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  "When the stars threw down their spears 
And water'd heaven with their tears: Did he smile his work to see? Did he who made the Lamb make thee?"
— William Blake








  
  To all my readers who have stuck with me on this journey, words will never be enough. Bringing the world of Apple Rose to life has not always been easy, and your support has made all the difference. And most importantly, to my brilliant wife, whose steadfast love has given me the strength to carry on even when the work seemed too daunting – you're the reason why I continue to press ahead. 








  
  Preface


While no depictions of sexual assault (graphic or otherwise) appear within this novel, the trauma carried by those who have survived such crimes is explored. This story as well as the ones that came before will always strive to handle this subject with as much care and sensitivity as possible. You can also expect to find strong language as well as a particularly detailed depiction of graphic torture and violence. Especially as it relates to eyes. My girl loves to remove eyes. You’ve been warned. 
 
As such, welcome back to the beautifully bloody world of Miss Rose.






  
  A Special Note


If you or someone you know has been sexually assaulted, help is available. For UK residents support can be reached at the Rape Crisis Center of England and Wales. The University of Minnesota has also put together a resource titled The Handbook of International Centers for Survivors of Sexual Assault and Harrassment that has compiled an exhaustive list of crisis centers and phone lines by region and country for those who need it. Please know that you are not alone and help is just a phone call away. 






  
  one
A Dark Manor on the Hill


If he had eyes, he could see. But she took care of that. 
He woke soon after, blood weeping from the sockets where they once had been. Congealed and splotchy, running like crimson ribbons down a pallid face. 
He shifted with a shaky groan, sensation no doubt returning to his limbs. Only his movements were constricted. And a smile dazzled on her lips, perfectly perched in place. 
“You shouldn’t squirm so much,” she warned him, her tone playful. Delicate. 
It was comical to see. The way his head peeked out from the hole carefully shaped into the lid. It was made of the same cast iron as the snug cauldron into which his body was placed. A perfect gift she’d discovered when digging through the treasures left behind by Lady Rose.
A mumble trembled from his blood-stained lips, the words incomprehensible. 
And her smile only spread. 
“It’s getting warm, isn’t it?”
It was, in fact. She didn’t need the poor wretch to answer. 
A fire was lit beneath the base of that dark iron cauldron, fed by a gas line that ran along the old stone floor of the basement. A few logs were placed strategically, and already the surface was hot to the touch. 
“It’s oil, in case you were wondering.” Her delicate tone was scarcely above a whisper. 
He would have become aware almost instantly that he was surrounded by liquid, reaching as high as his neck. But each movement was in vain. The lid through which his head protruded was bolted firmly into place. 
“Please.” His lips trembled, his tone trembling and reedy. “Why are you—” 
“Shh,” she answered, placing a finger over his quivering mouth. “I figured that, as an eminent professor of Roman studies at King’s College, you might appreciate your current predicament.” 
“You’re not—”
“Boiling you alive?” Dark laughter spilled from her lips. “I’m afraid I am, Professor.” 
Tears would have answered next, if he’d possessed the ability to produce them. Of that, she had no doubt. Words sputtered forth in that desperate way so common among the dying. Given the chance, he would likely plead, begging for a reprieve from the horrible fate awaiting him. Not that words, even those offered fervently, would dissuade her from this course. He would die. And he would die screaming for it to end. 
She circled the cauldron, just capable of fitting a full-grown man, and snatched a few stray logs from the pile in the corner. Sputtering embers leapt into the air as she tossed the wood onto the ground around the base, the same grin curling the corners of her mouth. It was strange to be here now, after all this time. To see the look of fear etched upon the face of a man whose life was soon to end. There was a strange comfort in the act. And in the knowledge of the power she possessed. 
“I’m sorry!” he began, just as she’d known he would. “I never meant for—”
“For what?” She crept closer and slipped her fingers beneath his chin. “For preying on those poor girls and taking advantage of them?”
“Yes.” Spittle dribbled past his shaking lips. “I have problems.”
“Oh, I know you do. But that’s okay. You won’t have to worry about them anymore.” 
He rattled against the sides of the cauldron, sloshing the oil around him. Panic was a curious thing to witness. You could never quite predict what shape it would take. Or when it might finally take hold of a person. And seeing it now, in every frightened line dug into his pale features, brought back so many memories from before. 
Some hazy and half-remembered; others as vivid as if they’d happened only yesterday. But one face shone out of that blood-tinged dark, and it was the one that pained her most. 
No, she whispered, even in her mind, there’s no time to dwell upon her now. 
“I must confess,” she said, leaning close so her lips almost grazed his ear, “I lied about my name. In the past few years, I’ve gone by two. But neither of them was the name my mother gave me. Would you like to know who I really am?”
“No. Please.” 
The poor fool was a sobbing wreck. And had she not scooped out his eyes with a melon baller, there might be tears streaming down his cheeks instead of those lovely crimson ribbons. My goodness, she mused. Has it really been ten years? 
“My name is Apple Rose.” 
He fought against the sides of the cauldron, perhaps trying to get his hands to the lid that held him in place, not that it was an easy feat given the narrow confines. The oil would be growing hot by now, and it was only going to get worse from here. 
“The name may not mean much to you, of course.” She stood straight again, regarding him with a gleam in her striking blue eyes. “Were we in the States, on the East Coast, you might have a different reaction. I was quite infamous once upon a time.” 
“I know the name.” He craned his neck, trying to follow the sound of her footfalls as she once again stalked a slow circle around the cauldron. “But you died. The news, the police, they all said you were killed. That you died in a—”
“An explosion?”
A shaky nod was his only answer. The desperation snatched hold again, the fright livid on his face and the pitiful quiver of his chin. 
“Well …” She snickered. “Obviously they were wrong.”
“Please—” The cauldron shuddered with each anxious motion. “You don’t have to do this. I swear, I won’t hurt those girls anymore. I’ll … I’ll get help.”
“Help? You think I’m interested in your pathetic lies?”
“I’m not lying.”
“Of course you are. I’ve done this before, you know. Everyone in your position always says the same thing. You lot seem to believe that if you say the right thing, if you beg with all your might, that I might change my mind. That I won’t carve you into pieces or peel the skin from your body.” 
“Please don’t.” His voice rose higher, terror prominent in every syllable. “I don’t wanna die like this!”
“When I read about how the Romans once executed prisoners by boiling them in oil, I was surprised to learn that it can take up to two hours for the victim to actually die.”
Whatever he offered now was little more than babbled nonsense. 
“Why, there have been a few famous cases of that grisly business right here in Scotland.”
The silly fool squirmed again. Not that it did any good. 
“It was all quite horrible. Especially once you consider that you’ll start to smell yourself cooking before the end.”
It was a strange thing to consider how long it had been since she’d held a human life in the palm of her hand. Since she’d heard the music of frightened promises and whimpering pleas and known that she could end it quickly if she desired.
Not that his end would be quick. A swift death was not what he deserved. 
She stepped past him, pausing to brush her hand across the top of his head and pet the thinning dark hair now damp with sweat. “I’ll be back to check on you.” 
“No, please. Don’t leave me here! I’ll do anything!”
A coy grin played on her face. “I wonder if you’ll be screaming by then.” 
She left him there to burn. To cook from the outside in. Her steps echoed along the old stone floors as she made her way to the wooden steps that led the way out of the basement. She wore a red dress today, its color a shade darker than blood. And her hair, naturally blonde in hue, was dyed black instead and gathered in a ponytail that bounced slightly as she went. 
So much had changed in the years that stretched between her last kill and this. 
Ten years removed from the girl who’d terrorized the East Bay. Most of those years spent living as Cassandra Clermont, heir to the Clermont Manor that had long stood upon a lonely hill in the Scottish Highlands. A sanctuary from the world, hidden away by the wealth and wiles of her great-grandmother, Lady Evangeline Rose. None in the family, then or now, knew of its existence. And that was exactly as Lady Rose desired. For it was meant as a place of refuge. A port of calm should the storm ever come for her. Though for Lady Rose, the storm had never come. Apple hadn’t been so fortunate. 
I let my guard down—believed the lie that I could walk away. 
Everything changed when Marcus Lewitt Dodge crept out of the shadows of her past and tore her intricately built life apart. She’d been forced to walk away from everything. 
For ten years she’d comforted herself in this new skin. A new life, manicured to perfection. All carefully contained in a gothic manor overlooking the rolling green hills that stretched for miles all around. From the great window of the library, she could see the village nestled in a valley to the south. It was the nearest town to be found here, over ten miles by foot on a good day, and a short drive by car if she had a mind. Often, she would visit for a spell, if only to browse the market for food or supplies for the art that had taken the place of her other … proclivities. 
Here in that magnificent old library, surrounded by towering shelves carved from dark cherry wood, she would paint and sketch when the morning light streamed in through the window. Nestled in among the stately wingback chairs and lush sofas were easels placed with care. One bore a finished work, the paint still fresh, and others were in various stages of completion. 
Apple had always been fond of painting. In the simple act of creation. 
With a careful eye and steady hand, she could recreate the intricate designs that lived within her mind. With a brush between her fingers, she could pull them out of the shadows of her thoughts and breathe them into life. With each gentle stroke her imagination took shape and form upon a blank canvas, infusing its vibrancy with color and detail. 
In the absence of her deadly craft, it could sate the impulses she buried in the dark. To a point. For the most cherished art could not entirely replace the joy found in the meticulous taking of a life. 
With so many thoughts raging in her mind, she stepped to an old desk on the far wall to her left. Behind it, the shelves that rose from floor to ceiling arched around a blank patch of wall. And there a painting hung, a remnant from the collection of Lady Rose, a self-portrait of Rembrandt that she bought at auction in the spring of 1921. 
Apple regarded it for a moment. Wondering what her great-grandmother thought the first time she laid eyes upon it. 
Had she wondered at the skill and care it took to bring his vision to life? Did it reside in the house she’d shared with her husband and their children, or did she hide it away in this secret place? Those questions rankled, pushing a few other thoughts away. 
But Apple took her seat at that ornate desk, crafted by a skilled hand long before her parents were ever born. She sifted through the scattered papers and sketches until she found a few blanks sheets of paper. And, with a pen in hand, she began to write. 
My dearest Cindy,
I scarcely know where to begin … 






  
  two
In the Season of the Harvest


Her mother was upstairs, crying once again. 
It had been a common refrain since Cindy Nix returned home. In truth, she’d cried as well, more times than she could count. It was difficult not to. Being in this house again, with the memories of the past year still raw and tender, it was often the easiest thing to do. 
The funeral wasn’t for a few more hours, and Cindy wandered down the hallway until she stood outside the door to her room. It took some effort to reach for the handle and a little more to work up the nerve to push the door open and step inside. And when she did, it was as if nothing had changed. The room looked much as it had all those years before, when she was fussing about plans for graduation and tying her stomach into knots over what waited at the other end of adolescence. Nine years, and I’m still as nervous as I was then. 
It wasn’t as if Cindy was unaccustomed to the treacherous road of life. She had walked it many times before. And lost much along the way. 
Three months ago, when her world was prepared to change all over again, she’d stepped through the door of another room as cold sweat shivered on her skin. 

      [image: ]The bland white walls caught her eye at once, followed by a glimpse of the distant sea from the window to her right. 
The bed in the room beckoned her closer, and she tried not to dwell on the sadness swelling in her chest. She’d seen her father at his worst, many times in fact, but this was different. And there was nothing she could do. 
He was thinner than he was a year ago. His hair a little grayer, his beard in need of a trim. But he smiled at the sight of her and gestured her over with a faint wave of his hand. 
“Hey kiddo.” His voice was weak. “Your mom said you’d be stopping by.”
“How are you holding up?”
“Oh, you know …” He chuckled. “My liver isn’t worth shit anymore. But that’s not all that surprising, huh?” 
Cindy inched forward. Her dark hair bounced a little in its tight ponytail as she gingerly took a seat on the edge of the bed. Fear constricted her chest, but she forged a path through the ache and found the will to meet his gaze. 
“I heard you had some news to share.”
“Dad.” Cindy shook her head. “We don’t have to do that right now.”
Mom just couldn’t help herself. Of all the things to worry about now, the news Cindy had received two nights before was hardly worth her time. Not with all that was happening. 
“In case you haven’t figured it out, kid, I’m not doing so hot right now.”
“I know,” Cindy answered quickly. “And I’m more concerned about you getting—”
“There’s no getting well from this, sweetheart. I think we both know that. So why don’t you tell me this big secret you’ve been carrying around.” 
Stubborn as goddamn ever. They were alike in more ways than Cindy could express. “Fine,” she relented, a wry smile on her face. “I got my results back from the big exam.”
Her dad sat up a little more. “And?”
“Highest score in the department.”
“Hot damn!” 
One could be forgiven for forgetting he was ill with the way his smile beamed from ear to ear, pride swimming in the glisten just beneath his eyes. He reached for her hand and squeezed it tight. 
“I knew you had it in you.” 
“And apparently it was the third highest in the state.”
He shook his head, and with some considerable effort, he sat up to wrap his arms around her neck. Pulled her in for a tight embrace. “I’m real proud of you, kid. Really damn proud.” 
“Thanks, Dad.”
She did what she could to keep her own tears from falling. But that was damn impossible now, what with the way he trembled as he clung to her. And especially when he leaned back, cheeks shimmering with freshly fallen tears. 
“You know …” Her dad hesitated a moment, trepidation dripping from his tone. “I could make some calls and see—”
“We’ve talked about this.”
“I know that you like it in Lakedale. And you’ve done great there. But maybe—”
“I can’t come back here. You know that.”
Her dad had long resigned himself to the idea that she simply wasn’t coming home. It had taken several lengthy conversations on the matter, and still, it never kept him from trying. 
“I know the East Bay isn’t exactly the same place for you anymore. But with the consolidation on the force, and all the communities coming together like they have, maybe—”
“I’ve been a cop in Lakedale since the day I graduated from the academy. And if I’m really going to do this, if I’m going to become a detective … I want that to happen there too.”
He sighed, defeat etched upon the harsh lines of his face. But still, knowing that she wasn’t home to stay, he smiled all the same. “You’re gonna make one hell of a detective.” 
A quick gesture flicked the tears from her cheeks. They came too easily these days, ever since his health had taken a downward turn. And that helpless feeling, the one she hated so vehemently, was never far away. 
“Any news on the transplant list?”
“It’s not happening, kid.”
“Come on, Dad. You don’t know that.”
“Except I do.”
She shook her head. Sorrow lurked constantly; anger as well. Not at him—not exactly. But it was there all the same. The injustice of his fate stung regardless of where she laid the blame. 
He reached across again, his touch tentative, fingers grazing across the top of her hand. “I lost myself at the bottom of a bottle for a long time. I was a fool to think there wasn’t going to be a consequence somewhere down the line.” 
Her lips opened as if to speak, but the words stuck in her throat. 
I can’t lose you again. 
Not like this. 

      [image: ]Three months later, he was gone. 
And Cindy stood in her room, rigid as old stone. Her eyes wandered over the posters on the wall—the remnants of her teenage life displayed as if she’d wandered into a museum. A sketch pinned above her bed brought everything crashing back down again. She couldn’t look at it for long. 
Not at the careful lines from a charcoal pencil or the flowing cursive at the bottom corner on the right. It was an unexpected treat in the letter she’d received a week before she graduated from Franklin High. Apple Rose loved her surprises, and the charcoal sketch she’d crafted was about the most striking piece of art that Cindy had ever seen. Somehow Apple managed to capture Cindy’s likeness in a way that still caught her by surprise, no matter how many times she looked upon it. At times she considered taking it with her. A few times she almost had. But in some strange way, this room was where that sketch belonged. 
Cindy sat on the edge of her bed and allowed herself to regard the drawing for just a moment longer, her mind drifting to other thoughts and other places far away. 
Where are you now, sweetheart? Somewhere safe, I hope. Safe and tucked away. 
The tightness returned, like cold arms closing snug around her chest. Grief was like that sometimes. And yet constantly changing. On some days it was like struggling to stay above the water, never knowing if you could keep your strength up to make it to the other side. At others, it swept in like a storm and ripped you from the shore. 
Cindy tried her best to keep her mind off what would happen later. But when the hour came around, the storm lurking in the dark was impossible to ignore. 
Later that day, with the somber gray hue of an overcast sky looming above, she walked arm in arm with her mother across the cemetery. Fall was in full swing now, as gold and orange leaves lay scattered on the manicured lawn beneath their feet. They passed rows of headstones, some old and weathered by the passage of time, with their etchings barely legible. Each step was heavier than the one before. Standing before his grave as the priest offered up his prayers and spoke of love and loss, Cindy scarcely heard a word. She clung to her mother’s arm but was far away, watching it all unfold as if it were happening to someone else. 
He was gone now. And there was nothing she could do. 
She barely moved and hardly seemed to breath as they lowered his casket into the ground. Time stood still. Not even the chill of an October breeze bothered her in the least. She pulled her dark coat tighter and never noticed her mother slipping off with the rest of the family, leaving her on her own. 
Cindy sniffled back tears and stared at the space where her father was laid to rest. 
“Hey, kid.”
The deep, gruff voice took her by surprise. It shouldn’t have, naturally, and it was a comfort at least to see his face. He towered over her just as she remembered. A great big bear of a man with broad shoulders and deep brown skin. His beard was a little thicker than she remembered, and the warmth of his smile chased away her pain. 
“It’s good to see you, is it … Captain March now?”
“You follow the news.”
“What can I say—word gets around.” 
Harold March chuckled. An uncharacteristic sound in a dreary setting like this. 
Cindy reached across and squeezed his sizable arm, the faint shimmer of a smile just barely touching her lips. “It’s good to see you.”
“I’m really sorry about your dad. We all were.” 
She squeezed his arm harder and ignored the burning in her eyes. 
“I know the timing isn’t really great, but I was wondering if we might have a chance to talk.” 
Cindy shrugged. Glancing past him, she saw her mother standing with the rest of the family, lost among the scattered words of grief and warm embraces of those who couldn’t think of what to say. Her mother was where she needed to be now, and Cindy needed to think of something other than the loss of the father she’d never really gotten to know. Not as well as she would have liked, anyway. 
She slipped her fingers from his arm and gestured for him to follow her. “What would you like to talk about?” 
“Well, speaking of word getting around … A little bird whispered something in my ear a few days ago.” 
Cindy couldn’t help but smirk at the sound of that. “Let me guess—does this little bird go by the name of Chief Reynolds?” 
Harold lowered his head, allowing only the hint of a deep chuckle to escape. 
“You know, I’d take whatever he said about me with a grain of salt.”
“He told me you resigned.”
Cindy stopped in her tracks. Hands thrust into the pockets of her thick coat, she turned to face him. Regarded him cautiously. Silence held its breath as if waiting for her words.
As he loomed over her like a mountain, Harold was impossible to read. She could never quite figure out what he was thinking. Certainly not now, despite how clever she could be. 
“Is that true?”
“Maybe it is.”
He didn’t hide it then. The smile on his wide bearded face was unmistakable. And it lightened Cindy’s darkened mood to see it, fleeting though that lightness might prove to be. 
“If it is,” he began slowly. “Then maybe I’d like to offer you a job.” 
There were a lot of things Cindy could have imagined happening today, but this wasn’t remotely on her list. She stood for a moment longer in his shadow, uncertain about what to say. He stood unmoving, his eyes fixed on her, and waited. 
Well, Cindy thought, this is quite the turn. 
And far, far easier than she ever expected it could be. 






  
  three
The Perils of Going Home


They sat together on an old stone bench, the manicured lawns of Greenville Cemetery stretching on into the fog. 
Try as she might, with as careful as she was, Cindy hadn’t expected her day to take a turn like this. She pulled her coat around her a little tighter, buttoning it up along the front, and ignored the expectant way he stared. 
Finally, she heaved a grumbling sigh. “You know the baggage I come with, right?” 
“I have an inkling.” 
“And it’s not like the past few years in Lakedale did much to improve that score. From day one in the academy to the first time I put on the uniform and the badge … When people look at me, you know what they see.” 
Harold didn’t bat an eye or shy from saying it as plainly as he could. “They look at you and they see Apple Rose.” 
“And how do you think that’s gonna play out here, hmm? In this town … where it all went down.” 
“You think I haven’t taken all of that into account?” 
There was no use arguing. He was a smart man, and no one’s fool. She could run through every possible reason why this was a bad idea, but the damn stubborn man would have an answer no matter what she thought to say. 
He turned to her. A sizable man even sitting down, he was still capable of making her feel like a child no matter how far removed she was from those carefree days of her youth. “Chief Reynolds had a lot to say about you.”
“Yeah, and I already told you that he—”
“He faxed over your personnel file. Every evaluation you ever underwent. And I know how well you did on the detective’s exam.”
He’d come prepared, there was no mistaking that. And Cindy found herself struck speechless by it all. 
“You’re a damn fine officer, Cindy.” 
“Is that coming from you or him?”
“Does it matter?”
“A little,” Cindy said, unable to help the wry laugh that tumbled free. “I never knew that damn man to offer anything resembling a compliment.”
“Everything in that file told me what I needed to know.”
There was so much Cindy wanted to say, but sitting next to him now, with the offer lingering in the air sooner and far, far easier than she imagined it would be, it was all she could do to remember how to speak. 
“You heard about what happened with Silver Falls PD in the last few years, right?”
“Yeah,” Cindy answered. “If it wasn’t my dad harping on it every chance he got, I do read the papers from time to time.” 
“With Silver Falls, Preston, and Dakota Point all operating under the same umbrella now, we’ve been struggling to keep up. And I find myself in need of a detective.” 
“Where?”
“East Bay Homicide,” he answered simply. “Silver Falls Division.” 
Well, shit. For a moment she imagined it might be something quaint like Dakota Point, which was rumored to be about the cushiest assignment one could hope to find. But this … it was damn near like coming home all over again. 
It took an effort to keep from smiling. She had to bite down on her bottom lip to play safe. Don’t look too damn eager, Cindy. That’s not what you need. “When do you need an answer by?”
“Ideally?” He paused for the mere length of a breath. “By the end of the day.”
Cindy now resisted the urge to chuckle too and let her gaze drift across the gray headstones in the distance, barely discernible through the fog. “I guess I’ll call you by the end of the day.”
He patted her firmly on the back, the hint of a grin beginning to show. Maybe he knew what her answer would be. He was clever to figure it out, of course. But perhaps not quite as clever as he thought. She had to hope he wasn’t … or this would be harder than it needed to be. With a groan, he rose to his feet and lingered for a moment, looking like a man caught between two thoughts competing to be voiced. He turned his eyes back the way they came, and Cindy sat in silence, wrestling with her own uniquely troubled thoughts. 
“You need a ride home?”
“No, but thanks.” Cindy stood. “I came in my own car.” 
He nodded and gave her another pat on the shoulder, the kind that could knock a person down if they weren’t prepared for it. “Give your mother my love.” 
She stood quietly and watched him get lost in the fog that tumbled over the hills and clung to the freshly cut grass. The unexpected offer pulled her thoughts away from the painful present and the memory of the man she’d come to bury. She knew the cold touch of that relentless grief would come again—that much she understood. But for a little while at least, she could hold it back. Mark herself safe from the icy touch that would bring fresh tears spilling down her face. 
The drive home couldn’t dispel the myriad of questions and possibilities blooming in the shadows. Her mother would likely have her own questions too, after seeing the way Harold March—newly minted Captain of the Silver Falls Division of East Bay Homicide—had marched Cindy out of earshot to have a quiet word. Those questions, and the answers she would have to give would eventually touch upon the one thing that Cindy had yet to mention to her mother. The one thing she was holding off on facing. 
As she pulled up to the house, she spotted a car parked across the street a few houses down. A Buick LaCrosse by the look of it, dusty silver with an unsightly dent along the rear driver’s side door. 
You little shit. 
She parked her own car and waited. Watching. Someone was sitting behind the wheel all right, far too focused on the house to notice that she had pulled up. 
She exited her own vehicle, each step as careful as could be. Just along the sidewalk, she ducked out of sight, hidden beneath the shade of a few pecan trees that decorated the yards to her right. Once she reached the rear of the car, she stepped around it quickly and slid up close until she could rap her knuckles on the driver’s window. 
The idiot jolted like he’d been struck with a cattle prod, grumbled something she could barely make out, and rolled down the window. 
“Nathan Billets, if I’m not mistaken.”
He gave her a sidelong glare, his lanky frame leaned back leisurely in the seat. “Cindy Nix. To what do I owe the pleasure?” 
“You know, if you’re gonna stalk my mother’s house, you might want to put a little more effort into it.” 
“That all you came over here for, hmm? To give me pointers?” 
“No,” Cindy said, leaning against the door as casual as could be, arms folded across her chest. “I came over here to warn you that if I find you skulking around my street again, we’re gonna have a problem.” 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He had the nerve to gesture to a house a few rows down. “I’m on the job, you see, trailing a deadbeat scamming his insurance company.” 
Cindy scoffed, a cold glare fixed firmly on his beady little eyes. “You’re a shitty liar, Nathan. And from what I heard of you, you were a shitty cop too.” 
“You got a lot fucking nerve to think that—”
“What I think is that if you value your neck, you’ll take my warning to heart.”
“And why is that?”
“You haven’t heard the news?”
He didn’t answer. Probably because he didn’t know what to say. Exactly what Cindy had expected. He was a thorn in her side, and persistent to a damn fault, but he wasn’t nearly as clever as he liked to believe. And that made him dangerous. 
She leaned in, just so she could make damn certain that he looked her square in the eye. “You’re looking at East Bay Homicide’s newest detective.”
“Good for you.” His smarmy grin set her teeth on edge. “Maybe I’ll send over a cake and some flowers.”
She could wring his filthy little neck. And it would feel damn good too. Instead, she smiled and gave him a smack on the shoulder. “I better not see you ’round my house again.”
He sneered but didn’t say a word. 
Cindy began to back away. before She turned, she hesitated, glancing back to see that scowl twisted on his face. “By the way, you might wanna tell your boss that he sure as fuck isn’t paying you enough. Unless you just like driving a shitty car.”
She didn’t grant him the opportunity to respond. Whatever smart-ass retort was perched on his tongue wasn’t worth her time. She stepped across the street and marched up to the front door of her mother’s house. But on the porch, she lingered and pulled her cell phone from the pocket of her coat. 
The offer from Harold March was the one unexpected twist in the story of her day, but the sight of Nathan Billet’s parked outside her home … that was the kind of shit she’d known to expect upon her homecoming. In fact, she was surprised it had taken this long. 
She dialed the number and waited, watching as Nathan pulled away with one last glare thrown in her direction. He turned down Highland Avenue and was lost to sight.
Ten to one says I’ll be seeing his ass again. But before that thought bloomed into annoyance, a familiar voice answered on the other end of the line. 
“Miss Raven, it’s good to hear your voice.” 
Felicity probably smiled. At least that was the picture forming clearly in Cindy’s mind. “Officer Nix. I was beginning to wonder when I’d be hearing from you.” 
“Yeah, well, it’s been a rough day.”
Felicity’s tone softened then. “How did it go?”
“About as expected.” 
“I had some flowers sent over earlier. I hope your mother got them.” 
“She did.” Cindy settled on the second step of the porch. “The letter was really lovely. She asked me to thank you the next time we spoke.” 
“It was the least I could do.” 
Cindy stretched out her legs and leaned back slightly, her eyes drifting over the gray clouds that hung low in the sky above. It looked like rain. The sweet, telltale scent even clung to the air, and the crisp chill carried on the breeze nipped at her skin. 
“Everything okay?” 
“Yeah,” Cindy answered, not sure if it was a lie or not. “Had a visit from a mutual thorn in our asses.”
“Let me guess—Nathan Billets.” Felicity was no more surprised than she had been. Her tone carried zero hint of a question. 
“I knew he’d be slithering around before long. He just crept up on the wrong damn day.” 
“He knows you’ve moved back home?”
Cindy snickered at that. “If he didn’t before, he sure as shit does now.” 
“How’s that?”
“That’s the other news.” Cindy closed her eyes for a moment, listening to all the familiar sounds of her childhood home, the well-known symphony of the street she’d grown up on tugging at the memories of her youth. “Captain March was at the funeral today, and after the usual sympathies … he offered me a job.”
“Are you serious?”
Cindy dared to smile at the improbability of it all. “And here I thought it was going to be a challenge.”
“So, it’s not Officer Nix for long, then, is it?” 
“Once I reach out to the captain in a few hours, you can start calling me Detective Nix.”
If Felicity wasn’t smiling before, she sure as hell would be now. After all their planning the last three months, this was exactly what they were looking for. The job was dangerous, they both knew it, but a badge gave access and the kind of standing that could keep them safe as they trudged ahead. 
“That’s good news. Good timing too.” Felicity paused, ever one for a touch of dramatic flair—a trait that reminded Cindy of the woman she adored most. “Because I might have some news of my own. Concerning our … mutual problem.” 
“How soon will you know?” 
“A couple days, I think. Maybe a little sooner if luck goes in my favor.” 
Cindy glanced over her shoulder and spotted her mother standing on the other side of the screen door. The two looked at one another. So much shared in such a simple look, with not a word required to convey it. 
“Give me a call when you do, and we can arrange a time to meet.” 
“You tell your mom you’re back home for good?” 
Cindy stared at her mother for a moment longer. “I was actually about to do that.” 
Her tone softened. “What are you going to say?”
“Not the truth, that’s for sure.” Cindy didn’t like withholding things. But given the current predicament, it was the only choice to make. “I’ll figure something out.” 
“You got a place to stay, right?”
Felicity knew—because Cindy hadn’t been shy to admit the truth—that she couldn’t bring herself to stay in her own bedroom anymore. Not since Apple had left and certainly not since her father passed away. The memories clung too close and cut too deep for her to make it work. Her mother had offered to clean the room and remove anything that might remind her of her teenage years, but Cindy knew it wouldn’t do the trick. Nothing ever would. That room, just like this city, held far too many ghosts for her to ever feel truly comfortable.
“Yeah,” she finally answered. “I’m staying with a friend. And I’ll probably start looking for an apartment in a few days. Once I get things settled at work.” 
“Call me if you need anything.” 
“I will.”
Cindy ended the call and got to her feet, tucking the phone back into her pocket at the same time her mother nudged the screen door open and beckoned her inside. Before long she’d have to confess that she was coming home after all, with a new job on top of that. It was what her dad had wanted, especially in the months before his death. The same suggestion he’d gently pressed whenever she came by to visit or picked up the phone to chat. And the one she rejected time and time again, as tenderly as she could. But things had changed. As they so often did. 
And now Cindy had no choice. 
There was so much strangeness about the past year, not the least of which was the peculiar kinship formed between her and Felicity Raven. Once upon a time, in another life that felt so far removed from this one, she’d regarded the intrepid reporter as an enemy. A foe who was determined to tear her and Apple apart. But a year had passed since the phone call from Mrs. Rose had brought her back to the place she never wanted to see again. And in that year, much had changed.
Home, it turned out, possessed a curious sort of siren’s song. You could ignore it all you like and pretend it lacked the power to draw you back. But that was the peril in the lie. Before you knew it, the sweet sound would catch you unawares and, despite the fear of going back, the lure would do its trick. It was the hook you didn’t see, not until it pierced the skin. 
And now that she was home with a badge to guard her way, she would have to return the call that had set her on this path. After all, she owed it to Apple to protect the ones she’d left behind. And when Charlotte Rose called with news that Harrison Trask had come snooping into their lives, there was no other answer Cindy could have given. 
Home, for all the ghosts that lived there and the pain that would never go away, still carried in its embrace the hearts and lives of those she loved most. 
She stepped across the threshold and embraced her mother tightly. 
Apple couldn’t be here to protect her own mother against the coming storm, so Cindy would do it in her stead. No matter what it took or how far she had to go. 
Without the love of Apple Rose, Cindy Nix would never have found the courage to do what must be done. It was for Abby West and all the girls like her—broken by the world and discarded without a second thought—that she wore the badge and carried a gun. A fight would never be far behind, and Cindy would be a fool to think otherwise. The road ahead was about as shadowed as could be, and the way was never certain. Not as certain as she would like. 
But that was the risk of going home again. The danger in the siren’s song. 
I owe it to Apple, Cindy reasoned. For all she did to keep me safe and for gifting me with the chance to live the life I have. 






  
  four
The Truths We Hide


She’d worn the badge before and carried a weapon on her hip. But donning it now, without the black of a patrol cop’s uniform, was a remarkably different feel. 
The first few days were a whirlwind of paperwork, training, and a crash course in the kind of shit she’d known would come from the moment she stepped foot within those walls. Captain March prepared her well, and her own knowledge of what to expect had readied her for the worst. Most of the officers and detectives in the division didn’t really care—that or they hid it very, very well. A few gawked at her in a way she knew from her days at the academy, or indeed whenever anyone uncovered the stories of her junior year at Franklin High. 
The best friend of the Bloody Rose. That was a story of its own. 
On the first day she was introduced to her partner, Detective Paul Cross. He was mired somewhere in the middle of his fifties, with thin graying hair and the scratchy beginnings of a beard. She had quipped that he should think of shaving it off if puberty wasn’t determined to kick in, and that warmed him to her from the start. At just a shade under six feet, he was lean and fit, and when he rolled up his sleeves, she spied a tattoo on his forearm. Her guess had been spot-on—he was in fact ex-Marine, and he had that old-school charm that reminded her of the hard-boiled detective stories she read as a kid. That, and she’d heard a tale or two about him from her dad. 
He might be old school, but he wasn’t an ass. And though he probably wasn’t keen on the idea of being saddled with the youngest rookie detective in the department’s history, he never let it show. 
Mornings began in the bullpen as detectives worked leads, tangled over the phone, or wrestled through the madness of paperwork. The desks were built together, with walls no more than two feet in height separating one from the other. Decorations were sparse, depending on the temperament of the detective, and a few spots were left empty. Cindy remembered her time in Lakedale, when an empty desk in the bullpen was the only place available to fill out reports. 
She wore a badge just as she had back then, but everything was different now. The uniform was gone, and in its place she wore a modest blouse and pantsuit. She’d opted for a simple brown today, contrasted against the dark maroon of her blouse. The jacket lay across the back of her chair, and on her right hip was her badge and gun. 
Paul, his sleeves already rolled up, thumped the phone down hard and leisurely rolled his chair back. “Still no word on the damn warrant.” 
“Judge Decatur loves to slow track that shit, doesn’t he?”
Paul chuckled. “Caught on to that pretty quick.”
Cindy had to smirk. “I’ve heard the stories.”
He nodded to the picture on her left. “Who’s the girl?” 
Cindy hesitated, eyes turning to the picture tacked up on the low wall beside her desk. One of many she’d eventually pinned up. Raven hair framed a round face, dimples pronounced in her cheeks from a wide grin.
“Old case?”
She cleared her throat. “Yeah.” 
“The kind that lingers, I imagine.” 
Cindy looked away, not meeting the curious look in his deep blue eyes.
“I’ve had a few of those over the years.” 
Cindy avoided certain things. Those kinds of memories lingered in the skin, like a splinter too deep to pry free. “I was three weeks on the job, working the graveyard when we caught the call … a disturbance out behind a club on Union Street.”
He leaned back, hands folded in his lap, and said nothing. In her brief time with him, she’d happily discovered that Paul was the kind of man who didn’t press. He let the moment breathe, allowing Cindy the chance to ease herself into the story at her own pace. 
With some reluctance, Cindy swiveled in her chair and met his keen gaze. “She’d been beaten pretty bad. Fractured cheek bone, busted ribs. Didn’t realize until I started talking to her that she’d been raped as well. Third one that month.” 
“They ever catch him?”
A familiar sensation rippled just beneath the skin, goosebumps rising in answer to its touch. “No,” she said, her voice hollow. “Not for lack of trying.”
“Let me guess.” His tone remained soft, yet deep. “You hit the streets every night, even when you weren’t on shift.” 
“That obvious, huh?”
He shrugged. “It’s what I would have done.” 
Cindy glanced over her shoulder. Her eyes locked on the innocent young face looking back at her. “Her name’s Lacy Lin. Moved from Japan with her parents in 1987. She was headed off to medical school in a few weeks and decided to hit a few clubs with her friends to celebrate.” 
“Cases like that, they don’t go away.”
“How do you deal with them?”
“The ones that don’t get solved?”
Cindy nodded. A strange tension coiled in her gut. 
Paul lingered on the question a moment but held her gaze firmly. “I’ve been on this job a while, but if I figure that out … I’ll let you know.” 
Cindy grinned despite herself. “Had a feeling it’d be that kind of shit.”
“I’m gonna level with you, Nix.” He leaned forward slightly, gaze never faltering for a second. “You’ll learn sooner or later that there are two kinds of cops. It’s either a job or something more.” 
Cindy had probably heard some version of this before. In fact, she was pretty damn certain that her training officer had tossed a similar line to her once. But coming from Paul
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