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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
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			Chapter One

			Monday, November 10, 12:06 PM—Vanderbilt Hospital

			Skylar took my mother. She walked her right out of the Critical Care waiting room and out the front door of the hospital. My hands shook as I reread the note she left for me. Breathe Abbey. I didn’t have time for a meltdown. I shoved the note in my jacket pocket and went to the nurses’ station. Someone had to have seen something. I flashed my badge and demanded to speak to the head nurse. Several nurses put their heads together for a few minutes in the hall by one of those rolling computers, speaking in low voices.

			One woman in her mid-forties in navy scrubs broke away. “I’m the charge nurse. What’s this about, Detective?” Her tone was all business. The smell of cigarettes that clung to her flesh coupled with the wrinkles surrounding her lips betrayed a heavy smoking habit. “The nurses aren’t responsible for what happens in the waiting room.”

			“I realize that.” My voice was tight. I took a deep breath. “I just need to know if they saw anything else. Did they speak to the woman? How long was she here? Did she do anything besides sit with my mother?”

			“She spoke to several nurses today. She told one nurse her name was Abbey and another Hannah Abelard.”

			“And you didn’t find that suspicious?”

			“We did. But when they asked her about it, she said some of her friends call her Abbey because of her last name.”

			It was true of my past. My classmates in elementary and middle school did that because there were three Hannahs in our grade. How did Skylar know that odd little tidbit of my life?

			“Anything else you remember?” I glanced at some of the other nurses, and they came up behind the charge nurse.

			“Before your mother got here, she visited your father a few times.”

			“What? She’s the one who put him in the hospital.” She could’ve finished him off. “You didn’t ask for ID?”

			“I’m sorry, but we all thought she was their daughter.”

			“I’m their daughter,” I protested. “I only had one sister, and she’s dead.”

			A petite young nurse of Asian descent gave me a doubting glance. “She said her last name was Abelard, like theirs.”

			And mine isn’t. When I turned eighteen, I changed my name to Abbey Rhodes. I didn’t have time to explain my dysfunctional family history. I needed to find my mother before Skylar hurt her.

			The nurse studied my face for a moment. “You know, you could be twins.”

			That was a terrifying thought. Was Skylar intentionally adapting her appearance to match mine? If so, what was her endgame? Did she think she could assume my place? Was she showing me how easily she could steal my identity? She already had phenomenal computer skills and was besting us without even being on site—using others to accomplish her mission. Now, she was getting into the physical game, up close and personal. This time, Skylar was getting her hands dirty.

			“I need to talk with my father.” Words I hadn’t uttered in a long time.

			I used to lie in bed at night begging God to hurt my parents the way they hurt me. When nothing happened, my belief dwindled away. I lost faith that God knew or cared about me. And on the outside chance He knew who I was and heard my repetitive prayer, I knew He wouldn’t punish others for my sake. Skylar, on the other hand, crucified my father for casting me out at the age of fourteen.

			I felt guilty about his near fatal injuries because Skylar’s actions not only angered me, but they also gave me some sense of satisfaction. I wanted justice for so long, but the fact that my prayers were answered by Skylar, rather than God, troubled me deeply. Besides, she went too far. Only God knew what Skylar had planned for my mother now that she’d kidnapped her. One thing weighed heavy on my heart. Skylar would show her no mercy.

			I knocked on his door. Nothing. I knocked again.

			I heard a faint, “Come in.”

			He was still hooked to a series of monitors. The cuts, nail holes, and thorn wounds still looked awful. The mere shock of the experience should have killed a man his age, but Skylar’s men tortured him within an inch of his life. They knew Sam would return in time to have him rushed to the best of care. She didn’t want him to die. She wanted him to live with his shame and the terrifying thought they could return for him any moment. The internal scars would far outlast the physical ones.

			Should I tell him about my mother, or leave him ignorant so he wouldn’t panic more than he had already? I looked at the last measurement of his blood pressure and made a quick decision. Until I knew more details about my mother’s situation, there was no need to put him in deeper chaos.

			“Do you have a minute?” He nodded, and I pulled a chair up to his bed. His wounds were healing, but my father would have to remain in the hospital until they got his infection under control. I could tell by the cuts that he was going to have some nasty scars.

			“I haven’t seen you in a while.”

			No time for pleasantries. “We need to talk.”

			“You just missed your friend,” he said with a smile. “She’s a nice girl. We talked for a long time, and she spoke well of you.” He gave no signs of fear or confusion. Whatever Skylar told him, my father accepted it as fact. At least on the surface he seemed clueless of my mother’s abduction.

			“Really? I wonder which of my friends came to see you. Did she give her name?”

			

			“Of course she did. If not, I would have asked.” He reached his right hand to his forehead and gently scratched one of his many wounds. “She’s a pretty girl—said her name was Susan Ripley and that you went to her church.”

			“Susan? She came to see you? Well, how nice.” What message was Skylar sending by taking Susan’s name? Why didn’t my father recognize Skylar as the woman who kidnapped him? Should I ask? No. That would only upset him. Maybe Skylar claimed she was Susan to put my father at ease. That way he might tell her all kinds of things about my mother—things Skylar would eventually use against her—and me. “Well, what did Susan have to say?”

			“She said you solved her husband’s murder, and you put the evil person away.”

			“That’s right. It was my first big case with Homicide.” Was Skylar losing it? Did she believe she was Susan Ripley, or was she just so sadistic that she felt no responsibility in Mark Ripley’s death?

			“She says you’re a genuine hero.” He smiled from ear to ear. Finally, he had reason to be proud of his younger daughter.

			Anxiety and anger raged through the core of my being. I took a deep, easy breath and let it out slowly before saying, “I guess you could say that.” What was Skylar telling me? The “evil person” I caught was her. Was she admitting this game, this conflict, was about good and evil? “What else did Susan say?”

			“She asked what you were like as a kid.” My father chuckled as if nothing had happened between us. He spoke of my birth and how proud he was to discover my mother was pregnant again after so many years of trying. I was their miracle baby. He told stories about my childhood and how well I assimilated into the Honduran and Guatemalan cultures. “You certainly had a knack for languages.” He never addressed my teenage years. Not surprising. “She asked a lot about your mother and your sister too.”

			So, it was a fishing expedition. “Really? What did you tell her?”

			He gave me a summary of the information he willingly gave her. She knew enough already to ask the right questions to dig deeper into my background as well as my family’s. Skylar lowered the bait, and my father sucked it in without a second thought.

			“She reminds me a lot of you, when you were…” He paused. For too long. The silence was awkward.

			“Innocent?” I knew where he was going.

			He gave me a strange look and said, “I was thinking of—happy.”

			I was never happy at home. The army made me happy though. Being a soldier and a cop was good for me, and I was learning to be happy in Nashville—until my parents invaded my space. The anger continued to boil inside, and I was thankful no monitors would reveal my mental or physical stress. Words swirled in my mind—words I wanted to say, accusations I wanted to make. Not now. Stay the course. “Well, on that note, I need to get back to work.”

			“Stop by the cafeteria on your way out. I know your mother will want to see you.”

			If he only knew. “If she’s there, I will. I promise.” That was a safe statement. Now I had to figure out which direction they went when they left the hospital.

			I returned to the security office and asked to see any video from the outside of the hospital—from any of their parking levels.

			“That’s weird,” the security guard said.

			“What is?”

			“It was just here a minute ago. Now, all the video is gone from that time. It’s like someone erased it all.”

			“All of it?”

			“Even the part we watched earlier.” He scratched his head and searched again. “It’s all gone.” He tapped the keyboard, tried a few commands, but the recording was gone. With it, my evidence of Skylar’s abduction of my mother.

			Of course, it is.

			“Are there backup copies?” He shook his head. “Physical copies that aren’t digital?” He shook his head again. Skylar was always a step ahead, which meant I was always falling behind. “I’m heading back to the homicide offices. If you discover anything new, please give me a call.” I handed him one of my cards. The humiliation of powerlessness burned in my face.

			I’d just started my car when I received a call from Susan. “Hey, Susan, this isn’t a good time right now. Can I call you back?”

			“No. Don’t hang up.” Her tone of voice made alarm bells go off in my head. “Someone attacked my parents and took my kids. I need you now. Please help me.” Her voice broke, and she started crying.

			Susan was my rock, my cheerleader. It pained me to hear her so scared and broken. I put the car in gear and walked her through breathing therapy over the phone. I learned it from the last few months of counseling. The breathing and the grounding exercises helped me get a handle on my PTSD.

			This was the message Skylar sent through my father. She was going after Susan’s family. I put the light in my dash and hit the siren. I transferred the call to my car’s Bluetooth. “I’m on my way.”

			“Hurry, Abbey!”

			“I’ll be there as soon as I can. Take a deep breath and tell me exactly what happened.”

			Susan rambled chaotically about what she found when she came home from the grocery store. I had to tell her several times to slow down so I could make sense of it all. She had gone shopping and left the kids with her parents. For some reason, she thought it would be best to keep the kids home from school today. She had one of those feelings that something bad was going to happen. “Abbey, he killed my mother and took the kids.”

			My heart skipped a beat…or two. “No.” Stay strong. Keep your cool so you can keep her calm. Susan’s mother killed and mine taken. They had to be connected. There should have been a cooling down period, a gap between killings. Skylar was wasting no time.

			“You have to find them.”

			“I will, Susan, but I need to examine the crime scene first. Touch nothing.”

			The moment I hung up, I received another call from a blocked number. I answered, “Detective Rhodes.”

			

			“Abbey, listen carefully. I’m only going to say this once.”

			“Skylar? What have you done with my mother?”

			“She’s fine for now, but you made this personal.”

			“I made it personal?” I could hold it back no longer. My voice was harsh and accusatory. I screamed at her. “What about the Ripley kids? Was that you’re doing?”

			My words must have stung, her tone shifted immediately. “Shut up and listen, or you will miss a critical clue.”

			I pulled over and took out a notebook. “I know they won’t let you investigate unless you have a death. No body; no homicide. Well, I gave you a body.”

			Mrs. Pederson.

			“You will receive word Thursday morning from my new associate with further instructions.” I desperately wanted to ask for more details. “In the meantime, if anyone—anyone other than you or Detective Tidwell looks for them, if anyone associated with law enforcement assists you, everyone will die.” Everyone? The kids and my mother? “Tell your boss and your precious Lieutenant Daniels if they attempt to help you in any way, everyone will die. Did you hear me, Abbey? All seven will die.”

			“Seven?” That was the number Penny Thatcher said was perfect when we caught her. Is that why she laughed? She knew Skylar already had this planned?

			“This is your road to travel, Abbey. No one else but Detective Tidwell can help, and that includes that annoying woman, Agent Carmichael.” Her voice suddenly turned syrupy sweet. “You might want to get a copy of Abbey Road by the Beatles.”

			“Abbey Road? I don’t understand.”

			“You will.” Skylar hung up. I tried to call the number back, but it was blocked. Her associate? Is he the man who took Susan’s children while Skylar was getting my mother? What did she have on this person? She always had something to leverage on her “associates” and a way of convincing them she was helping them. What did the Beatles have to do with this? I couldn’t get to Susan’s house fast enough.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Monday, November 10, 1:37 PM—The Pederman Home

			I pulled up just as Sam was getting out of his car. He was wearing that crazy hat of his and sunglasses. I watched him pull out his badge and enter the crime scene. Two patrol cars and an ambulance had arrived before us.

			I approached as Dr. Pederman argued with the paramedic who was trying to wrap a bandage around his head. “I’m not going anywhere. My daughter needs me!”

			“Dr. Pederman.” I nodded at the paramedic and said, “I’ll take it from here.”

			“Abbey. Thank God you’re here.” He hugged me and winced.

			Guilt wrapped around me as I took a step back and examined Dr. Pederman and his head wound. “He was just trying to help.”

			“I know, but I can’t leave Susan with…with…this.”

			A heaviness settled in my chest. I brought this plague upon the Ripley and Pederman families. Skylar was lashing out at me and using them to do it. My stomach ached and nausea threatened, but I had to push my emotions aside.

			Where were those mental walls when I needed them?

			“Can you explain what happened?”

			He led me into the house, but I froze just inside the door. A second paramedic examined Mrs. Pederman’s body that lay limp on the kitchen floor. I stared at her lifeless form. Just yesterday, she was so full of life. Mrs. Pederman was such a kind and giving person. She always put others before herself.

			Skylar’s new associate obviously differed from the last one. Where Penny Thatcher killed to exact punishment upon the person she believed had broken a commandment, this one went after the innocent. He killed Mrs. Pederman, who did no wrong, and he took the children who couldn’t fight back.

			I don’t know why, but I couldn’t stop staring at her body. The CSI team rolled in and took charge. From where I stood, it looked as though Mrs. Pederman lay in a small puddle of vomit.

			Dr. Pederman had been talking to me the whole time. “Lauren let him in,” he said. “He knocked, and she just let him in.” His eyes were glazed, and he seemed to struggle with his thoughts. His comments were scattered and disconnected.

			I turned my attention to him. Injured and in shock, blood seeped through the bandage covering his head. He’d apparently been struck from behind. “She just let him in.”

			“Why would she do that, Dr. Pederman?”

			“Do what?” His body wilted, and I caught him just in time to steady him.

			“Why would she unlock the door for a stranger?”

			He felt his head with his right hand and reached for the recliner with his left. He looked feeble as he eased himself into the chair. “I’m sorry, Abbey. Give me a moment to compose myself.” I nodded and rubbed his shoulder. “I’ll answer all your questions. I promise.” His gaze fixed on his wife.

			“Take your time, Dr. Pederman.” I scanned the room.

			He took my hand and held it. I could feel the tremors pulsing through his arm. “Call me Charles, please.”

			I nodded but knew that would feel too awkward. Occasionally, I playfully referred to him as “Dr. P,” but using his first name was just weird. “Where’s Susan?” He pointed down the hallway toward the bedrooms. I bypassed the kitchen and the CSI crew and headed down the long hall. I could hear Susan sobbing as I approached the bedroom on the right. Why would they take the kids? Knowing our recent history, I prepared myself for the worst. I knocked on the door, and it swung open. Susan sat on the bed clutching a pillow.

			“Susan.”

			She looked up at me. “They took my kids, Abbey. What am I going to do?”

			I sat next to her and put an arm around her. “We’ll find them. If he wanted them dead, he would have killed them already.” It was blunt but true. Probably not the thing to say with her dead mother lying in the other room, but I couldn’t change that fact. I could, however, stop that from happening to Hannah and Danny. The killer had a purpose for keeping them alive—at least for now.

			She wrapped me in a hug. “Thank you for coming so quickly.” Her face was wet with tears. “Who would do such a thing? They’re innocent children.”

			I didn’t want to tell Susan I believed Skylar was involved just yet. I had to get a sense of how this played out here. I could hear Sam’s advice sounding in my head. “Let the facts lead you. Don’t jump to conclusions.”

			Susan explained that she wasn’t gone for more than thirty minutes. “I just needed a few things from the store. They were with my parents. They should have been safe. I was only gone for a little while. I should’ve…I went home to put the groceries away…it’s just across the street…they’re still in my car…my dad…he called to me…”

			Her eyes took on a distant, foggy look. “Susan, tell me again why you took the kids out of school.”

			“What?” She returned to the present and looked at me. “Oh, Abbey, it’s all my fault. They would have been safe there.” Susan threw herself on the bed, buried her face in her pillow, and screamed.

			“It’s not your fault, Susan.” I patted her back. “They wanted the kids; they were going to find a way.”

			She sat up. “You said they. Earlier you said, he. Is there something you’re not telling me?”

			Think fast. “I said he because your father said a man came to the door, but I thought you just told me They took your kids. My mistake. Anyway, that doesn’t matter. We need to gather all the evidence we can process as quickly as possible. Time is critical.” Susan nodded. I asked her to start from the beginning. “What made you keep the kids home?”

			She shrugged her shoulders. “It was one of those feelings I get. You know, a premonition from God.” I didn’t necessarily believe God would tell us things in advance, but I’d seen Susan act on those feelings in the past. I motioned my hand in a circle, prodding her to continue. “Anyway, I had a bad feeling about the kids today, like something was going to happen to them.”

			“You had a feeling that something bad was going to happen to Danny and Hannah?” She nodded again. “Can you tell me what you saw or felt?” She shook her head and shrugged her shoulders again. I knew she was torn inside. She couldn’t help her father or mourn the death of her mother because the lives of her children were at stake. I had to push just enough to keep her on task but not too much to send her over the edge. “Then what?”

			“I called the school and told them I was coming to get the kids.” She began to cry and mumbled something unintelligible. Susan touched the remnants of the bruise on her neck. Was she subconsciously connecting the events of her attack and this one? She mumbled again.

			I rubbed my temples. Seeing her like this was torture. Even when her husband, Mark, was murdered, she held it together by keeping her faith at the forefront. She was my supporter, my strong tower, the fountain of optimism. If she could crumble, what hope was there for me? “What? I can’t understand you.”

			She let her head hang and said, “Family emergency.” Susan took a deep breath and let it out. “I told them it was a family emergency.”

			“Oh.” She wasn’t just worrying about her father’s wounds, aching for the loss of her mother, or rattled by the abduction of her children. Guilt weighted her down for causing the emergency she tried to avoid. “It’s not your fault, Susan. You did what you thought was best—what might protect them.”

			“But it didn’t. Did it?” I knew she wasn’t snapping at me. I was just there, and she needed to vent her frustration, even if it was with herself.

			I didn’t know what to say. Wouldn’t that be just like God to let us know something bad was going to happen and then leave us powerless to change the outcome? Susan didn’t deserve this. She was the best, most genuine Christian I’d ever known. Why would God let something happen to her—again? And why would He let anything happen to innocent children?

			I closed my eyes against the tears, depression and anxiety pulling at me. But Danny and Hannah needed me at my best. If I didn’t treat this abduction like any other case, I’d never find them. 

			“I need you to focus, Susan. What can you tell me about the man who took them?”

			“She wasn’t here.” Dr. Pederman said quietly from the doorway. “Ask me, Abbey, but let’s do it in the other room.”

			“Okay.”

			He put a hand on my shoulder and gently directed us back to the den. “When I came into the room, Lauren had already answered the door and let the officer inside.”

			“Did you say officer? This was a cop?” That changed everything. The hair on my neck stood on end.

			“Yes. At least he was dressed like one. He even showed me his credentials.” He sighed and shook his head. “I should have looked more carefully.”

			What was a cop doing inside the Pederman home? They were posted outside. “Hindsight. What did he look like? Do you remember his name?”

			“Ironically, I think his name was Charles. I can’t remember if that was his first name or his last. I don’t remember looking at his name tag.” He reached for the bloody bandage on his head like it was bothering him, then stopped himself. “I don’t know. He was average. Nothing discernable, even his height.” He closed his eyes like he was replaying the encounter. “I can’t see his face. Sorry.”

			“That’s okay. Did he do anything that stood out? Anything odd?”

			He thought for a moment. “Yes. He rearranged Lauren’s figurines.”

			“He did what?”

			Dr. Pederman walked over to the built-in shelving that displayed little figurines from the various countries Susan’s parents had visited. “He walked over to the bookshelf and rearranged them. He put them in a straight line.”

			That was odd. Why would he stop to do that? He touched them. “Did he use gloves?”

			He thought for a moment. “Yes. He was wearing black gloves when I came into the room.”

			“Were they leather or rubber?”

			“Rubber.” He put his face in his hands and took a deep breath. After a moment, he looked up. His eyes were red and tear-filled. “I should have noticed that and stopped him before...” He stopped as the CSI team put Mrs. Pederman’s body on a gurney and zipped up the bag. They rolled her out of the house. “It’s my fault. I’m supposed to protect my family, and I failed them all.”

			If anyone was to blame it was me. I brought them into this mess. I put a target on Susan’s back.

			“Don’t blame yourself, Dr. P. We all let our guards down. Right now, I need you to concentrate so we can find the kids. Did he say why he was here? An officer would have identified himself and given the reason for his presence.”

			“Yes.” His eyes lit with a memory. “He said he was waiting for you—that you told him to come here and wait.”

			“I didn’t tell anyone to come here.” Wait a minute. I called one of the officers into the room. “Where are the officers we had stationed on the road?” The car was gone.

			“I’ll find out.” He checked with dispatch. “They were pulled off duty after Penny Thatcher was taken into custody.”

			“By whose order?”

			

			The officer said, “You’ll have to ask the higher ups.”

			“Skylar Watson is still at large.” Why would they have been called off so quickly? Stay on task, Abbey! “All right, tell me exactly what happened to Mrs. Pederman?” I had to maintain my focus. I could feel the darkness beckoning. I had to shake it off. It’s what Skylar would want.

			“I don’t know. I turned away just for a second, and he hit me. When I came to, Lauren was struggling to breathe.” He looked in the kitchen where she died. “Her head was tilted to the side, and a puddle of fluid formed below her mouth.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “It was a typical reaction to poison, but I had no way of knowing what kind. By the time my head cleared, I tried to get her to vomit to clear the poison from her system.” Dr. Pederman took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He shook his head. “It was too late. She was already gone. I called 911 right before Susan came home.” His shoulders drooped and his gaze went back to the kitchen floor. “Whatever he gave Lauren was quick and lethal.”

			“I’m so sorry, Dr. P.” I put my hand on his shoulder. I could feel the tension in his muscles. He continued to stare at the puddle. I needed to redirect him, or I’d lose important details of the killer. “Did you ever meet the officers watching the house?” I asked, hoping to know for certain one way or another.

			“Yes. I brought them some coffee this morning before they left.”

			“Was the man who came to the door one of them?”

			“No. I’d never seen him before.”

			I heard an officer speaking with someone by the front door. I recognized the voice. “Excuse me for a moment, Dr. P.” I stepped outside. “Pastor Kelly. Thanks for coming so quickly.”

			“Abbey.” He reached out his hand to me, and I shook it. “Of course. I appreciate the heads up. Where’s Susan?”

			“She’s in the back bedroom. I hope you can comfort her, so I can focus on the case. Time is always critical, especially in a kidnapping.” He nodded and went to find Susan.

			Sam entered the den. “I’m about done out here. They have door cameras, but their batteries are gone. I checked with dispatch, and the videos have already been…”

			“Deleted,” I said before he could finish. “What about the neighbors?”

			“Same thing. We’re out of luck there too.” That confirmed my suspicions. Skylar was involved, and the two incidents were connected.

			Sam said a few things to the officers while I told Dr. Pederman we were heading back to Homicide. “CSI will sweep the place and get back to us. Sam and I need to put everything together and start searching for the kids.”

			My phone rang. “Hey, Lieutenant.” I waved goodbye to Dr. Pederman and headed toward my car.

			“Someone took Sherry.” I grabbed Sam’s sleeve before he could walk away. Lieutenant Daniels’ voice was steady and calm, not what I would have expected following that news. I put the call on speaker so Sam could hear too. “They left a message.” Another abduction?

			“How do you know it was more than one person?” Did Skylar incriminate herself again?

			“Plural pronoun in the note.”

			Another note. “What does it say?” Was Sherry tied to this mess?

			“If you ever want to see your wife again, stay out of the way and let Abbey do her thing. We’ll see if she’s as good as you claim.”

			“Is it handwritten?”

			“Printed from a computer.” I could hear him clearing his throat even though he obviously tried to muffle the sound. “Abbey, Sherry is everything to me.”

			“Are you going after them?” Surely, Lieutenant Daniels would want to search for Sherry himself.

			“No. Do exactly what they tell you. I can’t lose her.”

			“I will.” Would he really trust us to find her, or was he saying it just in case our phones were tapped?

			He paused for a moment. When he spoke again, his voice was broken, shallow. “I don’t know what I’d do without her.”

			“I know. I’m so sorry.”

			“I mean it, Abbey. She keeps me together. Without her, I’d…”

			He knew me better than anyone. I was reckless throughout the last case, and I could tell it worried him.

			“Promise me.” He wasn’t letting this go.

			“I promise. I’m so sorry about Sherry. I’ll find her. They took my mother and Susan’s kids too.”

			“You mean it’s not just Sherry?”

			“No.” I paused as I considered my next comment. He deserved to know the truth. “Skylar’s involved. I don’t know who she has working with her on this, but it’s either an officer or someone posing as one.” I began describing the situation at the Pederman home, but he cut me off.

			“If it’s Skylar, you get off the phone right now. She could be listening, and she could construe this as seeking my help.” He paused. “Abbey, for once in your life—by the book. Swear it.” I did, and he hung up. I understood what he was saying and what was on my shoulders.

			My mother, Hannah, Danny, and Sherry—all taken. Skylar said there were seven. Who were the other three? I called Dallas. It went straight to his voice message. I started to panic, but I remembered he always turned off his phone when he was working on his dissertation. He said it helped him focus. I left a warning for him to be vigilant; telling him Skylar was taking people in my life, and he may be next. I called the office.

			“Homicide,” Deborah, our administrative assistant, said in a bright voice. “How can I direct your call?”

			“Deborah, this is Detective Rhodes. I need you to print all the lyrics from Abbey Road.”

			“Is this a joke?” she asked.

			“No. I’ll explain later. Just print all the lyrics and put them on my desk, please.”

			There was a short silence. “Is that a new song?”

			

			I couldn’t help but laugh. How was Deborah supposed to know Abbey Road? She’s younger than I am. “It’s a Beatles album, and please don’t ask me who they are. Trust me. Just Google Abbey Road and print the lyrics to every song.”

			“Okay, Detective Rhodes. It will be on your desk when you get back.”

			If my father hadn’t made such a fuss over the Beatles, claiming they caused the downfall of the world, I’d never have looked them up myself. I chose the name Abbey Rhodes to spite him.

			It looked like Skylar was going to twist that spite into my pain. It was strange, even for her. She tried to protect me from my past, punishing those who hurt me, but she also used it against me. Typical psychopath, doing whatever served her purpose.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Monday, November 10, 4:07 PM—Homicide

			We walked through the door to the homicide offices, and Sergeant McNally greeted us—if you could call it a greeting. He was as rough and tumble as they came, an old school beat cop that advanced to the rank of sergeant in the Antioch area and moved to Homicide five years ago. He never sought another post.

			He stood at the entrance talking with Deborah. He noticed us and commanded in a gruff voice, “Go straight to Captain Harris’s office. He and Lieutenant Stallings are waiting for you.” Sam patted me on the shoulder and took a step toward our cubicle. “You too, Tidwell.” Sergeant McNally was a hard man to read. Even when he was in a good mood, his voice was harsh and his face red. All things considered, today was a bad day.

			We got to Captain Harris’s office, and the two men stood. Harris was an older black officer who had the rare combination of brains and wisdom. Sarge said Captain Harris earned his position long before they gave it to him and had no intentions of letting it go. “Shut the door.”

			“Yes, Captain,” Sam said and did as he was told.

			Captain Harris stared right at me and said, “That psycho of yours is really getting on my nerves.” He glanced over at Sam and continued. “She sent a video to me directly, bypassing all of our security and firewalls.” I knew exactly who he was talking about, but Skylar wasn’t my psycho.

			“She definitely knows her way around technology,” Sam offered. “I’m afraid she’s not going to quit hurting people until either she or Rhodes is dead.”

			“I believe it,” Lieutenant Stallings added. “That Voldemort comment still worries me. I saw those movies with my kids and that’s some evil—”

			“Gather ’round.” Captain Harris pulled up the file and played the video of Skylar. She not only cut her hair to match mine, but she now had dark colored contacts to match my eyes. She could be my twin.

			“Captain Harris, my name is Skylar Watson. I believe by now you are familiar with me. I’ve given Abbey—excuse me—Detective Rhodes specific instructions that she and Detective Tidwell are to solve this case by themselves. I will kill all the hostages if anyone intervenes. Knowing how you all like working together, I thought I would give you an incentive to stay out of their way. I’ve hidden two bombs in strategic places within the city, which will kill thousands if anyone attempts to help Detectives Rhodes and Tidwell in any way. I know you need evidence that I am telling the truth and able to construct a viable bomb, which is understandable for a man in your position. I’m sending you a separate email with the location of a third bomb so you can inspect it and know I am serious. You’re a man of authority. Clear their path—or else. Just in case you have issues with the mayor, I sent him a private message. I don’t think he’ll be a problem. Have a nice day, Captain.” Skylar blew a kiss to the camera before shutting off the message.

			“That girl scares me,” Sam said. “You know she’ll do it.”

			“Bomb squad has already verified the third bomb and are diffusing it as we speak.” He looked directly at me. “She placed it in the parking garage of your apartment building, Rhodes.” Captain Harris unbuttoned his top button and loosened his tie. “We are taking the threat seriously. Do what she says.”

			“That’s why you two are here,” Lieutenant Stallings said. “We’ve already confirmed everything with the mayor, and he has instructed the Chief to do what Skylar Watson says. They’re sending the message on down the line.”

			“What message?” Sam asked.

			“That this is a hands-off case,” Captain Harris clarified. “As much as it’s killing me to do this, we’re not going to second guess this girl. That one bomb could have destroyed half a city block.”

			Leave it to Skylar to blackmail the city of Nashville just so she could have her private game with us. I wasn’t at all surprised that the bomb she revealed was connected to my apartment. She didn’t want me hurt—at least not yet. It was more of an I can, but I won’t message
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