







Cee Cee pushed him, sending him back
a few quick stumbles.

“STEP UP, SAVOIE. Take me if you want me. Take me if you can.” She shoved him again, but this time his feet stayed planted. He had her wrists in his hands, but let go when she tugged. “Coward,” she threw at him. “Come on.”

She pushed again, and this time, he dragged her up against his chest, holding her there with his superior strength, with the intensity of his gaze.

She smiled. “Come on, big, bad mobster boy. King of the Beasts.” Her gaze was heavy lidded, her mouth pursed and ripe. “If you want to put your mark on me, you’re going to work for it.”

Her elbow hammered into his ribs, giving her just enough time to slip away and put the couch between them.

And just like that, he changed. His posture altered, becoming sleek and fluid. His gaze gleamed, centering on her with a focus that was preternatural in its stillness. Danger oozed from him in palpable waves.

This was what he was when she wasn’t watching. This was the deadly predator whose name created fear in men who let nothing scare them. Quick. Terrifying. Brutal beyond belief.

And hers, if she had the courage to claim him.
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Captured
by Moonlight





Prologue

THEY FOLLOWED HIM like ghosts.

Quick. Silent. Gliding almost invisibly along the damp dock. Hunting like dark, deadly pack animals through the mist rising off the river.

He ran, a man already consigned to death. They were slick and stealthy as they cut through the shadows like moonlight. He stumbled, knocking into crates, falling to his hands and knees, struggling for the strength to drag himself toward refuge. Lights danced ahead, burning like fireflies in the fog. Distant music teased above the raw tear of his breathing. If he could get to one of those places where humans gathered, he just might survive his colossal stupidity.

If it looks too good to be true . . .

He watched the edge of darkness for movement, gathering for a sprint across open space—though they’d be on him in a second. His legs shook so weakly, he’d be lucky if he made it a few yards.

Why hadn’t he taken his brother’s advice to proceed with care? Because along with that colossal stupidity came spiteful pride. He didn’t want to be like his big brother, owned and obedient, leashed like those who worked the docks. Those who groveled to the lethally elegant Max Savoie. So he took a risk on a deal that seemed so sweet. And now his brother would be tearfully murmuring, “I told you so,” over a casket probably paid for out of Savoie’s deep pockets.

It wasn’t loyalty toward Savoie as much as it was ignorance that kept him silent while they’d pounded him with their questions. Silent except for the screams, while they were breaking his fingers and more. At first he hadn’t understood, through the pain and the choke of his vomit, what they wanted to know. But when he tried to tell them that, it only got worse.

He should have guessed it was Savoie they were after. They had the same sleek strength, that same arrogant grace that set Savoie apart from the dockside clan. But by the time he realized what name would put an end to his suffering, he couldn’t say it through his split lips and broken jaw.

Then a careless moment of theirs put a gun close to his nearly crippled hand. He held them off, keeping them at bay, with their red-gold eyes and quicksilver movements, until he’d escaped.

Or had he?

At some point in his uncoordinated stagger down the wharf, it occurred to him that there was no way he’d gotten the drop on these lean, merciless killers. If he’d managed to escape, it was because they’d let him.

For all his scathing criticism, after refusing to humble himself to ask for a job, he had to run to Savoie. He was the only power in New Orleans who could stand up to these brutal demons.

But he had to reach Max, before he could plead for sanctuary.

And that’s where they wanted him to lead them.

Part of him, the part that was battered and smashed and moaning in agony, urged that he take them wherever they wanted. He didn’t owe Savoie anything. There was a world of difference between the minute-to-minute existence he eked out on the streets and that sprawling mansion where Savoie lived in mobster luxury. Savoie, with his designer suits, thick bankroll, and wet dream of a human girlfriend. Savoie, who made his brother and those like him stand taller, prouder, for once acting like men instead of beasts as they rallied around him.

So, maybe he owed him something after all.

He crouched, his blood dripping on the concrete as he scanned the swirling shadows. Through his swollen lids, he saw wolven silhouettes slink low between the cargo crates and metal bins, shapes that stretched and bunched and rose upright to walk on two legs instead of four. Stalking him as if he were some kind of trembling rabbit.

Well, this rabbit was going out with a roar.

He swayed to his feet. Instead of trying to reach the distant sheltering lights, he backed up against the river, gripping the gun in his mangled hands. Realizing that he wasn’t going to run, they emerged from the curtains of mist, eyes glittering, sharp teeth gleaming. He pointed the pistol at the nearest one and screamed out with the effort of pulling the trigger.

Nothing. Just an impotent click.

They moved in, aggressive and fearless, closing off every direction except one. He looked behind him—such a long way down to the black surface of the water. But he was a strong swimmer, he thought with a feral smile. It was better than letting them tear him apart, leaving his pieces for his brother to put together. He turned and stepped into the darkness.

And in the middle of that long, cool fall, as the water rushed up to embrace him, something inside his head blew apart with a sudden shock, like being shot.

He hit the water and sank without a sound.



One

MAX SMELLED HER perfume. Voodoo Love.

The scent drifted to him on the balmy night air long before he heard the sound of a big block engine rumble through the security gates. He inhaled deeply, drinking it in, letting it tease his senses as Charlotte came closer, up the driveway, into the house, then her footsteps in the front hall, and up the curving stairs. Slow, weary steps. He lay in the darkness, letting her come to him.

She moved quietly about his room, fumbling without the lights. He watched her undress, the efficient movements not as quick as they usually were. Her gun, her shield, her ankle piece, her cuffs, her cell, laid out along the dresser top in a no-nonsense row. She paused with a sigh, then began to lever out of her boots.

“I’d planned to meet your flight.”

She gave a slight hop of surprise, and was silent for a moment too long. No sassy reprimand for startling her?

“I had a change of plans at the last minute. I left a message for you.” Defensive and cool. Not exactly the reunion he was expecting.

“I got it.” Short and uninformative: Change of plans. I’ll be back late. “I wanted to pick you up, but I didn’t know what time you were getting in.”

“I took a cab. No big deal.” She started down the buttons of her shirt. His shirt. She’d said the feel of silk against her skin would make him seem closer while she was away.

“I was looking forward to welcoming you home.”

“Sorry.” Still prickly.

“No big deal.” His reply was inflectionless, as if it really wasn’t.

“I was only gone four days.”

“They were very long days. And very lonely nights.”

“It’s not like I didn’t call you.” Defensive and now almost irritated, she turned her back on him.

Yes, and their conversations had been as brief and impersonal as her message. He’d learned more from the tone of her voice than from her Spartan words.

She let the shirt slide off her slumped shoulders, then shimmied out of her jeans, leaving both on the floor. He’d missed the unintentional mess she left in her wake, unthinkingly rather than thoughtlessly. She made a long, tough silhouette. Lean muscle, dangerous curves, and sleek bronze skin. The need to touch her, to have her, spiked like a fever, but her cool mood made him careful.

“It’s not the same thing, talking across time zones.” He thought that sounded reasonable enough to slip in a little gruff emotion behind it. “I like you here, with me.”

“I’m here now.” There was just enough bite in that to make him frown.

“No,” he corrected, his voice low and seducingly soft. “You’re over there.” He patted the bed beside him. “Come over here to me.”

She hesitated, then approached the sheets they shared more often than not. Her walk was full of prideful, independent attitude, which made him smile. If she made things easy for him, he wouldn’t crave her quite so desperately.

She paused at the side of the bed, fists on her hips, her tone confrontational. “Close enough?”

“No.” He put out his hand. “Down here so I can welcome you properly.”

Whatever had her so edgy didn’t keep her from seeking him out in the darkness. Her fingers slid across his palm. He enfolded them gently, bringing them to his lips before tugging on them. She sank down onto the mattress into a kiss that greeted her with sweet familiarity, wooing her into temporary compliance. He didn’t try to stop her when she straightened. If she needed the separating space, he’d let her have it. For the moment.

“I missed you, sha. I wish I could have gone with you.”

“It’s no—”

“Big deal. So you said. Still, I wanted to be there for you. I would have canceled my meetings if you’d asked me to. I was worried about you being alone.”

“Is that why you sent an emissary in your place?” Her question jabbed like a thin, sharp blade between the ribs. Then she let her temper slip. “How dare you, Max? How dare you send someone to spy on me? If you can’t trust me out of your sight—”

He touched his fingertips to her lips. “That’s not why. I just wanted to make sure you were safe.”

“So you sent some clumsy goon to follow me? I was on to him before the plane left the ground. Give me some credit, please.”

“I do, detective. I wanted you to know he was there. Just in case.”

“In case what? I was mugged during the funeral?” She tunneled a hand through her short, spiky hair in exasperation. “It’s warm and fuzzy of you to be so paranoid, but totally unnecessary. Stop it. Okay?”

“Okay.”

His mild reply didn’t convince her for an instant. “I can take care of myself. I don’t need or want you to handle things for me.”

“Can I just handle you, then?”

A soft laugh, an improvement. “You drive me crazy, Savoie.”

“And you love that about me.”

Her hand squeezed his. “Yes, I do.” She glanced around the dark room curiously. “What’s that smell? It’s really nice.”

He snapped on the light, and she stared at the spectacular bouquet of deep crimson roses mixed with other tiny fragrant blossoms on the nightstand.

“Are these for me?” Her voice was small and a bit shaky.

As she reached out to touch the velvety petals, a sudden tightness filled his chest. He cleared his throat and tried for nonchalance. “I was going to give them to you at the airport, and probably would’ve gotten all misty and emotional. Thank you for saving me from that embarrassment.”

She glanced at him, all misty. “No one’s ever given me flowers before.”

Trying to keep from getting what she cynically called gooey, he shrugged. “I’ve never given them. I wasn’t sure if you’d like them.” Her arms whipped about his neck, her face burrowing into his shoulder, and he held her. “I guess you do.” He breathed her in on a satisfied sigh. “Welcome home, Charlotte.”

“I’m so glad to be here.” Her shoulders gave a suspicious hitch.

He drew her in closer, his cheek rubbing against her hair. He figured she was ready to let it out, and started gently. “Was it very difficult?”

“I hadn’t seen or heard from her in over twenty years.”

Twenty years since her alcoholic mother had abandoned her child and her cop husband. It took a fatal heart attack to bring them back together—a little too late.

“That’s not what I asked.”

She squirmed but still answered. “I didn’t expect to feel anything except maybe anger. I don’t know what I would have said to her if I’d made it there in time. She had another family. A husband in insurance sales, stepkids, grandkids.” She choked a little. “I met them. They were nice. They wanted me to stay at their house, but…it felt a little too strange. I wish I’d asked you to go with me.”

That reluctant admission came hard, and there was no way he was going to let her regret it. He kissed her brow tenderly.

“Next time you won’t have to.”

“I’ve run out of family to bury, Max.” She took an unsteady breath and he could feel her reining in her amazing control. Not quite managing. “I’m so tired.” And finally, the extremely gratifying, “I missed you.”

He turned off the light, then cradled her against him. He’d thought of nothing for days but a passionate homecoming, had hungered for it and for her. But that would have to wait now. She was a tough, tightly wrapped woman, not one to let go of very much. So when she buckled, even slightly, he was quick to console her. Just being there for her, having her arms curled about him and her breath feathering against his throat, was enough. He’d waited twelve years to have her the first time. He could wait a few more hours.

“Close your eyes. I’ve got you.” As she relaxed, he kissed the top of her head, whispering, “Sleep well.”

And as she slept deeply and dreamlessly, he lay awake and alert, dividing his concentration between the feel of her beside him and the sounds of the night.

Because his caution was much more necessary than Detective Charlotte Caissie knew.

IF COMING HOME was falling into Max Savoie’s arms, returning to work was her grounding back to reality. A grim, often brutal reality, but the only one she’d ever known. Charlotte endured all her colleagues’ condolences, then focused gratefully on work. She understood death a lot better than she related to the living, which was why she was so good at her job. The New Orleans Police Department had somehow managed to get through four days without her, and she didn’t know whether to be relieved or a bit insulted. The city was only slightly less demanding than her lover, and she was fiercely possessive of both.

Leaving Max asleep under the covers was a sacrifice she hoped the Eighth District appreciated.

Her desk was buried under an avalanche of paperwork and a sad little plant someone had left with a sympathy card but no water. Before her butt even hit her chair, her phone was ringing.

“Caissie.”

“Charlotte, it’s Dovion. I’ve got something down here that might interest you.”

Welcome back.

FROM DEVLIN DOVION’S intriguing John Doe, whose brain seemed to have exploded without any physiological cause, Cee Cee was drawn into a parade of nonpressing but time-consuming matters. She touched base with several informants, talked to the team that had taken the call on Dovion’s gray-matter scramble, and stopped into her commander’s office to get the all-clear for firing two rounds into an escaping murderer. She was meeting her partner, Alain Babineau, after lunch to shuffle through their caseload, then her only goal was to slide under those soft sheets again and get naked with a certain criminal element.

As she entered the squad room, she was so surprised to see Max Savoie sitting on the corner of her desk that she simply stood there, her jaw hanging open.

“Looks like you got company, Caissie.” Junior Hammond, who was always snapping at her heels in search of a grade raise, bumped her in passing. “I’m on my way to check for outstandings, to see if he’s wanted for anything other than some afternoon delight. Might as well take advantage of a bird in the hand.”

“I’m gonna take my hand upside your head, Junior. Besides, I don’t think you’re his type.”

A slow, close-lipped smile spread across Max’s face, warming his expression. Aware that every eye in the place, from glowering watch commander to beat cops passing through, was on her and her unlikely visitor, Charlotte moved casually toward her desk. But her gaze devoured him.

With hard, angular features and a long slant of cool green eyes, he wasn’t attractive so much as wickedly compelling. Danger always stirred behind his steady stare. He was the genuine article, as terrifying an individual as one could imagine. He’d killed for the first time when he was just a child, with an instinctual viciousness that earned him a place growing up behind one of the Crescent City’s most infamous mobsters, Jimmy Legere. After Jimmy’s violent death he’d gone from knee breaker to deal maker, taking over the vast criminal empire to become a powerful influence in his own right. And because he was more interested in her than he was in his mentor’s ill-gotten gains, most of those endeavors leaned toward legal now.

But that’s not all he was.

He wore her black tactical vest emblazoned NOPD, probably to keep himself from getting shot here in the station, over a white tee shirt and jeans. A red high-topped foot swung indolently. Sleek, dark, and controlled…and hers. She wanted to latch on to that smugly smiling mouth in the worst way, which made her tone testy.

“What are you doing here, Max?”

“Just thought I’d see if you wanted to have lunch. Since we missed a chance for breakfast.” His stare smoldered, intimating what he was hungry for.

“You should have called.”

“I was in the neighborhood.” He ran his fingertip across the framed photos on her desk. Her father. Charlotte and her best friend, Mary Kate Malone. “Why don’t you have a picture of me?”

“I suppose I could pick the most flattering from your mug shot collection to display. No new ones since I’ve been gone, are there?”

He continued to smile. “Muffuletta from the Central Grocery sound good? Or is there something else you’d rather sink your teeth into?”

“I’m busy, Savoie.”

“I’ve missed you, detective.” His hand skimmed the curve of her waist, and she brushed it away. “If you’re not hungry, we could go to an interrogation room and close the blinds. I think Two is open. That’s always been my favorite; such an intimate, coming-home feeling about it. Surely you can spare five minutes from your busy schedule. I managed to fit you into mine.” His voice lowered to a husky rumble. “And now I want to fit myself into you.”

Her gaze flew about to see who might have overheard, but everyone nearby was pretending to be occupied. Her face flamed. Her body grew hot and moist. “I’m at work here,” she growled.

“I love to watch you work, detective. I could sit here all day.”

Sighing, she jerked out her chair. “All right. Let me make a call first.” She lifted the receiver, then eyed him pointedly.

“I’ll just go over there and see if anyone I know is posted on the Most Wanted board.”

She watched him stroll through the room as if oblivious to the fact that every officer there was measuring his wrist size for handcuffs. A bold, aggravating man, a wolf stalking through the hen house as if he didn’t know he was going to cause feathers to fly.

“You make me hot, Savoie,” she whispered softly.

Across the room, he paused, she didn’t have to see his face to know he was grinning.

Standing by the wall with a relaxed posture, pretending not to feel a dozen barbed glares, Max waited for Cee Cee to finish up and join him. The sweat slicking his palms had nothing to do with the hostility bristling around him and everything to do with the woman he couldn’t wait to spend time with.

He’d taken a huge risk bracing her in her lair, and he knew it. Her professional world was offlimits. She’d invited him into every other aspect of her life but that one. He was too smart to push, but too honest to pretend the exclusion didn’t bother him.

“Savoie?”

He glanced up to see Alain Babineau with a lovely young woman at his side. He and Cee Cee’s cover-boy-pretty partner had a wary tolerance for one another. “Detective. So surprised? It’s not like you’ve never seen me here before.”

“Not without restraints. Waiting for your attorney?”

“Waiting to take Detective Caissie to lunch.”

He didn’t imagine the sudden pique of interest in the petite brunette’s eyes. She smiled at him rather shyly. “Are you a friend of Cee Cee’s?”

“I’m her boyfriend.” He grinned because Babineau had suddenly gone rigid. He put out his hand. “Max Savoie.”

She placed hers into it with a lack of hesitation that proved she had no idea who he was. “Tina Babineau.”

“Ah. I should apologize for keeping your husband away from home so much.” At her confusion, he lifted her hand to touch a light kiss to her knuckles. “I’ll let him explain.”

She blushed prettily, not drawing her hand away until he released it. “Alain and I were just stepping out for a bite. Would you two like to join us?”

It would almost have been worth saying yes, just to enjoy Babineau’s glare of irritation a bit longer. But the temptation of possibly getting very up close and personal with Charlotte was too great.

“Maybe another time, Mrs. Babineau. I appreciate the offer.” And he did, surprisingly enough.

“How about Saturday? We’re having a housewarming party. Cee Cee has the address.” She smiled with genuine pleasure at Charlotte, who had just arrived. “Cee Cee, I was just telling Max he was more than welcome to come with you on Saturday.”

“Really?” She exchanged a look with Alain. “To your house?”

Tina touched Max’s sleeve hopefully. “Say yes. We spouses and significant others rarely get a chance to mingle socially.”

There was a slight catch in her voice, an unexpected plea that touched him as delicately as her small hand, because he recognized it for what it was. Loneliness.

“I’d be happy to, if Charlotte doesn’t have any objection.”

He glanced at her, seeing objection aplenty in her narrowed eyes. “Sure. If you really want to.” Implying he’d be a fool if he did. When he continued to smile, she gripped his arm. “Let’s go. Nice to see you again, Tina.”

“I look forward to seeing you both on Saturday.”

Max sauntered leisurely at her side, letting her fume silently until they exited the building. She shrugged off the arm he tried to drape about her shoulders with a quarrelsome, “Not here.”

“Let me know when we leave the ‘Hands Off’ zone, detective.”

“Max, are you aware that everyone at that party will have either arrested you or wanted to kill you at one time or another?”

“So have you, darlin’—but I don’t let that stop me from wanting to suck that frown off your face.” She looked alarmed, as if he might attempt it right on the steps of the station. “Don’t worry, I’ll behave. It’ll make for an entertaining afternoon.”

Charlotte continued to scowl as they walked down the busy sidewalk, trying to hang on to her annoyance with him, because she was so aware of him next to her that her whole body was humming. Every seemingly innocent touch deepened that urgent vibration. The brush of his hand against hers. The nudge of his hip. The stroke of his fingertips on the small of her back when they stepped aside to let a tourist family pass. Calculated torture, after four very long days and lonely nights.

“So,” he began, “what exactly does one do at these events? Make shoptalk?”

“You’ll be terribly bored. And most likely, the topic of conversation.”

“How flattering. How could I find that boring?”

“Mostly there’s eating, drinking, and softball.”

“I know how to eat without using my fingers, so I won’t embarrass you there. I don’t drink, so I won’t make a fool out of myself. I’ve never played a team sport. I think I might enjoy it.”

“We already have teams.”

Because her tone was stingy and uninviting, he merely smiled. “Then I’ll sit on the sidelines with the spouses and significant others to cheer you on and talk, what, knitting and child rearing?”

She almost smiled back, imagining him wedged in between the cop wives. “Like you know anything about those things.”

“I can learn. I’m very open-minded. Unlike you, detective.”

She glanced up at him in surprise. “What do you mean?”

“Nothing.”

They walked in silence until Max stopped before one of the Quarter’s exclusive hotels in the heart of the old district. Pale rose-colored stucco and wrought-iron charm sat above a busy café. “What do you think?”

“About what? You want to eat here?”

He smiled. “We could order off the menu, or you could let me get lucky with some à la carte upstairs.”

A bolt of pure desire shot to her loins. “You got a room?”

The key dangled. “I’m an optimist, detective.” He stepped closer, the heat of his nearness burning like a thousand suns.

“Can I have a sandwich, too?” Her hands slipped under the vest, curving around to the back pockets of his jeans to tug him against her.

“You can have anything you want.”

“I want you, Savoie. Right now.”

He grinned. “We might want to step off the sidewalk first.”



Two

THEIR ROOM WAS on the second floor facing the courtyard, where jovial diners drank Hurricanes and listened to a wailing Doug Kershaw tune. The sound filtered up through the open balcony doors to mingle with cool shadows.

“This is nice.”

Max’s arms slipped about her waist. “It is nice. Dance with me.”

He didn’t have to coax her to lean into him. With her head on his shoulder and her eyes closed, Charlotte let herself be moved by the music and Max Savoie.

After a few minutes he tipped her chin up for a long, very thorough kiss while never missing a beat. Her heart was pounding by the time he eased back into soft, searching nibbles.

When she started to reach for him, he caught her wrists and held them down at her sides. “Hands off, detective,” he murmured against her mouth. “Just stand there and let me work.”

She closed her eyes, trusting him the way she could no other, wanting him the way she would no other.

His tongue slid across her parted lips, teasing lightly until she moaned. When he eased her shirt over her head she offered him the curve of her throat, shivering when his mouth moved down to the valley of her collarbone, chasing along those tempting contours with the sweep of his lips as his clever fingers worked the hooks of her bra. Then that barrier was gone, as well.

His touch was maddeningly light, skimming her ribs, tracing the underswell of her breasts, thumbs buffing her nipples until they were tight and achy. Her hands shook, fisting with the need to grab onto him.

“You’re all I could think about,” he confided softly. “The feel of you. The scent of you. The taste of you.”

She toed out of her boots and tore down her zipper. His hands covered hers, warm, effortlessly controlling.

“Let me do that, sha.”

He peeled down her jeans, kneeling to pull them free. His strong fingers massaged the tops of her feet, around her slender ankles, stroking up the sleek muscle of her calves, kneading the tight curve of her thighs. Working out the tension, building up the anticipation. His tongue joined in, licking up the silkiness of her skin and she bucked when he tasted her heat. Replacing it with his hand, he rose to assess her flushed features.

“How much did you miss me, cher?”

She struggled to hang onto control, breathing hard as he plunged his fingers inside her again and again. With a ragged cry, she held onto him as she came apart, her knees giving out. The scoop of his arm about her waist was the only thing keeping her on her feet.

When her mind finally cleared from its sensory daze, she sighed. “I missed you like air. Like light. Like sound.”

“Yeah?” He smoothed her hair back with a tender touch.

“You rock my world, Savoie.”

“And I’m about to do it again.”

THEY WERE STRETCHED out atop the crisp sheets, letting the sweat dry on their skin beneath the lazy loops of the ceiling fan.

Cee Cee gave his neck an affectionate nuzzle. “Do I still get my sandwich?”

“Absolutely.”

She chuckled softly. “I’m surprised I still have an appetite, after listening to Dovion go on about his latest mystery.”

Max trailed his fingertips up and down her back, feeling ridiculously relaxed and content. “What’s he got under the sheet now? Nothing quite as interesting as me, I presume.”

“You’re always interesting under the sheets.” She nipped his shoulder playfully, then settled her cheek against his chest. “Some floater with an exploded brain.”

Max’s expression froze. “’Cuse me?”

“Massive hemorrhage with no sign of medical cause or trauma. Like it just blew apart. How does something like that happen, I wonder?”

Max was very afraid he knew.

As he’d been taught so severely and well, he swallowed down the panic and pushed away the knowledge of his world possibly crashing down atop his head. He took a slow, deep breath and let it out. Until he knew for certain, there was no reason to alert the precious woman in his arms. Once he knew, he’d have to figure out when and what to tell her. Even as his insides trembled, his hand was steady as he drew her in for a soft kiss.

“I suppose I have to return you to work so they don’t think I’ve kidnapped you.”

She smiled at him. “Would you? I think I’d like you to abscond with me.”

As his fingertips traced the line of her jaw, she saw a sudden seriousness on his face. “I love you, Charlotte. You are being very, very careful, aren’t you?”

“As in crossing the street and checking the expiration dates on the milk?” she teased. When he didn’t smile, she took his hand in hers. “I’m a cop. I’m suspicious of everything and everyone. But I have to be out there doing my job. You know that, Max. You know that’s who I am, and what I do.”

His eyes darkened with something rare enough to alarm her. Fear. A fear so great he wasn’t able to hide it from her—he, the master of concealment. His voice rumbled with emotion. “I simply can’t go on without you. I can’t.”

Something was very, very wrong to have him so unexpectedly vulnerable. Instead of pushing for an answer he wasn’t ready to give, she heaved an aggravated sigh.

“Oh, dammit.”

“What?”

“I’m afraid I simply have to have you again.”

She slid her knee across his thighs, straddling him, moving against him with illicit intention as she murmured, “If you’re up for it.” A moment later, she chuckled huskily. “I guess that answers my question. And quite nicely, too.”

She eased back, taking him slowly, by delicious increments, until they were both tense with the effort of restraint. And when he filled her the way nothing else could, she whispered fiercely against his mouth, “You’re mine, Savoie. I will never give you up. Remember that.”

She was rough, demanding, excited by her control over this wild, dangerous creature who was so much more than just a man. Thrilled and just a bit terrified that she could humble him so completely with her kiss, with her touch, with the hoarse whisper of his name. More than a little afraid of how desperately she desired him, needed him, every moment. Like air. Like light. Like sound.

And when he rolled over her, claiming her with deep, forceful strokes, she answered with an equal abandon, urging their hot, sweaty mating to its shattering conclusion. Then she held him close, luxuriating in the heavy weight of him, in the harsh sound of his breathing, in the rapid beat of his heart.

“I’ll be careful if you’ll do the same,” she promised softly. “Because I simply can’t go on without you, either.”

MAX INSISTED ON walking her inside the station, and perhaps because she was still a bit wobbly, she didn’t argue. Though he was well behaved, keeping an impersonal distance as he escorted her to her desk, she knew they fooled no one. He was swaggering and wearing a smug smile, and she was wearing the tac vest and carrying her untouched sandwich.

As she pulled back her chair, he said her name. She looked up and almost fell over the casters in her hurry to avoid the downward swoop of his mouth.

“Max,” she hissed, her gaze flying frantically toward her coworkers. “What are you doing?”

“Thanking you. Lunch was tasty and satisfying, as always.”

“Step back, Savoie. Thank me later, when we’re a little less conspicuous.”

An annoyed, arrogant light glittered beneath his heavy-lidded stare. “Afraid we’ll shock them senseless?” He looked around and asked loudly, “Is there anyone here who doesn’t know Detective Caissie and I are having sex?”

Silence. Everyone stared at them for a long moment, then they gradually all went back to work.

Max grinned at her horrified face. “Whoops. Guess the cat’s out of the bag. You can thank me now, Charlotte.” He tapped two fingers to the smirky curve of his mouth. When she continued to stare at him, aghast, furious, her body frozen in denial, his amusement fled.

“I shouldn’t have embarrassed you,” he said coolly. “I’m sorry. I won’t make that mistake again.”

He stepped back, then turned to stride rapidly toward the exit.

She watched him go. Taking a breath. Then another. “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” she muttered.

He’d almost reached the door when she called his name, making him look around. She was on him so hard and fast, he staggered as her mouth crushed his. She poured herself into the kiss, holding absolutely nothing back until they were both breathless and slightly dazed. Still clinging to his shoulders for balance, she saw the surprise melt into pleasure in his eyes. And that made the risk worth it.

“Thank you for lunch.”

His grin flashed quick and wide. “You are very welcome.”

She returned to her desk, feeling rather smug herself. As she settled in behind her pile of paperwork, she glanced at the photographs of those she loved. She needed to get another frame.

A glimpse to her right caught the detectives at the next bank of desks staring at her.

“What are you looking at?” she snarled. “It’s not like you’ve never seen me take a lunch hour before.”

Then she unwrapped her sandwich and got to work, a satisfied smile playing about her lips.

DEVLIN DOVION LOOKED up from his slide, surprised to see Max, then smiling. “Looking for Charlotte?”

“Just had her for lunch.”

Dovion grinned. Of all of Cee Cee’s coworkers, the burly medical examiner was the only one who seemed to have no problem with Savoie and his mobster attachments. The big man, who looked like Jerry Garcia might if he were still on that eternal tour, had a soft spot for his friend’s daughter and a curious interest in her first and only choice for a love affair. Because Charlotte trusted Dovion so implicitly, Max had lowered his guard a notch to get to know this man who’d proven to be an ally. “What can I do for you, Max?”

“She mentioned you had a rather strange case laid out on your table.”

Dovion leapt on Max’s interest with glee. He loved an audience, and most of those who arrived down here were lacking in the interactive department. When Charlotte had mentioned that Max might enjoy learning about his cases, Dev had been thrilled. He also figured it would be a good way to get a sense of the fella without being too obvious.

“Yes, indeed.” He wheeled his chair to an adjacent counter where he had arranged several pictures. “Strange isn’t the word. I’ve seen plenty of strange. This just defies explanation.” When Max leaned over, Dovion was alerted by his tension. “You’re not going to throw up, are you?”

Max leveled a cool stare at him, then examined the photos. “What am I looking at?”

Dovion identified various sectors of the brain on a normal specimen, then did a comparison with the splatter in the cranial cavity of his John Doe.

“The damage appears to be from the inside outward, instead of the other way around,” Max noted.

Dovion beamed. “Exactly.”

“What could have caused something like that?” Max asked, mirroring Dev’s own intrigue.

“Short of having an explosive charge detonated inside his frontal lobe, I have no idea. No traces of any foreign residue. Fascinating. Just fascinating.”

Being around death all day gave Dovion a different slant on life, so he abruptly changed the subject. No sense wasting any time beating around the bush.

“Charlotte is very fond of you,” he began.

“Is that right?” Max’s gaze followed him as he went over to one of the many sinks, peeled off his gloves, and scrubbed up with quick efficiency.

“That’s not big news to you, but it is to anyone who knows her. It hasn’t been easy for her to trust anyone enough to spend personal time with them. Most fellas don’t have the patience or the sense to find out why, but there’s a reason for it.”

“I know.”

Dovion studied Max intently. “She’s told you about her past?”

“We don’t have any secrets.”

Now, that was news. Dovion had taken her home from the hospital when she was just a seventeen-year-old kid, beaten and abused in ways that sickened him. Her father had been out on a case, and Dev had been as close as a brother to Tommy Caissie until that moment. What kind of father sent someone else to bring home his injured child? Cee Cee had pretended that hadn’t hurt her almost as much as the shattered bones.

“You break her heart, we’ll tangle,” he told Max.

“Duly warned.”

“You’re shaking in your sneakers, I’m sure.”

“Right down to the laces.” A faint smile, completely innocent of any mockery.

Damned if he didn’t like the boy for that bit of respect.

“Good.” He gave Savoie another long look, then ventured, “I don’t have an ID on the vic yet, but I think he’s one of yours.”

Max’s pulse gave a nasty jump. “One of mine?”

“He was armed and found floating down by the docks. There were signs of more conventional trauma to the body. He’d been worked over pretty thoroughly.”

Tension beat a fierce tattoo in Max’s head. “That doesn’t make him my employee.”

“That doesn’t make him an altar boy, either.” Dovion shrugged. “Want to see if you recognize him? We’re waiting for a print match, but it would speed things up if you could come up with a name.” He pulled out a drawer, then dragged down the zipper on the plastic bag inside.

Max’s anxiety tightened; his temples thundered with the beginning of a headache, one of the many he’d had this week after having never suffered one before in his life.

At the first glimpse of red hair, his stomach turned over. His gaze shifted away until he got a grip on his gut, until he was certain his expression would reveal nothing.

Tito Tibideaux had been pale in life, and death had bleached his skin to a skim-milk transparency. Against that pallor, the bruises stood out starkly on Philo’s younger brother’s face, detailing the brutality he’d endured. Someone had beaten him into an almost unrecognizable pulp before he’d succumbed to that final energy pulse that blew his brain apart.

“Anyone you know?”

“No. Sorry. Can’t help you.”

The zipper was tugged back up with a quick, impersonal pull, then Dovion glanced up at his smooth, blank expression.

“I guess I’ll see you Saturday.” At Max’s blink of surprise, Dovion smiled. “News travels fast when it involves someone of your…affiliations. Not afraid of stepping into that social lion’s den for Charlotte’s sake?”

“Not many things frighten me.”

One of those things was the sight of Philo Tibideaux’s baby brother under plastic. Because Max suspected that he’d inadvertently put him there.

He left the morgue on the lower level. In the shadows of the overhead doors, with the pain in his head so intense it skewed his vision, he leaned against one of the city vehicles, buckling under the sudden surge of sickness that boiled up to spew out on the asphalt. He sagged against the fender until the hot and cold shivers subsided, then finally straightened to face a harsh, killing fact.

His time was up.

“MAX, GOT A minute?”

He looked up from the stack of mail he’d been staring at sightlessly for the last half hour. A minute was more than he wanted to give Francis Petitjohn. Francis, with his sly smile and furtive eyes, who’d happily kill him and step over his warm corpse to his cousin Jimmy’s position. The position Jimmy Legere had given to a wild card like Max Savoie, instead of keeping it in the family, stunning the criminal underworld of New Orleans. Max still hadn’t decided whether to thank or curse his mentor for that overwhelming responsibility. On this dreary afternoon, he was leaning toward the latter.

“What is it, T-John?”

“Have you had time to look over those prospectus sheets Cummings’s people sent over? They need an okay on the costs so they can present the package to the zoning and building commission folks.”

Max blinked his eyes into focus and pushed the papers around on his desktop until he unearthed the proper documents. He tried to concentrate on the long list of figures and codes, but the headache that had been building like a low-pressure front for what seemed like days prevented him from zeroing in on them.

“I haven’t had a chance to. Have you gone over them?”

Francis recovered quickly from his surprise. “Sure. I’ve overseen a couple of projects like this for Jimmy.”

“Does everything look all right?”

He shrugged. “Yeah. Had McCracken and his people go over every decimal point and board foot. Don’t have a lot of confidence in Simon Cummings’s honesty, and I suspect the feeling is mutual. This is just the preliminary round, no big deal, but I don’t want them to think they can get away with anything. I’d stack Jimmy’s bean counters against Cummings’s swindlers any day. I can explain it line by line to you, if you’d like.”

He drew himself up to enjoy the sense of superiority. It was rarely that Max, with his massive ego, deferred to him on anything. Trust had been broken between them long before Jimmy’s blood had been spilled by T-John’s hand. He watched Max rub his eyes, saw the slump of his shoulders, and was quick to snap up the advantage. Careful not to appear too eager, he said, “Or I can just take care of it for you, if you want. Doesn’t matter to me.”
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