







“YOU KILLED THOSE MEN.”

Her voice quivered between accusation and awe.

He didn’t admit it. Not exactly. “I’m sorry. Did you want to get to know them better?”

“You rushed in to take on armed men with your bare hands? You expect me to believe that? Are you insane?”

“Should I have just kept walking?”

His gaze locked into hers, his eyes darkening with something she’d never seen in them before.

“Step back, Savoie.”

Her gruff command must have lacked conviction, because his head lowered until his breath feathered against her lips. Soft. Warm.

“Don’t.” Not quite so tough.

He tasted her slowly, riding the jerk of her chest, gentling his hold on her hands, finally releasing them. Her palms came up to rest against his shoulders, motionless at first, then beginning to push. He lifted off her by a scant inch, his stare delving into hers, his breathing hurried.

“Max, stop.”

“I will if you mean it.”

And for one startling moment, she didn’t.

He stood back from the impossible temptation she’d become. “The next time you come chasing after me, sha, you’d best be sure you really want to catch me.”
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For Patrish. Thanks for seeing me through the rough spots on the way to a dream.

 

Masked by Moonlight



Prologue


IT WAS A steamy night, the kind New Orleans is known for. The heat of the day rose off the pavement, becoming a dense mist as it met the evening drizzle. Brilliant flashes of lightning strobed across the still Mississippi, warning of a storm that would settle in tight and wail through the early morning hours. Low clouds scudded past the pale moon that hung heavy and full. It was a miserable night for T-Bob Gautreaux, who had empty pockets as he drove his ancient Caddy home along the slick cobbles.

Fifty bucks. That’s all he’d needed. A sweet fifty to throw down on a wager that couldn’t miss. He’d told Dolores that, but being a woman and an ignorant Cajun to boot, she hadn’t understood. She’d cursed him soundly and swore she’d leave him if he sold off any more of her dishes. They were all she had left of her mama—as if her mama was the one paying the bills.

Fifty lousy bucks. She’d started crying, saying he’d promised her he wouldn’t gamble no more. Funny how she believed that promise every time; you’d think she’d catch on that he never meant it for more than a day or two. Well, maybe a week that time he’d knocked her down the stairs when she’d tried to stop him from going to the dog track. She’d said their baby needed to go to the doctor. Their baby. He wasn’t even sure the brat was his.

He’d stepped over her sprawled body at the bottom of the stairs. How was he to know she’d busted three ribs? It wasn’t like he’d meant for it to happen. Things like that just did, when he was drinking . . . the way he’d been drinking earlier this evening when she’d tried to claw his face as he fished their last twenty out of her purse. He’d hit her once, just hard enough to shut her up. She should have known better than to go at him like that.

But he’d needed more than twenty, and could come up with only one way to get it if he was to make post time. What was he supposed to do? Pass up the chance to get rich? She’d get over it in time—like always.

He frowned slightly, thinking back to the way he’d left her with her face all swollen up with tears, her voice hoarse from pleading with him not to leave her with his friend Telest. But thirty bucks was thirty bucks, and Telest, who’d always fancied her, was quick to pull it out of his pocket. She should have been flattered the man thought she was worth it.

Now that the liquor had mostly worn off, he felt a twinge of guilt. But it was just this one time, because he’d been so close to hitting on a sure thing. It wouldn’t happen again. After all, it wasn’t like he was selling her off to a stranger—Telest was almost family. And it was the least she could do, after all he’d done to take care of her and the kid. It was probably no more than a couple of minutes, anyway, considering how drunk Telest was when he’d shown up at their door.

The house was dark when T-Bob cut the engine, leaving the car half in the drive, half on the yard. She’d probably give him the chew rouge about tearing up her ratty flower bed, and his mood blackened.

He slammed the Caddy’s heavy door and swaggered up to the house. If Telest was still in his bed, he was going to beat the stuff out of him, money or no. For principle’s sake. Mad and feeling that gnaw of guilt, he needed something to make him feel better about what he’d done. Especially since his “sure thing” had left him dead broke.

The front door was standing open. He couldn’t hear the baby crying, which was unusual enough to make him pause. He stepped in and switched on the light. The first thing he saw was a big empty spot on the wall where Dolores had hung pictures of her folks and the baby. Nothing but faded squares remained on the flowered wallpaper.

The ungrateful little . . . she’d left him!

Swearing fiercely, he stormed into the bedroom to see if her clothes were gone, but his gaze never made it to the closet. It was riveted to the river of blood on their tattered carpet—and to what was left of Telest on their bed. T-Bob’s first stunned thought was that Dolores had gone crazy and killed him. One step closer told the truth of it. Telest’s mouth was open in a silent scream; silent because his throat was gone.

A glimpse at the great, gaping hole in his friend’s chest made T-Bob drop to his knees and spew up all his night’s celebrations. Dolores couldn’t have done such a thing. Nothing human could have.

Then the truth hit him—a truth so horrifying, he could scarcely force his legs to get him up off the floor. But he did, scrambling, sliding in the blood, choking on his moans of terror. His gaze flashed about the room in panic, but all he saw were quiet shadows.

He never believed she’d do it, even after her veiled threats. He thought he’d knocked that nonsense from her head.

But it wasn’t nonsense.

She’d gone back to her own people for help.

The smell of fear rolled off him as he grabbed frantically for air. Surely Dolores hadn’t asked for his death, too.

For God’s sake, he was the father of their child! Her husband! She wouldn’t do that for a few little slaps, or a measly twenty bucks. And it couldn’t have been Telest. She’d laid down with plenty of men before him, and he’d never believed that there’d been none after. What had he done, for her to seek out her clan’s retribution?

Just wait until he got his hands on her . . . she’d be so damned sorry.

But first he had to get out of this place where death hung thick and sweet in the air.

He made it to the car, the breath tearing from him in ragged gasps. In his haste he nearly flooded the big block engine, but it finally growled to life. Rubber burned as he backed out of the drive, and he was going close to fifty by the time he reached the end of the rain-dampened street. Something huge and dark suddenly appeared in the beam of his lights.

What the . . . ?

He slammed down his foot and the brakes locked, sending the tank of a car into a sideways shimmy. He fought the wheel for control, but there was no regaining it on the wet pavement. The big sedan smashed into a parked delivery truck. The impact crushed the passenger side, sending a shower of glass across the seat. T-Bob’s head hit the side window, making the world go temporarily black. As soon as he was able, he wobbled out of the crippled car and began to stagger toward the closest light.

Something struck him between the shoulder blades and he went flat out on the wet stones, the wind knocked out of him. He lay gasping for a long minute, then was aware of another sound close by. Too close. A low, raspy breathing, seething between clenched teeth, then a quiet, rattling growl that made him think of one of those guard dogs that could tear a man to pieces on command. With a wild sort of relief, he wondered if that was what had gotten a hold of Telest. Believing that was better than the alternative.

Then he noticed a sharp, pungent scent, like the musty fur collar on his mama’s best coat when it got wet in the rain. Only this was stronger, hotter. Alive.

Panting to get control of his fear, T-Bob flopped onto his back to face his attacker, hoping he could be talked out of setting the dog on him.

But there was no man—no dog, either. Just a huge, hulking shape crouched down on all fours and a horrible gleam of yellow eyes. T-Bob cried out and started to scramble backward on the cobbles as the thing began to rise up and up and up, until it towered over him on hind legs to at least seven feet of massive fur and fury.

“You won’t ever misuse her again,” came the beast’s harsh rumble. “Prepare to pay for your sins.”

T-Bob’s last sight was of jowls rolling back from a row of mammoth teeth. Then he was screaming as the wide, gaping jaws reached down for him.



One


GLAD I DON’T have to clean up this mess.”

Detective Charlotte Caissie examined an unidentifiable piece of the victim on the bottom of her stiletto-heeled boot before scraping it off on the wet cobblestones. A grimace of distaste shaped her boldly exotic features.

“I’ve never known you to clean up anything, Cee Cee, darlin’,” Alain Babineau said from the other side of the vehicle. “If you’d wear practical shoes to work, you wouldn’t be picking up our evidence like a litter sticker and carrying it all over the place.”

She studied her stylish footgear, then scowled at her partner. “At least my wardrobe doesn’t come straight outta my high school yearbook.”

“No, you get yours from the Frederick’s of Hollywood catalog. And you wonder why my wife thought you were a hooker the first time you met.”

“You’re just jealous ’cause your wife prefers to dress like Doris Day.” She smoothed the short leather skirt that was several inches from a working girl’s advertisement. It wasn’t her fault she had legs as long as an NBA star’s. Nor would she apologize for her in-your-face looks. The exaggerated bristle of short dark hair, dramatically rimmed kohl-black eyes, the slash of crimson lips, and model-sharp angles under café au lait skin complemented her aggressive no-nonsense attitude. A wardrobe that was more Xena the Warrior Princess than Suzie Homemaker flaunted her strong, curvy build and emphasized what she was inside: tough, confident, and capable. All cop. All the time.

“There’s more of him over here. Not exactly sure what, though.” Her partner straightened, observing the remains of T-Bob Gautreaux with a sigh. A weary grimness about his eyes toughened the all-American looks that were more suited to a country club than a grisly murder scene. “The ole boy sure did get around. Can’t decide whether to call in the coroner or the city sanitation crew.”

“What do you make of it, Babs?” Cee Cee’s gaze tracked the last frantic moments of the Caddy’s ride by the devastation left in its wake. Skid marks, dents, glass, and blood. Lots of blood. “He was in a helluva hurry to get away from something.”

“Don’t look like the poor bastard had much luck.”

“He had luck, all right. All bad.” Cee Cee activated her radio. “Boucher, whatchu come up with over there at the house?”

“More of the same, detective.” The youthful voice thinned with strain. “I’m almost through taking pictures here.”

“I don’t think I’ll be needing any wallet-size prints.” She took a bracing breath before asking,“Any sign of the wife and kid?”

“No, ma’am.” Quieter. “Thank God.” Then a puzzled tone. “You making the wife for this?”

“I don’t think so, Joey. A woman on her worst PMS day couldn’t come up with this kind of pissed off.”

“I’ve never seen anything like it.” The rookie officer’s whisper was laced with horror.

Cee Cee glanced about the gore-strewn street. “I have.”

In all her years on the force, the last four of them carrying a shield, Charlotte Caissie had seen all sorts of inhumanity dealt out by her fellow man. Shootings, stabbings, punitive maimings—nothing surprised her any more. But this, this carnage they’d come across now and again, was different in a way that made her scalp prickle viscerally. This wasn’t an act of anger or revenge or even ritual. The savagery of it was unthinkable on this side of sanity. The way the victims were torn apart went beyond mutilation, requiring a power and single-minded purpose that was more beast than man. But no animal she knew possessed the kind of foresight and cunning to kill, then lie in wait to kill again. To stalk and pursue with intelligent discrimination. It was a thinking beast who hunted the dark city streets. One with specific targets. One who left a merciless message underlined in entrails. A message meant to be taken seriously.

She took it very seriously.

“Finish up, Joey, and get on over here before the rain washes away what’s left of Mr. Gautreaux.” She switched off the radio and returned to the unmarked car where her partner sat inside to protect his suede varsity jacket as he ran names through their database. She leaned against the door frame, her relaxed posture belying the sharp-edged expectation winding through her. “Find what we both knew we’d find?”

Babineau looked up, a feral smile on his aftershave-ad-smooth face. “Gautreaux and Surette, both low-level gamblers in over their heads to guess who?”

Anticipation had her teeth grinding. “Jimmy Legere. How come his name pops up every time we find ourselves looking down into an empty chest cavity?”

“Nothing says ‘I own you’ like mortal fear. Shall we go pay him a visit and see what he’s been up to?”

Cee Cee checked the crime scene. The tape was up, holding back the swarm of press who managed to scent out the dead like flies. Their people were in control, if any control could be had at the site of such depravity. The forensic team was busy unloading their high-tech gizmos in a focused rapture, making her and Babineau’s presence obsolete.

“Let’s go.” She dropped behind the wheel with a fierce smile. “Let’s just stop by uninvited.”

THERE WAS NO way to drop in unexpectedly on Jimmy Legere. The eight-foot walls surrounding his sprawling estate were studded with surveillance cameras that could summon a crew of armed men in an instant. But as they approached, the wrought-iron gates stood open, almost as if to welcome guests at four in the morning. As if they’d been expected.

She followed the long drive beneath a heavy lace of live oaks, through the formal gardens where statuary stood like cold, nude ghosts under the waning moonlight. In the daytime, the place had a faded elegance to it. At night, it gave her the creeps. She parked so their vehicle blocked the front steps and hesitated within its safety for a minute. There was enough of the old ways steeped in her heritage to get her nape bristling in uncomfortable wariness—a kind of walking-over-graves nervousness, making her wonder if there were more ghosts roaming behind the pale stucco walls. The ghosts of those Legere had killed.

Shaking off the superstitious shivers, she got out of the car. The sound of the door slamming echoed back off the mist. She didn’t bother giving the grand home an admiring glance; she’d been there before. With Babineau following, she marched up the marble steps, surprised that no one had arrived to intercept them. No one ever caught Jimmy napping, which was why he was still alive. The wide porch was darkly shadowed, smelling of verbena and musty wood. She strode across it toward the massive front door.

“Kinda early to be making house calls, isn’t it, detective?”

The low voice came out of the blackness, so close that she felt warm breath against her cheek. It took Cee Cee a moment to swallow the heart that had catapulted into her throat. She’d nearly leapt out of her fancy new T-Bob Gautreaux-stained boots.

“But not too early for you to be up and around,” she countered in a gruff tone to cover her start of alarm. She could sense rather than see him, standing right at her elbow, a forceful presence cloaked in stillness. No wonder no alert had been spread at their arrival. Jimmy had his big dog out on the porch.

“That’s a new perfume you’re wearing. I like it. Your hair’s different, too.”

“All just for you, Max. Now step back or I’m going to have to pat you down.”

“Would you?” A flash of white teeth. “I’d like that.” But he did glide to a less invasive distance, to where his eyes gleamed from the shadows.

She took a breath, letting the jitters settle, then nodded back toward the road. “Expecting company?”

“I could tell it was you the minute you turned onto River Road.”

Max Savoie had a way of saying strange, impossible things like that as if they were true.

“Gonna ask us in, or keep us out here in the rain like we were trying to sell you something you didn’t need?”

His voice was deep and smooth with just a subtle ripple, like rich cognac in a warm glass. “Where are my manners? You know it’s always a pleasure to see you, no matter what you’re selling.”

Because she was still simmering over Babineau’s earlier comment, she asked, “You ever mistake me for a hooker, Max?”

Another glint of strong white teeth. “If I had, I’da been counting out twenties.”

When he crossed between her and the front door, she got a clear look at Savoie. Dark, tall, and bold. Jimmy Legere’s right hand. His silent enforcer. An always-frustrating enigma. No one knew anything about him other than the name he used, a name that led to nothing but dead ends in any of their databases. No birth certificate, no Social Security number, no driver’s license, health insurance, tax records—nothing. His past was as inaccessible as the expression on his face when he turned toward her with the door held wide.

“Après vous.”

She and Babineau entered the dark, cavernous foyer, Savoie bringing up the rear. She heard him say soft and low to someone unseen, “Wake up, Jimmy. The police are here.” Then he preceded them into one of the high-ceilinged parlors and turned up the lights, unmasking himself from the shadows with a dramatic flare.

Cee Cee didn’t spend a lot of time admiring men for their looks, but something about Max Savoie’s face arrested her each time she saw him.

He wasn’t handsome, not even attractive in the traditional sense. He was rugged strength cut into sharp planes and rough angles. Confident without being cocky, powerful without aggression, he exuded complete control over what he allowed the world to see, which was usually damned little.

The fact that he could seem so forceful behind such a calm, immobile front impressed her. Not much did. Max was a man who wasted no unnecessary words or movements, his unblinking stare taking in everything without revealing anything through eyes the color of wet verdigris, beneath lids heavy with guarded disdain.

Or amusement. She often got the feeling that he was laughing at her on some private level, which irritated her. But the odd way he sensed things not apparent to others made her nervous. Sounds, smells, movements. He was alert to them like a mastiff on a short chain. And he missed nothing when it came to her—not the slightest nuance, every tiny alteration, in a way that she’d find alarmingly obsessive if he ever acted on it with more than slightly flirtatious words. Who the hell noticed a new perfume applied modestly to pulse points almost a full day ago? Wondering made those pulse points flutter.

“Coffee?” he asked as they moved toward the center of the big room.

“That would be nice.” Babineau spoke up to assert his presence, aware of the way his partner and Legere’s bodyguard were atuned to each other, and not liking it.

A slight smile touched Savoie’s lips. “I was wondering if you brought any. We weren’t exactly expecting company.”

“This isn’t exactly a social call,” Cee Cee corrected.

That cool stare held hers. “Too bad.” Without glancing down, he asked, “Who’s that on your shoes? Anyone I know?”

She held on to her surprise, drawling, “You tell me.”

“DNA isn’t exactly my specialty.”

“What is, Max?”

The smile remained. He didn’t answer.

He was probably a killer. He was probably one of the most dangerous and deadly men she knew, which was why Jimmy Legere kept him so close at hand.

“Is our unnamed friend the reason for your visit?”

This time she didn’t answer. She was noting the way he was dressed: quite nicely for almost four in the morning, in a crisp white shirt and black pants. And his inevitable red Converse gym shoes. All fresh and spotless. “Mind telling me what has you up so early?”

“Still up. Playing games of chance.”

“Here in the house?”

“Upstairs.”

“Witnesses?”

“I’d rather not give her name, unless you need to know it.” A pause; then he leaned in close. “I’d rather it was you.”

Her insides tightened up unexpectedly, and she was about to tell him off when the shock of his nearness hit home.

He’d intruded into the personal space she held as strictly off-limits, sometimes even with excessive physical force. She didn’t like being crowded or handled and wasn’t shy about letting that be known. Most didn’t need to be told more than once. But for some reason, Savoie never seemed to get the message. Maybe because she let him get away with it.

He was the only man she allowed to move in on her without snapping to immediate back-the-fuck-off defensiveness. She didn’t know why she’d never felt threatened by him, this big man who was most likely a ruthless murderer.

She could feel his heat without actual contact, and though it was unsettling, it didn’t set off the expected alarm bells. Because it wasn’t alarm that unsettled her. It was something else—something quiet, something deep, like a secret her soul knew but wouldn’t share with her mind. What was it about him that tugged a blanket of calm over instinctive agitation?

He never touched her, not even a casual brush of his hand or unintentional bump of his body. Sometimes she perversely found herself wondering what it would be like, that contact he withheld so purposefully.

I’d rather it was you.

Though her heart slammed against her ribs, her reply was defensively cold. “That’s not going to happen, Max.”

He eased back, moving with startling grace for a man his size. “I can dream, can’t I?”

She doubted that she was the stuff of his dreams, but her pulse didn’t slow down until the arrival of Jimmy Legere. As the crime lord’s wheelchair rolled into the room, Max retreated to become a silent, motionless sentinel at his back.

“Detectives. To what do I owe this early-morning wake-up call?”

A slight stroke hadn’t slowed Jimmy Legere down or made his stranglehold on the docks of New Orleans any less powerful. If something even slightly unsavory was going on, Jimmy had his hand in it or his hand out to accept a payoff from it. He was a gregarious old man somewhere between sixty and dead, fragile and white haired. He had tons of money but lived in a house as old and broken down as he was getting to be. He donated generously to a variety of humanitarian causes, including, ironically, the fund for families of police officers slain in the line of duty. Probably because the stroke got him thinking about paving his way into Heaven sooner rather than later. Or as a macabre joke.

As long as his people were loyal, he was generous to them as well. But cross him and that’s when the legendary Legere surfaced, the man who once threw a lavish wedding for his cousin, then shot him in the eye during the reception because he’d been skimming from that pot of plenty. It was never proven, of course. Few unpleasantries ever got close to Jimmy. One, because he was smart. Two, because Max Savoie was standing behind him, and everyone with a lick of sense was scared to the marrow of Max.

“T-Bob Gautreaux and Telest Surette. Names mean anything to you, Jimmy?” Babineau jumped right in.

“That’s Mr. Legere to you,” Max said in an inflectionless tone that somehow implied a world of menace.

“Mr. Legere,” the detective corrected.

“Be nice to our guests, Max,” the old man chided. “I’m sure they’ve had a long night and are tired and wanting to go home to their families. Jimmy is fine.”

“Since when are we guests, Jimmy?” Cee Cee prodded.

“Since you’re not here to arrest me. Or are you?”

She gave the old fellow a once-over, noting the striped pajamas over pencil-thin legs peeping out from his silk robe. He wore powder blue terry-cloth slippers. What kind of mobster wore powder blue terry cloth? But she wasn’t fooled by his apparent helplessness.

She smiled. “You know everything about everything, Jimmy. What do you know about these two small-timers? Why would someone want to scramble their insides like an omelet and spill them all over my district?”

There was nothing wrong with Legere’s ledgerlike mind. “T-Bob was in for twenty large. A crude, rather stupid man who used to slap his wife around. Telest, a nobody who bet only when he could pay the interest. Not model citizens, detective, but they paid on their accounts—from what I understand, that is. Dead men don’t pay markers.”

“But when they die really ugly, they can be an inspiration to those who might consider letting a payment slide.”

A rusty chuckle. “Very true, young lady. But these days, considering my health, I search for inspiration at St. Phillip’s.”

“How . . . admirable.”

She let her cool, professional facade slip just long enough for him to see what was behind it: fury, packed in frustration and to-the-ends-of-the-earth determination. She wouldn’t rest until she brought him down, until her hand slammed the prison door behind him. He read that promise without taking offense, but without amusement, either. He took her seriously, which was exactly what she wanted. For him to know who was going to lock him away for whatever forever he had left.

“Was there anything else, detective? I should like to get back to my rest.”

“I’m sure you’ll have no trouble sleeping, Jimmy.”

“Never do.”

“Must be all that clean living and prayer. You’ll let us know if you hear anything?”

“Of course. I’ll send Max.”

Her gaze flickered to the rough-hewn features, meeting his steady stare. “A phone call will be fine. Sorry to have disturbed you.”

“Always a pleasant disruption for an old man like me. Max, see them out.”

WHEN MAX SAVOIE returned from that duty, he was met with a no-nonsense stare.

“Max, what have you been up to?”

“WHAT DO YOU think, Ceece?”

Cee Cee started the car and pulled away from the house. She was always glad to have the spooky old place in her rearview mirror. “I think the old man has enough skeletons to supply a medical school, but I don’t think our vics are among them.”

Though she didn’t think Jimmy Legere had any blood on him this time, she was wondering about Max Savoie. For a man who’d been up all night, his clothes had just-pulled-off-the-tag creases still in them. If he’d been romping with a woman, why was he sporting an unwrinkled shirt and smelling of a really nice soap instead of Eau de Sex? He wasn’t the only one who had a discriminating nose. Why would he be so well dressed unless what he’d been wearing earlier was covered in T-Bob and Telest? But a gut feeling wasn’t enough for a warrant, and she had no desire to be cornered by Legere’s slick lawyer before she had her morning coffee.

She made a call to Devlin Dovion, who by now was probably at the scene and up to his elbows in one of the corpses. The medical examiner had been a friend of her father’s and always gave her the inside scoop when he could.

“Charlotte,” he grumbled, “I’m trying to work here. Let me do my job.”

“I can do my job better if you tell me what you’ve discovered so far. Any idea who killed them, Dev?”

“Who? No. What would be the better question.”

“What?” She exchanged a puzzled glance with Babineau. “You mean what was used to kill them?”

“Oh, that’s easy. Surette had his throat and heart torn out by bare hands.”

“Through the rib cage? Is that possible?”

“I’m not saying how it was done, only that that’s the way it was done.”

Cee Cee swallowed. “And Gautreaux?”

“That’s a bit more interesting.” To Devlin, everything gruesome was interesting. And he liked talking to Charlotte because she seemed to think so, too. They were two of a kind, walking on the dark side of the night.

“Interesting how so?”

“His body was ripped apart by fangs and claws.”

“Fangs and . . . claws? Are we talking animal, here? Like some big dog or something?”

“I’ve got a pretty good bite impression, but off the top of my head, I couldn’t tell you what made it. Something big enough to chase and catch a Cadillac going roughly fifty miles an hour, knock down a man weighing more than two hundred pounds, and have enough strength left to tear off his arms.”

Damn.

“So we’re not talking your run-of-the-mill house pet here.”

“Not in my house.” Then, to her disappointment, he shut her down. “I’m not doing any more talking until I finish running tests. Every time we get one of these the results come back contaminated by some damn thing or another. This time I want to be extra careful. And keep this just between the two of us for now. Stuff like this always gets the crazies coming out of the woodwork to bay at the next full moon, and I don’t need to be that busy cleaning up after you.”

She signed off and drove in silence for several blocks.

“So,” Babineau began casually, watching her expression as she processed the disturbing information. “Where do we look for this animal? At the pound?”

“Somehow I doubt it.”

“Well, I’m out of ideas for the moment and out of energy. What say we call it a night and get started fresh in the morning?”

Out of ideas, maybe. But energy? She doubted it. Her partner had a new bride at home and always seemed in a hurry to punch out.

“Maybe she’s waiting up for you wearing something in basic black rubber.”

He didn’t comment, but the gleam in his eye said that kind of surprise wouldn’t be unwelcome.

But just because he had something to go home to didn’t mean she was ready to trade their hot lead for her cold sheets.

Her mind was full of questions that needed to be asked—and she had a pretty good idea of where to start looking for answers.



Two


THERE WAS NOTHING glamorous about St. Bart’s. There was no stained glass, no fancy silver, no elaborate carvings. Just religion offered plain and simple to the parish poor. Set in the middle of a brutal neighborhood, it was the closest thing to home Cee Cee had ever known.

She’d dropped off Babineau and had stopped at her apartment to change clothes, not wanting to track T-Bob across that holy threshold. She paused just inside the never-locked front doors and breathed in the peace she found nowhere else. It was the scent of polish and oils, incense and melting candle wax, the sound of murmured prayers, of singsong Latin echoing within the soaring walls. The familiar embrace of welcome, of safety.

She strode up the center aisle, instinctively checking out the woman kneeling in silent sorrow and the wino sleeping off his excess in the second pew. No threat there, but something tickled her intuition. She continued along the front of the sanctuary, her eyes restless, but it was a feeling, not a fact, that had her on edge.

A familiar figure was on hands and knees scrubbing the floor with a zealous enthusiasm. Large, lumpy, of indistinguishable age, he didn’t look up until she called his name.

“Hello, Benjamin.”

Eyes so pale they were almost colorless rose blankly, then lit with recognition. “Oh, it’s you Miss Lottie. Kinda early.”

Benjamin Spratt was as much a fixture of the church as the hand-carved crucifix presiding over the ragged congregation. He’d shown up one day, a battered and needy stray, when she was little more than a child. St. Bart’s became his home, and there was no job too big or small for him to reverently tackle to work off that self-perceived debt. His loving care bestowed a shine to the otherwise humble building.

She smiled at him fondly. “Looks like both of us are getting a jump on the workday. Is she awake?”

“Isn’t she always.” He chuckled as if that was their private joke. “Go on back. She’ll be glad to see you. Mind your steps; it’s still wet there.”

Cee Cee’s anxious spirit quieted the instant she entered the attached building. Memories swirled about her like the warmth of a blanket and a sheltering bed, a full stomach and a tender voice.

St. Bart’s had always had a bigger heart than bank account. That hadn’t stopped it from opening its arms to a parish in need, providing its children with a safe haven and hot meal when parents, if there were any, couldn’t afford day care. Instead of crouching in an empty apartment or roaming the dangerous streets, the innocent had a place to be nurtured and nourished, and to be loved—absolutely and unconditionally.

Spartan but clean and safe accommodations extended that care to another layer of the helpless and the lost, housing victims of spousal abuse and their children. Though only a temporary solution, it provided immediate shelter to those who had nowhere else to go, and hope to those who no longer believed it existed.

Girlish laughter from one of the many tiny rooms made Cee Cee smile, remembering back. She was still smiling when a nun in full regalia stepped into the hall to regard her without surprise. The police weren’t the only ones on call 24/7.

“I just put tea on.”

“I’d appreciate that, Sister Catherine. It’s been a rough night.”

“Do you have any other kind?”

Cee Cee chuckled softly as she followed the graceful figure to her private quarters in back. The room was small, sparsely furnished, with no personal effects except two pictures; one of two teenage girls with their arms about each other, and a Polaroid of a couple, its coating now faded and cracked by years. Cee Cee took a seat at the small table, saying nothing as she watched the other woman move efficiently about the kitchen area. Once the cup was placed before her and the scent of Earl Gray filled her nose, she couldn’t resist relaxing. But the ugliness of her visit couldn’t be kept at bay.

“I’m looking for someone,” she began as the young nun took the other seat. “Dolores Gautreaux.”

“Why would you look here?”

“Because she’s come to you for help before, for her and her baby.”

“Lottie, you know I can’t discuss those who come here for refuge.” Calm eyes lowered to follow the current her spoon created in the cup.

“Her husband beats her, almost kills her, but she keeps going back for more.”

“Lottie . . .”

“The man was a real nasty piece of work, but tonight, pieces of him were scattered all over my streets. And I need to find out what she knows about it.”

The sister sighed. “They’re safe. They’re sleeping.”

“How long have they been here?”

“I can’t—”

Cee Cee didn’t have time for formalities of conscience. “Mary Kate, in my opinion, the man got what he deserved. I just want to make sure they’re all right. I have some questions. The sooner I talk to her, the better. I don’t want them to suffer any more than they already have.”

Sister Catherine regarded her somberly, with a trust that went back through decades of friendship. “I’ll speak to her. I’ll arrange a time. I’d rather not wake them, considering what they’ve been through.”

“If you’ll give me your word that you’ll keep them here until I can talk to them.”

“More tea?”

Cee Cee made an aggravated sound, then relented. “Sure. You don’t have any of Father Furness’s whiskey to put in it, do you?”

A giggle reminiscent of the girl Mary Kate had once been made Cee Cee grin. For a second, she saw the free-spirited companion who’d once shared makeup and make-out tips over teen magazines and Top Forty hits. Love rose unbidden, like the fragrant tendrils from the tea, delicate yet hardy and restorative. Then she studied her friend more closely. “You look tired, Mary Kate.”

“So do you. There’s always too much work to do.”

“Amen.”

“Have you seen Dr. Forstrom lately?”

Cee Cee stiffened at the mention of the police psychiatrist. “Haven’t had anything to discuss lately.”

“Would you go to him if you did?” A soft chiding.

Cee Cee considered lying, then remembered where she was. “No.”

“Would you come talk to me?”

“To do what, rehash old times?”

Pain flashed across Mary Kate Malone’s still-lovely features. Even the scars across her cheek and throat hadn’t marred that beauty. Cee Cee’s scars were on the inside and hadn’t healed quite so neatly. She wanted to feel bad for her friend’s anguish but at the moment her frustration was too keen, her anger too acute.

“We’ve gone over this before, Mary Kate. You handle it your way, and I’ll handle it mine.”

“Does tracking them down by their own violent means change anything?”

“Does patching up their victims with false hope, before sending them right back home, accomplish anything other than to delay the inevitable?”

Sister Catherine’s gaze grew as hard as her tone was gentle. “We do what we can to help.”

“It’s not helping unless the problem is eliminated.”

Mary Kate didn’t flinch at that ruthless statement. She argued wearily, “You can’t hunt them all down. You can’t kill or imprison every man with a heart of evil.”

“I can try.” Cee Cee pushed away from the table. “Maybe I shouldn’t have come.”

A warm hand clasped hers. “Sit. Finish your tea. And don’t ever say you’ll stay away. This is your home, your family.”

Charlotte squeezed that tenacious hand. “I am tired, right down to my bones. Otherwise I wouldn’t hurt you with words I don’t mean.”

“They don’t hurt me. Seeing you like this hurts me. How long has it been since you’ve slept?”

Cee Cee smiled grimly. “Twelve years.”

Mary Kate’s gaze softened with understanding. “Talk to Dr. Forstrom.”

“Dr. Foreplay wants to give me drugs and look down my shirt. I have the feeling he’d like to get in touch with more than just my emotions.” A harsh sigh. “If I lose my edge, I can’t do my job.”

“Talk to him anyway.”

“Oh, all right.”

“Your word?”

At that tough prompting, Cee Cee smiled. “I guess if I say so here, I have to mean it, don’t I?” She drank down the rest of her tea. It was sugary and sweet, just the way she liked it. Mary Kate never forgot those little details. “I’ll come by at one to talk to Mrs. Gautreaux.”

“She’ll be here. But I don’t know if she can tell you anything that will help your situation.”

“He’s dead. I’m sure that’s a big help to hers.”

Sister Catherine sat silently for a long moment after Charlotte was gone, then she spoke softly to the shadows. “Does she suspect?”

“She’s too smart not to,” came the quiet response, a deep voice edged with admiration. “Will she figure it out? Maybe someday, but not today. There’s no trail for her to follow back here.”

“Yet here she is. We can’t involve her in this. I won’t involve her in this. She wouldn’t understand that what we’re doing is necessary. You know that.”

No answer.

Finally she sighed. “Thank you.”

Again silence, then a harsh whisper. “You don’t need to thank me.”

“Yes, I do.” She turned toward the darkness that she occasionally called upon. “Keep her safe. She still won’t accept that there are so many things out there that can hurt her.”

He was one of those things.

“I won’t let any harm come to her,” he promised fiercely. Not again. Never again.

“Thank you. Go with God.”

“Is that who’s traveling with me?” She heard a smile in his tone. “I rather doubt that. But you can pray for me anyway if it makes you feel better.”

“It does.”

It made him feel better, too.

THE RESTLESSNESS RETURNED the second Cee Cee stepped across the threshold. She paused there, leaning against the heavy wood door, holding it open, and pulled a cigarette from her purse. She’d been trying to quit smoking for twelve years. Oh well, what was one more day? She lit the end and took a long drag, then nearly choked as a gasp of surprise sucked the smoke into her lungs.

Inside a man moved quickly across the front of the church. She couldn’t see his face, but there was no mistaking the lethal grace of his steps.

The cigarette fell, forgotten, and was quickly crushed beneath her toe as she reentered the sanctuary to race up the wide aisle. Dodging through one of the side doors and down a narrow hall, she burst out into the pale shimmer of dawn. Steam rose off the dirty streets as weak sunlight crept down the sides of nearby buildings, pushing shadows closer to the ground. And out of those shadows, in a swirl of his long black raincoat, Max Savoie disappeared into an alley.

What was Jimmy Legere’s henchman doing at St. Bart’s, where the wife of a recently murdered man was in hiding?

She sprinted down the sidewalk to ask him, but when she ducked down the alley, there was no sign of him. Just a tight gauntlet of overflowing trash bins and stacks of broken skids. Water dripped down from the air conditioners above, where the buildings leaned in to seal out the new day for a few moments longer. This wasn’t the kind of position she liked to get into: no backup, no traffic, and no room to play it safe. But Savoie had gone down this alley, which ended at ten feet of chain-link fence topped with vicious curls of razor wire. The fence wasn’t moving, so he still had to be on her side of it. He couldn’t have gone up and over it so quickly without leaving a sway in passing.

She unsnapped her holster as she stepped into the dank corridor.

For the first twenty feet, the only sounds were her footsteps on puddled brick. Then she heard a quiet rustling behind one of the Dumpsters. Though she couldn’t picture Savoie hiding from her behind a heap of garbage, she continued on, more irritated than cautious.

A man suddenly rose up in front of her, smiling ferociously when his gaze swept over her. His smile never reached the flat soullessness in his eyes.

“Well, hello there, little lady. Don’t you know it’s not safe to come down here all by yourself, unless you’re looking for trouble?”

One hand was on her pistol grip as she reached for her badge with the other. “You don’t want my kind of trouble. I’m a—”

His fisted blow caught her in the midsection. The pain was so sudden, so stunning, she doubled up. She hung on tenaciously, swinging an elbow to catch him in the jaw, knocking him back a few steps while she wheezed for breath. Son of a bitch! She knew better than to put herself into this kind of situation. She rose above her heaving nausea into a defensive stance.

When he came at her again her fists connected with stunning impact, once, twice, followed by an uppercut that staggered him. As he tried to shake it off, dazed and momentarily malleable, she moved back to put room between them. Angry, still fighting the urge to wretch, she reached for her cuffs.

Large, cruel hands gripped her elbows as another man came in behind her. She was so woozy, she hadn’t even heard him. She threw herself back against him, clawing, twisting, kicking, and cursing, inflicting almost enough damage to get free. Then she saw the arc of the first man’s hand and the glint of her own weapon in it. The butt smashed into her temple, dropping her to her hands and knees with the other man atop her.

She choked on acidic bile as he tore her shirt, popping all the buttons off, before shoving her facedown. The wet stones were cold and cutting beneath bare skin. And the man straddling her was cold and determined as he yanked on her belt, reached beneath her to fumble with her zipper, and started dragging down her jeans.

A remembered fear, so strong that she couldn’t breathe past it, paralyzed her. Her reflexes failed her; her courage curled into a fetal position as she knew with soul-crushing certainty exactly what was going to happen if she couldn’t rise above the debilitating horror.

Move now! Do something!

She turned her head to scream, when something wet and hot suddenly splashed her face, blinding her.

The weight lifted off her in an instant. She could hear the man scrambling, trying to run. Then awful screams—first of terror, then of agony that went on and on. She tried to get up, but was trapped by her pants. Dizzy and disoriented, she rolled onto her side and found herself looking into the glassy eyes of her first assailant. His mouth was open in a silent scream; his throat was shredded. And there was nothing beneath that jagged neck wound. Nothing at all.

She must have fainted. A tug on her clothes woke her, but before she could struggle, her pants came sliding up her hips. Firm hands closed on her upper arms, sitting her up. Something damp and revivingly cold swiped across her face and neck. Her senses spun and she clenched her lips tight, afraid she was going to throw up.

Then his voice reached through her fear and pain with a deep, steady familiarity.

“It’s all right. No one’s going to hurt you.”

She made herself open her eyes, and that wonderfully strong face appeared before her in an almost ethereal blur. For a moment, his gaze seemed to glow, hot, bright, iridescent; then she blinked rapidly and it became an intense, steady stare. He wore an expression of grim concern—and a splattering of blood. As she started shuddering involuntarily, he stripped off his raincoat and wrapped it about her shoulders, concealing the rent in the front of her shirt that exposed her muddy bra.

With her breath coming in quick, anxious pulls, she glanced around them—at the headless corpse, at the arm dangling out of the trash bin dripping crimson. Her shaking intensified.

“I came back because I smelled your perfume,” he said.

She stared at him for a long minute, then her laugh sounded thin and a bit crazed. And her arms were around his neck. “Max.”

He couldn’t move, startled, stunned by the feel of her in his arms.

It had happened so fast, he hadn’t paused to think it through. He’d felt her following him, smiling to himself as he easily slipped away. But as that smug amusement warmed him, the hair on his nape prickled and he caught the unpleasant scent and stealthy sounds of two others.

He’d slowed, reluctant to push his way in where she wouldn’t want him—Charlotte Caissie was hardly helpless. So he lingered, imagining her knocking the snot out of her would-be attackers. Watching her was always quality entertainment. He’d pay just to stand there, slack-jawed and tongue hanging out, while she pumped gas. The thought of her pumping her fist into some petty criminal was pay-per-view material. The husky growl of her voice was a hand running against the nap of his senses, stirring him up effortlessly into a rough bristle of want.

When her words were abruptly cut off and she moaned in pain, the speed of his rush made the fence shiver as he cleared it. Several powerful bounds brought him onto a scene that burned through him like napalm. She was facedown on the filthy bricks. One of them had rough hands on her, sealing his fate when she cried out in distress. It was the last mistake either of them would ever make, as he tore into them with merciless fury.

He should have disappeared the minute he’d eliminated the danger, before she could gather her wits and identify him. But the sight of her sprawled and vulnerable and cruelly exposed called to him in a way she never would. And he couldn’t leave her like that. Never like that.

Then she’d looked up at him and said his name. He was lost in an instant.
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