
        
            
                
            
        

    
      
        
          Outrun the Devil

          
		      
          V.L. Summers

        

        
          
          
        

      

    

Copyright © 2023 V. L. Summers 
All rights reserved.

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

Cover design by: V. L. Summers
Edited by: Kyare Betzing




Trigger Warnings


Please note that these trigger warnings are provided to ensure that readers can make informed choices about engaging with the content. If you have any specific concerns or sensitivities, please exercise caution while reading. 
	Violence: This story contains scenes of physical violence, including fights, confrontations, and intense action sequences.
	Kidnapping and Captivity: The protagonist of the story was kidnapped in the past, and there are references and descriptions of the traumatic experience. As well as a character within the story will be kidnapped.
	Blood and Gore: The story includes graphic depictions of injuries, bloodshed, and wounds.
	Death and Loss: The narrative involves themes of death and loss, including the death of characters and the emotional impact it has on the protagonist.
	Supernatural Elements: The story explores supernatural beings and their abilities, including vampires, werewolves, and other paranormal elements.
	Psychological Trauma: The main character grapples with past trauma and its psychological effects, including anxiety, fear, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).
	Sexual Content: The book includes scenes of a sexual nature, which may not be suitable for all readers. Please exercise discretion.
	Strong Language: This story contains the use of strong language and profanity throughout.
	Drug and Alcohol Use: There are instances of characters consuming drugs or alcohol, which are depicted in the story.






To all the dreamers and believers,
who find solace and adventure within the pages,
this book is dedicated to you.
May it ignite your imagination and touch your soul.
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Prologue


Like any other case with a rabbit, Detective Olivia Collins chased full tilt after them. Her footsteps echoed off the alley walls along with Detective Tim Markham’s following close behind her. Olivia didn’t have to glance back to confirm his unwavering presence. They had been partners since day one. Trust was not an issue. 
Only moonlight lit the alleyway, it barely allowed her to see a few feet in front of her. And even though Olivia had done this a million times, it didn’t stop her heart from racing. The pounding of Tim’s footsteps receded. She glanced behind her and found only darkness. Panic laced her steps but she trusted her partner. If he no longer followed, it meant he’d found a way to cut off the suspect.
Olivia burst from the alley onto the street. Streetlights flickered, creating warping shadows and deepening her sense of unease. An urge made her look behind her again, a sense of something wrong. Yet, like before, there was only darkness. The moon could only light so much.
Her mind kept replaying a premonition from earlier—an all-too-familiar scene of violence and tragedy, shrouded in mystery. A warning or merely paranoia? The uncertainty weighed heavily on Olivia and only added to the fear that threatened to paralyze her.
When the premonitions began to haunt her, Olivia didn't know what to make of them. She thought perhaps the lack of sleep fueled the relentless onslaught of intrusive images, but even after taking time to rest, they persisted. In fact, at the time the redhead was quite certain she was going crazy. As anyone would. Between the exhaustion from juggling her demanding job and the responsibilities of being a single mother to her daughter, fear became such a frequent visitor.
Their origin remained a mystery, leaving her perplexed and uncertain. But she’d learned over time the visions came true often enough that maybe using them to get the upper hand in cases seemed the obvious choice. With no clear answers and no one to turn to for guidance, Olivia cautiously embraced them as a tool to aid her investigations. Yet, she couldn't fully place her trust in precognition. For one, it wasn’t always a steadfast guide. And two, she had always based everything on facts, making her view each vision with a healthy dose of skepticism. Not every image that flashed before her eyes would lead her to the truth. It required a delicate balance of intuition, deduction, and discernment—acknowledging their potential while remaining cautious of their limitations.
Olivia had learned to rely on her instincts and years of experience.
Though she saw no sign of the suspect, Olivia exposed herself stepping out onto the street. Her breath came out in shallow bursts. Tim was still nowhere to be seen.
A fog crept over the street, making visibility harder than it already was. Olivia was unable to shake the feeling that she was in some kind of horror movie and a monster was about to jump out and gobble her up.
Blue eyes darted to every shadow, every corner until she spotted a figure.
Olivia took a step forward, only for it to be unsteady as her vision blurred and images flashed before her. A man running, shadows, and a flash of light. The image changed and she saw Tim, his face contorted in pain and confusion.
Coming out of the premonition, Olivia found herself on the street itself. Fear forced her to look for any oncoming cars, and as luck would have it – there were none.
Every muscle in Olivia's body tensed as she crept forward into the alleyway across the street.
“Drop your weapon,” she demanded, her hand on the hilt of her service weapon. “Drop your weapon.”
The figure stepped out from the shadows and charged toward her. “Stop.” But the figure did not stop.
With a single movement, Olivia raised her weapon and fired without hesitation. The gunshot cut through the air like a thunderbolt, reverberating in her soul and sending echoes of doubt across her conscience. Time seemed to stand still as the perpetrator fell to the ground, yet when the smoke cleared, something was wrong. It wasn't the criminal who collapsed—it was Tim, her partner and friend. All of Olivia's fears had come true—she had misread her vision and cost someone dearly.
She ran to him, throwing herself onto her knees beside him. Hand on top of the hand, Olivia pressed down on the gunshot wound. The wound she’d caused.
“No, no, no, no, don’t die on me, Tim. Do you hear me? Don’t die.” Her vision was blurring from the streams that fell from her eyes.
“Officer down, I repeat office down,” she rasped into her radio.
“It’s okay,” Tim whispered and a sob released from her mouth. An ugly sob.
“No, it’s not,” she cried. “I shot you.”
“Tell Rebecca… Tell her… I love her.” He grasped for breath between speaking.
“Shhh, shhh, you can tell her yourself. You are not dying,” Olivia demanded, determined to not face the truth of the moment. Her partner was dying and it was her fault.
As Tim slipped away from her grasp, guilt gnawed at Olivia's heart, reminding her that she had paid too heavy a price for her mistakes.
When the ambulance arrived, and the paramedics urged her aside, Olivia watched the world around her shatter and fall to the ground like a rain of glass shards. She felt as if she were in a nightmare, and her cries of anguish mixed with the wailing of sirens in the distance. The weight of her mistake pressed down on her with a vengeance, crushing all that remained of her sanity.
The aftermath of that tragic moment was a haze of guilt. Tears stained her face and her heart was heavy with sorrow. She couldn't get past the questions that constantly haunted her. But one thing rang true, this was her fault.
Tim died because of her.
In the days that followed, Olivia reacted and moved out of instinct and routine. Going through the motions, nodding her head to words she didn’t process. The captain rightfully made her attend therapy before she could return to the field. Olivia considered hanging up her badge and gun, walking away now before she screwed up again. Perhaps Tim’s death meant she wasn’t meant to do this.
A cacophony of grief enshrouded the funeral. Olivia felt like an outsider among the sea of mourners swaying in their collective sorrow. She hugged her chest tightly, feeling the weight of what she had done press upon her. The heavy stares of those around her made it difficult to breathe, she could feel the judgment and pity battering against her skin.
Olivia stood over the casket, staring at the face that was her partner. She barely registered that her captain came up beside her. Captain Mike Colson had always been a guiding light in her career.
Mike placed a gentle hand on Olivia's shoulder, offering a small measure of comfort. His voice was filled with empathy as he spoke.
“Olivia, I know you're carrying the weight of this on your shoulders, but ya can’t beat yourself up. It could have happened to anyone.”
Olivia's eyes welled up with tears as the guilt consumed her but she shoved it back into the depths. Letting guilt consume her felt like the easy way out. Punishment, that’s what she deserved. Olivia fully intended to turn in her gun and badge.
“But it didn’t happen to anyone. It happened to me, to Tim.” She shook her head.
Mike's expression softened, his voice held a depth to it, a quiet power that came from his soul. It is a voice that can deliver difficult truths with compassion and understanding.
“Tim knew the risks when he joined the force, just as you do. We all face dangers every day. Sometimes, despite our best efforts, tragedy strikes.”
The weight of her guilt threatened to crush Olivia's spirit. Her voice choked with emotion as she responded.
“But I let him down, Mike. He trusted me, and now he's gone. His wife and his family are left without him because of me.”
Mike's grip on her shoulder tightened, offering both support and understanding.
“Olivia, you're an exceptional detective. But even the best can't control every outcome. We rely on each other, but we also have to accept the things that are beyond our control.”
Olivia's tear-filled eyes locked with Mike's, seeking solace and reassurance.
In a barely audible whisper, she confessed her burden.
“I can't shake this feeling of responsibility. Tim had so much to live for, and now...”
Mike's voice carried a note of strength and conviction as he interrupted her self-blame.
“You're not alone in this, Olivia. We're all here for you. Tim knew the risks, and he trusted you as his partner. Don't let guilt consume you.”
Taking a deep breath, Olivia fought to steady herself amidst the overwhelming grief. She wanted to escape those feelings, but they’d become part of her now. Instead of eschewing her visions, Olivia decided to fully embrace them, understand them, and control them. She knew the value her unique ability held as a force for good, and they could aid her in seeking out truth and justice. If she could control it, she could make some meaning from the tragedy. Though an arduous journey filled with inner turmoil and conflict, it would help her find closure and peace.
Days turned into weeks as Olivia retreated deeper into herself, unable to accept what happened. She wrapped herself in her gift - which felt more like a curse, exploring every crevice for understanding and redemption. She poured through obscure books on mysticism, spoke to psychics and mediums alike. Anything to find some semblance of solace.
Olivia had never fully trusted her visions and intuition, but the more she studied them, the more she was confronted with their complexity.
The fleeting premonitions gave ambiguous glimpses of the future that could be interpreted in many ways, and she knew all too well how easily she might misinterpret them. A wave of guilt washed over her every time she remembered Tim's death, an outcome she could have avoided if only she'd listened to her doubts.




[image: image-placeholder]











Chapter One


The metallic smell of blood filled her nostrils, and she could taste the coppery tang on her tongue. Officers and forensic techs stood crowded around the room, silently surveying the damage of this tragedy. Detective Olivia Collins ignored them. She had to. The visions weren’t something she could control and they didn’t show up all the time. But it always required her to focus. Focus so she could hear the untold story of the dead body before her, the victim still had a voice even if no one could hear it. 
Collins believed that even in death, a body held the story of a life once lived, and it was her job to listen carefully and piece together every detail, no matter how small, to bring justice to the victim. As she surveyed the room, the familiar sense of sorrow weighed heavily on her shoulders.
Long ago when she had been a rookie detective, she had been exposed to violent crime too early in her career and been numbed by the senselessness of so many deaths.
It had taken her years to shake off what had happened and feel again. Now as an experienced detective, she was able to enter a scene with a clear mind and focus on the task at hand: bringing justice to the victim.
Wallis Mayer's story was just one thread in the intricate tapestry of Olivia Collins's career, a testament to her unwavering commitment to uncovering the untold stories of those she encountered. It was what she did best, and she wouldn't stop until every story found its voice and every truth was laid bare.
The scorching Arizona summer intensified the already potent smells, adding an extra layer of discomfort to the atmosphere. The heavy air carried the sharp scent of dried desert plants, mingling with the stale odor of concrete and asphalt. It was as if the heat had magnified every aroma, making them more pronounced and invasive. The sweat that dripped down her face reminded her that it didn’t matter how much deodorant she put on, body odor with this heat went hand in hand.
Olivia found herself inhaling shallow breaths, trying to minimize her exposure to the overwhelming olfactory assault. Sweat trickled down her forehead, adding its distinct tang to the mixture of scents. She longed for a cool breeze or even a hint of rain to cleanse the air and offer some respite from the stifling summer heat.
No matter how many lifeless bodies Olivia had encountered throughout her career as a detective, the putrid stench of death remained just as nauseating as the first time.
Each time she approached a crime scene, her senses were assaulted by the sickly-sweet odor of decay, the unmistakable sign that someone's life had been abruptly extinguished.
It was a reminder of the fragility of existence, a stark contrast to the vibrant and bustling world outside the crime scene tape. Olivia had developed a coping mechanism to keep her composure intact, but the smell always managed to stir a flicker of unease deep within her. It was a constant reminder of the darkness that lurked beneath the surface, a reminder that evil could strike anywhere, at any time.
The loss of life hung over the scene like a misty fog, chilling her to the bone. Her eyes mapped out each detail, a discarded bowl with half-eaten cereal and a spoon on the counter. A book thrown down in anger next to an armchair and a tissue box for when we cry ourselves to sleep at night alone. Everything told its tale.
One uniformed officer nudged his colleague, a mischievous grin spreading across his face. “Watch this,” he whispered, making sure his companion was paying attention.
It had become somewhat of a routine for them, finding amusement in observing how Detective Olivia Collins conducted her initial scan of a crime scene. And without fail, there was always a skeptic among their ranks, someone who doubted her unique approach. And unique was certainly the word for it.
Detective Collins guarded her visions with utmost secrecy, keeping them hidden from prying eyes and curious minds.
It was a clandestine aspect of her life that she shared with only one person she trusted implicitly: her captain. In a profession where trust was a rare and precious commodity, their bond ran deep, forged through years of shared experiences and unwavering loyalty.
Once, it had been her partner who had stood by her side, serving as a confidant and companion. But life had a way of altering the course of destiny, and circumstances had led them down divergent paths. Yet, the connection between Olivia and her captain endured, their unspoken understanding serving as a silent testament to the unbreakable trust they held for one another.
He’d become like family, in truth. Olivia wasn’t sure what she’d do without his guidance, or what her daughter would do without him as her father figure. Gratitude didn’t begin to cover how she felt.
Olivia moved around the room slowly, taking time to study each feature like an artist examining their subject before beginning a new work.
Her eyes traced over the grooves in the wood floor, feeling the marks left by struggle.
“The victim and killer struggled here.”
“How can you tell?” an officer asked, the skeptic.
“Years of experience,” Olivia answered finally. “But see these grooves on the floor.” She pointed to them so that the officer would see what she meant. “They are irregular and disjointed.”
“And?”
The skeptic officer, his arms crossed over his chest, leaned in closer, determined to find flaws in Olivia's approach. He had seen it all before, or so he believed. His skepticism was met with raised eyebrows from his colleague, who had witnessed the astonishing accuracy of Olivia's investigative prowess.
“It’s a typical pattern I often see with forceful and uncontrolled movement. Not something you’d normally see with day-to-day wear and tear.”
The officer nodded as if the wheels in his head were trying to make sense of it.
“And see here, where the groove is wider than this one here.” She moved the chair a few feet from her. “Notice how the groove from the chair is smaller, skinnier, almost like a scratch.”
“But the groove from the struggle isn’t, I see.”
Deeper and wider grooves signify a greater impact or pressure applied to the floor, indicating a significant physical force exerted during the struggle. Olivia returned to the grooves, tracing her fingers along them once more.
For that moment, Olivia experienced what it was like to be this woman: seeing your blood spurt from your body because someone else wanted to hurt you badly.
The pain had been blinding and consuming, leaving little space for thought, but Olivia could sense through the haze images of a young man with a troubled past who was desperate for money and took advantage of this woman's trust.
The perpetrator had wielded a knife, slashing wildly as the victim fought back. The struggle had ended with a final blow, the knife sinking deep into the victim's chest.
As a mother, Olivia empathized with the victim's family and recoiled at the imagined ordeal her own daughter could face. Amidst the overwhelming sadness, she pondered the motives that drove the perpetrator to such desperate actions, even at the cost of someone else's life. Her heart was pained as conflicting emotions tugged at her. Her compassionate understanding of him warring against her duty as a law enforcement officer.
The conflicting emotions weighed heavily on her as she returned from her vision, feeling guilty for knowing the perpetrator but unsure if there was enough evidence to hold him accountable.
She remembered when she first decided to pursue a career in law enforcement. Back when she was fresh out of high school and pregnant, with blemished prospects of getting into college.
It was her mother who encouraged her to take the dare and apply to the police academy. But Olivia never expected that one day she would be asked to make decisions that mattered between right and wrong.
Once Olivia Collins realized her unique skill, she was hit with a wave of conflicting emotions. On one hand, she felt strangely blessed to be able to utilize this special power to solve hard cases. But at the same time, it brought with it a colossal weight of responsibility and risk. One she had to bear alone due to her refusal of a partner that her captain had pushed on her.
She had flashes and dreams of what seemed like magic, although she couldn't bring herself to believe in such things. With each new case, the sense of unease grew stronger—the possibility that somebody may discover her abilities hovered over her every move.
The feeling of dread left a bitter taste in her mouth as she tried to balance work and motherhood simultaneously. She thought back to those moments when it all clicked into place, wishing there was another way out of this convoluted web instead of the path that lay ahead.
Olivia's gaze met the two uniformed officers who had been observing her. One of them wore a wide grin, clearly entertained by her impressive scan of the crime scene. He nudged his companion, sharing in the amusement. The other officer, however, stood rooted in disbelief, his skepticism still lingering.
A small, self-assured smirk played across Olivia's lips. She wasn't one to seek validation from others, confident in her abilities and years of experience. But that didn't mean she didn't appreciate the recognition when it was deserved. The grin on the officer's face, the acknowledgment of her skills, served as a subtle confirmation that she was making an impact.
Inwardly, Olivia felt a sense of satisfaction. It wasn't about proving herself to others, it was about showcasing the depth of her knowledge and honed instincts. She knew the importance of her work and the impact it had on the pursuit of justice. And when her dedication and expertise were acknowledged, it only reinforced her commitment to the job.
With a nod of acknowledgment to the officers, Olivia turned her attention back to the task at hand. She had a crime to solve, a puzzle to unravel.
As she resumed her investigation, the smirk on Olivia's face faded, replaced by a focused determination. She knew that her abilities would be tested time and time again, but she remained unwavering in her pursuit of justice. The scene before her held secrets waiting to be unearthed, and she was prepared to unlock them with every ounce of her expertise.
No matter the doubts or skeptics, Olivia Collins would persist, driven by her unwavering dedication to her work and her unwavering belief in her abilities. With each case she cracked, each truth she uncovered, and would leave a lasting impression on those who dared to question her.
The medical examiner, Dr. Sarah Martinez, approached Olivia with a somber expression. They had developed a friendly rapport over the years, a connection built on mutual respect and a shared understanding of the grim realities they faced. Olivia knew that Sarah's expertise and attention to detail were unmatched, and she trusted her judgment implicitly.
“I believe the victim died of blood loss from the stab wounds she sustained.”
Sarah's voice held a tinge of sadness as she confirmed what Olivia already suspected about the victim's cause of death. The details echoed Olivia's visions, validating the accuracy of her instincts. Olivia nodded the weight of the truth settling in her chest.
“Thanks, Sarah. You always have a way of unraveling the truth with your unmatched skills.” Olivia winked, and a tinge of a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.
Sarah smirked, a glimmer of mischief in her eyes. “Oh, you know me, Liv. I've got a knack for leaving no mystery unsolved.”
Olivia raised an eyebrow, a playful challenge in her gaze. “Is that so? Well, don't think I'll let you have all the fun. We, detectives, like to keep you medical examiners on your toes too.”
Sarah laughed, her tone tinged with a hint of excitement. “Oh, Liv, I'm always ready for a little friendly competition. Let's see who cracks this case first.”
Olivia's visions were both a gift and a curse.
They provided her with invaluable insight, allowing her to see beyond the surface of a crime scene, to unravel mysteries that would otherwise remain hidden. Yet, it sometimes felt like she was cheating, circumventing the traditional methods of investigation.
As Sarah finished relaying the findings, Olivia offered a grateful nod, acknowledging the confirmation of her insights. The guilt still lingered, an ever-present reminder of the unorthodox nature of her methods. But she also knew that her visions had helped bring justice to countless victims, providing closure to their loved ones. And in that realization, she found solace, knowing that her unique gift served a purpose beyond her apprehensions.
Detective Olivia Collins stepped out into the Arizona sun, grateful for the reprieve from the smell inside the house but instantly regretting the wave of heat that hit her. With each new case that landed in her lap, Olivia couldn't help but feel a deep sense of humility. The sight of a life cut short, the pain etched on the faces of grieving loved ones, and the weight of responsibility on her shoulders reminded her of the profound impact she had the power to make. Every victim she encountered served as a poignant reminder that life was precious and fleeting, urging her to persevere in her relentless pursuit of justice.
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Despite the piercing gazes directed her way, Olivia Collins maintained her unwavering focus as she strode toward Detective Ava Taylor's desk.
The hostile stares from her colleagues were nothing new to her. In fact, she had grown accustomed to being the subject of their disdain. Her unconventional methods and unyielding dedication to her work had set her apart, earning her a reputation as an enigmatic figure within the station.
That nifty little ability of hers shot her straight to the top with the highest closing rate for cases in the entire precinct.
So, maybe they did have a reason to stare at her with disdain. But all Detective Olivia Collins cared about was bringing justice to every victim. Everything else simply fell away.
The room was large, with only a few desks in each row, and no cubicles or dividers to mark the detectives’ territory. So, you knew where everyone was. Detective Alex Rivera came beside them, he and Ava Taylor have been partners for as long as Olivia could remember. Rivera was only a few years younger than she was, something he didn’t hesitate in pointing out when she tried to hold it over him. Particularly when Olivia was trying to pull the ‘I’m older’ card on him.
“Ethan Davis,” he pointed to the name on the paper. Olivia's eyes met Rivera’s, the frustration evident in her gaze.
She had grown accustomed to his habit of stating the obvious, treating her as if she needed constant guidance and reassurance. It was a quirk of his personality, driven by his enthusiasm for cases and a desire to be thorough, rather than any ill intention. But sometimes, it grated on her nerves.
Another reason she was grateful she didn’t have a partner. Olivia would never have to endure the lows of partnership such as the annoying little flaws. Not that she felt she was perfect by any means.
She resisted the urge to roll her eyes, instead maintaining a composed expression. Deep down, the elder detective knew that his intentions were genuine, and she appreciated his dedication to his work. However, in the heat of the moment, his well-meaning but unnecessary comments could be irksome.
With a calm yet firm tone, Olivia responded, “Yes, I can see the name right in front of me.” She made a deliberate effort to keep her frustration in check, not wanting to escalate the situation. Her words carried a hint of subtle sarcasm, a playful jab to remind him that she was more than capable of handling the investigation.
Rivera's face flushed slightly, realizing his tendency to state the obvious once again. He chuckled sheepishly and scratched the back of his head.
Just as she expected, the prints came back to match the young man she saw in her vision. There was a last known address on file as well as a phone number.
“Taylor, why don’t you try the phone number. After that you and Rivera can head out to the address listed.”
Both nodded. “You got it.”
Taylor dialed the number but hung up a moment later. “No luck disconnected.”
Not that surprising, Olivia thought. If she had to guess, the young man was homeless which often meant no phone and no permanent address.
Taylor and Rivera left, but Olivia stayed behind to finish up some paperwork. Collins could have gone to the address herself but to her, it was a wasted trip when her time could be spent elsewhere. But for legal reasons, they needed to pursue every nook and cranny. Couldn’t exactly write down that she had a vision and that’s how they found the suspect. No, they had to make it look like they’d gone through this the good old fashion way.
A balance that took some time to work through over the years. There’d been a few close calls but thanks to the captain, Olivia was able to get out of it.
Her phone rang and she answered it. “Collins.”
Taylor was on the other end telling Olivia exactly what she thought: the young man no longer lived there but his mother did. Ethan had stormed out one day and never came back. Didn’t get along with his stepfather and was either dead or in a homeless shelter somewhere. As sad as it was to hear, it wasn’t the first time a story like Ethan Davis crossed her desk. And it wouldn’t be the last.
“I’ll send a few uniforms to check the shelters.”
Initially, navigating her visions proved to be a challenging task. Following Tim's demise, Olivia became weary of them. Questions and uncertainties bombarded her relentlessly. For a solid two years, she attempted to disregard her visions, yet she discovered that when ignored, they persisted even more, often accompanied by debilitating migraines. Subsequently, she decided to selectively embrace the visions that would undeniably aid in solving cases. As for the ambiguous ones, she would observe them without allowing them to hinder her investigations.
As Captain Mike Colson came up to her desk she put the pen down on the paperwork she was filling out and leaned back in her chair. She’d known the man for nearly twenty years. Met him when she was just a beat cop and for some reason, he saw potential in her and brought her on to the homicide department.
“Letting those two do all the work?" his hands stuffed into his slacks.
“I mean, I do all the hard work already,” she smirked, eyes darting to the paperwork. “It’s the least they could do.”
His chuckle softened her features. “You’re going to make them think they are the brains around here.”
“One day they’ll have to do all the work on their own,” she pointed out. Alternatively, she considered the possibility that they possessed greater abilities than Collins had acknowledged, implying that she may not be setting them up for failure after all.
Colson laughed again. “I hope that’s not any time soon?” His eyes drifted to her, and she could feel them on her like a loaded gun.
“If you are asking if I intend to retire soon, I don’t.” Olivia had not included it in her immediate or distant plans. Her main motivations for getting out of bed in the morning were work and her daughter. She was determined not to let go of those priorities anytime soon.
“How’s the wife, by the way?” Eager to shift the focus away from herself, Olivia inquired, her voice brimming with curiosity. She recognized the precarious nature of the current topic, foreseeing its inevitable progression into her personal life, where she knew he would admonish her for working excessively. She anticipated their ensuing disagreement, followed by his inquiry about the last time she went on a date. It was a never-ending cycle that Collins yearned to break.
“Oh, you know, asking me when I’m going to retire.”
A smile tugged on the corners of her mouth.
“And what did you tell her?”
“What I always tell her: I’ll think about it.” Olivia caught the smile that graced his features. It caught fire and a similar one crept upon her own.
“Oh,” he said as if he’d forgotten something, “Liza says it’s high time we have a get-together. Says it’s been a while and I have to agree.” He shrugged his shoulders.
Olivia nodded, looking out over the sea of officers and detectives. It had been some time since they last got together. Ever since her accident a year ago, Olivia could tell that everyone around her walked on eggshells. They didn’t think she noticed but she did.
“How about this weekend?” She asked. It’d do Jessica some good.
“I’ll talk to Liza but I’m sure this weekend works perfectly for her,” he said almost begrudgingly. And Olivia wasn’t sure if that was because he knew his wife so well or if he wasn’t interested in getting together.
Collins didn’t have a chance to ask when the doors came busting open and both Rivera and Taylor were smiling ear to ear with a suspect handcuffed.
“You know, you could have done it yourself.” Or with a partner, the words were there but unsaid.
Olivia stood up and planted herself next to Colson as she struggled to mask the turmoil within her. His words hung in the air, taunting her with the possibility of an alternative path. The allure of having a partner, someone to share the burden and lighten the load, tugged at her conscience. But she couldn't let her guard down, not now.
With a nonchalant shrug, Olivia responded, her voice laced with a hint of defensiveness. “I prefer it this way,” she stated, the words falling from her lips like a shield, protecting her vulnerability. It was a lie, a feeble attempt to convince herself that she was better off alone. The truth, however, simmered beneath the surface, a nagging doubt that she couldn't shake.
As she gazed at her fellow detectives celebrating their success, a flicker of envy danced in Olivia's eyes. She longed for that camaraderie, the sense of belonging that came with a reliable partner. Yet, the scars of her past hold her back, whispering tales of betrayal and vulnerability. Trust was a fragile commodity, and she had learned the hard way that relying on others only led to disappointment.
Captain Colson's knowing gaze lingered on her, a hint of understanding in his eyes. He saw through her façade recognizing the conflict within her. But Olivia was determined to keep her vulnerabilities hidden, locked away in the depths of her soul. It was a choice she made, a choice she believed was necessary to protect herself from further heartache.
She silently vowed to carry on, navigating the path alone, even as part of her was yearning for connection and support.
The memory of her former partner, Tim Markham, lingered in Olivia's mind like an indelible mark. Five years had passed since that tragic day, but the weight of responsibility and guilt continued to weigh heavily on her.
Markham had been her rock, her confidant, and a trusted ally in the field. Losing him had shattered her in ways she couldn't fully express.
Yet, Olivia couldn't shake the feeling that she could have done something differently and saved him.
The scars run deep, etching themselves into the core of her being. She had vowed never to let another partner meet the same fate, fearing that her presence would be a curse, bringing only tragedy and heartache. The decision to work alone had been a way to protect both herself and those around her, shielding them from the dangers that lurked within the world they navigated.
Her gaze drifted back towards Taylor and Rivera, that weight of the past grew heavier and heavier. But Olivia was often in her own way, rather she admitted it or not. She could easily have what Taylor and Rivera have affectionately known as the dynamic duo of the station.
She had built walls around herself, isolating her emotions and distancing herself from potential partners. It was a self-imposed barrier that had served her well in some ways, allowing her to focus on her work without distractions. But at moments like this, witnessing the closeness between Taylor and Rivera, Olivia couldn't help but wonder if she made the right choice.
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The hustle and bustle of the city had taken its toll on her, and she craved the peace and quiet of her own space.
Her shoes were cast off haphazardly by the entrance, followed by her keys, which clattered onto the small table by the door. The familiar scent of lavender from a candle filled the air, soothing her senses and making her feel instantly relaxed. Flipping on the light in the foyer, her eyes adjusted from the darkness to the now blinding light.
Her eyes scanned the room, taking in the coziness of her small apartment. She couldn't resist the temptation of a hot bath to wash away the grime of the day. The thought of the warm water was almost too much to bear. But first, a glass of wine was needed. The bottle in the fridge was almost empty, and a frown creased her face as she opened a new bottle to top off her glass.
Olivia stood in the kitchen, savoring a moment of quiet solitude as she took a sip of her wine. She was lost in her thoughts when she heard the familiar sound of the front door opening, and her heart warmed at the sight of her daughter, Jessica, walking in.
“Hey, Mom,” Jessica greeted, tossing her bag onto the couch. “Long day?”
Olivia sighed, setting her glass down. “You have no idea, Jess. We got a justified arrest but it was bittersweet. It felt a little empty and lonely. Can you believe that?”
Jessica raised an eyebrow, a mischievous smile playing on her lips. “Bittersweet? Lonely? Have you thought about getting a partner again, Mom??”
Olivia smirked, her eyes narrowing. “No! That would be so much more annoying, trust me. Some rookie detective in the way, it's almost too irritating just thinking about it.”
Jessica chuckled, leaning against the kitchen counter. “Well, maybe you'll get along better than you think.” She said with a wink, “You never know, Mom.” 
Olivia rolled her eyes, but a faint glimmer of amusement danced in them. “Oh please, Jess. This is the work we're talking about. I don't have time for any of that.”
Jessica's voice carried a teasing note. “Sure, Mom. Just remember, sometimes even the most closed-off people find unexpected connections.”
Curiosity sparked in Olivia's eyes as she looked at her daughter. “What's that supposed to mean?”
Jessica grinned mischievously. “Oh, nothing. I was just thinking that maybe I should find some hot detectives on Facebook. You know, so I can see talk with Uncle Mike about setting you up with the perfect partner.”
Olivia's cheeks flushed slightly, and she tried to play it off. “No need for that, Jess. Focus on your studies, not my work life.”
Jessica laughed, reaching for her phone. “Oh, come on, Mom. Don't tell me you're immune to a good-looking partner. I bet plenty of women would consider themselves lucky.”
Olivia's expression softened, and she looked at her daughter with a mix of amusement and affection. “You always know how to lighten the mood, don't you?”
Jessica grinned, thumbing through her phone. “That's what I'm here for, Mom. To remind you to live a little and not take everything so seriously.” Her daughter gave her a wink before she retreated from the kitchen and down the hallway.
As she sipped on her wine, she moved through the apartment, setting the security system. Her work as a detective had taught her to be overly cautious about her safety, even in her home. The area she lived in wasn't known for break-ins, but one incident was all it took to make her determined not to let her guard down.
The buzzing of her phone made her groan. And that groan grew louder with an eye roll when she recognized the name on the screen. Rachel Park. A reporter who wouldn’t leave well enough alone. She downed the rest of her wine, intent to ignore the message and continue on her night of relaxation.
Empty wine glass abandoned, Olivia made her way to the bathroom and made a mental note to check in on Jessica later. The sound of water filled the air as she filled the tub, the steam rising and enveloping her in a comforting mist. The warm water eased the tension in her muscles, and she scrubbed away the dirt and sweat of the day. The scent of lavender wafted around her, calming her mind and filling her senses.
After her bath, Olivia towel-dried herself, relishing the soothing warmth enveloping her tired body. Slipping into a comfortable T-shirt and shorts, she took a moment to appreciate the renewed sense of energy that washed over her. The long day at work had drained her, but the simple act of self-care had revitalized her spirit.
As she walked down the hallway toward her bedroom, Olivia noticed that her daughter's light was off. A small smile tugged at her lips, realizing that Jessica had found sleep as swiftly as she always did.
Silently stepping into her room, Olivia allowed herself to sink into the plush mattress, feeling the gentle embrace of exhaustion pulling her closer to slumber.
The weight of the day pressed down on her as she closed her eyes, feeling the heaviness of her eyelids. A deep sigh escaped her lips as she surrendered to the pull of sleep, hoping to find some solace in her dreams.
Until her phone buzzed, her eyes shooting open. Groaning, Olivia turned over to check who was calling her so late at night.
It was her mother. Fear laced her body as questions plagued her mind as to why her mother would be calling at such an hour.
Olivia answered the phone and said a prayer.
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Chapter Two


“I’m looking forward to seeing Grandma tonight.” Olivia’s daughter wriggled with glee, her eyes ablaze with joy. A scene that would have otherwise been shared between a puppy and its owner if it weren’t for Olivia’s firm stance against owning one — an apartment was no place for such a creature, she claimed, and her work hours made training one impossible. Jessica couldn’t handle the responsibility either, classes monopolized most of her time. Neither had the patience or attention to spare on another living being. 
It didn’t stop her daughter from asking about having a dog growing up, though. A dog of her own, that is. Olivia’s mother had a dog, one of those little annoying ones. The ones that were the size of a large cat. Olivia would have preferred a cat at that point. Then she wouldn’t have had to take it out every time it needed to go potty.
Eventually, her daughter stopped asking for a dog when she realized she wasn’t going to get one.
“I am, too.” Olivia couldn't quite match her daughter's infectious excitement with her physical display, but a spark of anticipation flickered within her. Her heart danced with the thrill, and a smile tugged at the corners of her lips as she met Jessica's beaming gaze.
Jessica was a spitting image of Olivia, albeit with a darker skin tone. She had a red crop of hair, cut into a bob, with bangs that frame a small button face. Her voice carried a melodic tone, like a hummingbird flitting from flower to flower.
Olivia's fair complexion stood in stark contrast to her daughter's sun-kissed skin, a common trait among true redheads. Her porcelain-like complexion exuded a delicate beauty, accentuated by the presence of subtle freckles that danced across her features. Like a sprinkling of stardust, the freckles added a touch of whimsy to her appearance, enhancing the unique charm that accompanied her fiery locks.
The warm, golden light streaming in through the kitchen window cast a soft glow over her daughter's features, highlighting her rosy cheeks and sparkling eyes. Olivia couldn't help but smile at the sight, feeling a deep sense of warmth and love fill her chest.
Olivia’s mother, Margaret, had called so late last night that she thought something was wrong. No, it was quite the opposite. Margaret wanted to move the family dinner up to tonight instead of Thursday. Her mother didn’t say why but that there was no room to argue.
“She has a boyfriend you know.” Jessica pointed out.
These words caught Olivia’s attention, a sharp look at her daughter and she had to keep her temper at bay. They were seated at the small kitchen table in the apartment they shared, eating breakfast before their day started.
“She what?” Olivia didn’t even know her mother was dating, let alone that she already had a boyfriend. And that of course sent Olivia’s mind racing with all the reasons and all the opportunities her mother had to tell her.
Shock rippled through Olivia's features, her attempt to conceal it falling short against the surge of emotions that overwhelmed her. A mixture of disappointment, concern, and confusion coursed through her veins. She never wanted her mother to feel lonely or unhappy, that was a given. Deep down, Olivia desired happiness for all her loved ones. Yet, a protective instinct, ingrained within her, flared to life, making it impossible for her to simply switch off those concerns.
The realization hit her like a sudden gust of wind, catching her off guard. How had she missed the signs? Her mind spun in a fervent search for any hint, any clue that might have betrayed her mother's secret. It was a mental scramble, a desperate race to connect the dots that she hadn't even known existed until now. With enough time, Olivia was certain she could find them. And then she’d kick herself for overlooking such simple clues.
“I bet she didn’t tell you because you’d do a background check on him immediately.” Her daughter laughed then shrugged. “I can’t say that I blame her.”
And that was why her mother didn’t say a word to her last week when they spoke.
Olivia just liked looking out for her family. She didn’t want them dating or even being friends with the wrong people. Perhaps it was a little overprotective, but she’d rather be overprotective than risk something bad happening.
Her daughter once asked if she thought everyone was a killer and Olivia answered honestly. She did see everyone with the potential to be a killer, it’s part of the job requirement.
“You bet your ass I would. Not just anyone can date your grandmother. Plus, wouldn’t you rest easier knowing the man she is with, whom you'd call grandpappy one day, isn’t a serial killer?”
Her daughter had stopped mid-chew, her eyes fixed on Olivia as if seeking reassurance. Olivia shrugged as if to say it was entirely possible. While she didn’t raise Jessica by herself at first, becoming a single mother caused her to put up walls to protect herself and those she loved. And that extended more when her father passed away.
Olivia feared for her mother’s well-being, and it was one of the main reasons she hadn’t moved out with her daughter sooner. No, in that time of need, Collins knew that what her mother needed was family around her.
In the quiet corners of her mind, Olivia acknowledged that finding happiness with a partner was not a sign of weakness or dependency. It was a testament to the resilience of the human spirit, the capacity for healing, and the innate need for connection. She understood that her mother, with all her grace and fortitude, deserved to experience the beauty of love and the joy that came with it.
“Yeah, that would be somehow worse,” Jessica mumbled through a mouthful of food. There was a flicker of awareness in her daughter's gaze as if she remembered the evils that lurked in the hidden corners of the world.
She prided herself on being a good mother. As Olivia navigated the complexities of motherhood, Olivia knew that her desires and dreams might need to be set aside at times.
Yet, she found solace and fulfillment in knowing that her sacrifice was a testament to her unwavering love and dedication to her child. In each active decision she made, Olivia embodied the essence of being a good mother, a beacon of strength and selflessness for her child to rely on.
Jessica was now twenty-two years old, and yet Olivia still felt the weight of responsibility on her shoulders. The love and protectiveness she felt for her daughter had never diminished, if anything, it had only grown stronger with time.
And now, her daughter was in college pursuing Criminal Forensics. At first, Olivia was adamantly against it but it was obvious that this was something her daughter wanted to do.
Jessica had always been her world, her everything. And yet, as Olivia looked at her daughter now, she couldn't help but feel a twinge of sadness. Jessica was all grown up, ready to take on the world. Olivia knew that she had to let go, even if it meant facing her fears.
“Fine, but don’t tell her I told you. She’s bringing him to dinner tonight so play nice, please, Mom.” Jessica pleaded with her.
Olivia's eyes widened, her hand clutching her chest in mock disbelief. “Me? Not playing nice?” She exclaimed, her voice dripping with sarcasm.
Her daughter rolled her eyes, a playful smile on her lips. “Oh, come on, mom. There's a reason I don’t bring any dates around you.”
Olivia chuckled, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “Well, I can't help it if I have a sixth sense for these kinds of things,” she said with a wink. Or that she felt no one was good enough for her daughter.
Jessica laughed and shook her head. “Yeah, I know. You're like a human lie detector. But seriously, be nice to him. Grandma likes him.”
Olivia nodded, her expression softening. “Of course, honey. I'll be on my best behavior.”
She finished the last bite of her fruit just as Jessica grabbed the last piece of bacon off her plate. “Hey!” Olivia pretended to stab her hand with her fork before a grin broke on her face. “Thief.”
Jessica let out a mischievous laugh, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “Well, you snooze, you lose, Mom,” she teased, waving the stolen bacon triumphantly. “But don't worry, I'll save you a piece next time.”
Olivia playfully rolled her eyes, savoring the lighthearted moment with her daughter. It was these little exchanges, the stolen bacon, and friendly banter, that reminded her of the joy and warmth that family brought into her life.
“Alright, I'll let you off the hook this time,” Olivia conceded, feigning a stern expression before breaking into a smile. She reached out and ruffled Jessica's hair affectionately. “But only because I love you.”
Jessica mockingly brushed away Olivia's hand, trying to regain her composure. “Yeah, yeah, I know you do, Mom,” she replied, her voice filled with playful sarcasm. “Now, if you'll excuse me, I have some bacon to devour.”
Olivia rose from the wooden chair and stacked the now empty dishes in her hands, clearing off the table. She shuffled to the sink, where the sound of running water drowned out the faint hum of the dishwasher. Her fingers danced under the stream, rinsing the crumbs and sauce from both plates, the scent of the meal still lingering in the air.
The nightmare that had haunted her for two consecutive nights now swirled in her mind, the vivid imagery and raw emotions threatening to overwhelm her. She couldn't shake the feeling of unease that it left her with, a nagging sense of danger lurking just beyond the surface.
Unlike her visions as of late, the nightmare was blurrier. And at the end was always this figure that she couldn’t make out. There was still a part of her that wondered if it was a nightmare or a persistent vision that wouldn’t come into proper view to make any sense of it. And that thought alone had her worried.
What could it mean? Being alone in her ability made things impossible to figure out. If only Olivia had someone to talk to about all of this. But in all of her years of digging, she’d only ever found… Weirdos who wished they had psychic abilities.
As she rinsed the plates, Olivia glanced out the open window, her eyes settling on the dark, ominous clouds rolling in from the horizon. The scent of the impending rain filled her nostrils, a cool breeze carrying the promise of a storm.
Despite her hectic schedule, Olivia had caught a glimpse of the morning news, where the meteorologist had predicted the coming deluge.
“Seems like you might need to bring an umbrella,” Jessica's voice floated in from the living room, a hint of amusement in her tone. Olivia couldn't help but smile, grateful for her daughter's easy humor in times of stress.
“That implies I own an umbrella,” Olivia teased.
Jessica chuckled and rolled her eyes playfully. “Mom, you need to invest in an umbrella,” she quipped, reaching over to grab her backpack. “I'm telling you, it's a game-changer.”
Olivia raised an eyebrow, feigning disbelief. “Oh, really? The wonders of modern technology never cease to amaze me,” she replied with a hint of sarcasm in her voice. “But in all seriousness, you might be onto something. Maybe it's time I join the umbrella club.”
But the promise of rain did bring the promise of a brief reprieve from the heat wave that Phoenix was under. Granted, that heat wave was called summer and it came every year.
Things weren’t always this easy and carefree between Olivia and her daughter. They had their rough parts, their little arguments when they didn’t see eye to eye. Those teen years. Boy oh boy were those years a trip. Her mother didn’t hesitate in reminding her it was karma for her behavior as a teen.
But with Jessica now in her twenties, they fell into the easy flow of being good friends.
The buzz of her phone pulled Olivia’s attention. It was the captain, he rarely called her but she ignored the call nonetheless. She knew it meant one of two things: trouble or a new case. There was a third possibility, though. She might still have one more meeting with the department's therapist.
It would soon be a year since she was taken and held captive for thirty-six hours. Olivia had managed to attend every appointment with the therapist, enduring all the discussions about her trauma to satisfy the department's requirements. Now, there was just one more meeting left, an exit interview that would finally put an end to it all. Although she didn't need it. Detective Olivia Collins was fine.
Olivia considered herself two things: a mother and a detective. Like all mothers, Olivia worried if she was doing enough for her child. The family history added more complexity to her concerns.
Family can be complicated, especially when explaining to a child that their parent didn't want them. Olivia did what Landon had asked her to do the day she told him she was pregnant in high school - keep his name off the birth certificate if she was determined to have the baby. He didn't want to be part of the child's life. Landon’s parents felt the same way and didn't want his future to be ruined, and made sure to pay her a very generous amount of money to keep quiet. Only Olivia's mother supported her decision, but even she was disappointed. Despite this, Olivia's mother helped raise Jessica, Olivia's daughter.
Jessica had been asking about her father since she understood what family was, and Olivia had to handle the situation carefully. She knew that the last thing any child wanted to hear was that they were unwanted.
When Jessica was in grade school, she used to make family trees. However, it was difficult for her because her classmates seemed to have complete and perfect families. Jessica would ask Olivia about it, but they would give her the same answers.
As Jessica grew older and went to college, the questions started to come up again. Olivia would sometimes check in on Jessica's father to make sure he wasn't getting into trouble. She checked on him over the years but didn't do it too often, so her boss wouldn't notice. With social media becoming more popular, it was easier for Olivia to keep an eye on Jessica's father.
He succeeded in life, going to Harvard as he planned and becoming a successful lawyer. His achievements could have benefited Jessica, but Olivia didn't regret her decision. When Jessica was young, Olivia resented him for missing out on being a part of their beautiful life together. Olivia often considered calling him to invite him to get to know their daughter, but she always hung up before doing so. She thought that if he wanted to be a part of their lives, he would have reached out on his own.
Olivia and her family had lived in Phoenix all their lives. Even though they didn't move out of the city or state, Landon never tried to get to know his daughter.
He still lived in Phoenix and Olivia sometimes saw him when she went to the courthouse for work. They would exchange polite smiles, but nothing more. Jessica’s father had plenty of chances to reach out and get to know his daughter or even ask about her, but he never did.
Jessica came up beside her. She scrunched her nose before planting a kiss on Olivia’s cheek. “I’ll see ya later for dinner.”
As her daughter began to leave the kitchen, she stopped and turned. “And remember, play nice. Grandma needs some happiness in her life.”
Of course, she does. Olivia sighed, giving Jessica a smile of promise. Promise she would try to behave. The keyword is try.
Olivia's phone buzzed once more. She looked over and wasn't shocked to see her boss's name on the display again.
“You know you can answer that right?” Her daughter said, indicating the phone as she made her way towards the door. “I know that when your boss calls, it means something’s up.”
Olivia realized that Jessica's worry about her boss calling was more than just concern. Whenever Olivia left Jessica, she could tell that her daughter was afraid that it might be the last time she saw her. It was a year ago when Olivia didn't come back home that night and she couldn’t begin to imagine the fear that struck her daughter. Olivia shook her head, determined to stick to the boundaries she had set.
“I made a rule a long time ago.” A rule she intended to stick to despite her daughter’s objections.
“Mom, I'm not a kid anymore. Don't get me wrong, I appreciated you setting that boundary for me back in the day, but now that I'm an adult, I get it. I know how it is to keep a job and handle all that pressure.” Olivia never required Jessica to get a job when she turned sixteen. She told Jessica that if she wanted her own money that was what she needed to do but it was never a pressure. Now, her daughter worked on campus to help pay for her tuition.
Leave work at work.
That had been the rule she made it almost ten years ago when she realized that she kept bringing work home. And when you were a homicide detective, it wasn’t entirely healthy to bring that home to your kid. The decision was made to not accept any calls once she clocked out or before she clocked in and to do her best to not talk about the cases she worked on. There were some exceptions to that rule though. Olivia could check voicemails or texts, determine their urgency and decide if she wanted to call anyone back. It was rare that it happened as everyone at work tried to respect her rule.
Her captain wasn’t leaving voicemails or texts this time. But even still, there was a sense of urgency every time that phone rang and it was his name on the screen.
“It’s fine. I’ll talk to him once I get to the station.”
Olivia walked her daughter to her car.
“Don’t forget to pick out our movie for movie night,” Olivia kissed her daughter’s cheek.
“I won’t, I’ve got a good list going already.”
Knowing her daughter, Jessica had no idea what she wanted and it would take until moments before when she would decide on which one.
Watching her daughter drive off, she said a silent prayer before heading to her car and getting in.
Olivia's phone buzzed again, and she glanced at the unfamiliar numbers. She wanted to ignore the call, but her detective instincts wouldn't let her do that. With a heavy sigh, she answered the call, shifting her cell to one shoulder while she settled back into the car seat. “Collins,” she said curtly.
“I was afraid you wouldn't answer.” Rachel Park, a reporter from Phoenix Gazette, replied in an almost apologetic tone. Olivia could sense the desperation in Ms. Parks' voice, but she was determined not to give in.
“Ms. Park,” she replied tightly, struggling to control her emotions as well as the caller. “What can I do for you?”
“You wouldn’t still be against an interview would ya?” Ms. Park asked tentatively, still hoping for a yes despite Olivia's coldness moments before. But Olivia had made up her mind and wasn't going to budge on this issue.
“I am still firmly against it, Ms. Park, and I half a mind to take out a restraining order against you if you continue,” Olivia said firmly, almost cutting off the woman mid-sentence to assert her dominance. And before she could allow Ms. Park to object or try her hand at talking Olivia into it, she ended the call.
Rachel Park's persistence was undeniable, but Detective Olivia Collins remained staunchly opposed to the idea.
The last thing she wanted was to become the subject of an article, glorified as Phoenix's hero. It went against her nature to seek attention and recognition. She was driven by a sense of duty, not a desire for fame. Olivia made it clear to Rachel that she had no interest in participating in such an interview, firmly closing the door on any possibility of being portrayed as a hero in the media.
Olivia had expressed her opinion to Rachel Park on numerous occasions, emphasizing the importance of giving credit to all the heroes who worked tirelessly to keep the city safe. She believed that law enforcement, as well as the fire department and paramedics, deserved recognition for their collective efforts. Olivia made it clear that singling her out as a hero would undermine the collaborative nature of their work and the sacrifices made by others in the line of duty. She encouraged Rachel to broaden her perspective and highlight the contributions of the entire public safety community.
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Chapter Three


Olivia arrived at the station, the grandeur of the massive brick building that loomed over her like an unyielding fortress. Its walls stood as a testament to the years of resilience and strength, much like Olivia herself. 
The scent of freshly brewed coffee wafted from the busy lobby, mingling with the smell of paper and ink from the flyers on the bulletin board. She heard the echo of her footsteps as she made her way past the officers that lingered around the lobby, chatting with the receptionist.
“Marvin, Jack.” She nodded, and they returned the nod. Those two were always at the front desk trying to flirt with the clerks on duty. A smirk tugged on the corner of her mouth as she thought about how neither of them would get anywhere because both women were spoken for even if they didn’t tell either man.
To be young, she thought.
The reception area was a cacophony of sounds, with phones ringing, keyboards clacking, and voices murmuring. One of the clerks caught Olivia's eye and gave her a nod of recognition and a smirk of her own.
The hallway to her right beckoned her towards the detectives' bullpen, her desk was the one closest to the captain’s office. The air was thick with the aroma of freshly sharpened pencils and dry-erase markers. Other detectives were typing away on their computers, talking on the phone, and scribbling notes on whiteboards. The photographs on the walls showcased the gravity of their work, and Olivia couldn't help but feel a sense of pride at being a part of it.
As she neared her desk, Olivia remembered all the paperwork. Her inbox overflowed with it, and the sight made her groan with annoyance. It was the one part of the job she wasn’t overly excited about but then again, what cop liked paperwork? It was a tale as old as time. Before she could even begin to sort through it, a voice boomed through the bullpen.
“Collins!”
Olivia winced at the tone, feeling a sense of unease rise within her. Maybe she should have answered the phone. She tried to maintain a neutral expression as she greeted the captain. Her suit jacket was discarded over the back of her chair.
“My office, now,” he commanded, the hint of irritation palpable in his voice. The eyes that were on her could have burned holes in her back as if they too no doubt wanted to know what the captain had to say to her.
Or maybe they were excited at the prospect she might get fired. Most of the cases did fall into her lap before they fell into theirs, and they were often left with what she couldn’t take on. The sloppy seconds as someone once said to her.
Olivia was prepared to be scolded as she walked into his office. It was the same song and dance. She always colored outside the lines and it rubbed everyone wrong. Including the fact that she’d gone through a lot of partners in the last five years. Olivia preferred to work alone and she wasn’t afraid to make that known.
The detective touched his desk, trying to cheat and see if she could get anything off it. But it came up fruitless. It was hard to say when her visions worked and when they didn’t. And right now, it would have been nice to have a leg up on whatever this was.
Work wasn’t the only place she tried to cheat, though. During those teen years with Jessica, she needed all the extra help she could get. So yes, she might have brushed items off Jessica to help her navigate that time in her life.
Captain Mike Colson's office was spacious, with cream-colored walls and a large wooden desk that dominated the center of the room. The captain himself was a burly man, with a stern face and a no-nonsense attitude. He wore a navy suit that was slightly too tight around the waist and a red tie that looked like it had seen better days.
Mike had always been a mentor for her. Over the years, he’d become like family, he and his wife.
But after working with one another for long enough, they’d learned to keep things professional at work. The accusation of playing favorites was a line they didn’t want to cross or deal with.
His eyes met with hers. Mike didn't say anything at first, just looked at her with a mix of annoyance and frustration. Olivia knew what was coming. She always did. It was more than a gut feeling about him calling, and it was only confirmed when he called her into his office.
“Collins, any reason you’ve been dodging my calls?”
She shoved her hands into her pockets and offered a shrug. “You didn’t leave a voicemail?” A smirk threatened to tug on the corner of her mouth, but she refrained. If she’d been any other detective, Colson wouldn’t have allowed this kind of insubordination.
Plus, with the blinds open so that the bullpen had a full view, both Olivia and Mike had to put on a show. They had to put aside their personal feelings toward one another. In this very room, they weren’t family, they were a boss and his employee.
He sighed and stared at her for a moment longer. A hint of a smirk on his lips before it faded. Another sign of the causal nature of their relationship. Colson was the male figure in Jessica’s life that she looked up to. With her father’s passing when Jessica was young, Olivia was grateful when Mike Colson stepped into that void when he did.
Folding his arms as he leaned back in the chair, he looked out the window for a moment. “I have a case for you,” he said finally.
Now he had her attention. Not that Olivia was eager to hear someone else was dead. That was always unfortunate. But there was no denying the thrill that came with solving a case and bringing them to justice. But more than that, if he was calling her into his office to assign the case it meant it was bad.
A lingering sense of unease settled in the pit of her stomach that she couldn’t shake.
“What is it?” she asked, pushing her tongue to the top of her mouth. It was unseen, better than picking at her nails when she was nervous.
“It’s an animal attack in Tolleson.”
Olivia quirked an eyebrow in his direction. At first, the detective didn’t think she heard him right, but the words echoed: animal attack in Tolleson.
“I know that it’s out of our jurisdiction.” That wasn’t at all what Olivia was thinking. No, memories from a year ago flashed before her. His eyes said something else entirely. A flicker of emotion lay behind those eyes, the same one that joined that pit in her stomach.
Determined to ignore it, she put on her casual ‘I’m fine’ façade.
“Try out of our purview. Isn’t this a job for animal control?” She laughed, and he joined her.
“One would think but…” He hesitated, looking away out the window towards the bullpen, and that made Olivia concerned.
“It’s made to look like an animal attack but you don’t think it is.” Olivia heard what he wasn’t saying.
“Exactly.” He looked back at her. If this had him concerned, then Olivia knew this was something more than usual.
But the thought of going back to Tolleson sent a shiver down her spine. Could she handle it? Was she ready? Olivia was good at putting on the front of being put together since then but that didn’t mean that underneath that fortified armor of hers that she didn’t hold her insecurities.
“It’s the second murder like this and local law enforcement is hitting dead end after dead end. They wanted to call the feds in on it but I offered you instead.”
Wow, what a compliment. Or an insult. Olivia would wait to see the crime scene before she decided on how to take that. It wasn’t news that Oliva was good at what she did. She went against the grain to solve cases. In a world where the book was a phrase that every cop lived and breathed, Olivia danced that thin line to bring murderers to justice, and closure to those close to the victims.
The captain's face contorted, and he sighed. And that pit in her stomach twisted. As if going to Tolleson wasn’t enough of a stab, there was more.
To the outside world of that bullpen, they looked like a boss scolding his employee and assigning a case but their eyes told a different story. And probably why it made it so easy for Olivia to know when shit was bad.
“There’s a catch.” There is always a catch. This was something Olivia should have known by now in life. His face changed to say something without even speaking a word.
“No.” Olivia shook her head and pointed at him. “No. You know how I feel about partners.”
He pinched the bridge of his nose and Olivia groaned. It was the same song and dance every time he was forced to pair her up with a rookie who came through the door. Collins had fought it every step of the way and Mike knew she didn’t want a repeat of Tim. She couldn’t. Olivia Collins was certain she’d never live if a repeat happened.
“It’s been five years, you’ve punished yourself enough, Collins.”
Mike had a superior to answer to, and she felt for him she truly did but she couldn’t change her stance on a partner. But his words hit her, which she couldn’t deny. Had she been punishing herself? Of course, Olivia knew that Tim’s death was her fault. And that was a guilt that would never leave.
“He’s a local on the case, you’ll want him to help you with this. Give you the lay of the land.”
She crossed her arms, determined to stand her ground. There was something he wasn’t saying but she couldn’t get a read on it.
“I can figure that out well on my own.” Just like she did every other time. Olivia worked better without a partner and she’d proved that time and time again. But just like before, there was no sweet talking out of this arrangement. No, Olivia would need to get them to quit on their own. This time will be no different.
“Collins, play nice or I’ll have you on desk duty for the rest of the year,” he had said, giving her a pointed look. She couldn't help but grin at his warning. “I always play nice,” she quipped, raising her hands in mock surrender. But the idea of being shackled to a desk for the rest of the year did frighten her. Just a little.
“I’ll hand off your current case to Taylor and Rivera.”
“I had a current case?” she questioned, an eyebrow arched at him.
“I was going to give it to you today but I will hand it off to the dynamic duo.”
Mike's lips curled into a knowing smile as he leaned back in his chair, his eyes meeting Olivia's. “You know, Liv, you have a way of getting yourself knee-deep in every case that comes your way. I'm just trying to save you from burning out.”
Olivia shrugged nonchalantly, her expression betraying a hint of mischief. “Burning out? Please, I thrive on the thrill of the chase. Besides, I've solved more cases than the so-called 'dynamic duo' combined.”
Mike chuckled, shaking his head. “You're relentless, Liv. But sometimes, it's good to take a step back and let others take the lead. Taylor and Rivera are capable detectives, and they could use some challenging cases to sharpen their skills.”
“Fine,” she relented. “But the moment I’m back, I’ll be in full force.” She gave him a pointed look and he raised his hands in mock surrender.
“Say, isn’t Jessica shadowing today?” Mike smirked, changing the subject was one of his specialties. But he knew her weakness: her daughter. The redhead returned his smirk.
Her smirk softened into a smile as Olivia thought about Jessica's upcoming opportunity in the forensics lab. It was a proud moment for her, seeing her daughter follow in her footsteps, albeit in a slightly less morbid way. The thought of Jessica's enthusiasm brought warmth to her heart.
“Yeah, she's been showing an interest in forensic science for a while now,” Olivia replied, a mix of pride and fondness in her voice. “I suppose it runs in the family. Just glad she's exploring her passion in a safer environment.”
“She’ll do great.”
Olivia nodded in agreement, a sense of pride welling up within her. She had always believed in her daughter's abilities, knowing that Jessica was intelligent and capable of great things. There was no doubt in her mind that Jessica would excel in the forensics lab.
“Anyways, I’ll head out now.” She left his office with a fire burning. It would seem the detective would just have to get rid of this partner like she did every other one. And in doing so, she’ll prove by solving the case alone that that’s exactly how Olivia wanted the rest of her career to be: alone.
But first, she needed to tackle Tolleson and all its painful reminders. Olivia couldn't ignore the timing of the case being assigned to her and the resurgence of her nightmares. The memories from the past threatened to haunt her, their tendrils creeping into her thoughts and dreams.
The mention of Tolleson brought forth a flood of emotions, memories of a case that had shaken her to the core. It was a dark part of her life, one that had left scars on her psyche. The nightmares had become a constant companion, a cruel reminder of the horrors she had endured.
Taking a deep breath, Olivia steeled herself for what lay ahead. She would not let the nightmares dictate her actions. And she would not let Tolleson consume her.
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Chapter Four


The sun beat down mercilessly as Olivia drove towards Tolleson, a small town just outside of Phoenix. She cranked up the air conditioner, trying to alleviate the oppressive heat. 
The saguaro cacti and rocky formations stretched out on either side of the road, baking under the relentless sun. Olivia felt the same way, her skin sticky with sweat, and she longed for relief.
Leaving Phoenix should have been a nice reprieve from the bustling city of Phoenix. And it would have been if Tolleson hadn’t been the very town she was held captive a year ago.
Olivia's vision blurred before finally coming into focus as she fought against the consuming darkness, her mind a muddled chaos. The pungent odor of rotting wood invaded her senses, as thick ropes painfully constricted her limbs like vice-grips.
Adrenaline spiked through her veins and her heart thudded wildly within her chest, each beat pulsing in her eardrums like a death rattle. A chill crawled up from the cold ground, freezing her bones to the marrow with frigid daggers.
Desperate to move, she tugged at her wrist and ankles, which felt like they had been trapped by the strength of the rope. Fear flooded her body as the realization that she was a captive set in. Panic squeezed her chest tight and tears stung her eyes. The last twelve hours were a blur of terror that had left her unable to make sense of anything beyond her current reality—she had been taken from her home and family by an unknown abductor.
Terror ripped through Olivia's body in an uncontrollable shiver as the rope dug into her wrists, burning where they rubbed. Tears streamed down her face, blurring her vision as she desperately thought of Jessica, her daughter, who may never know what happened to her mother. The thought caused crippling anguish to surge through her veins, threatening to tear away at any ounce of hope that remained inside.
Struggling against the ropes only caused more pain, until Olivia felt completely helpless and alone with no way out. Time seemed to pass in slow motion, with Olivia feeling the weight of impending dread settle into her bones.
The sound of footsteps outside the cabin door brought a newfound sense of hope, yet before she could scream for help, a thick bandana gagged her mouth and restrained her voice.
The door creaked open, and all hope was snuffed out like a flame in the darkness as Olivia saw the face of her captor. All sense of security evaporated in an instant, leaving her powerless and at his mercy.
She glared at the man, a deep rage boiling within her, but it quickly dissipated as she noticed the malicious glint in his eyes. He was a devilish-looking man, with an unkempt beard and a crooked nose. His dark attire, which consisted of a black hoodie and jeans, blended into the shadows as he crossed the room and stood before her, his breath hot on her face. Olivia averted her eyes, unable to hold his piercing gaze.
“You know why you're here, don't you?” he asked, his voice cold and menacing. Olivia's heart raced as she struggled to put together the pieces of her abduction, but nothing made sense.
“Tsk, tsk, tsk,” he said, shaking his head in feigned disappointment. “You really don't know, do you?”
Olivia shook her head, and the man chuckled. “It's simple,” he continued. “I need something from you.”
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, silver key. Olivia's heart skipped a beat as she realized what he was talking about. The man must have mistaken her for someone else, someone with valuable information or possessions.
“Where is it?” he demanded, holding the key up for her to see.
Olivia shuddered, her mind racing as she tried to come up with a response. She had no idea what he was talking about, but if she didn't give him what he wanted, who knew what he was capable of doing to her?
“I don't know what you're talking about,” she said, her voice shaky and weak.
The man's face twisted into a scowl, and he stepped closer to her, his hand reaching out to grab her chin. Olivia recoiled, trying to pull away from his touch, but the ropes held her firmly in place.
“Don't lie to me,” he growled and shoved her, her head hitting the floor hard.
And her vision faded again.
As the car drew her closer to Tolleson, the rural charm of the town became evident. Small businesses and homes with well-manicured lawns dotted the landscape, and Olivia felt a sense of calm wash over her. It wasn't Phoenix, and it wasn't the cabin. It wasn’t the cabin. She had to remind herself, whispering it repeatedly. The words spun over and over in her head.
The familiar streets and buildings sent a shiver down Olivia's spine. It wasn't just the physical surroundings that were haunting her, it was the memories that came with them. Memories of being rescued and the constant attention she had received afterward, the numbness that had consumed her for weeks on end. Everyone seemed to want to know how she was doing, or worse, why she was taken in the first place.
She couldn't help but roll her eyes as she remembered Colson lecturing her about the importance of having a partner. And even more so when the incident happened a year ago. He was always trying to pair her up with someone, even before the incident. But it never worked out. Olivia was closed off, unwilling to let anyone in. She didn't need anyone else to slow her down or get in her way. This partner would be no different, she’d make sure of it.
Driving through the town's quiet streets, Olivia couldn't help but notice a small park nearby. Families filled the space, with children running around on the grass and playing on the playground. Her thoughts drifted to her daughter, and the knot returned. Olivia needed to let Jessica know she wouldn't make it back in time for dinner. She frowned, feeling guilty for missing yet another family meal. Which also meant she wouldn’t be meeting her mother’s boyfriend either.
While it was on her mind, Olivia took a moment to text Jessica to let her know she wouldn’t be able to make it. Naturally, Jessica was upset but Olivia told her it was a case in Tolleson and that created a different level of emotion for her daughter. She prodded her with questions and even dared to ask if Olivia could handle a case in Tolleson. Eventually, she told her daughter not to be so concerned and left it at that.
Olivia's mind was torn between her responsibilities as a mother and her duty as a detective. She couldn't shake off the feeling of dread that the case brought with it.
She didn't have all the details, but what she knew so far was enough to send chills down her spine. It was a twisted game, someone out there murdering people and going to great lengths to make it look like the work of an animal. The thought of it made her stomach churn. She couldn't let her guard down, not even for a moment.
With a deep breath, she turned south to the mountainous desert. South of the town was where the body was found in Estrella Mountain Regional Park. Another shiver ran down her spine. The fact that the body was left for anyone to find only told Olivia that the killer wanted it to be found. Otherwise, they would have hidden it. No, instead that body was out in the open masquerading as an animal attack. Which of course would lead to a frenzy among the town’s people, that fear that animals are now attacking unprovoked. They’d have to put out a statement that regardless.
Olivia pulled up to the entrance, her heart beating fast with anticipation as she approached the crime scene. The yellow tape that cordoned off the area, kept curious hikers and bikers at bay. The hot Arizona sun was beating down on the park, causing the dusty trails to shimmer in the distance.
Detective Olivia Collins drew in a deep inhale to steady herself. It didn’t matter if she’d been a detective for one year or ten years, she’d always needed a moment to collect herself. A moment to center a calm within her while the rest of the world around her was a storm. And when she’d found that center, then she was ready to look at the crime scene.
Olivia stepped out of her vehicle and the Arizona heat hit her like a wave. It was insufferable enough that it almost made her want to get right back into the car. The sun cast everything in a hazy orange glow and the air was thick with the scent of dry earth and the acrid smell of blood. She squinted as she surveyed the area, taking in the tall, spindly saguaro cacti that dotted the landscape. Their arms stretched out as if trying to embrace the scorching sun.
The ground beneath her feet was dry and cracked, scattered with rocks and small bushes. The mountains in the distance rose like a jagged backdrop to the scene. As she walked towards the yellow tape, the sound of voices grew louder and the flashing lights of emergency vehicles came into view.
The smell of blood intensified, making her stomach churn. Her heart raced as she drew closer, her eyes fixated on the victim lying on the ground. The woman's body was covered in deep scratches and bite marks. Olivia could tell right away that this was no animal attack. There was no sign of a struggle, and the wounds were too precise. The victim wasn’t killed here, no, she was placed with purpose. But what purpose?
It was clear that the killer had gone to great lengths to make the scene look like an animal attack. Olivia couldn’t help but wonder why. There was one small detail that gave them away. Olivia's trained eye picked up on it immediately. It was a subtle difference, but it was enough to convince her that this was the work of a human, not an animal.
“Whoa there, this is a crime scene, ma’am.” Olivia strode past the tape that cordoned off the crime scene, her badge flashing in the dim light. The muffled words of the officers fell on deaf ears as she focused on the grisly tableau before her. The stench of death hung heavy in the air, a pungent mixture of coppery blood and decaying flesh assaulting her nostrils. She tried to ignore it, but the smell seemed to cling to her like a second skin.
Was this all the victim’s blood? Had they drained her and then used the blood to throw around the body? It gave ritualistic vibes and it had been years since she last saw a ritual killing. And it was never to this level. But it didn’t stop the churning in her stomach nonetheless.
As she approached the body, her heart rate quickened, and her breath caught in her throat. This was all too familiar. A year ago, she had been held captive in a nearby cabin, and the memories rushed back to her like a raging river. The twisted branches of the surrounding trees reminded her of the ropes that had bound her, and the metallic scent of blood made her feel like she was back in that dark place, alone and helpless.
Olivia noticed how her vision, that mind’s eye, picked up nothing. Not that it worked every time she took on a case but there was always something. Flashes, feelings. But she got nothing from this one.
She shook her head, steadying her mind. She had to stay focused and let logic guide her, she couldn't afford any emotional distractions.
“Unknown female, no wallet or identification, preliminary age range early twenties.” Isabella Flores gently turned the victim's neck for Detective Collins to get a closer look. “And judging by the amount of blood...I suspect this unfortunate girl was also drained of blood like the first murder victim we've seen.”
Detective Collins crouched closer and frowned as her eyes scanned every inch of the body until something caught her eye. She noticed a small marking on the victim's neck, etched into the flesh like a crude tattoo.
“Did the first victim have this as well?”
Flores nodded solemnly. “Same symbol.”
Collins sighed in despair and sighed heavily at the sight of such a young beautiful woman that has been taken away from the world too soon.
Without taking her eyes off the body, Olivia held out her hand, calling out to the nearest crime scene specialist. Her voice was steady, but her mind was racing with possibilities. What did this marking mean? Was it a symbol of the killer's twisted obsession, or a clue to their identity? She knew one thing for certain, this was a puzzle that needed to be solved, and Olivia was determined to be the one to solve it.
“Gloves.”
Olivia donned her gloves, feeling the smooth latex against her skin as she readied to inspect the victim's body. The air was thick with the smell of death, making her stomach turn.
She examined the marking on the victim's neck, tracing its lines with a delicate touch. A light hum tickled her touch but no vision appeared. The symbols were etched deep into the skin as if carved with purpose. Olivia's trained eye studied the pattern, searching for any clues that might reveal the meaning behind it.
Her nose wrinkled at the faint smell of incense that lingered in the air. The scent was foreign, out of place in the wooded area where the victim was found. Olivia's ears picked up on the sound of rustling leaves nearby, causing her to tense up. Was the killer still watching? Did he like to watch as others found his work? There were a lot of things to consider, much like the marking on the victim’s neck.
The marking was unlike anything she had ever seen before, written in a language that made her head spin. She couldn't identify it immediately, but it was clear that whoever left it was knowledgeable in the occult. Olivia's heart sank at the realization that this was no ordinary murder. Someone had gone to great lengths to carry out this heinous act.
A shiver ran down her spine as if a cold breeze had blown through the forest. She couldn't shake the feeling that the killer was still out there, watching her every move. Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of footsteps, and she turned to see a male detective approaching. Olivia's heart raced as she realized the gravity of the situation. This was just the beginning of a long and perilous investigation.
“You must be the hot shot they sent over from Phoenix.”
As she scanned him up and down, Olivia couldn't help but notice how his clothes fit him like a second skin. His shirt hugged his broad shoulders and toned chest, and his slacks accentuated his muscular thighs. It was clear that he took great care in his appearance, and Olivia couldn't help but feel a twinge of annoyance at his perfect exterior.
“This hot shot has a name,” she was unimpressed. “Detective Olivia Collins.” She didn’t offer her hand not wanting to contaminate her gloves but also because she didn’t want to shake his hand. But as she introduced herself, she couldn't help but take a second glance at Nathan. His chiseled features and perfectly styled hair were almost distracting, and Olivia had to remind herself that she was there for a reason. This wasn't a social call.
“Detective Nathan Steele.” He couldn’t be more than thirty years old, a decade younger than she was. They paired her with a rookie, a handsome one. But a rookie nonetheless. He had what maybe a year on as a detective? If she had to wager a guess, that is.
“Any similarities outside of age with the first victim?” Olivia needed to know how the culprit was picking his victim.
Nathan shook his head. “The only connection we have is how they stage the crime and the age they prefer to kill.”
Collins noted the way his mouth pursed, and his shoulders were tense. He was affected by this case. Likely because they had no leads, and this was the second victim. For a moment, Olivia found herself relating to him and the way he felt.
As they crouched down beside the body, Olivia couldn't shake the feeling that Nathan's presence was going to be a major hindrance to her investigation. She didn't have the luxury of dealing with partners or distractions right now, but Nathan's presence threatened to throw her off her game.
“Listen, I work alone,” she said, trying to keep the irritation out of her voice. “I don't do partners, so you're gonna need to go find some other fool to follow around. I’ve got this handled.” She focused on the body, using her pen to lift it slightly. There was something there that had caught her eye, and she needed to investigate it further.
“I’m not going anywhere unless the boss says so.”
A rule follower, she knew it.
Olivia didn't think it would be that easy to get rid of Nathan, and sure enough, he crouched down beside her, a determined look on his face. Her irritation simmered just below the surface, threatening to boil over at any moment. Collins pried open the victim’s mouth, and there was a piece of fabric. With a gloved hand, she pulled on it and after a moment of struggle it gave way.
“What's that?” Nathan asked, eyeing the scrap of fabric in Olivia's hand. She fixed him with a look that could kill but remained silent as she dug at it with her fingernails. After a few moments of tugging, she finally managed to pull it free. The fabric was shredded, but the name tag was still visible. It took a moment for Olivia to make out the name, but she could only see the second part of the business's name. “The other victim didn’t have this.”
“Junction?” she whispered, perplexed. Nathan took the name tag from her hand and squinted at it.
“Junkyard Junction, I know this place,” he said, a smirk playing on his lips. Olivia couldn't deny that Nathan had made himself somewhat useful for the moment, but it didn't mean she intended to keep him around.
The smirk on Nathan's face made it clear that he thought they had just made a break in the case, and it was all thanks to him. Olivia knew better. He was about to find out just how wrong he was.
“Great. You can give me the address and I'll be on my way to follow it up,” Olivia said, snatching the name tag back from Nathan's grasp.
“Sorry, ma'am, but that's not how this works,” Nathan replied, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “I'm not interested in pissing off the brass, so we're going to do as we're told. The quicker we solve this, the quicker you can get out of my hair.”
Olivia didn't let on that she was offended by Nathan's condescending tone. She didn't want to give him the satisfaction. Instead, she stated the facts, "I didn't get this far in my career by worrying about who I was going to piss off. If you must follow me around like a lost pup then the least you can do is stay out from under my feet."
The smug look he had moments ago was long gone from his face as a fire lit behind his eyes that almost seemed to change color with his rage. He started to growl out a response but I cut him off saying, “But first, we need to identify our victim and notify their family.”
Nathan’s eyebrows knitted together further. “Of course.” As if he was more insulted she dared to think he wouldn’t follow protocol than Oliva’s obvious poor impression of him. Olivia brushed it off because she didn’t care what he thought or felt.
Turning to the uniforms on the scene, Olivia instructed them to canvas the area and reach out to the nearest residents to see if they noticed anything unusual last night.
As the forensic technicians meticulously worked their way through the crime scene, Olivia found herself in a state of anticipation. Once they were finished here, the evidence would be taken back to the station for analysis. However, without the guidance of her visions, she felt a profound sense of uncertainty, unable to unravel the mysterious story behind the girl's tragic fate.
Even more, Olivia hated needing to rely on Nathan Steele's local knowledge.
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Her fingers clenched tightly around the steering wheel, seeking solace and stability in its familiar shape. The cool touch of the leather beneath her hands provided a small measure of comfort, anchoring her to the present moment.
The buzz of her phone jolted her from her thoughts.
“Collins,” she answered, distracted.
“Bad time?” Mike Colson’s voice bellowed through the phone.
“Not at all, just finished up at the crime scene. Checking on me, captain?”
“Of course, it’s Tolleson, after all.”
It didn’t matter how he said it, Olivia Collins would have still flinched at the name. Especially now that she was alone, in her squad car, away from prying eyes.
“I’m fine.” It was a lie. It was always a lie.
“I have no doubt. Any ideas so far?” Colson changed the subject with ease like he was good at.
“I’m drawing a blank on this one.” Olivia’s way of saying her visions had gone dark. It hadn’t been the first time, and she was certain it wouldn’t be the last time either.
“So, you’ll need to do this the old fashion way. I have faith in you. With or without, you’ve always been an exceptional detective. Don’t forget that.”
She gripped the steering wheel tighter before releasing it, along with a sigh.
“Thank you, Colson.” In truth, Olivia probably didn’t tell him that enough. Detective Collins noticed how he didn’t ask about her partner. Likely because he knew exactly how she felt about partners.
“Well, keep me updated. I’m interested in hearing how this ends.”
You and me both, she thought.
“Of course, sir,” she answered.
They said their goodbyes, and Olivia hung up the phone.
Was it so bad to have a partner?
Yes, yes it was.
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She made her way into the captain’s office, introducing herself officially. Captain Benjamin Thompson. Detective Olivia Collins was certain he was no Mike Colson. But that didn't matter. There was a case to be solved, and once solved it,  she’d take her leave. The sooner she was out of here, the better. However, that didn’t mean she wouldn’t give this case the proper care and attention it deserved – far from it.
With a light rap on the door frame, Olivia Collins caught the captain's attention, waiting for him to glance up from his desk. Once their eyes met, she gave a nod, signaling her intention to enter his office.
“Detective Collins, we are happy to have you on the case.”
“Thank you, sir,” she nodded her head once, a tight smile following. “I hope I can crack the case.”
Olivia wasn’t so egotistical that she presumed she’d solve the case. No, she remembered what Colson told her all those years ago, never make a promise you can’t keep.
And no homicide detective can promise they’ll bring a killer to justice.
“I hope so too. If there is anything you need, my door is always open.”
He was being polite, but Olivia got the feeling that his door wasn’t always open, and he didn’t want to look inhospitable.
Collins nodded and turned to leave but his voice stopped her.
“And Collins, I was assured you’d play nice with Detective Steele.”
Olivia clenched her fist. She didn’t turn around to face him.
“Yes, sir.”
“Good.”
She unclenched her fist and walked out.
Detective Olivia Collins didn't have a moment to collect herself as she stepped out of the captain's office, finding herself in the bustling bullpen. Being a fresh presence among the familiar faces, she could feel the weight of curious gazes upon her. Deciding to maintain her composed demeanor, the tough-as-nails detective façade, she made her way over to Detective Nathan Steele.
“We got a full name from the tag yet?” she asked.
“Liam Davidson,” Nathan sighed, unamused with her approach. But Olivia didn’t much care. They had a case to solve, and the quicker they solved it the quicker she could leave. Which meant the sooner she could get rid of him as a partner.
“Anything back on our victim?” Her eyes scanned the bullpen, landing on the whiteboard with a picture of the victim right in the middle.
“Detective Maya Patel,” a woman's voice called out, capturing Olivia's attention. She turned her gaze towards the source of the voice and locked eyes with a captivating figure. Maya Patel stood before her, radiating a natural beauty that caught Olivia off guard. Her olive-toned complexion exuded a sense of grace and sophistication, accentuating her features. But there was more to Maya than just her physical appearance. Her dark, expressive eyes held a depth and intelligence that hinted at her sharp intellect and keen perception.
“Our victim fits a missing person report,” Detective Patel moved to the whiteboard and clipped a picture of a young woman in her twenties. “Claire Moore.”
“Twenty-two lives at home with her parents in Wedgewood Park. Attends Arizona State in downtown Phoenix.” Patel wrote it in bullet points under Ms. Moore’s picture before handing the file folder to Olivia.
“Any connection to our Mr. Davidson?” Her question was pointed at Maya, but her eyes slid to Nathan Steele. Was he going to speak up or did he let Detective Patel do all the work?
Patel placed a few images from the crime scene that were important: the wounds and the symbol among them.
Moore had been reported missing three days ago.
“None that I can find,” Patel answered. “Mr. Davidson has a few priors but nothing that would jump to this,” Patel continued as if she anticipated what Collins would ask next.
A smile threatened to tug at the corner of Olivia’s mouth. I like this one, she thought. Maya Patel handed her another file, it was Liam Davidson’s.
“Let’s bring him in,” Olivia stated, flipping through the file but when nothing jumped out, no vision was triggered, she closed it.
The mountainous desert was so secluded that eyewitnesses were going to be near impossible. And even more impossible was having an airtight alibi for why you were prancing around in a national park at night.
Detective Collins was eager to hear Liam Davidson’s reasoning. She stepped up to the whiteboard to examine it, hands in her pockets as she ran her finger over the keychain ring.
From the corner of her eye, Olivia saw Nathan Steele rise from his desk.
“Down boy, I think I can handle this one on my own.” She turned away from the whiteboard, facing him.
“I don’t think you have much of a choice,” his head nodded to the captain’s office, and her eyes followed.
Damn it, Nathan was right. Until she found a way to dissolve the partnership, Olivia was stuck with him. It was like being in an endless maze without any visible exit. But she wouldn’t let this stop her. Detective Olivia Collins didn’t want nor need a partner.
“Okay, fine, Golden Boy, let’s go pick us up a suspect.” And then she walked right past his desk without waiting for him. No, if he wanted to go with Olivia, he’d have to keep up with her.
“I’m driving,” Nathan asserted with the snap of his fingers.
“Fat chance, rookie,” she cackled as she smiled.
A low, guttural sound reached her ears and her smile deepened. The sooner she could get under his skin, the sooner Olivia would be rid of the partner.
“Oh, lucky me,” He complained under his breath.
Olivia’s apparent disregard would further irk him, fueling the fire of his irritation. And she hoped her calculated move would stroke those flames even more and get her exactly what she wanted.
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Chapter Five


Detective Olivia Collins didn’t need or want a partner. 
As she drove, Olivia couldn't help but steal glances at Nathan. He was undeniably attractive, with sharp features and a lean, muscular build.
She tried to brush the thoughts away, reminding herself that he was her partner for now, but the more she looked at him, the harder it became to ignore.
She found herself watching his hands as he clenched and unclenched them, a sure sign of annoyance. Olivia wanted to prod him and see how he’d react if he’d snap at her, and if she could push just the right button to shove him off the edge.
But they continued in silence, the awkwardness between them growing with each passing moment. Olivia felt a knot of frustration building in her stomach. This was not how she had envisioned working on this case. Or any case for that matter.
As they pulled into the junkyard, Olivia took a deep breath, determined to put their differences aside and focus on the case. She turned to Nathan, ready to lay out their plan of attack, but he beat her to it, outlining his ideas in a calm, measured voice.
“He’ll respond better to me. Hell, everyone here will respond better to me, a familiar face, than they would you,” Steele pointed out.
Collins disagreed. She had always been good at getting information, some kind of allure that lead to people being open with her. But pick your battles wisely, she thought to herself.
“Fine, I’ll let you have this one, Steele.” She wasn’t sure she agreed with his plan but they needed to be on the same page. Being a united front was key when following up on a lead that could potentially supply them with a suspect.
With raised hands, she once again conceded to him. Was she keeping track of the battles she picked? Absolutely. And right now, she allowed him two points. Determined, she wouldn’t allow him a third any time soon.
Nathan Steele was only temporarily useful but eventually that usefulness would run its course. She would make sure of it like she had all the others that came before him.
After all, Detective Olivia Collins didn’t need or want a partner.
Olivia got out and made her way over to the building just past the towering stacks of metal junk rusting in the sun, and the sounds of clanging metal in the air.
“So, Collins, got any theories about this case?” Nathan asked, breaking the silence between them.
Olivia glanced at him briefly, her guarded expression softening just a fraction. “You're the rookie, Steele. I'm sure you've got plenty of theories to entertain us.”
Nathan chuckled, his voice carrying a hint of amusement. “Touché, Collins. But I'm all ears if you're willing to share some of that seasoned wisdom.”
“You’ll get my theory when we’ve gotten more evidence and facts.” And she left it at that.
Olivia scanned the area, taking in the scrapyard and its workers. It was a vast expanse of metal and broken-down cars – where abandoned dreams and discarded hopes are strewn. The pair made their way to the receptionist's office, a small hut nestled in between the towering stacks. Small in comparison to the scraps of metal that it was surrounded by.
“Afternoon, I’m Detective Steele and this is Detective Collins, we’d like to know if one of your employees is working today?” Nathan was polite, a stark contrast to the behavior he was exhibiting in the car prior.
Olivia showed the receptionist Liam's nametag. The receptionist hesitated, glancing over her shoulder as if checking to see if anyone was watching. She leaned in close and whispered that Liam was expected to start his shift soon.
“Thank you, we’ll wait for him over here,” Nathan gestured to the small waiting area.
As they waited, Olivia couldn't help but feel the tension between herself and Nathan. It was palpable, and the awkward silence between them was suffocating.
“Collins, mind if I ask you a few questions?” Nathan asked, cutting through the silence that Olivia was enjoying.
Olivia turned her head slightly, her eyes meeting his. She raised an eyebrow, a hint of skepticism in her expression. “Shoot, Steele. But don't expect any juicy revelations.”
Nathan chuckled, appreciating her straightforwardness. “Fair enough. So, what led you to become a detective? Must be more than just catching the bad guys.”
Olivia's lips quirked into a half-smile, her guarded demeanor still intact. “Curiosity and a desire to make a difference. And you?”
Nathan shrugged a glimmer of determination in his eyes. “Protecting those I care about. I've seen firsthand how a single act of violence can turn lives upside down.”
Olivia nodded, acknowledging his answer without delving into her own experiences. “It's a tough job, Steele. Are you sure you're up for it?”
He met her gaze, a fire burning in his eyes. “I'm here, aren't I? Ready to take on whatever comes our way.”
A man in a stained jumpsuit approached and she couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief. Olivia recognized him as the man they had been looking for. As they approached him, Liam's eyes darted around nervously. Olivia could see the sweat glistening on his forehead.
“Excuse me, Mr. Davidson,” Olivia said, stepping in front of him. Did she think her small frame would stop the large man? No, but it might give the hesitation they need. She held up her badge, the glint of metal catching the dim light. “Detective Collins and Detective Steele. We need to ask you a few questions.”
Liam's expression turned sour. “I don't know anything,” he grunted, trying to move past them.
As Liam Davidson brushed past Olivia, a sudden jolt of recognition surged through her, freezing her in place. An image flashed before her eyes, vivid and fleeting. She saw Mr. Davidson, his jumpsuit stained and worn, but her focus zeroed in on something peculiar about his attire. Was that hair? The vision seized her attention, leaving her bewildered by its significance.
Shaking off the vision, Olivia's gaze darted to Nathan, a trace of anxiety lingering. She worried he might have noticed her momentary lapse. To her relief, he wasn't even looking in her direction.
Olivia's heart raced as she spoke up. “Missing your name tag it seems,” she asked, pointing to the spot where a name tag had been. A small hole was in its place.
The fight or flight response flashed in Liam’s eyes. Be smart, she thought to herself. Don’t run. Don’t run. But Olivia Collins knew they always ran when they had something to hide or if they had a previous run-in with the law. And in this case, she’d bet it was both.
Liam turned on his heels and made a break for it.
“And we’ve got a rabbit,” she mumbled.
They gave chase through the junkyard, the piles of metal and tarnished cars slowing them down. It was an endless maze with no visible exit in sight. Every time she thought she had him in her view, she lost him.
She was in uncharted territory so to speak. Liam was fast and agile, turning corners before she could even recognize there was somewhere to turn. Looking over her shoulder, she saw Nathan had gone a different way likely to flank him. But she couldn’t concentrate on what he was doing. If she did she’d lose sight of their target.
Liam threw down some junk from a pile he ran past, and Olivia tried to dodge it but ended up stumbling right into a car. Her shoulder hit first.
“Fuck,” she bit at her lip as she righted herself and continued her chase. The fence of the junkyard came into view, piles on every side that didn’t have much space to let her through let alone a man twice her size.
A dead end, Olivia thought. He’s got nowhere to go now. She drew her gun, pointing it at Liam Davidson.
“Police, stop,” she called out.
Liam looked around him, searching for a way out. Olivia took a step forward, reaching for her cuffs with one hand while the other kept the gun pointed. But that moment was all he needed as Liam found a way out, running again.
Groaning, Olivia took off after him again. But when she rounded the corner, she found Nathan on top of the suspect and struggling. She put her knee down on his back to help while Nathan attempted to put the cuffs on him.
Lord, this man was strong. Olivia had tackled plenty of men in her line of work but this one was exceptionally strong. Both of them had to use all their strength to hold Liam down long enough to slap the cuffs on him. He snarled and growled, his eyes glowing in the dim light of the scrapyard. Olivia felt her heart racing, the adrenaline coursing through her veins as they finally apprehended their suspect.
Again, Olivia was acutely aware of how useful Nathan was making himself without even trying. She hated it. Loathed it. Or so she was telling herself. Denial was something that Olivia Collins was all too well-versed in.
Nathan shoved Liam into the backseat and then climbed into the passenger seat. Grateful he didn’t try to drive, Olivia climbed into the driver's seat. Her hands gripped the steering wheel. The drive started silently as she pulled out from the junkyard. That was until she turned and dared a glance in Nathan’s direction.
Nathan grinned and she narrowed her eyes at him. “So, Collins, aside from work, what do you do in your free time? Any hobbies or interests?” Nathan asked.
He was relentless, Olivia would give him that. She regarded him with a raised eyebrow as if assessing his motives.
After a moment, Olivia relented. “I enjoy running. Clears my head, helps me focus.” It seemed like such a small detail to give up if only it would quell his questioning. He didn’t need to know that a glass of wine and a bath also did the same for her. No, that detail she kept to herself.
Nathan's smile widened. “Ah, a fellow runner! I knew there was more to you than meets the eye. We should go for a jog together sometime if you're up for it.”
Oh, come on. Of course, Olivia would pick something he'd be into. Though, perhaps, he was lying and just trying to get under her skin. What is your game, she thought to herself.
Olivia's lips twitched with a hint of amusement. “We'll see, Steele. We'll see.”
She’d never go on a run with him. The sooner they closed this case, the sooner Olivia could go home to that glass of wine and hot bath. The sooner she could forget all about Nathan Steele and his stupid, handsome face.
The car engine hummed as they continued their journey, and Nathan persisted in his attempt to unravel her. He probed and questioned, but Olivia remained resolute, unwilling to yield an inch.
With each question, she maintained her stoic facade, deflecting his inquiries with curt responses. Her guarded nature was an armor she wore, protecting herself from the vulnerabilities of personal connection. She had mastered the art of keeping her emotions locked away, hidden behind a wall of professionalism and distance.
Nathan's persistence was admirable, she had to admit. His determination to break through her defenses was both exasperating and intriguing. But Olivia wasn't one to easily let others in, especially not a rookie partner who seemed so intent on discovering her secrets.
As Collins and Steele stepped into the interrogation Room, the suspect jolted upright at the table, resembling an elementary student caught off-guard by the principal's entrance. While Steele settled into the side chair, Olivia flung a file onto the table but remained standing.
“Let’s start with your name,” Olivia began.
“Liam Davidson,” he declared, attempting to exude toughness, yet casting apprehensive glances at himself in the two-way mirror, revealing to her that he was a novice to interrogation rooms.
“Mr. Davidson, we found your nametag at a crime scene. Care to explain why that is?” Olivia asked, raising an eyebrow.
Liam remained silent.
“So that’s how you want to play this.” She theatrically opened the file, though it contained only a few pages. Despite its brevity, her performance succeeded in unnerving him, so she milked the moment for all it was worth.
“Two thousand sixteen a fight with a bouncer at The Hive. Two thousand seventeen you punched a guy who caught you urinating on his car. Two thousand twenty a bar fight.”
“Those were all misdemeanors.”
“No, those are all assaults.”
“Well, I do have my moments,” he chuckled nervously. “Maybe it's best if I steer clear of bars.”
Olivia leaned in, her voice low and serious. “Look, we know you were at the crime scene. We’ve got your name tag that was found in the victim’s mouth.”
Liam shifted in his seat, looking nervous.
“Who were you with that night?” Nathan asked, his tone more forceful.
“I was alone,” Liam said, his voice barely above a whisper.
He glanced at the two-way mirror again.
“Look, Liam, you can just tell us what you saw or we can throw you in with the zoo lockup.”
Liam shifted again in his seat and Nathan shot her a glare.
“I’d be entertained to watch how they’d eat ya alive,” she sat on the corner of the table. “Snap ya like bamboo,” she made the motion of a stick break in two and grinned. Nathan’s eyes could have burned holes in her. That only made her want to continue, to push the suspect more.
Liam cracked. “Fine. Just keep me out of lockup. I’ll tell you everything.”
She hopped down from the table and patted him on the back, he jumped in response. “See, that wasn’t too hard.”
Liam's words spilled out, his voice filled with apprehension. He recounted the events, describing how he and his friends had ventured into the park, their eager mischief guiding their actions. His eyes darted around the room as he reenacted the scene, his hands gesturing animatedly to emphasize the details.
“I swear, guys,” Liam began, his tone earnest. “We were just fooling around, goofing off like we always do. But then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw him—the man. He was carrying something big, something that looked out of place, ya know… In the dark.”
He paused momentarily as if searching for the right words to convey his certainty. “I couldn't get a clear view of his face, it was obscured somehow. But the image is burned in my mind.”
“What was he driving?” Olivia asked, arms crossed.
“I don’t know, uh,” he paused, searching for an answer. “A pickup truck, probably a Ford if I had to take a guess.”
“A guess?”
Liam’s eyes narrowed as he tried to recall more details.
“So you were able to watch this man long enough to not long catch what he was driving but that he was also carrying something large?” Nathan asked.
Olivia pinched the bridge of her nose. She didn’t need a premonition to tell her that this idiot wasn’t the killer. It was more likely that the real killer was leading them on a wild goose chase to keep them off his trail. Olivia tried to tug on that invisible line but there was only silence. Regardless, she would make sure they followed through as they did with every suspect. That was the job, after all. Following the facts and the evidence and see where it led them. As Nathan leaned in closer
Olivia stepped right into Liam's personal space, a deliberate move to intimidate him. “Let me make this clear,” she said, her voice laced with a threatening tone. “If I find out you're lying to me, I will personally ensure that your time in prison becomes a living hell.”
As she spoke, she could hear the distinct sound of the chair scraping against the floor behind her, indicating that Nathan had risen from his seat. It was likely that he was concerned she might physically harm the suspect.
[image: image-placeholder]As Olivia and Nathan emerged from the interrogation room, the scent of stale coffee hit her. In her fingers was a small amount of hair she pulled off Liam. She placed it in a bag and then into her pocket for safekeeping.
A hand curled around her arm and yanked Olivia to a stop. She threw a glance behind her once Nathan’s hand released her arm. “What the hell, Steele?”
“I could ask you the same thing,” he snapped in a hushed tone. “What was that back there?”
Olivia shrugged. “Interrogation.” Eyebrows knitted together as she tried to understand what was wrong.
“That was not interrogating, that was some bullshit good cop, bad cop ploy that I didn’t sign up for.”
Not having any time for this, Olivia Collins rolled her eyes and walked toward the squad room on the other side of the bullpen. The lack of footsteps told her that he wasn’t joining the others in the squad room.
In the squad room, Detective Maya Patel awaited them, tapping her polished nails on the table. “We found something,” she said in a hushed tone. “It could connect both victims.”
At Patel's cluttered area of the table, Detective Alex Diaz leaned back in his chair, nodding them over. “We combed through both victims to see what they have in common,” he said. “And we found something they have in common.”
Diaz handed Olivia the folder and she flipped it open. “They both attend Arizona State.” A lump formed in her throat at how young the girl was. Jessica’s age. And that didn’t make the feeling of knotting in her stomach any better.
One had blonde hair and the other was strawberry blonde. The killer had a type. And when they had a type, it meant there was a chance to catch him based on the type. If all the cards fell in their favor, that is. But for now.
Collins clapped Patel’s shoulder. “Good work you two.” She’d only just met them today and while she loathed having a partner she could recognize that they’d need a few sets of eyes doing the grunt work of the investigation. There were only so many hours in the day, and there was no way she’d be able to question the victim’s family and friends, watch hours of surveillance and track down the leads.
Olivia was all too aware of the double standard at play, but she refused to let it cloud her judgment. She knew that she was a damn good detective, and having a partner didn't change that. Still, she couldn't help but feel a twinge of annoyance at the thought of being tethered to someone else's schedule and whims like a lost puppy dog. But for the sake of the case, she would grit her teeth and make it work.
Plus, the redhead still planned to kick this lost puppy to the pound the moment she could. And that thought alone had a smirk playing on her lips as they strode out of the station.
“What should we do with Davidson,” Diaz asked.
“I want to check his alibi, check with each of his pals and see if we can’t poke any holes in it. No one just goes out for a joy ride at that time of night.” This meant that even if they weren’t the ones who took the victim and murdered her, they were likely out there doing something they shouldn’t have.
“Do we like him for this?” Diaz raised an eyebrow.
“I do,” said Nathan. Nathan's response didn't surprise Olivia, although she made sure not to let it show.
“Let's focus on the evidence and follow the leads,” she replied, her outward demeanor remaining indifferent. However, inwardly, Olivia couldn't help but feel annoyed by Nathan's approach. Her experience had taught her that the first suspect was rarely the culprit. But as a rookie detective, she wasn’t surprised that his first instinct was the first suspect.
“Also, I want to know as soon as the lab processes the hair from the crime scene.” She paused, pulling out the small bag she’d stuffed in her pocket. “I want it checked against this.”
A sudden realization seemed to dawn on Nathan as his eyes widened. “That's why you were aggressive with him,” he exclaimed, connecting the dots.
Olivia nodded in affirmation. “Sometimes, we have to push boundaries,” she explained, confident that he would eventually understand.
“But any evidence …”
“Yes, I am aware,” Olivia cut him off, fixing him with a deadpan look.
Thank you, Captain Obvious.
Olivia shrugged nonchalantly, a mischievous smile playing on her lips. “I just needed to satisfy my curiosity,” she admitted.
“Where are we on witnesses?” Olivia's gaze remained fixed on the whiteboard as she posed her question.
“No eyewitnesses so far,” Nathan responded, but she didn't bother to look at him. The absence of any eyewitnesses was disheartening, and it felt like hitting a dead end.
With her arms crossed, Olivia raised an important question. “How long between the time the first victim was reported missing until she was found?”
As she stepped up to the whiteboard, marker in hand, Patel flipped open a file to find the answer. “Two weeks,” she replied.
Olivia nodded and started writing on the board, emphasizing the significant jump. “So he's escalating. From two weeks to three days, that's a big jump.”
Olivia stood in front of the whiteboard, staring at it as if the answers to this whole case would jump right out at her. But she knew better. That was not how this job worked, visions or no visions. Following the evidence, she worked every case the same despite her supernatural skill.
“Let’s have CSU check for tire prints,” she said finally. It was a long shot. “See if any of the tire marks match a truck. And then let’s comb through any surveillance we have on the way to that area.” If they could find a truck matching what Mr. Davidson described, then they could catch a break. But she didn’t hold out too much hope, for all she knew he was lying.
[image: image-placeholder]“I heard you’d taken a case in Tolleson but I didn’t want to believe it.”
Rachel Park. She really needed to take out a straining order against the woman.
Olivia’s annoyance boiled up as she took in the sight of Park standing with her arms crossed and a saccharine-sweet smile on her face.
She rolled her eyes at the façade, Rachel Park was anything but innocent.
Olivia would call her a vulture if she had to pick out one name for Ms. Park. The reporter had been on her for years but had become even more persistent around the time of her incident a year ago. Something that Ms. Park has asked on countless occasions for Olivia to rehash. And Olivia refused. If she refused to relive that traumatic time with her therapist, why Ms. Park thought she was special enough to relive it with her was beyond Olivia's comprehension.
“I am a homicide detective, Ms. Park, and this is a homicide investigation– why wouldn’t I take the case?” Olivia's voice held a note of incredulity as she leaned against her squad car.
Rachel Park still looked like the college kid she used to be. Not much older than her daughter, Jessica. Her long black hair was tied back in a ponytail and she had this naughty gleam in the corner of her eyes. She was tall and slim and wore a tight dark blue tee shirt, a black leather jacket, jeans, and boots.
Despite her youthful appearance, Rachel's determined gaze and the way she carried herself indicated a level of professionalism that went beyond her college years. It was evident that she was no stranger to chasing a story, always seeking to capture the essence of her subjects with an unyielding passion.
“Yeah but considering what happened a year ago in Tolleson, which by the way, I’d still love to interview you for,” Rachel Park persisted, her eyes gleaming with anticipation.
Olivia couldn't help but feel a twinge of annoyance at the mention of Tolleson, a reminder of something that still haunts her to this day.
As Rachel continued to press for an interview, Olivia couldn't help but wonder what she had done to deserve this persistent attention from a reporter, and more specifically, from Rachel herself. She had heard stories about Rachel's tenacity and unwavering determination, traits that would be commendable under different circumstances.
But now, faced with Rachel's insistent requests, Olivia found herself growing more frustrated by the minute. She understood the importance of the media's role in reporting the truth, but she was not willing to let her experiences be laid bare for the world to scrutinize. There were certain wounds she preferred to keep hidden, away from prying eyes and probing questions.
Olivia remained stoic, her expression guarded, as she silently contemplated how to navigate this conversation without compromising her boundaries. Deep down, she knew that Rachel's persistence could be an asset in uncovering the truth, but she also recognized the potential risks of revealing too much.
“The answer is no. The answer will always be no. Now, if you don’t mind,” Olivia opened the door to her car. “I have a case to solve.”
Detective Collins slid into the driver's seat without another glance in Rachel Park's direction. As she started the engine and pulled away from the scene, her thoughts were consumed by the realization that she now had two persistent annoyances in her life: Park and Steele.
The irony was not lost on her, and a wry smile tugged at the corners of her lips.
Her partnership with Nathan Steele had started on rocky ground, their personalities clashing and their methods at odds. But deep down, Olivia acknowledged that he was a talented detective and that they could potentially make a formidable team if they found a way to work together. However, she couldn't deny the frustration that came with his persistent attempts at small talk and his uncanny ability to get under her skin. Or the way she got under his.
And now, Rachel Park was back to sticking her nose where it didn’t belong, determined to pry into Olivia's past and expose her vulnerabilities for the sake of a sensational story. It was a reminder that the walls she had built around herself were not impenetrable and that her past had a way of catching up with her.
With a sigh, Olivia focused on the road ahead, her mind already strategizing how to handle these two nuisances while also solving this challenging case.
But that was for tomorrow.
[image: image-placeholder]A hot, steaming bath called her name the moment Olivia entered her apartment. She listened for sounds that her daughter was home and passed by her bedroom. The door was shut with the light on, and it was likely that Jessica was studying.
Just wanting to check on her daughter, Olivia knocked on the wooded door gingerly. She was greeted with a smile.
“I just wanted to check in,” Olivia admitted with a sheepish grin and leaned against the door frame.
“I’ve got a big exam coming up so I’m just trying to get in as much studying as I can.”
“Well, I won’t keep you then.”
Olivia couldn't resist the urge to pull her daughter into a tight embrace, wrapping her arms around Jessica. At that moment, she needed to feel the warmth of her daughter's presence, reassuring herself that she was physically safe and sound. The embrace was a silent affirmation of their unbreakable bond, offering solace and comfort in a world filled with uncertainties.
It was hard to shake that feeling of fear as a mother but even more so when you’re a detective on a murder case where the victim is around the same age.
Departing from her daughter’s doorway, Olivia made her way into the kitchen. Leaning against the kitchen counter, Olivia filled her glass with a generous pour of wine. As she took a sip, the rich red liquid cascading down her throat, her mind drifted back to the events of the day. Images of Nathan's perfectly fitted dress shirt, accentuating the contours of his muscular physique, flashed in her thoughts. She couldn't help but notice the subtle flex of his veins when he clenched his fist, a display of raw strength. And then her mind wandered to forbidden territory, imagining the sensation of his lips against her own. Olivia questioned herself, perplexed by these intrusive thoughts. She had sworn off partners, so why on earth was Nathan Steele occupying her mind?
As Olivia contemplated her recent romantic history, she realized that it had been quite some time since she had been intimate with someone. The realization hit her like a jolt, and she recognized that it could be the root cause of her current preoccupation with Nathan Steele. Maybe, she thought, the solution was simple. Perhaps all she needed was to go out, have a casual encounter, and satiate her physical desires. If she could fulfill that need, then maybe the persistent thoughts of Nathan would fade away. It was worth a try, Olivia decided, as she resolved to embrace a night of passion in the hopes of freeing herself from the allure of Detective Steele.
Finishing off the wine in a swift gulp, Olivia made her way down the hallway to the bathroom. The sound of running water filled the air as she turned the faucet, adjusting it to a hot temperature. However, as her mind continued to wander to forbidden territories, she paused and hesitated. Maybe, just maybe, she needed a different kind of relief. Though, maybe she should run the cold water with those heated thoughts consuming her.
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Chapter Six


Olivia and Nathan shuffled into the victim's home with leaden hearts. The air hung heavy with sorrow - every inch of the space seemed to scream out in agony as if mourning the loss of what had been stolen so brutally. Olivia's gut twisted with heartbreak as she absorbed each photo that lined the walls and mantel, unable to shake off the haunting feeling that her daughter could be next. 
A part of her longed to turn tail and flee from the scene - from all the pain and tragedy it represented. But she knew she could not run from this. The ghosts of the lost demanded closure, answers for who had done this, and why. She felt a deep obligation to them, almost as if they were family.
As her eyes shifted upwards towards the victim's parents, she saw their hollow shells of selves: eyes red and swollen from endless days and nights spent in inconsolable weeping. They embodied a sadness so profound that it had taken on a life of its own, infecting everything within reach like an invisible plague.
“I'm so sorry for your loss,” Olivia said, her voice wavering with emotion. She hesitated before continuing. “We know this is a difficult time for you, but we need to ask you some questions if that's okay?”
The victim's mother nodded tearfully, her eyes red-rimmed and puffy. Nathan placed an arm around her shoulders in support as she spoke. “Anything you need, please ask.”
Olivia retrieved her notebook and pen from her bag, feeling a strong sense of dread creeping up on her. She knew that the questions she had to ask would cause the family more pain, but it was necessary for the case. “Can you tell us a bit about your daughter?”
The mother smiled through her tears. “She was an amazing young woman. So kind-hearted and smart. She was studying to become a doctor, you know.”
Olivia could hear the pride in her voice, even as she wrote down what they said. But then she had to ask the difficult questions. “Do you know if she had any enemies or anyone who might want to harm her?”
The victim's father shook his head sadly.
“No, she was always so focused on her studies. We never heard her talk about anyone who might want to hurt her.”
Olivia felt a heavy weight settle in the pit of her stomach as reality sunk in for the couple. With a lump in her throat, she asked one more question: “Did she have a boyfriend or any close friends who might know more about her personal life?”
The victim's mother hesitated for a moment before answering, new tears forming in her eyes. “She did have a boyfriend, but they had broken up a few weeks ago. It was hard on her, but she didn't seem overly upset about it. As for friends, she had a few close ones from college, but we don't know much about them.”
Olivia wrote down everything in her notebook. “Thank you for your time, we will be in touch if we have any more questions.”
Olivia and Nathan trudged back to the car in a veil of despair, the truth of the situation hitting them like a ton of bricks. Another young life had been lost far too soon, and they were no closer to solving the case than they had been an hour ago. Olivia looked over at Nathan, seeing so much of herself in him, and she wondered if she was brave enough or driven enough to fight for justice when she was his age.
As they pulled out of the drive, Olivia’s mind wandered back to the complete lack of visions at the crime scene. She’d expected to at least get a glimpse of the victim when speaking with her parents, but the silence persisted.
But there was still work to do, and Olivia steeled herself with determination and vowed to find the killer and bring them to justice.
Next, it was time to check out school friends.
[image: image-placeholder]The drive into Phoenix was just as quiet as the drive to the victim’s home. Nathan, trying to break the tension, made small talk to engage Olivia in conversation.
However, she remained resolute, offering no more than curt responses and closed-off body language.
The atmosphere inside the vehicle became a reflection of their strained relationship, with unspoken words hanging heavily in the air. It was clear that Olivia had built an impenetrable wall around herself, unwilling to grant Nathan even the smallest opening.
Her thoughts incessantly gravitated towards the heated thoughts she had last night, the intensity that had caused a telltale blush to creep across her cheeks. Aware of the dangerous territory her mind was venturing into, Olivia couldn't deny the allure and temptation that threatened to consume her. She knew all too well that if she allowed herself to indulge in further fantasies, it would undoubtedly lead to trouble. The line between desire and professionalism blurred, and Olivia was acutely aware of the consequences that lay in wait if she surrendered to those enticing thoughts.
Olivia pulled into a parking spot across from the administration building at Arizona State. All Olivia could think about was her daughter. It was the campus that Jessica attended. If someone from here was capable of murders that brutal then it was time for Jessica to switch schools.
The few students were out on the lawn in front of the student center, hanging out and enjoying a hot afternoon. A loud boom echoed from one of the basketball courts to the north, followed by a chorus of cheers. Olivia and Nathan made their way across the grass, where several players took a water break. As their conversation died off, all eyes turned toward them.
One of the girls spoke up with concern, “Are you here about Claire?”
Olivia responded, “Yes. We need to talk to anyone who knew her.”
“I can take you to her room,” said another girl. “I'm not sure that we'll find anything useful, though.”
Nathan asked, “Did she ever mention any friends or enemies that might have wanted to do this?” The question churned in their minds as they waited for an answer.
Sarah nodded, “I think it was some guy from her math class. I remember her mentioning his name, but I can't remember what it was.”
Olivia and Nathan exchanged a look, both thinking the same thing. They needed to find out who this guy was and if he had anything to do with Claire's death.
“Can you give us any more information about this guy?” Olivia asked Sarah.
“I'm sorry, I can't remember much else,” Sarah replied, looking apologetic. “But I remember she mentioned that he was always bothering her and trying to talk to her. She seemed uncomfortable around him.”
“That's a good start,” Nathan said, his mind already racing with ideas. “Do you have any idea where we could find him?”
Sarah shook her head. “I'm sorry, I don't. But maybe you could try asking around in her uh, mathematics class? Honestly, I don’t even know what course she is taking. Anyways, someone might know who he is.”
Olivia handed the girl her card, the briefest of touches and she got flashes of a club. Dimly lit. A man in a black suit.
“One last question,” Olivia began. “Was there a place that you guys like to unwind, have a little fun, let loose? Go dancing?”
Sarah looked nervous for a moment. “Yeah, there’s this place in Tolleson, The Hive. We’ve only been there a few times.”
The Hive. The images that flashed before Olivia made her think of the childhood cartoon, Winnie the Pooh. Though, she doubted it held the same resemblance.
Olivia and Nathan thanked the girls before making their way back to their car. As they drove to the university, Olivia couldn't shake the feeling that they were getting closer to finding out who was responsible for Claire's death. Olivia noticed Nathan deep in thought.
“What are you thinking about?” she asked.
“That maybe she had a stalker from her class but also that it just doesn’t make much sense either,” Nathan sighed. “Especially since it would mean they stalked both victims and we have nothing to support that theory.”
Olivia shrugged. “We'll start with her classmates and see where it leads us.” She agreed with Nathan on this but they had to follow every lead and see where it took them.
They headed straight to the mathematics department and began asking around about Claire's classes. It didn't take long before they were pointed in the direction of Professor Reynolds, who taught the class that her friends suggested.
After explaining the situation to him, he was more than willing to help. “I can give you a list of all the students in the class, and their contact information,” he said. “But I must warn you, there are quite a few students in that class. It could take a while to talk to them all.”
Olivia and Nathan exchanged a look before nodding in agreement. “We understand. We're willing to do whatever it takes to find out what happened to Claire,” Olivia said.
“Good luck,” Professor Reynolds said as he handed them the list.
Olivia passed it to Nathan. “Thanks.”
While Claire’s friends weren’t all that helpful, Olivia didn’t get the feeling that any of them were capable of that kind of gruesome murder. She did think that someone saw something, and they just were too afraid to say something.
Her visions, or lack thereof, added another layer of complication. Normally, her heightened intuition and ability to tap into her psychic abilities were valuable assets in solving cases. But lately, her visions had become unreliable, flickering in and out like a faulty light bulb. It was as if her mind was playing tricks on her, withholding the information she desperately needed to piece together the puzzle.
The frustration mounted, but Olivia refused to let it deter her. She knew there was more to this case than met the eye, and she was determined to uncover the truth, visions or no visions. She would have to rely on traditional investigative techniques, her intuition, and the limited information she could gather from witnesses and evidence.
But they did walk away with something, a club by the name of The Hive. Olivia hoped that they found answers within its walls. With her phone already out, she sent a quick text to Patel. Collins knew Patel and Diaz would delve into its ownership, clientele, and any potential connections to the ongoing case. They needed to uncover every possible lead, and The Hive seemed like a promising avenue to explore.
Lordy, Olivia needed a hot bath and a generous glass of wine. But her day was far from over.
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Chapter Seven


“And why do you feel that way?” 
Olivia’s fingers beat a nervous rhythm against the stiff leather of the couch, creating a maddening hum in the room that felt as if it was closing in on her. The stale air was heavy with the smell of antiseptic—a reminder of where she was and why. The stark white walls made her feel trapped, and the clock looming over her like a judgmental eye only added to her growing dread. Deep inside, Olivia knew there was no way out of this situation.
Dr. Grace Monroe stared intently at Olivia, the silence between them growing with each passing second. Out of the corner of her eye, Olivia noticed a gust of wind blowing leaves across the pavement outside the window, a subtle reminder that freedom was only a few feet away. As much as she wanted to leave, she knew that she had to stay to keep her career on track.
Olivia had avoided therapists for years, certain that they were only for those who were broken and unable to handle life's obstacles alone. And yet here she was in Dr. Monroe's office, subjected to intense scrutiny and questioning. She briefly thought of all the other things she could be doing with her time instead and felt a wave of resentment wash over her.
Today was her last session, and while Olivia felt relief at being able to wrap up her therapy soon, a part of her also feared what would happen without Dr. Monroe's guidance. How would she cope with life's challenges from now on?
She swallowed, the sound echoing in the quiet room, and forced herself to meet the therapist's gaze.
Olivia's teeth grazed her bottom lip as she drew it in, her eyes wandering around the room. The sterile walls seemed to close in on her, suffocating her with their blandness. She let out a frustrated exhale, the sound echoing in the quiet space.
“Why do I feel what way?” she asked, her voice tinged with irritation. She forced a tight smile, but the tension in her jaw was palpable. “Like this is a waste of time?”
Dr. Monroe's pen clicked methodically against the notepad in her lap, a sound that grated on Olivia's nerves. The doctor leaned in, her expression softening with sympathy.
“Detective,” she warned, her tone gentle but firm. “We're here to help you process your emotions. There's no judgment in this room.”
Olivia snorted, the sound bitter. Safe? This was far from safe. Everything she said here could be used against her.
“I'm fine,” she insisted, her voice edged with impatience. There were more pressing matters at hand than discussing her feelings with a therapist. A killer was still out there, and Olivia had to focus on finding them.
“You’ve been saying that for three months now.” The doctor tipped her chin down and narrowed her eyes - “It’s okay to feel something. You were held captive against your will by a serial killer. That’s bound to leave a mark on anyone.”
Olivia sighed.
“Listen, I understand that you are just trying to do your job. But I’ve got a case I need to solve, and I can’t help feeling like I am just wasting everyone’s time by being here when I’m fine. I’ve dealt with…” She waved her hand around. “I’m fine, okay?”
“He held you for thirty-six hours. How did that make you feel?” Dr. Monroe was persistent, she’d give her that.
Olivia exhaled and leaned back on the couch. Her eyes landed on the artwork on the wall. “Is that new?”
“You’re avoiding the question.” Caught red-handed.
“Scared, okay? I felt scared.” Scared that she was going to die. That she’d never see her daughter again. Olivia had rarely been afraid to die. She risked her life every day in the name of justice. But in that cabin for those thirty-six hours, she truly feared death.
Olivia avoided the doctor’s gaze.
“Any trouble sleeping?”
“Nope.” It was a lie, but the doctor didn’t need to know that. But the doctor didn’t buy it.
“Fine. I have these nightmares sometimes.” Olivia picked at the leather of the couch.
“What are the nightmares about?”
“A shadowy figure usually. They are just standing there watching me. There’s this sense of dread as they get closer to me. But it ends before I can see who it is.”
Dr. Monroe scribbled something on her notes and Olivia almost felt a sense of panic.
“How often do you have them?” She peered at Olivia with her chin lowered.
“Last one I had was a month ago. Before that, it was every other week.”
She nodded and scribbled something else down.
“Are we done?” Olivia is anxious to get out of the room already. Dr. Monroe sighed and looked at her notes before looking back at Olivia.
“Not quite yet. I’d like to talk to you about coping mechanisms for when you feel overwhelmed with emotions. It’s important to have healthy ways of dealing with stress and anxiety.” Dr. Monroe’s voice was gentle, but firm.
Olivia groaned inwardly. She didn’t have time for this. She had a killer to catch and a daughter to take care of. But she knew that Dr. Monroe had a point. She couldn’t keep ignoring the fact that she needed help dealing with what had happened to her.
“Fine,” she muttered, crossing her arms over her chest. “What do you suggest?”
Dr. Monroe smiled softly. “Well, there are a few things we can try. Have you ever heard of mindfulness meditation?”
Olivia rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I’ve heard of it. It’s not my thing.”
Dr. Monroe nodded. “That’s okay. It’s not for everyone. How about exercise? Going for a run or hitting the gym can be a great way to release pent-up emotions.”
Olivia snorted. “Running or lifting weights isn’t going to make me forget what happened to me.”
“Of course not,” Dr. Monroe said, her voice soothing. “But it can help you healthily process those emotions. Another option could be journaling. Writing down your thoughts and feelings can be cathartic.”
Olivia raised an eyebrow. “Journaling? That sounds like something a teenage girl would do.”
Dr. Monroe chuckled. “It’s a very effective method for processing trauma. You might be surprised how helpful it can be.”
Olivia sighed. “Fine. I’ll give it a try.”
“Good,” Dr. Monroe said, scribbling something down on her notepad. “And remember, Olivia. It’s okay to feel. It’s okay to be vulnerable. You don’t have to be strong all the time.”
Olivia nodded, feeling a lump form in her throat. She knew Dr. Monroe was right, but it was hard to let go of the belief that showing vulnerability was a sign of weakness. But maybe, just maybe, with Dr. Monroe's guidance, she could learn to accept her emotions and use them to her advantage.
“I’ll let your captain know that everything is in order and that you no longer need to come see me.” She rose to her feet and Olivia followed suit.
As Olivia started to leave, the doctor stepped in front of her. She placed a hand on Olivia’s arm. “But if you ever need someone to talk to, please know my door is always open.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” she plastered a smile on her face. She couldn’t get out of that room fast enough.
Olivia stepped out into the sunshine and squinted her eyes, trying to adjust to the brightness.
She breathed in deeply, filling her lungs with the crisp air, and exhaled a heavy sigh of relief. It was finally over. The weight that had been sitting on her chest for days was lifted, and she felt free. The warmth of the sun on her skin and the gentle breeze through her hair brought a sense of calm to her jumbled thoughts.
Olivia closed her eyes and tilted her head back, letting the sun kiss her face. She couldn't help but smile, feeling grateful for this moment of peace amidst the chaos of her job. She promised herself to hold onto this feeling, to savor it, and to let it guide her through whatever challenges may lie ahead.
Olivia’s phone buzzed as she reached her car. The sound of the phone vibrating against the car's dashboard echoed in the small space. She answered the phone as she climbed into the car.
“You left before I woke up.”
The morning air was crisp and carried the faint scent of blooming flowers. Olivia pinched the bridge of her nose, feeling a headache coming on.
“I know, I’m sorry, I had my last therapy appointment this morning.”
It was rare that Olivia didn't say good morning to her daughter before either of them went their separate ways. So when Olivia snuck out this morning, it of course gave her daughter concern. As it would be Olivia if the roles were reversed.
“How did it go?” Jessica’s voice was soft, warmed with concern. The sound of her daughter's voice was like a balm on Olivia's frayed nerves.
“Doctor gave me the big stamp of approval.” Olivia tried to sound confident, but the anxiety was still there, coiled in her stomach like a serpent.
“So, you don’t have to go anymore?” Olivia could hear the relief in her daughter's voice.
“That’s right.” 
“We should celebrate soon,” Jessica suggested.
“Sounds good.” Olivia felt the weight of the past few weeks lifting slightly.
A silence fell between them. The only sound was the distant hum of traffic and the rustling of leaves in the wind.
“Well, I’ll let you get back to work.”
They said their goodbyes then Olivia hung up, her mind racing with thoughts of what she had revealed to Dr. Monroe.
[image: image-placeholder]Olivia hesitantly stepped into the lab, a wave of uncertainty washing over her. She wanted desperately to get closer to the truth, but she was also scared of what she might find. If she were being honest with herself, the lack of visions made her feel as if she’d lost something or someone. Not realizing just how much she relied on it the last few years, going without it seemed to put a dent in everything.
As Collins walked deeper into the room, she felt as though every step she took could uncover secrets that she wasn't sure if she was ready to face.
She was greeted by Isabella Flores with a beaming smile. Her lab coat was a stark white and smudged with black grease and other unidentifiable chemicals and solutions.
The lab is a sharp contrast to the rest of the Tolleson Police Station. The sterile white walls shine brighter than the sun, the white glow radiates like a small star. The room is large, with enough room for a team to work. The air is cold and still. With nothing alive in the room, just a thick sheen of disinfectant.
“Tell me you’ve got something for me, Flores.” The redhead was tired of being let down during this case. So far, this victim was the same as the first one they’d found before Olivia had come onto the case. Wounds that were too precise to be animal even though they were made to look that way, wolf fur in the wounds, and a rune marking curved into the skin like a cattle brand.
“I found two puncture wounds under the brand.” Flores turned the neck enough so that Olivia could inspect it for herself. Olivia leaned in closer, her eyes scanning the area. She reached out with a gloved hand and touched the skin around the two puncture wounds. They were small, but deep and precise, just like the other wounds they had found.
“Do you think it’s a bite mark?” Olivia asked Flores, looking up at her with a furrowed brow.
“I don’t think it’s any regular animal bite,” Flores replied, shaking her head. “It’s too precise, too calculated. Besides, we’ve already ruled out any known predators in the area.”
Olivia nodded, a thought forming in her mind. “What if it’s not a regular animal?” She asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
Flores raised an eyebrow at her, “What do you mean?”
“Nothing,” Olivia shook her head. “Thanks, Flores.”
The detective wasted no time leaving the lab and putting as much space as she could between herself and Flores.
Olivia's mind was consumed by a tumultuous mix of curiosity and apprehension. The questions that haunted her thoughts, the ones she dared not speak aloud, threatened to unravel her sense of reality. The very idea that she might not be alone in possessing a special ability weighed heavily on her mind.
The case she was working on, with its eerie connections and inexplicable occurrences, had shattered the boundaries of what she considered possible.
It had unearthed a hidden world lurking beneath the surface, a realm where extraordinary abilities may exist beyond her own. But to voice her doubts, to ask someone else if they believed in the same inexplicable phenomena, was to tread on dangerous ground.
Olivia's logical side warned her against such conversations. The risk of being dismissed as delusional or ridiculed loomed large, threatening to undermine her credibility and the progress she had made in the investigation. Doubts gnawed at her, leaving her torn between the desire for answers and the fear of exposing herself to skepticism and disbelief.
She knew she couldn't afford to lose her grip on reality, not when the stakes were so high. Instead, Olivia resolved to delve deeper into her thoughts, searching for clues and connections that might lead her closer to the truth. She would keep her questions to herself, guarding them like precious secrets until she had gathered enough evidence to support her theories.
[image: image-placeholder]The oppressive summer heat in Arizona clung to Olivia's skin like a suffocating shroud as she emerged from the bustling police precinct. The day had left her mind a web of uncertainties, and she longed for the whisper of a breeze to untangle the knots. Her gaze snagged on an unexpected sight: Nathan was caught in a hushed altercation with none other than Rachel Park.
Olivia's eyebrows furrowed as she watched them from a distance, hidden behind a corner. What were they arguing about? 
Nathan's face was flushed with frustration, his voice sharp as he hissed, "Rachel, you need to stay out of this. It's not your place to stick your nose where it doesn't belong."
Rachel, undeterred, met his gaze with an equally unwavering one. "Nathan, you might not trust me, but you know I can uncover things you'd never even thought to look for. And in this case, she is the key." Rachel pointed toward the precinct.
Who was Rachel referring to? Olivia leaned in closer in hopes that might help her hear better.
"I don't care what you think you know," Nathan retorted, his voice a low growl. "I don't need your help, and I certainly don't need you dragging Olivia into whatever mess you're trying to uncover."
Olivia's heart skipped a beat at the mention of her name. 
Rachel's eyes flashed with defiance and Olivia could have sworn she heard a growl. "Nathan, I've been investigating this for months. I have leads and sources. And I know you're connected somehow. So, if you're planning on keeping Olivia in the dark, you're fighting a losing battle."
Olivia's mind raced, trying to piece together the puzzle of their conversation. Why did Rachel think Nathan was connected to whatever she was investigating? And what role did Olivia play in all of this?
Nathan's jaw clenched, his fists balling at his sides. "You don't know what you're getting into, Rachel. If you think I'm going to let you jeopardize this investigation, you're mistaken."
Rachel's expression remained unyielding. "I'll do whatever I have to do to get the truth, Nathan. Including getting closer to Olivia."
Olivia's heart pounded in her chest as Rachel's words hung in the air. What did Rachel mean by "getting closer" to her? And why did Olivia feel like she was being maneuvered into a chess game she had no control over?
Nathan appeared like a man trying to hold back a tide of emotions, his words caught between gritted teeth. Rachel, on the other hand, seemed a gust of wind too eager to unravel a tightly bound scroll. Her eyes blazed with a fervor matched only by the desert sun overhead.
Olivia's fingers itched to reach out and grasp the truth from the air, but she remained hidden in the shadows, a specter on the edge of the heated exchange. Beads of sweat gathered at her temple, a testament to the rising tension that mirrored the climbing temperature.
The sudden vibration in Olivia's pocket jolted her like a lightning strike. Her phone trembled against her thigh, startling her. The interruption caused both Nathan and Rachel to pause, their eyes flickering toward the direction of the sound. Olivia ducked and prayed they hadn’t seen her.
A hasty glance at her phone revealed a new text message. One she'd been waiting on at that. 
Xavier Knight. 
Club owner of The Hive, their last victim had gone to the club just hours before her death and Olivia wanted to cover all her bases and question the owner. Asking questions and seeing where they led was the only way to get to the bottom of any of this.
Out of fear that Nathan and Rachel might still be there, Olivia steadied herself and drew in a deep breath. She had two options: go back inside and wait for them to leave, or pretend she had just walked out of the Tolleson precinct for the first time. Eager to question Mr. Knight, Olivia decided that the latter was the best option. There was no time to waste. 
And more than just the investigation questions nagged at her now. No, Olivia was flooded with the need to know why her name was brought up in that argument. And how she could be connected in any other capacity than she was currently. Oliva must have heard wrong. That had to be it. 
The redhead stepped away from her hiding spot,  the sun-drenched asphalt radiating heat beneath her boots. The atmosphere crackled with a tension palpable enough to raise hairs. But she strode forward.
The question hung in the air like the whispered warning of a storm on the horizon. Were they still there? Watching?
"Olivia." The syllables of her name slithered through the stifling air, and she pivoted on her heel, locking eyes with Nathan. His steps were measured, each footfall ratcheting up the suspense as if echoing the rhythmic pulse of an impending revelation.
As he drew closer to her, Olivia was careful to make eye contact with him and not to act out of the ordinary. The last thing Olivia wanted was to raise any flags that she was the one standing out there eavesdropping on his conversation with Rachel.
Nathan's head canted to the side, his gaze fixated on Olivia like a predator assessing its prey. The air grew taut with an undercurrent of suspense, the tension between them palpable. His expression was reminiscent of a dog trying to decipher unfamiliar commands.
"You look like you're on a mission," his voice held an edge as if he was privy to secrets he wasn't sharing. "Where are ya headed?" His words hung in the air, charged with an electricity that sent a shiver down Olivia's spine.
In the fraction of a moment that followed, Olivia's mind raced. She stood on a precipice, the choice she made now had the power to either shield her intentions or lay her vulnerabilities bare. The stakes were high, and every word she chose was a piece of a puzzle she was crafting on the fly.
Her eyebrows rose with calculated care, a mask of nonchalance she donned to hide the racing of her pulse. Arms crossed defensively over her chest, she met his probing gaze with a mix of challenge and caution.
"I do believe that is none of your business, Steele," she replied, her voice cool. Every word was a calculated step, a chess piece moved into place on a board of uncertainties.
A ghost of a smirk danced on his lips, a subtle acknowledgment of the game they were entangled in. "Oh, we're back to icing me out, I see," he retorted, his tone heavy with a blend of annoyance and amusement. "Fine, have it your way."
With a calculated step backward, he moved away, seemingly relenting. But just as Olivia's guard eased ever so slightly, the scene escalated in a flash that caught her off guard. He had maneuvered around her squad car, and as her brain scrambled to process the shift, he was already in the passenger seat.
The moment held the air of a well-choreographed thriller, each action executed with a precision that left Olivia's heart racing. The car door clicked shut, the sound reverberating like a punctuation mark at the end of an enigmatic sentence.
Closing her eyes, Olivia drew a deep breath to steady her racing heart. Nathan was unrelenting in getting under her skin and ensuring that he was included in every step she made. It was aggravating but she didn't have time or energy to fight. 
Olivia found herself at a crossroads between intrigue and caution. Nathan's actions were unpredictable, his motives veiled. With a calculated exhale, she squared her shoulders and got into the driver's side. She didn't dare look at Nathan whom she was certain wore a smug look on his face. 
Instead, Olivia focused on the drive and not giving him an inch. 





[image: image-placeholder]











Chapter Eight


Olivia stood before The Hive, a nightclub that lived up to its name. The building was a marvel of architecture, its curved walls and hexagonal shape resembling a giant beehive. Its sheer size was impressive, towering over the surrounding buildings with four floors and a glass roof. The honey-gold exterior was adorned with black trim, and the club's logo, a stylized bee with the letters TH emblazoned on its wings, shone above the entrance. 
As she gazed up at the imposing structure, Olivia couldn't help but feel small in comparison. The hum of the city buzzed around her, but all she could focus on was the sound of her heartbeat. Nathan's presence beside her did little to ease her nerves, and the ride over had been painfully silent.
“I’m not sure what I expected when she said…” Olivia gestured towards the club, “But it wasn't this. A literal beehive.”
Nathan's shrug was a half-hearted attempt at nonchalance, but his eyes betrayed his surprise. Olivia knew that he was just as awed by the sight before them as she was.
“What? I don't make it a habit to come out to Tolleson that often, let alone a nightclub. Just isn’t my scene.”
“Shocker.” Nathan's chuckle grated on her nerves.
He pulled open the door, and Olivia stepped forward, eager to escape their awkward silence. But as she reached the entrance, the door slammed shut in her face. She recoiled, the force of the impact jarring her senses. Her eyes narrowed in anger as she pushed open the door and stepped inside, leaving Nathan's laughter ringing in her ears.
The moment Olivia stepped inside The Hive, she was hit with a wave of sensory overload. The thumping music reverberated through the club, pounding against her chest. The pulsing lights flashed in every direction, illuminating the dark corners of the room. The air was thick with the scent of alcohol and sweat, creating a pungent aroma that clung to her skin.
As her eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, Olivia took in the stunning interior of the club. The hexagonal shape of the building created a unique layout, with each floor overlooking the one below. The walls were adorned with hexagonal honeycomb-shaped panels that cast a warm, yellow glow across the club.
The furniture was sleek and modern, with low sofas and high-top tables lining the perimeter of each floor. The colors inside were mostly black, with accents of dark yellow that added a sense of danger and excitement.
Olivia's gaze swept across the dance floor below, packed with bodies contorting to the beat. She couldn't help but feel a sense of detachment as she watched the sweaty bodies move in unison. She had missed out on years of going out dancing due to being a young mother, but she didn't feel like she had missed anything important.
Olivia noticed several private rooms with glass walls on the higher floors, creating an exclusive feel. People were lounging inside, some drinking, while others seemed to be engaging in more illicit activities. The sense of danger grew stronger, and Olivia couldn't shake the feeling that something sinister was happening just out of sight.
As Olivia made her way up to the second floor, she could see Nathan speaking with a server. When he got the answer he must have been looking for, he looked at her and nudged to the steps. Olivia followed him up to the fourth floor, where they could survey the scene from a higher vantage point.
“You take the right I’ll go left.”
The sharp look she gave him almost dared him to object. But instead, Nathan nodded.
That was easy. 
Weaving through the throngs of bodies on the dance floor, Olivia's senses were on high alert as she scanned the room for Xavier. The beat of the music reverberated through her bones, and the smell of alcohol and sweat filled her nostrils. She felt a jolt of adrenaline as a voice cut through the noise, and she looked up to see him standing before her.
Xavier's black suit seemed to accentuate his sharp features, and Olivia couldn't help but feel a shiver of apprehension run down her spine. His eyes locked onto hers, and for a moment, she was frozen in place.
Despite her unease, Olivia couldn't deny the undeniable charisma that emanated from Xavier. He was like a magnet, drawing her in with his confident demeanor and smug smirk. She could sense the danger that lurked beneath his polished exterior, but she found herself unable to look away.
As he spoke, his words were measured and smooth, but Olivia could detect a steel edge to his voice. It was clear that he was a man who was used to getting what he wanted, no matter the cost.
Olivia's eyes traveled up and down his chiseled frame, unable to deny the physical presence that he commanded. His dark hair was slicked back, and his jawline was sharp enough to cut through steel. She felt a flush of heat rise to her cheeks, despite her better judgment.
At that moment, Olivia realized that she was both drawn to and repelled by Xavier.
She knew that he was dangerous, but there was a magnetic pull that she couldn't resist. As she stood there, watching him with wary eyes, Olivia couldn't help but wonder what kind of trouble he was going to bring into her life.
“Detective Steele and this is my partner Detective Collins,” Nathan’s voice cut through her thoughts. She’d almost forgotten she’d come here with him. He had appeared out of nowhere, it made her a bit worried. Was she so caught up in Xavier that Olivia hadn’t noticed her surroundings? So caught up that she didn’t even catch that Nathan introduced her as his partner. Her face contorted with a palpable glower.
“We’d like to ask you a few questions,” Nathan continued.
“Absolutely detectives, anything I can do to help.”
Olivia wondered if he realized he was considered a suspect in a murder and if he’d still be cooperative when they told him. They usually lawyered up when they were told they were a suspect. Smart on their end but annoying on her end. It was an obstacle that Olivia was careful to ensure it didn’t happen. One of those red tape things she took risks on. Red tape was a safety net but damn if it didn’t impede investigations.
Xavier led them to a private room. A feeling of familiarity struck her the moment she stepped inside and yet she’d never been here before. Olivia recalled the man in a black suit from her vision and if she were a betting woman, she’d place it right on Xavier Knight.
Nathan took a seat offered but Olivia stayed standing. She pulled out two photos, one of each victim.
“Have you seen either of these young women before?”
His response held little significance to the detective, but what truly mattered was the expression on his face. Olivia carefully observed the observer. Behind a carefully placed facade, Collins saw the flicker of recognition when he looked at both photos. But he looked up, that facade in place even still.
“Can’t say that I have, detectives.”
He looked right at Olivia, and she could have sworn she saw a hint of a smirk playing on those lips of his.
“They were both last seen here in your club.”
Xavier laughed. “As you can easily see, we have a lot of people here in the club. A lot of faces that come and go.” He placed a hand on his chest. “I’ve never seen either of these women, but I didn’t say that meant they’d never been here before.”
This wasn’t his first rodeo. He was simply wasting their time and it was clear he wasn’t going to give them anything to work with. But something about this man was going to be Olivia’s undoing and she hated that she couldn’t put a finger on why.
“Where were you the night before last?” she asked.
Xavier paused but his composure never fell. He’d had years to practice this facade, Olivia decided. And this wasn’t his first run-in with the law either, so he knew what to expect.
All little things she could tell just from looking at him and the way he held himself. His ego told her that he thought he was above the law.
“I was with a friend,” he answered finally with a slow crawl of a shit-eating grin on his face. Olivia had to refrain from rolling her eyes.
“We’re going to need that friend’s name.” Nathan had his pen and paper at the ready.
Xavier gave the name to Nathan but kept eye contact with Olivia. It was like he was trying to unnerve her. And it almost worked but she, too, had many years to perfect her facade. Even if it was beginning to chip away the longer, she stood in that room with him.
With a deep exhale, Olivia was ready to take her leave before she said something she would later regret. “We’d like to see the security footage from inside the club if you wouldn’t mind.” She forced a smile.
Xavier smirked and she wanted to rip it right off his face. “Whatever you need, detective.” Up to this point, she was managing her composure well enough. But it was fraying with every second in the same room as that man.
With a sharp exhale, Olivia turned and stalked towards the door. She could feel her blood boiling, her face flushed with emotion. Her steps were heavy and deliberate, each one punctuated by the slam of her boots against the floor.
With a sharp tug, Olivia yanked the door open, the hinges groaning in protest at the force. The sound reverberated down the empty hallway, thunderous punctuation to her mounting anger.
She stormed out of the room, the sound of her footsteps echoing in her ears as she stalked away.
Her mind raced with the details of the case, and the thought of the killer still being at large made her blood boil. If they failed to book him for this murder, she knew she would take matters into her own hands. The prospect of meting out justice herself both terrified and exhilarated her.
Olivia felt a surge of adrenaline as she thought of Xavier Knight, the man responsible for so much suffering. The thought of ridding the world of him was tempting, almost intoxicating. She imagined the satisfaction of seeing him pay for his crimes, the relief that would come from knowing that justice had been served.
So consumed in her irritation, Olivia didn’t object when Nathan offered to drive. Chewing on her lip, she stared out the window in silence on the drive back to the station.
Nathan pulled into the front of the station but didn’t get out.
“You know, you shouldn’t let him get under your skin like that.”
Olivia shot him a look. “You don’t think I know that? Not letting suspects get under your skin isn’t a new concept to me, rookie.” Every word bit, her body tense. Then she drew in a deep breath and exhaled. “Sorry.”
It was rare that someone could get under her skin so easily. Something she’d prided herself in was being able to hide her emotions but in that room with Knight was like a switch flipped.
Like she’d been a bomb waiting for the right hair to be triggered. And he knew which line to cut to set her off.
There was something familiar about his voice, his scent, and even that stupid smirk of his. But as she pulled at every memory she could, nothing came to the forefront.
Silence had fallen between them at that moment, and Nathan broke it.
“I wanted to punch his face if that makes you feel any better.”
Oliva laughed and laughed and laughed some more.
“Yes, Steele, it does.”
More than he realized.
Olivia stole a fleeting glance at Nathan, the corners of her lips curling into a subtle smile. Maybe, in this tumultuous journey ahead, they could find common ground, support in each other's presence, and navigate the treacherous waters together.
Amid everything that threatened to consume her, a flicker of hope ignited—a tiny spark that whispered of unforeseen alliances and the resilience of the human spirit.
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Chapter Nine


Collins let out a frustrated sigh, feeling like they were back to square one with the case after Knight's alibi checked out. She had spent hours interrogating every employee at the club where the victims were last seen, but each one had the same answer - they hadn't seen the girls. It was all too convenient, and Collins couldn't help but feel like they were hiding something. 
While Collins and Nathan had been questioning the employees, Patel and Diaz were reviewing the footage from the club's cameras.
Collins was hopeful that they would find something that could lead them to the killer.
Steele had excused himself the moment they walked into the station, and Olivia didn’t pay him much attention far too drained from questioning everyone.
Tossing her notepad down, she sat on the edge of her desk, her frustration palpable. “Patel, Diaz, please tell me you found something in the footage,” she pleaded.
Patel shook her head. “We have footage of the victims dancing and heading towards the bar, but then we lose them. There are just too many people in the club.”
Collins let out a groan. She needed something, anything, to break this case open. “What about the other floors? Do they have cameras?” she asked.
“Knight claims they only have cameras on the main floor,” Patel responded.
Diaz scoffed. “I call bullshit. No way a guy like Knight wouldn't want to know what's going on in every corner of his club.”
Collins nodded, feeling a glimmer of hope. “Get a subpoena for the whole club. We have enough evidence to convince a judge.”
Diaz nodded, grabbing the phone to start the process. Collins felt a surge of determination - they would catch this killer, no matter what it took.
“Where did Steele run off to?” Oliva scanned around the squad room and bullpen. Why did she care anyway?
Patel shrugged. “Said he had something to take care of.”
Maybe he needed to fix his hair. Or change his shirt into one that fits him. Either way, she shouldn’t care what he did.
Collins knew when to call it a day. She was leaving just as Nathan walked into the squad room. “Hot date?” he asked with a quirked eyebrow in her direction.
“As a matter of fact, I do.” Olivia grinned. He didn’t need to know that said date was a platonic one with her daughter and her mother.
[image: image-placeholder]Dinner with her mother and daughter had become a weekly thing a few years back when the two of them had moved out and into a place of their own. It was both a way to keep in touch and keep that closeness.
Olivia wasn’t sure what to make of her mother dating but Jessica was happy for her so Olivia could be too. Or at least try to be. The other cases she’d been working on rolled through her head, like a movie on repeat.
There were these moments that Olivia could see, hazy as they were, and it always made her even more concerned for those she loved.
The drive back into Phoenix was slow. She pulled into the parking lot of the restaurant. Olivia had let Jessica pick where they ate this time and she had picked an Italian place on 16th street. They’d been there before, the food was good.
She made her way inside, pushing aside the thoughts of the case, of Nathan, and now, of Xavier. How did she manage to get so wrapped up in all this? She blamed being forced with a partner.
The aroma of garlic and tomato wafted through the restaurant as Olivia walked through the door. The dim lighting and soft jazz music created a cozy atmosphere, and she couldn't help but let out a small sigh of relief. She needed this break from the chaos of her job.
When Olivia made it to the table, her daughter and mother both were already seated but rose to greet her with a hug.
“I'm sorry I'm late, I got caught in some traffic.” It had been a little bump-to-bump at one point. But was that really what had made her late? And not that she sat parking lot of the station, lost in her stupid thoughts before she left… What had gotten into her?
Olivia slid in next to her daughter, asking how her classes went for the day. Being forty and having a kid who was in college was something Olivia hadn't envisioned her life twenty-two years ago before she gave birth to Jessica. But she also didn't plan to get pregnant in high school either.
As they placed their orders, Olivia couldn't shake the nagging feeling in the back of her mind. She knew her mother had been seeing someone new, but she hadn't brought it up yet.
As they waited for their food, Olivia's mother began to fidget in her seat, glancing at her daughter with a nervous expression. Olivia knew what was coming before her mother even opened her mouth.
“Olivia, there's something I need to tell you,” her mother’s voice was barely above a whisper.
Olivia's heart dropped. She had a feeling this conversation wasn't going to be an easy one.
“What is it, Mom?” Olivia asked, bracing herself.
“I've been seeing someone,” her mother said, her eyes darting away from Olivia's gaze.
Olivia tried to keep a calm composure. Thankfully, Jessica had warned her so that her reaction wouldn’t be so harsh. 
“Who is he?” Olivia asked, trying to keep the edge out of her voice.
“His name is Richard,” her mother said, still avoiding her gaze.
Olivia offered a smile to ease the tension. “Well, if he makes you happy, Mom, then I'm happy.”
Her mother's shoulders dropped, and the edges of her mouth curved upwards. Her blue eyes twinkled as she looked back at Olivia, who felt a stab of guilt that her mother had been so nervous to share her news. A ball of dread began to form in the pit of her stomach.
“Hopefully I’ll get to meet him soon?” Olivia was proud of herself for not asking for Richard’s last name. But she also knew she had other ways of finding this out. For now, she’d allow her mother her happiness and not try to be overprotective.
“I did try to introduce you to him at last week’s dinner but you obviously couldn’t make it,” her mother said, a warm smile reached her eyes, revealing a kindness that had comforted Olivia throughout her life. The years had etched gentle lines upon her face, a testament to a life well lived and the hardships she had endured. “But yes, soon.”
There was a strength in her mother's presence, an unwavering resilience that defied the passage of time. Her silver-streaked hair framed her face, adding an air of wisdom to her features.
Olivia couldn't help but admire the grace with which her mother carried herself, radiating a quiet strength that had weathered countless storms. It was in her mother's embrace that Olivia had found solace, a haven from the chaos of the world. Even now, as they faced the newest challenges life had thrown their way, her mother remained a pillar of unwavering support.
The rest of the night unfolded in a comforting rhythm. Jessica's enthusiasm filled the air as she eagerly shared stories of her classes and animatedly recounted every detail of her job shadowing with the Medical Examiner.
Olivia couldn't help but be captivated by her daughter's vibrant energy, a welcome distraction from the weight of the ongoing case that had consumed her thoughts.
As Jessica animatedly spoke, her grandmother listened attentively, her eyes filled with pride and genuine interest. Olivia watched the interplay between them, grateful for the bond they shared and the support her mother provided to both of them. It was moments like these that reminded Olivia of the importance of family, of the joy that came from being fully present in the lives of her loved ones.
Amidst the laughter and animated conversation, Olivia made a mental note to ask Jessica about her classes more often. She realized that amidst the chaos and demands of her work, she had unintentionally let her curiosity slip away. But at this moment, surrounded by the warmth of her family, she knew that the case could wait.
[image: image-placeholder]Jessica's decision to spend the night with her grandmother meant that Olivia would be home alone. The prospect of having the evening to herself seemed like precisely what Detective Olivia Collins needed. The weight of the case and thoughts of Nathan and Xavier continued to swirl in her mind, refusing to grant her any respite.
With a mix of anticipation and reluctance, Olivia poured herself a generous glass of wine. The rich aroma filled the air, tantalizing her senses. She knew it was a temporary escape, a fleeting comfort from the turmoil within.
Next, she turned her attention to the bath, the sound of running water filling the room. Steam billowed from the tub, its warmth beckoning her tired body. The tension in her muscles seemed to cry out for release, and she couldn't resist the allure of the relaxing soak.
As she stepped into the hot water, it enveloped her, soothing her skin and inviting her to let go. The thoughts of the case, of Nathan, and of the pressure to work alone consumed her mind. She couldn't deny that Nathan had proven himself to be a valuable ally, even though she remained stubbornly attached to the idea of solitude.
There was an inner conflict within Olivia, a battle between her desire for independence and the acknowledgment that having a partner had its benefits. She longed to prove to Mike Colson and herself that she could handle the weighty case alone, that she didn't need someone constantly by her side.
Submerging herself beneath the water, Olivia sought temporary refuge from her swirling thoughts. But instead of finding tranquility, she found herself confronted with a desperate need for air. Emerging from the depths, she brushed the soapy suds from her face and reached for the glass of wine, seeking solace in its smooth taste.
She realized the trouble she was in, the danger of letting Nathan occupy her thoughts so persistently. It threatened to cloud her judgment, to compromise her focus on the case. Olivia knew she needed to find a way to push him aside, to regain her mental clarity and control.
At that moment, with the weight of her troubles bearing down on her, Olivia took a sip of wine and vowed to herself that she would find a way to navigate through the treacherous waters of her emotions.
The path ahead was uncertain, but she was determined to persevere and prove that she could overcome both external and internal challenges as she pursued justice.
Olivia drained the tub and got out.
The towel clung tightly to Olivia's trembling form as her senses went into overdrive.
The hair on the back of her neck prickled, a warning sign that sent a chill down her spine. Her eyes darted to the bathroom doorway, calculating the distance to her room where her gun lay locked away in a safe.
With each creak of the floor, her heart pounded faster, fueling the adrenaline coursing through her veins.
Her mind raced, weighing the possibilities that hung in the air. Was it an intruder, lurking just beyond her line of sight? A potential threat that had breached the sanctity of her home? Or was it merely a trick played by the whimsical gusts of wind?
Securing the towel corner tightly, Olivia moved with stealth, her steps light as she approached the edge of the doorway. She cast a cautious gaze into the darkness of her apartment, searching for any signs of intrusion.
But there was no one to be seen. Yet, the hair on the back of her neck still stood on end, refusing to let go of the unsettling feeling that she was being watched.
Time seemed to slow as the floor creaked again, each sound reverberating through her being. Her heart raced, a steady rhythm of anticipation and fear.
Holding her breath, Olivia took a calculated risk, darting towards her room, her feet barely making a sound on the floor. With practiced precision, her fingers danced across the keypad of the safe, the metallic click signaling the release of her only means of defense.
The seconds dragged on, an eternity of silence that hung heavy in the air. No footsteps echoed through the apartment. No voices whispered their presence.
But then, just as Olivia began to let her guard down, her heart skipped a beat, jolted by the distinct sound of the sliding glass door opening. The eerie quietude of the night shattered, sending an electric surge of alarm down her spine.
Gun raised and adrenaline surging, Olivia moved with calculated steps down the hallway, her senses on high alert. Every corner of her apartment was meticulously checked, her gaze sweeping overshadows and obscured spaces.
With bated breath, she approached the sliding glass door, her eyes piercing the darkness beyond.
The curtain swayed gently in the breeze, but there was no other movement.
No intruder lurking in the night.
Olivia's eyes traveled up and down the fire escape, listening intently for any trace of footsteps. Nothing. Just the lingering echoes of her pounding heart.
A surge of anger shot through her veins as she touched the railing of the balcony, an unfamiliar emotion coursing through her like a bolt of lightning.
She withdrew her hand abruptly, sensing that the anger did not belong to her, but to the intruder who had violated her sanctuary.
Driven by curiosity and a need to uncover the truth, Olivia grasped the railing again.
A vision unfolded before her eyes, flickering like a distant memory. The mountainous desert, the cabin. Recognition flickered within her, a connection to a place she knew too well. And just as quickly as it appeared, the vision vanished, leaving her with a blend of relief and unease.
The open door stood as a stark reminder of the ever-present dangers that lurked in the shadows. Olivia's resolve hardened as she gripped her gun tighter, ready to face whatever challenges lay in her path. She knew she couldn't let fear consume her. Her duty as a detective demanded she confront the unknown, unmask the secrets, and reclaim the safety of her domain.
Olivia contemplated putting a call in, getting it on record, and going through the whole police report road.
The intrusion felt personal, violating the haven she had created for herself and her daughter. As conflicting thoughts swirled in her mind, she reached for the phone, her fingers hovering over the dial pad.
Part of her was tempted to handle it on her own, relying on her detective instincts and years of experience. She was accustomed to keeping things close to the chest, shielding herself from vulnerability.
But the protective instinct of a mother overpowered her guarded nature. Jessica's safety was paramount, and she couldn't ignore the possibility that her daughter might be at risk.
With a determined sigh, Olivia picked up the receiver and dialed the number that would connect her to the precinct. As the line rang, her mind raced with the anticipated questions and paperwork that would follow. The process could be tedious, and she was well aware of the skepticism and scrutiny that often accompanied such reports. But she knew it was necessary.
She reasoned with herself, reminding the hardened side of her that this was about protecting her loved ones. Her daughter deserved the full extent of her dedication as a mother, and that meant involving the authorities when their safety was in question. Olivia recognized the importance of having a record and establishing a trial that would hold anyone responsible for the intrusion accountable.
As the call connected, Olivia's voice remained steady, her professional demeanor in place as she reported the break-in, providing details and answering the necessary questions. She carefully documented each piece of information, ensuring that nothing would be overlooked. It was a step towards seeking justice and ensuring the safety of her home, her sanctuary.
While part of her resented the vulnerability that came with opening up about the incident, she found solace in knowing that she had taken action.
The hardened walls of armor she had built around herself were momentarily breached, allowing a glimpse of the motherly side that was fiercely protective.
As she hung up the phone, Olivia felt a mix of emotions. There was a sense of relief, knowing that the incident was now on record and that the necessary measures would be taken to investigate and prevent any further intrusions. But there was also a lingering unease, the reminder that danger could be lurking closer than she had anticipated.
Regardless, Olivia was determined to stand her ground, protect what was hers, and face the challenges head-on. She would navigate the complexities of her dual nature, embracing the strength of both the hardened detective and the loving mother within her.
The thought lingered in Olivia's mind for too long, tugging at her curiosity and demanding a resolution. The cabin, a haunting reminder of the horrors she endured, loomed in her thoughts like a dark cloud. It was time to confront that nightmare head-on, to face the demons that had plagued her every night.
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Chapter Ten


Olivia stood before the weathered cabin, her heart pounding in her chest. It had been a year since she had set foot in this place, a year since she had escaped the clutches of her captor. The memories were etched deeply in her mind, and now, as she approached the cabin, they surged forward, threatening to overwhelm her. 
The scent of pine mingled with the damp earth, creating a distinctive aroma that filled her nostrils. It was a smell she had associated with fear and desperation during her time here. Every breath reminded her of the stifling air that had suffocated her, leaving her gasping for release.
The wooden door, worn and splintered, creaked as she pushed it open. The sound echoed in her ears, sending shivers down her spine. Each creak was a haunting reminder of the countless times she had heard it before, a symphony of torment and confinement.
The dim light filtered through the dirty windows, casting eerie shadows across the room. Dust particles danced in the air, catching the faint rays of sunlight. Olivia's eyes, sharp and vigilant, scanned the room, taking in every detail. The cracked walls, the peeling paint, and the worn furniture all bore witness to the passage of time, yet they carried an undeniable weight of her past.
As she moved further into the cabin, her fingertips brushed against the cold, rough surface of the wooden table. The touch sent a shiver down her spine, reminding her of the restraints that had bound her to this very spot. The grooves and scratches etched into the table were a testament to her struggle, a visual record of her fight for freedom.
Her footsteps echoed in the silence, the sound amplified by the emptiness of the space. Each step brought forth echoes of her captor's heavy boots, his presence lurking in the recesses of her memory. The wooden floorboards creaked beneath her weight as if whispering secrets she wished to forget.
A gust of wind rattled the window frames, causing the curtains to flutter. The sound was reminiscent of the chilling drafts that had crept through the cracks, chilling her to the bone. Goosebumps rose on her skin, a visceral reaction to the touch of the unseen.
Olivia's gaze settled on the narrow staircase that led to the upper level. She remembered the feeling of dread that had consumed her each time she was forced to ascend those steps, never knowing what horrors awaited her. It was a climb she had taken countless times, her heart racing with anticipation and fear.
Every corner of the cabin seemed to hold a ghostly presence, a reminder of the torment she had endured. The flickering candle on the dusty shelf, the rusted chains hanging on the wall, even the faint whisper of the wind through the cracks—all served as harbingers of her captivity as if the very essence of the cabin had absorbed her suffering.
Olivia stood at the center of an emotional storm, her heart battered by the relentless onslaught of conflicting feelings. Each emotion raged within her, colliding and swirling like a hurricane that refused to show mercy. Anguish clashed with determination, fear battled with resilience, and doubt tangled with unwavering resolve.
It was as if her very being had become a battleground, the tempest of emotions threatening to consume her. Waves of sadness crashed against the shores of her soul, threatening to pull her under with their overwhelming weight. Yet, amidst the chaos, a flicker of hope fought to stay aflame, a tiny beacon of light amidst the turbulent darkness.
The hurricane within her tore at the fabric of her being, leaving her feeling raw and exposed. She struggled to find solid ground, to anchor herself amidst the tempestuous sea of emotions.
It was a battle she fought with every ounce of her being, refusing to surrender to the overwhelming forces that sought to engulf her.
Overwhelmed and unable to contain the turmoil within, she sank to her knees, pressing her hands tightly against her ears in a desperate attempt to drown out the deafening noise that echoed within her soul. And then, as if in response to her anguish, a scream erupted from her lips, a primal release of all the pent-up pain and frustration that had consumed her.
But amid her despair, two strong hands reached out, gripping her arms with unwavering determination. They shook her gently, coaxing her back to the present moment. Slowly, Olivia's eyes fluttered open, and there, knelt before her, was Nathan. His presence was a lifeline amidst the raging tempest within her.
How did he find her? Why was he here? How did he get here? So many questions flooded her mind. 
Her tear-filled eyes locked with his, finding solace in the familiarity of his gaze. The hurricane within her began to subside, its violent winds slowly diminishing in intensity. 
A silent understanding passed between them. 
But Olivia still didn’t want a partner. 
[image: image-placeholder]“Why didn’t you tell me that someone broke into your apartment last night?” Nathan's voice was filled with hurt and confusion, echoing in the car. 
The kind of loaded silence that came between them made Olivia fight even harder to keep up her walls.
Olivia didn’t dare look at him, her eyes fixed on something much more important outside the window of the car. How could she say that the reason she didn’t was because she was afraid of what it meant? Or that he consumed her thoughts in such an unhealthy manner that reaching out to him, like any good partner would, seemed impossible. Out of character, a mythical creature. 
Telling him the moment it happened would mean she’d have to face the fact that Nathan was chipping away at that armor she so carefully built and he wasn’t even doing a damn thing.
As she fixated on anything but him, Olivia couldn’t help but think that the walls were caving in on her, and she wasn’t sure how to stop it. 
“Because I didn’t feel it was important.” Her eyes were still focused out the window - anywhere but him. Those walls of hers had gone up the moment she walked out of that cabin. Allowing him to see a side of her she never wanted anyone else to see made her ensure those walls couldn’t come down again. 
Even if he had a sledgehammer, ready to aim and destroy. 
Out of the corner of her eye, Olivia noticed his knuckles turn white as he gripped the steering wheel harder than necessary. She had thought nothing of it when he offered to drive her back home but now she couldn't help but wonder why he wasn't in his car. What brought him out to the mountainous desert, like she was? 
Too many questions without answers and she knew deep down what she needed to do to get them but she feared those answers more than anything else. Olivia Collins was too afraid of what she could find out and wasn't ready to face it.
Nathan's jaw clenched, the muscles in his arm bulging as he tightly gripped the steering wheel. “You are important,” he said through gritted teeth. “You're my partner, Olivia. We're in this together.” His gaze flickered towards her, his eyes burning with intensity. “We're a team, and I need you to trust me.”
Olivia's heart skipped a beat at his words, her mind warring between the urge to push him away and the desire to let him in. She had been burned before, let down by those she trusted the most. The scars of her past were still raw, the wounds too deep to ignore. But something in Nathan's voice, in the way he looked at her, made her want to believe in him.
Yet, as she looked at him, his strong features etched with determination, Olivia couldn't deny the pull she felt toward him. She had spent so long alone, fighting her battles solo, that the idea of having someone by her side was both terrifying and enticing.
The tension in the car was thick, suffocating. Olivia felt like she was drowning in a sea of conflicting emotions, the walls she had built around her heart proving ineffective against Nathan's persistence. She knew deep down that he was right, They were partners, and she needed to trust him if they were going to solve this case.
But Detective Olivia Collins wasn't ready. And she wasn't sure she ever would be. Right?
The car pulled up in front of her apartment complex. Had time gone by so fast that they were already here? Had she lost track of that much time?
They sat in the stillness, the weight of unspoken words lingering between them. Olivia's heart pounded in her chest as she tried to steady her racing thoughts. The lump in her throat made it difficult to find her voice, but she knew she had to address the questions that hung in the air.
Nathan's voice broke the silence, his words tinged with a hint of unease “I’ll, uh, catch a cab back,” he offered a subtle gesture that revealed his internal struggle.
Her grip tightened on the door handle, her fingers searching for some semblance of stability. She needed to find the courage to face the truth and uncover the hidden secrets in the mountainous desert. And now, with Nathan's presence intertwined with her investigation, the questions burned even brighter in her mind.
As she opened the car door, Olivia's gaze met Nathan's, a mixture of curiosity and concern swirling in his eyes. The moment's intensity hung in the air, urging her to speak her mind and seek the answers she desperately needed. 
She opened her mouth to speak, to ask those questions that she needed answers to. 
But she couldn't bring herself to face those answers, her fear outweighing her curiosity. The thought of unraveling the truth held a weight she wasn't ready to bear, uncertain of the implications it could have on her life and the fragile bond between her and Nathan. It was easier to remain silent, bury the questions deep within, and pretend they didn't exist.
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Chapter Eleven


As Olivia hurriedly stepped out of the squad car and through the main door of the apartment complex, a sense of disappointment washed over Olivia. She couldn't help but feel like a coward, succumbing to the pattern of running away from difficult truths. From the pain of losing Tim years ago, to the trauma she had experienced a year ago, and now, from the unsettling feelings stirred within her by Nathan Steele. 
Denial had become her refuge, a way to shield herself from the complexities of life and the potential heartache that awaited her. It was a recurring theme, an instinctual response born out of self-preservation. But deep down, she knew that running away wouldn't make the truth disappear. It would only prolong the inevitable.
With a heavy sigh, Olivia acknowledged the weight of her choices as she claimed the stairs to the third floor. She had chosen the path of avoidance, opting for temporary solace over the difficult journey of self-discovery. The unanswered questions would continue to haunt her, and the unspoken emotions between her and Nathan would remain suspended in the air.
As she closed the door of her apartment behind her, Olivia couldn't shake the nagging feeling that her actions would have consequences. The road ahead would be filled with uncertainties and missed opportunities. But for now, she retreated into the comfort of her apartment, unsure of what the future held and how her decision would shape her relationship with Nathan.
The seed of doubt grew steadily, casting shadows over her once-firm beliefs. She questioned whether her insistence on going it alone was a defense mechanism or a genuine reflection of her desires. Was her resistance to a partner rooted in fear or a genuine belief that she could handle everything on her own?
Frustrated with the war she waged in herself, Olivia succumbed to the call of the bottle of wine. She couldn't deny that the stress and emotional weight of the case had taken a toll on her, pushing her to seek solace in the comforting embrace of alcohol. Pouring herself a hefty glass, she acknowledged that it had been a long time since a case had driven her to drink so consistently.
She knew she was toeing a dangerous line, relying on alcohol as a crutch to escape the weight of her responsibilities and the complexities of her emotions. Yet, at that moment, it offered a fleeting sense of relief, a reprieve from the relentless demands of her profession and the inner battles she faced.
Olivia silently acknowledged the need to find healthier coping mechanisms, to address the underlying issues rather than seeking refuge in the bottom of a glass. But for now, she allowed herself this indulgence.
Leaving behind the empty glass of wine, Olivia made her way down the hallway, her steps soft and purposeful. The weight of the day clung to her like a heavy shroud, and she longed for a moment of respite, a chance to cleanse both her body and soul. The bathroom beckoned her with its familiar comfort, offering the promise of a soothing retreat from the chaos that had consumed her.
As she entered the bathroom, the warm glow of the dimmed lights enveloped her, casting a tranquil ambiance. Olivia couldn't help but feel a sense of relief as turned on the water and watched as the tub filled with steaming water that held the promise of washing away the burdens of the day.
Without hesitation, she began to shed the weight of her clothes, letting them fall to the floor in a forgotten heap. The cares and worries of the outside world seemed to fade into the background as she stepped into the comforting embrace of the hot water. The tendrils of warmth wrapped around her, soothing her tired muscles and easing the tension that had settled within her.
As she submerged herself in the enveloping warmth, Olivia closed her eyes, allowing her mind to drift away from the trials and tribulations that plagued her existence. The gentle ripples of the water caressed her skin, creating a rhythmic symphony that matched the steady rhythm of her breathing. 
With each passing minute, the weight of the day began to dissolve, carried away by the gentle currents of the water. Thoughts of cases, partners, and the complexities of her emotions receded, replaced by a tranquil stillness that washed over her. It was a brief interlude but for Olivia, it was enough.
As Olivia's lungs cried out for air, a growing panic seized her. She pushed against the water's resistance, struggling to break free from its suffocating embrace. The once-soothing sanctuary now felt like a suffocating prison, trapping her beneath its surface.
Her heart raced, pounding in her chest as desperation fueled her efforts. She kicked and thrashed, desperately clawing at the water, searching for an escape route. But each attempt seemed futile as if an invisible force held her firmly in its grip.
The seconds felt like an eternity as Olivia's vision blurred and darkness encroached at the edges. Fear and urgency coursed through her veins, driving her to fight against unseen restraints. She summoned every ounce of strength, every reserve of willpower, determined to break free from this watery prison.
Olivia managed to break through the surface. Gasping for air, her body convulsed with a mixture of relief and exhaustion. Water cascaded off her trembling form as she clung to the edge of the tub, her knuckles turning white from the intensity of her grip.
Her heart pounded in her ears, a reminder of the fragile balance between life and the suffocating depths. She took long, desperate breaths, filling her lungs with the precious oxygen that had eluded her just moments before. Gradually, the panic subsided, replaced by a profound sense of gratitude for her survival.
Olivia emerged from the tub of water, her body trembling with the remnants of fear and adrenaline. The once-inviting bath now held a haunting presence, a reminder of the thin line that separates tranquility from peril. With a mix of trepidation and determination, she knew that she had narrowly escaped a fate that could have swallowed her whole.
As she stood there, dripping with water and shaken to her core, Olivia couldn't shake the feeling that there was something more to this harrowing experience. It lingered in the depths of her mind, an unsettling notion that this was not just a random occurrence. There was a message, a warning perhaps, lurking beneath the surface.
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Amidst the chaos of her thoughts and the weight of her resistance, Olivia clung to her unwavering belief, shielding herself from the vulnerability that partnership entailed. Even if Nathan had seen her at her most vulnerable. It was better to float down that river of denial than to come to terms with what it meant.
Suppressing the swirling thoughts, Olivia stepped into the bustling bullpen. As she entered, her gaze was met with Detective Maya Patel, who sported an exuberant grin stretching from ear to ear. The sheer joy radiating from Maya's expression was akin to that of a child unwrapping the most extraordinary gift on Christmas morning.
Patel's expression wavered, and Olivia's anticipation mingled with a hint of apprehension. “Give me the bad news first,” she urged, knowing that facing the worst upfront would clear the path for any glimmers of hope that followed.
“We couldn't catch Knight with either of the victims,” Patel confessed, a sense of frustration tinting her words. The revelation hit Olivia hard, her determination to apprehend Xavier Knight wavering. Dead ends with suspects were never welcome and coupled with her current struggle to access her visions, it seemed catching Xavier in the act would be an arduous task.
“And the good news?” Olivia inquired, her voice betraying a deeper yearning for a positive turn of events. The weight of anticipation settled upon her shoulders.
“We have evidence placing both victims at the club,” Patel answered. As Olivia observed Diaz eating his sandwich, her hunger resurfaced, a reminder that she had neglected to grab a meal before diving into her thoughts, disrupting her usual routine.
Detective Nathan Steele entered the room, his presence immediately capturing Olivia's attention. Their eyes met fleetingly, a silent exchange of understanding before he continued his stride towards the bullpen. Olivia's gaze lingered on him for a moment, a mix of curiosity and familiarity tugging at her, but she quickly refocused her attention on Diaz and Patel.
Her rumbling stomach reminded her of her hunger, and her gaze flickered to the sandwich Diaz was enjoying. An impulsive question slipped from her lips, laced with a hint of playful curiosity. “Where did you get that?” she inquired, gesturing towards the tantalizing sandwich.
Diaz chuckled, taking another bite of his sandwich before replying to Olivia's inquiry. “Oh, this? I swung by that new deli a few blocks away. They make some killer sandwiches. You should try it sometime.”
Olivia's stomach growled again, betraying her hunger. She glanced at her watch, realizing she hadn't eaten all day, too absorbed in the ongoing investigation. “I might just do that,” she replied, a faint smile tugging at the corner of her lips.
Her eyes flickered once again to Nathan, unable to resist stealing another glance at him. Something was captivating about his presence, an undeniable magnetism that pulled at her curiosity. Olivia found herself drawn to his strong yet compassionate demeanor, a combination that both intrigued and unsettled her.
As her gaze lingered on Nathan, she couldn't help but wonder about the intricate layers that comprised him. What were his thoughts, his motivations, hidden beneath that composed exterior? She had witnessed glimpses of his dedication and determination during their partnership, but there was an unspoken depth that she longed to unravel.
Nathan asked about the footage and Patel rehashed for him the good and bad news. Hearing it again made Olivia’s blood boil. And at that moment, she knew her next step.
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The weight of the task at hand settled upon her shoulders, fueling her determination to bring Xavier Knight to justice. She knew that capturing him in the act was the key to finally apprehending him and putting an end to his heinous acts.
As she walked out of the deli, a sense of purpose coursed through Olivia's veins. This stakeout would be an all-night endeavor, a test of her patience and perseverance. She understood the gravity of the situation and the importance of every moment spent watching and waiting for Xavier to reveal his true colors.
Contemplating her next move, Olivia weighed the idea of setting a trap. However, the limited knowledge they possessed about Xavier's victim selection process made it a risky endeavor. While the victims shared certain characteristics, the exact method of his approach remained elusive. Setting a trap prematurely could jeopardize their chances of gathering crucial evidence. It was a decision that required careful consideration.
As she drove to the stakeout location, a sense of unease mingled with her determination. This was an unauthorized operation, and if word reached the captain, she would undoubtedly face the consequences. Yet, Olivia believed that the potential breakthrough they could achieve outweighed the risks.
With her mind focused and her determination unwavering, Olivia prepared herself for a long night of vigilance. 
As the day transitioned into night, the residual heat persisted, leaving a sweltering atmosphere in its wake. Olivia rolled down her car window, inviting a gentle breeze to infiltrate the suffocating interior. The moon hung luminously in the sky, casting a silver glow upon the surroundings as if taunting her with its celestial serenity.
Three long hours had passed since the start of the stakeout, and Olivia's patience was wearing thin. She kept a keen eye on the club, observing the constant ebb and flow of patrons coming and going. Yet, Xavier Knight remained elusive, like a shadow refusing to emerge into the light.
A familiar chill crawled up Olivia's spine, causing the fine hairs on the back of her neck to stand on end, reminiscent of the unsettling sensation she had experienced in her apartment. A surge of apprehension coursed through her veins, alerting her senses to the presence of an unseen observer. With a controlled motion, Olivia tensed her muscles, preparing herself for whatever might unfold.
Without betraying her unease, Olivia subtly scanned her surroundings, her eyes darting from one corner to another. Yet, there was nothing overtly suspicious or out of place that met her gaze. Whoever was watching her had mastered the art of remaining hidden, lurking in the shadows of her blind spots. It was a calculated move, one that only deepened Olivia's intrigue and wariness.
Suppressing the impulse to react or acknowledge her awareness, Olivia maintained her composure, masking any hint of uneasiness.
She continued to go about her business, determined to project an air of normalcy. Ignoring the invisible eyes that trailed her every move, she proceeded with the same measured steps and confident demeanor.
A voice interrupted the tension, its casual tone laced with a touch of sarcasm. “Detective, I didn't take you for a stalker.” Olivia's heart skipped a beat, her attention swiftly focusing on the speaker. It was Nathan, his words delivered with a playful undertone. While he might have been unaware of the real situation, his comment struck a chord within her, adding an unexpected layer of complexity to the moment.
For a brief moment, Olivia entertained the idea of confiding in Nathan, sharing her suspicions and seeking his assistance. However, a flicker of caution held her back. Trust had always been a precarious line for Olivia, and in this high-stakes game of cat and mouse, she couldn't afford to reveal her hand prematurely. Instead, she offered a wry smile, playing along with Nathan's jest.
“Who knows, Detective? Maybe I have a secret side,” Olivia quipped, deflecting the true weight of her concerns. Her words carried a subtle undertone, an unspoken acknowledgment that there was more to the situation than met the eye. With a shared understanding masked by playful banter, Olivia and Nathan continued their exchange, their true intentions concealed beneath the surface.
Deep down, Olivia knew that she had to unravel the mystery on her own, to confront the shadowy figure that watched her from the darkness.
Until then, she would keep her guard up, her senses attuned to the subtlest of cues. The stakes were high, and Olivia was determined to stay one step ahead, even if it meant keeping her secrets close and her allies unknowing.
“How’d you know I’d be here anyways?”
Nathan shrugged. “I didn’t.”
Olivia smiled slowly. “You came to watch him too.”
Nathan chuckled a mischievous glint in his eyes. “Well, I must admit, your ancient detective instincts are rubbing off on me, Collins. Can't let you have all the fun.”
Olivia arched an eyebrow, feigning surprise. “Oh, so you're saying you're finally starting to appreciate my unparalleled investigative skills? Took you long enough, Steele.”
He feigned offense, placing a hand over his heart. “Hey now, I've always admired your skills. Just needed a little push to embrace the stakeout life.”
She smirked, her gaze locking with his. “Well, it's about time you caught up. Who knows, maybe you'll learn a thing or two from watching the master in action.”
Nathan leaned in closer, his voice lowering playfully. “Oh, I have no doubt, Collins. But don't worry, I'll try not to outshine you too much.”
Olivia raised an eyebrow, a playful challenge in her eyes. “Is that a challenge, Steele? Because I never back down from one.”
He grinned, their banter dancing on the edge of flirtation. “Consider it a friendly competition, Collins. May the best detective win.”
While Nathan remained oblivious to Olivia's internal turmoil, she couldn't help but wonder if he held any fragments of insight or hidden knowledge. Their partnership had proven invaluable in the last couple of weeks, and a part of her yearned to confide in him, to share the weight of her burden. But the fear of compromising the investigation and potentially placing him in danger restrained her.
With a forced smile and a deflection, Olivia redirected the conversation onto safer ground, momentarily easing the tension that coiled within her. As their banter carried on, she found solace in the familiar rhythm of their exchanges, a temporary respite from the clandestine forces that lurked in the shadows.
Yet, deep down, Olivia knew that time was of the essence. She couldn't afford to ignore the presence that haunted her, the silent watcher who observed her every move. Determination etched itself onto her features as she made a silent promise to herself. She would uncover the identity of her mysterious observer, no matter the cost.
“Hey, can I ask you something?” Nathan asked.
Olivia noticed a flicker of something in his eyes but she couldn’t put her finger on it.
“Sure.” She tried not to let anything show on her face.
“How do you do it? Being a cop and a mother?” He asked.
Olivia wasn’t expecting that and the look on her face must have said that too because he felt the need to clarify why he was asking.
“I’m raising my brother. Our parents passed away a few years back, and since he was under the age of eighteen, I took him in.” He paused, looking out the window toward the club. “It’s been hard, to say the least.”
A wave of guilt washed over Olivia. She’d never known that he lost his parents and ended up taking in his younger brother in their absence. They were thrust into parenthood without preparing for how hard it’d be.
“I won't sugarcoat it, Nathan,” she began, her voice filled with empathy. “Being a cop and a mother is a constant juggling act, and it's never easy. There are moments when you question if you're doing enough if you're giving them the love and support, they need.”
Nathan nodded, his gaze fixed on a distant memory. “That's exactly how I feel. The constant doubt, the fear of not measuring up.”
Olivia reached out and placed a reassuring hand on his arm. “But here's the thing: no one is perfect at this. We all make mistakes, and we all struggle. The key is to be present, to show up for them, even when you feel like you're falling short.”
He sighed, a mixture of relief and frustration in his voice. “I just wish I could connect with him, truly understand what he's going through.”
“What did you guys bond over before your parents' death?” she asked, hoping to help in some way.
“We didn’t, that’s the problem. We’re twelve years apart and I rarely was around when he was younger because of that age difference.”
It was tough. “I am all for personal boundaries but it might be time to use those detective skills of yours to snoop his room and see if there’s something you can connect over.” She paused. “Or have a conversation with him. Giving sound advice’s hard for me since every child is different.”
Communication was always the best way to get through to Jessica whenever they found each other on different pages. But that didn’t mean it’d work for Nathan and his brother.
Nathan looked thoughtful, his brows furrowed with a mix of apprehension and determination. “I guess it's worth a shot. I just want him to know that I'm here for him, even if it takes time for us to find common ground.”
Olivia stared ahead, her gaze fixed on a distant point, her expression a reflection of the inner turmoil she grappled with. She contemplated the risks they were taking, the potential consequences of their actions, and the lives that hung in the balance. Doubts gnawed at her, threatening to erode her confidence.
“Why are you so against a partner?” Nathan Steele’s words cut through the comfortable silence that settled between them. Olivia's heart skipped a beat, and she felt a pang of vulnerability as Nathan's question pierced through the tranquility. She knew this moment would come when the walls she had carefully constructed around herself would be tested. It was only a matter of time before the past resurfaced, demanding answers she wasn't quite ready to give.
She turned to face him, meeting his gaze with a mix of apprehension and resolve. The memories of that day in the cabin, the pain, and loss that it held, were still fresh in her mind. But she also knew that Nathan deserved to understand, to know why she was so resistant to forming deep attachments and working closely with others.
“It's not that I'm against a partner,” she began, her voice carrying a hint of guardedness. “It's just... complicated.” Olivia paused, choosing her words carefully, her eyes searching his face for any sign of judgment or misunderstanding.
Olivia was hesitant to open up to the man who sat beside her, the man that was her partner presently. But a part of her felt he deserved to know why she loathed the idea of a partner, and what shaped her to feel that way.
Steeling herself, Olivia took a deep breath to delve into the depths of her past, knowing that opening would be both painful and necessary. She turned her gaze towards Nathan, his eyes filled with patience and understanding, giving her the strength to share her truth.
“It's complicated because it's...”
She paused for a moment, memories flooding back with intensity. “I've seen the best of intentions turn sour, trust shattered in an instant. I've witnessed betrayal and the consequences it brings, both in my personal and professional life. It's left me with a deep-seated fear of relying on a partner, of letting them in too close.”
The memory of Detective Markham, her last true partner, surged through Olivia's mind like a wave of bittersweet nostalgia. They had been an incredible team, perfectly synced in their investigative prowess and unspoken understanding. But fate had dealt them a cruel hand, tearing Markham away from her in a tragic incident that still haunted her to this day.
The pain in Olivia's gut tightened, the knot serving as a constant reminder of the loss she had endured. Markham's absence had left a void in her life, a void that she had struggled to fill ever since. She had been hesitant to form another partnership, afraid of experiencing the same heartache and devastation that had shattered her world.
Guilt washed over her, a feeling that she had betrayed Markham's memory by even considering working closely with someone new. The thought of forming a connection that could potentially replace what she had lost felt like a betrayal of the bond they had shared.
But as Olivia wrestled with her conflicted emotions, she couldn't help but acknowledge the weight of her loneliness. The solitude she had sought as a shield against further pain had become a burden, a constant reminder of the void in her life. It was at this moment that she realized she couldn't keep living in the shadow of her past, bound by the memories of what once was.
With a deep breath, Olivia made a silent promise to herself and Markham's memory. She vowed to honor their partnership by embracing the possibility of forming new connections, of allowing herself to experience the strength and camaraderie that comes from working alongside a trusted ally.
The pain in her gut remained, an indelible reminder of the loss she had endured. But rather than letting it hold her back, she would let it fuel her determination to forge new bonds, to find a way to carry Markham's memory with her while also opening herself up to the potential of new partnerships.
“I had a partner once. A damn good partner,” she started. “I made a bad call, and it got him killed.”
The words hung heavy in the air as Olivia spoke, her voice filled with a mixture of regret and pain. Nathan remained silent, giving her the space, she needed to share her burden.
“We'd been partners ever since I was promoted to detective twelve years ago,” she continued, her gaze fixed on a distant point. “We were on a high-stakes case, chasing down a dangerous suspect. The pressure was intense, and I made a split-second decision that turned out to be fatal.”
A surge of guilt washed over Olivia, threatening to engulf her. She could still see the scene play out in her mind, the sound of gunfire, the chaos and confusion that ensued. And she could still hear Markham's voice, filled with trust and determination, urging her to take cover.
“But I failed him,” Olivia whispered, her voice choked with emotion. “I shot him.” Realizing the words as they left her mouth, Olivia drew in a sharp breath and clarified. “Not on purpose but…” she shook her head. “It might as well have been.”
The weight of her guilt had been a constant companion, a relentless reminder of the consequences of her actions. It had fueled her reluctance to form new partnerships, the fear that she would once again be responsible for someone else's life.
Nathan reached out, his hand gently covering Olivia's trembling one.
Olivia's hand instinctively recoiled from Nathan's touch, her emotions and past trauma surging to the surface at that moment. The pain and guilt still lingered, the wounds had not fully healed. Her hesitation was a stark reminder of the walls she had built around herself, shielding her from vulnerability.
“I'm sorry,” Nathan said softly, withdrawing his hand. His eyes reflected understanding and respect for her boundaries. “I didn't mean to overstep.”
Olivia took a deep breath, trying to steady herself. She knew Nathan meant well, but the scars of her past were deeply etched. Opening, trusting again, was a daunting prospect.
As the night wore on, the weight of their unspoken thoughts hung heavy in the air, casting a shadow over their shared silence. Olivia's mind raced with a sense of frustration, their time spent on the stakeout seemingly led nowhere. It felt like another dead end, another moment of stagnation in their pursuit of answers.
The absence of conversation between them felt palpable, a reflection of their collective disappointment and the lingering uncertainty that loomed over their investigation. Each passing minute only deepened the sense of frustration, as if time itself conspired against them, prolonging the agony of their unresolved situation.
With a sigh, she glanced at Nathan, their eyes briefly meeting in a shared understanding of the situation. The weariness etched on his face mirrored her own, a reflection of their collective exhaustion.
As the night finally ended, Olivia couldn't help but carry a glimmer of hope within her, a tiny ember amidst the shadows.
She was going to regret this later.
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Chapter Twelve


Frustration settled heavily in the squad room as Olivia and Nathan faced yet another dead end in their investigation. The whiteboard once filled with hopes of leads and breakthroughs, now seemed like a cruel reminder of their mounting failures. 
Olivia's gaze lingered on the names and details scrawled across the whiteboard, each representing a life lost and a puzzle unsolved. She couldn't help but feel the weight of responsibility pressing down on her shoulders. They were running out of time, and the pressure to catch the culprit intensified with each passing day.
Nathan sighed, his frustration mirroring Olivia's own. “We've hit a wall, Collins. No matter which angle we approach it from, it's like trying to grab smoke.”
She nodded, her brow furrowed with determination. “We can't give up now, Nathan. We owe it to the victims to find the truth and bring justice. We just need a breakthrough, a fresh perspective.”
Nathan's gaze met hers, a glimmer of hope shining through his weariness. “You're right. We can't let this case consume us. Let's regroup, and reassess our approach. Maybe there's something we've overlooked.”
Nathan clapped his hands together as if the realization of a grand idea hit him at that moment. “Why don't we get a drink and come back to this with fresh eyes?” He could tell she was exhausted, but he could also see that she wasn't willing to give up on the case. A conflicted feeling tugged at Olivia's weary mind. She yearned for a break, a respite from the relentless pursuit of answers. The weight of the case pressed upon her, demanding her undivided attention. But her body craved respite from the weight of the case.
A flicker of hesitation crossed Olivia's face as she contemplated Nathan's suggestion. She realized that, perhaps, a break was indeed necessary. The relentless pursuit had taken its toll on her, and the weight of the case threatened to cloud her judgment. As much as she yearned to keep pushing forward, she couldn't ignore the wisdom in Nathan's words.
With a sigh, Olivia nodded in agreement, acknowledging that a fresh perspective might bring new insights to their investigation. She understood the value of stepping back, allowing the mind to rest and reset. It was a difficult decision, one that required setting aside her pride and admitting that she couldn't keep pushing relentlessly without risking burnout.
The two of them walked out of the station in silence, heading towards a local bar in Tolleson. Olivia felt a twinge of guilt for leaving the case behind even for an hour. But as soon as they stepped inside the bar, Olivia was filled with conflicting emotions - excitement at being somewhere new and anxiety overstepping out of her comfort zone.
The dimly lit atmosphere of the bar filled Olivia with a mixture of unease and anticipation. The scent of alcohol hung in the air, thick and intoxicating, as she tried to silence the nagging doubts in her mind. Nathan, aware of her reservations, ordered two whiskeys, a gesture intended to ease the tension that lingered between them.
Olivia took a tentative sip, feeling the smooth burn of the whiskey as it slid down her throat. It offered a temporary respite from the weight of their responsibilities and the complexities of their partnership. She welcomed the warmth that spread through her body, momentarily distracting her from the intensity of the case they were working on.
As Nathan leaned in closer, his voice carried a hushed intimacy, his lips almost brushing against her ear. “Relax, Liv. We've been working ourselves to exhaustion. We need this.” He smiled faintly at her.
Olivia's heart quickened at the proximity, her senses were heightened by the charged atmosphere between them. She focused on his words, allowing them to seep into her consciousness, drawing her further into the depths of their shared connection.
At that moment, the noise of the bar faded into the background, and it felt as if it was just the two of them, enveloped in a private world of secrets and unspoken desires. Olivia's thoughts raced, torn between the professional boundaries they had carefully established and the undeniable pull of something more.
She couldn't deny the electric tension that crackled in the air, a magnetic force that drew them closer together. The weight of their unspoken feelings hung heavy as if teetering on the edge of a precipice. Olivia's breath caught in her throat, anticipation mingling with apprehension as she wondered where this delicate dance would lead.
But for now, they remained locked in their private moment, a moment filled with whispered words and unspoken promises. Time stood still as they allowed themselves to indulge in the temporary solace the whiskey provided, savoring the warmth of each other's presence.
In this intimate setting, Olivia and Nathan were no longer just partners bound by duty. They were two souls navigating the murky waters of their emotions, teetering on the edge of a decision that could forever alter the course of their lives.
As they sat at the bar, Olivia's fingers traced the rim of her glass absentmindedly. The weight of the case still lingered in her mind, but she welcomed the opportunity to engage in a light conversation with Nathan, temporarily setting aside the intensity of their work.
Nathan leaned back on his stool, taking a casual sip of his drink before turning towards Olivia. A faint smile tugged at the corners of his lips as he asked, “So, Collins, tell me something about yourself that has nothing to do with solving crimes.”
Olivia chuckled softly, grateful for the momentary shift in focus. She took a moment to ponder his question before responding, “Well, I have a guilty pleasure for cheesy '80s action movies. There's something about the over-the-top explosions and one-liners that never fails to entertain me. It's a guilty pleasure I indulge in on lazy Sunday afternoons.”
Nathan's eyebrows raised in genuine surprise. “Really? I wouldn't have pegged you for an '80s action movie fan. Any favorites?”
Olivia grinned, her eyes lighting up with a hint of nostalgia. “I'm a sucker for 'Die Hard.' The combination of Bruce Willis' sarcastic humor and non-stop action just hooks me every time. Plus, it's become somewhat of a tradition for me to watch it every Christmas season.”
Nathan chuckled, nodding in agreement. “Ah, the classic Christmas movie debate. 'Die Hard' sparks some heated discussions, but I can see the appeal.”
The weight of the case momentarily lifted as they found solace in the simple joy of a relaxed conversation.
“Did you get to chat with your brother?” Olivia inquired, swirling her drink around in her glass.
“Yes, I did. Your advice worked. We ended up talking about Call of Duty,” Nathan said thankfully.
Olivia smiled to herself, she had known they'd be able to find a shared interest if they simply took the time to communicate properly.
As the night wore on, they sipped slowly at their whisky, and the conversation between the two detectives deepened. They talked about everything from work to their personal lives, sharing stories of triumph and heartbreak. Olivia found herself opening up to Nathan in a way she never had before, feeling a sense of trust and safety in his company.
Nathan leaned in close to her, his breath hot against her neck as he whispered in her ear.
“Let's get out of here.”
Olivia's heart raced as she looked into Nathan's eyes and saw the intensity of his desire. She knew that he understood her need to let go, to release the tension that had built up inside her. They stumbled out of the bar and into the cool night air, the city lights blinking in the distance.
Nathan took her hand and led her across the street, pulling her along behind him. Olivia felt a thrill of excitement and fear race through her as they approached a dark alley. Nathan turned to her, his eyes gleaming with mischief.
“Trust me, Liv,” he said, his voice low and throaty.
Without another word, he pushed her against the wall, his lips crashing down onto hers. Olivia gasped as he kissed her deeply, his tongue exploring her mouth with a fierce hunger. She felt the heat of his body against hers, the hard press of his erection against her thigh.
Nathan's hands roamed over her body, tracing the curves of her hips and pulling her even closer to him. Olivia moaned softly into his mouth, her fingers tangling in his hair as she kissed him back with equal fervor. The thrill of being caught in such a risky situation only fueled their passion.
As Nathan's hands worked their way up to her breasts, Olivia couldn't help but feel a wave of guilt wash over her. They had a case to solve, and here she was, getting lost in the moment with her partner. But she couldn't deny the pleasure that coursed through her body at Nathan's touch.
Suddenly, a loud noise interrupted their moment of passion. They both froze, their eyes widening in fear as they tried to identify the source of the sound. It was then that Olivia realized that they weren't alone in the alleyway.
Adrenaline surged through Olivia as she reached for her gun and Nathan mirrored the motion in tandem. The alleyway was a dimly lit, corridor of shadows and flickering fluorescent bulbs that did little to guide their way. They advanced cautiously, footsteps echoing off the concrete walls, flicking their eyes back and forth in a desperate attempt to keep ahead of any danger.
The timing of it all wasn't lost on Olivia. It felt like a deliberate interruption, a stark reminder of the path she had chosen to tread. Just moments ago, she had allowed herself to succumb to the allure of passion with Nathan Steele, stepping into the forbidden territory she had sworn to avoid.
The end of the alley brought relief, but also confusion, as there was nothing there to account for the feeling of dread that still lingered within them. Just when they began to feel like they could breathe again, Olivia's phone vibrated in her pocket. She glanced at the caller ID and recognized Patel’s number.
As she answered, Nathan looked at her with furrowed eyebrows trying to read her expression.
“You need to get to the station,” Patel said urgently.
“Why?” Olivia asked.
“You just have to see,” came the cryptic reply before she hung up abruptly.
Olivia and Nathan exchanged a look before hurriedly making their way out of the dead-end alleyway, heartbeats pounding in their ears as they raced toward whatever new nightmare awaited them at the station. 
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Chapter Thirteen


When Olivia and Nathan arrived at the police station, there was an eerie silence that followed. Everyone looked surprised to see the two together, but Olivia gave them all a warning look. She was already blaming herself for allowing herself to get distracted from whatever mystery this was. 
“What's so urgent I had to come in and see it?” she asked Detective Maya Patel, her voice wavering ever so slightly. Patel handed her a yellow manila envelope, filled with blurry pictures that stole the breath from Olivia's lungs.
Inside were images of a young woman tied up, though decidedly alive. She looked to be early twenties and the most devastating part was that she bore an uncanny resemblance to Olivia's daughter.
A quick flash, a feeling of fog and she could make out the victim being taken from behind in a bathroom.
Public bathroom. And then as quick as it came, it was gone. Olivia looked at everyone and no one even noticed she’d stood there in a daze for a moment.
Beside her, Nathan whispered in shock, “He's taunting you.” To which Alex Diaz replied gravely, “No fingerprints.”
Olivia looked around her hopelessly, feeling like she was losing whatever control she had left.
She turned away from everyone.
Pulling out her phone, she sent a quick text to her daughter.
“Do we have a name for the victim? Any missing persons report that fit that description?” she asked the moment she’d turned back around to face everyone.
“We checked,” Patel told her. “Nothing in the database.”
There's got to be something they are missing.
“We'll file a missing person,” added Diaz. “And put out an APB.”
They made calls and filled out forms, holding out hope that they'd be able to find anything about the victim. And anything that would put Xavier Knight as the suspect without a shadow of a doubt.
But everything was too clean.
The night was dark, and the rain began to fall in sheets. Nathan grabbed his jacket and headed out, but Olivia stayed behind, determined to figure it all out. She sat at her desk, pouring over the notes she had taken and the reports they'd filled out.
She took a deep breath and then pulled a piece of paper from the folder. It was the picture of the young woman that reminded her of her daughter.
Realization hit Olivia, she'd never checked her phone to see if her daughter had texted back.
She looked down at the glowing screen, there were no text messages. Her heart sank and she knew she needed to go home.
It was the only way to be certain that her daughter was safe. She opened up the app on her phone to check her security system, it was set. Thumbing through, Olivia made sure of the time it was last set.
5:42 pm
That was the time that Jessica often got home from her last class of the day. It still didn't quell the need to physically check on her daughter. She grabbed her keys and left.
“Where are we on identifying the victim?” Olivia's voice broke the silence, carrying a tinge of curiosity and uncertainty.
“Nowhere, the images are too low quality to make out anything distinct about the woman. And she doesn’t match any current missing persons.” Nathan's unspoken truth hung heavy in the air, a silent acknowledgment that their options had run dry and the fate of the woman's life rested solely on Olivia's shoulders. The weight of responsibility bore down on her, the thought of failure haunting her every step.
A suffocating sense of claustrophobia enveloped Olivia, her breath quickening and her heart pounding in her chest. The world seemed to close in around her, pressing against her from all sides, as if there was no escape from the mounting pressure.
Air, she needed air.
“Olivia?” Nathan’s voice was barely registered. It sounded so far away as the world continued to consume her.
Her mouth felt dry, Olivia licked her lips as if that would solve the problem.
No, air, she needed air.
“Olivia?” Nathan said again but with more urgency.
“I just, uh, I need some air,” Olivia stated, her voice strained. She wasted no time, striding purposefully out of the bustling bullpen and towards the exit. The weight of the situation pressed upon her, and all she craved at that moment was the cool embrace of the outside world. The air outside would be a respite, a chance to clear her mind and regain her composure amidst the chaos that consumed her thoughts.
As Olivia stepped outside, she heard the soft sound of footsteps echoing behind her. She turned around and found Nathan standing there, his presence both unexpected and oddly comforting. His eyes held a mix of concern and determination, mirroring the tumultuous emotions swirling within her being.
“Are you alright?” Nathan asked, his voice filled with genuine concern.
Olivia hesitated, unsure of how to articulate the storm of emotions raging within her. She took a deep breath, allowing the fresh air to fill her lungs and provide a moment of clarity.
“No, I’m not alright,” she finally admitted, her voice tinged with a hint of vulnerability. “This case…” She sighed, a hand smoothed over her forehead into her hair. “We’re running out of time, and now a life hangs in the balance,” she shook her head.
Nathan stepped closer, his presence a comforting anchor in the storm. He placed a hand on her shoulder, his touch grounding her amid her inner turmoil.
“I don’t even know if I can trust my instincts anymore,” she admitted.
“Olivia, you are one of the best detectives I’ve ever known,” he said, his voice steady and reassuring. “We’ll figure this out together.”
Right, together. As in be partners and stop fighting each other. She bit inside her mouth before letting out a sigh. And then she nodded. It didn’t mean she agreed wholeheartedly but just at that moment.
“Why don’t you come home, hug your daughter and come back in the morning with a clear head? If anything changes, I’ll call you but for now, there’s nothing else we can do.”
Olivia knew he was right. Without the actual victim or a better image, it was impossible to identify her or the surroundings. Even if her instincts said it was Xavier Knight, they had no proof of this. Nothing to back up her instincts, and not even a nary hint of a vision. It was a true dead end, and that fear was going to consume her whole. But there was that nagging feeling she couldn’t shake, what if the girl is Jessica?
She nodded. “You’re right.”
Feeling the sudden surge of emotions, Olivia's heart fluttered in her chest. The chemistry between them was undeniable, and the desire to express her feelings threatened to overcome her rationale. Yet, a voice of caution echoed in her mind, reminding her of the complexities and risks that such a step could bring.
They stood there, a silent acknowledgment passing between them, as Olivia turned to leave. It was a bittersweet departure, knowing that their connection remained unspoken, yet ever-present. As she walked away, she couldn't help but wonder what might have been if circumstances were different, if they didn't have to navigate the treacherous path of their professional lives.
But for now, Olivia knew she had made the right decision. There were secrets to uncover, a case to solve, and lives at stake.
And that aching fear for her daughter outweighed everything else. Her daughter, her world. The thought of anything happening to her sent shivers down Olivia's spine.
What if the woman in the picture is Jessica? Panic laced her step as she hurriedly got into her car and drove off.
[image: image-placeholder]Olivia desperately clawed at the steering wheel, her knuckles white as she screamed at the car to go faster. Forty-five minutes was too long and every second away from her daughter felt like an eternity. With a foot pressed firmly on the pedal, Olivia raced from Tolleson, wind and dust searing her face.
Upon arriving home, she fought with the key in the door and frantically punched the alarm code into the keypad before dashing through the foyer, gun drawn and ready for any danger lurking within. Her eyes scanned each dark corner carefully as she moved with silent steps across the living room and further into the kitchen.
Olivia's heart raced as she moved down the hallway that led to her daughter Jessica's bedroom.
As she placed a hand on the door, ready to push it open and find out if her daughter was safe, memories of Xavier Knight's taunting voice filled her head.
He had been provoking something inside of her. An unexplained power that she was feeling blocked from using, no matter how hard she tried. She didn't believe in these kinds of things- witches and dark magic- but the research she found suggested it could be real.
All the while Olivia kept wondering if Jessica was even safe or not.
Finally pushing open the door, Olivia saw her daughter soundly sleeping in bed and all of her muscles relaxed. She was safe.
As Olivia made her way back to the kitchen to find solace in a bottle of wine, she knew that she was running from something bigger than herself.
And she couldn’t get Xavier Knight out of her head. Olivia needed to do something. It didn’t matter that they had no factual proof he’d taken the woman, or that he was the murderer at all. No, she needed to act on instinct that there was something entirely off with him.
As the weight of their limitations pressed upon Olivia, she grappled with a dangerous idea that began to take hold in her mind. The realization that the law was tied, their hands bound by the lack of hard evidence, fueled her desperation to find a resolution. She couldn't stand idle while the killer continued to prey upon innocent women, and now with a missing woman in the mix, time was running out.
But what could she do? The notion that flickered in Olivia's thoughts was daring, reckless even. It whispered of taking matters into her own hands, stepping outside the confines of the law, and venturing into the realm of the forbidden. It was a path fraught with risks, consequences, and the potential loss of everything she held dear.
Yet, the gravity of the situation compelled her to consider this dangerous course of action. The fire in her gut, the nagging intuition that whispered the identity of the killer, pushed her towards a precipice where rationality clashed with an unyielding determination.
Olivia knew that what she contemplated was foolish, that it could jeopardize her career, her relationships, and even her life.
But the thought of allowing the murderer to continue his reign of terror, to let another life be stolen without doing everything in her power to prevent it, ignited a fierce resolve within her.
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Chapter Fourteen


Olivia didn’t know what she expected to find. Leaving the comfort and safety of her apartment, the detective headed back to Tolleson – to The Hive. If Xavier had the young woman, Olivia was going to confront him about it. 
A figure emerged from the club, and she instantly recognized it as Xavier. Her eyes never left him as his figure blended into the nightlife. Olivia, concealed across the street, observed his every move, her gaze unwavering.
As Knight veered off the main road and disappeared into the dimly lit alley, a block away from the club, Olivia's determination surged. She knew she had to follow him, to uncover the secrets that lay in the shadows. Without hesitation, she stealthily crossed the street and entered the alley, her senses heightened and adrenaline coursing through her veins.
Olivia didn't dare breathe as she stepped into the alley, fear running rampant through her veins. The darkness seeped around her like a fog and every single instinct in her body screamed for her to turn back. But she couldn't. Not if there was even the slightest chance of finding the missing woman who was nothing more than a face without a name and a daughter without a mother.
The sound of her heart pounding against her chest seemed to echo off the walls with each step that brought her closer to Xavier Knight. No matter how much she wished it, Olivia couldn't outrun him - not when his hand suddenly appeared from the shadows and latched onto her neck, pushing her roughly against the brick wall. Her head pounded from the impact, stars appearing before her eyes as Xavier's voice purred away the noise inside her skull.
“Well aren't you a little siren,” he sneered, tightening his grip on her throat. “Let me go,” Olivia choked out, determined not to show him just how terrified she truly was.
He tilted his head, squinting with confusion. His expression suddenly shifted into one of delight.
“You truly do not recall me, do you love?” He asked.
Olivia's eyes scanned every inch of him, trying to pull on some thread within her memory of where they had met before. But it was to no avail, like before.
“Clearly, you weren’t that memorable,” she snapped back at him.
“Perhaps you need a little reminder,” he grinned, and there she saw two fangs sticking out. The tips looked sharp enough to slit her throat. Before she could process anything, he was sinking those two fangs right into her neck, the sensation sending a chill through her spine.
Pain shot through her body as she felt a coldness spreading from the bite. The man's face blurred out of focus as she began to feel faint.
As everything went dark around her, Olivia realized that vampires were more than just creatures of legend after all. And that could mean only one thing.
[image: image-placeholder]Detective Olivia Collins awoke in a daze, gasping for air as she scrambled to her feet. Panic flooded her veins and every instinct screamed at her to flee, but Xavier's cruel laughter blocked the doorway leading to freedom.
She searched desperately for her weapon until her eyes fell on him, narrowing. “Where is my gun?” She said as she scrambled to find a new weapon, any weapon. 
“I hid it so you wouldn’t shoot me again,” Xavier sneered.
And then the memories unfolded like a nightmare - she had shot him while he was feeding from her.
“You deserved it,” she spat at him, her anger palpable. “Fair enough,” he replied simply, his voice neutral and expressionless.
“What are you anyways?” she asked, her eyes narrowing suspiciously.
“We both know you are anything but dumb. But fine, your brain can’t process it without hearing the words. I’m a vampire. There was silence. “Ask what you want to ask, detective,” Xavier said, his expression taunting as he watched her struggle with conflicting emotions.
“Did you kill those young women?” she blurted out nervously.
“I didn't. But I may know someone who might have. You are looking for a wolf, no?” Xavier replied, puzzling her further with an enigmatic smile.
“Right, you just learned of the supernatural world,” She glanced at him warily, wondering why he was so sure that the killer was something more sinister than human. “So… There are vampires and werewolves. And your victims all had fur in their wounds, right? Werewolf.” He clapped his hands together triumphantly and gave her a knowing glance.
Her eyes were icy. “How can I be sure you’re not just trying to deceive me?” She purposely omitted the signs of a bite mark from the previous victim, which she had somehow associated with vampires.
“You'll just have to trust me,” he said.
“No chance of that happening,” she replied.
“Do what you want, detective,” Xavier said.
Olivia's gaze remained fixed on Xavier, “Give me my gun back.”  
Her request for her gun back hung in the air like an unspoken tension. After a beat of hesitation that seemed to stretch into eternity, he relinquished her weapon. It was a heavy exchange, both physically and metaphorically, as if the gun itself carried the weight of the secrets she had just unearthed.
Still grappling with the whirlwind of revelations, Olivia's mind was a maze of questions, each corridor leading to more uncertainties. She shifted her weight from one foot to another, her fingers almost reluctant to touch the cold metal of the gun's grip. She had to clear her mind and find her footing in this enigmatic dance.
"Will I turn into a vampire now? Ya know… since you bit me and all," she finally voiced one of the many queries that crowded her thoughts. Her fingers instinctively brushed over the spot on her neck where Xavier's teeth had left their mark, a reminder of the surreal encounter.
Xavier's laughter cut through the air, a sound that held a smugness as if her question was a mere trifle, inconsequential in the grand tapestry of their reality. Olivia's cheeks flushed, a mixture of embarrassment and annoyance. Her eyebrows furrowed, narrowing her gaze at him.
"Oh, detective, this isn't the first time I've bitten you," he retorted with a casualness that sent a shiver down Olivia's spine. He gestured to her with a sweeping motion, from head to toe, as if to emphasize her undisturbed state. "And seeing as you are still very much... you, I'd say that the answer to your question is no."
Olivia's arms crossed over her chest, a silent barrier against his smugness. "You could have just said no," she shot back, her voice tinged with both sarcasm and exasperation. Her head tilted slightly to the side, her curiosity a beacon in her gaze. "And what do you mean this isn't the first time you've bitten me?"
Xavier's smile held a knowing quality, an almost taunting edge. He was skilled at evading questions while giving answers just enigmatic enough to fan the flames of intrigue. Olivia's thoughts raced, trying to dissect his words like a cryptic code. The comment he had made earlier about not remembering him echoed in her mind, a puzzle piece that didn't quite fit.
Had they crossed paths before?
Olivia gave a subtle eye roll, a flicker of exasperation that she quickly masked. Her gaze remained locked on Xavier, her body positioned between the sleek bar and the opulent elevators leading out of his penthouse. Every step she took was calculated, ensuring a clear path to exit at a moment's notice.
Xavier stood near the bar, an enigmatic figure in the dimly lit expanse. A crystal glass glinted in his hand, the amber liquid within it catching the ambient light that spilled from the panoramic windows. The penthouse exuded a sense of luxury, the scent of aged wood and leather mingling with the faint trace of cigar smoke that lingered in the air.
Olivia's heart pounded in rhythm with the suspense that hung in the air, each word she spoke was a delicate balance between curiosity and caution. She wasn't naive enough to believe that Xavier would willingly unravel all the threads of the mysteries that shrouded him no matter how much it frustrated her.
"Are there other types of supernaturals out there besides vampires and werewolves?" Her question hung in the air, like a thread waiting to be pulled in either direction.
Xavier's gaze held a glint of amusement, the subtle upturn of his lips revealing a fraction of the enigma that he was. His glass hovered near his lips, a momentary pause before he chose his words with a deliberateness that spoke of secrets yet untold.
"So full of questions, detective," he remarked, his voice a silky cadence that echoed through the penthouse. A pause, as if the weight of her inquiry settled on his shoulders. "Yes."
The answer, though brief, seemed to reverberate through the space, shattering the silence like a crack in a mirror. Olivia's pulse quickened, the revelation sending tendrils of unease down her spine.
"Are you going to elaborate," her voice held a thread of determination, a stark contrast to the dark vibes that saturated the room, "or do you just enjoy annoying me?"
The corners of Xavier's lips quirked in a smug smile, his body language a dance of veiled amusement. His glass lowered a quiet moment that hung heavy with unsaid words. Olivia's senses were on high alert, attuned to the minute shifts in his posture, the subtle flicker of his gaze.
He was a puzzle she was determined to solve, a maze of shadows and intrigue that beckoned her forward even as it warned her to tread carefully. With every fiber of her being, Olivia knew that the answers she sought were both her salvation and her downfall, a truth she couldn't escape.
Xavier's gaze held Olivia's, the silence between them heavy with unspoken thoughts. His glass found its way back to the bar's surface, a soft clink that echoed in the air. As if he held the key to a vault of secrets, his next words were chosen with a precision that mirrored the careful, deliberate way he seemed to navigate every aspect of his world.
Xavier's body language was a masterful orchestration of confidence, a conductor leading an intricate symphony of intrigue.
"There are witches as well," his voice held a weight, a solemn acknowledgment of the uncharted territories of the supernatural world. "However, they are a very private group of people. Trust me, detective, it's not the kind of trouble you want to invite."
Olivia's mind whirred, the revelation of witches only deepening the maze of questions in her thoughts. She took a half step forward, the distance between them almost electric with tension. Her gaze was unyielding, her determination battling the shadows that clung to Xavier's every word.
"Would they know anything about my visions?" 
Xavier's response was a masterclass in evasion. His eyes held hers, a swirling pool of secrets that danced just out of reach. The seconds ticked by, a tense silence settling between them like a heavy fog.
"They say curiosity killed the cat, detective," his voice was a silk-veiled challenge, a reminder of the games they were playing. His words were a dance, his body a canvas of unreadable gestures.
Olivia's frustration simmered beneath her skin, a boiling concoction of determination and exasperation. Her jaw set in a firm line, her eyes blazing with a fire that refused to be extinguished.
"Can I meet one of these witches, then? Maybe they have answers about what I am... If there are others like me." Her words were a plea, a desperate desire to pierce through the veils that surrounded her own identity.
Xavier's smile held a glint of amusement, the culmination of their conversation dancing on his lips. His silence stretched, a tightrope of suspense that Olivia was forced to navigate.
"Ah, detective," his voice held a measured pause, his tone a symphony of smugness. "Curiosity truly is your defining trait, isn't it?"
The penthouse felt like a stage, each question and response a choreographed ballet of shadows and light. And as Olivia's gaze held Xavier's, she knew that the dance was far from over.
The shrill buzz of her phone shattered the hushed stillness and Olivia fumbled for it. It was four in the morning which could only mean one thing. 
“Collins,” she answered, eyes flicking to Xavier before she turned her back to the vampire. 
“They found the body of the missing girl.”
Dread clawed at Olivia's chest, a heavy weight settling over her heart as the words reached her ears. Once again, the harsh reality of another victim's life extinguished and another family left in ruins sent a chilling shiver down her spine.
She looked back at Xavier, who was leaning casually against the wall. Despite her reservations, she knew he had information that could help her. She turned to him and spoke with a resigned tone, “I need your help.”
Xavier raised an eyebrow. “You need my help?”
Olivia nodded. “I need to find this wolf before he kills again. And I need to know everything you know.”
Xavier gave her a sly smile. “I knew you would come around eventually. But in return for my help, I have a condition.”
Olivia tensed. “What condition?”
“You have to let me feed from you again,” Xavier said, his voice low and seductive. “Just once more.”
Olivia hesitated, her mind racing. She knew it was dangerous to let a vampire feed on her, but she also knew she needed his help. Finally, she nodded. “Fine. But it's the last time.”
Xavier stepped forward, his eyes glinting with hunger. Olivia closed her eyes as he sank his teeth into her neck, the sharp pain quickly turning into a dizzying pleasure. She gasped as he drank from her, her body tingling with a strange energy.
After what felt like an eternity, Xavier pulled away from her with a satisfied sigh. Olivia's head was spinning, but she managed to steady herself and look at him expectantly.
“Tell me everything,” she said.
Olivia wanted to know everything she could about vampires and werewolves, anything that could explain what she could do. More importantly, how she could control her visions.
Xavier leaned against the wall, his eyes glazed over as he began to recount stories of the supernatural world. He spoke of ancient vampires and powerful werewolf packs, of witches and warlocks who could control the elements, and of dark spirits that could possess a human body.
As he spoke, Olivia listened with rapt attention, her mind whirling with new information. She had always suspected that there was more to the world than what met the eye, but she had never imagined anything like this.
“So what am I?” she asked, interrupting his story.
Xavier cocked his head, studying her curiously. “You truly don't know?”
Olivia shook her head, why would she? She’d only learned of the supernatural world moments ago. “I have these visions, but I don't know what they mean or how to control them.”
Xavier had a knowing look on his face. “You’re a seer,” he said. “A rare gift among humans, but not unheard of in the supernatural world.”
Olivia was taken aback. “A seer? What does that mean?”
“It means you can see the future or the past,” Xavier explained. “Or at least, glimpses of it. Your visions are a manifestation of that power.”
Olivia's mind raced as she tried to process this new information. “So you’re saying that I can see what’s going to happen and not just what has happened?”
“Sometimes,” Xavier said with a shrug. “But it’s not always clear. Visions can be vague and open to interpretation. And they can be triggered by different things. Emotions, sensory experiences, even objects.”
“So you knew this whole time and decided to keep it from me?” Olivia frowned, shaking her head. “But why me? Why was I born with this ability?”
Xavier studied her for a moment before answering. “Some believe that seers are born with their gifts as a result of a curse or a blessing from the gods. Others believe it's simply a genetic mutation that occurs randomly. Regardless of the reason, it's a powerful gift and one that you must learn to control if you want to survive in the supernatural world.”
Olivia nodded slowly, her mind whirling with new possibilities. She knew that she had to learn as much as she could, and fast. The killer was still out there, and he was getting closer to his next victim. With Xavier's help, she might just have a chance.
But as she turned to leave, Xavier caught her arm and pulled her close. “One more thing,” he said, his eyes gleaming with hunger. “There's something else you must know about being a seer.”
Olivia's heart raced as she looked up at him. “What is it?”
Xavier leaned in close, his breath hot on her neck. “Your blood, it's different. It has a unique flavor that vampires find irresistible.”
Olivia's eyes widened as she realized what he was saying. “Are you saying that vampires will be drawn to me because of my blood?”
Xavier nodded. “Yes. And not just any vampires. The more powerful ones, the ones who crave rare blood.”
Olivia's mind was spinning with this new information. And she could feel a headache coming on.
But Olivia had a job to do, and she would do whatever it took to catch the killer and keep people safe.
Xavier walked her to the elevator, it was time she left his penthouse. “I know of a wolf. He has similar taste in women as the ones you've found. Let me do a little digging and then I'll send you what I know when I find it.”
Olivia nodded. “I would appreciate that.” There was still some apprehension there from her. And almost a sense of betrayal as well.
Regretting already, she paused before leaving his penthouse. “Would you happen to know why a seer would feel blocked?”
In this whole case she was struggling, the silence from her visions was more deafening than she could handle. They once flowed rather regularly even if she didn’t get the whole picture, something would always flicker or give way. But not this time. And she couldn’t shake the feeling that something else was in play.
Xavier was quiet for a moment, his face contorting and eyebrows knitting together before he answered finally.
“The only thing that could come to mind is some magical angle,” he turned to face her, his glass of bourbon in hand, “Could be a magical item or even a spell. But that’s not really my area of expertise per se, as I said before witches are normally bad news. But I can reach out to a few witches I know, and see if that might shake an answer for you?”
A sigh escaped as everything overwhelmed her. All this time, supernaturals were living right under her nose. And hell, she was one of them. Sort of. Her tongue darted out, wetting her bottom lip before retreating in. 
“How does one kill a werewolf?” 
Xavier's eyebrow arched in response, a fleeting micro-expression that danced across his features. She squinted, searching for the meaning behind that unguarded moment. Intrigued, perhaps? Yet, his gaze shifted away almost as quickly as it had appeared, a veil of inscrutability falling back into place. It was like trying to decipher a code written in shadows.
"Silver," his response was succinct, a single word that held a world of implications. But his demeanor, a mix of restraint and intrigue, made it clear that there was more to the story.
"Like in the movies?" Olivia's skepticism rose like a challenge, her arms folding across her chest. The truth seemed too simple, too neatly packaged, to fit the tangled narrative she was grappling with.
A hint of amusement danced at the corners of Xavier's lips, a fleeting smile that hinted at a deeper understanding of the complexities at play. Olivia's gaze bore into his, a determination that was unyielding.
"There is a caveat that most overlook," his voice held a measured tone, his pause calculated, as though he was navigating a minefield of information. She watched, waiting for his revelation.
"Werewolves are connected to the moon," his words wove a tapestry of intrigue, each thread leading her deeper into the labyrinth of the supernatural. She leaned in slightly, her body language a silent signal of her intent to uncover the truth.
"The silver, no matter what you make it into, must be charged by the moon," his pause, a moment suspended in the air like a held breath, left her hanging on the precipice of understanding. His eyes met hers, a silent challenge daring her to grasp the weight of his words.
"So I just leave it out at night in the moonlight to, as you said, charge it?" Olivia's voice carried a hint of skepticism, her words a careful echo seeking validation.
“That is what I said, detective.” 
Getting the answers she needed, Olivia turned to leave. Something told her to stop and the detective pivoted back towards Xavier. 
“Also, could you stop breaking into my apartment? It’s creepy.”
Xavier’s eyebrow arched. “Oh darling, if I was breaking into your apartment, you’d know.” The corner of his mouth twitched. “You’d be screaming my name.” He winked at her.
A flush of warmth crept up Olivia's cheeks, betraying the mix of emotions swirling within her. She quickly averted her gaze, hoping to conceal her momentary vulnerability. Determined to maintain her tough exterior, she let out an exasperated groan, an attempt to mask the underlying turmoil that threatened to surface. She flipped him the finger and left.
[image: image-placeholder]Olivia went home. The need and desire to make sure that her daughter was still safe, again, and to wash away the night just had weighed on her. Her fingers kept touching that spot on her neck where Xavier fed from her.
She found her daughter still sleeping as the sun threatened to come above the horizon.
Turning on the hot water, Olivia stepped into the shower.
The hot water cascaded down her body, washing away the grime and sweat from the night before. As Olivia closed her eyes and tilted her head back, she couldn't help but replay the events of the night in her head.
The way Xavier’s hands had felt on her body, the sound of his deep voice whispering in her ear, it had all been so intoxicating. She had known it was wrong to give in to her desires, but she couldn't resist the pull he had on her.
Olivia begrudgingly stepped out of the shower and dried herself off. She had her mission, another crime scene to get to, another victim to identify and inform the family.
And yet, caught between the allure of Nathan's tender kisses and the dangerous allure of Xavier's tantalizing presence, an overwhelming urge tugged at Olivia's heartstrings. It whispered to her, enticing her with the prospect that she wasn't alone in this vast world.
Days ago, Olivia had embraced solitude, convinced that she was better off alone in both her personal and professional life. She had shielded her heart, denying the possibility of opening up to anyone. But now, fate had brought her face to face with two men who desired her, each offering a different path, and she found herself bewildered by the turn of events.
How had it come to this? Olivia questioned, her mind swirling with conflicting emotions. The walls she had built so meticulously were slowly crumbling, leaving her vulnerable and uncertain. She was torn between the safety and familiarity of Nathan's affection and the magnetic pull of Xavier's enigmatic charm.
It was a battle of desires, where her rational mind clashed with the yearnings of her heart. The notion of companionship and connection, of allowing someone to enter her life, seemed both enticing and terrifying. Olivia was faced with a choice, one that had the power to reshape her world.
Olivia understood the allure of denial, the comfort it provided in avoiding difficult decisions, and the messy complications that came with matters of the heart. The thought of choosing between Nathan and Xavier felt overwhelming, and part of her yearned to delay the inevitable.
Why did she have to choose right now? It was a question that echoed in Olivia's mind, tempting her to postpone the decision, to linger in the gray area where she could avoid hurting anyone involved, including herself. It was easier to believe that she could maintain a delicate balance, keeping both men at a distance while evading the need to confront her desires.
But deep down, Olivia recognized the flaw in her reasoning. She knew that by clinging to indecision, she risked causing more pain in the long run. The longer she remained in denial, the more tangled the situation would become, and the greater the risk of hurting those involved. She couldn't keep them hanging, suspended in uncertainty.
Damn it, she'd continue in her boat down that river of denial until she was good and ready.
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Chapter Fifteen


Olivia cursed under her breath, the third victim found in this mountainous desert grave. She was shaken by the brutality of it all, yet the same signature from the killer remained - that same sense of calculated cruelty ringing through each heinous act. 
Each step she took seemed to weigh heavier on Olivia's shoulders, a physical manifestation of the burden she carried within. The weight of guilt pressed upon her, a relentless reminder of the lives she couldn't save and the choices she questioned.
The image of the woman whose fate had slipped through her fingers haunted her thoughts, etching deeper lines of remorse upon her weary heart.
Every failure, every life lost under her watch, added another layer to the guilt she already bore. It was an unyielding weight that threatened to crush her spirit, a constant reminder of the fragility of human existence and the high stakes of her profession. The knowledge that she held lives in her hands, yet couldn't always protect them, gnawed at her conscience.
The park was so vast, but still not enough to keep the murderer hidden away from the public eye. It seemed he wanted everyone to know what he had done — each crime meticulously planned out with such precision and cruelty that there could be no doubt it was him.
However, underneath these feelings of disgust and terror ran another emotion - something much more complicated and harder to define. Was it admiration for his skill? Sympathy for the pain he must have been feeling. Or perhaps guilt because deep down Olivia knew she shared some of his secrets. A secret they both would never speak of.
Nathan’s voice brought Olivia out of her reverie and back to the reality of the situation. She had kept her visit to Xavier a secret, convinced that Nathan would think she was crazy if he knew what she had learned. But still, she feared being alone in this fight and longed for someone who could understand what she was going through.
“Long night?” He asked, his eyes showing compassion and understanding.
Absentmindedly, Olivia rubbed her neck through the scarf she wore as she recalled last night’s events. Hopefully, no one paid attention to her accessory choice. She hadn’t told Nathan she went to confront Xavier. There was no way he would have allowed her to go in the first place and second, it would mean telling him what she learned. That fear of Nathan thinking she was crazy outweighed everything else. She didn’t want a partner, yet she feared what said partner would think of her.
“Couldn’t sleep.” She replied, deciding to keep her secret a little while longer. She watched as he offered a slight nod before continuing the conversation. It was a probable answer given Nathan knew how concerned she was for her daughter’s safety after they learned of the missing girl. He offered an understanding smile but said nothing else.
“Run me through it.”
Nathan nodded and walked her through every detail of the crime scene. A young woman in her early to mid-twenties with wounds consistent with very precise incisions made to look like a wolf tore through her. A rune symbol was branded on her neck and two puncture wounds were hidden underneath the rune symbol.
Olivia knew what these details meant but hesitated to say them out loud for fear of judgment. Fear of disbelief. But at the same time, she wanted Nathan to know what seemed so obvious to her.
But would he laugh if she told him vampires existed? Or that their perp is a werewolf?
She took a deep breath, Olivia had to take the chance because she was going to combust. There had to be someone else she trusted who knew, relying on Xavier would be the death of her.
“Nathan, I know this may sound crazy, but hear me out. The puncture wounds, the precise incisions, the rune symbol - they are all indicative of a vampire attack. And the puncture wounds hidden beneath the symbol suggest that the attacker was a werewolf.” Olivia spoke slowly, watching Nathan's expression for any sign of disbelief or ridicule. But to her surprise, he nodded slowly, his face serious and contemplative.
“I know,” he said quietly, his voice barely above a whisper. “I've seen these before, Olivia. I didn't want to believe it at first, but the evidence is there. There are things in this world that we can't explain with science or reason. And there are forces out there that are beyond our control.” His eyes lingered on her longer than they should have.
Olivia felt a wave of relief wash over her. Finally, someone who understood what she was going through, who didn't think she was crazy. But her eyebrows knitted together. How did he know and not bother to share that kind of information with her? And why did she feel relief that of all people, it was Nathan who knew of the supernatural world? Would she have felt that way if it came from Patel? Or anyone else for that matter?
Olivia opened her mouth to say something but then closed it, Nathan’s stare burned through her.
“Later,” he said as if he sensed her curiosity about the supernatural and Nathan's knowledge of it. His head subtly nodded toward the others, indicating that it wasn't the appropriate moment for such a discussion. Olivia's gaze swept over everyone, silently contemplating how many others had arrived at the same realization as Nathan yet remained tight-lipped about it.
Detective Patel stepped through the yellow tape and joined them, her dark hair pulled back. The sun was already burning in the sky as early as it was and sweat trickled down Olivia's forehead as she felt waves of guilt crash over her, feeling partly responsible for the delay in finding the missing girl.
Patel spoke grimly, “We finally have a positive ID on our victim.” Olivia knew that no matter how hard they'd worked, there had been barely twelve hours from when they received those images to when they found her body. That is what he wanted.
And now they needed to find this guy.
“We've got something over here,” a voice belonging to one of the forensics technicians pierced through the air, jolting Olivia's attention. Her eyes snapped in the direction of the voice, her gaze searching intently for the source amidst the bustling crime scene.
Her heart pounded in her chest as both Nathan and Olivia swiftly made their way back to where the victim's lifeless body still lay. Their footsteps quickened, matching the urgency that pulsed through their veins. Thoughts raced through Olivia's mind, a whirlwind of possibilities and potential breakthroughs, as she anticipated what the forensic tech had discovered. The weight of the case hung heavy in the air, and every second felt like an eternity as they closed in on the new lead.
“What have you got?” She fought to keep her tone steady, masking the impatience that bubbled beneath the surface. The air crackled with suspense, hanging between them like a taut wire, as she awaited his response.
“It’s a note, to you,” he looked at her, her eyes finding the piece of paper held in his gloved hand. The tech passed her a glove and she slipped it on before taking the note from him.
I expected more from you, Detective Collins.
Nathan furrowed his brow, his expression a mix of confusion and concern. His voice carried a hint of disbelief as he uttered his observation. Olivia could see the wheels turning in his mind, trying to make sense of the situation.
She studied his face, searching for any trace of understanding. The gravity of his words settled upon her, igniting a flicker of anger deep within her chest. But she pushed it down, refusing to let it consume her. Instead, she maintained a calm facade, her features betraying a mix of determination and frustration.
“He's deliberately taunting me,” Olivia finally spoke, her voice tinged with a touch of disbelief. Her eyes bore into the distance, her mind racing to unravel the motives behind such a cruel act. The weight of the situation settled upon her shoulders, urging her to find the strength to face this new challenge head-on.
“But why you? You aren't the only one working this case,” Nathan questioned, his brows furrowing with genuine confusion.
Olivia's mind raced, searching for answers. Why indeed? What made her the target of such a taunt? She couldn't shake off the nagging feeling that there was something more to it.
Her instincts prickled with unease, questioning if she had been too quick to trust Xavier. Doubt seeped into her thoughts, casting shadows on the once-solid ground of her convictions.
Perhaps she had been too trusting, too willing to believe in his innocence. The seeds of suspicion took root, growing with each passing moment, as Olivia's mind grappled with the unsettling possibility that Xavier might be involved after all.
Giving the note back to the tech so that he could bag it, Olivia continued to bombard herself with questions that didn’t have answers.
“Make sure we compare this handwriting with any we might have in the system for previous cases.”
If he’s taunting now then he’s taunted before. Olivia was determined to make this the smoking gun, the thing that would lead to the killer’s demise.
Olivia's gaze shifted toward the back uniformed officers beyond the yellow tape, narrowing in on a figure she recognized—Rachel Park from The Phoenix Gazette. Ms. Park had a camera bag slung over her shoulder that bobbed as she marched past police officers, ever closer to Olivia with an expression of determination set firmly on her face. She ducked under the yellow tape, ignoring its purpose, and kept walking until she stood within a few feet of the detective.
As Rachel scanned the area, Olivia felt a prickling annoyance rise in her chest. It seemed Ms. Park was completely oblivious to the severity of this crime scene and the boundaries everyone else was expected to observe.
Olivia's eyes narrowed as Rachel approached her, her hackles rising at the invasive nature of the journalist's presence. She knew that Rachel was always on the lookout for a story, but this was a step too far. The crime scene was still active and the victim's body had yet to be removed. Rachel's blatant disregard for the protocol was unacceptable.
“What are you doing here, Rachel?” Olivia's tone was curt, her voice laced with irritation. She had no patience for the journalist's antics, not when it came to a case as sensitive as this.
Rachel didn't seem phased by Olivia's tone, flashing her a tight-lipped smile instead. “I heard about the missing girl and I thought I'd come down and see if there was any new information.”
Olivia's eyes narrowed further, her patience wearing thin. “You know that you're not allowed on an active crime scene without clearance from the department. You're putting the integrity of the investigation at risk.”
Rachel's smile faltered for a moment before she regained her composure. “I understand that, detective. But surely you can give me a statement, off the record?”
Olivia shook her head firmly. “I'm sorry, Rachel. I can't discuss the case with you. You'll have to wait until the department releases an official statement.”
Rachel's eyes darted between Olivia and the crime scene, a look of frustration etched on her face. “Fine,” she finally said, her voice tight with irritation. “But you know I'll get the story eventually.”
Olivia watched as Rachel turned on her heel and made her way back towards the yellow tape. She knew that the journalist would find a way to get her story, but she refused to let her compromise the investigation.
The weight of the crime scene hung heavily in the air, and Olivia knew that every decision she made could mean the difference between justice and failure. She took a deep breath, pushed aside her irritation, and focused her attention on the task at hand. They needed to find this killer and bring him to justice, no matter the cost.
Nathan placed a comforting hand on her shoulder, his eyes conveying a sense of understanding. Olivia gave him a small nod, silently acknowledging his support. She knew she couldn't do this alone, but she wasn’t quite ready to admit that she needed Nathan, she needed a partner.
Olivia couldn't shake the feeling that they were being watched. She glanced around nervously but saw no one suspicious. It was just her imagination playing tricks on her, she told herself.
But as they got in the car and drove away from the crime scene, Olivia couldn't help but feel a sense of foreboding. She knew they were getting closer to the killer, but would too many dead ends leave them with another body to find?
[image: image-placeholder]Detective Olivia Collins stood in the bustling bullpen, her eyes fixed on the whiteboard filled with graphic crime scene photos, maps, and notes. Nathan, Patel, and Diaz were huddled together deep in discussion about the recent murder case they had just investigated, but their energy was tense and strained.
Olivia's stomach churned as she looked at the evidence laid out before her. She knew that they had to catch this killer before they struck again, but she wasn't sure if she could rely on her team to do it. A touch of frustration mixed with a sense of betrayal began to fill her chest as she wondered how many more victims would be caught in the crossfire if she didn't take matters into her own hands.
Olivia's eyes lingered on the note, her pulse pounding in her ears. It was a stark reminder that she had been dragged into this sinister game. The bold black ink of the words left her feeling hollow and exposed, almost as if someone was watching her.
Her gaze moved to the last letter, and without warning a vision hit her like a freight train. She stumbled back, her breath coming in ragged gasps. “Why me?” she whispered, desperate for an answer but receiving nothing but silence. With trembling fingers, she traced each letter of the note as if they held the key to solving this puzzle.
As Olivia read the last word of the letter, a wave of icy terror shuddered through her body and hurled her into the past. She was back in that cabin. Toxic memories filled her senses – smoky air, stale fear, and a key thrust into her face demanding she return what once belonged to them.
“Olivia, are you with us?” Then Nathan's voice shattered the vision and drew Olivia back to the present. Her heart pounded as she focused on his words, forcing out a nod in response.
Fear gripped Olivia as a chilling realization washed over her. The echoes of her past intertwined with the present, creating a web of uncertainty and dread. The possibility that the same faceless man who had haunted her nightmares before was now connected to their current investigation sent shivers down her spine.
“It’s him, the man from the cabin…” her voice trembled.
She struggled to recall his face, desperately sifting through her memories, but it remained elusive, like a phantom haunting the recesses of her mind. Once, his visage had been imprinted on her consciousness, an indelible mark of terror. Now, it seemed to have vanished, leaving only a void where his features should be.
The previous case had consumed her, driven her to the edge of sanity as they chased a man without a face. Their efforts had been in vain, unable to capture him and bring him to justice. But the victims then had been different, their deaths following a different pattern. Now, a new trail of evidence pointed to a man who seemed sloppier, leaving behind clues that Olivia had managed to trace.
A sinking feeling settled in Olivia's gut as she questioned the intentionality behind the change in modus operandi. Was it deliberate? Had the faceless man intentionally altered his approach to lure her back into the nightmare that had once consumed her? She couldn't shake the nagging doubt that there was a connection between the two cases, one that reached far deeper than she could comprehend.
The memories of her previous encounters with the faceless man taunted her, playing like a haunting melody in her mind. She had fought hard to overcome the fear and trauma he had inflicted upon her, but now, it seemed he was resurfacing, refusing to be forgotten. His absence in her memories only served to heighten the unease, as if he were manipulating the shadows from the depths of her subconscious.
Gasping for air, Olivia felt as though invisible hands were tightening around her throat, constricting her breath. Panic surged through her veins, intensifying the sensation of suffocation. She stumbled backward, desperate to escape the confines of the suffocating room.
The weight of the investigation, the taunting note, and the haunting memories collided within her, overwhelming her senses. It was as if the air itself had turned heavy, making it difficult to draw in a single breath. She clawed at the collar of her shirt, desperately trying to loosen the imaginary grip on her throat.
“Get... Get out,” Olivia gasped, her voice strained and ragged. She stumbled towards the exit, her heart pounding in her chest like a caged bird desperate for freedom. Every step felt like an eternity, the need for fresh air becoming all-consuming.
As she burst through the doors, the outside world greeted her with a rush of cool breeze. Olivia inhaled deeply, filling her lungs with much-needed oxygen. The weight on her chest began to ease, though a lingering sense of unease still lingered in the recesses of her mind.
Leaning against the wall, Olivia closed her eyes and focused on regulating her breathing. In and out. In and out. She repeated the mantra, willing her racing heart to calm itself. Gradually, the tightness in her chest subsided, replaced by a sense of clarity.
The open space around her provided a respite from the suffocating confines of the investigation room. The bustling sounds of the city filled her ears, grounding her in the present moment. With each passing breath, Olivia regained control over her body and mind.
But the lingering feeling of suffocation remained, a constant reminder of the darkness that surrounded her. The faceless man, the unresolved memories, and the taunting note had woven a web of fear that seemed impossible to escape. It was as if the very air she breathed carried the weight of her past and the impending danger of the present.
Taking one last breath, Olivia straightened her shoulders. Fear could not consume her, she couldn’t let it. Not with the case, the victims who needed justice, unsolved.
As she turned to head back into the station, something caught Olivia’s eye. A tan-colored envelope was on the windshield of her unmarked squad car.
Detective Collins crept cautiously toward her car, overwhelmed with a mixture of fear and curiosity. She peered around the parking lot, making sure no one was watching her before snatching the envelope out from behind her windshield wiper. Her heart raced as she slowly opened the package, fearful of what was inside. Trembling hands pulled out photographs that made Collins gasp in terror.
Detective Olivia Collins's heart thumped hard in her chest as she stared at the stack of photos before her. Images of herself from hours ago, taken by the killer who had been taunting her at the crime scene. The very same crime scene where she could feel his presence, even though he remained unseen.
Olivia spun around, a silent curse escaping her lips as she searched for any sign of him. Her fists clenched tight as though she expected to suddenly find him standing right in front of her.
Where are you, she thought with an intensity that bordered on hatred. Every muscle in her body tensed as if ready to fight or flee should the killer reveal himself.
Taunting her, leaving her this, meant he wouldn’t miss a chance to watch her reaction. And at that moment, Olivia hated that she even gave him the satisfaction she did.
Long ago, Olivia had learned the delicate dance between mind and body, between calming words and racing adrenaline. The control panel of her emotions was often at the mercy of her adrenal glands, dictating the pace at which fear and anxiety coursed through her veins. However, she knew that she held a sliver of control, a tool she could employ to find balance amidst the chaos.
Consciously, she took a deep breath, allowing the air to fill her lungs with intention. The shallow breaths that had fueled her nerves were replaced by a single, deliberate inhalation. As the oxygen flowed through her body, a subtle shift occurred within her being.
In that brief moment, Olivia found herself in the elusive realm between nerves and focus. The racing thoughts and the weight of the investigation still lingered, but they no longer held dominion over her. The deep breath acted as a reset button, grounding her in the present and silencing the cacophony of doubts and fears.
The words burst from her like a gunshot. Her fingers curled into fists, and her knuckles turned white as she pictured herself wrapping them around his neck. “I’m going to find you,” she growled through gritted teeth. “Your fun will end.” She refrained from slamming her hand down on the hood of the car in determination. No, that showed he was under her skin and she couldn't allow him that satisfaction.
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Chapter Sixteen


Olivia's mind was overwhelmed with exhaustion as she drove through the deserted streets of Phoenix. She could feel the weight of her failure bearing down on her shoulders. The air in the car was stale, and the only sounds were the occasional hum of the engine and the steady rhythm of her breathing. She tried to shake the feeling of defeat, but it clung to her like a thick fog. 
As she entered her apartment, the familiar scent of lavender filled her nose, and she paused for a moment to take in the peaceful atmosphere. The soft lighting and the gentle hum of the air conditioning were a soothing balm to her frayed nerves. Olivia moved towards the couch, sinking into the plush cushions as she began to sort through the endless details of the case.
Her fingers were tired, aching from hours of scrolling through files and photographs. The cold metal of her laptop stung her fingertips as she clicked through each image, searching for a clue that would break the case open. She sipped on her coffee, feeling the warmth of the liquid seep into her body and ease her tension.
She closed her eyes, her mind drifting to the other night when she had been face-to-face with Xavier Knight. She had been so close to finding the missing piece of the puzzle, but it had slipped through her fingers like sand. Olivia clenched her fists, frustration mingling with exhaustion to create a potent cocktail of emotions.
As she opened her eyes, she realized she needed to clear her head. She stood up, stretching her arms above her head and letting out a deep breath. She moved towards the balcony, pulling open the sliding glass door and stepping out into the warm Phoenix air.
The city skyline stretched out before her, the twinkling lights of the skyscrapers creating a beautiful sight. Olivia closed her eyes, letting the gentle breeze brush against her skin and mess up her hair. For a moment, she forgot about the case, about the victim, about the suspect. It was just her and the peaceful night.
[image: image-placeholder]The night was hot and muggy, the air thick with the scent of blooming flowers and freshly mowed grass.
Olivia lay in bed, her skin sticky with sweat and her senses heightened. She could hear the hum of the air conditioner, the rustling of the sheets as she tossed and turned, and the distant sound of a siren outside.
As she closed her eyes, she felt the coolness of the cotton pillowcase against her cheek and the weight of the duvet covering her. She could taste the metallic tang of fear in her mouth, and her nostrils flared at the familiar scent of her sweat.
As she drifted off to sleep, her mind was filled with thoughts of the case and the responsibility she carried to solve this case. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she could feel the tension in her muscles. But despite her exhaustion, she continued to pray for guidance, for a sign that would help her solve the case.
And then it came, like a bolt of lightning striking her mind. A vivid vision filled her mind's eye, sending shivers down her spine.
[image: image-placeholder]The chase had begun in the damp alleyways of the city. Olivia's heart pounded as she sprinted after the suspect, the sound of her footsteps clacking against the concrete. The smell of rotting trash filled her nose, and she could hear the distant sirens of police cars. The suspect was fast, too fast for her, and she felt a growing sense of desperation as she lost sight of him. Panic surged through her veins as she stumbled into an unfamiliar room, and the door behind her slammed shut.
The room was a horror. The walls were stained with grime and dirt, and the air was thick with the smell of decay. There were no windows, no doors, no way out. Olivia's chest tightened with fear as the walls began to move, closing in on her at an alarming speed. The pressure grew and grew, crushing the air out of her lungs.
Suddenly, she heard a low growl that made her blood run cold. The growl grew louder and louder until it was a deafening roar. She spun around to face the sound, and in the darkness, she saw a pair of glowing eyes. They were the eyes of a massive wolf, its black fur bristling, and its jaws dripping with saliva. Olivia's legs refused to move, and she was frozen in place as the wolf leaped toward her.
The wolf's hot breath washed over her face, and its teeth gleamed in the darkness. Olivia screamed, but her voice was drowned out by the sound of snarling and growling. The wolf's jaws snapped shut, and she thought it was the end, but then something strange happened. The wolf hesitated, and its eyes flickered with uncertainty. For a moment, the wolf seemed almost human, as if it were struggling with something internal. Then, with a sudden burst of movement, it disappeared into the darkness.
[image: image-placeholder]Olivia woke up, her heart pounding in her chest. It was just a dream, she told herself again, but the fear wouldn't go away.
Olivia rose from her bed with a jolt, her chest heaving and her heart racing as she struggled to escape the clutches of the nightmare that had ensnared her. With a trembling hand, she reached for the lamp on her nightstand and flicked it on, illuminating the darkened room in a soft glow.
Her legs carried her unsteadily to the bathroom, her mind still haunted by the terrifying images that had played out in her subconscious. She approached the sink, gazing at her reflection in the mirror with eyes that betrayed the fear that still lingered within her.
Desperate to rid herself of the lingering terror, she splashed her face with water, the droplets cold and refreshing against her clammy skin. As she gazed into the mirror, she willed herself to push the dream from her mind, though the memory of it still lingered like a shadow at the edge of her consciousness.
But she couldn’t shake those eyes.
Olivia Collins knew those eyes.
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Chapter Seventeen


Olivia needed clarity. With all of the weight of the case pushing down on her, she wasn't sure how much she could take before walking away. The detective rarely met a case she couldn't solve. Thanks to that neat little ability of hers, it was nearly impossible for her not to solve a case. But it was like something was blocking the frequencies and she could barely get glimpses let alone anything she could use. 
Going to her captain's office, at her home station, made the most sense to the redhead. Failure of catching the murderer and the realization that things that go bump in the night exist, she had a perpetual headache and no answers.
Captain Mike Colson had been her mentor when she came on as a beat cop and worked her way up to detective. He was more like family than her boss, and because of that, she had to pick his brain about it all. The vampires and werewolves, the unsolvable serial murders, and her need to push everyone away as if it was some way to save them from death.
Olivia sat in front of Captain Colson's desk, her hands clasped tightly in her lap. She could feel her heart pounding in her chest, her mind racing with all the unanswered questions that lingered within. She knew that her captain had seen her like this before, that he knew the look of a detective who was on the brink of collapse.
“Talk to me, Liv,” Captain Colson said quietly, his voice filled with concern. “What's going on?”
Olivia took a deep breath, the weight of the world resting heavily on her shoulders. “I can't solve this case,” she admitted, her voice cracking with emotion. “I've tried everything I know how to do, but... it's like something's blocking me. Like I can't see the whole picture.”
Captain Colson nodded thoughtfully, his eyes fixed on her. “This case is unlike anything you've ever faced before, Liv,” he said finally. “We're dealing with creatures that hunt us for fun.”
Realization flowed through every fiber of her being. “You knew?” Her words were barely a whisper, the feeling of betrayal ached heavily in her chest.
The captain sighed deeply, his eyes filled with sadness. “I'm sorry, Liv. I didn't want to put you in danger, but I also knew you were the only one who could solve this case. You have a gift, and it's our responsibility to use it for the greater good.”
Olivia shook her head in disbelief. “And you thought it was okay to keep this from me? To not tell me that vampires and werewolves were real?”
“I understand if you're angry with me, Liv,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “But you have to understand that we're dealing with something beyond our understanding. These creatures have been around for centuries, and they're not going to stop hunting us anytime soon.”
Fury consumed Olivia, igniting her like the blazing embers of her red hair. "And let me guess, you thought you were protecting me?" she spat out, her voice laced with bitterness.
"Don't do that. You are like a daughter to me, Liv," Mike responded, his tone torn between concern and guilt.
"That doesn't give you the right to keep something like this from me, Mike," Olivia shot back, her emotions swirling like a tempest inside her. "Especially when I am a part of this world. I've been searching for answers for years, and you knew. You knew, and you kept it to yourself."
Tears welled up in her eyes, but she fought to hold them back. This was not a time for vulnerability. It was a time for confronting the painful truth that Mike, her trusted mentor and father figure, had withheld crucial information from her.
"I faced dangers, Mike. I've put my life on the line countless times, and you thought sheltering me was the best way to keep me safe?" Olivia's voice trembled with a mix of anger and hurt. "All this time, while I was searching for the truth, you were... What? Afraid I couldn't handle it? That I'd break under the pressure?"
Mike's eyes flickered with a mixture of regret and understanding. "I never wanted to hurt you, Liv," he admitted softly. "I thought I was doing what was best, but I see now that I was wrong."
Olivia felt her anger waver, replaced by a profound sense of disappointment. She had always trusted Mike, and now that trust felt shattered, like fragments of a broken mirror reflecting a distorted image of their bond.
"Mike, you should have given me the choice," she said, her voice tinged with sadness. "I deserved to know the truth, no matter how difficult it might be to accept."
He reached out to her, his hand hovering in the air, but Olivia stepped back, needing space to process the emotional turmoil within her.
"I can't change what I did, Liv," Mike said, his voice heavy with remorse. "But I promise you this: from now on, I won't keep anything from you. You have a right to know, and I won't stand in your way any longer."
Olivia looked into his eyes, searching for sincerity, and found it there, mixed with profound sadness. She knew Mike cared for her deeply, but that realization only made her heartache more acute. She didn't want to fight with him, she just wanted the truth and the freedom to make her own choices.
"I need to find my own path," she said, her voice raw with emotion. "I can't keep living in the dark while you decide what's best for me. This world, the supernatural world, it's a part of who I am, and I need to face it head-on."
Mike nodded, a mixture of resignation and pride evident in his expression. "I understand, Liv. And I'll be here for you, every step of the way. Just promise me one thing… Be careful. The dangers in that world are real, and I don't want to lose you."
A tear escaped Olivia's eye, and she wiped it away with the back of her hand. "I promise," she whispered, her voice breaking. "But I need to do this, Mike. For myself, and for those who need someone to stand up for them."
Mike nodded again, his eyes glistening with unshed tears. "I know you'll do great things, Liv. You always have."
Olivia took a deep breath, trying to calm herself down. “Okay,” she said finally. “What do we do now?”
“We keep working the case,” Captain Colson said firmly. “You're the best detective I've ever trained, hell, ever met. I can't take credit for a naturally born talent.”
“But not alone.” Her eyes met his.
“No, not alone. Nathan's a good man and a good detective, and I think you know what else he is.”
She nodded. “I do.” Olivia had yet to confront him about it but all the signs were there. And she couldn't deny that dream she had the other night. Chewing on her cheek, Olivia knew what she had to do.
No more pushing people away.
Leaving Captain Colson's office, Olivia's resolve ignited like wildfire within her. She refused to evade the confrontation any longer. Nathan's hidden supernatural nature beckoned for answers, urging her to cast aside the hollow pretense of independence. The truth resonated deeply within her core – she needed a partner.
Stepping out of the Phoenix Station, an ominous shiver slithered down Olivia's spine. Unveiling her guarded heart to anyone had always been a distant notion, but entrusting herself to someone who could be both her shield and her peril? It was a treacherous leap into uncharted territory.
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Chapter Eighteen


Olivia stood in front of Nathan’s door. In truth, she didn’t know if this was the right move but she had to tell someone about Xavier looking in her head. And she didn’t think it was safe to tell her daughter. The more she could keep her out of this, the better. 
Nathan looked surprised when he opened the door.
“Got any bourbon?” she asked as she pushed inside. Not giving him much of a choice, she came into his home because she didn’t know where else to go.
“Sure. Come right on in,” he said sarcastically.
“You owe me at least that much,” she pointed out as she took in his home. Keeping a secret from her the way he did. But she kept secrets too. 
Regardless of if it was his personal life or not, they could have used his insight for the case. But now all she could think about was who was he protecting. 
The thought was shoved away. Hating to admit it but Olivia thought she knew Nathan well enough that if he knew who the murderer truly was, he’d bring them to justice. She couldn’t trust much anymore but she could trust that.
Nathan lead the way to his living room and gestured to the couch before he poured out two bourbons.
Seated on the couch, she couldn’t help but watch him and how every muscle in his body moved. The shirt fit just the right way so that there was no wondering about the wall of muscle that led beneath it. How much of that was because he was a werewolf and how much of that was because of his lifestyle?
He handed her the glass and for a moment she was quiet. Staring at the blank TV, she contemplated what to even say to him. Anger still boiled from the betrayal but he was still who she came running to the moment she needed something lately.
She inhaled deeply.
"First, I need an answer to something," Olivia's gaze locked onto him, a determined intensity that seemed to anchor him in place. The questions she sought answers to were a weight upon her shoulders, and she was resolute in her pursuit of truth.
"You and Rachel," she continued, her voice unwavering, "I saw the two of you arguing, and it was about me." Her ears had caught more than just her name in that heated exchange, but she held back that detail. The strategy was clear in her mind - the less she disclosed, the more she might glean from him about the topic at hand.
“Rachel and I are old friends from childhood. Whatever you think you heard…”
“Don’t try to lie to me. I know you are a werewolf.” Olivia held his gaze, daring him to deny it.
Olivia scoffed and took a drink, the brown liquid burning its way down.
“So what were you two arguing about?” Olivia asked unwilling to let this go.
“Rachel is trouble.” 
She could have told him that but Olivia wanted something she didn’t already know. She wanted answers. 
“Olivia…” Nathan’s voice was soft, pleading. “I should have told you when you realized what our killer is.”
She shook her head, Nathan wasn’t answering the question but there were other answers she wanted as well. Which answers did she want more? This was too exhausting. And the onset of a headache prodded at her temples.
“I get why you didn’t. You didn’t want me to question your loyalty.” Forgiveness wasn’t going to be given freely but she could at least recognize why he kept it from her.
“It’s more than that, though. Yes, that was the main reason. And I should have trusted that you’d have my back regardless.” It was true, though. Olivia didn’t like having a partner, but they were too deep into this for her not to have his back. Even if they weren’t knee-deep in this, she still would have had his back. She’d never leave one of her own out to dry despite how she felt on the topic of a partner.
“Your reasons are your own.” And she believed that.
“How long have you been a werewolf?” Olivia's voice carried a hint of disbelief, searching for answers that had eluded her for far too long.
Nathan met her gaze, his expression serious yet tinged with a trace of vulnerability. “Since I was born,” he confessed, his voice steady. “I come from a long line of werewolves, and it's a part of who I am.” Which meant his brother was a werewolf too.
Her mind raced with questions. “Do you know other werewolves? Are there more of you?”
He nodded, understanding the depth of her curiosity. “Yes, there are others. There are three packs in Tolleson alone, each with its own alpha and territory. And there's a larger pack in Phoenix as well. Rachel is one.” His eyes watched her.  “But from a different pack.” As if the clarification made any difference in how she felt. 
Olivia's eyebrows furrowed as she tried to process the information. “And is that why you two were arguing about me?” 
She wasn’t going to let that go. 
“Yes,” he answered. “She’s jealous. Her and I…” he paused as he looked down. “We used to date before we had this falling out.” Olivia waited for him to continue but that’s all he gave her. 
Olivia’s lips tightened into a thin line. She’d get the truth eventually but tonight wasn’t it. Perhaps Xavier, with his knack for delving into every corner, held the answers she sought.
“What about Liam? Is he a werewolf too?”
Nathan nodded once again, his tone grave. “Yes, he belongs to one of the packs. But not all werewolves are the same. Just like humans, we have our differences, our alliances, and our conflicts.”
She absorbed his words, the world around her expanding with newfound knowledge. The intricacies of the supernatural world intersected with her reality. Olivia couldn't deny the weight of the revelation and the impact it would have on their investigation.
Nathan's presence took on a different meaning. He was no longer just her partner, he was someone who had shared his deepest secret with her. The walls that Olivia had carefully erected around herself started to crumble, and a glimmer of trust flickered within her.
Taking a deep breath, Olivia's fingers brushed against the edge of her jacket, a subtle gesture of readiness as she prepared to share her own secret. Her voice, though layered with the storm of emotions swirling within her, remained steady as she uttered her revelation.
"I'm a Seer," her words carried a quiet strength, the unspoken weight of what that entailed hanging between them.
Nathan's eyes widened, the corners of his lips twitching in a mix of surprise and disbelief. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, a subtle physical response to the unexpected revelation. His voice, usually steady, softened slightly as he sought clarification.
"How did you find out?" Nathan's question held a hint of vulnerability, a glimpse into his curiosity, and a trace of the emotions he was trying to process.
Olivia's gaze held his, her eyes a mirror of determination. She squared her shoulders, her body language a reflection of her resolute resolve as she replied succinctly.
"Xavier," her response, though brief, carried an undertone of complexities that stretched beyond the mere mention of a name.
Nathan's lips pressed into a tight line, his jaw clenching imperceptibly. His distrust of Xavier was palpable, a shadow that darkened his gaze and added tension to his body language. Suspicion laced his words as he sought to understand her choice.
"Xavier? That guy gives me a bad vibe. Why would you trust him?" His words held a tinge of accusation, his skepticism clear in the furrow of his brow and the guarded shift of his stance.
Olivia's gaze remained steady, her fingers now interlacing before her, a subtle nervous energy coursing through her. She paused for a moment, choosing her words carefully, her body language indicating the weight of what she was about to share.
"Because of the visions," her voice held a softness, an indication of the vulnerability she was exposing. Her body language softened too, a small tilt of her head inviting him to listen.
Nathan's expression shifted, his curiosity now mingled with a mixture of surprise and concern. He uncrossed his arms, a subtle relaxation of his stance indicating his willingness to engage in this revelation.
"Visions? What do you mean?" His question, though still cautious, carried a new layer of openness, a signal that his guard was beginning to lower.
The tension in Olivia's shoulders eased slightly as she felt him leaning in, his body language telling of his genuine interest. She took a breath, her fingers relaxing as she shared her truth.
"I... I see things, glimpses of events or people. Sometimes before they happen, and sometimes after they've happened," her confession carried a weight that was evident in her tone, her posture, and the flicker of vulnerability in her eyes. "But they're not always clear, not always easy to decipher."
Nathan's footsteps reverberated through the room as he paced, each one punctuated by an undercurrent of anger that sent ripples of unease through Olivia.  She wondered if revealing her encounter with Xavier had been a mistake and if her openness had inadvertently ignited this fiery reaction.
As Nathan moved,  his fists clenched at his sides as if he were grappling with emotions he struggled to contain. Olivia's eyes followed his restless path, and a wave of doubt surged within her. She hadn't anticipated this level of anger from him. Did wolves inherently despise vampires as they often did in the tales spun by movies and folklore? The question, heavy with uncertainty, lingered in her thoughts like a specter.
“I should leave,” she said.
“Don’t.”
As Olivia took a tentative step toward the door, Nathan's hand extended, his fingers reaching out as if to bridge the distance between them. His eyes bore into hers, a silent plea that was etched in the depths of his gaze. 
Olivia felt the warmth of his hands as he pulled her closer, their lips crashing together in a moment of passionate hunger. His rough hands ran along her curves, exploring every inch of her body before finding their way to the bite marks on her neck. She let out a soft moan in response and he growled low in his throat. Her hands trembled as they explored his chiseled muscles beneath his shirt, coaxing it off him with growing intensity.
The sensation was electric as his lips left hers and tossed his shirt aside, returning to her lips in an instant as he trailed them down to her jawline. Olivia shakily attempted to undo his belt, impatience taking over with each second that passed.
He helped her slide off her jacket and her shirt followed, falling haphazardly on the floor before he had worked past her underwear. The heat between them intensified as their skin touched and he palmed her hips with unbridled desire. Olivia felt lost in the moment, unable to get undressed fast enough.
A thought raced through her mind, causing her to abruptly pull away. “Hold on, where is your brother?” she asked, her eyebrows furrowing in concern.
“Oh… Right,” As if he, too, just remembered he had a brother. With a wicked smile, he lifted her and carried her towards the bedroom. She stared into his eyes, lost in the ocean of desire. The muscles of his chest rippled as he moved, and she couldn't help but trace her fingers over them, feeling the warmth of his skin. The scent of his cologne filled her nostrils, and she breathed in deeply, feeling intoxicated by the sensation.
As they reached the bedroom, he gently laid her down on the bed, his eyes never leaving hers. Olivia watched as he undressed himself, revealing a muscular, toned body that left her breathless. His fingers trailed over her skin, leaving goosebumps in their wake as he leaned in for a deep, passionate kiss.
Their lips met in a fiery embrace, and Olivia felt her body respond with an intensity she had never felt before. His hands roamed over her body, teasing her with each touch, sending shivers down her spine. She arched her back as he trailed his fingers down her stomach, moving lower and lower until he reached her core.
She gasped in pleasure as he began to explore her, his touch igniting a fire inside her that burned hotter with each passing second. He continued to kiss her deeply, his tongue dancing with hers as he drove her wild with desire.
Olivia moaned in pleasure as he entered her, his movements powerful and passionate as he drove her to the brink of ecstasy. She felt her body shaking with pleasure as he thrust deeper and deeper inside her, his hands gripping her hips as he took her to new heights of pleasure. She cried out his name as she came, waves of pleasure washing over her as he continued to pound into her with unrelenting passion.
As they collapsed onto the bed, exhausted and spent, Olivia felt a sense of satisfaction wash over her. She had never felt so alive, so consumed by passion. She knew that she would never forget this moment, this incredible experience that had left her feeling like a new person.
Nathan's hand traced patterns on her back, his fingers leaving a trail of goosebumps in their wake. He kissed her shoulder, trailing farther down and eliciting a soft moan. Her hands gripped the sheets tightly and she shuddered with pleasure as he entered her again, his movements playful and passionate as they made love once more.
“You are amazing,” he whispered, his voice full of desire and awe. She sighed in pleasure, savoring his words, the feeling of his touch, of his body against hers.
She didn't want this to end, and she felt her body beginning to reach the brink of ecstasy again as he thrust deeper and deeper inside her. Her breathing grew ragged as she came closer and closer to the edge.
They collapsed together, exhausted and replete. They held each other for hours, resting in each other's arms. Her head rested on his chest and she felt his fingers tracing patterns on her back.
Olivia felt like they were the only two people in the world, lost in the moment, lost in the pleasure of each other's bodies.
As she drifted off to sleep, she thought that she had never been happier. She couldn't help but think that there was something unique about him, something strange. She could have sworn that she had heard stories like this before. Something about the pull of both of these men. As she drifted off, they left her mind and she drifted into a peaceful sleep.
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Chapter Nineteen


The morning greeted Olivia with a throbbing headache, a reminder of the last few days' tension. The sun blinded her and the fear that she’d somehow over-slept shot through her body. Turning, she caught sight of the alarm clock that lay on the nightstand. 
6:02
Steele took a deep, deliberate breath, and Olivia could feel the subtle rise and fall of his chest against her back. As his warm breath brushed against the dampness of her neck, an unexpected shiver ran down her spine. She couldn't help but think, This is not what I had anticipated. He's spooning me.
The bedroom air felt heavy and stifling, the closed windows trapping the warmth within. A thin sheen of sweat clung to their intertwined bodies, creating an intimate connection that both surprised and intrigued her. The logical part of her mind suggested creating some space, seeking relief from the closeness, but another part found comfort in their proximity. Against her better judgment, Olivia nestled herself back into the secure embrace of his chest, discovering an unexpected sense of belonging.
Nathan Steele. The name echoed in her thoughts, accompanied by a whirlwind of questions. How did they reach this point? What twist of fate brought them together in such an intimate and vulnerable moment?
If Detective Collins were to conduct an internal investigation, she would undoubtedly find herself compelled to sign a sworn statement attesting to the undeniable spark of attraction she felt from the very moment they first met. Olivia couldn't help but wonder how many other self-deceptions she had been grappling with.
None. Absolutely none.
Bullshit.
Olivia grappled with a haunting worry that haunted her deepest thoughts: What if the walls she built around herself, those impenetrable barriers, became so fortified that they isolated the very essence of who she was? There existed a precarious tipping point, a fragile threshold where self-protection could unwittingly result in self-loss.
She contemplated the consequences of fortifying her heart, shielding it from potential pain and disappointment. What if the armor she forged to safeguard her vulnerability grew so impenetrable that even she couldn't access the most tender parts of her being? Would she risk losing touch with her own emotions, with the capacity for genuine connection and raw authenticity?
The thought sent a shiver down Olivia's spine.
She had witnessed the aftermath of such self-imposed isolation in others, witnessing how the struggle to preserve oneself led to a gradual erosion of their spirit. She couldn't help but wonder if she, too, would face the same fate.
The struggle was real. Balancing self-preservation with the fear of detachment gnawed at her, a constant inner battle. Olivia knew the importance of setting boundaries and safeguarding her well-being, but she feared the point of no return, the point where her safeguards would become self-imprisonment.
The truth was inescapable, lurking beneath layers of denial and deflection. It was a magnetic force that drew her towards him, a gravitational pull she couldn't ignore. Olivia had attempted to bury her feelings, dismissing them as insignificant or inconsequential. Yet, with each passing moment around one another, the flame of attraction flickered brighter, defying her attempts to extinguish it.
But what was it about Nathan Steele that drew her in? It was more than just his passion and excitement. There was an undeniable magnetism in the way he challenged her, stirring something within her that had long been dormant. He reminded her of the fearless woman she once was, before the weight of her responsibilities and the walls she built around herself.
As she reflected on their connection, Olivia couldn't help but acknowledge that, despite her best efforts, Nathan had managed to breach her defenses.
The armor she had meticulously crafted to shield herself from vulnerability had been momentarily penetrated. Last night had been a turning point, a rare occasion when she allowed someone to see the raw and unguarded parts of her.
[image: image-placeholder]Her cell phone jolted them awake, and Olivia sat up, disoriented in the harsh morning light. She brought the phone to her ear, her voice still laced with sleepiness. “Collins.”
“I hope I didn't disturb your beauty sleep, Detective,” Xavier's voice sneered through the line.
Olivia glanced at the alarm clock, the time reading 7:15. She rubbed her eyes, attempting to shake off the remnants of slumber. “No, I was already up,” she lied, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of knowing she had been awakened by his call. Beside her, Nathan grumbled, his presence a reminder of the delicate balance she was trying to maintain.
Hoping Xavier wouldn't detect the presence of another person, Olivia turned away from Nathan and leaned closer to the phone. “Cut to the chase, Knight. I'm not interested in your mind games.”
Xavier's voice dripped with amusement. “Oh, Detective, always so serious. But I have something that might pique your interest. That is if you're not too distracted by your personal affairs.”
The insinuation in his words sent a wave of irritation through Olivia. She was determined not to let him get under her skin. “Just get to the point, Xavier,” she snapped, her tone sharp with impatience. She couldn't help but wonder how he had obtained her private number, but she dismissed the thought, unwilling to give him any satisfaction.
“I have a lead for you,” Xavier finally revealed, a hint of mystery in his voice. “But perhaps you're too preoccupied to pursue it. After all, you do seem to have a lot on your plate.”
Olivia's jaw clenched, her resolve strengthening. She wouldn't allow him to undermine her focus. “Give me the lead, Knight,” she demanded.
“No need to get upset, detective.” Xavier continued and spoke of a man who went by the name Vincent Blackwood, and that he knew a victim of his that survived, Samantha Mitchell. Knight went on to explain that the M.O. was very similar to the current murders they had and it might be beneficial for them to follow up.
“I also have a gift for you. I’ll text you a time and place.” And then he hung up. 
Olivia stared at her phone a moment before her attention turned to Nathan.
“Let me guess, it was Xavier?” Nathan sounded less than thrilled.
Olivia sighed, the weight of the situation settling heavily on her shoulders. She hated the fact that Xavier had managed to infiltrate their investigation once again. 
“Yeah, it was Xavier,” she confirmed, her voice tinged with exasperation. “He claims to have a lead, and as much as I loathe to admit it, we're running out of options.”
As if a light came on, Nathan's eyes went wide and then narrowed. “Is that who bit you?”
His accusation nearly had her reaching for the stop button.
“Liv,” his shoulders dropped, “being bit by a vampire is dangerous.” He closed his eyes as if he needed to steady himself. “Did he attack you?”
Olivia shrugged, avoiding looking right at him. “I’m fine. I’m aware of the risks.” In truth, she wasn’t. Olivia thought she knew the risks, but she never actually asked Xavier what a bite entails fully. She had yet to know the expanse of the supernatural world or her powers, yet Olivia convinced herself that she knew what she was doing. And that risk was worth it in the end.
“Jesus, you did it to get information, didn’t you? That’s why he’s calling with a lead.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, annoyed.
Olivia didn’t deny or confirm anything.
Nathan groaned, his face scrunching up in annoyance. “I can't believe we're considering taking his information seriously. That man is nothing but trouble.”
“I know,” Olivia agreed, her voice laced with reluctance. “But desperate times call for desperate measures. If there's even a slight chance that he's holding valuable information, we can't afford to ignore it.”
Nathan let out a frustrated sigh, running a hand through his tousled hair. “I just don't want him playing games with us. He's manipulative, and God knows what he's up to.”
Olivia reached out and squeezed Nathan's hand, a silent reassurance passing between them. “We won't let him derail us, Nathan. We'll approach this lead with caution, and if it proves to be another one of his tricks, we'll be prepared.”
Olivia took a deep breath, trying to maintain a level-headed approach despite the unease gnawing at her. She sat up, propping herself against the headboard as she relayed exactly what Xavier told her. Nathan listened intently, his brow furrowing as he processed the information.
After Olivia finished, Nathan let out a sigh. “It's a long shot, but we don't have much else to go on. We'll need to make sure we're cautious, though. We can't let Knight get the upper hand.”
Olivia nodded in agreement, feeling a sense of unease settle over her. She couldn't shake the feeling that something wasn't quite right. Xavier's sudden willingness to offer up information seemed too convenient, and she couldn't help but wonder if he had an ulterior motive.
But they had no other options. They needed to follow up on the lead, no matter how reluctant they were to trust Xavier. Olivia swallowed her reservations, determined to stay vigilant and not let him manipulate them.
“Let's get ready,” she said, her tone firm. “We'll go meet this witness and see what we can find out.”
Nathan nodded, his expression serious. “And we'll keep a close eye on Xavier. I don't trust him for a second.”
Olivia smiled wryly. “Neither do I, but we have to work with what we have. And who knows? Maybe this Vincent Blackwood will be the break we need in this case.”
Nathan snorted. “I won't hold my breath, but I'll keep my fingers crossed.”
Olivia chuckled, grateful for the lighthearted moment. She knew the road ahead would be treacherous, but she was determined to find the killer and bring them to justice. She turned towards Nathan, a spark of determination in her eyes.
“Let's go catch a killer.”
[image: image-placeholder]Olivia's fingers clenched her phone as Xavier's text message flickered across the screen, a timely interruption that seemed almost fortuitous. She exhaled a breath she hadn't realized she was holding. The decision to meet with Xavier, away from Nathan's prying eyes, was a calculated one. She needed answers, and she couldn't afford to let Nathan's potentially tumultuous reaction hinder her progress.
It helped that Olivia had given him the task of finding out who Samantha Mitchell was and reaching out to set up an interview with her. 
After a quick shower and a change into fresh clothes, Olivia found herself standing in front of The Hive, the club Xavier owned. An apprehensive edge hummed beneath her skin, a mixture of distrust and curiosity churning within her. The façade of the building was a blend of sleek sophistication and mystique, an embodiment of the enigmatic figure she was about to confront.
As she pushed through the entrance, her tension seemed to intensify, and her eyes found Xavier, a smug smile gracing his lips. The very sight of that smirk ignited a spark of irritation within her. She despised it, resented the way it seemed to play with her emotions, yet she couldn't deny the strange pull it had over her.
"Detective," his voice was smooth, carrying an undercurrent of amusement. It was a voice that wrapped around her, like a velvet glove concealing something sharp.
"What do you want?" Olivia's words dripped with disdain, her guard firmly in place as she met his gaze, challenging him without reservation.
Xavier's smirk only seemed to widen, as though her hostility was exactly what he had anticipated. "Always a pleasure," he drawled, his tone implying that her hostility was entertaining, rather than off-putting.
With a flourish, he produced a small box from within his jacket. Olivia's eyes narrowed as he placed it on the table between them. The air seemed to buzz with tension as she held his gaze, her curiosity momentarily overpowering her skepticism.
"What's this?" she asked, a trace of wariness still evident in her voice.
Xavier's smile held a hint of mystery as he opened the box to reveal several silver bullets nestled within. Olivia's gaze flickered to the bullets, then back to him, her apprehension morphing into guarded curiosity.
"Silver bullets," he stated simply, his tone holding a note of finality.
Olivia's fingers grazed over the bullets, a silent acknowledgment of their significance. Her mind churned, processing the implications of his gift. As she held the cool metal in her hand, she couldn't help but ask, "How do I use them?"
His smirk deepened, a response to her vulnerability that she begrudgingly acknowledged had a strange effect on her. "Leave them in your window sill at night," he explained, his gaze locked onto hers. "Let them charge in the moonlight. It will amplify their effect."
The simplicity of his instruction was unexpected, but a question tugged at her. "Can you show me how to make them? Or tell me where to get them?"
Xavier's response was maddeningly noncommittal. "Maybe," he replied, his tone a taunting whisper.
Olivia's jaw tightened, frustration mingling with her curiosity. She leaned in slightly, her eyes locking onto his. "Why are you helping me?" she demanded, her voice edged with suspicion.
Xavier's lips curved into a sly smile, a gesture that ignited her irritation even as it stirred something deeper within her. "It's in both of our best interests to remove the troublesome werewolf you're after," he replied cryptically, his eyes holding a glint of hidden motives.
As Olivia left the club, the weight of Xavier's cryptic words lingered in the air around her like a shroud of uncertainty. Her steps carried her away from The Hive, a sense of urgency quickening her pace. Just as she stepped onto the sidewalk, her phone buzzed in her hand, and Nathan's name illuminated the screen. She quickly answered, her thoughts still tangled in the enigmatic encounter she had just experienced.
"Collins," Olivia answered.
Nathan's voice held a trace of concern as he responded. "I tried calling Ms. Mitchell, but she didn't pick up. However, her case file had a name attached to it - Vincent Blackwood."
Olivia's brows furrowed, her steps instinctively slowing as she listened. The name was the same that Xavier had given her prior. 
Nathan's tone grew more somber as he continued. "I looked into it. Vincent Blackwood is attached to a few unsolved murders. He's considered a serial killer."
A chill crept down Olivia's spine. "Damn," she muttered under her breath.
"We need to be careful, Liv," Nathan cautioned.
Olivia's mind raced like a frenzied river, torrents of thoughts crashing against the banks of her consciousness. "Give me Ms. Mitchell's address. I'll meet you there."
Nathan didn't waste any time, relaying the address to her. "Be safe, okay?"
Olivia's grip on her phone tightened, his worry was cute but it wasn't needed. "I will. You too."
As they hung up, the weight of the situation hung heavily in the air. The strands of the supernatural and the human worlds seemed to intertwine in ways that Olivia had never imagined. 
Nathan arrived before Olivia did. They shared a glance to ensure the other arrived in one piece. The walk to the doorstep was a quiet one.
As they reached the doorstep, Olivia's heart quickened, a mixture of anticipation and trepidation roiling within her chest. With each step closer to the truth, the air seemed to grow heavier, carrying the weight of the unknown. Nathan's gaze met hers, his eyes reflecting the same tension that knotted her insides.
Nathan rang the doorbell.
Ms. Mitchell opened the door, her face stern and her voice cold. She only opened the door enough for them to see her through the small opening.
Olivia caught the terror in Samantha's gaze, and it was clear that they should proceed with caution.”Ms. Mitchell, my name is Detective Olivia Collins, and this is Detective Steele. We're investigating a case related to Vincent Blackwood, and we need your help.”
Ms. Mitchell had been a victim of Blackwood, one of his first ones and she managed to get away. Her case file said he'd branded her. And given that the three victims they had now all were branded with a rune symbol, it made Vincent Blackwood the likely suspect for these three murders.
Samantha hesitated before opening the door fully, allowing the detectives to enter. The musty smell of the old house filled Olivia's nose, and she could feel her skin crawling with unease. She tried to shake it off as she followed Samantha into the living room, where the woman sat down on a worn-out couch.
Olivia and Nathan took a seat across from her, and Olivia noticed the way Samantha's eyes darted around the room as if she was searching for something. “Ms. Mitchell, we need to know everything you can tell us about Vincent Blackwood,” Olivia said, getting straight to the point.
Samantha took a deep breath, and Olivia could see the fear in her eyes. “He... he was a monster,” Samantha whispered, her voice trembling. “He had this... this aura about him. You could feel it, you know? Like he wasn't human.”
Olivia felt a chill run down her spine. “What did he do to you, Ms. Mitchell?”
“He... he... he marked me.” Samantha's hand went to her collarbone, where a faint scar was visible. “He said I belonged to him now. That he would come for me whenever he wanted.”
Olivia felt the anger and disgust rise within her. “Did he ever come back for you?”
Samantha shook her head. “No. But I could feel him watching me. Everywhere I went, I could feel his presence. It was like he was always there, waiting for the right moment to strike.”
Olivia smiled, soft and understanding. “Thank you, Ms. Mitchell, for taking the time to speak with us.” She handed the woman her card. “If you remember any other details that you think might help us, no detail is too small, please reach out.”
It was a quiet walk back to the car but Olivia could feel Nathan’s eyes on her. Was he concerned she would combust? Or was he looking to her for answers?
As they got into the car, Olivia let out a long sigh. The weight of the case was heavy on her shoulders. “What a mess,” she muttered, running a hand through her hair.
Nathan nodded in agreement. “Yeah. And that poor woman. What he did to her is unforgivable.”
Olivia turned to him, her eyes blazing with determination. “We have to catch this guy, Nathan. Before he hurts anyone else.”
Nathan nodded again, a look of concern crossing his face. “But how? He's been one step ahead of us this whole time.”
Olivia leaned back in her seat, her eyes closed in thought. “We have to think like him. Get into his head. Figure out what his next move might be.”
Nathan raised an eyebrow. “And how do we do that?”
Olivia smirked. “Well, first we need to figure out what he's after. What's his endgame? Is it just to kill, or is there something more?” She paused, deep in thought. “We also need to consider the fact that he's a werewolf. He's not limited by human constraints.”
Nathan nodded slowly, his eyes reflecting the same determination as Olivia's. “Okay. So we need to track down any other victims he may have had, see if there are any patterns.”
Olivia smiled, impressed. “Exactly. And we need to look into his background, see if any connections could give us a lead.”
Nathan started the car, and they both sat in silence for a moment, lost in thought. “We'll catch him, Olivia,” Nathan said finally, turning to her with a determined look. “We'll make sure he never hurts anyone again.”
Olivia smiled, a sense of camaraderie filling her chest. “Damn right, we will.” They both turned back to the road, ready to continue their hunt for Vincent Blackwood, the werewolf serial killer. As they drove off, Olivia couldn't shake off the feeling that they were getting closer to catching him. She couldn't wait to see the look on Blackwood's face when they finally caught him. She had a feeling that it was going to be a good day for justice, and she was ready to make it happen.
As they drove back to the precinct, Olivia's mind raced with ideas and theories. She couldn't help but feel like there was something they were missing, some clue that they had overlooked. She made a mental note to go back and review all the case files, every detail, no matter how small.
[image: image-placeholder]Olivia stepped into the familiar lab of Isabella Flores, the seasoned medical examiner for the Tolleson PD. Flores had summoned her with a sense of urgency, hinting at something important that demanded immediate attention.
“I'm glad you're here,” Flores greeted, her voice tinged with unease.
“Well, you did make it sound urgent,” Olivia replied, her curiosity piqued.
“It is, indeed. I've discovered something rather intriguing in the stomach contents of our latest victim.”
On a tray beside the open body lay a necklace, catching Olivia's eye. She approached, studying it closely as Flores delicately held it up with tweezers.
“A necklace?” Olivia's voice betrayed a mixture of surprise and recognition. With gentle fingertips, she traced the intricate design, feeling the meticulous craftsmanship beneath her touch. The pendant, a silver feather, exuded an elegant charm with its intricate curves and delicate gemstone accents.
It was a necklace she knew well, as she had gifted it to her daughter on the day of her high school graduation.
“You find it familiar,” Flores observed, her eyes searching Olivia's reaction.
“Yes, it's...” Olivia replied, her voice betraying a hint of trepidation. She locked eyes with the medical examiner, suppressing the fear that threatened to overwhelm her.
Just as the weight of the discovery settled in, a uniformed officer entered the lab, interrupting their conversation. He informed Olivia that she had a call waiting at her desk, leaving her puzzled about its nature.
Looking back at Flores, Olivia shared a tense gaze. “It belongs to my daughter,” she stated, her voice laced with concern. With a purposeful stride, she left the lab, returning to the bustling bullpen and making her way to her desk to answer the mysterious call, her mind racing with worry and anticipation.
Olivia's mind raced, trying to piece together the puzzle. She knew she had to tread carefully, choosing her words wisely to keep him engaged and gather any crucial information. She leaned closer to the receiver, her voice steady despite the underlying tension.
“Tell me, Vincent,” she began, her voice carrying a mix of curiosity and a hint of defiance, “what is it that you enjoy so much about this twisted game you're playing?”
There was a brief pause on the other end, followed by a low, chilling chuckle. “Oh, Detective Collins, the thrill of the chase, the dance between predator and prey, the power I hold over those who believe they can outsmart me. It's exhilarating.”
Olivia's jaw clenched, her determination fueling her response. “Well, Vincent, let me make one thing clear. You may find enjoyment in your sick games, but I'm here to put an end to them. You won't keep getting away with this.”
There was a flicker of annoyance in Vincent's voice as he retorted, “Oh, detective, you underestimate me. Do you think you can stop me? You're just another pawn in my grand design.”
She refused to let his words unnerve her. “We'll see about that, Blackwood. Every move you make brings us closer to catching you. And trust me, we will catch you.”
Silence hung in the air for a moment, and Olivia's heart pounded in her chest. She wondered if she had struck a nerve if her words had penetrated his arrogant facade. Finally, Vincent spoke again, his voice tinged with a mix of defiance and amusement.
“Detective Collins, your confidence is commendable, but remember, the game is far from over. You may think you're getting closer, but you're still far from the truth. Your daughter is awfully beautiful. Would be a shame if someone took that beauty from the world. Talk soon, Olivia, you know what to do.” There was a scream on the other side.
Come alone, that’s what he didn’t say but didn’t have to. Olivia had been in law enforcement long enough to hear what was unsaid.
Before Olivia could respond, the line went dead, leaving her with a mix of frustration and determination. She knew she had to redouble her efforts, delve deeper into the twisted mind of Vincent, and bring an end to his reign of terror once and for all.
Olivia's hand trembled as she stared at the phone, the weight of the situation crashing down on her. She had to act fast, every second counting towards the safety of her daughter. With a determined force, she slammed the receiver down, turning to face Nathan who had rushed into the bullpen.
His eyes mirrored the urgency in her own. “Please tell me we got a trace on it,” Olivia pleaded, her voice tinged with desperation.
Nathan shook his head. Another dead end. She slammed her hands down on the desk and then shoved everything on the desk to the floor. How was he able to taunt them? How did Olivia let it get this far? Olivia allowed herself to be blinded by what could be that she forgot what needed to be.
The weight of the decision pressed heavily on Olivia's shoulders as she stood in the dimly lit room of the police station. The familiar surroundings that once provided security now seemed suffocating, closing in on her like a vise. It was a harsh reminder of the consequences of letting her guard down, of allowing herself to be vulnerable.
Nathan Steele had slipped past her defenses, inching his way into her heart and thoughts. The possibility of a future together had clouded her judgment, making her vulnerable to the dangers that lurked in the shadows. And now, with her daughter's life hanging in the balance, she had to face the consequences of her choices.
Vincent Blackwood, the man responsible for her torment, had issued a chilling demand. He wanted her to come alone. No partners, no backup. It was a sinister game, a calculated move to exploit her weakness. And as much as Olivia wanted to dismiss the idea of going alone, the logic behind it was hard to ignore.
She couldn't risk anyone else getting hurt because of her. The thought of bringing another person into this twisted web of danger and violence was unbearable. It was her fight, her responsibility to save her daughter. The weight of that burden settled firmly on her shoulders, pushing her towards the decision she knew she had to make.
Inhaling deeply, Olivia steadied herself, willing her turbulent emotions to settle. She had always been a woman driven by determination and resilience, never one to shy away from difficult choices. And this was undoubtedly the most difficult one she had faced.
With a resolute gaze, she made her decision. She would go alone. It was the only option that made sense, the only way to ensure the safety of her daughter. She had convinced herself that allowing anyone else to get close had led her to this point, and she couldn't afford to be swayed. “I’m going to get some air.”
Nathan stepped forward but she put her hand out.
“Alone.”
As it should be, as it should have been, from the beginning of all of this.
And if anything happened to Jessica because of her gross misjudgment, Olivia Collins would never forgive herself.
The sun blinded her the moment Olivia stepped outside of the station. She stalked over to her car and slid right in.
And she drove.
Olivia didn’t know where she was going, or if he’d even call. But if he’s been watching her every move so far, then he’d know. And he’d call.
The phone buzzed. “Speak of the devil,” she said to herself.
Checking the number first, she answered it.
“Where is she?” she demanded, checking each mirror in the car before her eyes were back on the road in front of her.
“What would be the fun in telling you that, Detective Collins?”
Her hands tightened around the steering wheel.
“It’s me you want. Let her go and I’ll take her place.”
Vincent laughed. And that laugh was like a ticking bomb for Olivia. How much could one person take? Olivia knew she’d take it all and then some if it meant that her daughter would live.
“I might be interested in a trade but first I’d like to have my fun.”
Olivia pulled the phone away from her ear and yelled into it.
“You sick son of bitch. Don’t you harm a hair on her or so help me God, you’ll regret it.”
His laughing was all she could hear.
“Do you think you can get to her faster than I can?”
Olivia looked at her phone for the time. 2:15.
That meant Jessica was still on campus.
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Chapter Twenty


Olivia dialed Jessica's number, hoping to hear her daughter's voice on the other end of the line. 
But the call went straight to voicemail.
She dialed again. Voicemail again.
“Come one Jessica, pick up.”
Detective Olivia Collins pulled into the downtown Arizona State campus, finding a spot on the street close by. The Phoenix campus was woven into the downtown area, so it didn’t look like a normal university campus. Most of Jessica’s courses were online but she had a few there were still on campus and with the fear that consumed her, Olivia couldn’t think straight.
Panic surged through Olivia's veins, igniting a sense of urgency that propelled her forward. With trembling hands, she reached for her phone and swiftly accessed the map of the campus. Her mind became a whirlwind of fragmented memories and conversations with her daughter, desperately searching for any clue that could lead her to her whereabouts.
As she scanned the digital map, her heart pounded in her chest, each beat echoing the urgency of the situation. Time seemed to slip through her fingers like sand as she mentally retraced the steps her daughter might have taken. The fear that gripped her was both paralyzing and empowering, pushing her to move faster, to think faster.
But just as Olivia was about to decipher a potential path, a piercing scream pierced the air, jolting her from her thoughts. Her head snapped up, her eyes widening in alarm as she took in the chaotic scene unfolding before her. People were running in every direction, their faces etched with terror.
Instinct kicked in, overriding her thoughts and propelling her into action. With determination burning in her eyes, Olivia sprinted toward the source of the screams, her mind laser-focused on the safety of her daughter. Adrenaline surged through her veins, heightening her senses as she weaved through the frantic crowd.
Fear fueled her every step, fueling her determination to reach her daughter before it was too late. She maneuvered through the chaos, her eyes scanning the surroundings for any sign of her daughter. Each scream that echoed through the air only served to intensify her sense of urgency.
“He’s got a gun,” one student yelled.
Olivia's head whipped around, her eyes scanning the chaotic scene with heightened focus. The realization struck her like a lightning bolt—Vincent was cunning enough to exploit the pandemonium as a distraction. If he had her daughter, he would blend in with the panicked crowd, using the commotion to his advantage.
As she darted through the throngs of people, her focus zeroed in on anyone exhibiting suspicious behavior, searching for any sign that could lead her closer to her daughter and Vincent. She trusted her gut instinct, knowing that her years of experience as a detective would guide her through this treacherous maze.
Amidst the chaos, Olivia's eyes locked onto a figure briefly glimpsed in the distance. A man whose gaze held a chilling familiarity. Her heart skipped a beat as her instincts screamed that it was Vincent. With a surge of determination, she quickened her pace, determined to confront him and ensure her daughter's safety.
Dodging and weaving through the crowd, Olivia closed in on the figure, her breath coming in rapid gasps.
The flurry of red hair caught her attention, Collins grabbed the woman’s arm to turn her towards her. “Jessica.”
But when the woman turned around it wasn’t Jessica.
“Sorry,” she said distracted as her eyes scanned for the man and Jessica.
Shit, shit, shit.
Turning in a circle, her hand on her forehead, Olivia realized there was only so much ground she could cover. Only one set of eyes scans over dozens of people.
As she was jostled by a passing shoulder, a sudden vision engulfed her senses.
In the blink of an eye, Olivia's surroundings faded away, replaced by a vivid vision that gripped her mind. There was a man dressed in a black hoodie and jeans, his menacing presence overpowering, forcefully shoving a woman with short red hair into the back of a rugged pickup truck.
The fear in her daughter's eyes pierced Olivia's soul, igniting a surge of protective urgency within her. She strained to focus on the details, her mind working frantically to absorb every fragment of information. With a desperate determination, she managed to glimpse a partial license plate number on the truck before the vision dissipated, leaving her breathless and consumed with a newfound resolve to rescue her daughter from the clutches of danger.
A surge of realization washed over Olivia, shattering the illusion of self-sufficiency she had built around herself. At that moment, she acknowledged the undeniable truth: she couldn't face this daunting challenge alone. No matter how fiercely she tried to convince herself otherwise, she was only human, vulnerable amidst a world teeming with predatory beings. Her carefully constructed walls and protective armor couldn't shield her from every threat that lurked in the shadows.
The weight of her daughter's life hanging in the balance brought clarity to her fractured perspective. She understood that strength was not measured solely by individual resolve but by the willingness to seek support and unity with others. She had to let go of her pride, her stubborn belief that she could shoulder the burden alone. The stakes were too high, and the dangers too pervasive.
If Olivia Collins was to have any chance of saving her daughter, she had to shed her stubborn self-reliance and wholeheartedly embrace the support offered to her. No longer could she feign acceptance while secretly harboring the intention of venturing out alone to resolve her problems. This time, it required true acceptance and trust in the assistance of others.
As she hurried toward her parked car, Olivia swiftly dialed Patel's number, her fingers trembling with a mix of urgency and determination. The other detective's voice came through the line, and Olivia wasted no time, relaying the urgent request for a partial plate run and providing a detailed description of the truck. A moment of hesitation lingered when Patel inquired if it was related to Vincent Blackwood, an inquiry that stirred a complex mix of emotions within Olivia.
“Yes, he has my daughter,” Olivia's voice trembled as she uttered those words, the weight of the situation amplifying the urgency in her tone. The words hung in the air, igniting a flurry of reactions on the other end of the line. Nathan's voice erupted in a mix of anger and frustration, his expletives laced with determination. Diaz's urgent calls followed, a chorus of urgency before the call abruptly ended.
The sound of the dial tone echoed in Olivia's ears, but her racing heart drowned out any other noise. Time was of the essence, and she had no room for doubt or hesitation. Instinct guided her next move, the gut feeling that emerged from the depths of her being. With unwavering conviction, Olivia hazarded a guess as to where Vincent Blackwood might have taken her daughter. Her mind flashed back to the beginning, to the place where the nightmare had unfolded.
Back to where it all began.
The memories surged forth, intertwined with a surge of adrenaline coursing through her veins. Olivia's mind retraced the steps, the hidden corners, and the chilling encounters. She could almost smell the stale air, and feel the oppressive darkness that had once engulfed her. It was a place of nightmares, a place that had forever etched itself into her psyche.
Without wasting another moment, Olivia sprinted to her car, her hands trembling as she fumbled for the keys. Every second counted, every breath propelled her forward. The drive was a blur, the city streets blurring into a maze of possibilities and dangers. But her destination remained steadfast in her mind, an anchor amid the chaos.
As she pulled up to the desolate building, Olivia's heart pounded against her ribcage, the sound reverberating through the silent night. She stepped out of the car, her eyes scanning the surroundings with a mix of trepidation and determination. The echoes of past horrors danced in her mind, but she pushed them aside, drawing upon a reserve of inner strength.
With measured steps, Olivia advanced toward the entrance, her senses on high alert. The doors creaked open, revealing a haunting emptiness that mirrored the void in her soul. The flickering light from a distant streetlamp cast eerie shadows, playing tricks on her mind. She steeled herself, taking a deep breath to steady her nerves.
At that moment, Olivia knew that she had come full circle. The echoes of the past intertwined with the urgency of the present, converging at this pivotal juncture. She had traversed the depths of fear and despair, emerging stronger, determined to rescue her daughter from the clutches of darkness.
As she stepped into the heart of the abandoned building, Olivia's resolve solidified. The final battle awaited, and she would face it head-on. The echoes of her footsteps resonated through the empty corridors, a symphony of determination and hope. Vincent Blackwood had dared to challenge her once again, but this time, she was prepared. She would confront her past, confront the man who had tormented her, and reclaim her daughter from the grip of evil.
In the shadows of that forsaken place, Olivia found solace in the unyielding flame of a mother's love, a force that would guide her through the darkest of nights. 
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Chapter Twenty-One


Everything in her body screamed for caution, for patience, for waiting. Every instinct as a seasoned detective warned Olivia Collins against venturing into that cabin alone. But at that moment, rationality gave way to raw emotion, to the fierce determination of a mother desperate to protect her child. The thought of her daughter, frightened and vulnerable, overshadowed all logic and reason. 
With a resolute gaze fixed on the cabin, Olivia dismissed the lingering doubts and fears that whispered in her mind. Time seemed to slow as she approached the weathered door, each step amplified by the weight of the situation. Her heart pounded in her chest, a steady rhythm urging her forward.
The creak of the door echoed through the silent air as Olivia pushed it open, her senses heightened to the smallest details. The musty smell of old wood and the faint hint of something sinister lingered in the stale air. Darkness swallowed the interior, concealing the unknown dangers that lurked within.
She swallowed her apprehension, her grip on her weapon tightening as she crossed the threshold. The sound of her breath seemed unnaturally loud in the oppressive silence. Every nerve in her body tingled with anticipation, her mind racing through potential scenarios and outcomes. Yet, her determination burned bright, igniting a flicker of courage that drowned out the lingering doubts.
As her eyes adjusted to the dimness, Olivia scanned the surroundings, her trained instincts honed by years of experience. The shadows seemed to dance and shift, playing tricks on her senses. But she pressed on, driven by an unyielding force deep within her.
Each room held the potential for danger, every corner a possible hiding place. Yet, she forged ahead, searching, listening, her focus laser sharp. The weight of the unknown pressed upon her, threatening to crush her resolve, but she refused to yield.
Minutes turned into an eternity as Olivia moved through the cabin, her senses attuned to the slightest sound or movement. The tension hung thick in the air, her heart pounding in her ears. But amid the darkness and uncertainty, the love for her daughter burned like a beacon, guiding her steps, bolstering her courage.
In that solitary pursuit, Olivia Collins confronted the depths of her fear, walking the fine line between bravery and recklessness.
She knew the risks, the potential consequences of venturing into the unknown alone. But the bond between a mother and child transcended logic and caution. It propelled her forward, fueling her unwavering determination.
Detective Collins cleared the first floor and glanced at the stairs that led to the next level. There was a cellar underneath the cabin that was accessible from a door outside. She had two choices. Go up or go down.
First up, she thought. Clear the whole cabin then the cellar would be last. The cellar only had one way in, after all.
Olivia took a step, and the floor creaked beneath her feet, but it was the growl from behind her that froze her movements. With her gun raised, Olivia Collins turned and found herself face-to-face with a wolf. And not just any kind of wolf, a large ass one that screamed werewolf. No natural wolf could ever be that big, towering over her and blocking the entire doorway. The exit. Her one way out. There was a back door, but logic told her she wouldn’t make it if she tried.
Detective Collins felt her heart skip a beat as she stared into the piercing eyes of the formidable werewolf standing before her. Its imposing presence filled the doorway, casting a shadow over her only means of escape. Panic surged through her veins, threatening to paralyze her, but she fought to maintain her composure.
Instinctively, Olivia tightened her grip on her service weapon, her mind racing for a strategy. She knew she had to keep her distance, to buy herself precious seconds to come up with a plan. The wolf's low growl reverberated in the small space, its teeth glistening with an undeniable hunger.
Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit. 
As her trained eyes scanned the room, Olivia spotted a nearby table, its surface cluttered with random objects. With a swift movement, she grabbed a heavy metal lamp from the table and hurled it at the creature, hoping to create a distraction. Just enough to reach into her pocket for that gift of Xavier’s. 
The lamp shattered against the werewolf's side, eliciting a snarl of surprise and momentary confusion. Capitalizing on this split-second opening, Olivia dashed towards the nearest room, seeking temporary refuge from the ferocious predator that barred her path.
The loud bang of the wolf throwing himself against the door rattled the walls and Olivia. Time was not on her side.
The box of bullets in hand, her hand trembled as she shoved each bullet into the magazine of her weapon. 
One bullet fell to the floor and she scrambled to reach for it. The door barely hanging on at this point. Seconds, she had seconds before the wolf was in the room with her. Her heart raced, threatening to beat right out of her chest. Fingers curled around the rolling silver bullet and she shoved it into the magazine with the others. 
Olivia's fingers moved with practiced precision as she slid a fresh magazine into the grip of the pistol. The metallic click resonated in the air, a reassuring sound that echoed her readiness. The ammunition nestled snugly within the chamber, a tactile affirmation of her resolve.
Her grip tightened on the pistol, fingers wrapping around the textured handle. The weight of the weapon felt familiar, comforting even in its potential for destruction. With a swift and practiced motion, she pulled back the slide, the metallic slide resounding with a resolute sound. The mechanism engaged, chambering a round, and her breath caught in tandem.
The pistol was now charged as a potent instrument of protection and power. The cool metal against her palm radiated a sensation of control, each nuance of texture and weight imbuing her with a sense of purpose. She exhaled slowly, the tension of the moment mingling with the calm determination that coursed through her veins.
Olivia's gaze sharpened, every sense heightened. She stood at the threshold of uncertainty, her grip on the pistol emblematic of the strength she carried within.
The door shattered into splinters, torn apart by an immense force, and a massive wolf burst through the wreckage, its primal energy filling the room. Hesitation was a luxury Olivia couldn't afford in this moment of dire urgency. The weight of her choice hung heavily on her shoulders, she had to place her faith in the efficacy of these bullets. She had to trust Xavier.
Olivia's heart raced as she squeezed the trigger, and the deafening crack of the gunshot echoed through the room. The silver bullet found its mark, striking the massive wolf with a searing intensity.
A guttural snarl erupted from the wounded creature, its eyes flashing with a mixture of pain and fury. The wolf's body convulsed as the silver's effects took hold, and for a moment, Olivia's heart swelled with the vindication that her gamble had paid off. There was a taste of victory on the edge of her tongue.
"Looks like these bullets actually do work," Olivia quipped, making a mental note to thank Xavier later. But the wolf was not out. No, with a roar that reverberated through the room, it lunged forward, its instincts fueled by both pain and rage.
Caught off guard by the wolf's ferocity, Olivia stumbled backward, her footing faltering beneath her. The pistol slipped from her grip, clattering to the floor as she fought to regain her balance.  
The werewolf's clawed hand lunged, a primal hunger in its eyes as it sought its prey. Olivia's heart thundered as she barely managed to evade its grip, but a searing pain sliced across her abdomen as the fabric of her shirt tore under the force of its attack. The pain became a distant echo as she scrambled urgently into the cabin's foyer.
As the two adversaries locked eyes, Olivia Collins made a silent vow. She would fight with every ounce of strength and skill she possessed. She would defy the odds, defy the supernatural forces that threatened her, and protect the ones she loved.
With unwavering resolve, Detective Olivia Collins braced herself for the imminent clash. The air crackled with tension, a battle of wills about to unfold within the confines of that treacherous cabin. And as she faced the towering werewolf, she refused to surrender to fear.
Just as the werewolf lunged forward, ready to deliver a potentially fatal strike, a bone-chilling howl reverberated through the air. Olivia's eyes widened with a mixture of surprise and relief as the sound of approaching footsteps thundered in her ears. The werewolf’s claws slashed across her abdomen in her moment of distraction.
In a whirlwind of fur and power, Nathan burst through the cabin door, his form transforming into that of a majestic werewolf. His eyes locked onto the other werewolf, his instincts taking over as he charged with a force that matched his opponent's.
The clash between the two werewolves was a spectacle of strength and fury. They tore through the room, their snarls filling the air as they grappled with one another, teeth and claws clashing in a battle for dominance.
Olivia, her breath labored, seized the opportunity to catch her breath and regather her strength. She watched in awe as Nathan fought with a primal grace, his every movement a testament to his years of training and innate power. It was a sight that filled her with a mixture of awe, gratitude, and a renewed determination to end this deadly encounter.
But with the werewolf occupied with Nathan, Olivia looked up the staircase. If Vincent was here, if that werewolf wasn’t him, then he was waiting for Olivia to come to him. Or he wasn’t here at all.
Straining, Olivia tried to listen for any sounds other than the clashing of the two fighting wolves, but it was impossible to hear anything.
Olivia all but sprinted up those stairs, gun raised as she came around the corner. Pounding in her chest would give no rest as she cleared the corner and walked down the short hallway. The cabin was small, only a bedroom and a small washroom were upstairs. Slowing her walk so that the floor wouldn’t creak, Olivia prayed to whatever deity would listen to her.
On the floor below her feet leading to the door of the bedroom were streaks of red. Deep red. And her heart dropped.
No, no, no, no.
Please be alive. Please be alive.
The bedroom door stood before her closed and forbidding. Olivia's hand trembled slightly as she reached for the doorknob, her fingers wrapped around it tightly. She took a deep breath, steadying herself for whatever awaited her on the other side.
With a silent prayer on her lips, Olivia turned the doorknob and pushed the door open slowly, revealing a dimly lit room. The flickering glow of a solitary candle illuminated the space, casting eerie shadows along the walls.
As she stepped into the room, Olivia's eyes scanned every corner, every shadow, searching for any sign of Vincent Blackwood. The air was heavy with anticipation, her senses on high alert, listening for the slightest sound, the faintest whisper.
A sudden movement caught her attention—a figure, huddled in the farthest corner of the room. Olivia's heart skipped a beat, hope mingling with trepidation as she cautiously approached. As she drew nearer, the figure slowly came into focus, revealing the trembling form of her daughter, bound and gagged.
Tears welled up in Olivia's eyes as relief flooded through her. She wasted no time, rushing to her daughter's side and carefully freeing her from the restraints that held her captive. Their embrace was a mixture of fear, relief, and a profound sense of love and protection.
With her daughter safe in her arms, Olivia's gaze once again turned toward the room, her instincts urging her to be vigilant. Vincent Blackwood may not have been present, but she knew better than to underestimate his cunning.
As she prepared to leave the room, a chilling breeze swept through, causing the candle flame to flicker and dance. Olivia's heart skipped a beat as a whisper of a voice brushed against her ear, sending shivers down her spine.
Dizziness enveloped Olivia, causing her surroundings to blur into a disorienting whirl. At her side, her daughter's panicked voice pierced through the chaos. Blood stained the area near her, a stark reminder of the wound she had sustained. The adrenaline coursing through her veins had momentarily masked the pain, but now it surged with a vengeance, pulsating through her entire body.
“You're hurt,” Jessica exclaimed, her trembling hand applying pressure to Olivia's side.
“It's nothing serious,” Olivia attempted to downplay the severity, a weak smile forming on her lips, but it was quickly replaced by a fit of coughing, exacerbating her discomfort. “Just a scratch,” she rasped.
“Mom, you can't joke about this,” tears streamed down her daughter’s face.
Downplaying her injury, Olivia mustered a weak smile as she pushed Jessica's hand away from her side, careful not to reveal the severity of her wound. She focused on her daughter's trembling face, her voice carrying a mix of strain and determination.
“Listen, sweetheart,” Olivia began, her voice quivering slightly. “I want you to know that I'm not going anywhere. We're going to get out of here together, okay?”
Jessica's bottom lip quivered, her eyes brimming with fear. Olivia reached out and gently held her daughter's trembling hands, trying to convey a sense of strength and reassurance.
“But I need your help, Jessica,” Olivia continued, her voice steady. “I need you to help me down the stairs.”
With Jessica's support, she mustered the strength to stand, her legs wobbling beneath her. Every step felt like an eternity as they worked to the top of the stairs.
As Olivia glanced down the staircase, a sense of dread settled within her. The path to freedom seemed treacherous and daunting. The stairs were steep, and the railing was broken and unstable. Each step would be a challenge, testing their resilience and determination.
Gripping onto the handrail for support, Olivia took a deep breath, steadying herself. She turned to Jessica, a mixture of worry and determination in her eyes.
The snarls and yelps began to lessen until one louder one was heard. Olivia’s breath caught and urgency surged through her as she quickened her unstable steps.
“Mom, slow down,” Jessica warned. But all Olivia could think about was Nathan. Was he okay? Was he dead? Did he kill Vincent?
Olivia's gaze locked with Nathan's familiar eyes, a wave of relief washing over her as she took in the mangled body of a wolf behind him. Every fiber of her being yearned to rush into his arms, but her body betrayed her, weakening under the strain. Collapsing to the ground, Olivia fought to stay conscious, her daughter struggling to support her weight.
In that final moment before darkness engulfed her, Olivia's mind registered a single thought — they were both alive. The knowledge that they had made it through the harrowing ordeal gave her a glimmer of hope, a reassurance that their strength and resilience had carried them this far.
As her vision faded and her consciousness slipped away, Olivia clung to that flicker of hope, trusting that Nathan would ensure their safety. In the darkness, she held onto the belief that their bond, their love, would guide them back to the light.
With her last ounce of strength, Olivia whispered a silent prayer, her voice barely a whisper on the wind. She entrusted their fate to the hands of fate, knowing that the fight was not yet over and that their journey toward healing and survival was far from finished.
And as the darkness claimed her, Olivia surrendered to its embrace, finding solace in the knowledge that they had faced the darkness together and emerged stronger, ready to face whatever lay ahead.
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Chapter Twenty-Two


Olivia's eyelids fluttered open, greeted by a surge of searing pain that rippled through her body. A groan escaped her lips as she attempted to shift, the agony intensifying with every movement. She found herself lying on a cold, hard surface, her surroundings blurred and disorienting. 
Gasping for breath, Olivia fought against the haze of pain and confusion, her senses gradually adjusting to the dim lighting of the room. Her body protested every attempt to rise, muscles aching and protesting with each twitch. She realized she was bound, restrained by unseen restraints that held her in place.
Fear coursed through her veins, mingling with the pain. Where was she? How had she ended up in this wretched state? Memories began to flood back, the confrontation with Vincent, the struggle with the werewolf, and the desperate mission to save her daughter.
“Mom?” Jessica’s voice quivered with relief. Olivia forced a smile and tried to reply, but the words wouldn't come out. She squeezed her daughter’s hands instead, wiping away the tears on her face.
Jessica leaned forward and kissed her mother's cheek. “You're going to be okay,” she said reassuringly.
Olivia attempted to sit up, stifling a painful yelp as she did so. Jessica helped her, trying not to show how scared she was. Yet every look in her eyes seemed to say: Please don't leave me again!
Clenching her teeth in anger, Olivia remembered why she had pushed herself to this point—to save Jessica from that monster. But now it felt like they'd both been dragged into something far bigger than either of them had anticipated.
Olivia looked around the hospital room, looking for someone in particular - or rather two men.
“I sent them off to get you coffee. Or well, I sent one off and then the other insisted they do it.” Jessica grinned, unknowingly adding more tension to the air between them.
“Them?” Olivia raised an eyebrow.
“Your partner and then some hot dude in a black suit showed up.”
Xavier Knight. Why would he show up? What did he want? Too many unanswered questions and those weren’t the important ones.
No, all Olivia Collins could think about was that Vincent was still alive. She could feel it in her bones.
“I didn't know you were dating.”
“I'm not.” Collins groaned in frustration, anger simmering beneath the surface at the fact that Xavier showed up. Nathan, she expected. She’d be more surprised if he hadn’t shown up.
“Do they know that?” Jessica laughed nervously, confusion and curiosity painted across her face as she realized just what kind of world, she had been pulled into without even knowing it existed.
A heavy silence settled upon the room, enveloping Olivia in a suffocating cloak of regret and apprehension. Her mind raced, desperately searching for a way out of the tangled web of danger she had inadvertently woven around herself and her daughter. As she gazed at Jessica, her heart swelled with gratitude that her daughter remained physically unharmed, at least for the time being. But the lingering words “for now” hung heavily in the air, a stark reminder of the precariousness of their situation.
Olivia's eyes never wavered from Jessica's face, taking in every detail with a mix of tenderness and concern. She longed to shield her daughter from the horrors that had unfolded, to erase the trauma etched upon her innocent features.
“So... vampires and werewolves huh?”
Shock found Olivia's face as realization hit hard moments before another wave of guilt settled over her heart.
“I would have told you eventually.”
The door opened and Nathan came in. Her heart fluttered.
When Olivia’s eyes met his, a silent question lingered there, and he nodded. Relaxing, she offered him a smile.
“Your captain stopped by, wanted to congratulate you on closing the case.”
Olivia knew that Mike was doing more than that. But she made a mental note to call him later.
“So, it’s finally over,” Olivia said.
“Yeah, finally.”
Awkward tension filled the room, and Jessica must have felt it because she was excusing herself. Olivia tried to object but Jessica was gone before the words left her mouth.
With Jessica gone, it left her and Nathan in that hospital room alone. The man she'd hated on sight when she met him weeks ago and now... Now her heart fluttered when he entered the room.
Nathan pulled up a chair next to Olivia's bed, his eyes betraying a sense of worry and concern. “How are you feeling?” he asked, his voice gentle.
Olivia tried to sit up straighter, wincing in pain as she did so. “I'll be fine. It's just a few scratches.”
Nathan shook his head. “You were lucky. It could have been a lot worse.”
Olivia nodded, her thoughts dwelling on the danger that had led her to that moment. “I never thought it would be this bad,” she said softly. “I never wanted to put Jessica in danger.”
Nathan reached out and took her hand. “You did what you had to do, Olivia. You saved her life.”
Olivia looked at him, her heart beating faster at the intensity of his gaze. “Thank you,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.
Nathan leaned in closer, his eyes locking onto hers. “I care about you. I just can't seem to stay away.” He grinned.
Olivia knew she should pull away. The moment meant nothing in the long run. But she couldn't, at least not right then. When Nathan kissed her, she didn't pull away. She sank into it and couldn't help thinking she was asking for more trouble.
When Olivia finally came up for air, it was at that moment she realized that Xavier wasn’t walking into the room to interrupt them.
“Where did Xavier run off to?” she asked.
“He thought it best to give you some space,” Nathan said sharply.
Olivia smirked, shaking her head. “You told him to fuck off didn’t you?”
He chuckled. “Yeah, something like that.”
[image: image-placeholder]As the weeks passed, Olivia found herself confined to the sterile walls of the hospital room.
The pain from her injuries was a constant reminder of the brutal encounter with Victor Blackwood. But she couldn't shake the feeling that something was off.
Each day, she underwent grueling sessions of physical therapy, pushing herself to rebuild her strength and regain her mobility.
The nurses and doctors marveled at her resilience, admiring her determination to overcome the physical and emotional toll of the attack. They saw a fighter in her, a woman who refused to let adversity define her.
But behind the facade of strength, Olivia wrestled with her doubts and frustrations. The scars on her body were not just reminders of the physical wounds, they were also symbols of her perceived failure. She couldn't shake the feeling that she should have been better prepared, more in control of the situation. The self-doubt gnawed at her, threatening to consume her spirit.
Yet, amid her struggles, there were glimmers of hope. The support from her colleagues, friends, and family was a beacon of light in her darkest moments. Their unwavering belief in her reminded Olivia that she was not alone in her journey to recovery.
As the physical therapy sessions progressed, Olivia began to see small victories. Each step forward, no matter how small, was a triumph over the pain and the doubts that haunted her.
But they still haunted her.
Eager to escape the hospital walls, she was released at long last and took a deep breath of air as the sliding doors opened. But while this meant freedom from her confinement, it didn't shake that feeling that created the hair on the back of her neck to stand up.
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Chapter Twenty-Three


Olivia stood in the doorway to Dr. Monroe's office with her keys clutched tightly in her hand. She lifted one foot, then the other, and shuffled haltingly into the bright, softly lit room. Wiping her sweaty palms on the thighs of her jeans, she made slow progress toward the waiting doctor. 
Dr. Monroe sat in her usual armchair, a serene presence amidst the room's soft lighting and calming decor. Her warm smile greeted Olivia, inviting her to take a seat on the adjacent couch. A cushion's thickness away from the comfort of home but far from where she wanted to be, Olivia sank into the plush cushions, her body tense with a mix of anticipation and vulnerability.
“And how are you doing, Olivia?” Dr. Monroe asked softly, her gaze flitting around the room carefully as if she was searching for the right words to say.
Olivia looked up, the uncertainty lining her voice as she replied, “I-I’m trying…trying to just go back to normal. I’ve healed physically but mentally…it’s been a constant struggle.” Her words trailed off into a whisper as she cast her gaze downwards.
Dr. Monroe leaned forward in her brown leather chair and nodded, her face warm with empathy. She knew the struggles Olivia was facing--both at work and in her personal life. “Are you able to tell me more about how these events have impacted you?”
Olivia kept her gaze on a framed photo of Dr. Monroe's family perched atop her desk, her mind filled with the specter of painful memories. Her words were barely audible when she spoke next. “It's difficult,” she said, her voice trembling as she fought back tears. “I can't stop replaying it all in my head, trying to find something I missed or could have done differently. I feel like I'm being crushed by the doubts, guilt, and regret.”
Dr. Monroe leaned forward slightly, her presence a comforting anchor in the storm of Olivia's emotions. “It's normal to have these thoughts, Olivia. But remember, you were up against an unpredictable and dangerous adversary. You did what you could with the information and resources you had.”
Olivia's shoulders slumped, a mixture of relief and frustration washing over her. She had always been her harshest critic, burdened by the weight of responsibility. “I know, logically. But it's hard to silence that voice in my head that keeps second-guessing every decision.”
Dr. Monroe offered a compassionate smile. “Acknowledging those doubts is the first step. We can work together to help you process and make sense of the events that unfolded. It's important to give yourself the space to heal and rebuild your strength.”
A flicker of determination ignited in Olivia's eyes. She knew that reclaiming her mental well-being was crucial not just for herself but also for those who depended on her. “I want to get back to work,” she confessed, her voice tinged with both trepidation and resolve. “But I don't want to carry this weight with me. I need to find a way to move forward.”
Dr. Monroe nodded, her unwavering support evident. “We will navigate this journey together, Olivia. We'll explore coping mechanisms, resilience-building strategies, and ways to integrate your experiences into a narrative of strength rather than burden.”
As the session progressed, Olivia gradually began to peel back the layers of her trauma, her fears, and her hopes for the future. With each word spoken, she felt a sense of relief, as if the weight on her shoulders lightened just a fraction.
In the safe space of that office, Olivia allowed herself to be vulnerable, to confront her inner demons, and confront the lingering shadows that threatened to engulf her. It was admirable that Dr. Monroe felt she could help Olivia but unless her therapist was a supernatural, Monroe’s help would only extend so far. But still, Detective Olivia Collins would cling to whatever help she could. She was going to need it in the coming months.
The path to healing stretched before her, uncertain and winding, but Olivia was determined to navigate it with strength, resilience, and a renewed sense of self. At that moment, she knew that no matter how dark the shadows may be, she had the power to overcome them and find her way back to the light.
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Chapter Twenty-Four


Olivia's temples pulsed with pain, each throb echoing the relentless assault on her senses. She cradled the lukewarm glass of water in her trembling hands, her fingers brushing against the smooth surface as she fought to ease the ache within her skull. Two aspirins lay before her, offering a glimmer of hope for relief. 
As she reached for the pills, a sudden, forceful knock shattered the fragile silence that enveloped her apartment. The sound reverberated through her eardrums, jolting her fragile state of tranquility. Her heart skipped a beat, and her breath caught in her throat.
Reluctantly, Olivia set the glass down, the faint ripples in the water mirroring the turbulence within her mind. She glanced toward the entrance, her gaze fixated on the closed door, a portal to the unknown.
Jessica had insisted on staying by her side, a protective presence that warmed Olivia's heart. But she needed space. As much as she loved her daughter she needed some time alone, some time with her thoughts.
A shiver coursed through her body, an involuntary reaction to the prickling sensation that crawled up her spine. The hairs on the back of her neck stood erect, a silent warning that stirred her instincts. She couldn't shake the feeling that something wasn't right, that the storm of chaos hadn't completely passed.
The knock persisted, each thud echoing through her being, urging her to face whatever awaited on the other side. A mixture of trepidation and determination welled up within her, fueling her resolve. She needed to confront the unknown, to seek answers and closure, even if it meant inviting discomfort into her fragile sanctuary.
Pushing herself up from the chair, Olivia steadied her wavering steps as she made her way to the door. Her hand trembled slightly as she reached for the doorknob, hesitating for a brief moment before twisting it and pulling the door open.
And there, standing before her, was a figure she hadn't expected. A wave of emotions crashed over her, mixing relief with apprehension. It was Rachel Park, the persistent reporter from the Phoenix Gazette, her eyes filled with curiosity and determination.
“No, no, no.” Olivia Collins nodded her head.
“Someone is going to tell your story whether you like it or not, Detective Collins. I’m merely giving you the chance to tell it and be in control of what’s said.” Rachel shrugged as if it was no sweat off her back to take on the challenge of interviewing Olivia Collins for an article she was writing about her as the city’s mascot.
But a part of Collins knew that she wasn’t ready for this kind of exposure. The detective refused to be the city’s mascot. She firmly believed that that role belonged to more than one person. And yet, Rachel Park found her to be the face of this particular story. It made her detective flags go off—but why?
As Rachel Park sat there, pen and notepad in hand, Olivia Collins couldn't help but feel uneasy. She had seen this before, reporters who claimed they wanted to tell someone's story, but in reality, were just looking for a good headline. She couldn't allow that to happen to her.
“Look, Rachel, I appreciate your interest in my story, but I'm not sure I'm ready for this kind of exposure,” Olivia said, trying to find a way out of this situation.
Rachel looked up from her notepad, her eyes narrowed, as if she was trying to read Olivia's mind. “What's the real reason, Detective Collins? Is it because you don't want to be seen as the city's mascot or is it because you're hiding something?”
Olivia stood there stunned.
“I think it's time you leave, Ms. Park.”
Rachel opened her mouth to object but Olivia lifted a hand to stop her.
“This was also on your doorstep.” Rachel held out a hand toward Olivia, an envelope with her name scribbled on it.
“Were you just going to walk off with this?” she asked.
“I thought about it. I did but then I figured you’d arrest me the moment you realized I’d taken something of yours.”
Olivia narrowed her eyes at the reporter.
Her instincts screamed at her to grab gloves but standing there stunned, there was no time. Olivia took the envelope from Rachel’s hand. And then she stepped back inside and slammed the door on Rachel Park, leaving her to stand in the hallway.
Carefully, she opened the envelope, half-expecting something sinister inside. Instead, a note and a key fell out, the words carefully printed in that familiar handwriting.
“I've left you a gift for all your hard work,” it read. “8230 W Lower Buckeye Rd #403.”
Olivia's hands clenched around the note, her knuckles turning white. The memory of her past ordeal resurfaced, the feeling of helplessness and vulnerability threatening to consume her. The scars, both physical and emotional, still lingered, serving as a constant reminder of the danger she had faced.
She knew deep down that rushing into the unknown could be a grave mistake. The note was a deliberate taunt, a provocation designed to test her resolve. But Olivia had learned from her past experiences. She understood the importance of caution and careful planning. She couldn't afford to let her emotions cloud her judgment.
Taking a deep breath, Olivia forced herself to think rationally. She knew that succumbing to the killer's game would only lead her further down a treacherous path. She needed to gather information, strategize, and involve the right people to ensure her safety and increase her chances of apprehending the culprit.
Reaching for her phone, Olivia dialed Nathan's number. But hesitated. She reasoned that it was broad daylight and that the storage unit was a public place with cameras and employees on duty. There was no way for what had happened a year ago to repeat itself. And if she needed backup, she could always call Nathan once she was there. After carefully sealing the note inside a Ziplock bag to prevent further contamination, she set off to the address, her heart pounding in her chest.
[image: image-placeholder]The drive to the storage unit flew by like a blur. And she was certain she had run a few red lights and misused her police light to get through some areas with traffic. Olivia was determined to get there but she wasn’t sure what she’d find.
Guilt riddled her and she found herself texting Nathan to meet her at the address. She didn’t say anything else other than telling him to hurry. It was a step, but in what direction she didn’t know, and instead of not telling her partner where she was going… she did. Had she finally accepted that she had a partner? But they were more than that, weren’t they? The department wouldn’t allow them to be partners if they knew they were sexually involved with one another.
It’d been one time but Olivia wanted it to be more than that. And she had a feeling Nathan wanted that too.
With a deep breath, she stepped out of the car and made her way toward the entrance of the storage facility.
Inside, the atmosphere was quiet, save for the distant hum of fluorescent lights overhead. Olivia approached the front desk, her eyes meeting the curious gaze of the employee behind the counter. She flashed her badge, giving a brief explanation that she was following up on a lead.
The employee nodded and directed her to the assigned unit number. As Olivia followed the employee, she couldn't shake off the lingering sense of unease. Between her own captivity and the kidnapping of her daughter, a lot weighed on her.
Nathan’s car pulled up a few minutes later. He’d gotten there quicker than she expected and wondered what he was doing in Phoenix. But now wasn’t the time to be asking that.
Olivia's gaze locked onto Nathan's unmarked squad car as it smoothly pulled up beside hers. A mixture of surprise and curiosity flickered across her face. How had he managed to arrive so swiftly? Questions danced at the edge of her thoughts, but she pushed them aside, recognizing the urgency of the situation at hand.
As Nathan stepped out of his car, her eyes meet his determined gaze. The unspoken understanding between them fueled her resolve, and she brushed off her initial puzzlement, knowing there would be time for explanations later.
Her focus shifted to the task at hand, the imminent need to confront the unknown assailant who had been taunting her. The sense of urgency pressed against her chest, intertwining with the adrenaline coursing through her veins. Every second counted, and there was no room for distractions.
Silently communicating through a series of nods and glances, Olivia and Nathan moved in unison toward the storage unit. The weight of their weapons reminded them of the danger that lay ahead, amplifying the gravity of their mission.
Olivia held up the key to him, something familiar about it tugged at her memories. The cabin, she thought, he’d shoved a key at her that day and demanded something from her.
Nathan swiftly inserted the key into the lock and with a click, it gave way - revealing a room filled with boxes and various items stored haphazardly around the small space. Her heart raced as she surveyed the darkness, not knowing what they would find but dreading what could be inside. Would it be another dead end or would the answer to solving the case be here? With trembling hands, she took a step forward.
Inside the dimly lit storage unit, Olivia's cautious footsteps echoed against the walls, blending with the heavy silence that hung in the air. Her heart pounded against her chest like a relentless drum, each beat reminding her of the gravity of the situation. The fear permeated the space, clawing at her senses, as if daring her to uncover the horrors that lay hidden within.
Her eyes scanned the cramped room, searching for answers amidst the suffocating atmosphere. And then she saw her—an emaciated figure, shackled to the cold, unforgiving wall. The sight sent a shiver down Olivia's spine, and her stomach churned with a mix of compassion and revulsion. The woman's bruised and pallid appearance told a tale of prolonged suffering, a testament to the relentless grip of captivity.
Nathan's surprised voice broke through the stillness, his words hanging in the air like an unsettling revelation. “It's a vampire.”
A vampire? Olivia's mind raced, struggling to comprehend the new layer of darkness that had descended upon their investigation. How had they stumbled into this realm of supernatural horrors? Questions clawed at the edges of her consciousness, but answers seemed elusive in the face of the unimaginable.
“Looks like things just got more complicated for you.”
As her thoughts spiraled, Xavier's voice cut through the silence, sending a jolt of alarm through her. How long had he been there? How did he know their every move? The resentment she felt towards him simmered beneath the surface, but at this moment, the why of his presence became secondary to the ominous truth before them.
Olivia's inner conflict intensified, wrestling with the realization that she had been thrust into a web of unfathomable darkness. Vampires, monsters, and the unknown loomed large, overshadowing the world she once thought she knew. The weight of the responsibility settled upon her shoulders, mingling with a sense of trepidation and determination.
As her gaze lingered on the vulnerable creature before her, suspended between hope and despair, Olivia couldn't shake the nagging feeling that they were merely scratching the surface of a malevolent force lurking in the shadows. The journey ahead would be treacherous, pushing her to confront her limits and navigate the blurred lines between reality and the supernatural.
But deep down, beneath the layers of doubt and fear, a flicker of resolve ignited within Olivia. She was determined to unravel the mysteries that lay before her, no matter how harrowing the path might be. For in the face of darkness, her relentless pursuit of justice burned brighter, fueling her with the courage to face the unimaginable and protect those who were trapped within its clutches.
Xavier's voice sliced through the tense silence, his words carrying a mix of authority and sinister intent. Olivia felt a chill crawl up her spine as his proposition hung in the air. The mention of The Hive, a place associated with vampires and their insatiable thirst, sent a shiver of unease through her.
Beside her, Nathan emitted a low, rumbling growl, a clear warning to Xavier. His protective instinct surged forth, ready to defend Olivia against any potential threat. She glanced at him, silently pleading for guidance, but his somber shake of the head revealed the truth—they had no other viable options at the moment.
Reluctantly, Olivia acknowledged the reality of their predicament. She despised the notion of relying on Xavier, of being at the mercy of a vampire's whims. But her duty as a detective compelled her to prioritize the investigation, even if it meant making unsettling alliances.
Taking a deep breath to steady her nerves, Olivia turned her gaze back to Xavier, her voice laced with a hint of resignation. “Fine. Take her to The Hive. Get the blood she needs. But mark my words, Xavier, this doesn't make us allies. We'll be watching closely, and I expect full cooperation and answers to our questions.”
Xavier's lips curled into a knowing smile, a glimmer of satisfaction dancing in his eyes. He understood the delicate dance they were embarking on, the fragile trust that hung between them. “Detective, we have a common goal, you and I.”
The weight of their reliance on Xavier settled heavily on Olivia's shoulders, a bitter pill to swallow. Yet, she knew they had no other choice if they wanted to unravel the mysteries that plagued them. They would have to tread carefully, keeping their wits sharp and their guard up.
They were stepping into a realm where the lines between friend and foe blurred, where danger lurked at every turn. 
Olivia's gaze locked onto the woman before her, a nagging sense of familiarity tugging at her instincts. Those eyes, their depth and hue, triggered a distant memory. She furrowed her brows, her mind rifling through recent encounters for a clue. The woman's eyes seemed to hold secrets, secrets Olivia couldn't quite place, secrets she sensed had brushed against her reality recently. 
And repeatedly.
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Epilogue


The moon hung high in the obsidian sky, casting an ethereal glow upon the deserted warehouse that Rachel had chosen. The rusty chains that dangled from the rafters and the air carried a tangible sense of unease. This was a place where secrets whispered and shadows danced. 
Rachel stood amidst the eerie stillness, her heart a maelstrom of emotions. Anger coursed through her veins like molten lava, fueled by the fact that the detective was still alive and kicking.
The sound of footsteps echoed in the distance, drawing her attention. Her gaze fixated on the approaching figure, a silhouette that emerged from the shadows. Tall and imposing, the man exuded a magnetic charisma that Rachel couldn't deny, despite the simmering fury within her.
"Rachel," his voice, deep and velvety, cut through the stillness. "You seem tense."
Rachel's eyes flashed with irritation as she crossed her arms, her nails biting into her palms. "Olivia is still breathing," she spat out, her anger like venom lacing each word.
The man’s lips curved into a wry smile, a gesture that only served to stoke the flames of Rachel's rage. "And yet, she is within our grasp. It's only a matter of time."
The response wasn't enough to quell the storm brewing within Rachel. "Time is a luxury we don't have. This should have been handled," she hissed, her frustration palpable.
The man's gaze remained steady, his dark eyes untouched by her agitation. "Rachel, my dear, have patience. The plan is well in hand."
Rachel's growl was low and feral, a manifestation of her mounting impatience. She was accustomed to perfection and meticulous execution, and anything less was a personal affront. "Nathan killed Andras," He continued, his tone casual as if discussing the weather.
Her growl deepened, the sound resonating through the lit space.
"He needs a proper wolf burial," she declared, her voice laced with a mixture of sorrow and anger. Andras was a wolf. He deserved better.
The man’s gaze remained unmoved, his features retaining an air of detachment. "You're too sentimental, Rachel."
Her snarl was swift, her teeth bared in a mixture of defiance and frustration. "He was one of us. He deserves a proper send-off."
The man's sigh was almost imperceptible, a brief exhale that seemed to carry the weight of the world. "Do what you must to assuage your guilt. I won't stand in your way."
The words hung in the air, a tense acknowledgment of the intricate dance of power and emotion that defined their worlds. Rachel's shoulders tensed. There was a calculated edge to his demeanor, a sense that he held cards close to his chest, even at this moment of candor.
The moon's glow seemed to intensify, casting elongated shadows that danced upon the floor like fireflies. The line between predator and prey, loyalty, and betrayal, blurred in the darkness of the abandoned warehouse.
The man's enigmatic smile lingered as Rachel's gaze bore into him. With that moment of uncertainty and danger, their paths converged, and the dance of shadows seemed to mirror the intricate interplay between motives and alliances.
Phoenix would be theirs.
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