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  Day 1









  
  Walker Michaels
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Gruesome scenes never got easier to look at the more he saw them. In each new body Detective Walker Michaels examined, the face of the first victim stared at him, begging for justice. It shone clear and vivid as a memory burned into his brain, haunting his nightmares. As horrific as that was, at least his eyes no longer transposed his daughter’s face onto the victim. She had escaped this lunatic’s rampage. 
A four-year gap led him to conclude this was over—a cold case with no more victims being the best outcome he could reach. Now the evidence shone clearly under the sunshine waking the park’s emerald-green grass. The Moralist was back.
Detective Michaels’ head hung from a limp neck. The wilted shoulders under his navy-blue suit jacket couldn’t bear the weight of another dead teenage girl. He closed his eyes to the four years he wasted rebuilding his career, himself, from the ashes of the consuming fire of that notorious serial killer case. Any phoenix he thought he raised disintegrated inside him like a tissue to a flame. Another young lady had been robbed of life under his watch. The task ahead of informing her parents slid into the background of a deep sigh.
“Whatcha think, Boss. Gotta be him, right?”
Brandon Jones, Walker Michaels’ newest partner, always asked the obvious questions. In Michaels’ experience, that fit the job description of Junior Detective—at least on the Marietta City police force. The senior detective wondered if he had annoyed his superiors this much before he had earned his stripes.
“Mm… Same M.O.”
Running his fingers through his salt-and-pepper hair, he squinted at his partner studying the body. From thin crooked post to thin crooked post, a warm breeze rustled a distorted verge of yellow police tape encircling the body. Its flapping split the dawn’s silence like static. As far as Michaels knew, this was the first murder victim the rookie detective had ever seen. Some vomited. Remembering the harassment he had endured over twenty years back, he never gave a newbie any flak for it.
“He’d been doing, what? Three or four of these a year for three years. Looks like he’s back after a four-year hiatus, right?”
Ignoring the history lesson on his own case, Michaels squatted beside the body. The air reeked of the lemony scent dripping from the white blossoms adorning the forty-foot Southern Magnolia. The morning sun did its best to slice through its thick-leaved branches, blanketing the vic in heavy shadow. About sixteen, he reckoned, and laid out in the usual manner. As with all the others, the Moralist had turned this young woman into an exhibition. Laying naked and face up in the grass, she had a fig leaf sewn over her genitalia, her arms extended in a crucifix posture.
“Doing these?” The senior detective twisted his neck to look up at Jones. “He slaughtered these young women, desecrated their bodies, and put them on display.”
“I meant no disrespect, Boss. Just trying to put it all together. I know nobody knows this case like you. It’s the only one you never solved, right?”
“Would you quit calling me ‘Boss’ already,” he barked in a raspy voice. “I ain’t nobody’s boss, least of all yours.”
“Sorry, B— um…”
“Michaels will do. Or hadn’t you noticed everyone at the station using last names, Detective?”
With gloved hands and sharp eyes, Michaels examined the body. As expected, he found no bruises or signs of struggle. Every detail screamed at him, taunting him. His cold case had reheated, and his nemesis had returned to the hunt. As he stood, his knees protested the movement with crackles that warned of early-onset arthritis. Worse in the colder months, it was one of the only good things about a Georgia summer. He ran the back of his hand over his sweaty brow.
“I want you to study the body and the scene. Take all the time you need. Write notes, ask questions. You need to learn from this, and, who knows? You might even make yourself useful to the investigation.”
The younger man with the rolled-up sleeves had a unique way about him. After circling the girl’s body half a dozen times, he squatted, stood, hunched over her, and prostrated himself. To look in her ears, Jones moved the hair off her shoulder with his pen the way they did in too many cop shows. And they always put that contaminated pen back in their pocket. Something about the young lady’s neck caused Michaels to hold back an insulting comment, but it wasn’t the lack of bruising he had noted earlier.
Officer Willoughby approached and offered Michaels a coffee from the Starbucks across the park, which he readily accepted—black with two sugars. Awakened by his phone at 5:38, he had dressed and rushed out too hurriedly to get his morning jolt, leaving the memory of his wife in the empty bed. After slurping a sip of the scalding pick-me-up, Michaels asked the girl’s name. The Moralist always left a calling card.
“Sandy Rawlings.” Willoughby handed him the note.
Sandy Rawlings is another victim of the immorality plaguing our society. It is prolific, saturating our media and corrupting young minds. This child of God has been cleansed and absolved of her sins.
Pinching the cardstock paper between his fingers, Michaels said, “Word for word.”
“Didn’t identify you by name this time.”
“Only did that once. And not on the note with the body… This, this is him.”
“I was afraid of that even before I got here… from the way the witness described the scene. I hoped to be wrong, then I found the note.”
From a scowl, Michaels grumbled, “I assume the forensic photographer got pictures of the scene before you touched anything.”
“Of course. And, I guess we should have left the note for you detectives. We just wanted to know if it was really him.”
“You should have, yes.” Michaels pushed an almost empty cup into the officer’s hand and showed him his back.
“The M.E. will do the detail work, Jones. When you’re done CSI-ing, I want you to question the man who found her.” 
“Me?”
“Would you rather take the lead when we visit Miss Rawlings’ parents?”






  
  Allen Rawlings


[image: ]
Allen Rawlings sat in the armchair watching his wife burrowing a channel into the carpet. Jesus swung on the cross around her neck with each step. Neither had slept nor eaten, and Sonya didn’t even sit. Every passing hour intensified Allen’s prayers. 
Late last night, the police had told Allen there was nothing they could do and not to worry. The lady cop’s reassurances that teenage girls sometimes stayed out all night and to call back if they hadn’t heard from her in forty-eight hours did little to settle him and only seemed to make Sonya more agitated. They had fought when Allen insisted on going to look for Sandra. More than his wife’s pleading and sobbing, when Allen realized he had no idea where his daughter was, he dropped his key fob. His phone calls woke anyone who might have had a clue where Sandra might have gone.
An ominous alert dinged from the phone in his hand. The Ring doorbell app announced someone approaching the house. Sonya ignored it or perhaps hadn’t heard it over her mumbled prayers. Allen’s heart plunged into his stomach when he saw an older man in a dark blue suit and a younger one in a green shirt and silver tie coming up the walkway. These were not Mormons or Jehovah’s Witnesses. He didn’t have the ardor for a scriptural argument in him this morning anyway. Uniformed officers might have brought hope. These two came for something entirely different.
“Sonya, go check that Connor’s still sleeping or has his headphones on, would you? Don’t call him, just see he’s as isolated and oblivious as usual.”
She furled her brow at him as she often did and offered no reply. As she doddered up the stairs, Allen walked to the door before the plain-clothes detectives could ring the bell. From the cross above the door, his Lord and Savior cast a solemn gaze. A promise to watch over those who passed under him until they returned home.
Both men raised eyebrows at the door swinging into the house to reveal Allen standing there, downcast and disheveled. When they asked if he was Mister Rawlings, Allen nodded and stepped aside. Like a rehearsed scene in a Shakespearian tragedy, each acted their part with an unspoken acceptance of what this was. The somber gentlemen entered, half-nodding to Allen as they passed.
He studied the square of parquet flooring as they stepped inside, then asked them to remove their shoes, knowing how Sonya would react to seeing them polluting the beige carpet they had installed five or six months ago. The men obliged, though the younger one removed his loafers with a grimace. They said nothing as they followed Allen’s gesture to sit on the sofa.
“Mister Rawlings, is anyone else at home? Your wife, perhaps?”
Nodding, he said, “She’ll be right down. I didn’t want my son here for this.”
They didn’t reply, but the older man, clearly worn-out and weathered, gave him a knowing look. When Sonya returned, her face showed no surprise at finding these men in her living room. The senior stood and said, “Ma’am.”
“Thank you for removing your shoes,” she said matter-of-factly. “It’s why you’d never tell this carpet is already two years old. Would you gentlemen like some coffee?”
Trapping his junior partner in a half-nod, the older man said, “No, thank you.”
“This is about Sandy, isn’t it? You’ve started looking, I take it.” She sat in the chair Allen had vacated, and he stood beside her, clasping her hand. In her other, she pinched the crucifix at her chest. “We told that cop on the phone our Sandy doesn’t stay out past curfew and is no runaway. She’s not like those other girls. We raised her right.”
“I’m sure you did, ma’am. And yes, we’re here with news of your daughter…” He cleared his throat of its obvious lump.
The words stabbed like a sword, confirming what Allen had already concluded. His eyes glossed over when he saw some of the tension flee his wife’s shoulders, knowing her naïve misunderstanding gave her a measure of hope these men were about to crush.
“There has been an incident. Early this morning, a jogger in Bishop park noticed something unusual under a magnolia tree and went to take a closer look…”
The detective, who had not introduced himself, paused. Allen understood the technique. Starting with ‘Your daughter is dead’ would be too shattering a blow. As if it could help, they would slowly get there in a futile effort to break the news gently.
“He found the body of a young woman, a teenager…”
Allen studied the face he had spent twenty-one years of marriage trying to read and found it expectant and ill-prepared for the coming devastation.
“We confirmed her identity when her personal items were found not far from the body… I’m afraid that young lady was your daughter… I’m terribly sorry for your loss.”
As if unfazed by the overwhelming revelation, Sonya’s face remained blank. “I see.”
Squeezing her hand, Allen stared at her. The realization had not yet clouded her eyes. To let his wife hear the words, he turned to the older man and asked, “She… was murdered?” He also needed to solidify this nightmare that changed their lives forever. Unless he, too, was stubbornly grasping a thread of Sonya’s irrational hope.
“I’m afraid so, sir. We’ll have more detail from the coroner, but we believe she died between the hours of midnight and 4 AM.”
“What… happened? Did she suffer?” Allen spoke through tears and a mess of mucus dripping from his nose. He thoughtlessly ran the backside of his hand under his nostrils.
“We don’t believe so. She was found lying in a park. Her clothes were folded neatly beside her. She had been—”
“It wasn’t her.” With her hands freed, Sonya intertwined her fingers between her bouncing knees and leaned forward in her seat. “I have no idea who you men are… coming in here and saying such awful things. Get out,” she yelled. Rising to her feet, she repeated, “Get out. Now! Get out of my house.” Like a burst water balloon, the tear ducts sprang loose, and she bellowed a guttural groan.
Both men rose to their feet and the older one reached a hand toward Sonya’s shoulder. Allen pulled his wife into an embrace and joined her in open sobbing.
After granting the couple’s grief its needed space, the senior detective said, “We will need to talk but realize this isn’t the time. Detective Jones will stay here to answer any questions you have and can also help you find a way to tell Sandy’s brother… when you’re ready.” He handed Mister Rawlings a business card. “I’m Detective Walker Michaels. That’s my cell number. You can call me any time, day or night.”
“Michaels? Aren’t you…” Allen pinched his eyes shut for a moment as Sonya continued dampening his shoulder. “No. Not that. It wasn’t him. My little girl… and he… He, he can’t be back.” His cracked voice barely squeaked out the last syllable, and he dry-swallowed. “It can’t be.”
“We believe it was… Mister and Missus Rawlings, I will come back a bit later. After you’ve had a little time, we’ll have some questions.”






  
  Sonya Rawlings


[image: ]
Sonya washed the dishes her husband and Detective Jones had left beside the sink—not in it, where they were supposed to go. In a hand reddened by the water’s blistering heat, she pinched a yellow sponge and circled it over the flat plate. Breaching the window’s repression, her empty gaze focused on the trampoline in the narrow yard of their one-and-a-half-acre lot. A memory of seven-year-old Sandy relentlessly practicing landing on her little bottom and bouncing back into a stand replayed in her mind. Connor laughed and taunted his big sister. That was before his first phone and tablet stole his attention from his family. 
It seemed pointless now for Allen to have forbidden a video game console from entering the house only to give the boy two devices with thousands of games and apps at his fingertips. For Connor’s twelfth birthday, his father gave him his first PlayStation. Allen had started traveling more for work by then. Their children were raised in a different world, thirty years being an incalculable chasm in technology designed to “babysit” for busy parents. A stay-at-home mom, Sonya never wanted those distractions.
Supposedly doing his homeschooling, Connor still hadn’t come down. He had not seen the strange men in the home or met the one who stayed for reasons Sonya couldn’t guess. How her son would react to this devastation wove into her grief. A distraction that offered no consolation.
“Honey.” The voice filtered through the cascade from the tap and the clank of the good silverware Sonya neatly arranged in the drying rack. Pausing with dishcloth in hand, she turned, but not to Allen. Pulling open the flatware drawer, she confirmed what she knew well. There were plenty of clean everyday forks and spoons. The no-slam drawers in the kitchen they installed when they bought the house robbed her of an emphatic complaint her lips would never offer.
“Honey, Detective Jones would like to speak with us.”
“Why is he even here? They come here… that man with him… and tell us… I mean, they devastate our family, our lives.” Words yielded to the lump lodged in Sonya’s throat. She closed her eyes and took a breath. “All he’s done is eat breakfast and drink our coffee. And we had to wait on him like he’s some sort of house guest or something.”
Allen stepped forward and laid his hands on his wife’s shoulders. “He wants to help us speak with Connor. He says the way we tell him about his sister can make a difference in how he handles the news.”
“News?” She brushed his hands away and took a half-step back. “Our daughter is… and you call it news?”
“I didn’t mean… I think it’s a good idea to hear him out. Can you stop all this wallowing for a second to imagine how this will affect Connor? Jones has training. It’s one of the reasons he’s still here. And he offered to speak with Connor, too, if that could help. I have no idea how to tell him his sister—”
“This is a family matter—our family. It feels like… like, I can’t even cry with that man in our home.”
Confronting how she had been holding back her tears unleashed them in a torrent. Her legs lost the will to support her, and Sonya fell into her husband’s embrace. The forgotten feeling of Allen’s hand consolingly rubbing her back lacked any calming effect. He handed her a tissue, and she quickly needed another.
“Mom… is everything okay? Who’s that man in the living room?”






  
  Connor Rawlings
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Something was terribly wrong. Connor could not recall the last time he had seen his mother cry like that—if ever. Emotional and irritatingly affectionate, sure, but never a wreck, fallen apart and blathering like this. Dad said nothing. He looked at Connor with an unfamiliar glaze in his eye, something Connor didn’t understand. After blowing her nose, Mom used her palm to flatten the wrinkles in her dress. 
Only when Connor noticed his mother had on the same dress she wore to church yesterday did it hit him. According to the clock, his sister should have gone to school. Connor knew she hadn’t. “Where’s Sandy?”

      ***Eyes closed, leaning back in his Secret Lab gaming chair, Connor let the music drown out the world. Noise-cancelling headphones had sheltered him from reality, from his family, when things were bad, which was most of the time. This had surpassed every day before, and he sought that isolation more than ever. “Your sister didn’t come home last night.” That was how they started. “There has been an… incident,” they called it.
“Why don’t adults talk to teenagers as real people, not like kids,” he mentally grumbled. They never said the words. Two simple words. “She’s dead.” That was all they had to say. “Your sister skipped curfew last night and now she’s dead.” No, they said ‘incident’ as if that made it better, made Sandy not dead or something. His mind fought the onslaught of the pounding drums of the music Dad would freak out over him listening to. Vivid mental images of the conversation ploughed through his thoughts despite his best efforts to defeat them.
Something touched his shoulder, and his body jerked forward from its lean. A scrunched, blood-red face turned to complain to whichever parent violated the agreed upon knock-before-entering rule in place since he turned twelve.
That detective had breached Connor’s private sanctum.
He didn’t look much older than twenty-something until he gestured to silence the music and remove the headphones the way his dad would—like an old man. Eying the Atlanta Braves commemorative baseball bat leaning against the wall by the closet door, Connor’s impulses raged inside him. He stood and pulled the headphones from his ears. The music blared from the center of the cushioned pads and the tall guy in Connor’s room widened his eyes. The lyrics “Please tell Lucifer he can’t have this one. Her spirit is too strong” thrusted through the air between them.
“Crack the Skye,” the man said. “Appropriate enough, I guess.”
Connor shrugged then pulled his eyes up from the floor. “You know Mastodon?” He pressed pause on the Spotify widget on his phone’s screen.
“That album was inspired by the death of the drummer’s sister. Her name was Skye.”
No words came. Connor didn’t know if he needed any.
“And the solution—” the cop used air quotes “—the song ends on?” When Connor didn’t reply, the man continued, “I can see the pain. You can make it all go away.”
“Dailer’s sister, Skye, committed… My sister was killed. Oh, sorry. I mean she died in an incident.” Connor used his own sarcastic air quotes over his sharp tone.
The stranger in his room dropped his shoulders and focused his eyes. “Look, there’s no playbook for this sorta thing. Your parents are hurt, blindsided by this tragedy. I know you are, too. Understand they have no idea how to act or what to say, let alone how to tell their son his sister was murdered.”
“So, it was murder then? Not some fight with her boyfriend that got outta hand?”
“Boyfriend? We’ll want more four-one-one on that… when you’re ready.”
After rolling his eyes, Connor said, “He’s back, isn’t he? The Moralist killed my sister.”
“Why’d you say that?”
“I just googled it. He’s the only one I’ve ever heard of killing teenage girls. And he was never caught. Plus, Sandy’s boyfriend. Her date last night. That sicko psycho was a stalker. Kills ’em when they finally give it up.”
The detective played the part by pulling a small, black-covered notebook and a pen from his back pants pocket. “Let me get this straight. You’re saying you knew she was seeing this boy… and planned to have sex with him last night, right?”
“I thought she’d lost it a while ago, you know. Almost seventeen. I think I was wrong… by how nervous she was. Isn’t that when the Moralist strikes?”
“Some time after, yeah. Though he’s even struck at least once before the deed was done.”
“Cleansing them and saving their soul or something. Sandy didn’t need no soul saving. She was…” His voice cracked and he paused, turning his head from the cop to the window. After a second or maybe a few, he turned back to face the man taking notes. “She was selfish and conceited but wasn’t nobody’s slut.”
An extended palm asked permission to sit, and Connor nodded. The man sat on the edge of the unmade bed.
“Would you like to talk about her? Sandy, I mean?”
Connor sat in his chair. “You a cop or a shrink?”
“Detective, actually. And I will nail the bastard who did this to your sister. If I can help in any other way, I’ll do that too.”
Connor sniffled and ran the backside of his hand under his nose. “You said when I’m ready. I’m not. Go talk to my parents, though they won’t have much to say besides how wonderful Sandy is. Um, was. She’s with God now, Dad’ll tell you. They’re oblivious. Oh, don’t mention the boyfriend in front of my dad. He’ll go ballistic.”
After slapping both of his thighs, the detective stood and sighed. “You’re right. When you’re ready.” Stepping into the hall, he turned back to face Connor. “Ever get into Periphery?”
“Some, sure.”
“Give It’s Only Smiles a listen. Singer’s sister died, and he pours his feelings into that one. I think it’s a better fit even than Crack the Skye.”
It surprised Connor when the cop closed the door, returning him to the seclusion that, for the first time, filled the room with emptiness. His thumb swiped over the keyboard in the Spotify search field. Pulling the headphones over his ears, he let the music take him elsewhere. A song about a dead sister kept him in the moment. What didn’t he know about Sandy?






  
  Walker Michaels
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It had been at least two years since Woody retired. Detective Michaels had only been to see the new medical examiner once. That case was open-and-shut as the murder weapon had been found in the suspect’s car, lying on the passenger seat. The guy didn’t even try to hide the blood-drenched hammer from the officer who pulled him over for a busted taillight. 
For the life of him, Walker Michaels couldn’t recall the new M.E.’s name as he pushed the double swinging doors to the autopsy room. The dreadful image of the corpse that used to be young Sandy Rawlings greeted him, toes first. Michaels couldn’t stop his eyes from crawling up her legs to stare at the leaf, the telltale mark of the Moralist.
A wave of gratitude swept through him for his own daughter Bonnie having married young, just after graduating from Kennesaw State University. She was a teenager and single when the killings started, the demented cleansing ceremonies of the Moralist. Every ring of his cellphone back then came with a morbid fear of finding the next desecrated and lifeless body of a young girl not a stranger.
Now he looked upon Sandra Rawlings, a life extinguished before finishing high school. He knew the cause of death, the methods used, and how she supposedly didn’t suffer through the ritual. The Moralist kept his victims alive. Woody had Michaels repeatedly assure the families of those poor girls they were not truly conscious as he performed female genital mutilation. He shook his head at the memory as he knew he had said it to lift a trace of pain from the parents’ immense grief.
That mental picture stabbed his heart, so he purged it from his mind, unable to comprehend a young woman being even semiconscious as she was being butchered. Although unverified, he was grateful Woody had put his conclusion on his reports and the parents were told a less horrifying version of their daughters’ last moments. Perhaps it would help ease the Rawlings’ agony as well. “Did she suffer?” Sandy’s father had asked.
“Detective Michaels.”
Finally able to pull his gaze from the body, Michaels looked the man in his unfamiliar face. It lacked the calming effect of Woody’s compassionate eyes. “Sorry, yes. Doctor…?”
“Young. You can call me Travis.”
They didn’t shake hands, as the appropriately named youthful medical examiner’s were already gloved and ready to work. As if to find Woody Clayton standing there as touched by the death as himself, Michaels studied the room. All he found was Travis Young’s clinical stare.
“Just call me Michaels. No one calls me Walker. Too many Chuck Norris jokes there.” When the blank stare scrunched into a puzzled look, he added, “You know, Walker, Texas Ranger?”
“Oh, from Talladega Nights. Classic.”
All Michaels could do was wag his head at this kid. “So, what have you got so far?”
“Not much. I’m just getting started. But I’ve reviewed Doctor Clayton’s notes on the Moralist slayings, and, at a perfunctory stage, this looks like his modus operandi.”
“That much was—” Michaels pretended to clear his throat. “Thanks for the preliminary. How soon before you have something? Time of death would be great to know sooner than later; beyond the four-hour window we got at the scene.”
“I can tell you already, we’re likely closer to the end of that window. Maybe 3 AM, ish. You see, we were able to handle the body. I didn’t have much difficulty getting her arms to her sides.” He motioned to the corpse on display. “I’m not sure if you know this, but rigor mortis sets in more quickly in summer’s heat. Of course, it was the middle of the night, so not as hot. I’d say three to four is most likely. When did she go missing?”
“We don’t have the details yet, only when she left home and when she was supposed to be back.”
“Well, I’m about to get started on this one. I’ll have some more—”
“This one… is Sandy. She’s a young lady whose life, whose future, was snuffed out in a most gruesome way.” A well-timed ring of his cell yanked Michaels’ fierce eyes off the inexperienced M.E. “I’d appreciate getting your results as soon as you have them, Doc.”
“Of course, Detective.”

      ***The wood laminate desk looked and felt like government budgeted furniture but was miles ahead of the metal one he had sat behind for years. Just looking at that old gray monstrosity was enough to make anyone depressed. Even when they didn’t have a murder case on the board. The chair, though relatively new, left much to be desired for comfort. If Michaels could call it a consolation, this case would have his butt out of the Ikea-style mesh chair often. In that light, he’d have preferred the sore cheeks and stiff thigh muscles of more mundane days.
Between serial killer victims, homicides didn’t come in abundance in his jurisdiction—one of many reasons he had refused offers to serve as sergeant of a Fulton County precinct. The Atlanta folks had their hands full.
It sat on the desk, taunting him. The manila folder held a fraction of the bulk it would soon contain. To officially start his investigation, Detective Michaels hauled his weary self from the chair and pulled the folder from his uncluttered desktop. Sluggish steps contradicted the urgency churning in his gut, fueling the urge to catch this guy once and for all. As the Action Board drew closer, he considered the need to finish the case he should have closed years ago. Before the Moralist could slay another teenage girl.
Thoughtlessly, his neck turned to cast his gaze at Seargent Carter’s office. As if she were sitting there, judging his failure, he grimaced at the empty chair. It would have been better, he reckoned, if she had blamed him then. The city wanted a fall guy to keep the papers—Michaels knew most news was consumed digitally but always said papers—from telling the people a serial killer was still on the loose in Marietta. If his sergeant had gone to bat for him, he couldn’t know. Roneesha Carter shot straight as an arrow, but their entanglement over the case gave the idea room to grow.
In the center of the dry-erase board, Michaels held the cropped photo of Sandra Rawlings—just her lifeless face until they had a better picture from her parents—and set a round magnetic tack over her chestnut bangs. Above the picture he wrote ‘Sandy’ in red marker. Now he needed to think.
Every clue would connect back to her at the hub until the board became a spiderweb of interconnecting lines leading to and from evidence, suspects, locations, witnesses, and any other detail, no matter how irrelevant it seemed. Over the course of his three-plus-year investigation of the Moralist, the board had become so crowded he had taped additional pictures and notes over the surrounding wall. Knowing his nights of halfway decent sleep were over, Michaels sighed deeply at the sight of the almost empty Action Board.
Below Sandy’s photo he wrote: Allen (Father); below that, Sonya (Mother); then, Connor (Brother, 14/15). Below those names he drew three lines, placeholders for other family and close acquaintances. Yes, it was a serial killer case, but he never ruled out the usual suspects.
A slap on the back startled him and the last line went askew. The quickly rising rage settled when Jones pushed a cup of Starbucks coffee toward him.
“Black, two sugars, right? Figured you’d need it.”
“You figured right. I think the uniforms make coffee from toilet water. Thanks.” Grabbing the cup, he sipped liberally.
“Your famous Action Board. I was wondering when I’d get to see it in… action. Been slow since I came up.”
Michaels scowled as he swallowed the hot drink, sweetened just enough to lessen its bitter bite. “Are you complaining we’ve had no killings? Had that itch for a murder case, hmm?”
“What? No. I mean, this is homicide, right? I didn’t want anyone killed, but… I mean, it’s why we’re here, right? Now we get—I mean… we’ve got to do our jobs.”
“You’re a quick learn, at least.” Michaels slapped the folder into his partner’s chest. “How would you lay out the board?”
Junior Detective Brandon Jones grasped the sand-colored folder and flipped through it. “I guess I’d put—”
“No, just do it… It’s dry erase.” He handed Jones the blue and red markers and stepped back to enjoy his coffee, pleased his partner remembered to order him the bold roast.
“Sumatra?” He pulled another sip. “No, Espresso roast.”
Jones smirked. “Good palate, Detective. They had Verona today.”
Keeping his mouth shut, for now, Michaels leaned on his desk, the closest to the Action Board, to observe the newbie work. For a detective, the logical layout of a board could make or break the case, and someone needed to take the reins when he finally walked away. Younger detectives preferred to work on their computers, tablets, and even on their tiny cellphone screens. Technology may have made some things easier, but in Michaels’ experience, a wide view of a full Action Board solved cases.
Not this one. Not yet.
As Jones studied the files in the folder and began scribbling on the board, Michaels wondered skeptically if they could stop the Moralist before another young life was lost. Until he finally caught him, there would be more victims.






  
  Sonya Rawlings


[image: ]
Her husband had said he needed to go out. To clear his head. Although she had protested her dutiful share, Sonya sat in his chair and let the solace wash over her. That young detective with poor taste in what he likely thought was a well-matched shirt and tie combination had finally left them to grieve as a family. In the armchair’s contemplation, Sonya realized that meant her cleaning the kitchen, Allen out or locked in his office, and Connor upstairs, isolated under his headphones as usual. 
Staring at the family portrait above the fireplace mantle, she thought he had taken it well. Of course, how a brother faced learning his sister was never coming home couldn’t compare to a mother losing her baby girl. She figured no grief could be as powerful. Sandy’s hair had a more reddish hue in that photo from last Christmas.
The tears had stopped. What did that mean?
That thought summoned a fresh flow, and this time, for the first time since Sandy didn’t come home for curfew and the detectives came, she let it all out. Guttural screams chased the silence from the living room, and she mindlessly pulled the end of her dress to her face and groaned into the soft cotton fabric.
“Mom?”
Startled by the call of her name, Sonya dropped her hands and tugged the hem of her dress over her knees. Her son handed her a box of tissues and said nothing more. The scene’s immodesty reddened her cheeks.
“Sorry.” She moved to the sofa and patted the cushion beside her. “Come. Sit with me.”
For some minutes they sat, absorbed in the quietness of the moment. It felt to Sonya almost like a normal day. Allen could have been at work and Sandy at school—the silence cared not and came to keep Sonya company either way. Today would have been Sandy’s first day back at school. With Allen at work and Connor in his room, Sonya would have been alone.
The teenage years put Sandy and Connor in their rooms most of the time when they were home, usually glued to some screen with earbuds or headphones insulating them from their parents. To her, it felt like they were drifting apart. Allen wasn’t around enough to notice, and Sonya no longer tired of his business trips.
She dared not tell him this was not the first time Sandy had missed a curfew. Her skin prickled at the thought of her daughter’s murder investigation revealing the boyfriend no one had told Sandy’s father existed. Always the more stringent of the two, he had forbidden dating until she turned seventeen. Sonya figured a few months made little difference, so, while Sandy thought she had everyone fooled, her mother allowed it so long as the curfew violations didn’t keep her out past midnight. Whenever her father was there, Sandy came home on time.
Except for last night.
“Where’s Dad? Did he go to work?”
Connor’s voice brought Sonya back to the sofa, into the moment she couldn’t believe her life had become. “What?”
“Don’t tell me Dad went to work. I swear, that job is more important—”
“No, sweetheart. He did some things in his office here to clear his day and stay home with us.”
“Then where is he? Why isn’t he here?” The words were sharp enough to cut glass.
“He took a walk, is all.” Sonya took her son’s hand. “Look, this is…well… We all, I think… we will all handle this differently—and that’s okay. Our faith will get us through this. Until it does, there is no right or wrong way to grasp what happened… or to grieve.”
“No, Ma, there is a wrong way—leaving your family!”
Connor ripped his hand from hers, jumped up, and stormed up the stairs. Sonya started to her feet then sat back down. That empty chair stole her mind. She’d sat in it to hear the older of the two strangers say her daughter had been found dead in a park. While he didn’t say the words, she understood Allen’s conclusion, as confirmed by the detective. Their daughter was killed. Why did it mean that deranged serial killer did it? Something about the detective’s name…
Curiosity pulled Sonya to her feet, and she scampered into the kitchen and took a seat at the small desk opposite the sink and stove. Though he was seldom at home, Allen had an entire room as his home office. After considerable discussion, she had been granted the concession of this small workspace when Allen had her kitchen installed.
When she lifted the laptop’s lid, the screen threw pale light on her. Her face unlocked the computer using what Allen called Face ID. In the Safari browser, which he told her to use instead of Chrome, she began searching for archived articles about the Moralist case.
After a frustrating twenty or more minutes, she found an article on the Marietta Weekly’s website from three and a half years ago. It said the case would remain open and encouraged people, especially teenage girls and their parents, to remain vigilant. The killings appeared to have stopped, but the Moralist was still at large. While she grasped that term, it made little sense to her.
Sonya wondered if they had become complacent as parents. Back then, Sandy had been too young to be considered at risk, as Allen kept saying to reassure a worried mother. Besides, at that age, their daughter never went anywhere unaccompanied. Now, however, Sandy had reached the teenage years of that maniac’s prey and had a boyfriend.
Did this mean she had lost her virginity or was about to take her dating to that level? Was that why that deranged lunatic killed her baby, to cleanse her and absolve her of her sins? Taking a deep breath under closed eyes, Sonya’s mind raced over all the things she should have done differently. How many ways she could have prevented this. Protected her little girl.
That photo called her back to the living room. Everyone looked so happy in their holiday sweaters. It was the last family portrait they would ever take. The commotion of the neighbor’s children coming home from school overtook her. Closing her eyes, she imagined Sandy running in from her first day back at school. Sonya’s eyes popped open when she visualized her husband’s face upon learning she knew their daughter had a boyfriend.
Allen entered the house like a hurricane through the front door. Out of breath and seething, he said nothing to the back of Sonya’s head. The walk had failed in its goal of calming him. When she turned to ask if he was okay, he wore the face her mind had feared seeing.
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