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			“For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all.’”

			~James 2:10

		

	
		

		
			

		

	
		
			

		

	
		
			

		

	
		
			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Friday, April 11, 6:45 PM—Ripley House

			My phone chimed with a text message. I didn’t recognize the number. It chimed repeatedly—all in all, six times. The person called me by name and spent five paragraphs congratulating me on a case that was well solved.

			A final text chimed:

			My Dear Abbey, I see you’re still standing in the shadows of others. We can’t have that now, can we? Let me be your Moriarty—your Lord Voldemort. You may be great now, but I can make you a legend.

			I couldn’t believe who signed the message.

			Dallas leaned in over my shoulder. “Who’s Skylar?”

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Friday, April 11, 7:26 PM—Ripley House

			“It can’t be Skylar.” My voice a mix of doubt and terror. How did she get a phone? How did she get my number? What did she mean? Focus! “She’s still in NCDC.”

			“Who is she, Abbey? What’s NCDC?” Dallas asked. I could feel the heat of his breath on my neck.

			Breathe! I took a deep breath as I stared at the text, waiting for the punchline—waiting for someone to say, “Just kidding.” No one did. This was no cruel joke. This was my nightmare coming true. Dallas moved in front of me and asked again.

			“NCDC is Nashville’s Correctional Development Center for females. Skylar is a teenage inmate who thinks she and I have some sort of connection.” I looked up from the phone and lost myself in Dallas’s eyes, those rich brown eyes. They were a brief respite from the terrifying prospect of Skylar having access to technology. Then the gravity of his question pulled me back to reality. “She was involved in the deaths of two people. One was her own mother.”

			“Did you put her away?”

			I nodded.

			“Do you think she’s out for revenge?”

			I shrugged my shoulders. Was she? Did she still think we had some sort of attachment?

			“Why is she texting you, Abbey?” He continued to press me for answers I didn’t have. “Surely those facilities don’t let the women have phones.” He began pacing back and forth. I could tell his mind was racing too. He stopped, put his hands on my shoulders. “How in the world did she get your number?” It was a great question. I knew he wasn’t criticizing me, but his tone and penetrating gaze put me on the defensive.

			“I don’t know.” I’m sure he didn’t mean to, but he was acting like it was my fault—like I invited her to text me anytime she wanted. I tried to explain that I never encouraged a relationship with the girl. But that wasn’t exactly true. At first, I felt sorry for her plight and somehow projected my own abusive past onto her situation. Her rape tapped intense pain from my past. I did connect with her briefly, but we were very different people. What was she now, seventeen? Eighteen?

			“Abbey, how did she get your number?” he asked again.

			“I don’t know!” I shouted at him. I didn’t mean to, but it came out in one defensive burst. The blood drained from my face. My heart pounded. Would she come after me? After Susan?

			Susan rushed out of the house. “What happened? You’re white as a sheet.”

			“It’s Skylar.” It was all I could say. My knees went weak.

			Susan stared into space. Her eyes vacant. I’m sure Skylar’s name triggered Susan as much as it did me. Maybe more. “Skylar Watson? Is she dead?” Susan asked, her voice fading to a mere whisper.

			Skylar was responsible for Susan’s husband’s death even though she never laid a finger on him. She used her body, looks, and persuasive nature to manipulate her youth minister into killing Pastor Mark Ripley. She used other persuasive means with her father, making him so angry and jealous of his wife that he killed her and stored her body in a deep freezer underneath his house. Skylar had a strange power over others, able to make them do things they knew were wrong. She got in their heads and twisted things around until they saw the situation through her eyes. Her methods almost worked on me. She somehow sensed a wound deep within me and exploited it. To think, I pushed to place her with the Ripleys as a foster family. Skylar was dangerous in so many ways.

			“How do you know her?” Dallas asked Susan. His face betrayed his growing frustration—desperately needing an answer from one of us.

			I answered so Susan didn’t have to utter the words. “She was responsible for the death of Susan’s husband, Mark.”

			Dallas’s face filled with shame, wishing he hadn’t pressed for an answer. I handed Susan my phone and let her read the texts. “Please, Abbey, tell me she’s not out.” Her voice trembled. Her hands shook. She rubbed the chill bumps from her arm. “That girl is mentally ill.” We heard a noise, and Susan jumped. It was just the neighbor’s cat that had captured a mouse and was playing with it before she settled in for the kill.

			After a few awkward moments of silence, Dallas pushed us for more answers. “Who is she? Do you think she’ll come looking for either of you?” Poor Dallas was trying to get information from us, but we were both terrified at the thought of Skylar’s escape. We didn’t know how much to tell him.

			Susan kept her focus on me. “My goodness, Abbey. She set fire to her foster home, and she nearly shot Sam.”

			Dallas perked up. “She shot Sam?”

			“She missed,” I said, somewhat casually.

			“Somebody, please tell me what happened?”

			“Abbey shot her.”

			I stole a glance at Dallas but quickly turned back to Susan when I saw his eyes widening. I couldn’t deal with his fears right now. I had to keep my focus on Skylar. Where was she, and how did she get the phone?

			“If you shot her, how is she still alive?”

			“I just winged her.”

			Susan got the number from the text and called it. She put the phone on speaker so we could all hear. “You’ve reached Doctor Emily Teague, Psychologist. I’m currently away from my phone, but if you leave a message, I will return your call as soon as possible.” When the message ended, Susan hung up.

			“Is that Skylar’s doctor?” Susan asked. “Why would she let Skylar use her phone?”

			I was sure she didn’t let Skylar have the phone, which could only mean…

			“Why is this girl contacting you?” Dallas asked, gently directing my glance to him. “What aren’t you telling me, Abbey?” His eyes penetrated my soul.

			As long as I stared into them, I couldn’t resist him. I looked away, pretending to study my phone in Susan’s hands. “Nothing, Dallas. You know as much as I do.” It wasn’t true. He already knew more than I wanted him to know about it. I grabbed my phone back from Susan and called Sam. “Sam, I need you to check on a psychologist named Emily Teague.”

			“Sure. Why?”

			“Skylar Watson used her phone to text me.”

			“The crazy girl? That can’t be good.”

			“I’m afraid she’s escaped.” My voice was surprisingly steady, despite my anxious thoughts.

			“I’ll call you back as soon as I have something,” Sam said. “Until then, stay tight.” He paused but didn’t hang up. “Abbey?” His voice was shaky. I’m sure he was remembering the shot too. “Am I off speaker?”

			I took the phone off speaker and put it to my cheek. “Yes.”

			“Watch your six. Are you alone?”

			“No. I’m with Dallas and Susan.” They were both staring at me.

			“Good. Stay there and stay inside.” As he often did, Sam slipped into the protective father role with me instead of equal partner.

			“I will, Sam. Just get back with me as soon as you can.” When I passed Sam’s message on to Susan, she hurried us inside, locked the door, and called Hannah in from the backyard.

			Once all the doors and windows were secured and the blinds shut, she asked, “Abbey, what did Skylar mean by, ‘Let me be your Moriarty—your Lord Voldemort. You may be great now, but I can make you a legend’?”

			She quoted the text word for word. I couldn’t respond. Truth be told, I wasn’t sure myself. I recognized the names, but their significance eluded me. My mind was in overdrive, listing possible steps I’d take if Sam confirmed my fears. I said nothing. My mind continued running multiple scenarios for Skylar’s message. If we faced each other again, would I shoot her in the shoulder or the heart this time? Don’t go there, Abbey. Don’t let her get to you. I put my right hand under my leg to hide the quivering. Why would Skylar want to make me a legend? Was that a good thing? Weren’t legends famous dead people? It wasn’t until Dallas explained the significance of Skylar’s choices of characters that I truly understood the gravity of my situation.

			“Moriarty is Sherlock Holmes’s nemesis,” Dallas explained. “That, I get. But Voldemort is Harry Potter’s enemy, hellbent on his destruction and death. Those are two entirely different scenarios.”

			Susan chimed in, saying, “Solving riddles and crimes fits Abbey. Skylar thinks she can make her great by doing something awful and challenging Abbey to catch her so everybody can see.” They were talking as if I wasn’t there. Susan put her hand on mine as we sat on the couch. She patted my leg like a mother trying to encourage her young daughter. “I never read the Harry Potter books, so I don’t understand the second part.”

			Dallas sat on the other side of me and took my other hand. He leaned forward and looked around me at Susan. I felt like a little child sitting between her parents as they discussed adult stuff. “Voldemort made Harry stronger and more popular by trying to kill him and anyone who supported him.” This time, he looked at me. “I think you need to start at the beginning and let me know exactly what happened between you and this Skylar.”

			I did. As hard as it was to say in front of Susan, I gave a thirty-minute summary of the Mark Ridley case and how it involved Skylar. I gave Dallas details of her pregnancy and the horrific death of her mother. I didn’t, however, tell Dallas how Skylar and I connected. I kept my dark past in the past. After all, Dallas preached that’s where the past should stay. “They diagnosed Skylar as a psychopath.”

			“I’d think so,” Dallas said.

			“I knew she was a sociopath, which is bad enough, but I studied the difference. According to my research, it’s extremely rare for females to be psychopaths and incredibly dangerous to those around them,” I explained. “She’s extremely intelligent but has no empathy whatsoever.”

			“That’s a horrible combination,” Susan said.

			My body felt as though it would sink through the couch. My face must have revealed my confusion and fear, because when I looked toward the hallway, I saw Susan’s daughter, Hannah, sitting on the floor crying. I was her rock, her fortress, and she saw my panic. If I was visibly afraid, she knew it was bad. I felt a buzz in my back pocket. It was Sam. “What did you find out?”

			“NCDC confirmed that Skylar was released for a home visit with Doctor Emily Teague, a world-renowned psychologist specializing in personality disorders. She’s written all kinds of books on the topic.”

			“I guess that’s what connected her to Skylar. Sam, we need to see what happened to Doctor Teague.”

			He was direct and to the point. “If Skylar has her phone, we can assume she’s either dead or about to be.”

			It had been about forty-five minutes since I received the text. Maybe Skylar was torturing her and still on site. If so, we might have a chance to catch Skylar. “Did you find out where she works or lives?”

			“She works out of her home. I’m sending the address to you now. Meet me there as soon as you can. Tell the others to lock the door behind you and wait.”

			The address wasn’t on Harding Place like I expected; that ruled out an office at the NCDC. Why would Skylar be away from there for any reason? All mental health personnel came to see the patients, not vice versa. Specialist or not, she should have come through the security of the facility. I was growing more concerned by the minute.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Friday, April 11, 9:16 PM—Home/Office of Dr Emily Teague

			We met a group of officers from the West Precinct at Dr. Teague’s home office. She lived in a southern traditional two-story brick home at the back of a gated community called Sylvan Park. Dr. Teague’s home was symmetrical in nature with chimneys extending from each side. Other than a lone hall light in the entryway, the house was dark. We knocked several times with no response.

			“We believe Dr. Teague is in mortal danger,” Sam said.

			“Okay, everyone, let’s spread out and check for unlocked doors and windows,” one of the officer’s barked at his team. “Let me know if you see anyone inside.”

			“Be careful,” Sam warned. “Her patient, an escaped psychopath, is already responsible for the deaths of two others.”

			It was true, but I didn’t expect Skylar to still be on the premises. We’d taken too long to get here. Besides, she was too smart to hang around after she sent the message.

			The team of officers spread out and checked the doors and windows. One officer remained at the front door, knocking and announcing, “Police! Open the door.” The other officers flanked the home, which had a fenced-in back yard. Flashlights spread light in every direction on the darkened property. The singular streetlight stood three houses down the road and barely penetrated the dense canopy of the aging trees in the front yard. Darkness enveloped the rear of the lot.

			Sam and I followed the team of officers moving around to the left. Every window was closed and secure. We followed a stone pathway to a gate accessing the back yard. It stood slightly ajar. I followed the first officer through the gate, searching with my light, which was limited in distance and lumens. The lead officer gave us a signal to wait while his officers checked the perimeter of the back lot. The officers secured the yard, making sure no one was hiding behind any of the shrubs that filled the lot. My mind raced with the possibilities of chaos Skylar could release on Nashville. A sharp whistle broke the silence, and we were motioned forward.

			I made my own quick sweep of the backyard with my flashlight. My eyes drifted to a ten-by-ten aggregate pad located in the center of the yard just twenty feet away. The table and one of the four chairs were overturned. I knelt to examine the scene and noticed a patch of smashed flowers which spread out to the side of the fallen chair. As I leaned my head near the ground to look beneath the shrubbery surrounding three sides of the pad, something caught my attention. Donning my gloves and reaching beneath the bottom branch, I grabbed the handle of a large black rubber mallet. The scene was coming together in my mind.

			Skylar and Dr. Teague sat on either side of the small table, discussing Skylar’s lack of progress. While Dr. Teague made a few notes, summarizing their conversation, Skylar jumped to her feet and struck the unsuspecting woman with the mallet. She must have landed on the table and tipped it as her body fell. I flashed the light back to the flattened flower bed. This is where she fell in a limp heap. Yes, this patch of smushed flowers once held the body of Dr. Teague. My eyes traced the outline until I found the ruffled trail of mulch and torn grass. It led to the house.

			“Sam, over here.” He left the side of the yard and came to my side. “I think Skylar knocked Dr. Teague out. There’s no sign of blood.” I pointed to the trail where the body was dragged toward the house. “Dr. Teague might still be alive.”

			“Which means, Skylar may still be here.” Sam whistled and called the team to us. With all the lights focused on our location, we pointed out the trail leading toward the house.

			

			Sam explained our theory, but was interrupted with a radio call announcing, “We got a body down inside.”

			The team checked the back doors and windows, and they too were locked. We joined the other team at the front of Dr. Teague’s house. One officer pulled a battering ram from his trunk and breached the front door. The officers fanned out, flipped on the interior lights, and began to search both stories. Room by room, they called out, “Clear.” The first-floor team continued until the lead officer made it back to the room where the body was spotted and called out, “Detectives, in here.”

			We followed the sound of her voice to a small office with books lining three of the four walls. She pointed to an area surrounded by four leather chairs. A white woman in her late forties lay in the middle of the room with what looked like a letter opener buried deep into her chest. It held a folded piece of paper with my name written on the top. I put my fingers on her carotid artery. No pulse. Glancing at the photos on the desk, I made a quick assumption that the victim was in fact Dr. Teague. I looked at Sam and shook my head.

			I turned to one of the officers and said, “Get CSI here to process the site. We’ll look around until they get here.” I studied the books and photos on her bookshelves. “So, Skylar Watson has escaped,” I said dryly. “How did she get out, Sam? Why would they let her come here?”

			Before Sam could answer, a deep male voice boomed from an adjacent room, “I have another body.”

			We left Dr. Teague’s office and moved down the hall to a sitting room just off the entryway. A young black woman lay on her back. A crimson circle surrounded her head like a red halo. Her throat was slit from ear to ear. I leaned over and read the ID tag that lay on her stomach like a tag on a present. “Alex Carson, technician. She worked for the Nashville Correctional Development Center.”

			“I think we just got our answer of how Skylar got here,” Sam said. “Now, we need to know why she was here.” He immediately dialed Spence and asked him to call the NCDC to inform them of the two deaths and ask why Skylar Watson was released for a visit to Dr. Teague’s home. Sam called out to the officers, saying, “All right, everyone, let’s go back over every inch of this place again to ensure Skylar Watson is not hiding in some crease or crevice. If she’s still here, I want her.” She was nowhere to be found.

			CSI arrived and processed both bodies and the house. They took photos, diagramed each room and the back patio. Angelique, one of the members of the CSI team, introduced herself. She pulled the letter opener from Dr. Teague’s chest and unfolded the note. “It’s addressed to someone named Abbey.”

			“That’s me,” I said. She handed me the note. Fear gripped me, and I handed the note off to Sam. “You read it.”

			He took out his glasses and read the note as I bagged the weapon as evidence. “Abbey, a cleansing is coming, Skylar.”

			Skylar knew where Susan lived. Pulling me to the other side of Nashville would allow Skylar direct access to Susan. I called Susan and gave her a quick update, emphasizing they should stay away from the windows. I texted Dallas and asked him to stay with her until I was free from the crime scene and could relieve him.

			“Sam, do you mind working the other body? I’d rather investigate Dr. Teague and her office. Skylar left me a personal note attached to her body. She wants me in here for some reason.”

			He got up to leave. “Watch yourself, Abbey. She could be playing you for a fool.”

			“Maybe, but I don’t think so. She thinks she’s superior and has nothing to fear from me.”

			“She’s two years older now, Abbey. Be careful.”

			“I will, Sam.” I paused and looked at the body. “Skylar manipulated her dad into killing his own wife and beating Skylar within an inch of her life so we’d focus on him. She also twisted Jonathan around her little finger, somehow convincing him to kill Pastor Mark Ripley. Now, she’s escalated to killing with her own hands. Dr. Teague’s death looks clean, but Miss Carson’s is violent and messy.”

			“You don’t know what happened to her in that place. Sometimes, putting a young girl next to other mentally messed up women changes her for the worse.” Sam let out a heavy sigh. “Anyway, I’ll see what clues I can discover about Miss Carson; you take this room and see what you can find.”

			I should have let Sam make the decision since he was the senior detective, but Skylar’s note bothered me, and I wanted to figure out what she wanted to tell me. In the back of my mind, I acknowledged it was a manipulation, but my curiosity got the best of me.

			As Sam left to gather clues in the other room, I knelt beside Dr. Teague’s body. Her eyes remained wide open with a look of fear and surprise. “What do we have so far?” I asked the technician named Angelique.

			“There are no visible signs of a struggle. No defensive wounds. No tissue under her fingernails. As far as I can tell, nothing in the office is out of place.”

			“Did the mallet kill her?” I asked. “There’s no blood anywhere around the letter opener.”

			The lead member of the CSI team cleared her throat. It was a subtle message to the young technician that she was sharing too much without authorization. Angelique didn’t answer my question. Instead, she turned to the scribe and said, “The blade measures five inches.”

			“It was buried right up to the handle,” I added.

			I imagined Skylar watching with a mixture of fascination and delight as the woman lay unconscious or dead. She found the stationery, took time to jot the note, and decided to attach it to Dr. Teague’s body by burying a letter opener in her chest. Skylar’s mental disorder deepened at the center. There was no doubt.

			“She was already dead.”

			I’d said it more to myself than the CSI crew, but the one in charge answered. “Yes, the wound was made post-mortem.”

			If she was willing to answer that inadvertent question, I thought I might see what else she would share. “How long would she have to be dead for the chest wound not to bleed?” I had so many questions. Obviously, Skylar took her dear, sweet time.

			This time, the CSI lead answered. “You know the drill, Detective. Our office will notify you when the results of our study are in.” She felt Dr. Teague’s head: the front, the sides, and then she paused as she felt underneath. “There is a sizeable indention in the back of her skull.” She pulled her hand out gently, easing Dr. Teague’s head back to the floor. She carefully rolled the body over to visually examine the skull.

			I knew from the scene outside that Dr. Teague was dead before Skylar went to all the trouble of dragging her body back in here. Why not leave the body outside? Why bring her to this room? What did she want me to see?

			A technician kneeling near the door to the hall found a small black streak where the rubber from Dr. Teague’s shoes rubbed off on the tile floor. I stood in the hall separating the two victims. The door was opened to the sitting room. “Sam, Skylar’s not that feeble little girl anymore. She hit Dr. Teague hard enough to kill her.”

			The male member of the CSI team said, “That theory is consistent with my preliminary findings, but the ME’s office will give you a more detailed and official pronouncement in the next few days.” He called out, and someone rolled a gurney into the office for Dr. Teague’s body. Sam and I moved to the site of the second murder.

			“Nothing strange about this death. A fast, clean cut of her throat—execution style,” Sam said, letting me know his observation. “After she was executed, her body was rolled over and the identification tag placed on her abdomen.”

			“It’s like they’re both presented as gifts.”

			“To you, unfortunately.”

			I felt through the evidence bag and pressed against the letter opener’s edge. “She didn’t do it with this. It’s too dull.”

			“So, we have at least three different weapons,” Sam said, stepping out into the hallway, “the mallet, a letter opener, and a knife.” He motioned for me to join him in the sitting room. As I entered, he pointed to the blood splatter and stains on the floor. “Alex Carson was killed right here, but I haven’t found any weapon.” He called out to the officers from West and told them to look for any sign of the knife. It was the only one we were missing.

			“Sam, look at the blood pattern. It’s perfect—no obstructions. Somehow, Skylar knocked Dr. Teague out and managed to reenter the house to surprise Miss Carson.” I stared at the blood. “Skylar’s changed.”

			“Anyone who could live in a house where her mother’s body was hidden in a deep freeze could easily do this.” Sam called Skylar a dark soul. He rubbed the chill bumps from his arm as he looked back at the body at his feet.

			“How could Skylar do such a thing? I always thought she manipulated the others to survive. She went out of her way to do this. My mind can’t wrap around it, Sam.”

			“And yet here we are with two dead bodies and a note left by Skylar telling you a cleansing is coming. She texted you, Abbey, and she used her doctor’s phone to do it.”

			“Okay, Sam, you’ve made your point.” Skylar was sending me a message. I heard it loud and clear. Game on. “I still can’t understand why she was here. Isn’t that against NCDC policy for someone like Skylar to leave the premises?”

			“We both know she can play the innocent as well as anyone, Abbey.”

			It was true. She played me during the Ripley case. As usual, we had more questions than answers at this point in a case. “Any word from Spence?”

			As if on queue, Sam’s phone rang. “Go ahead, Spence. You’re on speaker.”

			“Finally got through to someone in administration. With HIPPA, it took a few minutes to get any pertinent information. You were right. Dr. Teague is a specialist in personality disorders. She was studying Skylar because she is considered a rare female psychopath. Something about researching for a book. Anyway, Skylar was taken there by a staff member at four-thirty.”

			“That’s two hours before her text to me.” I walked back to the office and leaned in. “We need a specific time of death.”

			“You’ll have to wait on the official report.” The CSI team was digging in its heels.

			Sam was still talking with Spence. “Did no one notice she hadn’t returned?” Sam removed his gloves and ran his fingers through his salt-and-pepper beard.

			“They wouldn’t comment.”

			“Spence, I want to know who had contact with Skylar Watson since she’s been there? Did other inmates talk with her? Anyone visit her? Anyone call her? Write her? Dig, Spence. Find me something.”

			“I’m on it. Anything else?”

			“I want to know her daily habits.”

			“The director said I’ll have to complete a form and get a judge to sign off on it first.”

			“Why? The visitor logs should be public.”

			“I think they are trying to cover their bases and keep this out of the news.” Spence gave more details about the facility manager. “I have a suspicion that Skylar’s offsite visits were not approved. I don’t know for sure, but I think favors or money may have passed hands. I’ll look into their financials.”

			“You’ll need a warrant for that, Spence. Lean into them. Get a warrant for both items.”

			“I’ll take care of it and let you know,” Spence said before ending the call.

			“Why would Skylar do this?”

			“She wanted out.”

			“Then why not do it and slip away? Why text me and announce the killings? Why make herself a target of the law?” I began walking through the sequence of the killings. “She manipulated Dr. Teague into going outside where they could be alone. She hit her. Left to go kill Miss Carson. Came back outside to drag the body to the office and left me a note. She waited long enough for Dr. Teague’s blood to settle before attaching it with the letter opener. Sam, she wants me to find her and stop her.”

			Sam cautioned me about assuming. “Remember, let the facts lead you to your conclusion, not the other way around.”

			“I know, Sam. My mind gets ahead of me all the time.” It was true. My mind constantly ran scenarios, especially in murder cases like this.

			“Abbey, you know her better than most. What do you think she meant by A Cleansing? Those words ring a bell?”

			“I don’t know, Sam, but with Skylar, it certainly spells trouble. She left the note stuck to Dr. Teague in the office. There must be more there.”

			Sam and I returned to Dr. Teague’s office. “What did she want me to see?” I scanned everything left out in plain sight. The bookshelves, the chairs, and the desktop. There was a brown folder peeking out from under a leather desk protector. I slipped it out and opened the folder. “Skylar’s file.”

			There was a handwritten note on top dated for today. I read it aloud. “‘I, Skylar Watson, give permission to Detective Abbey Rhodes to open and read my file.’ She even signed it, Sam.” I couldn’t help but smile. She didn’t want me to get into trouble. “This must have been what Skylar wanted me to find.”

			On the other side of the note, Skylar added, “Let me know your thoughts. I think she’s a narcissistic quack, although she did have some good insights.”

			Dr. Teague’s last note said, “Skylar’s obsession with Detective Abbey Rhodes is of great interest. She feels a strong reciprocal relationship. I must speak with the detective to see how she responds. Skylar claims Abbey is the Yang to her Yin, which suggests she understands she is the opposite of Detective Rhodes—a negative to her positive. It also shows Skylar’s belief that they need each other for perfect balance. She mentioned two fictional antagonists: Moriarty and Voldemort. This also means Skylar assumes the relationship is not only ongoing but growing in intensity. This is a dangerous development. There’s something strange about Skylar’s eyes today. They are cold and…” A squiggly line trailed off from the letter “d” to the end of the page.

			“Dr. Teague must have been writing the observation as Skylar struck her.” Focusing on the note was possibly enough of a distraction for Skylar to gain the advantage. The doctor must have reached for the table to steady herself. I bagged the note separately for evidence. I would have to check with legal before reading any more of the file. Knowing Skylar, she probably left the permission note to build trust between us, all the while setting a trap. Skylar would know I needed properly completed forms to read the file’s contents. Maybe she was anticipating a trial and would use my lack of patience to throw out the file. She was clever that way. Either way, I felt like I was being played.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Saturday, April 12, 6:00 AM—Homicide

			Bright and early the next morning, Sam and I both studied the evidence we’d gathered from Dr. Teague’s home. Such was the life of a detective—late nights and early mornings. Even though MNPD assigned shifts to the homicides teams and there was one dedicated for the weekends, we worked on our case no matter the hour or day. Since Skylar was an escaped inmate with mental health issues and a person of interest in a double homicide, we put her information into the National Crime Information Center, otherwise known as NCIC. We also requested a teletype describing Skylar and the situation be sent to nearby agencies in all counties connected to Nashville’s Davidson County, as well as neighboring Kentucky counties. Finally, we requested the local news channels run a feature with her picture and a brief description, asking the public to help us locate a person who might have information about a double homicide.

			I was exhausted, both physically and mentally. After I left the crime scene late last night, I went by to check on Susan and assured her we would catch Skylar. Dallas and I ran a sweep of Susan’s neighborhood, which turned up empty. I got in bed a little after two. My mind ran scenarios until the fatigue finally took over and I fell asleep. What seemed like minutes later, my alarm sounded, and off I went to the homicide offices.

			“Abbey, are you deaf?” I turned. Sam had one hand on my shoulder, gently shaking me. “Where’s your head today?”

			“Sorry, Sam. I’m just tired. What were you saying?”

			

			“You know her better than anyone; what do you think she’s going to do next?”

			I thought for a moment. “Still trying to piece it all together. She sent the cryptic text, saying she was going to make me great. Then the note saying a cleansing was coming—whatever that means.” I stopped for a moment to see if I could wrap my mind around the clues. “She intentionally left the file where we could find it.”

			“According to Dr. Teague’s note, this girl is really obsessed with you,” Sam said. “Doesn’t that bother you?”

			“Of course it does, Sam. I get chill bumps just thinking about her.” I hadn’t told anyone, but I’d awakened several nights a month over the past year with the image of Skylar’s mother’s twisted body looking up at me from the freezer. A shudder ran down my spine. I had to focus my attention on this case. I opened the text. Moriarty. Voldemort. “Today, I need to do a little research on those names she used. Maybe that will help me figure out her next move.”

			“Okay. If we’re lucky, we’ll get a tip as to her whereabouts soon. In the meantime, I’m going to check on those orders and see if a judge signed them yet.”

			Sam left. I scooted up to my computer and typed in the name Moriarty. Just as Dallas said, Professor James Moriarty was a criminal mastermind and nemesis of Sherlock Holmes. I searched several sites for anything that may connect with Skylar and me. Two specific pieces of information stood out in multiple articles. Moriarty was not only a mastermind and brilliant criminal strategist, but he assisted other criminals with strategies.

			The second piece, the more ominous part of the information, explained that Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the author of Sherlock Holmes, created Moriarty as an equal but opposite force to Sherlock Holmes with the goal of using Moriarty to end his great detective. Is that what Skylar wanted to do? Was she going to be my equal but opposite power, making me great in the eyes of the public? Eventually bringing about my death to show she was always greater than I was? Another chill ran down my spine, and my body shook involuntarily. I glanced around to see if anyone had seen the spasm.

			I made several notes about Moriarty before moving on to Voldemort. What a strange character. Voldemort was the evil villain set on destroying his nemesis, Harry Potter. Did Skylar know she was evil? Was I good? I could easily see how that sort of relationship connected us. It didn’t bode well for me if that was the case. Voldemort killed Harry’s parents and tried to kill Harry as a baby. Somehow, the attempt backfired, and the child was saved. I stopped as I read another note. Only Harry had the power to stop Voldemort, and according to the plot summary, Harry wins in the end. This was the opposite of the Moriarty analogy. Did Skylar know this? Maybe Skylar was saying we would be at odds with each other until one of us eventually died. Maybe she wasn’t sure which way it would end. That gave me a little hope.

			I filled my pad with notes about the two villains and my theories as to what their stories meant for Skylar and me. In either case, Skylar was going to keep at it until she was caught or killed. A cleansing? What was she going to clean?

			I scanned back over our notes from the crime scene. Dr. Teague’s car was still in her garage. Skylar escaped in Alex Carson’s car. That car was found in Franklin, Tennessee, two towns south of Nashville. It had been wiped clean. There were no doorbell cameras in the neighborhood that could confirm which direction Skylar drove away. Where did she go from Franklin? Her first priorities would be to eat and find shelter. Surely, someone would see the news and recognize her.

			Sam returned just before noon and brought me a salad. It was from a fast-food place and was mostly iceberg lettuce, but it was a wonderful gesture and a refreshing break. We took the time to sit out in the courtyard and eat our lunch. “That girl is beyond crazy,” Sam said. “She wants to make you a legend.”

			“A legend isn’t a bad thing.” I was trying to put a positive spin on things, more for myself than the case.

			“Maybe on the surface.” Sam stroked his beard. “She plans on making you great by going on a killing spree.”

			“I’m not naive, Sam. Of course, I know she means a killing is coming. I just can’t connect that to a cleansing. If she was killing criminals that would make sense. But she started with her psychologist and a worker at NCDC.” After we bantered for a while, letting off some of the steam that had been building since Skylar’s text, I filled Sam in on my findings. He knew about Moriarty but only had superficial knowledge of Voldemort. “Do you think she’s going to clean the streets of other murderers, or is she going after people who hold them accountable?”

			“Who knows. We’ve got to find this girl before she gets the chance to show us what she means.” 

			We finished our lunch in silence. I don’t even remember eating my salad, but the bowl was empty. Skylar’s reappearance was doing a number on me.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Sunday, April 13, 10:25 AM—Living Water Church

			I went through the motions of listening during Bible study and worship. Susan and Dallas guided me to the sanctuary and our pew. I mindlessly followed. I couldn’t even tell you what this morning’s lesson was or the name of the song we just sang, but I perked up when Dr. Kelly, the new pastor, set his Bible on the plexiglass pulpit. He was a young man about the same age Mark Ripley had been. He had short blond hair and one of those beards that looked neatly groomed but was supposed to say, I forgot to shave today. He boasted a broad smile that could disarm his worst enemy.

			“My name is BJ Kelly. Yes, I have a doctorate in theology, but that’s the last time I’ll mention that. The only thing that matters is that I love Jesus, and I want everyone else to love Him too.” He got several hearty Amens. “You can call me Pastor Kelly or just BJ. I’ll answer to either.” He waited for the laughter to subside. “Today, we’re going to seamlessly connect the Old and New Testaments as we discuss the need for ritual sacrifice.”

			Great. Old Testament lessons. These were always judgmental in nature. That’s why my father loved them so much.

			Pastor Kelly continued. “In many ways, these sacrifices served as spiritual cleansing. A sacrifice was presented that covered the sins of the people.” A cleansing? That certainly grabbed my attention.

			He began in the book of Leviticus and discussed God’s command concerning sacrifice. He gave a quick summary of the various kinds of sacrifices. I had no idea there were different kinds. I thought a sacrifice was just a sacrifice. Either my father never discussed the differences, or I failed to pay attention when he did. Anyway, Pastor Kelly said there were burnt offerings, grain offerings, peace offerings, sin offerings, and guilt offerings. Each offering was specific to the need of the person offering sacrifice. Of course, the priest would present the sacrifice on the person’s behalf.

			“I could spend a month discussing these, but I hope you see the importance of sacrifice as a restoration of perfect fellowship between a Holy God and a sin-filled people. Unfortunately, the problem remained. These sacrifices only served to cover up their sins, which means they basically threw a blanket over them. The sins underneath remained.”

			I dog-eared the pages in the Bible that Dallas had given me so I could find the verses Pastor Kelly mentioned later. They may come in handy with the Skylar puzzle. The pastor mixed in personal stories and a spattering of Old Testament Scripture to support his claims. Then, he turned to the book of First Peter and read a passage I’d heard my father share on multiple occasions.

			“The prophet Isaiah foretold of a sacrifice that would offer forgiveness of sins. I believe the New American Standard Version describes it best, when in Peter’s first letter, the third chapter and the eighteenth verse, it says, ‘For Christ also suffered for sins once for all time, the just for the unjust, so that He might bring us to God, having been put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit.’”

			He moved from there to the fifty-third chapter of Isaiah and showed how Jesus fulfilled every minute detail of the prophecy—how “His willing sacrifice of self on the cross paved the way for eternal life and the forgiveness of sin.”

			I knew about the crucifixion and resurrection from my days as a missionary’s daughter, but I’d never made a connection between Jesus and the lambs, goats, and bulls mentioned in Leviticus.

			My mind was shooting off in all directions, wondering what Skylar had up her sleeve. If these sacrifices connected to her cleansing, what kind of sacrifices was she going to offer? Then I wondered, did Skylar consider herself some kind of priestess? Even if she did, her sacrifices would be in vain, for—according to Pastor Kelly—Jesus already paid the ultimate price, and no further sacrifices were needed or accepted for that matter. I wanted to shout out my many questions. What about the Jews who didn’t believe in Jesus? Did they still have to sacrifice? If not, where did confession come into play for them? What did he just say about blood? I couldn’t keep up. I was flipping through my Bible, trying to find the next reference, only to get sidetracked again.

			I felt someone tugging on my arm. I looked up and Susan was trying to pull me to my feet. The sermon was over, and the congregation was singing the invitation song. How much time had passed since he mentioned Isaiah? I stood between Susan and Dallas, but I didn’t sing. My mind was fixed on Skylar. What was her plan?

			“Coming over for lunch?” Susan asked.

			“I can’t today, sorry. Sam and I are meeting to work on the case while there’s still a chance to find Skylar before she does anything else.” I kissed Dallas on the cheek, pushed through the crowd, and walked swiftly to my car. This information was too interesting not to share with Sam, so I recorded my thoughts on my phone before I lost them.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Monday, April 14, 9:47 AM—NCDC

			With warrant in hand, Sam and I entered Nashville Correctional Development Center for women. Spence was back at Homicide digging into the facility’s financials and the personal finances of the center’s manager to see if any money had changed hands concerning Skyler’s offsite access. We were there to see videos of Skylar’s visitors. She had three. One was a regular.

			The tech guy sat us in front of his screen and produced the videos we needed. A young man sat opposite Skylar. We listened as he told her how beautiful she was. Skylar smiled and threw in a word or two of encouragement. He promised to write to her. The visit amounted to nothing more than an admirer who was interested in nothing but Skylar’s looks. It reminded me of our conversation where she told me men constantly showered her with compliments and offers. She said that’s why she found it so easy to direct them where she wanted.

			The second visitor was an older woman who offered to pray for Skylar while she was incarcerated. She tried to elicit a response from Skylar, but she rose and walked away. The visit was approximately two minutes.

			“What about the regular visitor?” Sam asked. “How many times did she see Skylar?”

			He checked his notes. “Five times. Do you want to see each one?”

			“Yes, please,” Sam said.

			He typed on his keyboard, and the first video played. She was a short redheaded young woman with pale skin and orange freckles. She introduced herself as Penny Thatcher and said she was interested in the Old Testament temple. Skylar sat across from her. Nothing seemed to register on her face. Penny wasn’t fazed by the lack of response. Instead, she sat there describing the Temple and its ornate aspects. She went into great detail of the materials used in its construction.

			Something in what she said seemed to pique Skylar’s interest. “Tell me more.”

			The young redhead grinned as she leaned forward and described the Temple’s inner chamber called the Holy of Holies. “Can you believe the priest only visited it once a year? What did the people do the other days when they needed forgiveness?”

			“Time. Let’s wrap it up.” The officer standing in the corner of the room motioned for the visitors to leave.

			We watched the second video. It was much the same. “She brought Skylar Watson books on the Temple, along with a few commentaries,” the tech said, looking at his notes. “They were checked and approved.”

			As we watched the other visits, it seemed the two women hit it off. Skylar began asking detailed questions based on her readings. Penny’s excitement grew, and she promised to continue her visits. That was the final one. It was three weeks prior to the murder of Dr. Teague.

			“Well, it’s obvious where Skylar got her inspiration. “We need to get the address of this Penny Thatcher and check her out,” I said.

			Sam nodded.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Tuesday, April 15, 11:02 AM—Home of Penny Thatcher

			We knocked on the door of Penny Thatcher’s home. No answer. We’d tried to call her, but the phone went straight to voicemail. Sam and I peered through the windows on either side of the front door. The home was dark.

			“Let’s look around while we’re here,” Sam said. “No harm in seeing what we can find.”

			We looked through the first window to our right. A kitchen with a small table. “There’s a plate, Sam, and it looks like it has food on it. Maybe she’s here and doesn’t want to answer.”

			“Keep looking.”

			We went around back and looked through the window. “Sam, the place has been tossed.”

			He pressed his face to the glass and said, “Call it in. Someone’s been here looking for something.”

			I called for backup. We climbed up the stairs of the back patio and tried the door handle. “It’s unlocked.” I pulled out my Sig and turned the handle. “Police. Is anyone here?”

			I stepped inside. Sam followed. We made our way through the little house and found the den. Someone cleared the bookshelves. Books and nicknacks lined the floor. The furniture was strewn about, most of which still lay upside down. I pushed the chair aside. “Sam, I have blood.” It was dry, several days old.

			He was on the phone with dispatch, describing the scene and calling for CSI. While we waited for the others to arrive, Sam and I searched the house for any sign of the attacker. The home was clear. The police arrived first. CSI was quick to follow. They found patches of blood in four separate places near the den. Streaks of blood indicated a body had been dragged to the front door. No sign of blood from there.

			“Sam, it looks like a rug used to be here by the door. I think someone wrapped the body and carried it out.”

			“Probably. Let’s comb this place from corner to corner.”

			This didn’t make sense. “Why would Skylar kill Penny Thatcher? She seemed to have a connection with her.”

			“You can’t assume it’s Skylar Watson. Let the clues reveal the attacker. Besides, don’t try to think logically when it comes to Skylar. She does whatever she wants and whatever accomplishes her goal.”

			I suppose Penny served her purpose. “I wish I knew what books are missing. That could give us clues as to who and why.” If it was Skylar, this made three kills. How did these deaths make a cleansing? A psychologist, a technician from her detention center, and a young, enthusiastic visitor. What was their common denominator?

			I examined every part of the house, doing my best to come up with a profile of Penny Thatcher. By the looks of things, she was deeply religious. The walls were lined with posters of Bible verses, mostly from the Old Testament. We found five different Bibles, all different translations. The poor girl didn’t know what she was getting into when she decided to visit Skylar Watson. Where was her body? Why would the person who ransacked the house take it away? What was the point in that? I know I wasn’t supposed to jump to conclusions, but it was pretty obvious the three deaths all connected to Skylar.

			What was she going to do next? Sam and I gathered everything we could, made extensive notes, and headed back to Homicide to discuss the two cases. Were they connected, or was this just a random case of a burglar caught in the act? We checked Penny’s workplace, The Frame Shop. She’d been missing since Thursday. That was the day before Skylar escaped.

			“Sam, we may have a different killer.”

			Great! Just what we needed, another case to distract us from Skylar Watson.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Friday, May 2, 4:10 PM—Homicide

			“Nothing! It’s like she vanished from the face the earth.” Sam tossed the folder onto his desk. It slid against the back wall, spilling its contents onto the floor. “How can that girl go off the radar completely?”

			“She’s smart, Sam. The fact that we have no other killings remotely resembling a sacrifice or slit throat shows me she probably left the note to distract us while she made her escape. Besides, didn’t you tell me Monday, ‘Relax; it’s only been a month’? Maybe Skylar realized how crazy her idea was. Speaking of crazy, I wonder how she’s coping without her meds.”

			“That’s another reason she should have been easy to spot,” Sam said, bending over to pick up the papers and photos. “She’s probably out there bouncing off the walls.”

			“Every lead we’ve gotten has turned up nothing.” Finding nothing triggered old wounds about Sam’s family whose murders were never solved. We both fought feelings of inadequacy and failure for different reasons. Lieutenant Stallings took the Penny Thatcher case from us and gave it to the other members of our homicide team. They were coming up empty-handed as well.

			Sam sat and lowered his head in his hands. With his fingers, he rubbed tiny circles around his temples. After a few moments, he looked up and asked, “And Skylar hasn’t reached out to you at all?”

			“Come on, Sam. You know I’d tell you immediately if I heard anything.” That reminded me of something. “Did you hear the public relations office had to upload her information again? Somehow, it keeps getting deleted.”

			My mind flitted off to Pastor Kelly’s latest sermon. I became a student of the Old Testament sacrifices and could easily rattle off a list with descriptions of each. I even interviewed Pastor Kelly a couple of times to see if he had any idea what a modern cleansing without Jesus might look like. I coupled that information alongside my intensive interviews with Skylar’s counselors at the NCDC, and I was able to create a detailed psychological and spiritual profile. Her story was sad and dark. It made me wonder if she went to Living Water Church for anything other than a physical relationship with her youth minister, Jonathan.

			I found it difficult to believe Skylar spent most of her last two months at NCDC studying the Bible and conservative commentaries, filling her sketchbooks with drawings of altars, Old Testament priestly clothing, and sacrifices where fire came down from heaven to consume the animals offered. To say she was obsessed with the topic would be an understatement. Apparently, it was all she thought about, so it was highly unlikely that Skylar would give up on her mission of a cleansing. One counselor said she even made notes in Hebrew. We had them translated by a local scholar who said they were prayers, pleading God to use her in mighty ways. Some of the later entries made me think Skylar believed God was answering her prayer and promising her freedom. She wrote that two nights before the double homicide.

			My body twitched as a shiver ran up my spine. “If Skylar ever chooses to fulfill her fantasies, we’ll be in a mess of trouble.”

			Sam stopped what he was doing and turned around in his chair. “I know it’s wrong, but I kind of wish she would do something. I hate waiting. Besides, if some sort of cleansing begins in Nashville, we’d have a fighting chance of catching her.”

			I didn’t know how to feel about his wish. On the one hand, we could put an end to this case. On the other, it would mean she killed again. As it was, we were spinning our wheels—going nowhere fast. What was she doing? What was she waiting for? Was I on the right track with this cleansing? Maybe it had nothing to do with sacrifices at all.

			“I’m calling it a day, Kid.” Sam looked at his watch. “How’s it going with the preacher boy?”

			“Preacher boy? His name is Dallas Gatlin, and he’s a professor of English and Biblical Studies at Belmont.”

			“So, he’s out of your league then?” Sam punched my shoulder as he left.

			I rubbed the spot. “Thanks for the encouragement, Sam.” I was already convinced I had no long-term chance with Dallas. Why was he interested in me anyway? Then I remembered we were supposed to go bowling with Susan and the kids tonight. That would be safe enough. Maybe I wouldn’t make a fool of myself.
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