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        "It is mine to avenge; I will repay. In due time their foot will slip; their day of disaster is near and their doom rushes upon them."

        Deuteronomy 32:35

        (NIV)
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      Before you read…

      

      This book is the first part of a three-part story that spans across all three books in the Valley of Death series.  It is a true trilogy, meaning there will be a cliffhanger ending at the end of this book, Vengeance is Mine, and again at the end of the second book, Shadow of Fear before you find the resolution you seek at the end of the final book, Wages of Sin.

      What you will not find at the end of this first installment is a perfect conclusion, but you will find a pulse-pounding read you won’t want to put down once you start. One that will provide solid threads of faith, twists, turns, and toe-curling thrills to set the stage for what’s coming!

      If you stick with me and read all three books in this trilogy, I promise you will get that heart-in-my-throat-never-saw-that-coming ending that will wrap up in an explosive finale guaranteed to satisfy and release the tense build-up you will experience throughout Jorja Rose’s journey.

      Buckle up, dear reader, sit back in your favorite chair, and be prepared for an epic binge-read!
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      They say the truth shall set you free, but that's a lie.  Her truth had not set her free at all. Jorja Rose was in captivity.  Held prisoner by her conscience. Perhaps even guilt.

      Her mind was in an unyielding state of war as she fought a never-ending battle between good and evil.  A battle she did not know how to win, or even if she could ever win.  She was trapped.  Caught between the person she once was and the one she had worked so hard to create. For nearly twenty years she had battled a secret war she had buried deep within, hidden from all who now knew her, pushed into the darkest corners of her soul, where no one could ever see it.

      There were days—one too many if she was honest with herself—where she found herself missing her past life.  Almost yearning for it, at times. The adrenaline that surged through her veins, the rush of tempting fate, and the victory that came at the end. Memories of what she once had, were sweet, as were the bitterness and despair of what could have been.

      Now, her life tended toward boredom at the best of times. Sometimes she hardly recognized the person she’d been forced to become.  But it was what needed to be done, to keep her alive.

      Ironically, her deception was also what snuffed the inner torture and led her to discover that there was a higher power, a God who knew it all and cling to the hope it could bring—one day. But surrendering all meant that her secrets would be unveiled, her truth exposed and the precise retribution she had been running from all these years, unleashed.

      And so it continued. The perpetual loop of her past was holding her back from experiencing a future in true freedom.  Blocked and trapped in a grip that would never let her go.

      But then she also knew she was not ready to let go.  There was too much she still longed for. Too much she still missed.  But, this life had chosen her.  It was the bed she had made and she had found respite in that, built her hedge around her, locked the past away, and stepped into a world of pretense.

      To all who had come to know her in the tranquil English fishing village she'd called home for more than two decades now, she was as close to God as anyone on earth could strive to be. But in the deep corners of her soul Jorja knew the truth, the whole truth.  She was a fraud.  Someone who lived a twisted lie and deceived those who had taught her what it meant to truly love—and be loved. Like a festering sore it had eaten away at her soul, slowly devouring her, leaving her living in fear instead of freedom. The kind of fear that leaves you looking over your shoulder, always expecting the worst, waiting for your day of reckoning. By man... or by God.

      Even there, in the hidden corners at the very edge of Cornwall, England, she had never felt safe.  Nor did she know if she ever would again.

      

      From behind the white marble counter in her small art gallery, she stared through the large window at the man who stood across the street.  He'd been standing there for hours, watching her shop.  At first, she’d thought he was admiring the painting in her window—a large oil-painted scene of a young woman staring out across the rugged Cornish coastline.  It was easy to get lost in its beauty and not unusual for visitors to stop and admire.   But something about this man seemed odd.  She had lived on the peninsula long enough to know he wasn't one of them.  Nor was he one of the regulars who visited their village on weekends or during the summer. He was tall, at the very least six foot, but if she had to guess, closer to six three.  Someone like that stood out from the crowd.  And it left her unsettled. There was something dark about his stance, threatening, foreboding.

      His camel-colored coat draped snugly over his broad shoulders and beneath it, he wore a black button-up shirt and matching black slacks. From where she stood, she could not quite make out his face but his bald head was unmissable.

      She fumbled with the sticky tape between her fingers as she wrapped the last piece of tissue paper around the eight by twelve-inch watercolor canvas in front of her. Why did this man make her so nervous? Deep in thought, she botched a strip of tape, tearing the corner of the wrapping paper as she shot another cautious glance at the man across the street.

      "Is everything all right, Jorja?" Myles Brentwood inquired.  "You look a little on edge this afternoon." He would know. He was a regular at her shop and the art teacher at their local secondary school. Of average build and in his mid-sixties, Myles grew up in St. Ives and happily worked the same teaching job he had started back in his late twenties.

      "Yes, yes, I'm fine, sorry.  Must be the cold that's getting to my fingers," she replied, flashing him a sideways smile as she grabbed a new sheet of paper.

      "Indeed, fall has come very early this year it seems.  I had hoped to squeeze in a couple more trips to capture the new school of seals on Godrevy Island, but as we all know by now, these winds could turn on a dime and leave me stranded out there with Henry for who knows how long.  God bless the boy but he is too much of a talker when he takes that rusty trawler of his out to sea. My desire to capture the island's magic on canvas is great, but not that critical. Art is best enjoyed in silence, you know." He chuckled.  "Which reminds me, I was hoping you could stop by my class next week to give the kids your thoughts on our friend, Da Vinci?  This year's kids are brimming with potential, an intellectual bunch if I dare to venture so early in the academic year."

      Jorja didn't answer as she slipped his neatly wrapped monthly purchase into the gift bag and handed it to him.

      "So, would you?" Myles pushed again when she didn't answer.

      "Would I what?"

      "Impart your wisdom to the class.  Did you not hear a word I said, Jorja?  You seem a little distracted.  Are you sure you're not coming down with something?"

      "Of course, sorry, yes," she spluttered, knowing full well his suspicions were spot on.  She was distracted, by the man across the street.

      She tore her attention back to her customer.

      "I'll be happy to pop by anytime, Myles. Now that most of our visitors have left I can slip away from the shop for an hour or so."

      "Excellent, that'll do just fine, thank you. If they don't bombard you with questions you should have it wrapped up in under forty minutes."

      He turned toward the exit, parcel in hand, then suddenly turned back to look at her.

      "You know, Jorja, I don't think I've ever told you. I think everyone was very wrong about you back then.  This town of ours is blessed to have you. I don't know why we all gave you such a hard time when you first got here. Before you came along this town was dead, but this little gallery of yours gave us all life, put us on the map, so to speak. You have been nothing but a strength to our community. Small-town mentality is what it was. Or, if I'm brutally honest, it might have been your leather attire that had you looking like you were up to no good." He chuckled then continued. "But you've certainly proven these gossiping geese wrong, haven't you?" He winked as if he had just told her a secret.

      "Well, I'll be off then." He turned back to the door as he muttered, "Got a dreaded faculty meeting in fifteen minutes.  Always so much talking at these things."

      The wood-framed glass door shut behind him and she watched as he crossed the street to where he briefly paused in front of the strange man opposite the shop.  Almost intentionally, Myles looked him square in the face then said something she couldn't make out. Knowing him it was most likely a hearty welcome since he served on the town committee and was notorious for making their visitors feel welcome.

      The stranger didn't reciprocate and instead, promptly walked off in the opposite direction. As he did so, Myles looked back at Jorja and tipped his head forward in the slightest of nods as if to say she shouldn't worry, he had taken care of her. A quick wave of her hand thanked him before she watched him settle into a steady stroll back in the direction of the school.

      Yes, Myles Brentwood was an old soul, but a wise one nonetheless, and his alert observation was so typical of how the residents of St. Ives always looked out for one another.

      But, while knowing that her safety in the village should have provided her with peace, it didn't.

      She glanced at her watch.  There was another hour or so to go before closing time, and she had intended on stopping by the supermarket to pick up a few groceries before heading home.  If she waited until then, she would be walking home as dusk set in. Ordinarily, that would not have deterred her, but today, she wasn't sure she was prepared to risk it. Deciding she would close the shop early, she rushed over to the door, glanced up and down the street to make sure the man was gone, then dashed back behind the marble shop counter to find her purse. Her heart had snuck into her throat where it quickened to a pulsating sense of dread.

      "Stop it!" she admonished herself out loud, setting her purse atop the counter as she shut her eyes and took a deep breath in an attempt to pull herself together.

      She told herself it wasn't possible. It had been too long.  She was halfway across the world and not even her parents knew she was still alive; a deliberate choice she’d been compelled to make.  For her own protection, and theirs.
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      She set off on her morning run earlier than usual. Her sleep had been interrupted by her tabby, Vincent—unashamedly named after Van Gogh because he was missing the tip of one of his ears. Vincent had darted off her bed at the crack of dawn, chased down the passage, and gone into hiding under the guest bedroom bed as if something had frightened him. When Jorja eventually unlocked his cat door and stepped out onto her porch he dashed past her legs and disappeared into the bordering bushes.

      Her feet hit the road in a comfortable rhythm as she took her usual route down toward the bay that soon appeared in full view in front of her. Above her, the sky was hinting at a sunny day, and early morning seagulls squawked noisily above a dark shoal of fish just below the ocean's surface. At forty-eight, Jorja was still in top shape and looked ten years younger.  After she came to live in St. Ives she had kept up her training routine; ten-mile runs every day at 7 a.m. and an hour of Pilates on her living room floor in the evening, never missing a single day. Superficially, she had always told herself it was because she liked how it felt to be healthy, but if she was truthful, she knew the real reason was that she wanted to be ready, clinging to the hope that she would one day return.

      

      An only child of two blue-collar workers she’d run away from their modest English home at sixteen, dropping out of school after she traveled to Paris for the first time on a school trip to visit The Louvre.  It was where she had first fallen in love with art, and all it came to offer in the years that followed.

      When she returned home after the trip she would sneak away from school as often as she could, taking the train to London to roam the corridors of the National Gallery. There, in Room 43, she would lose herself in Van Gogh's paintings, and eventually, it was where she would also lose her heart. Her life was never the same again after she met him.

      She had stolen money from her parents’ rainy-day fund to pay for her train ticket to Paris and a few months’ rent; silently vowing she would pay back every penny. And she did, with interest, in the form of an anonymous monthly check that enabled her parents to pay off their mortgage and retire early with change to spare.  As far as she knew, they still lived in the same terrace house in Newcastle. Forced to break all ties when she moved to St. Ives she had not spoken to them since. For all she knew they had already passed.

      

      As she turned the corner toward the coastal path that weaved its way along the sea cliffs, her name wafted in the breeze toward her and brought her to a sudden halt.  She removed her AirPods and turned to see her friend fighting for her attention at the top of the road. Ewan beckoned her to come over and seemed excessively eager to speak to her so she ran toward him. He had been her best friend for the better part of fifteen years and despite the townsfolk's speculation that they were romantically involved, they had remained just close friends.  He was also the town's commanding law enforcement officer, formally ranked as detective inspector.

      "You're out early," he said as they neared each other, by now familiar with Jorja's running schedule.

      "Couldn't sleep so I thought I'd get an early start.  What's up that couldn't wait until I got back home?"

      His face went grim beneath his handsome features.

      "There was an incident."

      "What type of incident?" She cocked her head to one side, wiping away a few beads of sweat that trickled down her left temple.

      "A murder."

      "A murder? You're joking. Here, in St. Ives?"

      "Afraid not.  Times are changing, I guess."  His eyes narrowed as he held her eyes with his.

      "Why are you looking at me like that?  Who was it?"

      "Myles Brentwood."

      His green eyes remained fixed on hers as if he was prompting her for answers.

      "What? When? How?" she rattled off, stunned by the information.

      "We're guessing sometime last night, but we're not sure of anything just yet. My men are processing the crime scene as we speak and I'm still waiting for the forensic team to arrive."

      Jorja rested both hands on her hips as she stared out across the ocean.

      "Wow, I just saw him yesterday."

      "I know." Ewan stared uncomfortably at his feet then looked up, struggling to find the words.

      "Why are you looking at me like that, Ewan Reid?  What's going on?"

      He attempted to speak then stopped himself, drawing a deep breath instead.

      "Spit it out, Ewan," she pushed, sensing he was holding out on her.

      "I'm sorry, Jorgie, but I have to ask.  It's my job."

      He took one deep breath for courage and forced the words from his mouth.

      "Where were you yesterday between five p.m. and sunrise?"

      His face flushed as soon as the words left his lips.

      Jorja's body tensed and she briefly turned her back on him before she spun around to face him.

      "How long have we known each other, Ewan, huh?  Do you honestly think I am capable of killing someone?"

      He didn't answer, pushing the fragile boundaries of their friendship once more. He was torn between loyalty to his job and his best friend and, in all his years on the force, had never once thought he would have to challenge it in this way. But so far, what little evidence they had gathered during the night all pointed to her.

      "I was home, alone, like I am every night. You of all people should know that by now."

      She crossed her arms, her eyes filled with hurt.

      Ewan's voice became gentle. “You were the last person to see him alive, Jorgie.  I'm sorry, it's my job. I have to make sure I have all the facts before Major Crimes gets here.  It's not like we have a murder here every week, you know. I'm sorry, okay?"

      She stepped away from him again, her back toward him once more.

      "Why don't you just tell me what you know, Jorgie, then I can move on and catch the guy who did this?  Why did you close your shop early?"

      Jorja threw her head back in disbelief as she turned and flashed an amused smile, knowing it could have only been Jenny from the flower shop next door that could have told him.

      "That's the thing with our little town.  Everyone knows everyone's business. Did Jenny also tell you that Myles was very much alive when he left my shop?  And that I popped by Ann's to pick up some fresh milk and a tin of cat food for Vincent."

      Ewan nodded.

      "Well, then I don't understand, Ewan.  I'm trying to stay calm here but I guess I am just a little offended that you of all people could think I am capable of committing murder. So, I will make it easy for you. I did not kill Myles Brentwood. He came into my shop around four forty-five p.m. as he’s done every Friday afternoon for as long as I can remember.  He bought a small painting, no different from what he’s done the last Friday of every month, we made small talk, then he left saying he had a faculty meeting to get to.  That's it. Besides, why would I kill him?  I adored him. He was one of the few people around here who fully appreciated fine art. I loved discussing it with him."

      "I know. We all loved him.  It's quite a shock if I'm honest."

      "I don't understand, Ewan.  Why do you think I had anything to do with this then?"

      He reached out and took hold of her arm.

      "I'm sorry, okay?  I know you couldn't do this. I don't know what I was thinking. It's just, I have to go by the book on this one or I'll risk losing my pips. I already have my chief inspector up in my face about this case.  Something like this could be blown out of proportion quickly if the papers were to get hold of it. And bad publicity is the last thing this town needs."

      He grabbed hold of her other arm, tilted his head to one side, and pinned his eyes on hers from beneath his dark, raised eyebrows.

      "Forgive me?" he begged.

      Her anger melted easily.

      "On one condition."

      "Name it."

      "You tell me what you know."

      "I can't discuss the case, Jorgie, you must know that."

      Her eyes told him he had no choice.

      "Fine, but it stays between us, okay? And you promise me you won't jump to any conclusions," he agreed, strong-armed by his sudden onset of guilt over upsetting her.

      "Deal."

      "Myles never made it to the faculty meeting yesterday.  It was due to start at five.  He is never late and he has never missed a meeting either. That's what raised concern. They tried ringing him on his cell, but the thing went straight to voicemail."

      "That's not really that strange for Myles. He never remembered to charge his phone."

      "Right, except, Mrs. Reeves says she knows his battery was fully charged because he had asked her to charge it in her office during school and gave it to him before he left to go to your shop. So, she went past his house around six thirty on her way home, after the faculty meeting. He wasn't there either. That's when she rang us. We searched all night and finally found his body at the start of the woodland path behind your house."

      He paused to see her reaction but Jorja's face didn't reveal the thoughts that suddenly flooded her mind. Perhaps Vincent's behavior was in response to something he had heard outside.  Cats sense danger long before humans do.

      "There's more though, Jorgie." Ewan straightened his shoulders before he spoke.

      "There was a piece of art, placed on top of his body.  It looked to have been crafted by hand, from copper, like the pipes you find in a house's plumbing. It's quite unique and beautiful, and without a doubt made with skill by a very talented artist. Jorgie, it was a single long-stemmed rose. We believe it was also the murder weapon."
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      Ewan's words rang in her ears.  On the outside, Jorja's face told him his last piece of information had no effect on her.  A skill she had learned a long time ago when her job placed her in pressured situations—or when she needed to hide from the world. For reasons she didn't quite understand her body suddenly felt necessary to draw on it, triggered into motion, and she could not stop it. It had been years since she last felt the need to withdraw. Inside, her body was once again at war with itself. It was so easy for her mind to slip back into the past.  Instinctively she knew she needed to be on guard, even around her best friend, possibly especially around Ewan.

      "Jorgie, say something. I told you not to jump to any conclusions.  I knew I shouldn't have told you anything." He backed away and swept his hand through his thick dark-brown hair.

      "I'm fine, Ewan, and I'm glad you told me.  I can see why you would come knocking on my door for answers. But just because he was found dead near my house and my last name is Rose does not mean anything. I didn't kill him. I could never do that."

      Her voice was aloof, almost steely. Not because she felt hurt or offended by Ewan suspecting that she was capable of murder, but because she suddenly knew why Myles Brentwood was killed. Challenging the tall stranger had proved to be a huge mistake.

      "I know you didn't do it, Jorgie.  Like I said, my hand is forced on this one.  I want to stay on this case, catch the guy who did this, keep this town safe. And to do that I have to pull out the rulebook. So... I am going to need to ask you to come down to the station and make an official statement. So we can rule you out. Once forensics give us an approximate time of death, it will be easier to rule you out. For all we know it happened while you were at Ann's.  Then you'll have an alibi."

      "And if it didn't?  What if it happened last night while I was sleeping, alone, with no alibi?"

      "We'll cross that bridge when we get to it, if we get to it, okay? Come on. Jump in. I've got your back.  Best to do this quickly before McGuthrey gets wind of it.  He's been praying for a juicy story to give him that big break that will finally land him his dream job at the Daily Mail."

      

      But it was already too late.  St. Ives was too small for something this big to stay a secret. When they arrived at the St. Ives police station, McGuthrey was already standing on the front steps, camera in hand.

      "Unbelievable," Ewan said as he parked his car.

      Jorja didn't react.

      "It's fine, nothing to worry about.  You and I have been friends for donkey's years.  This will not be the first time we arrive at the station together. If he asks why you are here, you don't tell him anything, okay. Let's not create any sparks that could cause him to turn it into an inferno. I'll handle it."

      Jorja nodded and followed Ewan from the parking lot toward the steps of the main entrance.

      McGuthrey didn't waste any time and rushed toward them.

      "Reid, do you know who killed Myles Brentwood? How was he killed? Any suspects?"

      "Back off, McGuthrey, we don't know anything yet."

      "What's the significance of the rose? There's blood on it. Is it his? Is it the murder weapon?"

      "I said, back off, McGuthrey. And you shouldn't be going anywhere near the crime scene. You'll contaminate it, might even drop your DNA there, and then we'll link you to the murder."

      Ewan's disguised warning gave the eager journalist some pause, but not enough to sway him from pushing his inquiry further.

      "Why are you here, Jorja? Are you a suspect?"

      "Don't fall for his tricks," Ewan whispered close to Jorja's ear as he gently ushered her toward the door.

      She looked back at McGuthrey and flashed him a small smile in amusement.

      "That's ridiculous, McGuthrey. I'm here to discuss the security for the upcoming art fair, that's all. Why don't you let Ewan do his job and go take some photos of the bowling club's tenth anniversary instead before I tell your mother you bought another nude sketch from me?"

      Her comment

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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