Bones wasn’t
hit. Deli scowled as he headed for the showers and his bunk.
He’d stop by the infirmary to see how Bones was holding up as soon
as he could.

Deli made his way through the labyrinthine
corridors to the cabin they’d been given as temporary housing on
the ship. He didn’t have to duck, a benefit to being the shortest
guy on the team, but he damn near cracked his shins on the
knee-knockers at each port. He threw his gear on his bunk and
checked it over one more time. While they weren’t likely to go out
again in the next twenty-four hours, he wanted his equipment ready
to go. He sharpened the blade of his K-bar when he found nicks in
the edge, and took apart his M-16 to make sure no dirt marred the
inner workings of the weapon. He cleaned and packed away all his
gear carefully before setting it in his locker and leaning his
forehead against it.

Come on, Bones. You gotta pull through.

Deli didn’t often entertain fatalistic
thoughts, but Bones’ stillness when they headed home ate at him. No
one should be that still unless they were dead. And he’d seen the
man breathing.

“Fuck!” He slammed his fist into the locker
door.

“Something eating at you, Deli?” Farkas
appeared beside him, his arms crossed over his chest. “Or did the
locker insult your manhood?”

Deli met the other man’s eyes and scowled.
“Nothin’. I’m fine.”

“Oh sure. I’ve seen that kind of fine.
Fucked up, Insecure, Neurotic, and Emotional.” Farkas nodded. “Or
maybe you’re just F’NE, ’cause I don’t think you’re insecure about
anything.”

Deli wanted to pummel the smirk off
Padfoot’s face, but he couldn’t argue with his assessment. He was
emotional, but he usually kept it bottled up and diffused it with
furious exercise or hardcore sex. Neither of which looked to be on
his radar any time soon. He growled and shook his head.

“Listen, I know you don’t need me butting
into anything you got going on, but maybe now would be a good time
to ask for leave.”

“What the fuck are you talkin’ about? Why
the hell would you say that, Farkas?”

“Because you’ve gone through a shit-ton of
teammates recently what with Brickman and Killian getting medically
discharged from fighting status, and Anderson retiring. It’s hard
to switch gears so often.” Farkas shrugged. “You’ve never let up
and given yourself a break.”

“I’m a goddamned SEAL. That’s what we
do.”

“Yeah, I know, I went through BUD/S too,
remember? Got the Budweiser.” Farkas tilted his head, his
expression serious. “But we all need some real down time. Don’t try
to tell yourself different. And you can always carry around your
electronic leash if you’re needed. Go ask for some leave before
you’re useless to the rest of us.”

Deli growled. “You know I still outrank
you.”

Farkas nodded. “Yup, but I’m pretty sure
you’re smart enough to know when you need to clear your head. If
you tell me to fuck off, I will, but give yourself permission to
step away if the leave’s available. Sir.”

Deli wanted to snarl and howl about fucking
off, but the anger only stemmed from knowing the man was right.
“Sonuvaprick!” He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths
before squaring his shoulders and meeting Farkas’ gaze.

“Why the fuck do you care, Farkas?” Deli
didn’t understand the man’s insistence. They were SEALs. They never
gave up, they never took it easy, and they never quit.

Padfoot sighed and shot a look toward to
door as if someone could walk in at any moment. “I joined Bravo
Squad because I lost all but two members of my previous squad
dealing with the Daesh. It was a shit time and I broke more walls
and plates than I can count. I damn near broke my fiancée and
that’s when the scary hit home.”

Unease settled into Deli’s gut. “Holy shit.
Was she all right?”

Padfoot nodded. “But it was a close thing
and I was put on mandatory leave before I killed any innocents.” He
looked away again and muttered something like. “I damn near did.”
But when he turned back some of the blackness in his expression had
lifted.

“What I’m explaining badly is we can only be
superhuman for a short time, but then we need breaks. We need to be
vulnerable and angry and scared. I know, you’re probably thinking
I’m a pansy-ass for admitting that, but fuck, we’re SEALs and that
means we’re the best at everything. So why the hell should we be
substandard humans? I learned the hard way that ignoring the
emotions fucks you up worse than acknowledging them.”

Padfoot shut up and ran his hands over his
head with a guilty look. “Sorry, I’m sure you didn’t need the
lecture. I just didn’t want you to take the same path I did.”

Deli opened his mouth to blow Farkas off,
but the words stuck in his throat. He didn’t like to be vulnerable
or scared or angry, but it seemed to be with him more often than
not these days. All right. I’ll talk to Whittleton.

He clapped the man on the shoulder and
nodded. “Thanks, man. As much as it pains me to say, you might be
right.”

Farkas didn’t grin at his words. “Yeah, I
hear you. Talk to Whittleton and go on vacation or hiking or some
sort of outdoor shit when we get to port. We’ll be here when you
get back.”

Deli bit his bottom lip. He normally didn’t
get into all the personal crap they carried around with them, but
Farkas seemed like he had his shit together a lot better than he
did. “Can I ask you a question? Whatever happened to your
fiancée?”

Padfoot’s jaw tightened and he took a deep
breath in through his nose. “She left.”

“Aw, hell, man. I’m sorry.”

He shrugged and shook his head. “Don’t be.
She wasn’t the right woman for me, both for me as the man and me as
the SEAL. She couldn’t handle the not-knowing of a SpecOps
spouse.”

Deli nodded. “Yeah, I’m thinkin’ those kind
of women are few and far between.”

“Roger that. You gonna talk to
Whittleton?”

“Yup. My next stop. Thanks, Padfoot.” They
shook, grasping thumbs, and Deli squeezed in appreciation.

He squeezed back. “You’re welcome. Get your
head screwed on straight and I’ll catch you on the rebound.”

“Copy that.”

Deli turned his ass around and headed back
to the situation room where Whittleton had set up his temporary
office. Hopefully the man hadn’t hit the rack yet. Most of the
officers kept weird hours just like their crew, but sometimes they
actually got to go home once an Op ended.

Fortunately, Whittleton leaned against the
table, chewing on a soda straw as he reviewed his notes. Deli knew
he’d been trying to quit smoking after he watched his brother die
of emphysema.

Deli stuck his head in the portal and rapped
on the door with his knuckles. “May I come in, sir?”

“Sure, Chief. What can I do you for?”
Whittleton’s gaze met his as he closed the folder of papers he’d
been reading.

“I, uh, I wanted to talk to you about taking
some leave when we get back to Coronado.” He stood at parade rest
to hide his unease, suddenly feeling like a wimp.

Just remember what Padfoot said.

“All right, let’s talk about it. Something
happen to your family?” Whittleton’s gaze sharpened.

“No, sir. But today was a close call and
Bones got injured pretty bad.” He resisted the urge to scuff his
toes on the floor. “And to be honest, it’s been buildin’ up. First
Brickman, then Killian and Bronco, now Bones…I don’t like askin’,
but I think I need some time to get my head on straight once we get
back.”

Whittleton didn’t say anything for a long
time, but his gaze never moved from Deli’s. It was unnerving how
still the lieutenant-commander could get. The man hadn’t been in
the field in over a decade, but he still had many of the SEAL
traits from his active career. He’d gained the nickname ‘Whistler’
because he was fast and quiet, and many of his teammates had been
hard-pressed to keep up with him in his youth.

“Everything okay, Chief?” Whittleton’s voice
filled with caution.

“Yeah, yeah…no, not entirely.” Deli frowned,
trying to make his thoughts coherent. “I’m too much in my head and
it’s pissing me off. My teammates are on the injured list or gone
and I’m having a tough time focusing.” He swallowed hard and met
his commander’s gaze. “I need some time before I fuck up so badly
someone gets hurt or killed.”

“You think you’re that close?”

“Yes, sir. Nothing has happened yet, but I’m
feelin’ twitchy and I can’t find my usual calm. If we’re not on for
the next few days, I’m requesting leave to find my center,
sir.”

“All right, Chief. I’ll have the paperwork
ready to go in the next twenty-four. Last I heard, we were on the
down rotation, just training, but nothing serious once we finish
this sail.” Whittleton nodded, his expression grave. “But keep your
phone on you. Shit heats up pretty fast around here, as you well
know.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” Relief cascaded
through Deli and the tension in his shoulders released.

“Dismissed.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Deli retreated from the office and headed
back to his cabin to change into his workout clothes. He’d use the
ship’s gym to work off some of his frustration. He didn’t need to
have a meltdown in front of the squad. And Farkas was right. If he
didn’t get out now, it could go a lot worse for him and his
team.


 


Chapter Two

 


 


“Get the hell off my land.”

Caroline cocked her father’s Henry .22 rifle
and aimed at the tie hanging in the middle of the frontman’s
chest.

“Now, Señora Atherton, I’m sure we can—”

She took aim and fired into the stump no
more than four feet from him, making him swear and jump back toward
his black SUV. The dogs in the yard behind her facility set off a
cacophony of barking in distress. She cocked it again.

“I’m done talking. This land has been in my
family for over a century and it’s paid off. There ain’t no back
taxes or liens or hidden provisos on how it’s used. All my permits
are in order and I got copies. So no, I’m not selling and no, you
can’t overpay me for it. Now get off my land.” She aimed the rifle
at his chest again. “And if I see you here again, I’ll make sure to
tag your vehicle with a little redneck decoration.”

“This isn’t over, Señora Atherton.” The man
snarled as he opened the passenger door. “I will be back and next
time we won’t be so nice. Maybe we will call the ASPCA and tell
them you run a filthy facility. Or we will come and take your dogs
ourselves. It’s smarter to just sell your land.”

Namby-pamby suit can’t even drive
himself.

She shot at his feet, making him yelp and
jump.

“Oh, it’s a done deal, honey. The ASPCA is
on my speed-dial and knows me better than you. And if you come
anywhere near my dogs, I won’t just shoot at your feet. So, you
just run along to your boss and tell him to find land elsewhere.
I’m not selling.” She glared daggers back at the suit.

“You don’t know who you’re dealing with,
Señora Atherton. You’d be wise to reconsider. No one says no to our
money. Not even the cops, comprende?”

She lifted the rifle to point it at his
head. “I know the cops, too. I’d be within my rights to shoot you
dead right here. Want to test me?”

“You will regret this.” He snarled as he
slammed the door and the SUV peeled out of her gravel drive.

Good riddance and get the fuck out.
She held the rifle at the ready until they disappeared around the
bend in her driveway then lowered it with a sigh. She suspected
they’d be back eventually.

“Are they gone?” Daphne stepped out from
behind the screen door and peered over Caroline’s shoulder.

“Yeah, they’re gone.” Caroline leaned the
rifle against the wall and shook her head. “I’m sorry they came
back, but I’m glad I was here this time instead of having to be
called. How are you doing?”

“Better now that they’re gone.” Daphne
trembled more than usual and Caroline wondered if she’d had one of
her PTSD attacks.

“Did they trigger something in you?” She
pushed a bit of Daphne’s hair behind her ear.

Daphne grimaced and nodded, turning her gaze
toward the trees creaking in the breeze coming off the
mountains.

“He had an accent like those people who
drugged and kidnapped me.”

That news had Caroline’s eyes narrowing.
“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. I might not remember much, but I
remember the voices and he spoke just like them.”

Two years earlier, Caroline’s niece had gone
to a job fair on her community college campus and signed up for an
interview with a company called Data Pool. When she got the job,
she’d been so excited. The only hang-up was she had to move to L.A.
Caroline had worried about her in such a big city, but had been
pleased for her niece.

But when Daphne stopped returning calls,
emails, and stopped posting on social media, Caroline had gotten
worried. She’d reported her missing to the police, but they did
nothing. It had been frightening and frustrating. No one would do
anything and calls to the company produced no results.

Caroline had given up on Daphne’s return
when she received a call from the Coronado police department who’d
picked up her case. It turned out Data Pool was a front for a human
trafficking ring using the job fairs at local colleges to obtain
“product” and Daphne had been rescued with a few other women her
age. Caroline didn’t care too much about the how or the why, just
that Daphne was safe and the faux company was shut down.

But her niece had come home with nightmares
and PTSD just like the dogs Caroline rehabilitated at her Last
Chance Dog Sanctuary. She was their last chance, whether to get new
homes, become service dogs, or just to survive their own traumatic
experiences. Not all the dogs were from the military. Some she
received as pups to train into service animals. She’d been
successful, too, especially when Daphne came to stay and help, and
actually bonded to one of the recovering dogs.

Beryl, a boxer, leaned against Daphne’s leg
and stared up at her with utter devotion and focus, the dog using
her physical weight to bring Daphne’s panic back down. She closed
her eyes and reached down to touch the dog’s head, taking deep,
shuddering breaths.

Caroline swore under her breath. The sense
she got with those assholes in the black SUVs was that time was
running out for them and they needed Caroline out of the way.
Unfortunately, she had no intention of leaving. If she’d learned
anything in her forty-five plus years of life, when some men didn’t
get what they wanted, they grew desperate and violent.

What the hell am I going to do now?

“Let me make some of the chamomile tea for
you.” Caroline pushed through the screen door and put up the rifle
in the rack. “Then I’m gonna check on the dogs. They got pretty
riled up with those jackasses here.”

Daphne nodded. “Dogs always know when
something’s wrong.” She patted Beryl’s head again.

“Yes, they do, which is why I like them
better than people in most cases.” Caroline headed for the kitchen
to set the kettle to boil. “You just settle in and I’ll bring the
tea to you after I check them.”

“Okay.”

Caroline grimaced when Daphne’s voice
sounded so small and scared. The young woman had been through too
much and should’ve been safe in the northern California woods. But
now Daphne had to face more stress and threat. Caroline sighed and
turned on the stove before heading outside.

The ranch had been set up with a large
house, a matching barn, and corrals. Caroline had modified the barn
to house equipment and supplies. The horse stalls could be used for
both storage and extra living spaces for anyone who needed to stay
overnight when training with the dogs. She’d taken out two corrals
to build a kennel barn and a covered arena for obedience and
agility training. They were connected to the house by a covered
porch. She’d used it for Daphne’s dog Beryl, but also for some of
the other dogs to regain strength and stamina from injuries. The
rest of the corrals she’d converted to dog runs with chain-linked
fences to allow the dogs to see the trees and open spaces
clearly.

She let herself into the kennel building and
breathed deeply to calm her energy. She’d often been called a
lola-granola hippy for her description of energy, but the dogs were
more sensitive to unspoken cues than most humans, and they knew
when she was upset.

“All right, everyone. We’re okay. The
intruders are gone and we’re okay.” She spoke in a calm measured
voice and the barking slowed. “That’s it. We’re okay. You all did a
good job in protecting us.”

The barking diminished and tails began to
wag. She checked on each occupant in the kennels before she headed
out to the dog runs. Two dogs had been in the runs when the SUVs
arrived, but only a shivering bluetick coonhound with his tail
clamped to his hindquarters greeted her.

Oh dear, where’s Sergeant Trace?

She moved to the empty dog run found the
gate unlatched. Dammit, not again! She shot a look toward
the forest. I’ll have to move fast if I want to catch her.
She spun and headed back to the house to grab a leash, hoping the
dog didn’t hurt anyone on her walkabout.

Daphne poured tea as Caroline came in the
door. “Did you want some tea?”

“No, not at the moment. I have to go find a
dog.” Caroline shook her head as she pulled a ball cap on and
snagged the leash.

“Oh no. Which one?”

“Sergeant Trace.”

“Oh glory. Do you want some help?” Daphne
set her mug aside and swallowed hard.

“No, honey. I need you to stay here, lock
the doors, and keep an eye on the dogs. I won’t be long.” At
least I hope I won’t. She waved her phone at Daphne. “I’ll take
my cell with me. Call or text if you need anything.”

She headed out the door with the leash and
scanned the ground around the dog run to see if Trace had left
tracks.

 


****

 


Deli turned off the main road onto a dirt
forest road heading up into the hills. His turquoise Jeep Wrangler
Rubicon Unlimited rumbled up the washboard road, churning up the
miles as much as he churned up his thoughts. His anger over his
teammates’ injuries hadn’t abated, but being away from the base and
out in the open helped.

The weather had cooperated with his leave
and the sunshine stained the trees in golden light. They’d had rain
the night before and the forest still held the scent of water in
the air. He bounced along with the windows down, enjoying the smell
as he pulled into the trailhead.

Because it was a weekday, the area sat
deserted and he could park as close to the trail as he wanted. He
switched off the ignition and climbed out, ready to be moving on
his own power rather than stuck in a vehicle. He yanked his
backpack out of the Jeep and settled it on his shoulders before
locking the doors.

Inhaling deeply, he closed his eyes to find
his center as the anger surged again. Fuck, it’s exhausting.
He’d been exhausted for weeks, his sense of loss corroding the
pride and joy he took in being a special operator. Now he could
barely face the next op.

Focus on the good things. He released
his breath slowly and opened his eyes, taking in the trail.
According to the map it wound its way through the forest and hills
in a big, five mile loop, with a lake at the apex. He’d chosen it
for its location away from most people and for its shortness. He
had enough gear to camp if the weather got bad, but he didn’t
expect it to take him more than a couple of hours.

But I’m gonna go slow. He checked his
pack to make sure he had all the water and food he needed before he
set off. He’d picked up some junk food at the convenience store
where he last got fuel and smiled at himself. We didn’t buy them
when we were kids. His parents were sticklers for kosher foods,
and Cool Ranch Doritos weren’t on the list. Despite his parents
living on the East Coast, he felt a twinge of guilt for buying the
cheap treat. But I’m gonna enjoy the hell outta them.

Deli set off at a good clip despite his
intention to go slow. The pace allowed him to focus on his body and
let his bothersome thoughts go. It also allowed him to let some of
his deep truths resurface. Like acknowledging he’d lost the drive
to participate in scheduled violence. And he wanted to have
something more permanent to come home to when the ops were over. He
had his Beta Squad brothers and sister, but they had families of
their own now. It took him a few breaths to realize he was the last
member to know the story of why they had the nickname of Beta
Squad.

Padfoot, Gabe “Keys” Szellem, Bones, and
Strafe had filled in the spots Ghost, Bronco, and Bam-Bam left
behind. Yeah, Magic, Retro, and Rimshot were still there, but it
wasn’t the same. They rarely called themselves “Beta Squad”
anymore, and an odd sadness spiked. It was something special they’d
shared, but now it was fading.

He rolled his shoulders, trying to loosen
the tension in them as he hiked. If he was completely honest, it
wasn’t the ending to “Beta Squad” that saddened him, it stemmed
from an inane jealousy he had about his friends. They all had
someone special in their lives now, and he wanted someone special
waiting on him to come home after missions.

And I want a dog again, dammit.

His enlistment was up in just over seven
months and the easy thing to do was simply re-up. But he’d grown
tired of the constant missions and injuries. And death of
teammates. The problem was, he didn’t know what to do with
himself afterwards, and he had no one permanent to share it with.
Sure, there’d been women to take the edge off, but no one who
really made him want to share what he could. With his memories and
knowledge of being a SpecOps member, he didn’t know how to be
anything else, but the life was starting to pall.

His heart rate elevated as the anger and
frustration merged with his uncertainty, so he forced himself to
pull his speed and to slow down his breathing. Remember what
Farkas said. The man had reminded him that they had emotions
and those emotions had to be acknowledged. And frankly, Deli was
pissed that his friends were getting hurt or getting hitched, and
he was scared he’d live to the end of his enlistment with nothing
to show for it but more scheduled violence.

What the fuck am I going to do?

He tried to enjoy the scenery, but he
couldn’t keep from pushing his body against the flood of
frustration and his strides ate up the ground. He kept his
attention on his surroundings, noting the changes in wind and
temperature as his own heated up. The birds kept him company and he
heard the shrill whistle of a red-tailed hawk somewhere above the
canopy, but when everything fell silent, he paused.

Predator. And it isn’t me.

He held his breath as he scanned the forest
around him. The wind had settled and the birds had grown quiet.
After a few seconds he heard a low growling that made the hairs
stand up on the back of his neck. What the fuck is that?

Settling into his own predator mode, Deli
moved as quietly as he could toward the sound emanating from around
the next pile of boulders. The trees thinned a little and the trail
cut across a meadow filled with spring wildflowers. Bushes lined
the edges of the meadow with ripe berries hanging like Christmas
ornaments.

The growl sounded again and Deli froze,
turning only his head to check his peripherals. A sharp bark and a
matching growl filled in the air. A large black bear stood on all
fours facing a much smaller blue heeler dog with a truncated tail.
The dog faced the bear with its hackles up and its teeth bared, its
snarl as menacing as the bear’s growl.

Oh shit, now what? The bear rocked
its weight between its two front feet and roared. The dog responded
by crouching and leaping to the side, taking the bear’s attention
with it. Deli suspected both animals knew he was there but had more
immediate concerns. He watched the ursid try to outflank the canid,
but the dog appeared to be leading the bear toward the far end of
the meadow.

Away from me…

The dog’s tactics pulled up a memory from
his time in the Navy before he joined the SEALs. He’d been a dog
handler, working with the animals who’d go into the field as SAR
and bomb sniffers. He’d helped train several dogs from shepherds
and malinois to a few Labradors and a couple of short-haired
collies. But one dog stood out in his memory of his time at Joint
Base San Antonio-Lackland. Her name had been Sergeant Trace and
despite her muttly appearance as a blue heeler with a black spot
covering her left eye and ear, she’d been smart, determined, and
loyal, and she’d often drawn attackers away from her handler when
threatened.

Deli focused on the dog and the markings on
her coat while she teased the bear away from his position. Holy
shit, that’s Trace. The way the dog moved showed her age and
her experience, but the same moves Deli had seen in the pup who
came to the JBSAL played out in front of him. The question became,
how did he save the dog without endangering the bear? California
took dim views on people who killed protected species and the black
bear was on the state’s flag. Shit, I might as well kill a bald
eagle.

He still hadn’t come to a decision when
movement at the other end of the meadow caught his attention. A
woman stepped out
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