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      About the Book

      In ALONE IN THE DARK, Karen Rose – the Sunday Times bestselling author of CLOSER THAN YOU THINK – returns with a breath-taking new novel in the Cincinnati series.  

      Would you cross the line between danger and desire, justice and revenge? A desperate hunt to find a young girl’s killer is about to turn deadly . . .

      Former Army Ranger Marcus O’Bannion and homicide cop Scarlett Bishop have met only briefly but when Scarlett receives a phone call in the middle of the night, she immediately recognises the hauntingly smooth voice asking her to meet him in one of Cincinnati’s roughest areas. 

      On arriving, Scarlett finds the body of a seventeen-year-old Asian girl and Marcus injured. A fierce champion of victims’ rights, Marcus claims the young woman was working for an affluent local family and the last time he saw her she was terrified, abused, and clearly in need of help. Having agreed to meet her, both Marcus and the young woman were targeted for death.

      As they investigate, Scarlett and Marcus are pulled into the dangerous world of human trafficking where they soon realise they are going to have to become as ruthless as those they are hunting.

      Because if they don’t, how many other girls may end up alone in the dark?
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      Prologue

      Cincinnati, Ohio
Tuesday 4 August, 2.45 A.M.

      Where is he? He promised he’d be here.

      Controlling her panic, Tala looked around with quick, furtive glances. All she saw were the neighborhood residents, going about their business. Of course, at this time of night, very little of their business was good.

      Nobody noticed her. Nobody had followed her. She hoped.

      She shrank back into the shadows, deciding to give him another minute. She had to get back before they discovered she’d slipped away. If they hadn’t already.

      And if they had . . . her life was over. Maybe literally. And not only her life. She’d risked the lives of every member of her family too. If she were caught, all of their lives would be forfeit. Yet she’d risked it. Because of the baby.

      Everything she did was for that little bundle, who smiled and cooed because she wasn’t yet old enough to know how bad the world really was. Tala would sell her soul to keep the baby safe, to keep her from being sucked into this hell – as Tala had been when she was only fourteen years old. That had been three years ago. Three years that had aged her a lifetime. Three years that had stolen the light from her mother’s eyes and turned her proud father into a shell of a man. Her parents were frozen, powerless, because they feared for their children. Tala understood that. But she also understood that things couldn’t continue as they were. So she’d bided her time, waiting for the perfect moment.

      This was about as perfect a moment as she was going to get. Please come. Please.

      If he didn’t come, it would all have been for nothing.

      A footstep had her spinning around, her eyes frantically searching the darkness as her pounding heart began to race. A man approached, a large man. Tala’s fists tightened and she shifted her weight, preparing to flee in the event it was not the man she expected.

      His step was slow. Careful. His hands lifted, palms out. ‘It’s me. I won’t hurt you.’

      Her heart settled. He had the most beautiful voice. It had been what had drawn her to begin with. She’d heard him singing quietly, sitting by the pond in the park where she was allowed to walk the ridiculous dog whose diamond-studded collar would have fed her family for a year. His voice had been so sweet, it had made her want to weep.

      And she had. She’d stood that day listening, the tears streaming down her cheeks. Later, she’d paid for that stolen concert. She’d paid dearly. Still, she’d stopped to listen again when she walked the dog and saw him at the pond. She’d stopped every night for a week. Because that, like this, had been worth the risk. She’d been caught a second time a few nights before. Punished even more viciously.

      Still . . . she hadn’t been able to help herself. His song had drawn her, making her reckless. But even as her heart sang mournfully along with him, even when he’d turned to see her standing there, tightly clenching the ridiculous dog’s leash in her fist, even when he’d asked her why she cried . . .

      She hadn’t said a word. Not until today.

      She hoped she wasn’t making the biggest mistake of her life. Because she was putting her life and the lives of everyone she loved in his hands.

      ‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘I’m here.’

      He came closer, his face still in the shadows. ‘I’m Marcus,’ he said simply. ‘Tell me why you cry.’

      Marcus. She liked his name. Trusted his voice. But now that she was with him, her tongue seemed to be tied in knots. The secret she’d kept for so long . . . it was stuck deep within her. The words would not come. She backed away. ‘I’m sorry. I . . . can’t.’

      ‘Don’t go. Please.’ He took a step closer, keeping his hands in front of him where she could see them. ‘What’s your name?’

      She swallowed hard. ‘Tala.’

      His lips curved encouragingly. ‘It’s a pretty name. Why do you cry, Tala?’

      ‘Why do you?’ Because he had been. She’d seen his tears when he thought no one was watching.

      His faint smile faded. ‘I lost my brother. He was murdered. He was only seventeen.’

      She swallowed hard. ‘My age.’

      He nodded. ‘Will you let me help you, Tala?’

      ‘I . . . I can’t pay you.’

      He shook his head. ‘I don’t need your money. I don’t want it.’

      Oh, she thought, suddenly realizing what he did want. Dread overwhelmed her and she took another step back. Then she stopped, lifted her chin. Made her lips curve in what she knew to be a sensuous way. She reached for the waistband of his black jeans, steeling her voice to be as sexy as she could make it. ‘I understand,’ she purred. ‘I can make you feel good.’

      He blinked, looking shocked. Then horrified. ‘No.’ He took a giant step back. ‘Stop. You don’t understand. That’s not what I want. I don’t want anything from you. I just want to help you.’

      Tala’s hands dropped to her sides. ‘Why? Why would you help me? I’m no one.’

      He shook his head again, slowly. Sadly. ‘Everyone is someone,’ he murmured, then exhaled. ‘Why do you cry, Tala?’

      His voice dipped deep, touched her soul. Made her eyes fill with hot tears. ‘It’s dangerous,’ she whispered. ‘They’re dangerous. My family will die if I’m found here.’

      His dark brows knit together. ‘Who are you afraid of?’

      ‘The man. His wife. They . . .’ She averted her eyes, ashamed. ‘They own us.’

      Marcus shifted, jaw clenching, eyes narrowing. ‘How? Who?’

      At the edge of her vision she saw the glint of moonlight on metal – but she was a split second too late. The flash of fire, the boom of thunder, the burning agony in her stomach, the scrape of asphalt on her face . . .

      ‘Tala!’ Marcus was shouting, but his voice was far away. So far away. ‘Don’t die, dammit. Don’t you dare die.’

      She didn’t want to die. She hadn’t yet lived. Her family . . . She needed him to save her family. She opened her mouth to tell him so. ‘Help Mala . . .’ Her mouth moved, but no sound came out. There was not enough air to carry her voice. Say it. Tell him. She forced herself to inhale, forced the word out in an agonized huff. ‘Malaya.’

      And then a second burst of thunder tore the air, followed by the shock of a great weight crushing her. Marcus. He’d been shot too. Suddenly she could no longer draw even the shallowest breath.

      I’m going to die. Her family was going to die. And the man called Marcus . . . he’d only wanted to help her. But now he was going to die too.

    

  




  
    
      

      One

      Cincinnati, Ohio
Tuesday 4 August, 2.49 A.M.

      Detective Scarlett Bishop left her jacket in her car on purpose. Partly because it was too damned hot and sticky to even consider wearing a stitch more clothing than was absolutely necessary. But mostly so that the weapon holstered under her arm – the Glock she normally kept concealed under a jacket – would be readily seen.

      She wasn’t in the mood for any shit tonight.

      Taking a look around, she frowned at the sight of the nearly deserted street. On any given night, this was where dealers and prostitutes peddled their wares. But nobody was peddling anything tonight, which made Scarlett uneasy. Something had sent them scurrying into their hidey-holes, and whatever that something had been, it wasn’t likely to have been good.

      There was no evidence of the man who’d called her here – asking her to come alone. Normally she would have been suspicious enough to bring backup. But the man’s voice . . . She would admit this to no one but herself, but hearing his voice again after so many months had shaken her soundly. The number on her cell phone’s caller ID was unfamiliar, but she’d never forget his voice, no matter how long she lived. When she’d heard it again on the phone tonight, it had stirred her from a sound sleep to full alertness. Nine months had passed without a single spoken word between them. And why would there have been? Her presence would bring him and his family only pain, remind them of their loss.

      But tonight he’d said, ‘Can you meet me? Alone? Please. As soon as humanly possible.’

      ‘Why?’ she’d asked.

      ‘It’s . . . important.’

      ‘All right,’ she’d said. ‘Where?’ But he’d already hung up. A second later, a text had popped up, specifying this street corner.

      The last time he’d called her out of the blue, his information had led her to four dead bodies. So, without hesitation, she’d done as he’d asked. But now he wasn’t here.

      The only visible signs of life on the street were the two homeless people eyeing her with unabashed interest from their spot on the stoop of the boarded-up building nearest to where she stood. She took two bottles of water from the trunk of her car, conscious of three other people peeking out from the windows of the building across the street. She handed a bottle to each of the two elderly people tucked up against the building for the night, their belongings in a shared shopping cart. Tommy and Edna were regulars on this corner. She’d known them for years.

      ‘It’s hot,’ Scarlett said quietly.

      ‘A real scorcher,’ Tommy agreed, his teeth flashing white against his dark skin as he struggled with the bottle’s cap, crowing when he twisted it off. ‘Whatchu doin’ here this time of night, Miss Scarlett?’ he asked, exaggerating his deep drawl as he said her name.

      ‘Tommy,’ Scarlett chided gently, glancing up and down the street. Still no sign of her caller. ‘Whatchu doin’ out here in this heat? You know it’s not good for your heart.’

      Tommy sighed dramatically. ‘My heart’s done for already. It got all trampled on by you, Miss Scarlett, when I asked you to marry me for the very last time.’

      Scarlett’s lips curved. Tommy was a rascal, but she genuinely liked him. ‘If I’d said yes, that really would be bad for your heart. You couldn’t handle me.’

      Tommy’s laugh was raspy from a lifetime of smoking. ‘You’re right ’bout that.’ He lifted a finger in warning. ‘And don’t be telling me to go to the Meadow. I been there three times this week. That pretty Dr Dani says I’m right as rain.’

      The seventy-year-old woman next to him snorted. Edna had lived on the streets of Cincinnati for as long as Scarlett had been a cop. ‘He’s full of shit, that one is, but he’s telling the truth about the Meadow. He did go this week. Once.’

      Scarlett lifted her brows. ‘And did Dr Dani say he was right as rain?’

      Edna shrugged. ‘Acid rain, maybe.’

      The Meadow was the local shelter, and ‘that pretty Dr Dani’ was Danika Novak, ER doc and sister of Scarlett’s partner, Deacon. Dani volunteered most of her free hours to the shelter, and had roped most of their circle of friends into helping her, Scarlett included.

      Scarlett shook her head, but didn’t push. It wouldn’t do any good. She’d found permanent housing for both Edna and Tommy a couple of times over the years, but they always came back to the street. Which was bad for their health but, at times, beneficial to Scarlett’s investigations. The two were a reliable source of information about the neighborhood.

      She looked around again, but there was still no sign of the man she’d come to meet. ‘Have you two heard any trouble tonight?’

      Edna hid her water bottle in the deep pocket of the smock she never seemed to be without, then pointed to her left. ‘You wanna look maybe three alleys down that way, honey. Gunshots. Three of ’em.’

      Scarlett’s heart stuttered. ‘Why didn’t you say so before?’ she demanded.

      ‘Because you didn’t ask,’ Edna said with a shrug.

      ‘Gunshots happen ’round here,’ Tommy added. ‘We got to the point where we don’t pay them no nevermind unless they’re shootin’ at us.’

      Scarlett shoved her temper down. ‘When was this?’

      ‘A few minutes ago,’ Tommy said, ‘but I don’t know ’xactly when. Don’t got no watch,’ he added in a yell, because Scarlett had already started to run, her dread building.

      Her phone had rung thirteen minutes ago. If he’d been shot, he could be dead by now. He couldn’t be dead. Please don’t let him be dead.

      She skidded to a stop when she got to the alley, her vision drawn first to the motionless body on the ground. It isn’t him. The victim was far too small to be him.

      She drew her weapon with one hand, holding her Maglite in the other as she cautiously approached. She swept the beam of her light over the victim, a female who appeared to be of Asian descent. Who was she? And where was he? Another sweep of her light up and down the alley revealed no one else.

      Scarlett crouched next to the body, her heart sinking. The victim, who appeared to be in her late teens, lay on her back, dark brown eyes staring up at the sky, wide and unseeing. So young, she thought. Setting the Maglite on the asphalt so that it illuminated the victim’s face, she pulled a glove on to her left hand, keeping her weapon firmly gripped in her right.

      Pressing her fingers to the victim’s throat, Scarlett found no pulse, which was no surprise. But the young woman hadn’t been dead long. Her skin was still warm.

      Her lower torso was bare, her white polo shirt cut away to just below her breasts.

      A bullet had entered three inches below her sternum, but based on the amount of blood on and around the body, it had probably not been immediately fatal. Cause of death was far more likely to have been the small hole in the victim’s left temple. The exit wound behind her right ear was the size of Scarlett’s fist.

      The girl had been pretty before someone had taken out a chunk of her head.

      Not him. It couldn’t have been him. Scarlett couldn’t believe it. You just don’t want to believe it. Which was fair enough, she supposed. Where was he?

      Picking up the flashlight, she ran the beam over the body. Blood had been wiped from the exposed skin of the victim’s midriff, the balled-up and blood-soaked remnant of her torn shirt lying on the ground next to her hip. Someone had attempted first aid.

      ‘He tried to save you,’ Scarlett murmured aloud.

      ‘Tried. Failed.’

      Her head jerked up. He was here. The man who’d dominated her thoughts, her dreams. For months. The man who once again had called her out of the blue to the scene of a homicide.

      Marcus O’Bannion.

      The voice she remembered so well had come from behind her, deep in the shadows. Holding her weapon at her side, she rose, turned and aimed the Maglite at the alley wall, illuminating long legs, a broad torso and wide shoulders, all clad in black. He leaned against the brick, shoulder to the wall, arms crossed over his chest. He was looking down, his face obscured by a dark baseball cap.

      He lifted his head and her heart stuttered again. His skin was ashen, his expression grim. He didn’t blink at the bright light.

      She hadn’t heard him approach, wouldn’t even have known he was there had he not spoken. He’d been quiet in a way that few men could manage. He’d been army at one time, she knew. Now she also knew that whatever he’d done for Uncle Sam, he’d been very well trained.

      ‘Where did you come from?’ Scarlett managed to ask calmly, despite the fact that her pulse pounded wildly in her throat.

      ‘The street,’ he said, indicating the way she’d come with a jerk of his head.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I was chasing the guy who did that,’ he said flatly, nodding at the body with another jerking motion.

      He hadn’t moved his arms, not once. Scarlett crossed the alley, stopping a foot from where he stood. Now she could see that his shoulders were hunched, his back curved unnaturally. She could also see the little lines bracketing his mouth. He was in pain. ‘Were you hit too?’ she asked.

      ‘No. Not like her.’

      ‘What happened?’

      He still didn’t blink. Kept his gaze fixed on the broken young body. ‘You got here fast.’

      ‘I don’t live far.’

      He met her gaze then and she drew a breath, instantly riveted. Just like the first time she’d seen him. He’d been on a stretcher that day, his wounds nearly fatal. Wounds he’d received saving the life of a woman he didn’t even know. But his eyes – and his voice – had made everything inside her wake up and take notice. Tonight it was the same.

      ‘I know,’ he said quietly.

      She blinked, surprised. They’d never discussed anything as personal as her home address during their brief conversations in his hospital room all those months ago. ‘What happened, Marcus? Who is she?’

      ‘I don’t know, exactly. Her name is Tala.’

      ‘Tala what?’

      ‘I don’t know. We didn’t get that far.’ He tilted his head, listening as the sound of sirens filled the air. ‘Finally,’ he muttered.

      ‘You called them?’

      ‘Five minutes ago. She was still alive then.’ Pushing away from the wall, he straightened carefully, and Scarlett was surprised once again. At five-ten in her bare feet, she rarely had to look up to meet a man’s eyes, but she had to lift her chin to meet his.

      She realized that she’d never seen him standing. She’d seen him lying down, first on a stretcher and then in a hospital bed – and then sitting in a wheelchair at his brother’s funeral.

      The sirens were getting louder. ‘Quickly,’ she said. ‘Tell me what happened.’

      ‘She asked me to meet her.’

      Scarlett’s brows shot up. ‘She asked you to meet her? In the middle of the night? Here?’

      His nod was curt. ‘I was surprised too. This isn’t where I’d met her in the past.’

      Okay . . . ‘Where had you been meeting her, Marcus?’ she asked softly. Warily.

      His eyes narrowed dangerously, his jaw clenching. ‘It wasn’t like that.’

      She’d angered him with her insinuation. Too damn bad. He was a grown man meeting a young woman in the dead of night. A young woman who was now dead. ‘Then tell me what it was like.’

      ‘I’d see her when she walked her dog in the park near my place. She was always crying. I asked her what was wrong – several times – but she never said a single word, even though I could tell she desperately wanted to. Then tonight I got a text, asking me to meet her at the same corner I texted to you. I called you because I thought she might need . . . protection. I knew you would help her.’

      She struggled not to let his words affect her. ‘But things obviously went very wrong.’

      ‘Obviously,’ he said bitterly. ‘She wasn’t at the corner, but I saw her peeking out from this alley, so I followed her here. As soon as she started talking, the first bullet hit her.’

      ‘The one in her gut.’

      ‘Yes. I ran to the end of the alley.’ He pointed to the end opposite from where Scarlett had entered. ‘But the shooter was gone. I called 911, then ran back to her and tried to stop the bleeding.’ His jaw clenched harder, a muscle twitching in his cheek. ‘I hoped you’d get here before the cops. I was going to tell you what I knew and then leave her with you.’ He hesitated. ‘I figured everyone would jump to the same conclusion you just did.’

      ‘Was she a prostitute, Marcus?’ she asked levelly.

      He looked her in the eye. ‘I don’t know. I only knew she was in trouble of some kind.’

      That was the truth, Scarlett thought. But not the whole truth. He was holding something back. Something important. She wasn’t sure how she knew. She just did. ‘How did she know how to reach you?’

      ‘I left her my card on the park bench. Stuck it between the wood and the iron frame.’

      She frowned. ‘Why did you leave it for her? Why not just give it to her?’

      ‘Because she never came close enough. Not once. She always stayed at least twenty-five feet away.’ His mouth tightened, his eyes growing dark with fury. ‘And because the last time I saw her, she was limping. She was wearing sunglasses – with big frames. But not big enough to hide the bruise on her cheek.’

      Scarlett got the picture. ‘She was being terrorized by someone.’

      ‘That was my take. The last time I saw her, I didn’t say a word. I just held up my card, then stuck it in the bench and walked away.’

      ‘When was that?’

      ‘Yesterday afternoon. Around three.’

      ‘All right. After she was shot in the stomach, you started first aid. What happened then?’

      He looked away. ‘I didn’t hear him. He must have circled around. Came up behind me. I was talking to her, telling her to hold on, not to die. That help was coming. I wasn’t paying attention.’ His throat worked as he swallowed hard. ‘I should have been paying attention. He shot me, then . . . her. In the head.’

      Scarlett drew a careful breath. ‘He shot you? Where?’

      ‘In the back.’ His lower lip curled in disdain that seemed self-targeted. ‘But I’m wearing a vest.’

      ‘A vest? Why?’ she asked coolly, even as her heart thumped in relief. The size of the exit wound in the victim’s head indicated a very large-caliber weapon fired at close proximity. Had Marcus not been wearing a vest, Scarlett knew she’d have come across a very different scene. ‘Did you expect violence?’

      ‘No. Not like this. Never like this. But I always wear the vest now.’

      ‘Why?’ she asked again, watching in wary fascination as twin flags of color stained his cheekbones.

      ‘My mother made me promise.’

      That Scarlett could believe. Marcus’s mother had lost her youngest son nine months before and had very nearly lost Marcus too. Scarlett could understand a mother’s demand for that promise.

      Except . . . why would his mother believe that Marcus would be targeted again? Instincts prickling to alertness, Scarlett left the question for later. ‘And then?’

      ‘The hit knocked me flat. On top of her.’ He touched his finger to his chest, then held the finger up for Scarlett’s inspection. It was dark red. The black fabric of his shirt had hidden the stain. ‘Hers. When I got my breath back, I pushed off her. Then I saw . . . I saw what he’d done. I tried to go after him, but by the time I got out of the alley, he was gone again. I circled the block, but everyone had scattered, including the shooter.’

      ‘So then you came back to meet me?’

      A one-shouldered shrug. ‘To meet someone. Either you or the first responders.’

      Who’d now arrived, a cruiser coming to a screeching halt at the far end of the alley.

      Scarlett glanced at the cruiser, then looked back at Marcus’s face, needing the answer to one last question before the officers arrived. ‘You said you were going to leave once I got here, when she was still alive. Once she was dead, why did you come back? There was no need to continue first aid, and the shooter might have come back again. Might have realized you were still alive. Might have tried to shoot you again. Why did you come back?’

      He looked down at the dead girl, his expression stark. ‘I couldn’t leave her alone in the dark.’
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      Chest heaving, he took a quick look over his shoulder, then slid into the passenger seat of the waiting car and slammed the door. ‘Drive.’ He leaned into the cold air coming out of the AC vent, took in huge lungfuls as he tried to slow his breathing. If he’d run that fast on the track last year, he’d have a roomful of trophies.

      Frowning, Stephanie pulled away from the curb. ‘Where is she? And why are you so sweaty?’

      They were moving at a damn crawl. ‘Just drive, for God’s sake.’ Gripping Stephanie’s knee, he shoved it down, sending the Mercedes lurching forward in a squeal of tires.

      ‘Fuck!’ Stephanie slammed on the brakes, taking them back to a crawl. ‘You want to get us arrested? Where is she?’

      He focused on the side mirror, watching for flashing blue lights. I should have shot them both when I first saw them. Together. His gut still twisted with fury. ‘Back in the alley.’

      ‘So I was right,’ Stephanie said with contempt. ‘I knew something was up. The bitch was two-timing us. You shouldn’t have left her there all alone. God only knows what she’s doing with Styx. He’s butt-ugly but he’s got the best shit around. He’s probably got her on her back right now.’

      She was on her back all right, he thought grimly. And it served her right. ‘Yeah. Probably.’

      Putting on the left blinker, Stephanie shot him a wary glance. ‘I’d have thought you’d be more worried. Styx can’t be clean. I’m betting he has every disease in the book. If she’s doing him for free party Chex, he’s polluting our pool as we speak.’

      ‘We’ll just have to find another place to swim,’ he ground out through clenched teeth. He grabbed the wheel when Stephanie started to turn left. ‘Just where the hell do you think you’re going?’

      Stephanie blinked. ‘Back to get her. We can’t just leave her here.’

      ‘I said drive, goddammit.’ He could hear the sirens now. ‘The cops are coming. Get us out of here.’

      Stephanie hit the brakes so hard they both pitched forward. ‘The cops? What did you do?’

      He met her frightened eyes with a cold, hard stare. ‘She’s dead. So if you don’t want to go to prison, you will drive like a bat outta goddamn hell.’

      ‘Dead?’ Stephanie’s mouth opened and closed like a fish. ‘You killed her? You killed Tala?’

      ‘I never said that.’ He had, but he was never admitting it to anyone. ‘But we’ll be blamed. So get us home or so help me God, you’ll end up just like her.’

      Hands shaking, Stephanie obeyed, heading out of the city. ‘Why did you kill her?’

      ‘I didn’t say I did.’

      ‘So you found her there? Dead?’

      ‘Yeah,’ he lied tonelessly.

      ‘Did Styx kill her?’

      ‘It’s possible, I suppose.’

      ‘Oh my God. This is terrible. This is just . . . Oh God. Mom and Dad. They’ll know. I’m gonna be . . . Hell. They’re gonna know I took her out.’ Stephanie was breathing hard, nearly hyperventilating. ‘They’re gonna find out. They’re gonna kill me.’

      ‘They’re not going to kill you, because you are going to pull yourself together. Nobody’s going to find out anything.’

      ‘Because you say so?’ Stephanie cried. ‘Don’t be a fool. She’ll be on the news. They’ll report a body on the news. My parents watch the news.’

      In her current hysterical state, Stephanie was a neon sign screaming GUILTY. Calm her down, he thought. Take a breath. Take the tension down.

      ‘So?’ he asked, his tone now level. Reassuring. Convincing, even. He shrugged carelessly. ‘She got out. How can they possibly know you took her unless you tell them? She was an addict. She wanted to score some blow. She crossed the wrong dealer and he blew her and her boyfriend away.’

      Stephanie went still. ‘Her what?’

      ‘Her boyfriend. She was with someone, there in the alley.’

      A shuddered-out breath. ‘Who?’

      ‘I don’t know. Some old guy.’

      ‘A cop?’

      ‘Don’t think so. Doesn’t matter now anyway. They’re both dead. Neither of them is going to say a word.’

      ‘But what . . . ?’ It was barely a whisper. ‘What if he was a cop? If she was talking to a cop . . . maybe she was telling him everything. Maybe the cop told his partner. Maybe she told them about my family. Maybe the cops will—’

      ‘Maybe you’d better concentrate on driving,’ he interrupted, his tone still calm. Still smoothly menacing. ‘We wouldn’t want to have an accident.’

      ‘No,’ Stephanie whispered, and she seemed almost dazed. ‘We wouldn’t want that.’

      She was blowing it all out of proportion. It was more likely that Tala was turning tricks in that alley and the guy was a simple john. Or maybe even a pimp. Tala was far too scared to say a word to anyone. But just in case Stephanie was even a little right . . .

      Even if the dead guy wasn’t a cop, if he’d told anyone about Tala there could be trouble. He needed to find out who the guy was, how the asshole had met Tala, and who he’d talked to about her.
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      Scarlett Bishop was watching him.

      Under normal circumstances, Marcus O’Bannion might have welcomed the openly appreciative stare of a beautiful woman as he lounged, shirtless and sweaty. But these were not normal circumstances and Scarlett Bishop was no ordinary beautiful woman. She was a homicide detective.

      Sitting in the back of an ambulance having his vitals taken by a paramedic was about as far from lounging as a man could get. And the detective’s stare was not appreciative. It was watchful. Worried. Wary.

      Because Scarlett was smart. She should be a lot more than worried, he thought. She should be scared.Because I am. Not of the fact that the bullet could very well have ended him, but because, for just a moment, he wished it had.

      I’m tired. Tired of the greed and the violence and the twisted perversion going on all around him. He was tired of seeing the hopelessness in the eyes of the victims. He was tired of being too late. Because even if he could save every victim, he couldn’t erase what had been done to them. Tonight he hadn’t even saved the victim.

      Tala was on her way to the ER, where they’d pronounce her DOA. Because she’d reached out to him for help. I should have been paying attention. I should have kept her safe.

      He’d known she was being abused. The fear in the young woman’s eyes had been real, tonight and every time he’d seen her in the park. She trusted me. And I let her down.

      ‘Your pressure is normal,’ the paramedic said, removing the cuff from his bare upper arm. ‘So’s your pulse.’

      Marcus had told them that would be the case, but they hadn’t listened to him, insisting on checking him out. He knew his body. Knew what it felt like when its functions weren’t normal. But they were only doing their job, so he mustered a nod and a rusty ‘Thanks.’

      ‘You really should go in for an X-ray,’ the paramedic continued. ‘Just because the vest kept the bullet from piercing your skin doesn’t mean it didn’t do serious damage. You may have a broken rib or two.’

      ‘I don’t,’ Marcus replied quietly, his focus on Bishop, who’d finally turned back to the crime scene. Starting where Tala’s body had lain, she was slowly walking an outwardly spiraling circle, taking in every detail with eyes that he knew missed very little.

      Abruptly she dropped into a crouch, leaning forward to check out what looked like a pile of trash swept into a crevice along the alley wall – until her black braid slid over her shoulder. Impatiently she stripped off her gloves and coiled the braid into a figure eight, fixing it to the back of her head with some elastic gizmo she pulled from the pocket of her jeans. Her movements were quick and practiced, which came as no surprise. Unpinned, the tip of her braid nearly reached the small of her back. It likely got in her way often.

      It would have been more practical – not to mention safer – to have cut it long ago. It would be a major vulnerability in a hand-to-hand fight, giving her opponent an easy way to immobilize her.

      It would also give her lover something to hold on to as he . . . No. Not going there. Not today. But his mind already had, just as it had many, many times over the past nine months.

      Ruthlessly corralling his thoughts, Marcus watched her motion to the CSU photographer, pointing to the asphalt, then pull on a new pair of gloves as the man snapped a picture.

      She reached into the trash and drew out something that glinted in the beam of her Maglite. A bullet casing. A big-ass bullet casing. No wonder my back hurts so much.

      She dropped the casing into an evidence bag, then rose fluidly to continue her search of the crime scene. She was, he thought, everything he remembered. Tall and proud. Lithe and graceful. Strong, yet compassionate. Too compassionate for her own good. Her job was eating her alive. There were shadows in her eyes that had nothing to do with lack of sleep. He knew this because he saw the same haunted expression in the mirror.

      She was haunted too. Still, she’d come when he called. Just as she’d done before.

      And just as before, he’d sensed a . . . connection between them, something more than the physical attraction he hadn’t even tried to deny – not in his waking thoughts or in his dreams. He wasn’t sure exactly what the connection was, but he knew deep down that Scarlett Bishop would understand.

      Understand what? he demanded bitterly. Me. She would understand me. The choices he’d made. The secrets he kept. The razor-fine edge that he walked. The darkness that drew him ever closer. She would understand. She might even help him.

      Which was why he’d left her alone, and would continue to do so. Because as much as he yearned for the solace she might provide, he refused to drag her down with him.

      Her gaze shifted from the crime scene to the man with a shock of bright white hair who’d just joined her in the alley – FBI Special Agent Deacon Novak, Scarlett’s partner on the Major Case task force. Marcus actually knew Deacon better than he knew Scarlett, having met the man at a handful of social gatherings co-engineered by Marcus’s stepfather and his cousin, Faith, most recently the party celebrating Faith and Deacon’s engagement. Marcus had been happy for them. Deacon seemed to be a decent man.

      Too decent, he thought. He couldn’t see Novak approving of any of the blood-soaked fantasies of revenge that flooded his mind as a crime-scene tech placed markers on the asphalt, next to the mess that had been Tala’s blood and brains.

      She was only seventeen. And she’d been gunned down like an animal.

      A sheet of white paper attached to a clipboard appeared in his vision, blocking his view of the carnage. ‘If you’re not going to let us transport you to the ER,’ the paramedic said in a disapproving tone, ‘you need to sign this form.’

      ‘I’ve had broken ribs before. I’m just bruised,’ Marcus said, glancing at the form long enough to sign it before returning his attention to Bishop. She was now walking toward him, Deacon Novak at her side.

      Marcus pushed to his feet, biting back a grimace. His back throbbed like a bitch, but he had his pride. It was bad enough that he was shirtless while Scarlett and her partner were fully clothed – Deacon in a suit and tie, no less. Talking to them from a sitting position was simply not going to happen.

      Scarlett met his eyes for a brief moment before turning to the paramedic. ‘Well?’ she asked crisply. ‘What’s the verdict?’

      ‘Contusions,’ the paramedic said. ‘Possible broken ribs.’

      She frowned. ‘So why isn’t he en route to the ER?’

      The paramedic shrugged. ‘He’s refused transport.’

      ‘Because it’s only a bad bruise,’ Marcus muttered. ‘Can I have my shirt back?’

      Her glance flicked down to his bare chest, then shot back up to his face like a rocket. ‘I’m sorry. Your shirt is evidence now, along with the Kevlar vest, but my partner brought you something to wear,’ she said, her tone coolly efficient.

      ‘Marcus,’ Deacon said pleasantly.

      Marcus nodded once. ‘Deacon,’ he said in the same pleasant tone.

      Deacon held out a plain black T-shirt. ‘Good to see you’re not dead.’

      Marcus clenched his teeth against the memory of the shots fired at close range. ‘Yeah,’ he said bitterly. ‘That would have left an even bigger mess.’ He tugged the shirt over his head, managing to swallow most of a groan as fire streaked across his shoulders and down his back.

      ‘I heard that. You need to go to the hospital,’ Scarlett said firmly.

      ‘No. I don’t.’ Marcus took an experimental deep breath, happy when both his lungs inflated properly. ‘I’ve had enough of hospitals to last me a lifetime. Nothing they can do for broken ribs anyway.’ He gave the medic a nod. ‘But thanks for checking me out.’

      ‘Whatever,’ the paramedic said, shaking his head as he slammed the ambulance doors closed and drove away.

      Then it was just the three of them at the end of the alley, standing in a little bubble of silence as CSU processed the scene fifty feet away. Scarlett and Deacon were waiting for his statement, he knew. Suddenly wearier than he’d been in months, Marcus straightened his spine, his gaze arrowing in on the patch of bloodstained asphalt. He had to be careful. He was tired, he was in pain. But most of all, he was filled with cold rage. In this state he could easily reveal more than he should.

      Clear your mind. Tell them only what is relevant to catching Tala’s killer. Everything else was not their business.

      He cleared his throat. ‘Her name was Tala. She was only seventeen.’
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      ‘Tala what?’ Scarlett asked evenly, thanking God that the man had put a shirt on. Not staring at his chest had taken a sizeable portion of her concentration. Now she could focus on his words. Now I can do my damn job. A girl was dead. The victim deserved justice, not the half-assed efforts of a homicide detective who couldn’t keep her hormones in check.

      Scarlett was glad Deacon had arrived. In the moments she’d stood in the alley alone with Marcus O’Bannion, she’d lost her professional perspective. Her emotions had taken over – and a few of those emotions hadn’t left her feeling proud of herself. She’d felt jealous of the dead girl, for God’s sake, because he’d been meeting her. Then disappointment that he’d been meeting her. All combined with a nearly obsessive refusal to believe that whatever Marcus was up to could be wrong in any way.

      She believed too deeply, too blindly, that he was a good man. That he was a hero.

      ‘She never said her last name.’ Marcus didn’t look at them as he spoke. He was staring at the crime scene, at the spot where the girl had died. ‘I didn’t get the chance to ask.’

      Because the girl had been shot. As had Marcus.

      ‘What did she get the chance to say?’ Scarlett asked.

      Marcus clenched his jaw. ‘That her family was in danger. When I asked from who, she said, “The man and his wife, they own us.”’

      Scarlett’s heart sank.

      Deacon muttered a curse. ‘Owned exactly how?’ he asked.

      ‘I started to ask, but that’s when the first shot was fired and she collapsed. The only other words she said were “Help” and “Malaya”. Then she was gone.’

      ‘Malaya.’ Deacon was already typing on his phone. ‘She could have been talking about a place. A reference to modern-day Malaysia.’

      ‘Or it could have been a word,’ Marcus added quietly. ‘Tagalog for “freedom”.’

      ‘Tagalog,’ Scarlett murmured. ‘A dialect of Filipino, right?’ Which would make sense. The girl’s ethnicity was Southeast Asian. That included the Philippines.

      Marcus nodded once. ‘Yes.’

      Deacon glanced at him with interest. ‘You speak Tagalog?’

      ‘No. It’s also a newspaper based out of Manila,’ Marcus answered.

      ‘How do you know that?’ Deacon asked, more curious than suspicious.

      Marcus shrugged. ‘My family is in the newspaper business. My grandfather read five papers before breakfast every morning when I was a boy. He collected the front pages of papers with famous headlines. One was from the Malaya, on the day Marcos was exiled. I asked him what it was all about, and he told me that malaya meant freedom.’

      ‘You remembered that, after all this time?’ Scarlett asked. ‘That was nearly thirty years ago. You couldn’t have been more than four or five years old.’

      Another shrug. ‘I remember nearly everything he ever said. This one word was very important to him, though. He’d been in the Philippines during the war, made friends with some of the locals. They were prisoners together. In Bataan.’

      As one, Scarlett and Deacon winced. ‘Rough,’ Scarlett murmured.

      ‘Yeah. Malaya was one of the first words my grandfather learned there.’

      ‘So what do you think Tala meant?’ Scarlett asked.

      ‘I think she wanted me to help free her family. Trouble is, I don’t know where she came from. I don’t know where her family is being kept.’

      ‘Detective Bishop said you met Tala at the park,’ Deacon said.

      ‘Not exactly. I never actually met her until tonight. I’d only see her at the park. Up until tonight, it’s been me asking her questions and her running away without answering.’

      ‘Where is this park, and when did you first see her?’ Deacon asked.

      ‘Near my house. Two weeks ago. About one A.M.’

      Scarlett lifted her brows in surprise. ‘You go to the park at one in the morning?’

      ‘Not normally. Normally I go mid-afternoon, but it’s been so hot lately that I’ve been going after dark, around eleven.’

      ‘You’re a runner?’ Deacon asked him.

      ‘I was. Haven’t done any running in the last nine months.’

      Not since he’d nearly been killed, Scarlett thought, the events of that day seared into her memory. A bullet had pierced his lung as he’d protected an innocent young woman who’d been targeted by a sociopath. They’d nearly lost Marcus that day.

      Marcus returned his attention to the crime scene. ‘I have an older dog with a heavy coat,’ he went on quietly. ‘She has a bad heart and doesn’t do well in the heat, so I walk her after dark. Two weeks ago I got tied up on a project at work and it was after one when I got home, but BB needed to be walked, so we went to the park. It was deserted, so I . . .’ He hesitated, shrugged uncomfortably. ‘I was sitting on a bench letting her sniff the grass when Tala came down the path with a standard poodle, all groomed in that frou-frou show-dog style. The dog’s collar caught my eye before Tala did.’

      ‘The dog had a reflective collar?’ Deacon asked.

      Scarlett was stuck back on ‘It was deserted’. It was deserted, so you what? she wanted to ask. Because he was blushing again, just like he had when he admitted he’d promised his mother he’d wear Kevlar. She tabled the question for later.

      Marcus shook his head. ‘No. The collar was diamond-studded.’

      Both Scarlett and Deacon blinked. ‘Diamonds?’ she repeated. ‘Are you sure they weren’t rhinestones? Or CZ?’

      ‘Pretty sure. The collar had a brand tag sewn in to it – one of the exclusive jewelers in Chicago.’ He gave them the name. ‘When I called the store to inquire, the jeweler told me they haven’t sold that model in a while. He suggested that I check eBay.’

      Scarlett frowned. ‘Why am I not surprised that you already called?’

      Marcus shrugged. ‘I was hoping to identify her later. At first, I was just appalled. I mean, who’d put that kind of collar on a dog? And what was a girl her age doing walking the dog at one A.M.? Alarm bells started ringing in my head, so I stood up and started to walk in the opposite direction, but . . .’ He sighed. ‘She was crying.’

      ‘So you stayed?’ Deacon asked carefully.

      Marcus leveled him a sharp glare. ‘Only long enough to ask her why she was crying and if she needed help. She just turned and ran away. I started to follow her, but BB can’t run anymore. By the time I picked up the dog, the girl was gone.’

      ‘When did you see her again?’ Scarlett asked, her mind suddenly filled with the image of him cradling an old dog in his arms.

      ‘The next night, but not as close up. I went back at one in the morning, sat on the bench and waited, but she stayed back so far that I didn’t see her. But I did see her dog. She wore black, but the poodle is white, so he showed up through the trees. I called out to her, but she ran again. Then the third night, she came close enough that I could see she was crying again.’

      Scarlett studied Marcus’s face. He was holding something back. ‘What made her come close the third night?’

      He hesitated, then rolled his eyes. ‘I’m not sure. Maybe because I was singing.’

      Again she and Deacon blinked. ‘You were singing?’ she echoed. ‘As in . . . a song?’

      He scowled at her. ‘Yes, as in a song. I was all alone the first night. Or thought I was. I sometimes sing when I’m alone. I thought if I sang again she might come closer.’

      Fascinating. His blush had deepened, his shoulders hunching defensively. He thought she was going to laugh at him. Nothing could be further from the truth. She was drawn by his voice too. When he spoke, she heard music. The saddest music she’d ever heard, she’d thought the very first time she’d heard him speak. That he used that voice to make actual music was no surprise.

      ‘I sing when I’m alone too,’ she said quietly. ‘Mostly because nobody wants to hear me. I take it that Tala wanted to hear you.’

      The stiffness in his shoulders melted a bit. ‘Yeah. I guess she did.’

      ‘What were you singing?’ Deacon asked.

      His jaw tightened. ‘Vince Gill. “Go Rest High On That Mountain”.’

      Scarlett sucked in a breath, the ache in her chest sudden and sharp. She’d heard that song too many times, at too many funerals. The first funeral at which she’d heard it still haunted her nightmares.

      That the most recent one still haunted Marcus was evident from the pain on his face.

      ‘I understand,’ she whispered. He met her eyes, and she could see that he believed her.

      Deacon was looking at them, confused. ‘I don’t. What is that song?’

      ‘It’s a country song,’ Scarlett said, holding Marcus’s gaze. ‘Vince Gill wrote it for his brother, after his brother’s death. It’s often played at funerals. It was played at Marcus’s brother’s funeral.’ Her throat grew thick and she swallowed hard. ‘It was a good choice.’

      Marcus’s eyes flickered, gratitude mixing with the pain.

      Deacon let out a quiet breath. Critically wounded while taking down Marcus’s brother’s killer, he hadn’t attended the seventeen-year-old’s funeral, but he had seen the boy’s dead body in its shallow grave. As had Scarlett.

      As had Marcus. Scarlett wished she could have kept him from having that picture in his mind. He was clearly still grieving. Seeing his brother’s body tossed into a grave like so much trash would make healing that much harder. This Scarlett knew from experience.

      ‘I see,’ Deacon said quietly. ‘So Tala was drawn by the song that night. Did she speak to you then?’

      Marcus shifted his body, staring at the crime scene once again, breaking their connection. ‘No. She never spoke until tonight. I kept going back to the park at one A.M., hoping she’d tell me why she was so afraid. After the first few nights, I brought my guitar with me. I thought maybe she’d find me less threatening if my hands were full, but that wasn’t the case. She let the dog approach close enough for me to pet it, but the closest Tala came to me was twenty-six feet.’

      Twenty-six feet? Scarlett frowned, then nodded when the detail clicked in her mind. ‘The length of the poodle’s retractable leash.’ She glanced at Deacon. ‘It’s the size for large dogs. I have one that I use when I walk Zat.’ She returned her attention to Marcus. ‘Did you see the poodle’s ID tags when you petted it?’

      ‘There was only a name tag attached to the collar – no rabies or license tags. The name tag said “Coco”. Tala came to the park for seven straight nights and would stay long enough to hear me sing a song or two. On the eighth night she didn’t show up, or the two nights after that, so I started going to the park during the day, all different times. We finally crossed paths again late yesterday afternoon. About twelve hours ago.’

      ‘When she was bruised and limping,’ Scarlett murmured.

      An angry nod. ‘Yeah. Someone had roughed her up. At the time, I didn’t think it had anything to do with me, because I never saw anyone following her when she walked the dog. Now I think it must have been because someone knew she was meeting me. She’d be alive otherwise,’ he added bitterly.

      ‘You told Detective Bishop that you left your card on the bench,’ Deacon said, ‘and that Tala texted you to meet her here. Can we get the number she called from?’

      Marcus handed Deacon his phone. ‘She asked me not to call her, told me she was deleting the texts so she wouldn’t get caught. I didn’t call the number, but I did run it. It’s disposable.’

      Deacon frowned. ‘How did you run the phone number?’

      ‘I run my family’s newspaper, Deacon,’ he said mildly. ‘I have all kinds of ways to get information.’

      Deacon narrowed his eyes in annoyance. ‘None of which you plan to tell me.’

      ‘Of course not.’

      Deacon looked like he’d argue, but decided against it. ‘Fine. What else can you tell us?’

      Marcus looked at Scarlett, his expression suddenly grimly uncomfortable. ‘You asked me if she was a prostitute and I said I didn’t know. That’s true. But she was accustomed to . . . pleasing men.’ He sighed. ‘When I offered to help her, she said she couldn’t pay me. I told her I didn’t want her money. She got this desperate, revolted look on her face. Then in the blink of an eye she changed into this sultry temptress. Went for the button of my jeans. Said she could make me feel good.’ His jaw hardened. ‘I told her no, that I didn’t want that either.’

      ‘And then?’ Scarlett asked quietly.

      ‘She looked hopeless. Asked why I would help her. Said she was “nobody”.’ His shoulders sagged. ‘She believed that. She also believed her family was in danger.’

      ‘Did she mention sisters or friends?’ Deacon asked. ‘Do we know what kind of family she wants us to help? Are they blood relatives or simply other captives?’

      Marcus shook his head. ‘She only said “my family”. My first thought was that the man and his wife used her for the sex trade.’

      Scarlett pulled up a photo of the victim that she’d taken with her phone, showing it to Deacon. ‘My first thought too,’ she said.

      ‘Young and pretty,’ Deacon agreed. ‘Just the type sexual slavery operations go for. How was she dressed when she walked the dog in the park? What I mean is, did it look like she was dressed for seduction? Was she on the clock, just taking a break during business hours?’

      ‘She was wearing a polo shirt and old jeans,’ he said. ‘She looked like any other high-school kid.’

      ‘Walking a dog with a diamond-studded collar,’ Deacon murmured. ‘Well, whoever she was protecting, whatever their relationship, they had to have been very important to her. Her “owners” trusted their hold on her enough to let her walk their dog, knowing she’d come back.’

      ‘Did she have an accent?’ Scarlett asked. ‘How was her English? Did she sound like she’d been in this country for a while?’

      ‘Her English was flawless, but she did have an accent.’ Reaching behind him, Marcus pulled a dark baseball cap from the back pocket of his jeans. ‘You can judge for yourself. I recorded the conversation.’ A hesitant pause, followed by a shrug. ‘I recorded every interaction after that first night.’

      Scarlett stared at the cap, then up at his face. ‘You have a microphone in your hat?’

      ‘A camera, actually. It’s hidden on the edge of the bill.’

      Deacon’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why?’

      Marcus’s jaw set. ‘I wanted to be able to protect myself in case I was being set up.’

      Deacon took the cap, his eyes narrowing further. ‘And exactly who would be setting you up, Marcus?’ he asked softly.

      Marcus’s spine straightened, his face taking on the stony expression of a soldier preparing for an interrogation. ‘I don’t know.’

      There was frustration in his tone, she thought. And honesty. Or maybe that was just what she wanted to hear. ‘The same people that made you promise your mother you’d wear Kevlar?’
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      The same people that made you promise your mother you’d wear Kevlar?

      Startled, Marcus stiffened, then one side of his mouth quirked up as he glanced down at her, grudging respect in his eyes. Scarlett Bishop didn’t miss a detail. So tread carefully here. For her sake as well as his own. ‘Maybe. And before you ask – no, I don’t know who “they” are.’

      ‘But “they” are threatening you?’ Deacon asked. ‘Why?’

      The Fed didn’t miss much either. Over the months, Marcus had come to respect the sharp eye and quick mind of his cousin Faith’s fiancé. As a team, Scarlett and Deacon were scary-good investigators. Which was one of the reasons Marcus had consciously and consistently avoided them both whenever possible. ‘I don’t know,’ he said again.

      ‘Who else knew you would be here tonight?’ Deacon asked.

      Marcus frowned, startled once again. ‘You think I was the target?’

      ‘You were wearing Kevlar and a camera,’ Deacon pointed out dryly. ‘You tell me.’

      Marcus hadn’t even considered it, but he did now. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time someone had taken a shot at him. That the bullets he’d taken last November were the first to actually require a hospital stay was pretty damn close to a miracle. He had a few projects brewing, but none were at a flashpoint, none hot enough to warrant such a physical retaliation. Past projects . . . It was possible. He’d stepped on an awful lot of toes.

      ‘I’m a newspaper publisher,’ he finally said carefully. ‘My staff break stories that make people unhappy. Sometimes there are threats. Most of them are nothing to worry about. I can’t think of anything right now that especially would be. I don’t think I was the target tonight.’

      ‘Unfortunately, we’re going to have to be the judges of that,’ Scarlett said, the softness gone from her tone. She was a cop again, her jaw hard, her eyes sharp. ‘A girl is dead. If one of your “threats” is responsible, we need to know. And don’t even consider telling me that you won’t reveal your sources,’ she snapped, interrupting him before he could do exactly that. ‘You called me because you knew I’d help that girl. Don’t stand in my way now.’

      She was right, he had to admit. He had called her. He had involved her. ‘I’ll have it to you within the hour.’

      ‘What will I get?’ she asked warily.

      ‘A list of the threats I’ve received.’ Those he was willing to share, anyway. Some of the threats were not credible. Others had already been dealt with. Others would be far too revealing, especially to this pair of investigators. He’d pick and choose the ones that would do him no damage. ‘How far back do you want me to go? Six months? A year? Five years?’

      She blinked once. ‘You keep
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