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Prologue.

Culpeper, Virginia. Easter Weekend. 2024.

The killer carried his victim a quarter of a mile through the woods, and although the killer was in good shape, his back ached. He placed his victim on the ground and stopped for a rest. He looked up at the sky; rain peppered his face. It came down hard and heavy. “I will do God’s will...!” he shouted.

Lightning flashed.

Thunder boomed.

The killer struggled as he lifted his victim off the ground. He tossed him onto his shoulders. The killer marched toward his destination. “...And He will handle you for your wickedness!” 

The man squirmed and made a muffled sound. The plastic hand and ankle restraints made it impossible for him to move. Two hundred yards later, the killer stopped in front of a large Red Maple tree and dropped his victim onto the wet ground. He unzipped his backpack and removed a four-pound steel mallet and a spike; he set them on the wet ground. The killer lifted his victim’s hands over his head.

The wind howled. 

The killer picked up the spike and steel mallet. He placed the tip of the spike in the palm of his victim’s hand. “The messenger of God is here tonight, you’ll pay for your sins, sinner!” The killer struck the spike three times until its head was pressed against the man’s palm. Blood gushed. The man’s eyes bulged. He tried to scream, but the duct tape covering his mouth prevented it. The killer wiped the rainwater from the victim’s face and stared at him. He cut the man’s shirt and pants off. “Tonight, you will meet your maker, sinner! You have walked the path of adultery, and now you will pay. Cursed is He who is hung on a tree...! You are a wolf in sheep’s clothing, demon!” The killer danced as the rain assaulted his body.  “A wolf in sheep’s clothing!” The killer raised his weapon of God over his head and stepped closer to his victim. “Here, I lay the hammer of God upon you, sinner. The hammer of God hangs over your head!” With each vicious blow of the steel mallet, the killer screamed, “Go. To. Hell!”
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One year later. Lexington, VA.

At 7:30 a.m., Christen Kinner pulled the strings on her hoodie as the mid-April wind blew against her body. Christen, who likes to be called Chrissy, needed to see her doctor today. Her last visit was two months ago. She knew this wasn’t the right road to healing, but being on the bicycle squad was also a form of therapy.

Chrissy entered the building and pressed the elevator button. She scratched her right shoulder as she waited. Her nerves were kicking up. She got off on the third floor and walked through the short hallway. Chrissy stopped in front of her doctor’s door and collected herself. She took a deep breath through her nose, held it for four seconds, and then exhaled before tapping on the door.

She scratched her shoulder again.

“Chrissy! Come on in.”

“Thank you, Doctor Rose.”

“It’s good to see you. Have a seat.”

Chrissy sat in a wing chair and rubbed her shoulder. 

“So, how have you been?” Dr. Rose sat in a high-back swivel chair and smiled at her patient. The doctor’s hazel eyes were almost hypnotic. Her long, black hair cascaded down her back, and her horn-rimmed glasses sat perfectly on her nose. 

“I’ve been good. And yourself?” Chrissy squirmed in her seat. 

“All is well. And happy birthday to you, Chrissy.” Dr. Rose stared at her patient. 

Those were the trigger words.

Chrissy began to scratch her right shoulder like a madwoman. Then she began to cry.

“You’re still not over it yet, Chrissy.” Dr. Rose said in a soothing voice. She removed a Kleenex and held it out toward Chrissy. “Here, take this.”

Crissy reached for the Kleenex.  She blew her nose and did her best to stop crying. She breathed, then exhaled, repeating the exercise Dr. Rose had taught her the previous year. 

“I... I know. Dr. Rose,” she stammered. Warm tears rolled down Chrissy’s face. She quickly wiped them away. “I just hate my birthday.”

Dr. Rose placed her hands on her desk and interlocked her fingers. “It’s not your birthday you hate, Chrissy. Remember, we talked about this?” 

Chrissy was a well-adjusted twenty-seven-year-old. Her friends loved her, and her boss thought she was as tough as nails. However, Dr. Rose found out that Chrissy Kinner suffered from psychogenic pruritus or psychogenic itch.  Most clinicians believe that a psychological element plays a key role in triggering the intensity of the itch, such as anxiety and depression. According to the National Library of Medicine, the itch can be categorized as a neuropathic itch, which occurs when central or peripheral sensory neurons are damaged, triggering itch signals without external or skin-related itch-inducing factors. Then there is the pruritogenic itch. It is defined as scratching and picking at otherwise normal skin.

“Your father’s disappearance just happened to fall on your birthday, Chrissy. It was traumatic. You had a healthy, strong father-daughter bond. And losing him on the day you were born triggers the itch.”

The crying and scratching continued. If Chrissy were nude, her shoulder would’ve been a bloody mess from all the scratching.

Dr. Rose watched.

Finally, Chrissy settled down. Dr. Rose handed her another Kleenex.

Chrissy heaved and rubbed her shoulder. “Thank you, Doctor Rose.”

Last year, her father, who’d worked for The News-Gazette, left home to attend a meeting in Culpeper; he never returned.

“Are you still taking the tricyclic antidepressant?”

“Yes, I am,” The tricyclic antidepressant calms her nerves.

“How about the breathing exercises and the stress relief squeeze ball?”

“Check and check...” The doctor and patient continued to discuss the matter.  They also discussed Chrissy’s separation anxiety. 

“How are you sleeping, Chrissy?” Chrissy shrugged her shoulders. “Okay, I guess.” 

“You know, Chrissy, adult separation disorder is characterized by repeated nightmares involving the theme of separation, the sudden absence of a beloved parent, and the fear of being alone.”

“My father was a good man, Dr. Rose, and I miss him...” Chrissy paused. “I still sit in his room and have conversations with him...” Chrissy paused again, “...is that healthy?” Chrissy waited for a negative response.

“Yes, it is...” Dr. Rose wrote in her book.

“But I still have problems with trust since my father went missing. And I still can’t date since the death of my boyfriend.”

Last year, on Chrissy’s birthday, Jack Kinner left town for a meeting he had with another journalist. Three days had passed, and Chrissy hadn’t heard from her father. Her phone calls went straight to voicemail, which drove Chrissy crazy. He’d always answered her calls. Chrissy had Lieutenant Mill put out a B.O.L.O. for her father. She checked whether his credit cards had been used. She discovered her father had stayed at the Holiday Inn Express in Culpeper. She drove to Culpeper and retraced her father’s steps. She visited the Sweet Roux, where her father spent fifty-three dollars on drinks. The waitress told her that her father was alone when he walked in and alone when he left. The manager at the hotel where her father stayed told Chrissy that her father had returned to the hotel, gone to his room, and then, fifteen minutes later, left the hotel again, but this time, he never returned. Chrissy remembered paying her father’s unpaid hotel bill.

The volunteers searched the woods for three days before the Chief of Police in Culpeper called off the search. 

“Chrissy, skipping sessions isn’t good for mental health.” Chrissy stood and glanced at her watch.  She slipped on her coat. “I know, doctor. I promise to come more regularly. I enjoy talking to you.”

Doctor Rose stood. “I just want you mentally healthy, Chrissy, that’s all.”

“I know, Doctor Rose.” The women shook hands. “See you soon.”
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Chrissy took a deep breath as she left the building, feeling a flicker of hope for the day ahead. The temperature was forty-five degrees. It was a good day for riding. Good Friday, she thought. Chrissy turned left at the corner and walked toward her job. “Good morning, doll,” an older man said as he passed. He winked at Chrissy and blew her a kiss. Dirty old man, she thought. “Good morning to you, too, Mr. Spencer.” The visit with Doctor Rose lifted Chrissy’s spirits, filling her with a quiet optimism. She felt better than she did an hour ago when the memory of her father’s disappearance overwhelmed her.  She looked over her shoulder to see Mr. Spencer turning the corner on Main Street. Chrissy passed a bakery shop and stared at her reflection in the window. She wore her uniform; the pants fit her perfectly. She placed her hand on her stomach. Chrissy stood at 5 feet 8 inches and weighed 132 pounds. She took pride in her physical condition, a result of her years of martial arts training. Her long, brunette hair was tied in a bun, and she wore a green baseball cap. Chrissy stepped closer to the window and stared at her face. She had hazel eyes and dimples. “It’s going to be a good day,” she said to her reflection. “Good Friday.”

Violent crimes such as murder and rape were almost unheard of in Lexington. Some say that Lexington, Virginia, was one of the safest places in the country to live, and the police department took pride in maintaining that reputation, which made the community feel secure. 

Chrissy turned the corner at Fuller Street, inhaling the scent of butterfly weed mingling with winterberry and sweet pepper plants. The crisp air filled her lungs.

Chrissy stopped in front of the Lexington Police Department. The one-story red-brick building has been her home for eleven months. The Lexington Police Department comprises three divisions: Uniformed, Investigations, and Administration. The police department has 60 sworn officers, 15 civilians, five reserve officers, and seven school guards. The men and women sworn to protect and serve the citizens of Lexington are broken down into patrols. The Honor Patrol represents the Police Department at parades and other special events. The Patrol Division responds to non-emergency calls, and there is also the Bike Patrol, which consists of four individuals. They maintain public relations with residents, businesses, and neighborhoods throughout Lexington. The unit also responds to emergency calls, though few come in in Lexington.

Chrissy took a deep breath before entering a building where scratching and crying were not allowed.
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Officer Chrissy Kinner found her coworkers preparing for the day. She looked to her right and saw Mike Osborne, one of the bicycle patrol officers, exiting the station house gym with a new guy.  Both men looked in her direction; Chrissy turned her head and made a beeline toward the coffee machine. She glanced at herself in the full-length mirror that covered the east wall. She poured herself a cup of black coffee and then looked around for her best friend. She’s late again. Chrissy walked over to her desk and sat down. She looked at the photo of her and her father; it was taken at a special service held at the Church of Sinners. She took a sip of coffee, switched on her computer, then removed her stress relief ball from her pocket and squeezed it. She relaxed in her swivel chair and waited for the lieutenant to begin roll-call. 

“Hi, Chrissy.”

“You’re late, Tish. Why are you always late?”

“I’m not late. You’re just early,” she said with a smile. 

Chrissy stared at her best friend and smiled back. 

Twenty-six-year-old Tish Peters stood at five feet seven inches and weighed 125 pounds. Her blue eyes danced when she smiled, which was often. Tish was spirited and fun to be around; Chrissy wished she were more like her. 

Chrissy and Tish were high school buddies and joined the department on the same day. Tish loved to wrestle, and judo was her thing. Her motto was: I can do anything a man could do. Her uniform consisted of knee-high Flex Force Bike Shorts and a two-tone police patrol jacket. She looked sexy in her bike attire, which attracted much attention from her male counterparts. When Chrissy’s father went missing, Tish moved in and gave Chrissy the emotional support she needed. Tish cooked and cleaned for her best friend and waited a month for Chrissy to take her advice to see a therapist. Tish was the one who taped a pair of gloves to Chrissy’s hands to prevent her from scratching herself to death a day after her father went missing.

“Did you see Doctor Rose this morning?” Tish placed her carry-on bag on the floor. 

“Yes. I did.”

“How do you feel?”

Chrissy loved having Tish in her life. “I feel good...” She reached into her pocket, removed a stress-relief ball, and tossed it to her friend. “Here, catch.”

“Thanks, I misplaced the last one you gave me.” Tish sat at her desk. “You know, Chrissy, I’m in therapy, too. I use all the advice you shared with me.”

“Do you, now?”

“Yeah. And I appreciate you sharing your experiences with me. The breathing exercise and squeezing the stress-relief ball work wonders. I need something; living with my mother would make Jesus seek a therapist...” Tish laughed.”

Chrissy loved her laugh.

“...And I owe it all to you; I’m serious, Chrissy, my mother is too much...” Tish removed a power drink from her carrying bag, took a sip, and danced in her chair. “That’s good.”

“Stop that. The new guy and Mike are staring,” Chrissy whispered.

Tish turned her head and waved. “Hi, guys.” She looked at Chrissy with a grin. “Damn, that new guy is cute, a little older, but cute. Let’s go say hi.” Tish stood up and headed toward the men, her curiosity piqued. Chrissy, less daring, hesitated, watching her friend's confident approach, wondering what the new guy might be like.

Chrissy could never do that.

Tish waved Chrissy over.

Oh, for God’s sake, Tish. Reluctantly, Chrissy stood and ambled toward her friend. The last thing she wanted was to be near Mike Osborne.

“Chrissy, this is Jason Peel. He’s a transfer from Culpeper, where he was part of the S.W.A.T. division.”

Chrissy’s heart skipped a beat. Up close, Jason Peel was gorgeous. He stood at six feet two and weighed two hundred pounds. His sandy-brown hair was streaked with gray, and his blue eyes were captivating.

“Jason Peel, this is Chrissy Kinner,” Tish smiled at her best friend.

“It’s nice to meet you, Chrissy,” Jason said with a smile.

“Nice to meet you, too.” Jason’s baritone voice was sexy as hell. Chrissy smiled 

and extended her hand.

“Jason and I met last year at a police function in Culpeper,” Mike said. Mike Osborne, a former college football player, was the last person hired before Jason. He stood at six feet one inch and weighed 200 pounds. He had sandy brown hair, freckles, and a boyish charm. Chrissy thought Mike was immature. 

Mike wanted to be Chrissy’s boyfriend again.

“So, you’re assigned to the bike patrol?”

“Yes. I was at Culpeper for four years, but I wanted a change, a slower pace, you know what I mean?”

Jason’s smile was warm and sweet.

Be still, my aching heart.

“I hope the lieutenant partners us up,” Mike said to Jason. “That’ll be cool, wouldn’t it, Jay?” 

No, Chrissy thought. She tried hard not to stare at the new guy. You can be my partner anytime.

Since her father’s disappearance, Chrissy felt nothing from the neck down. Her mind was broken, and sex was the last thing on it. But now....

“Chrissy is the best bike rider we have,” Tish said. “Mike used to be.” Tish gave Mike the sourpuss’s face and stuck out her tongue.

“Whatever,” Mike said.

“Okay, ladies and gentlemen. Let’s get our day started, shall we?” Lieutenant Harry Mills said. He saluted his team.

His team saluted back. 

Lieutenant Harry Mills stood at six feet one inch and weighed 190 pounds. He wore his long black hair in a ponytail, and his face was hairless. Upon looking at Lieutenant Harry Mills, one might think the man lived in the gym; his body was well-toned for a 64-year-old man. Lieutenant Mills’ military persona was prominent, and everyone on the team respected him for his services in the Gulf War. “Okay, listen up...” A murmur reverberated through the room. “Settle down, troops. Settle down. Last night, the first of our CCTV cameras was installed. We now have a clear view along Main Street. I’m going to send the code to the guys. You can access the camera from your phone. “We are slowly entering the Twenty-First Century, Lieutenant Mills said, smiling at the group.

Someone shouted, “Thank God!”

“As you know, this is Easter break. Washington and Lee University students will visit our little town today. I’m going to pair Jason Peel with Tish, and Mike will be riding along with Chrissy.”

Chrissy’s heart sank. Damn, not Mike, she thought. She turned and looked at Tish, who was smiling from ear to ear.

“I got a surprise for you guys,” Lieutenant Mill said. “Let’s all head to the yard.”

Chrissy looked over her shoulder; Jason and Mike were right behind her. She didn’t know why she did it, but Chrissy put a little wiggle in her walk; It felt good. She looked over her shoulder again; Jason was smiling.

“Today, the unit received the new bikes we’ve been waiting for,” Mills stated. “These are state-of-the-art Smith & Wesson Tactical 27 Mountain Bikes. As you are all aware, each bike unit officer has been measured and weighed for their respective bicycles. Jason, you take bike four.”

“Nice...” Tish said.

Chrissy walked up to a mountain bike with her name on it. “This is nice...” She touched the seat.

“The kickstand is released by squeezing the left handlebar,” Mills said.

Tish jumped on her bike and drove it around the yard.

“I can’t wait to take this baby to the bike trail,” Mike said, jumping on his bike as well.

“Good idea, Mike.” Mills looked at his watch. Okay, bike squad. Hit the bike trail for twenty minutes; get the feel of your bike. Then, hit the streets. And hey...” Lieutenant Mills paused and looked at his team, “...let’s be careful out there.” 

“These bikes are cool,” Tish said. She parked her bike in front of Chrissy.

“You guys ready?” Mike called out. “Or should my partner and I meet you at the trail?”

“Just let me check my belt. Mike, will you?” Chrissy snapped.

Chrissy checked the latch on her holster, which held her .9mm Sig Sauer. Then she checked her mace, stun gun, and zip-tie handcuffs. Chrissy glanced at Jason. He wore a color-block, soft-shell fleece jacket with high visibility and tactical cargo shorts.

Tish walked up to Chrissy. “You didn’t have to snap at Mike like that,” she whispered.

Chrissy looked at Tish. “Riding with my ex. Can you imagine?”

“No. I’d rather ride with my mother.”
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The sun was nine o’clock high over the Blue Ridge Mountains. The air was crisp and fresh, carrying the scent of blooming wildflowers. Chrissy and Tish sped down Marble Lane, with the men following. They turned off Marble Lane and sped into the woods. Chrissy popped a wheelie as she and the team approached the bike lane.

“Okay, let’s see what these babies can do,” Jason said. He took off and performed the Tabletop maneuver. Jason was twelve feet in the air before he twisted his bike to the left.

Everyone cheered.

Mike performed the Euro Table maneuver.

“Nice,” Tish called out. She performed The Whip, turning her bike to the right eleven feet in the air.

Chrissy watched. Then she took off. She performed the Suicide No-Handle maneuver and the Whip- eleven feet in the air before her bike hit the ground.

“Holy shit! That was cool,” Tish yelled.

Jason pulled up next to Chrissy. “That was great. You got skills...”

Chrissy’s heart pounded in her chest, not because of the maneuvers she’d just performed but because Jason was standing close to her; his cologne smelled heavenly, and his voice melted her like butter.

“How long have you been riding?” he asked.

Chrissy felt her mouth drying up. She swallowed, then said. “I’ve been riding all my life. My father used to ride, so...” Chrissy felt like a shy teenager. She couldn’t bring herself to look Jason in the eye.

“Chrissy won the trick competition four years in a row,” Tish said.

“Wow, I’m impressed,” Jason smiled at Chrissy.

The team went through a few more maneuvers, and each time, Chrissy outperformed everyone. Unbeknownst to everyone, Chrissy would come to the bike trail at night with her headlights on and practice for hours.
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